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      She might not like me, but she wants me.

      
        
        I'm used to being worshipped like a football god. Everyone on campus loves me, except her.

        Which is why when her ex breaks her heart and her friends plot revenge, I volunteer to be her fake boyfriend.

        She hates the plan, almost as much as she hates me. We can barely speak without tearing each other to shreds.

        But sometimes when we fight, she looks at me like she might not hate all of me.

        Any advantage on the field is a good one, right?

        But then she asks me for a favor I don’t know if I can deliver on.

        And I make a confession that could have this whole game falling apart.
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      Mackenzie

      

      “Hell yeah. Shake that ass baby!” An oversized linebacker yells at the top of his lungs before he turns around far too fast for someone on his third round of beer pong.

      It happens in slow motion, and I wonder for a second if I might have just-discovered premonition skills because I can see what’s about to happen before it does. I’m powerless to stop it, or do anything to change the course of events, but I know it’s coming.

      He trips over the edge of the beer pong table, losing his grip on the plastic cup in his hand, and it goes sailing through the air, spraying an arc of sparkling golden foam in an almost artistic display, right before it hits its target: me.

      I should count myself lucky because it misses my face and hair, but it perfectly covers the dress I’m wearing. The one I’ve only worn this once. A sparkling sequined number Olivia had me put on tonight now adorned with an extra layer of reflective decoration.

      The linebacker catches himself on the wall and looks up to see me drenched and his cup rolling across the floor. A look of confusion eventually morphs to understanding as he stares.

      “Shit, sorry. Watch out though, yeah?” He mutters and then stumbles away.

      I sigh, grabbing a roll of paper towels from the sideboard and unsuccessfully blotting the dress. Realizing it’s hopeless and I just need to change, I start to head upstairs. Before I can get far though, someone else bumps the beer pong table and two beers go sailing to the floor. I bite my tongue, and say a brief prayer to the party gods, asking that I might at least have a bit more time in between each party foul to react appropriately.

      “Be careful what you wish for,” I mumble to myself under my breath as I sweep the spill up with a pile of flimsy paper towels.

      There’d been a time in high school when I’d secretly wished for this — to be more popular than I was and have the opportunity for linebackers to spill beer on my floor. I’d wondered what it would be like to be at the parties where all the popular kids got together. I could barely fathom the idea of one football player showing up at my home, let alone half the team on a Friday night.

      I dodge between the legs of a giggling sorority girl, presumably the ass shaker herself, who was too busy slinging her arms around the Spiller-in-Chief’s thick football playing neck to notice me.  I didn’t wonder anymore, and I regret having ever wished for it.

      “Please, don’t let me get in your way.” I roll my eyes, muttering some more as I get down on my knees to get the part of the spill that was quickly making its way under the table. Old houses like this one always had a nice lean on them, it made cleaning up an Olympic sport.

      “Kenz, are you cleaning up again? Please don’t worry about it. I promise I’ll help clean in the morning.” My roommate - the birthday girl - responsible for the current guest list, leaned her head down to me, peering at me under the table. Her eyes already getting glassy from the alcohol, but her smile was still bright as always.

      “It’s fine. I just happened to have a towel.” I wave her off, giving her my best fake smile to reassure her.

      “You need to stop cleaning and come play a round. We could use you on our team!” She grins.

      We were strange roommates and even stranger friends. Olivia was normally not the person I’d have picked out in a lineup as my future bestie. We’re opposites in about a half dozen ways, but we’d shared a dorm sophomore year and just clicked. Somehow, eating ice cream over bad dates and breakups, a shared love of Indian food, and our agreement that Jess really was the right one for Rory all along created an inseparable bond.

      Bad breakups. My gut churns at the reminder.

      “Sure thing, just let me throw this out in the kitchen.” I motion behind me, knowing full well if I just stall in the kitchen for a bit, she’s drunk enough she’ll forget what she needed from me.

      I slide past a kegger in the middle of the kitchen floor - and the group of five guys arguing over the best way to tap it - to drop the towels in the trash. Before I head upstairs, I decide to make sure everything’s in order.

      I check the chip bowls in the kitchen and fill them up, grab the veggie tray from the fridge and put it out—as if anyone would actually eat it—and put out a fresh container of dip. Then I restock the cooler on the floor and put out more cups while glaring at the number piling up around the dining room table instead of making their way into the trash can.

      “Hey you. Are you catering? Do you have any hard seltzer?” A voice comes from behind me, and I turn around to see two sorority girls in what look like expensive form fitting dresses and heels behind me.

      “No, and yes.” I point to the cooler on the floor. “But it’s not cold yet.”

      “No worries, easier to chug that way anyways.” A laugh bubbles out of her before she locks arms with her friend, and they chase after the seltzer.

      “What about a Fat Tire?” a voice like warm thick honey spread over gravel asks from behind me. One I recognize. A voice that is attached to one of the sexiest men I’ve ever seen, and the only bright spot on evenings like this one.

      “Hidden behind the Chinese takeout box on the right side of the fridge,” I say as I turn around, smiling before I can help myself.

      “You are always so good to me, Mac.” Ben Lawton’s gigawatt smile is on full display and his gorgeous dimples pop. If football doesn’t work out, the man only needs his face to launch an entire career.

      “Yes, well, I have to reward good taste.” I can’t help it when my cheeks heat a little.

      Not all football players are the same. I need to remember this. Ben, for example, is gorgeous, smart, and one of the kindest people I’ve ever met.

      “Is that what I have?” His eyes roam over me inquisitively, taking in the dress I’m wearing despite the spill. One Olivia insisted on buying me for my birthday for “parties and going out and things”. I only agreed to wear it today because it was her birthday, and she’d insisted on a dress code.

      But I swear I see a flicker of interest in Ben’s eyes, even though I’m far from his type. I know the girls he goes for, and they are almost always blonde, waifish gigglers. I wonder if he’d make an exception, maybe just this once. A sliver of hope runs through my veins at the idea of having someone like Ben for a rebound.

      “Oh, shit, what happened?” He points to the beer still dripping off some of my sequins.

      “One of your linebackers has trouble walking when he’s drunk,” I shake my head.

      “Fuck. I’m sorry. Is there something I can do?”

      Yeah. Come upstairs and help me out of this dress.

      I open my mouth to reply when one of the seltzer girls chooses that moment to notice him.

      “Bennnnnnny boy,” she drawls, “I’ve been looking for you.”

      His eyes immediately snag on her, and his smile grows into a self-assured smirk.

      “Oh yeah? Well, look no further. Lemme grab something, and we can talk.” He flashes his dimples at her, and the way he says talk it’s clear zero exceptions will be made for me this evening.

      “Whatever you say, Benny.” She brushes her perfectly manicured nails over his arm and gives him doe eyes.

      “You sure you’re okay?” His eyes flick back to me because he’s always polite.

      “I’m good,” I answer, offering a tight little smile.

      He pulls the fridge open and grabs the beer I’d stashed for him, before sliding his arm around her thin waist. His fingers splay down over her hip in a possessive manner, and I feel a little curl of jealousy swarm in my gut. As he walks away though, he spares me a glance over her shoulder.

      “Hey, thanks again Mac.” He nods. “You’re the best.”

      I give him a quick nod.

      Yep. I was the best. The best cleaner. The best caterer. The best roommate. The best doormat. Ugh.

      My mood is rapidly deteriorating, and I just need to get away from all the revelry for a bit before I bite someone’s head off for some totally inane comment. I also desperately need out of this dress before I start smelling like a bar at the end of a long night.

      I weave through the crowd and duck under the makeshift rope we’ve created on the stairwell to head upstairs. It’s a house rule we’ve all agreed to; only people who live here go upstairs. Olivia could have all the wild parties she wanted, and her friends could get up to whatever debauchery they liked downstairs, but I was one hundred percent not willing to have my bedroom turn into a hookup spot.

      I head for my room at the back of the hall when I notice the rain splattering on the windowpane in the little library. Library is probably an aspirational description if I’m being fair. It’s really more of an alcove with a small loveseat and half stacked bookshelves flanking either side. I have no idea what purpose it might have originally been intended to serve for the first owners, but in the 21st century, it’s an excellent place to study and read. And therefore, very much my little library.

      I glance between my room and the alcove, trying to decide if I’d fall asleep if I just took a second to relax on the couch and enjoy the rain before I change out of this dress.

      It sucked that Wren wasn’t here. She’s our third roommate, and more of a nerd like me. When we got bored with the house parties, we always absconded up here with some snacks and drinks and curled up in her room to watch a few of our shows. Only the ones Olivia wouldn’t miss and didn’t like. The “old timey” stuff, as she liked to call it.

      I smile. I’m lucky to have my roommates right now. Even though this particular party sucked in my estimation; we’d spent several nights this week eating an array of ever-stranger ice cream flavors we found at the local market and talking about all the ways Ezra could go straight to hell for what he did to me. We’d even come up with a few ways I thought were quite inventive and likely hadn’t been tried before.

      My laziness wins out, and I collapse on the loveseat. I’m careful not to let the damp parts of the dress touch the velvet upholstery. I lean my face against the window and let the glass cool my overheated skin. Despite being scantily clad in the dress Olivia picked out, there were still way too many warm bodies in this old house to stay cool.

      I slide my feet out of the heels she’d let me borrow and stretch my toes. Already there’s a marked improvement in my mood just from that. Olivia loved dressing me up in borrowed shoes and new outfits she’d just happened to pick out for me. I didn’t mind it most of the time, except for when it got painful.

      I’d have to go back downstairs in a bit. Check on Olivia, check on the house, and make sure nothing too wild was happening before I could call it a night, but from here the music and the voices were a dull roar in the background.

      That is, until I heard footsteps pounding up the stairs, each clomp echoing off the old walls and down the hall. They didn’t belong to Olivia, since she had a lot more grace than that. Which meant I was about to have to deal with yet another drunk jerk who can’t obey house rules.

      “The bathroom is downstairs!” I yell out, hoping the oaf turns around, so I don’t have to deal with him directly. I’ve had my fair share already tonight, and I don’t have the patience for another.

      But there’s no response, and I hear the footsteps coming closer.

      “Can’t a girl catch a fucking break?” I grumble, rising to meet the nuisance in my hall.

      “Depends on what kind of break she needs,” a deep voice answers, and his figure looms in the alcove's archway, blotting out the light and stopping me in my tracks.

      I recognize him immediately, the deep voice and the smell of his cologne a dead giveaway, even if the impossible size of the man wasn’t so evident.

      Just what I need when I’m already exhausted; chaos-fucking-incarnate.

      “Waylon, you, of all people, know you shouldn’t be up here,” I grump at him.

      Olivia’s best friend is the quarterback for the university’s team, Liam Montgomery, and the reason half the football team is here tonight. Where he goes, they follow. And first in line of that dutiful march is his other best friend, the team’s center and therefore Liam’s personal bodyguard, Waylon Prescott.

      “Is that what the rope was for? I thought maybe there was a VIP lounge up here. You are dressed to give bottle service.” He smirks, as his eyes run over me. I’d say it was with interest, but given how much we hate each other, I know it’s just him buying time to think of an insult.

      “Go back downstairs. Before one of your jersey chasers tries to follow you up here.”

      Waylon is an all-time favorite on the football team. Straight out of Texas with a slight drawl and all. Constantly smiling. Always cracking jokes. Easy going and always assuming everyone loves him. Because they do, mostly. Especially women, although that likely has as much to do with his looks as his personality, and the rumors his massive size is reflected in all parts of his anatomy.

      Have you ever hated someone, but to make it worse, they were undeniably and almost universally attractive, and so you hated them a little more for it? Yeah, that. That was Prescott in my world.

      He ignores me, as if I’m not speaking. As if I don’t exist, and presses past me, ducking his head to avoid the low ceiling, to the little loveseat where he sits down. I don’t even know if sit is the right word to describe what’s happening. Engulfs might be better. I was truly worried for my favorite little antique, that it might break under his size. At his insane height and build, there probably wasn’t a lot of furniture that didn’t seem to be dwarfed by his presence.

      “Not bad, little small though.” He runs his fingers over the couch, and I resist the urge to slap his hands away.

      “Waylon, please,” I grit out.

      I needed my quiet time. My sanity. And Waylon Prescott never led to either of those things.

      He was the mad hatter of the group. The constant jokester. The one who always seemed to be the thinly-veiled catalyst behind the latest team prank. The time they played an entire game of flag football on top of the chemistry building? Waylon. The time they’d turned the quad into a giant cloud of bubbles after renting 20 bubble machines? Waylon. The man who’d once suggested I turn our cute little backyard garden into a mud wrestling pit and start my own divisional mud wrestling championship when I’d griped about needing to find a job that paid better? Waylon fucking Prescott.

      “He doesn’t do brunettes.” He takes a sip of his beer. I’d barely noticed he had it because his massive hands obscure most of it, making it look like something he plucked from a dollhouse.

      “What?” I furrow my brow. Following Waylon’s logic was hard on a good day. And today was far from a good day.

      He pauses for a long moment, his eyes fixed on my dress. There’s just enough light from outside that it shimmers a bit. I wait for some smartass remark. He always has one.  I’m sure I’d be called “Sparkles” or “Disco Ball” from now on. Something that would remind me of how ridiculous I’d been to agree to wear this dress.

      In fact, he was the reason anyone on the football team who bothered to know or remember my name, called me Mac. Because when we met for the first time and I told him my name was Mackenzie, he’d said, “Mackenzie? Mac? Like a Mack Truck” and smiled this incredibly devious smile. I could still picture it, even now. And I was too dumbfounded at the time to say anything because who the hell does that? Sure, I had extra pounds on me. I had an hourglass figure that was nowhere near the type guys like him preferred, but I thought when we got to college, we were mature enough to not make fat jokes like middle schoolers.

      Asshat. I fold my arms over my chest, glaring at him through the dark over the memory.

      “Lawton,” he says at last, taking another pull off his beer.

      A little knot forms in my throat as I feel the creep of embarrassment. If Waylon noticed my interest, then I was being way too obvious because Waylon didn’t notice anything that wasn’t being directly waved in front of him - like the asses of two sorority girls just this evening. I roll my eyes.

      “Ooookay,” I say, as if I have no idea why he’s telling me that.

      “Just thought you might want to know if you were up here pouting about him not fucking you.” He shrugs.

      “I am not pouting, least of all, about who Ben takes home tonight. I’m just getting some peace and quiet and changing my dress.” I hope the exasperation in my voice will send him on his way.

      “If you say so.” He raises an eyebrow like he doesn’t believe me.

      “I do,” I retort, widening my eyes and motioning for the stairs. “Now go.”

      “Can you even reach the zipper on your own?” He ignores my instructions, his eyes running over my dress for the third time.

      I couldn’t, or at least not easily. I’d forgotten that bit when I’d hurried up here. Olivia had helped me get into the dress, and I’d probably need her help to get out of it. The last thing I want to do is go downstairs and ask because I’ll only get dragged into another round of beer pong.

      “I’ll figure it out,” I say at last.

      “I can do it for you.”

      “It’s delicate. I doubt your giant paws could manage it.”

      “You’d be surprised what they can manage.”

      I’d heard plenty about what he can manage because any woman who managed to find out was only too happy to brag about it.

      “Excellent point. Who knows where they’ve been tonight.”

      “You rather I go see if Ben can pull his out of Kelsey long enough to help you?”

      “No, thank you,” I say pertly, glaring at him through the dim light.

      “Just let me help you Mac, Christ. You don’t have to pull out the shank every damn time.”

      “Fine,” I relent, but only because it’d be more awkward to keep refusing. Like I was afraid of getting too close to him. Like letting him touch me might mean something. Which it definitely would not.

      He sets his beer down, and I turn to give him my back. He takes my hair and slides it over my shoulder and out the way, brushing the bare skin of my shoulders, and causing shivers to break out where they shouldn’t be. I can tell he notices too by the way he clears his throat, which only pisses me off.

      “Where’s your dude, anyway? I thought you had one. He cool with that? You hitting up football players?” He asks as he deftly pulls the little zipper down the line of my spine, stopping just above my hips. Because of course, he could probably do this in his sleep. He’s had dozens of opportunities to practice. Practice that could be really useful, say, if you wanted to have worthwhile rebound sex.

      The second I think it, I’m annoyed I did.

      “He’s not here.” I answer tersely. “Don’t you have a sorority girl to go fuck in the back of your pickup truck or something? Maybe a quick blow job in the bushes? Or another round of beer pong? You know, anything that isn’t bothering me.”

      He frowns for a millisecond, but it twists into a smile.

      “You spend a lot of time thinking about who I’m fucking and where.”

      “I spend a lot of time trying to entice you to get out of my space.”

      “Do I bother you, Mac?” He raises up off my little couch. Thank God for small mercies. I almost think I can hear it sigh in relief.

      I can only see half his face in the dark, lit up on one side by the light coming in from the window. His lip’s curled up in a smirk on one side, drawing my attention to his jawline. He has a good one, a shadow of a blond beard already on it. High cheekbones offset it and gorgeous piercingly pale blue eyes. His long sun-bleached blond hair is tied up in a low messy bun. It’s his signature style, and I wonder why the hell he grows it long if he always has it up. Another thing I hate about him for the list.

      “Immensely. You are one of the most irritating people I have ever met in my life.” I reply honestly with zero concern it’ll touch his feelings. Because this man’s ego? It is bulletproof. People love him. Adore him. He’s a fan favorite. A team favorite. And from the rumors I’ve heard—and wish I hadn’t—wildly popular in sorority houses around campus.

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “Probably because the women in your life don’t tell you no enough, if I had to guess.”

      He smiles before he takes another sip of his beer.

      “You bother the fuck out of me too.”

      I open my mouth to respond, and then shut it again, once, twice, before I can find my words. The nerve of this man to invade my space and then harass and insult me.

      “Well, then at least we agree on something.”

      He smiles again, a knowing smile, like he’s in on some joke I don’t know about.

      “Stop that.”

      “What?”

      “Smiling.”

      “I’m not allowed to smile?”

      “Not up here. This is a no smiling zone.”

      “A no smiling zone?” A laugh slips out of him, one that’s warm and regretfully sends a little shiver of awareness down my spine. He looks wildly amused with me.

      “Yes. Also, a no drunk zone. A no linemen zone. A no to everything you are zone. Okay? So, out,” I hook my thumb over my shoulder to show him where he can go. I need him out before any other part of my anatomy decides to shiver in his presence.

      “Yes ma’am,” he gives me his best southern drawl and starts to move out of the room, but he glances back one last time, that stupid smile on his face before he disappears.
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      As I make my way back down the steps, I’m greeted by my boys in the kitchen, who are filling up their cups from the keg. Liam looks up at me and shakes his head when he realizes I was upstairs.

      “The girls are gonna kick your ass, and I’m gonna let ‘em.”

      “Don’t worry, Mac already handed it to me.” I grin.

      “I almost think you get off on arguing with her, considering you seem to go looking for it.”

      “What can I say? She’s fun when she’s mad.”

      “You poke hornet nests in your free time too?” Easton pipes in.

      “Who’s fun when she’s mad?” Olivia appears from the dining room.

      “Mac,” Liam answers for me.

      “Oh god Waylon, don’t piss her off all right? She doesn’t need it right now, and she’s being a really good friend by having this party for me.”

      “I didn’t piss her off. I just talked to her a little,” I say defensively, raising my hands.

      She gives me a look that says she doesn’t believe me before she resumes her original mission of finding a drink in the fridge.

      “I’ll bet.” Liam gives me a sideways glance.

      But I just give him a smile and a shrug.

      “There you are!” Holly’s hands are on me before I even register it’s her voice.

      “Hey there.” I give her a smile and take in the tight little pink dress she has on this evening. It looks good against her tanned skin and long blonde hair.

      “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Come play this drinking game with us,” her demand brooks no option for dissent, and I follow her into the living room where a crowd of my teammates and their dates for the night are seated haphazardly around a table.

      “Get up, Jason,” Holly orders one of the younger guys on the team out of the recliner, and he gives her a disappointed look but complies.

      Then she spins me around into the chair and lands in my lap.

      “You have to show them how it’s done, Way,” she coos, rubbing her manicured fingers over my thigh.

      “You’re gonna have to tell me what the rules are.” I point to the table where a set of cards and shots is spread out.

      “For you? Anything goes.” She flashes me a brilliant smile, and I feel guilty.

      Guilty because she’s hot as fuck, but I can’t bring myself to muster more than a bit of feigned interest. Guilty because half the guys in this room would replace me in a heartbeat if she gave them the shot. Guilty because I might fucking kiss her anyway to try to distract myself.

      “Oh yeah? You think they’re gonna let me get away with that too?”

      “I mean we can always go somewhere without them.” She leans forward and places a tentative kiss on my cheek, almost innocent if it weren’t for the fact her hand was already working its way over my semi. The one I have thanks to a curvy brunette who let me help her with her dress.

      “Seems like you might be up for it?” she says in a voice that’s straight phone sex operator, one that would get most guys hard in an instant.

      But for me? It’s a letdown in comparison. I can see the disappointment reflected in her eyes as I go a little softer under her touch.

      “Whiskey dick?” she whispers, her lower lip rolling into a partial pout.

      “Something like that,” I answer. More like whiskey rimmed pale green eyes with little flecks of amber in them. Eyes that seem to light up when she’s most pissed at me. A little fucking dress that sparkles in the moonlight and looks so damn out of place on her I can’t stop thinking about it. And a mouth that won’t fucking quit. Insulting me, most of the time… but still. A mouth I want to explore. Taste. A body I wish I could touch—

      “That’s okay. I’m more than willing to put the work in.” Holly winks at me, and runs her fingers back up my thigh, redirecting my attention back to her and the game at hand.

      “Tell me the rules.” I wrap my arm around her and slide forward on the chair, swigging the last of my beer before I get ready to play.

      I set the empty bottle up on the shelf out of the way. It’s one of the craft beers Mac keeps hidden in the back of the fridge for the only one of us I’ve ever seen her look at with interest.

      “You in this round, Prescott?” Our running back, J.B. nods from me to the round of shots he’s pushing forward.

      “You fucking bet.” I nod for him to pass them and watch as his eyes rake over Holly’s long legs when he does.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later and I’m well and truly wasted from the game, struggling to stay focused as I try to beat the last few competitors left in the round. The party’s fading fast now it’s the wee hours of the morning, and there’s only a handful of us still left.

      “Hey man,” Liam’s voice calls over the back of my chair, and I look up at him. “I’m gonna stay here. Help the girls clean up in the morning cause the place is pretty trashed. You want me to call you a ride or something?”

      Liam was my DD tonight and had planned to drive us home in my truck. I hate to leave it here and staying would also mean I could help clean and get another glimpse of her.

      “No, he’s staying here. Right, Way?” Holly grinds her ass against my lap.

      “Yeah. I’ll just stay, man. Then we can drive home in the morning. I can help clean up.”

      “All right. If you’re sure?” Liam’s eyes dart to Holly and back to me. A second unspoken question passing between us.

      “I’m good.”

      “All right. I’ll be upstairs then.”

      I nod, and he takes off toward the dining room where I can see Olivia already disappearing.

      Liam is the only one the girls ever voluntarily allow upstairs, mostly because he and Olivia have some sort of strange friends but zero benefits thing going on, and he never hooks up with anyone if she’s around.

      “Bathroom’s free. I could get you started with a quick blow job?” Holly leans back against me, her lithe little body melting into mine.  I truly hate the fact my body doesn’t respond in kind to her offer.

      “Let me just get a water first. Give me a few?” I ask, slowly standing and placing her back in the chair.

      She curls up in the space, covering a little yawn with her hand, “Okay. But not too long? I need my Way fix before I fall asleep.”

      “Okay,” I smile and tuck some of her hair out of her face before I head for the kitchen.

      I stop short when I get to the dining room because she’s in the kitchen already. The sparkly dress is gone. Replaced with very short shorts and a tank top hugging her curves. Her hair’s been tossed up in a bun, and she looks like she’s already slept on it. She’s padding around in her bare feet cleaning up trash.

      “Whatcha doin'?” I ask as I cross the threshold, like it’s not obvious.

      “Fuck,” she jolts, her hand going to her heart. Her half-opened eyes dart to mine, and she gives me a cutting glare. “Cleaning, Waylon. What does it look like? You and the rest of your jackasses are kind of a mess.”

      I ignore the vitriol. “It can’t wait till morning?”

      “I just came down to get some water and check on stuff. I figured I might as well pick up a few things while I’m here. What are you, the cleaning police?” She snipes at me as she tosses several bottles into the recycling bin and an empty chip bag into the trash.

      “The go-back-to-bed police.”

      She shoots another cutting glance before she pulls a glass out the cabinet.

      “Just saying you look tired.”

      “Thanks for that.”

      “I just mean— “

      “No really, it was restrained. I expected a crack about a befuddled disco ball.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” She shakes her head as she pours herself a glass of water. And then I realize she thinks I was going to insult her for it.

      “Could I get one?”

      “What?”

      “Water?”

      “Oh, sure.” She glances over her shoulder for a second, as if she’s unsure what to make of me.

      Then she pulls a second glass out of the cabinet and fills it up before turning around to hand it to me.

      “Thanks. It looked good, by the way. The dress. Not your usual, but good anyway.” I’m too drunk to be talking, but I give her a little smile.

      My eyes drifting over her bare legs as I wonder what she’d say if I asked to go up to her room with her. I realize she’s dead quiet as she stares at me, and I put the glass to my lips, chugging the water to fill the awkwardness.

      She stares at me for half a beat longer, her mouth half open like she’s about to say something.

      “Wayyyyy. Hurry up and come fuck me,” Holly’s voice cuts through the silence like a crack of thunder, before she appears behind me, and her hand slides over the front of my pants and cups me.

      Mac flashes a tight smile at both of us before she sets her glass down in the sink and hurries upstairs without another word.

      Fuck.

      “Thank God. That girl is always such a bitch.” Holly rolls her eyes.

      “She’s not that bad.” I place my glass next to hers in the sink.

      “No, but I am.” Holly gives me a sly grin before she hops up on the counter and slides her panties off to the floor.

      “Everyone’s gone or asleep, so you could fuck me right here. It’d be fun trying to be quiet enough that we don’t get caught.”

      I smile at her, my fingers playing with the strap of her dress, pulling it down and exposing the tan lines underneath it. My stupid caveman brain wants to fuck her right here on the counter, and say fuck being quiet. I want Little Miss Disco Ball to hear how hard I can make a woman come. Let her be squeezing her thighs together upstairs, wishing it was her. But the tiny part of me that can think past all the whiskey shots knows it would be the stupidest thing I could do.

      “Sweetheart, you’re so fucking sexy. That’s really tempting, but my QB is upstairs. If he or Olivia hear us, they’ll both come down to rip my balls off, and I’m kinda attached to them.” I place a little kiss on her shoulder, lamenting the fact I can’t even bring myself to take her out to my truck for a quick fuck there either.

      “You’re a clit tease, you know?” Holly pouts again.

      “I’m sorry,” I apologize half-heartedly.

      “Yeah. Yeah. I’ll forgive you this once, but you know I could have half the guys on the team. One of them is going to steal me away if you keep leaving me so lonely. This might be your last chance.” Her hands wander over my chest, her eyes are glassy and her lids low.

      “Why don’t we get you back in the chair?” I grab her panties off the floor, and then pick her up and carry her back to the living room.

      She yawns again, “Fine. A quick nap. But then I’m going to wake you up with a blow job.”

      I answer her with a choked laugh.

      “I’ll do it. Then you won’t be able to tell me no.” She smiles at me under hooded eyes.

      “Yeah, well, let’s get you some energy with a nap first, okay?”

      “Fine.”

      I lay her down in the chair, and she immediately curls up and closes her eyes. A few moments later I hear soft little snores. I run a hand over my face and stare at the couch.

      I have zero doubts if she wakes up, she’ll make good on her promise, and I’ll be too dead to the world to stop her before she starts. I glance at the door, thinking about heading to sleep out in my truck or in the bathroom. Except we’re not the only people down here sleeping off the alcohol, and there’s about zero chance one of them won’t need this bathroom before the end of the night.

      My eyes drift back to the dining room and the back steps. I would technically be breaking a house rule, but I’m sure they’d forgive me if I explained the reasoning tomorrow. Besides, we’d all be too hung over and busy cleaning to argue.

      I glance back at Holly, grabbing a blanket and throwing it over her before I head to the stairs. I pause and take my boots off before I climb up them, hoping my socks are enough to deaden the sound.

      When I get upstairs, I stare at the little couch in the alcove where Mac and I had been earlier tonight. There’s no way I could sleep on the thing without contorting into a pretzel and the rug laid out on the floor in front of it looks too expensive for me to be sleeping on.

      I glance across the hall. Mac’s door is shut, but there’s a small light glowing from under it like she might still be awake.

      I wonder what she’d do if I knocked on it. If I asked if I could sleep next to her. But when I hear the creak of the floorboards in her room, I panic, darting into the bathroom next door and closing it behind me.

      I lean against the door, trying to slow my breathing in hopes she won’t hear and rip into me. And then I realize I’m a fucking lineman hiding in a bathroom terrified of a woman at least a half a foot shorter than me while I’m trying to escape a surprise blow job, and I can’t help but laugh.

      Quietly, though because I value my life.
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      Mackenzie

      

      Even though I barely drank last night, I feel the feather’s edge of a headache coming on. The sun’s still a little too bright in my face in the bathroom this morning, pouring in from the frosted window. I cringe a little when I see my reflection in the mirror, and groan as I stretch to kick off my tank top and bra.

      I’d taken off the fake eyelashes and the lipstick, but my lids had gotten heavy while I was looking for my makeup wipes. So, I’d laid down on the bed to close my eyes and promised myself I’d get up in just a minute to finish.

      And a minute turned into… the whole night, apparently, because it was morning, and I desperately needed a shower.

      I yawn and reach around the shower curtain encircling the clawfoot tub in the bathroom, cranking the hot water on. Or what will eventually be hot, once 4 minutes of ice water clear the line. The pipe rattles, gurgling and groaning as it complains about doing the job it’s been assigned to for the last 130 years.

      I turn to hang my towel up when I hear something that makes my blood run cold.

      “Whhhhat the ffffucckkkkk” a male voice lets out a guttural groan.

      The voice was close. Way too close.

      It had come from behind the curtain. In my fucking bathtub. I scream out in response, shrieking and jumping back as a figure jumps up and out of the tub with lightning quick reflexes, nearly bowling me over.

      I blink to try to make sense of what’s happening and in doing so catch a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror, remembering I’m naked except for a pair of lace panties.

      My clothes are on the other side of the male body that’s just erupted like a fucking volcano from my tub; so close and yet so far. I reach for the shower curtain, but stumble in my attempt, bumping into the male figure who reacts by grabbing me and practically slamming me against the wall.

      And if I wasn’t already awake, being pinned against the wall by a giant man, having every bit of adrenaline surge to my brain has definitely done the job. I scream bloody murder again.

      “Fuckkkkkk,” he lets out a pained groan at the sound of my shriek, and his hand goes over my mouth.

      I need to make sense of this. If it’s an intruder, I need to think fast. Come up with a plan to bash him over the head and escape. Figure out a way to get help from my roommates. I was pretty sure Liam was here too. He might be able to beat this guy’s ass if I just stall for time.

      I look frantically over the man’s shoulder scanning the counter for something I might be able to use as a weapon. And that’s when I see the back of him in the mirror.

      He’s naked. Very naked except for boxer briefs, anyway. But so very naked otherwise. A wide expanse of skin on display, with tattoos splayed over his back… and a blond bun. One I recognize. One I would likely know anywhere like it was the warning colors on a poisonous snake, if poisonous snakes came in the species fuckboy.

      I swallow heavily as I register the brute who had me pinned against the wall was none other than Waylon Prescott. And then the questions come flooding in.

      Why was Waylon in my bathroom? Why was he pinning me against a wall? Why was he naked?

      Oh shit. My dimwitted morning brain catches up. There are very few reasonable answers to that question.

      “Did you… did you fuck someone in my bathtub last night?” I demand, my voice barely audible since his hand still covers my mouth.

      I will kill him. Just gut him right here as soon as I can find a way out of his unrelenting grip.

      “What?” He says, blinking and furrowing his brow. He’s clearly still half asleep, barely registering anything that’s happening.

      His eyes narrow, trying to focus, but his hand releases from my lips.

      “If you did, I swear you’re going to spend the rest of your day bleaching every inch of this room with a toothbrush.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” He blinks again, and the look on his face tells me I’m finally coming into focus for him.

      “You, Waylon. You are naked in my tub.”

      He glances down at himself, as though attempting to process the information I’ve just given him, but as his eyes travel downward, they land squarely on my breasts. Breasts which are thankfully trapped between us in a way that makes it impossible for him to get a better look. Because while my mind is horrified at the idea of Waylon touching me, my traitorous body has other ideas entirely about how it feels. About how he smells. How he looks. All of which, by the way, are so fucking good despite the circumstances. It was not at all fair that this is how he woke up in the morning.

      He finally wrenches his eyes from the tops of my breasts, up over my neck and to my face.

      “You’re naked.” He says it in a tone that’s half confusion, half accusation.

      “People generally get naked before they shower, Prescott.” I practically growl the words in response, as angry at my lady bits for staging a revolution on his behalf as I am at him.

      His brow furrows, but his eyes are running again, all over every inch of me exposed in a way that’s making my skin heat. Little tiny goosebumps breaking out in a trail wherever his eyes touch. His thumb strokes across my clavicle absently, and a shiver of awareness flits down my spine. Not this again. It’s a sensation I immediately want to dispense with when I remember exactly who is standing in front me. His hard body’s pressed against me the same way it was pressed against that sorority chick last night when she demanded he come fuck her.

      His very hard body. A body currently getting even harder and bigger.  Oh, hell no. I did not want to be thinking about the size of Waylon’s cock.

      “Um, good morning,” I say sarcastically, bringing us both out of the daze we’re in and using my eyes to attract his attention downward.

      Something snaps across his features, and he recoils from me lightning fast, prompting me to wrap both my arms around my breasts and press them tight against me. I was too blessed in that area to cover them completely, but I was damned if I was going to have a nip slip in front of this man. He’d be calling me Janet by the end of the day, and this little moment we were having was one I intended to make sure no one ever knew about.

      “It’s just some morning wood, Mac. Don’t get so damn excited.” He grunts at me.

      “Trust me, the only one who is excited about this morning is your little friend there.”

      He covers himself with a wide hand and glares at me. I glare back, locked in a staring contest for several beats, before he finally relents and looks around the room, presumably hunting for his clothing.

      I get a chance to really look at him then. Disheveled and hungover, but his body is still full of hard lines and chiseled planes. At his height and his size, he looks like a fucking Viking, pulled out of the history books and deposited in my bathroom. In fact, I think he might even have some runes tattooed on his side, and I’m trying to make them out when I notice his boxer briefs as he bends over to pick up his pants.

      I have no idea how I missed them before. They are electric blue and covered in Captain America ephemera. He would. He absolutely would fancy himself Captain America and clad his perfectly sculpted ass in little shields with stars. A giggle bubbles out of my lips before I can stifle it, and it’s the wrong thing to do.

      His body goes taut, and he lurches up, glaring back over his shoulder. Guilt creeps up my throat before reason stifles it. This man who is worshipped by half the women on campus can’t handle one giggle at his expense.

      “Something funny, Mac?” his eyes snap up and down the length of me with a look that says I’ve been assessed and found wanting.

      “Captain America undies? Are you seven?”

      He glances down as though he’s surprised to see them. “My baby brother gave them to me for my birthday, and it was fucking laundry day. Are you always this pleasantly bitchy in the morning?”

      Oh. Wow. He was going to go that way. If my hands weren’t currently employed in the task of a makeshift bra, I would have strangled him then and there, assuming I could get them around his giant neck.

      “Only when I find naked barbarians in my shower! What the hell are you doing in here, anyway?” I shout.

      “I needed a private place to sleep,” he grouches back at me.

      A private place to sleep? My mind begins working in the scene, processing why he was mostly naked and in a shower after the last time I’d seen him, he’d been raging drunk with his girl of the night telling him to fuck her.

      “If you brought one of your hookups in here, I will kill you. I told you to take it back downstairs.”

      He’s managed to get his legs into both of his pant legs but not zip them, and he whips around and spreads his hands wide like I’ve lost my mind.

      “Do you see a woman in here?”

      “No, but that means zilch. She might have gotten what she wanted, saw your Captain America undies and then fled the scene filled with regret.”

      A sneer, an actual full-blown sneer, crosses over his lip before he shoves his shirt over his head. I don’t think I’ve ever seen this man frown, let alone sneer. I ponder it for all of a split second before the door bursts open.

      “What the hell is going on in here?” Wren gripes, pushing her glasses up her nose as she tries to assess the situation.

      Bewilderment consumes her face as her eyes dart back and forth between the giant brute and me. Her mouth forms a tiny little “o” as her eyebrows begin their upward ascent.

      Great. Just great. Insult to injury. Now we’ll have a witness to this fiasco.

      He smooths his shirt down as he looks at Wren, his signature good-old-boy smile lighting up his face as he makes eye contact with her.

      “Mac here is just very interested in what’s in my pants, that’s all. Sorry if her excitement woke you up.” His voice has returned to its usual charming timbre.

      I gasp my indignation, a whole slew of insults on the tip of my tongue, but the bastard slides past me and out the room.

      “Have a good day, Wren!” He calls behind him as I hear his footsteps trail down the hallway.

      I let out a sharp scream as I grab a towel to wrap around myself before turning back to Wren.

      “It’s not what it looks like,” I grumble.

      “So, you and Waylon Prescott were not just mostly naked together in your bathroom in the early hours of the morning after a party?” Wren gives me a bemused look, fluttering her eyelashes.

      “He was mostly naked. I was just getting ready to get in the shower.”

      “A shower with him? Did you sleep with him last night? I mean, I wouldn’t blame you… I might even high-five you.”

      “NO!” I shout, and she winces. “Sorry, sorry. I… shit. I’m still freaked out. But no. Definitely not. He just happened to be in the shower when I went to get in.”

      She watches me for a beat as if there’s a puzzle she’s trying to put together and finally takes a step back out across the threshold.

      “Sounds interesting, and I want details, but I’ll let you fill in the rest after your shower.”

      “Yes, thanks. Again, sorry,” I frown and hope we didn’t wake up the entire household.

      After she closes the door, I take a deep breath. Trying to remember what I’d been doing and realizing the water to the shower is still running, billowing puffs of steam coming out from behind the curtain.

      I can still feel where his fingers had grabbed me, the imprint of his body on mine, and I swear I can almost smell the scent of his cologne on my skin. I jump in, happy to scrub everything about Waylon off me. Including the tiny goosebumps still present on my arms and down my neck, which means absolutely nothing because the room is cold. It’s the temperature and not Prescott that has my body responding, obviously.
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      Waylon

      

      I jump in the truck and slap the steering wheel before I start it up. My head is throbbing, and I need coffee and at least three breakfast sandwiches to try to combat this hangover. I slam the off button on the stereo before the music starts and sends daggers through my skull. Then I root through my gym bag, wishing I’d thrown a water bottle in the console last night before I left. The one currently in my bag is empty, and my mouth feels like the Sahara Desert. Half from the alcohol and half from the sight of Mac in my arms this morning.

      I yank my seat belt on, and my back screams in pain. It aches like a motherfucker. Sleeping in an old clawfoot tub had been dumb as hell, but after I’d snuck upstairs and shut myself in the bathroom, it had seemed cozy enough at the time. It would keep me out of sight, and it was definitely not a place Holly would go looking for me.

      Although, in retrospect, Holly almost seemed preferable to the evisceration I’d gotten this morning.

      “Fuuuuccckkk,” I groan as I recall the scene I’d just escaped.

      My lungs constricted a little at the memory of her standing there looking so fucking indignant at being accosted. She’d been fucking stunning. All her gorgeous curves were on display. Her pale skin looked like it would taste like fucking heaven, looking so soft in the morning light. I’d wanted that view for ages.

      I couldn’t help it made me fucking hard.

      “Fucking little friend,” I mutter, remembering the way she’d laughed at me. I’d been accused of being a lot of things in my life, but little—in any way, shape, or form—was not one of them. I huff. I’d had enough women tell me I was big, a few complaints of too big even, to take what she said seriously, but the fact she’d said it at all made me itch with discomfort. With a need to prove her wrong.

      The woman crawled under my skin and lived rent free in my head way more often than I liked.

      I knew she hated me, but she was also, generally, kind and tolerant toward pretty much everyone around her. I thought it would be out of bounds even for her to go that low.

      And mocking my Captain’s? Who didn’t like Captain America? If I swung that way, Chris Evans would damn near be top of the list, and as far as superheroes went, he was badass, talented and unique without being over the top.

      I pull through the drive thru after ordering my food, and the woman at the window’s eyes light up with interest as she sees me.

      “Good morning.” She smiles brightly, giving me her full attention once she finally looks up.

      “Mornin’. Can’t say there’s much good about it. But it is definitely a morning.”

      “Oh, no? Well, we’ll have to fix that,” she smiles, “just a second.”

      She shuffles around behind the counter, grabbing something and scribbling before she opens the window again.

      She flashes me a smile before reaching back across the counter for something that looks like a pastry bag, in addition to the sack of breakfast sandwiches I’d ordered.

      “Here you go,” she hands the bags and a large coke to me through the window.

      “Thanks darlin’’ I give her a smile and watch as the color rises slightly in her cheeks.

      As I slide the bags onto the seat next to me and pull out of the drive thru, I notice the donut she’d thrown into the pastry bag accompanied by her name and number scrawled across the brown paper. I grin. Maybe today won’t be so bad. After all, there were plenty of women in the world besides Mackenzie, and today was the perfect day to stop pretending I had a chance in hell with her.
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        * * *

      

      After practice that afternoon, we’re all dragging ass in the locker room. I’m fairly certain Coach knew we all partied too hard last night and was making a point of punishing us for it.

      “So, what happened to staying to clean up in the morning?” Liam asks me as he strips off his pads.

      “The morning didn’t exactly go according to plan.”

      “Holly have too much energy for you? I tried to warn you last night.”

      “Not Holly. Managed to avoid her.”

      “Who else was there? I only saw a couple of guys downstairs.”

      “I didn’t stay downstairs.”

      “Don’t fucking tell me you fucked with the hornet again. I’m gonna hear about it from Liv, and she’s gonna roast my balls for letting you do it.”

      “You need to tell her your control over this football team has limits.”

      “I prefer she thinks I’m in control at all times.”

      “I bet you do.”

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      I laugh my ass off as I toss my shit into my locker.

      “So, did you? Poke the hornet’s nest?” He smirks at me.

      “I fucking wish, man. But I did get to see the hornet’s assets up close and personal. And fucking fuck.”

      “Who’s assets?” Ben pipes in as he opens his locker.

      “Your fangirl’s,” Liam offers.

      He’s right about that and it hurts to acknowledge.

      “You better tread carefully there. She’s a good girl.” Ben eyes me warily.

      “Says the guy who toys with her all the fuckin’ time.” Liam angles a brow at him.

      “I’m just nice to her. What’s wrong with that?”

      “You give her hope, and it ruins the chances for the rest of us. That’s what’s wrong with that.” I grump at Ben.

      “She’s too smart for our bullshit. She knows we can’t give her what she wants.”

      “Speak for yourself.”

      “Besides, hasn’t she been with that guy in the band forever?” Ben gives me a look that says I’m an asshole for thinking I can meddle in true love.

      “Yeah, and she’s off fucking limits, bro. She’s Liv’s best friend. I don’t need the drama.” Liam adds helpfully.

      “Damn, okay!” I hold my hands up in the air. “I’m just fuckin’ saying I enjoyed the view.”

      “Yeah, well next time, shut your fucking eyes and stick around to help clean the place up.”

      “Okay, dad. Will do.” I give him a mock salute and head for the showers.
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      Mackenzie

      

      Olivia and I leave our last class of the day and start making our way out of the building. The autumn sun is still warm on my face when we hit the quad, and the smell of fall leaves and the end of classes for the day makes me smile.

      “We’ve gotta go meet Liam at the gym. I promised him a ride home. His SUV is in the shop.,” Olivia nods in the opposite direction of the parking lot. We carpool on days we have classes together because it seems silly for both of us to drive to campus.

      “Okay,” I nod and follow her lead.

      “I’m so freaking hungry, though, and I’ve only got TV dinners in the freezer. Would you wanna stop and get dinner somewhere?”

      “That sounds amazing. I don’t have many options at home either.”

      “Perfect. We could go to the diner over on Evans?”

      “Works for me.”

      As we get closer to the gym, I see Liam sitting outside talking to some guys from the team, including my least favorite player. I’ve managed to not have to see him since the incident, and I was hoping I’d be able to buy a bit more time before I did. I guess now is as good a time as any. Here’s hoping he can refrain from making jokes about it in front of everyone.

      “Hey boys,” Olivia greets the group of them, and they all give her a little wave.

      “Liv, I need your help with picking out a restaurant to take my girl for our anniversary,” Foster calls out to her.

      “Text me. I can give you some ideas I know she’d love.”

      “Thanks mom!” He smiles at her, and she grins back at him.

      “All right. Imma head out!” JB and some of the other guys head off with them, finishing up their conversation until it’s just Liam, Olivia, Waylon, and me standing on the steps.

      “You ready to go? We’re gonna hit the diner on Evans if you want to come?” Olivia asks Liam.

      “Fuck yes. I’m starving.”

      “All right. Let’s get going then, before the traffic gets shitty.”

      “I got all this gear I need to get home. Think it’ll fit?” Liam asks her doubtfully, looking down at the multiple gym bags at his feet.

      Olivia has a small car that gets around, but it is definitely not designed to haul gear for football players.

      “Umm. I don’t know. Kenz is riding with me today too,” she frowns at the pile.

      “I can squish in the back,” I offer, even though I’m not excited about it.

      “We can try.” Olivia shrugs.

      “I can give her a ride,” Waylon offers.

      Panic at the idea of being alone with him surges in my chest. The last thing on earth I want is to be stuck in the cab of his truck while he mocks me.

      “I’m going out to eat with Liv,” I interject.

      “I can take you to the diner. Actually, if ya’ll don’t care, I could go for a burger myself.”

      “Of course, Waylon. You’re always welcome,” Liv gives him a warm little smile, and I want to jab her in the side, but there’s no sneaky way to do that.

      “Do you mind?” Olivia looks at me.

      Yes. Yes, I mind so much I could scream it. But if I do, I’m going to make a scene over something that’s innocuous on the surface.

      “Nope. That’s fine,” I shrug, like it’s no big deal. This is what I get for keeping secrets from my best friend. If I’d told her what had happened, she wouldn’t be putting me in this position. Except I didn’t tell her, so now I have to play along.

      “You’re both gonna arrive at the diner alive and in one piece, though, right?” Liam asks, eyeing Waylon.

      “Of course,” Waylon offers him a big grin. “We can keep our hands to ourselves, can’t we, Mac?”

      “Never been a problem for me,” I answer him tightly.

      And with that, my fate is sealed, and before I know it, I’m sitting in Waylon’s truck, listening to country music as we head toward the diner. I’m thankful it’s not too far of a drive because the tension in the cab from both of us not speaking is mounting with each additional minute that ticks by.

      “I’m sorry about the other morning. Scaring you,” he says finally, his eyes glued to the road.

      The apology surprises me, and I’m quiet for a second before I can respond.

      “It’s okay. I’m sorry too. I was kind of bitchy. I didn’t mean to be. You just really scared me.”

      “It’s fine. I like you bitchy.” He glances over and grins.

      I have no idea what to say to that, so I just go back to staring down the road, watching the clouds roll over the foothills in the distance, and listening to the music on his radio. As we pull into a parking spot outside the diner, he jumps out and rounds the hood to open my door. My jaw almost drops because I’d never taken Waylon for the type, and it feels like an awkward gesture between us.

      He holds his hand out for me expectantly, and I must look at him like he’s lost his mind.

      “It’s a bigger drop with the way the curb is. Just don’t want you to eat shit and have Olivia and Liam kick my ass for it.” He raises his hand impatiently again.

      This time I take it, and it envelops mine. As I go to step down, though, he wraps an arm around the back of my thighs and hauls me out in one swift motion putting me on the ground again, releasing me as quickly as he grabbed me.

      I give a little gasp of indignation and turn to glare at him.

      “If I would have told you what I was gonna do, you would’ve fought me. This way, it’s already done.” He winks at me and shuts the door to the cab.

      I readjust the strap of my bag on my shoulder and make for the door. I don’t like the way the feel of his body against mine reminds me of the other morning. Not even a little bit, not even at all. I’m thankful when I see Olivia and Liam have already found a table, but less so when I notice they’re tucked in on one side of a booth.

      I slide into the free side, groaning internally when the giant of a man at my back slides in next to me, necessitating I squish as close to the wall as possible to avoid touching him. He sees the motion and a little smirk pops across his face before he manspreads, pinning his thigh against mine.

      The little bit of good will I’d had for him after the apology evaporates, I give him a surreptitious glare before Olivia hands me the menu, and I smile and thank her.

      Everyone’s discussing what they’re going to eat when my phone pings with a series of texts, and I look down to see they’re from Ally.

      “Fuck,” I mutter when I read the contents. I’m simultaneously happy for her, and super stressed out for myself. The last one was the worst.

      
        
        Ally: Can you come?

      

      

      I swallowed hard. Could I go to the show? Of course. Would I? Should I? Those were other matters entirely. Because Ally was Ezra’s drummer, which meant he would most definitely be there, and likely the woman he’d replaced me with.

      The thought of seeing the two of them together sent a wave of nausea through me. It’s one thing to know your ex has moved on, but it’s another entirely to need to have a front-row seat to the budding romance.

      I was pretty sure I’d had enough humiliation in the last week for a lifetime and wasn’t keen on adding to it. But Ally was one of my good friends, even if Ezra no longer enjoyed that title. I wanted to be there to support her at their first big show.

      “What? Are you alright?” Olivia frowns across from me.

      “Are you free tomorrow night?” I ask her, slightly panicked.

      “No, I have a thing I have to go to. Why?”

      “Ugh. I’ll text Wren then,” I say as I quickly shoot off a text asking if she has the night off work.

      “Why?” Olivia looks more concerned.

      “Ally just texted. They have a show at the Cheshire tomorrow,” I say.

      “Oh shit,” Olivia winces, understanding the problem.

      “You guys gonna fill us in or just keep talking in code?” Liam asks, his eyes darting between us.

      My phone buzzes.

      
        
        Wren: Can’t. Have to work.

      

      

      “Fuck,” I mutter into my forearm as I lean my head down on my arms on the table.

      “Wren busy too?” Olivia asks quietly.

      “Yup.”

      “Are you going to go?”

      “So, code then?” Liam presses.

      “I don’t know. I want to support Ally, but…” I trail off as I pull my head back up from the table. Olivia knows the but. The giant one who just cheated on me a few weeks ago.

      “Is someone going to fill me in?” Liam sighs loudly and sets his menu down. I can feel Waylon’s eyes on me, too.

      Olivia looks to me for permission, and I shrug. It would be awkward not to tell them at this point, even though I have zero interest in either of them knowing my problem.

      “Kenzie’s ex and his band are playing a show tomorrow night, and she and the drummer are still really good friends. She wants to support her by going, but…”

      “Oof.” Liam grunts, giving me a pained expression.

      “You broke up?” Waylon's eyes are on me, and I glance at him, seeing a flicker of something I can’t quite read in them before they soften to something more like pity.

      I nod, and then look back at Olivia. The last thing I need is Waylon’s pity.

      “You have to go,” Olivia insists. “Don’t let him think he has the upper hand and can scare you off.”

      “Why would he have the upper hand?” Waylon asks, far more interested in this than I expected.

      “The asshole cheated on her. And the new girlfriend will probably be there too,” Olivia grimaces for me as my stomach roils at the thought of the happy couple.

      Except I don’t know Waylon needed quite as much detail. He already has enough humiliating information on me to last a lifetime at this point.

      “You know what you need?” Olivia’s face lights up like she has an idea, which makes me nervous.

      “What?” I ask warily.

      “A date. Someone hot. Show Ezra he was nothing but a blip,” Olivia leans forward, her smile growing as she goes all in on the idea.

      “A two-year blip?” I look at her doubtfully, and then roll my eyes, annoyed to be having this conversation in front of Liam and Waylon rather than in the privacy of our Wednesday night ice cream circle at home. Some things should be sacred.

      “Yes! Why not? Maybe there was someone else all along, and you were planning to leave him, anyway!” I can see the wheels turning in her head.

      “And where am I going to pull this magical man from Liv? The ether?”

      “We can figure it out. Can’t we Liam? You must know someone.”

      “Uhhh… I’m sure I could find someone,” Liam hedges.

      “What about Ben?” Olivia gasps at her own idea and pats Liam’s hand excitedly.

      I don’t hate that idea. An excuse to be alone with Ben, even one this contrived wouldn’t be awful.

      “I’ll do it,” Waylon’s voice cuts through their chatter, and it feels like a record scratch.

      My eyes snap to his, hoping I can discern what the hell he’s thinking, but his eyes are locked down, staring at the menu in front of him. He cannot be serious. That would be an utter disaster.

      “I mean, I’m free if you need it,” he corrects, lowering his voice this time.

      “I don’t know if that’s—“ Liam starts, but Olivia talks over him.

      “Oh, my god! Yes! Oh, you would be perfect,” Olivia slaps the table with her menu, while looking to me excitedly.

      Fuck. When Olivia sets her mind to something, there’s rarely a way out of it she can’t block.

      “Uh. I don't know. I mean, Ezra has met Waylon before and…” I trail off, my mind grasping for a solid reason why Waylon is a terrible idea.

      He’s not. Theoretically anyway. In any other universe, where we don’t hate each other and I hadn’t just had a naked run-in with him, he would be perfect. He’s hot as hell, and his size makes him impossible not to notice in a room. He could probably make a career out of being a revenge date for scorned women the world over if football ever stops working for him. But in this reality, for me? It would absolutely not work.

      “I mean, that makes it better. Think about it, Kenz. He’s met Waylon. He knows you two hang out at the house. Including when he wasn’t around. Maybe there’s been something brewing. It’ll make him wonder how long it’s been going on. Maybe you were just about to break things off with him to upgrade to Waylon. It’ll send his anxiety through the roof. It’s perfect!”

      Olivia looks so pleased with her plan. I hate to argue with her.

      “I thought we were just trying to find someone to be my buffer. Not concoct an entire revenge plot overnight,” I try to get this whole unwieldy train wreck back on the tracks.

      “Two birds. One stone. Get with it, Kenz.” Olivia sounds determined to make this happen.

      Ugh.

      “Waylon and I barely know each other. We’re not going to be believable. And if Ezra figures out I’ve made up a fake boyfriend to get back at him? Dear god. Let the floor swallow me whole. I’d have to go into wit pro for the rest of my life to hide from the embarrassment.”

      “Come on, Mac. I can make it believable. It’ll be fun,” Waylon flashes a smile at me, knocking his thigh against mine playfully.

      I stare at him, my hand grabbing his thigh to still it, and when he insists on continuing to bounce it, I dig my nails in. I only wish I had telepathic powers right now, so I could ask him what the fuck he’s thinking.
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      Waylon

      

      Liam and Olivia are now busy debating the intricacies of this particular plan, as Mac stares at me with her hand dug into my thigh. I can tell she’s pissed I interfered with a plan that could have involved Ben but fuck if I’m going to sit idly by and watch that happen.

      Besides, if she’s gonna get confrontational with a cheating ex, she needs someone who can get their hands dirty. Someone who’s up for a fight, if need be, and that isn’t Ben. He’s not the right guy for the job, even if she wishes he was.

      I lean over, whispering into her ear, “The spot you want is up and over to the left some.”

      Her grip on my thigh tightens at the words, and I can practically hear her teeth grind.

      “This is why it won’t work,” she mutters under her breath.

      “Sure it will. Besides, I can guarantee Ben already has plans on this short of notice. So unless you have another option?” I hedge my bets.

      “And why is it you have time? Disappoint one too many jersey chasers and lose your five-star rating on the ride-a-football-player app?” She whispers and gives me a smug little grin.

      I smile back, leaning toward her until my lips practically touch her neck.

      “Darlin’, you’ve seen enough to know, but if you’re still unsure, I told you where you can put your hand so you can be one hundred percent certain no part of me is disappointing.”

      The spill of blush on her cheeks is enough to let me know I’ve hit the target I was hoping for, and I glance back at Liam and Olivia to make sure they’re still bickering and unaware of the sideshow.

      “You might not like it, but you know I’m your best option if you want to make him jealous.”

      Her grip relents slightly, and I’m tempted to run my hand over hers, drag it up my thigh just to see what she’d do in return. She hates me, sure, but there’s a thin line between hate and lust, and sometimes I think I get on the right side of it.

      “So, you’re going to do it, right?” Olivia returns her attention to Mac expectantly.

      She pulls her hand from my thigh abruptly, returning it to her own lap like she fears Olivia’s spotted what she was doing. I can feel Liam’s eyes boring a hole into the side of my head. I can already guess he thinks this is a bad idea. Not because he cares that much, but because he’s worried about what I’ll do to agitate Mac that’ll blow back on him when Olivia finds out. But I fully intend to use the opportunity to get Mac to see me differently, and I’ll be on my best fucking behavior for it.

      “There’s no way he fits into a club catering to the punk music crowd,” Mac continues to dig her heels in.

      “Why not?”

      “Like that?” She points to my attire, and admittedly, today I’m dressed like I just walked off the ranch in Texas, but I can dress up when necessary.

      “I didn’t think your scene was that snobby.”

      “Olivia, be serious.”

      “I’m sure he has other clothes. Or we can find him something. Right?” Olivia finally addresses me directly instead of talking around me like I’m not here. Something Mac loves to do.

      “Sure thing. Just tell me the dress code, Mac. I’ve got you covered.”

      Like the way my body covered hers in the bathroom the other morning. All her soft curves pressed up against me.

      Shit. I hate the flashbacks. It’s like a war in my mind. Want her. Hate her. Want her. My dick and my brain can’t agree. I don’t hate her, not really. I just hate the fact she looks at me like I’m a creature from the deep that somehow washed up at her feet.

      I glance up at her, and I can tell my choice of words was not appreciated as she gives me a tight smile that might as well read “Fuck You” in giant neon lights.

      “Perfect.” is what she finally manages to grit out between her teeth, though.

      “What time do you need me here?”

      She stares at the ceiling for a moment, and I can’t tell whether she’s actually doing the math on when we need to be there or if she’s just hoping something will get her out of this.

      “Let me think on it, and I’ll let you know.”

      “K. Give me your phone.” I hold out my hand.

      Another surreptitious glare.

      “I’ll put my phone number in it, so you can text me about it later,” I answer her silent question, and wiggle my fingers.

      She hands it to me reluctantly, and I quickly enter the number, sending myself a text from her phone before I give it back so I can know who the text is coming from. I may or may not have a habit of handing out my number to random chicks when I’m drunk, and then never remembering who they are the next day. It’s a good problem to have, but I have no interest in explaining it to her.

      The server finally chooses that moment to show up, and we’re all distracted with giving our orders. I hand her phone back afterward and watch out the corner of my eye when she looks down at it. I can see the tiny huff and eye roll when she sees how I’ve listed myself in her phone.

      It only takes a moment more before I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket.

      
        
        Mac Truck: Captain America? Seriously??

      

      

      I smile at her irritation.

      
        
        Me: Seemed to make an impression at the time.

        Mac Truck: You. You made an impression. Literally.

      

      

      I cringe as I remember pinning her up against the wall. Playing center has made body slamming someone a natural reflex for me, and half awake, soaked in cold water with someone screaming had led me to my on-field instincts—if someone comes at you, tackle them.

      
        
        Me: Yeah… sorry about that. Was half awake.

        Mac Truck: And half dressed.

        Me: That’s the part you remember, huh?

      

      

      I smirk.

      
        
        Mac Truck: Kind of hard to forget.

        Me: Oh yeah?

        Mac Truck: Don’t flatter yourself. It’s like an awful nightmare, not a fond memory.

        Me: Just can’t stop thinking about being naked with me, though. Good to know.

        Mac Truck: You are incorrigible.

        Me: I’m going to assume that means hot as fuck.

        Mac Truck: It does not.

      

      

      She puts her phone down and returns her attention to Liam and Olivia. I steal a glance at her before trying to pretend I’m listening to them, too.

      If there’s one thing I know, it’s that I’m a masochist, and going with her tomorrow is a mistake. But I’m going to do it, anyway.
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      Mackenzie

      

      I was not at all prepared for the man who showed up at my door this evening, and it was why, even now, ten minutes later in his truck on the way to the show, I was still silent. I stared out the passenger window, watching the people duck in and out of shops and bars as we made our way down Broadway. He’d barely spoken himself; the music is on low and the whole cab of the truck smells like him—like soap and his cologne.

      “So do we need a backstory here?”

      “A backstory?” I ask the glass of the window because I was not going to look at him again.

      I’d missed the door when he’d rung it, still gathering up my purse and a jacket from the closet. Wren had let him in on her way out for the evening, and when I’d gotten to the foyer, he was standing there staring down at his phone, looking distracted and more than a little surreal. He wore a dark gunmetal gray Henley partially unbuttoned, with the sleeves rolled up showing off all the tattoos on his forearms, and a pair of ripped black jeans that hugged his ass and thighs in a way that should have been illegal. Dark boots replaced the sneakers and cowboy boots he usually wore, and a leather cuff circled one wrist. I’d had to bite back a smile at the realization he’d actually made an effort to play the part.

      The thing that’d stopped me dead in my tracks was he had his hair down, for the first time I could ever remember. Gorgeous thick blond hair tucked behind one ear, and the shadow of a three-day-old beard made him look like someone else entirely. Someone I would have wanted if he were a stranger in a bar. Someone I might even want now. At least until he’d realized I was in the room, looked up, given me his signature smug smirk and greeted me with a grunted “Mac”. And I remembered why I hated him.

      But now in the car, trapped so close to him, knowing we were about to put on an act that we were not mortal enemies but a new couple, I felt like I might want to call the whole thing off altogether.

      “Yeah. How long we’ve been dating. Our favorite restaurant. Your favorite color. Our song… things like that.” He rattles off, and I catch his profile turn ever so slightly, like he wants to look at me.

      “You really haven’t dated anyone since middle school, have you?”

      “I’ve dated.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Listen Mac, I know you hate my guts, but it might surprise you to find some women actually find me charming.”

      “Oh, I don’t doubt it.”

      I see him smile out the corner of my eye and immediately regret my words.

      “Then why doubt that I’ve dated?”

      “Our song? Favorite restaurant? Sounds like someone who hasn’t dated since they were 12 and took girls to hold hands at the skating rink and drink a milkshake.”

      “I’ve dated—a lot.” He emphasizes “a lot” like he has something to prove and I’m thankful for it because it reminds me why I’ve never let myself truly get interested in guys like him. An occasional fleeting thought? Sure. But nothing more because I have zero doubt there have been a lot of women in his life and in his bed. I’ve seen him enough at parties to know it for a fact. But sleeping with women does not equal dating women.

      “Oh really? How many dates have you been on this year?”

      He takes a breath to answer, but I cut him off.

      “And before you respond, the fact you merely ate food or got a drink at a party before you hooked up doesn’t count. I’m talking about you asked her out, you planned it, you put effort in, and you both agreed it was a date.”

      He grunts.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “Well, whatever. Just saying, if there’s anything we should discuss, so we’ve got our stories straight.” He mumbles as he turns the corner.

      “No one will ask anything. They’ll all be focused on the band. It’s a big night for them. You’re just there to stand next to me and look pretty.”

      “Got it.” he answers quietly.

      It is a huge night, and I want to be there for Ally. I’d been there for them since they’d started by playing gigs in people’s garages and living rooms. I’d sat tucked away in a corner of the studio when they’d recorded their first album. I cheered Ally on when she’d nailed her first drum solo live. And I’d been there when Ezra had finally noticed me, as someone other than Ally’s friend who sold merch in the back of their shows sometimes. Now I’d be there when they got their first big paid gig, even if it meant watching my ex with the woman he’d cheated on me with.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We’d taken up a spot at the bar where Waylon was busy making small talk with the bartender about football stats. I was perched on a barstool, pretending to be carelessly enjoying the opening act while carefully surveying the room for any sign of Ally, or less optimistically, Ezra and her. I was not excited about the idea of being caught off guard by them.

      After about ten minutes, I finally catch sight of Ally and wave at her. She smiles and comes bounding over, all light and energy like she always is.

      “You came!!!” She wraps her arms around me in a tight hug. “Thank you so much! I was worried you wouldn’t. I wouldn’t have blamed you. Who wants to see that ass after what he did, but I’m so glad you did!!”

      I hug her back tightly; thankful I’ve at least made my friend happy.

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world!”

      She smiles at me and then I watch her face transform as she notices the man behind me. Right. I forgot about him for a minute.

      “You must be Ally.” Waylon’s voice comes from behind my shoulder, and I glance over him briefly before returning my attention to her.

      “And who are you?” her eyes flit between the two of us, something dancing just behind them. “Is this… the new guy? Because if so, upgrade. Major upgrade.”

      I laugh and shake my head. I’d worried a little about how things would be with her stuck in the middle of Ezra and me.

      “Waylon. And I like to think so.” He comes around my side to shake her hand, and she pulls him into a hug, never one to settle for partial measures.

      “We’re not… I mean we’re… it’s new. Very new…” I trail off. I hate the idea of lying to her, but I also hate the idea of revealing I’m so thin-skinned over this breakup I had to bring a fake boyfriend along for the ride. One I actually can’t stand.

      “Yes, well, I hope to get details later. After the set, we’ll have a drink and you guys can fill me in on all the juicy details! In the meantime, I have to run and get set up.”

      “You’ll do awesome. Can’t wait!” I smile at her and give her one more quick hug of encouragement.

      “See you after!” She waves and takes off, bouncing her way through the crowd and then backstage.

      “Sounds like she might have some questions about your upgrade.” Waylon raises his eyebrow at me in amusement.

      I roll my eyes in return and take a sip of my whiskey sour to keep from saying something snarky.

      “Sure you don’t want to revisit details?” He leans in closer to me and I get a whiff of his cologne and close my eyes.

      “I told her it was new.” I shrug.

      “So, how did we meet?”

      I’m curious why he won’t let this particular bone go. Does it really matter how we met? The actual story isn’t very charming.

      “You’re a friend of a friend of a friend.”

      “And when did you know you were attracted to me?”

      I glare at him. The truth is, the first time I laid eyes on him, not that I’d admit it. It was strange because most men have to grow on me. Even my crush on Ezra had taken months to develop, and that boy was pretty with a capital P. Instant attraction is not in my wheelhouse. I like charm. I like intelligence. And then this incredibly attractive football player who has the body of a man who spends every day in the gym opened his mouth and implied I was fat. It stung like hell, but I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of knowing that little tidbit.

      “When I saw you half naked.” I lie instead.

      His lips curve in a half smile. “Oh yeah?”

      I hate the way he looks so pleased with himself.

      “I mean, that’s the most believable story, isn’t it? Most women like looking at tattoos and muscles.” I take another sip of my whiskey, pretending to be interested in the changing of equipment on the stage. I can feel his eyes on me, studying me.

      “And you don’t?” He asks skeptically.

      “Tattoos absolutely. Muscles, eh. Can give or take. They’re usually attached to someone with an ego so massive it kills any attraction I might have had otherwise.”

      “I see.” He’s still watching me, and it makes me want to squirm.

      “When did you first realize you were attracted to me?” I ask the question as though I’m distracted.

      “The first time I saw you. You were so fucking pretty in the little black dress you were wearing. It took my breath away.”

      I feel my heart bottom out into my stomach, fluttering there for a moment before I get control over it again. I was wearing a black dress that day. I remember because it was one of my favorites. One I thought made my curves look good, which is why his little fat joke had landed so hard on me. I had shoved it to the back of my closet after that.

      I glance at him surreptitiously. He’s staring at the stage, distracted by something there. I realize I’m being silly. He’s making something up, just like I did. Something that sounds good.

      His brow furrows, and I follow his line of sight to the stage and my heart that had been fluttering and dancing in my chest falls entirely flat as I see Ezra, crouched down, guitar in his lap, talking to her.

      He reaches down, and she places a hand on either side of his face, planting a kiss on him that’s long and drawn out. One that looks like they can barely stand to be away from each other. They look good together. Like they fit. Like they’ve always been meant to be together, and I was just an awkward mistake along the way to their perfect coupledom.

      I bite my lower lip hard when I feel a burn in the back of my throat, the kind that immediately precedes tears.

      “Hey,” Waylon’s voice is low and soft as he bends over close to me, his fingers gently brush my waist in reassurance. “You okay?”

      I clear my throat and take a quick sip of my drink. “Fine.”

      “If you change your mind and want to leave, just say the word. Your friend knows you showed up for her.”

      I glance to the exit and briefly consider running out the doors. There are a million things I’d rather be doing tonight, but I need to be here for her, and I need to prove to myself Ezra is the past. He’s moved on, and I need to as well. I could do this.

      “Nope. He’s good, so why shouldn’t I be?” I offer Waylon a quick smile to reassure him I’m good, but the look he gives me in response tells me he doesn’t believe it.

      “Well, he’s a moron. You’re way fucking hotter than her, and I can guarantee you’re smarter. His loss.”

      “That’s nice of you, but it’s fine. She’s… really pretty. They look good together. It makes sense.” I shrug.

      “It makes sense a couple of cheating assholes would be together, yeah.” His voice is laced with what sounds like genuine displeasure, and I wonder if Waylon has ever been on the bad end of a relationship.

      “Don’t tell me the great Waylon Prescott has been cheated on.”

      He shrugs his shoulders in a way that makes the muscles at his neck move in a distractingly sexy way before I can recenter my attention on his face, which I realize is frowning at the entire scene.

      “In high school.”

      “A girl cheated on you in high school?” I can hardly believe anyone would cheat on him.

      “Yeah.” He swirls the last of the beer in his glass and drinks it.

      “That’s hard to believe.”

      His eyes flick to mine, locking me with a gaze I can’t quite place. “Why?”

      “You’re… you,” I wave my hand over him, indicating his entire person.

      “Me?” He gives me an inquisitive look.

      “Yes.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You’re really going to make me explain it?”

      He nods.

      “By most women’s standards, you’re pretty fucking hot, Waylon. You know that. I’d guess you’re the kind of guy who most women cheat on their boyfriends with, not on.”

      “Most women, but not you?”

      “I don’t cheat.”

      “You better not. This relationship just started. It would break my heart.” He grabs his chest and cracks a wide smile.

      I knock my shoulder into his. “Very funny.”

      “But that’s not what I was asking.”

      “Yes, I find you attractive—until you open your mouth.”

      I mean, it was the truth.

      “Ouch,” he frowns, but a little smile dances on his lips.

      I shake my head but can’t help but give a little smile.

      “Gives me an idea though…” He trails off, his gaze forward on the stage and over the crowd.

      “An idea?”

      “Yeah.” He smirks, and I don’t know what he has in mind, or if I’m going to like it.

      “Care to share?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Oookay.”

      And before we can say more, the lights go down in the bar, and the first chord of music comes out across the amp.
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      Waylon

      

      “Whoa, sorry. Didn’t see you there,” I apologize as our bodies collide on my way back from the bathrooms.

      It’s not entirely an accident. I needed some way to fabricate a reason for the two of us to talk, and as the red-haired woman’s eyes travel up my chest to my face, her frown slowly fades. Which was just what I was hoping for.

      “Forget it,” she offers me a smile.

      She is pretty. Mac was right, but there are too many differences between them to count. Too many ways Mac is the obvious better choice, and I really have to wonder what’s wrong with her ex that he would choose her over Mac.

      I glance over the crowd quickly, confirming I can’t see Mac and hopefully that means she can’t see us because I’m sure she would not approve of this little run in.

      “Busy fucking night tonight,” I smile back at her.

      “Yeah. It’s packed,” she looks around as if searching for something herself and then back at me. “I haven’t seen you here before?”

      “First time. Heard there was some good music and the drinks weren’t half bad.” I let my eyes trail down over her form with obvious interest, trying to see if I can find the opening I hope is here.

      “Yeah, it’s not bad. I book the bands, so I’ll take the good music part as a compliment. Are you from around here or?”

      “Yeah. I play football at Highland.”

      “Football, huh? Not really my thing, but it explains all of this,” she smiles as she runs a hand down my arm.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “I meant it as one,” she gives me a sly little smile.

      “Well, I’d better find my friends. But it was good talking to you.”

      “Yeah. You too. Hey, I should give you my number—if you come back, I could introduce you to the bands next time beforehand.”

      And bingo.

      I smile widely. “Definitely.”

      We exchange numbers, and I text her a little wink emoji before I take off to make sure it’s not a fake number. And sure enough, her phone lights up. As I leave, her hand brushes over my forearm, and she flashes me one last smile that makes me feel vindicated in having left Mac alone for a little too long on a night like this.

      But I can’t wait to fucking tell her that her ex was exactly as dumb as I thought he was. I hurry through the crowd, expecting to find her alone.

      Instead, I see her laughing so hard she’s nearly doubled over, her hand on a tall lanky guy’s shoulder who looks almost as amused as her. I pull up short, watching him for a beat, and whoever he is, he’s definitely got a thing for her. I can tell by the way he watches her every movement, the same way I’ve seen her watch Lawton. I decide to give them space.

      I stop to get her another whiskey sour and get myself a glass of water. I’m driving tonight, and I take that shit seriously. The vantage point lets me watch them a little longer before I interrupt.

      Fuck. I forgot about her thing for Lawton. I’ve never been jealous of that kid. I mean, sure, he gets a lot of women, and I’d guess there’s probably even been overlap between us, but it had never bothered me before. Not until I realized the prejudice I assumed Mac had against all football players did not extend to one in particular. One who was seemingly oblivious to her incredibly obvious attention.

      The night before our little naked run-in, I’d looked up from the beer pong table to see her in the kitchen fawning over him. Dressed in an outfit that looked wildly out of place on her. Tight. Short. Sparkly. In heels that made her hips sway even harder when she walked.

      I’d watched her face fall as he thanked her for the beer, one she’d clearly set aside for him, and then took off with his usual choice of rail thin blonde. He had a type, and it wasn’t her fault she didn’t fit it. And I, in my drunken state, felt she needed that information. That maybe if she knew, it would make her a little less disappointed. Soothe the burn of rejection to know it wasn’t personal.

      The bartender slides the drinks in front of me, and I slide the cash across the bar top back to him before I head her way, where she’s still laughing and smiling. Apparently, this guy should have a career in stand-up.

      “Hey,” I say softly, dropping the drink into her hand before I slide in behind her, standing a little extra close so Mr. Comedian gets a better idea of our situation.

      “Hey. Oh! Thanks. I probably shouldn’t, but hey what’s one more, right?” She lets out a little laugh, and her eyes go back to her friend, who is currently sizing me and our relationship up, as she takes a drink. His smile faltering at our proximity.

      “Oh shoot. I should introduce you!” She stops abruptly and points back and forth between us.

      “Waylon, this is Jay. He’s a friend of Ezra’s. And Jay, this is Waylon, he’s - “

      “Her boyfriend,” I cut her off and extend my hand.

      His smile drops, but he shakes my hand in return, his eyes bouncing between us.

      “Boyfriend? Wow. I didn’t realize. I mean, it’s what, only been a few weeks since…” he trails off once he realizes what he’s bringing attention to.

      I look down to see her reaction, and any laughter has faded, and her eyes are distant, traveling across the room as if she wishes she could disappear. She’s brave for even being here tonight because if the situation was reversed, I don’t think I could, even with an upgrade at my side. But then I also don’t do relationships because they only lead to disappointment and distraction.

      “Yeah, well, the second I found out he was stupid enough to make her single.” I shrug as if it’s self-explanatory. Because it should be to him, since he was so clearly ready to jump on his friend’s girl the second she was free. Which is a dick move, and one that makes me wary of his intentions toward her. It’s part of the reason I’m eager to let him know she’s not available, and definitely not to him.

      “Right.” He gives me a tight smile I reflect back.

      “Jay!! My man!!” a loud male voice yells, interrupting our little threesome and we all look up to see who it is.

      Ezra. The man of the hour.

      I feel Mac take a step backward, straight into me as though she’s ready to flee the scene, and I can’t blame her. I wrap my arm around her, splaying my hand over her waist so she knows I’m here for whatever she needs, and then let her go again.

      I watch Ezra greet his friend while covertly looking at Mac over his shoulder, whom he doesn’t seem surprised to see there. Clearly using his friend as an excuse to talk to her.

      “Hey Ez. You guys were fan-fucking-tastic man. One of your best sets yet.” Jay slaps him on the back in congratulations.

      “Yeah? Well, I appreciate you coming out.” He doesn’t look all that appreciative though, and I wonder if he knows this guy has had a hard-on for his ex for a while.

      Then I watch him turn to us, and feign surprise that Mac is there.

      “Zie, I didn’t think you’d make it. Thanks so much for coming.” He opens his arms to hug her, and she begrudgingly reciprocates the gesture.

      “I promised Ally I would be here,” she mumbles over his shoulder.

      He looks up at me, gives me a curt nod, and I can see him assessing me from behind curiously jealous eyes. I nod back, not wanting to be rude even though I’d rather tell this guy to go fuck himself. Also, Zie? The man calls her fucking Zie? I’d never paid close enough attention to notice it before, but I hated it.

      I glance down at her, to see she’s practically vibrating with tension. So, I slip my hand around her waist again and pull her back into me. Jay and Ezra are discussing something, so I take the opening to lean down and whisper to her.

      “You’re fucking gorgeous and he’s an idiot. He knows he fucked up because he just gave me the square up.”

      She lets out a little laugh and leans back into me, her body relaxing ever so slightly as she does it. I brush her hair back from one side of her neck, planting a quick soft kiss against the skin there. It doesn’t go unnoticed because Ezra’s eyes flick to mine even as he talks.

      I smirk. That’s right, asshole. You were stupid enough to let her go, and I’m going to do my best to make her forget you exist.

      Her hand slides over my palm, and she laces her fingers with mine. The ease with which she does it surprises me, but I give her a little reassuring squeeze in response. She turns around then, staying so close I can feel her breasts brush against my chest, and she looks up at me, her eyelashes lifting slowly before her eyes meet mine.

      “You ready to go back to my place?”

      Her tone and the way she looks at me is an unmistakable invitation. One so fucking sexy it’s like she’s lit a match on my skin, heat radiating out from where her body meets mine, and I have to remind myself it’s a game we’re playing.

      “Anytime you are.”

      “Perfect.”

      She returns her attention to Jay and Ezra, letting them know we’re leaving and asking them to tell Ally to text her and apologize for leaving early. Then she grabs my hand, and we head for the exit.

      She takes a deep breath once we finally get outside, staring up at the night sky and rubbing her hands over her upper arms like she wants to get rid of the bad energy.

      “Sorry, I just couldn’t do it anymore.”

      “No problem. Whatever you want.” I shrug casually, trying to shake off the fact for a split second I’d forgotten everything we were doing was an act.
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      “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but do you want to go somewhere else for a while? Wren and Olivia are both still going to be out, and it’s just so quiet there when they’re gone,” I say the words reluctantly after we get into his truck.

      I really don’t feel like going back to my place to have a long cry about Ezra. I had made it through the first time seeing him. We’d been cordial to each other. Friendly even. But it still felt like the wound that was mostly healed had been torn open again.

      I’d spent the last several weeks thinking about all the reasons I hated him, why it was better we were broken up, and why we absolutely did not make sense together, but then I’d seen him in person. I’d remembered the way he smiled, the little quirky scar he had over his lip, and the way my hand fit perfectly in his and fuck me, I’d missed him.

      I hate admitting it, and I want to think about it even less. Which meant I absolutely do not want to go home and think about how much I miss him, especially now when he’d said we needed to catch up, and I might be tempted to take him up on it and call or text him.

      “You can just say you want to spend more time with me. You don’t have to make up excuses,” Waylon smirks, and I know he’s joking, but I still want to punch him a little bit.

      This is my next problem. One I’m going to make worse by not going home. I didn’t hate tonight. Waylon was actually nice to me, almost kind even, like he cared how I was doing. We got along for once, and I could tell people were curious about him, and about us. He’d played his part perfectly.

      Ezra, however, had been unreadable in his reaction. Waylon claims he’s jealous, but I’m not sure I believe it. While it hadn’t been my original intention, Olivia planting that little bug in my head had made me hope for it a bit.

      Fuck. There I go. Thinking about him, again. I had to stop. I was out with one of the hottest guys on campus, and just because he wasn’t my type didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy it.

      “Yes. You’re right. The truth is, I’m just desperate to spend more time with you, Prescott. I can’t help myself.”

      “See, was that so hard?”

      “Painful. I might die.”

      He laughs a full, deep laugh and his face lights up in a way that makes my stomach flutter again. Or maybe it was the five whiskey sours. I really hoped it was the whiskey because if not, my boy problems are multiplying, and fast.

      “I know a place we can go. Wanna grab some food first?”

      “Oooh yes. Some fries sound amazing. Maybe a milkshake?”

      “Only if you’re gonna hold my hand on the rink.”

      I give him a look that tells him where he can put his little joke and he laughs.

      “Okay. Milkshake and fries coming up.”

      

      Before I know it, we’ve got a bag of fast food and two milkshakes, and his truck is bouncing its way down some sort of steep back road.

      “Are we allowed to be out here?”

      We’d taken several turns down what looked like private roads to get to this point, and if I was on a real first date, and didn’t know Waylon as well as I did, I’d be worried I was about to become a murder victim.

      “Yeah. My buddy’s family owns this property out here. Just wait, you’ll see.”

      “Wait to see where you’re going to dump my body?”

      “How’d you guess?” He doesn’t miss a beat in response.

      “The dark secluded road. Luring me with the promise of delicious food while inebriated.”

      “I think you and Olivia watch too many of those horror movies.”

      “Please, the horror movies do not compete with the true stories.”

      He pulls off the main road and starts driving through a bit of an overgrown field. I can just make out a ridge in the distance.

      “Well, some women might find it romantic.”

      “Oh.” I say, noticing the place we’re headed is dark enough all the stars and the moon are bright as hell and filling up the night sky above us. “Ohhhh. Is this like, where you take women for hookups? Like a lover’s lane? You know those are prime spots for murderers.”

      “No one’s getting murdered, Mac,” he sighs.

      “You never know.”

      “True, but I doubt.”

      “Fine. So, is it?”

      “Is it what?”

      “Where you take your jersey chasers to seduce them?”

      He puts the truck in park, and we climb out. He motions for me to follow him to the edge of the ridge, where there’s an enormous group of boulders stacked on top of each other like someone purposefully arranged them.

      “Jersey chasers, by definition, don’t need seducing.”

      “Fine, the non-jersey chasers. The ones that need seducing.”

      “Are you hoping I’m going to seduce you Mac?” He gives me a sly grin over his shoulder, just before we get to the edge of the ridge.

      And the ridge is really more of a cliff. It spills out over the edge sharply below us and the view beyond finally reveals itself. The whole city of Denver sprawls out in front of us, the suburbs, every little street forms a vein, an artery of moving light that makes the city look like a beating heart. It’s gorgeous.

      “Wow,” I whisper.

      “Yeah. I come out here sometimes when I need to get away.”

      “It’s beautiful. Your friend owns it?”

      “His family anyway.”

      “Wow. Lucky.”

      “Yeah.” He nods back at the truck, and I follow him. “We can sit in the back and eat, still get most of the view.”

      He pops the gate of his truck down and motions for me to hop up, offering me his hand for help, and I take it. His fingertips are rough, and his palm is calloused, brushing over mine as his hand engulfs my smaller one. I’d been too stressed earlier to notice how much I liked it.

      I sit on the edge of the truck bed, staring out at the view and the stars.

      “So why always shooting fish in a barrel?” I ask.

      “What?” His eyebrow quirks up and confusion mars his face.

      “Why do you only hookup with jersey chasers?”

      “Who says I only hookup with jersey chasers?”

      “All available evidence. Anytime I’ve seen you at the house, it's always with one of the regulars.”

      “I didn’t know I was being watched.” He glances up at me, a curious look on his face.

      “Oh please,” I shove his shoulder. “I am not watching, but I have eyes like everyone else. And the last one practically demanded you fuck her on the spot.“

      He shakes his head, a small smile cracking as he dips his head down in a way that almost reads as embarrassment before he shrugs.

      “It’s easy with them. They know what the deal is, and they’re happy with it.”

      “And you never want more? To date? Have a girlfriend? You know, girlfriends generally know what the deal is and are happy with it, too.”

      He studies me for a minute, like he’s trying to make sense of what I’ve just said before he answers.

      “Relationships are complicated. There’s a lot more on the line. More expectations. More ways to fuck it up. Hookups with them? The only expectation is we both have fun for a bit.”

      “I see. And more is not worth it to you?”

      “I didn’t say that. I just never met someone worth all the complications.”

      “So, all this time in college? You’ve never gone on a date? Never brought a girl up here to seduce her?”

      He shifts his weight. Almost like I’m making him uncomfortable.

      “Define date again.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “I just need to understand your definition.”

      “Something more than sex? You watch a movie together. Go out to a bar. Get dinner. Star watch.” I point up to the surrounding sky, that’s still so stunning I get distracted by the sheer number of stars I can glimpse in that second alone.

      “Well, then I’m on a date right now,” he smirks.

      “Be serious.”

      “We went to a bar this evening. We’ve got food. We’re star watching.”

      I want to argue this is all fake, but in fairness, only the bar part of the evening was fake. The rest of this was all my doing. I’d asked him to take me somewhere, and he’d been kind enough to play along. A warm feeling creeps up the back of my neck at the thought of being on a date with Waylon, one I absolutely need to ignore.

      “Fine. Before you went on a date with your fake girlfriend.”

      “So, you admit you’re on a date with me?”

      “Stop avoiding my question.”

      He scrubs a hand over his face.

      “I don’t know, probably freshman year or something.”

      “Freshman year?” I practically squeak out the words.

      “Why does it matter?”

      “I just… wow. So how does it work then? These girls just like, drop in your lap and you just start fucking? No moves required?”

      His hand drums on the edge of the truck, and I can tell he’s uncomfortable again.

      “We hang out. We’re friends. See each other at parties and the bar and stuff,” he shrugs.

      “And then, just like caveman style, you grunt out ‘wanna fuck?’ And it’s on?” A laugh bubbles out before I can stop it.

      “Sometimes. What’s wrong with that?”

      “I mean, it explains the stunted ability to interact with women,” I tease.

      “Hey! I have moves.”

      “Sure, you do, buddy,” I laugh dismissively. “Now it all makes sense. Waylon Prescott has no moves because girls just fall in his lap.”

      He gives me a surly pout, and it only spurs on my giggles until I almost buckle over at the idea of a guy like Waylon, the guy who’s rumored to be a sex god, having absolutely no idea how to date or woo a girl. All because they just drop into his lap without effort.

      “It must be nice to have things so easy. No effort. Fringe benefit of football, I guess?”

      “I have moves,” he says defensively, a flash of frustration storming over his face, and I choke back some of my laughter at the worry of having actually offended him.

      “All right, let’s see them then.”

      “What?”

      “Your moves. I want to see them.” I challenge.

      “I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” he grumps, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Pretend I’m your date. I’m not a jersey chaser, so you actually have to work for it. We’ve had dinner. You’ve got me in the bed of your truck out on some rural turn-off under the stars. We’re not being murdered—yet. Now what?”

      He shakes his head and looks off into the distance like I’m crazy.

      “Come on. Talk me through it. Unless I’m right…” I tilt my head, smirking, and honestly, I love for once I’m on the other end of this interaction with him. Watching him squirm right now almost makes up for all the times he’s cornered me mercilessly in the past.

      “Then you realize I’m the hottest guy you’ve ever had the chance to be with, and you hop in my lap and beg me to fuck you. Apparently.”

      “Nope. First, highly presumptuous of you to assume you’re the hottest guy I’ve ever had a chance with, and two, I’m not that easily convinced. You might be hot, sure. And maybe I’ve considered fucking you. But I’ve heard the rumors about your fuckboy-ness, and I don’t want to be another notch on your bedpost. I want to be convinced this is different. That you actually want to put in effort. So, what’s your move?” I pin him with a defiant look. I’m not letting him off easy in this game we’re playing.

      Something dances over his features, and I can see the moment he decides he’s not gonna let me have the win on this one.

      His hand wraps around my wrist and he gently tugs me down into the truck bed next to him, while I eye him doubtfully. His fingers work up from my wrist to explore the curves of my palm and his thumb strokes the pad of mine.

      “Then I’d find a quiet moment to finally confess I’m not good at all this stuff because despite the rumors, I’m actually not that much of a fuckboy. That I don’t have ‘moves’ because I don’t play games, and I prefer to just be up front about where things stand.”

      His voice has a raw quality to it that almost makes me believe him, and it’s my turn to shift uncomfortably under the weight of the building tension. Tension that almost feels real.

      “Points for a unique approach, but I think I’m still skeptical.”

      His eyes shift up to mine, and I offer him a small, playful smile. He searches my face for a minute and then his jaw sets, determined. Waylon does not like to lose. Noted.

      “And then I’d tell you I can’t stop thinking about you. Haven’t been able to since the moment we met. You’re so fucking gorgeous it hurts, and when you walk in a room, it’s like no one else exists. I know guys like me don’t end up with women like you because we don’t deserve it, but if you’d give me the chance, I would try real fucking hard to prove it was worth it.” As he says the words, he cants his body toward me and his free hand works its way up my neck, his fingers sliding through my hair sending little fireworks down my spine.

      He leans in, his eyes set on my lips and the fluttering I’d felt earlier has exploded into a million tiny wing beats spreading their way through my body as my brain races to calculate whether I should give in to the temptation to kiss him.

      How much I might regret it tomorrow versus how much I might enjoy it right now is violently wavering back and forth on a scale. And holy hell, I think I might actually want Waylon Prescott to kiss me right now. In fact, I think I might want him to do a lot more than kiss me.

      My heart betrays my mind when I ask, “And then?”

      And I lean in closer, my heartbeat catching in my chest as I desperately hope he’ll make the next move.
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      “And then?” She asks softly, her tongue darting out to wet her lips.

      I’m reasonably certain she’s still fucking with me. That she thinks this is all a fun game. That she has no idea my confession is real, and there is nothing I want more in this world than to kiss her right now. To lay her down and show her while I might be awful when it comes to dating, I can make her body understand exactly how much I want her.

      But if I give in to what I want, there’s no going back. No pretending. And I don’t know if I’m ready for that. So, we’re locked here, my lips inches from hers. The sweet scent of strawberry on her lips and the swell of crickets in the background.

      Right before her phone buzzes and vibrates along the bed of the truck, knocking the wind out of the moment.

      She jumps back, and her eyes dart to the phone. It lights up with a text message, and I follow her gaze. There’s no mistaking who it is or what it says, as it vibrates again and again with each successive message. Each one another nail.

      
        
        Ezra: Thanks for coming tonight.

        Ezra: Your support meant a lot.

        Ezra: I have to be honest Zie.

        Ezra: I miss you.

      

      

      She rears back from me and snatches the phone up, tucking it into her pocket. I let her go, tucking my hands back into my pockets and crossing my legs. Trying to pretend like I didn’t just see what I saw until she lets me know whether or not she wants to discuss it. She puts another foot of space between us, and I feel it like a kick in the gut.

      I guess I should be thankful I didn’t kiss her. That lover boy saved us the trouble of that disaster.

      “The fucking nerve,” she grits out, staring up at the sky.

      I guess we were gonna talk about it then.

      “Bright side, our plan worked,” I shrug, trying to act nonchalant about the fact that what felt very much like a real something between us just seconds before is being interrupted by the ghost of her past.

      “How do you figure?”

      “He realized he missed you.”

      “Does he miss me, or does he just miss what he now thinks he can’t have?”

      “Thinks?” The question is out before I can stop myself because it’s doing a lot of heavy lifting in her declaration.

      “He has a new girlfriend. He didn’t care that whole time. He was fine when he thought I was at home stuffing my face with Ben and Jerry’s and missing him, but now when he sees I’m out with someone new, and therefore no longer an option—now he misses me? Pretty fucking convenient.” She’s babbling on in a highly animated manner that makes me glad I’m not on the receiving end of this tirade.

      “Or maybe when he saw you tonight, and remembered everything you had, it made her seem like a giant mistake in comparison?”

      Why the fuck am I trying to help this guy out? I have zero idea. Other than I hate she thinks the worst. Her eyes soften and her focus returns to me. She’s studying me.

      “Maybe,” she mutters and turns away from me again. “Far more likely he saw me with a football player and got his boxers in a twist over the idea of me sleeping with someone with a bigger dick than him.”

      A laugh sputters out of me before I can contain it, and she gives me a grumpy look.

      “I’m being serious here!”

      “I doubt he was thinking much about my dick when he saw you in that,” I wave at her general being because she looks like a fucking smokeshow. It made me wish I got to see her dressed for revenge every day.

      “Oh no. He was. Because he was thinking. Fuck, that’s hot. I’d fuck that. But I can’t fuck that because he’s fucking that. Fuck. What if he’s fucking her better than me? What if he’s bigger than me?” She mimics a stupid voice that’s intended to be an impression of him and that, combined with the faces she makes, has me in fucking stitches.

      This chick is really something when she lets loose. And I think I might like it. Really like it.

      “He’s probably at his apartment right now, asking her to measure it and tell him it’s the biggest one she’s ever seen. She probably is too. Ugh. Why am I even thinking about this? See. This is what happens when your ex texts you shit like I miss you. What am I even supposed to say to that? Exes are the worst.”

      “Wouldn’t know.” I shrug.

      “Right. Because you’re too good to bother with relationships.”

      “That’s not what I said.”

      She rolls her eyes at me and then sighs and leans back to look at the stars.

      “Better view down here. Comfier too.” I pat the spot on the blanket next to me.

      She eyes me warily out of the corner of her eye, searching for something I wish I could give her.

      “I’d better get back to the house. Olivia and Wren are probably home and wondering where the hell I went.”

      I nod, the hope I hadn’t realized I’d still been holding on to plummeting as I realize this is probably the last time I’ll ever see her this vulnerable.
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      Later that week, after several rounds of texting, I made plans to meet Amber for a drink. She’d picked a tapas bar downtown, and while it was pretty far out of my usual haunts, I figured I was taking one for the team. Just from the rounds of texts I’d gotten from her so far, I was pretty sure this was going to play out exactly like I thought. This chick had zero loyalty to Ezra and was just looking for the next best thing. When she found out I played football, and presumably looked me up online, she suddenly had a lot more to say.

      I hadn’t mentioned it to Mac though because I wasn’t a hundred percent sure this would work, and I also wasn’t a hundred percent sure she’d love the fact I was meddling in this. Frankly, I wasn’t sure why I was doing this either because if I was right, this was likely only going to push Ezra and Mac back together.

      When I get to the bar, she’s already sitting on one of the stools, a guy trying to buy her a drink. She waves me over, and he takes one look at me and fucks off. One benefit of being my size.

      “Hey handsome.”

      “Hey sweetheart,” I say, giving her a smile and what I hope comes across as interest. She has all the right elements, gorgeous breasts, thick hips, hair that cascades down her back. I can see why she’s the kind of woman who would trip up a guy if he was looking to cheat. But even though I’m single, she does nothing for me. I don’t know why, especially since a part of me wishes I could let go tonight. But a little voice tells me the fact she hurt Mac has something to do with it. Still, it won’t be hard to fake for a few hours to test the water.

      A couple of hours roll by, and we chat as we drink. I learn she’s a booker for several of the clubs in the area and her dream job is being a traveling photographer for a magazine like the Rolling Stone. She loves working with the talent. Not a shocker.

      She asks me about football, but admits she knows very little about it other than she finds the players hot. She asks a few more mundane questions, but it feels more or less like she’s just trying to pass a little time.

      We finish another round of drinks, and then she does exactly what I’d been hoping for.

      “This has been fun. I have some more of this tequila at home, though. We could head back there, have another drink and talk somewhere quieter?”

      I smirk at her, “Definitely.”

      There’s no tequila when we get to her place, though. The second we’re in the door, her hands are on me, pulling my shirt up, running her hands over my abs, palming me through my jeans, and telling me how much she loves my muscles. I let her touch me for a while, while she’s purring in my ear and asking me what I like in bed. She’s even more aggressive than the jersey chasers, and I honestly have trouble trying to slow her down.

      I don’t want her, even a little. But she is soft, pliant, saying all the right things, and in the wake of Mac’s near-kiss it feels good to feel wanted. To hear someone say all the right things. But I can’t. I have all the evidence I need. I finally still her movement with my hands.

      “What’s the matter?” She asks, annoyance threading through her tone.

      “Just not feeling it. Tired I guess.”

      “What if I unbutton these and do all the work?” Her hands hit the belt of my pants, and I know it’s time to leave if I don’t want to get myself in any deeper trouble with her than I already am.

      “Nah. I wish, sweetheart, but I’d feel fucking awful for taking advantage. I think I actually better get home.”

      “What?” Shock and disappointment flutter over her features, before annoyance overwhelms them both.

      “Sorry. Practice went longer than I expected, and I have to get up to hit the gym first thing in the morning.”

      “You’re kidding right?”

      “Nah.”

      “Wow. Okay.” She blinks at me like I’ve lost my mind.

      “Have a good night.”

      She still looks shocked as I walk out the door.

      When I hit the elevator of her building, I pull out my phone and see I have a missed text from Mac.

      
        
        Mac Truck: Missing movie night?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mackenzie

      

      “Are we really volunteering to do this?” Wren pops her head into my room, her nose wrinkled with a handful of shirts in her hand.

      “It was your idea!” I counter.

      “What if I’m having second thoughts?”

      “You are going to break Olivia’s heart. She was going on and on about how excited she is for us to go to the guy’s place for once.”

      Several members of the football team live in a house a couple of blocks from here. It’s a veritable mansion, gorgeously kept, and the rent there, well, I’m sure it’s outrageous, but somehow, they afford it. Or at least, the athletic department does. It makes our little Victorian look like a hovel in comparison, and although it’s so close, I’ve never been.

      Not because I couldn’t. Being friends with Olivia and therefore Liam means we have open invitations to football parties any time we want, but because my interest in being wildly out of place with no upstairs retreat never appealed to me.

      “Fine. But what does one wear to these things?”

      “Whatever you want?”

      Wren’s brow quirks up with doubt.

      “Ask Olivia?”

      “Ask me what?” Olivia slides past Wren with three shot glasses, which she disperses before she pops on to my bed next to me, amid a pile of clothing I have tried and rejected.

      “We’re trying to figure out what to wear.”

      “Something sexy. And here—drink up. Pregame shots.”

      I eye her and the contents of the extra-large shot glass warily.

      “Pineapple and whipped cream vodka. Matches the tropical theme,” she winks.

      I groan, but Wren and I both toast with her and drink it down.

      “We have to fit a theme now too? Ugh. I feel a sudden severe headache coming on. It’s probably going to mean I need to stay home.”

      “Ha. Very funny. You’re going! The whole football team and a lot of the hockey team are going to be there. They’re even having it catered. We’re not missing it!”

      “Catered by who? Hooters?” Wren snarks.

      Olivia slides Wren a withering glare.

      “Oh god. You’re probably right,” I groan. “Knowing them, they probably hired some local strip joint that serves food and called it catering.”

      We both explode into giggles.

      “Stop! It is way classier than that.”

      “Because they asked your opinion as football mom?” Wren pipes in.

      Olivia, as Liam’s bestie, and the only woman the football team is categorically not allowed to touch, is the designated football mom. She helps them pick out clothes, talks them through relationship advice, and one particularly sad morning she had to teach a 20-year-old linebacker how to do his own laundry when his girlfriend told him she was not his mom, and he could do it himself.

      “Maybe.”

      “Well, at least we know the food will be good.” Wren half-heartedly shrugs her shoulders.

      “Ok Debbie Downer and Pouty Petunia, do you know how many people would die to go to this party tonight? You’re taking your good fortune for granted, and I won’t have it.” She waves her hand dramatically, half trying not to laugh and half not being able to control it.

      “My good fortune?” I ask doubtfully. “Good fortune for what? Watching people act like a drunken mess and sloppily hookup in dark corners.”

      “Maybe less watch and more do?” Wren wiggles her eyebrows.

      “Right,” I roll my eyes. “I’m definitely going to hook up with a football player”

      “Or hockey player, don’t forget.” Olivia smiles.

      “You ladies have fun with that.”

      “Ben will be there. It is his house.” Olivia sips the last couple drops out of her glass.

      “And Waylon,” Wren adds helpfully.

      I had disclosed the almost-kiss to Wren in my desperation to figure out what the hell had happened, or almost happened there. Now, I deeply regretted giving her any more ammunition. I hoped Olivia didn’t read into that because she would be team Kenz and Waylon all the way if she had the chance.

      “Both very good options.” Olivia nods, luckily without any sign she knows more than she should.

      “What’s the saying again? Best way to get over someone old is to get under someone new? Perfect opportunity.”

      I hate myself for admitting it, but it’s not a terrible idea. Erasing thoughts of Ezra for one evening would help, and maybe answering lingering questions about Waylon in the process. I mean, would it be terrible if we hooked up? He is the most non-committal, no relationship kind of guy I know, and he takes exactly zero things seriously. It would be the textbook definition of no strings attached. And I could stop thinking about him nearly naked. Stop thinking about what might have happened if we kissed the other night.

      Two birds, one stone. Definitely not the worst idea my friends have ever had.

      “She’s thinking about it.” Olivia smirks.

      “She’s definitely thinking about it.” Wren gives me a devilish grin.

      “Good. Now let’s get you guys dressed in something extra hot!” Olivia hops up and starts rifling through my closet.
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        * * *

      

      Several more pre-game shots later and the three of us are making our way down the street, happily warm and buzzing our way to the football players’ house. The whispers of fall are making their presence known in the color of the leaves, but this evening is still incredibly warm and the sun’s setting rays are making beautiful patterns on the sidewalk in front of us.

      Olivia’s phone chirps, and a smile breaks out across her face.

      “What is it?” Wren asks.

      “Nothing,” she tucks the phone back in her pocket.

      “Lies!” I shout.

      “Is it Liam?”

      “No,” Olivia frowns.

      “Someone else? A football player? A hockey player?” I check her gently with my hip.

      “Mayyybbee.”

      “Ooh, this is gonna be good.”

      “Can’t wait to see if he meets with Liam’s approval.” Wren hedges.

      

      When we get in the doors, the music is so loud the entire house is thumping and bodies are already stacked wall to wall in every room visible from the entryway.

      “Come on, let’s go put this in the fridge,” Olivia motions for us to follow her. We’ve brought our own drinks with us because while I trust most of the people here, I know there are far too many here tonight who we don’t.

      We snake our way through the crowds of people, weaving through the bodies in the kitchen and outside to the fresh air where there’s enough room to breathe.

      My eyes drift past our little group, and I see the man I’ve been not-not looking for sitting on the corner of the hot tub. A gorgeous brunette sits in his lap, laughing wholeheartedly at whatever he’s saying while her hand drifts its way over his shoulder and arm. Their coziness sends a quick, frigid chill through my nerves. I remind myself this is exactly who Waylon is and why he’s the perfect candidate. It’s just possible I’ve come to this party a little too late for my own purposes this evening.

      Olivia, Wren, Liam, and Easton are chatting about something and asking my opinion, but all my eyes do is dart back and forth between watching Waylon and the woman on his lap. The woman who currently has her lips plastered to his. I feel my stomach bottom out, a small crater forming there I refuse to acknowledge—a tiny green monster digging a pit.

      “Kenz, let’s go play cards!” Wren’s eyes follow mine, and she gives me a little sympathetic glance.

      “Okay. And I’m good. Really.” I thread my arm in hers as we walk inside.

      “Uh, huh. You look good. Really.” She echoes.
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        * * *

      

      When I finally find Waylon again in the kitchen later, the beautiful brunette from outside is gone and the same blonde from the party at our house is circling him like a shark. Putting her hands all over him and shooting daggers at any of the other women who get too close to him. I watch for a while from the living room, wondering now if it’s worth bothering. He doesn’t seem particularly interested in her, a loose arm occasionally wrapped around her shoulder while he talks to the other guys. But I really don’t feel like getting my eyes or my hair torn out over Prescott.

      So much for an easy one-night stand to get over Ezra. You’d think you could at least get that much out of your fake boyfriend, but apparently not when he’s this popular.

      “Mac?” My favorite voice questions me, and I look over my shoulder to smile at him.

      He glances at me and then follows my line of vision to the kitchen, giving me a sympathetic smile. My cheeks pink when I realize it looks like I’m jealously pining over the lineman from across the room. I want to explain it’s not what it looks like at all. But before I can say anything, Ben’s hand slips around my waist.

      “Want to get a beer?” He jerks his head toward the kitchen and I nod. Because listen, if he asks, I’m doing it.

      He pulls me tight to his side and as we make our way there; he rambles a bit about the game they played today and different sports statistics. I listen intently, pretending I understand what he’s talking about because while I enjoy watching a football game, all the jargon and stats are beyond me.

      When we get to the kitchen, he deposits me on a bar stool and grabs us beers, popping the caps off and handing me one before he wraps his arm around my shoulders, his hand casually hanging over one side like this is a thing we do all the time. I’m wildly confused, and I don’t know if it’s the alcohol I’ve had or if Ben is just being weird tonight, but I won’t argue with it.

      “So, Waylon, you think we make it all the way to the championships?” Ben asks loudly, distracting Waylon’s attention from his little blonde bombshell.

      He looks up at Ben, confusion marring his face for a second, before he registers the question. Then his eyes dart from me to Ben and back again, his eyes finally landing heavily on where our bodies meet.

      “Hell yeah. If we play our cards right,” he answers at last, but he sounds distracted from the subject at hand.

      “Agreed man. Just got to be more careful in the red zone, make sure we keep our hands on the ball. No more fumbles that close to a touchdown, right?”

      “That’s more on you than me, so I won’t tell you how to do your job.”

      “True. But if you just keep Liam protected, give him a chance to throw the long ball. I can take it from there.”

      My eyes dart back and forth between the two of them, wondering what the hell they’re even talking about. I’m happy to just drink my beer and pretend I understand, though. I glance at the blonde again. Her pointed nails are stroking their way down Waylon’s chest and traveling farther south with each subsequent round. I suddenly wonder if she’s the reason he missed movie night at our place.

      “You missed movie night. How come?” the words pop out my mouth before I can filter the thought.

      Waylon’s eyes snap to mine, his brows furrowing for a minute.

      “I uh, had a thing I had to go to.”

      “Right, things.” I sip my beer, wishing he’d go back to discussing football or being publicly stroked or whatever he’d been doing before I lost control over my mouth.

      “Why, did you miss me, Mac?” He smirks.

      “Like I miss walking over broken shards of glass.” I give him a tight little grin.

      “Is that your new kink now? See Ben, this one’s hard to keep up with. I don’t know if you can handle her.”

      I bristle, ready to stand up and leave, but Ben’s thumb strokes across my clavicle in a reassuring gesture.

      “The good ones always require the whole nine.” Ben smirks back at Waylon like they’ve got an inside joke between them.

      “True.” Waylon grins before he sips his beer.

      “Way, let’s go upstairs, yeah? I’m bored.” The blonde tucks her fingers in his pocket and smiles up at him, swaying back and forth like an impatient child.

      “Hey! Ben. Waylon. Come help me move some furniture?” Easton calls from the living room.

      “Be right there!” Ben shouts back, and the two of them move to take off.

      I frown at the loss of Ben and tip my beer back again. The chances he doesn’t get scooped up by some girl in the next five minutes are about zero. Not like I had a real chance anyway, but whatever was going on, I was enjoying it while it lasted. Especially since my fake boyfriend decided he was going to have an affair with a blonde.

      Speaking of, I look up and her eyes are focused on me, so I jolt one eyebrow up in question, wondering what the hell I could have done to be getting a death glare.

      “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but neither of them is going to hook up with someone like you. Ben doesn’t like brunettes, and Waylon is mine.”

      I sputter, trying not to spray beer on myself when I do.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “You heard me. You’re not gonna play them off each other. They think you’re a joke. It’s funny to them that you think either of them would ever hookup with someone of your… size.” Her eyes slide over my body and then her lips curl up in a little sneering pout before she laughs at me.

      This again? Really? I’m not even that big. Not that it matters, but the extent of her fat phobia is wild. Incredibly uncharitable thoughts cross my mind, some of which I almost say but then think better of. There’s no need to sink to her level. No need to point out where my anatomy is superior to hers. Not when I have a better idea in mind.

      “Waylon is yours, huh?”

      “Yes, so quit embarrassing yourself. It's cringe, honestly. I’m trying to help you.”

      “Help me? Interesting.”

      “Yes. Just giving you helpful advice. Guys like them don’t want to be smothered under your weight. Try one of the linebackers. Corey has a thing for thick chicks.”

      “Smothered?”

      Is this woman serious? I wasn’t the one clinging to him at every available moment, like he might forget I exist otherwise.

      I slam the bottle down on the counter and stand up abruptly, making a beeline to the living room. I can hear her following me, asking me what the hell I’m doing, but I ignore her. Instead, I’m searching for Waylon in the crowd. When I spot him, finishing up moving the things Easton needed help with, I go straight for him, sliding past the crowd of bodies between us.

      “Hey,” I tug his shirt, and he turns around with a questioning look on his face.

      I stand up on my tiptoes so he can hear me when I whisper.

      “I need your help, fake boyfriend. I know I’ll owe you big time, but play along, okay?”

      I pull back, looking into his eyes, and he nods his bewildered agreement.

      I wink at him, and then press my hands into his chest, back him down into the chair he’s just moved out of the way. Then I climb into his lap, straddling him with a knee on either side of his hips. To his credit, his arms come around me immediately, like it’s second nature for us to be like this, one of his hands cupping my ass and the other on my thigh. He sells our fake relationship like a pro. To my discredit, I realize as the warmth of his body envelops me; I was going to enjoy it all.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumble just before I press my lips against his in hard, punishing strokes.

      I’m so pissed at women being like this to other women. I’m frustrated men like Ezra and Waylon enable them, and I’m sick of feeling less than. I hope she’s watching every second of this. In fact, I hope she tries to pull my hair out because at this point I’m drunk enough I might be ready to fight. Not that I have any idea how since it’s never crossed my mind before, but I could learn.

      But all that fades to the background when Waylon kisses me back. The feel of his lips on mine, the way his tongue dips into my mouth, the way his hand slides up my neck and threads through my hair. My body lights up under his touch, desire pooling low, and I forget who we are and where we are for a second. I spread my legs further, grinding down on his lap. His hand digs into the flesh of my hip, pulling me closer, and I can feel him go hard beneath me. It only makes me want more, pulling me down with an undercurrent of need I seem to feel every time I’m around him lately. I pull back, getting a breath of air and trying to resurface from whatever this is.

      “Don’t ever fucking apologize for that,” he whispers.

      My eyes collide with his, and I try to make sense of the look he’s giving me.

      A little gasped growl from behind me snaps me out of it, though, and I turn around to see the blonde standing over me, mouth agape. I grin brightly and stand to face her.

      “I’m sorry. What was that again about smothering?” I taunt her.

      “You fucking bitch!” She grabs a drink and hurls it at me, splattering cold liquid all over my clothes and skin, and then storms off across the room.

      I should be pissed, but I just collapse into a fit of laughter in Waylon’s lap.

      “What the fuck is happening?” Waylon asks nervously, laughing along with me, wrapping an arm around my waist so I don’t fall onto the floor from laughing too hard.

      “Oh. That… your little mistress there told me I was too fat for someone like you or Ben. That I would quote ‘smother’ you. So, I made a point. Thanks for playing ball,” I pat his leg and grin at him.

      “She what?” He stops laughing.

      “She was being helpful, you know, making sure the fat girl knows her place around here.”

      “What the fuck. You aren’t fucking fat, Mac.” He honestly sounds angry, which is rich coming from someone who made a fat joke himself the first time he met me, but maybe now we’re friends, he feels protective. I don’t know. I won’t dig into the nuances of that at the moment.

      “I am by her standards. Anyway, it’s fine. I just thought it would be funny. And it was, minus the shower,” I glance down at my clothes. Thankfully, whatever she threw was clear in color.

      “It’s not fine. She shouldn’t have done that. Any of that. I’m sorry. She’s just been relentless lately, and I can’t seem to shake her.”

      “Does Waylon have girl problems?” I give a mock gasp.

      He levels me with an annoyed look.

      “It must be so hard, having so many women want you. So much they’re fighting over you and throwing drinks. A real burden.” I say dramatically, patting his chest like he’s a poor lost soul.

      “It is, actually. Keeps getting me into trouble. But then I just remembered, I have a girlfriend to ward all the crazies off.” His arm pulls me tighter to his chest.

      “Very funny.”

      “Oh no. I’m dead serious. You owe me, remember? Twice over.”

      “You’re kind of a bastard.”

      “Your bastard,” he winks at me. “Seems like we’re going to have to keep this ruse going a while longer.”

      “Oh my god, it is true!” Olivia puts her hand over her mouth when she finds me and notes my drenched condition.

      “Did she pull your hair or just throw a drink? The rumor mill can’t decide.” Wren appears from out of the crowd next to Olivia.

      “That was fast. Just a drink. And speaking of, I need one. Ready to take some shots, ladies?”

      “As long as you fill us in,” Wren shrugs.

      “Let’s go!” Olivia grabs my hand and helps me out of Waylon’s lap.

      “Don’t get into too much trouble, sweetheart!” Waylon calls after me, and I glance back at him and give him the finger. But if I’m honest, I kind of like it.
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      The next time I see her; Mac, Wren, and Olivia are dancing together on a table, wildly gyrating much to the entertainment of half the men in the room. She raises a flask in the air, lets out a wild yelp, and takes a sip before handing it to Wren. I can’t help but smile because seeing her just enjoying every second with her friends warms my heart a little.

      “Holyyyyy fuck,” I hear Liam growl as he pulls up next to me just as Olivia’s dipping low and shaking her ass.

      “They’re just having fun.” I press my hand to his chest as he looks like he’s ready to charge in like a bull and tear the room apart.

      “To the benefit of these fucking heathens.” He glares at me and eyes my hand like he might rip it off.

      I shrug. “Gotta let loose sometime.”

      “I don’t want these assholes looking at them like that,” he grits out. And I know by them he really means Olivia. Someday I expect he’ll finally admit the truth to himself, but I don’t know that it’ll be tonight.

      “I suppose it is a safety issue,” I admit, as Wren nearly trips off the table after another ill-advised drop and shake.

      “Let’s break it up.” He fists his hands and then stretches his fingers as a hockey player I’d seen dancing with Olivia earlier whispers something in her ear and slides a hand up her thigh.

      “Just keep it calm, yeah?” I give him a meaningful look and he nods, but I have little faith he’s really listening to me.

      As we walk up, Mac does a little spin and takes another sip of her flask before she whips her hip out to the side, and Wren and her both double over with laughter. As her eyes lift again, they land on me, and I hold my breath for half a second while I wait to see what kind of reception I’m going to get after our earlier encounter. While it had been an act, my reaction to her had been real, and I was pretty sure she was affected too. But I also knew the real Mac, the one I normally interacted with, would be horrified at that idea, doing her best to blow it off as nothing.

      So I brace for an eye roll or a derisive little sneer, but instead a wide grin spreads across her face.

      “Wayyyloonn.” She slurs and holds up her drink. “Do you want a drink? It’s excellent liquid courage.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I can’t help but smile back, but now I’m confident she’s had way too much for her own good.

      “Need help?” Ben comes up behind me, slapping my shoulder and giving a worried look at the girls.

      I nod toward Wren. His help is welcome, but Mac is getting all the help she needs from me.

      Mac leans over, crouching down and placing her hands on my shoulders. Her eyes meet mine with obvious interest and her grin spreads even wider. Apparently, she was all in on this little act tonight.

      “I have an idea,” she giggles and leans forward, nearly falling into me.

      “Yeah? Why don’t you come down here and tell me about it?” I extend my arms and thankfully she doesn’t fight me, instead she leans into me, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      I wrap my arms around her waist, gently pulling her down off the table, biting back a groan as her curves slide their way down my body, and deposit her carefully at my feet.

      “You smell so fucking good. Do you know that? You have to tell me what kind of cologne you use. Every time you’re around, it drives me crazy.” The words come out in a flurry, half slurred and half giggled, and her hands travel down over my shoulders and arms.

      Fuucckkk. Her admissions are like little spikes of adrenaline to my system.

      “Good to know,” I say, my throat going dry as I try to swallow.

      I press my hand to the small of her back as I try to make room for Liam to get Olivia down. She’s much more stubborn about being removed from the spotlight. Several boos break out around us as the show is ruined. Liam shoots them a look that tells them they better shut the fuck up.

      “I thought about it, and I was thinking you’d be perfect, being my fake boyfriend and all.” She blurts, suddenly bringing my attention back to her.

      The way she says the word “perfect” sends little sparks of hope through my chest. I didn’t think I even met this woman’s definition of acceptable, let alone anything approaching perfect.

      “Perfect for what?”

      “Hooking up. You and me, Captain.” She gives me a devious little drunken grin and the tiny sparks of hope catch fire across my lungs, stealing all the oxygen I have. My cock, my ego, and the desperate part of me that thinks if I could just get my hands on her she might come around to seeing me as something other than a joke, all scream for me to grab her hand and find a place where we can be alone. But my conscience, and fuck having one at this point, has other ideas.

      When I don’t immediately respond, a look of doubt flashes across her eyes before being replaced by determination.

      “Think how much it would piss off the blonde, right? It would help you, and then I can stop wondering.”

      “Wondering what?” I choke out.

      “About the rumors. Duh. You’re… hot even if I hate it. And you fuck whoever no strings, so it’s not like it would mean anything. Right?”

      I can’t answer.

      “I get my rebound from Ezra and get to put a little check next to ‘fucked hot football player with big dick’ on the bucket list. And you get to have a different flavor than jersey chaser, but without any of the work, so perfect, right?”

      As she says the words, I see a fist go flying out of the corner of my eye, a table being shoved out the way, and faintly, beyond the beating of my pulse in my ears, I can hear shouting.

      I know I need to ignore what she said because there’s a skirmish breaking out next to me I definitely need to pay attention to. I can all but guarantee I’m going to look up and find Liam involved. Except all I can do is replay what she’s just said over and over in my mind on a loop.

      “So, what do you think? Wanna go upstairs, or we could go out to your truck, wherever you—“

      A crash of something next to me distracts me for a flicker of a second before I refocus my attention on her.

      Everything goes to war at once in my head and in my conscience. I’d hoped for months she’d break up with Ezra. Every little spat I’d heard them have had sickly gifted me with the hope this girl I’d been lusting after would come find me for a rebound. After our night out, I’d waited for her to ask for this, and hoped for her to see me as something more.

      But knowing she’s far too drunk. Knowing she’d likely regret everything she just said first thing in the morning. Knowing she just sees me as a fuck that would erase her ex. I couldn’t.

      Even if my pathetic little heart wanted what little she was willing to give because I know being used by her would be better than most of the sex I’ve had in my life.

      Each second that ticks by makes her smile fade with doubt, and I can tell the silence is crushing her. So, I have to say something. Something honest even if I don’t want to. Rip off the Band-Aid before I do something stupid.

      “I think it’s probably not a great idea, Mac.” It takes every ounce of decency in my body to say it.

      “Wow,” she rears back like I’ve just slapped her.

      “You’ve had a lot to drink,” I try to explain.

      “When has that ever stopped you before? You hookup when you’re drinking all the time. I’ve seen it.” She crosses her arms over her chest.

      Another crash beside us, and I am fairly certain Liam and the hockey player who was eyeing Olivia have smashed into a coffee table. As his bodyguard on and off the field, I really need to intervene before I have to explain how I let our star quarterback end up with a broken throwing hand. But I can’t stand the way she’s looking at me. Hurt and disappointment dancing behind her eyes like I’ve let her down. I hate it.

      “They… they’re friends and we’ve discussed it when we’re both sober. It’s like a friend with benefits thing and…” I'm mumbling because I have no idea how to explain this to her. How they’re so much different from her.

      “Uhhh Waylon,” I hear Ben next to me, his hand on my shoulder, trying to get my attention on the elephant in the room, the quarterback sized one smashing faces and coffee tables.

      “Wow. And what I’m not good enough for friends with benefits then? Guess she was right after all.”

      My eyes break with hers for just long enough to see Liam’s fist rear back and collide with the hockey player’s jaw. A jaw that looks sharp enough to break his hand, and our hopes for making it to the finals.

      “I can explain in just a minute.” I look pleadingly at Ben, willing him silently to watch Mac, so I can get these two fuckers in separate penalty boxes.

      “Hey Mac, how about we get you some water?” Ben asks helpfully from my side, hoping to pull her away, so I can break the insane fight that’s broken out in the living room.

      “Sure,” she smiles at him briefly before her eyes flash back to me, hurt and anger written in every flicker of her eyelashes. “And don’t bother. I can find someone else.” She turns her back to me just as Liam and the hockey player stumble into me, knocking me off balance.

      “ENOUGH!” I shout, loud enough to get their attention. I place myself between the two of them and put one hand on each of their chests to keep them separated.

      “You both need to get a fucking grip. Whatever shit you’ve got going on, nothing is worth either of you being sidelined or benched for it. So, knock it the fuck off!” I bellow, knowing it’s the only way to get through to two guys who are this drunk and pissed off.

      Liam and the hockey player glare at each other over my shoulders. Liam’s chest huffing and puffing as he tries to control whatever rage has bubbled up, and the hockey player wiping a streak of blood that’s come tumbling out of his nose.

      “Seriously!” Olivia yells. “What the hell is wrong with you, Liam?”

      Liam looks about as rough as I feel as his eyes meet with Olivia’s, and he shakes his head.

      “Just listen to me—“ he starts.

      “No! Leave us alone!” She shouts back, tucking an arm around the hockey player as she turns her attention to him. “Hey, let’s go get you some ice, okay? I am so sorry about that.”

      They disappear from the room, and I glance back over my shoulder to look for Mac, who is currently talking sweetly to Ben, her hands wandering and her eyes sparkling with interest. The way she always looks at him. He’s trying to comfort her without hurting her feelings, gently putting distance between them.

      In normal circumstances, Ben would probably play along enough to boost her ego. I’ve seen him do it a million times with other women. However, given his little act earlier, I’m pretty sure he realizes Mac has a vice grip on my heart and my balls. But she doesn’t know he’s being a damn good friend, and I can see the hurt flicker across Mac’s face as she’s rejected a second time in the same number of minutes. Even though I’m glad Ben is such a good fucking guy, I hate it hurts her.

      Which is why I am completely blindsided when Liam pushes past me and grabs Mac by the waist and pulls her to him, slamming his mouth against hers. Her fingers splay across his chest, panic momentarily flickering across her face before she does the unthinkable and fucking kisses him back.

      I freeze and just stare for a long minute, watching his hands roam her body and his mouth work over hers, before I can even think of reacting to it.

      “Absolutely-fucking-not!” I roar before I can think of a better plan for breaking up whatever the fuck is playing out right now. No fucking way is this soap opera happening on my watch.

      I snatch her up without another word, throwing her firefighter style over my shoulder, before whipping around to face Liam. He looks pissed. Not at me in particular but at the entire fucking world.

      “Get some fucking ice for your hand and drink some fucking water. You need to sober the fuck up before you make any more bad decisions.” I bark at him.

      I love Liam like a brother, and as his teammate I’d do nearly anything for him, but at this moment I’m ready to fuck him up myself.

      I turn to Ben and Wren, whose eyes are still wide with disbelief.

      “You got him?” I ask Ben, and he nods.

      “Wren, you got keys?” I glance at her.

      “Yes.”

      “Let’s go.” I nod for the door and start making my way through the crowd.

      “Put me down, you fucking brute!” Mac screams and hits me in the back.

      “No, darlin’. You’ve had enough fun for the evening. You’re going home.”

      “Who fucking died and made you king? Put me fucking down. I can fuck whoever I want!”

      Her fists beat against my lower spine, but she’s drunk and disoriented enough they land in little thuds that feel more like a massage than the punishing blows she’s hoping for.

      “Not king, captain darlin’. And you can fuck whoever you want, but you’re not going to.”

      Wren glances up at me with a worried look and then scurries ahead of us as we make our way out the door and down the sidewalk. The cool breeze is whipping over my heated skin, grounding me and bringing my temper back down to a manageable level. My breathing is still hard from the massive rush of adrenaline and the chaos of the last ten minutes, so I try to just focus on steady breaths.

      “Put. Me. Down.” Mac demands.

      “How do I know I can trust you?” I say it in a teasing voice, but the way her muscles tense, I can tell she’s not amused.

      “Because I am a grown ass woman, asshole!”

      “You were back there too when you started making out with your boyfriend’s best friend.”

      “Fake boyfriend! Fake! Waylon, I swear to God…”

      “Promise you’re not gonna run back inside and try to stick your tongue down Liam’s throat again?”

      “I did not—He kissed me. I—I don’t owe you any explanations or promises! Put me down!”

      “Nope.”

      She hits me again, and it lands with another dull thud.

      “God. Why are you such a fucking beast? You probably can’t even feel it. It’s not fair.” She complains.

      Then I feel her tug at the bottom of my shirt, pulling it up.

      “I’m going to scratch you if you don’t put me down. Maybe you’ll actually feel that.” She threatens.

      “Oh yeah? You trying to turn me on now, darlin’?” I say it jokingly, but the thought of her nails on my back makes me worry I might betray my conscience if I don’t get her out of my hands soon.

      She lets out a little screech and drops my shirt. “I hate you so fucking much, Waylon Prescott! I will never forgive you for this!”

      “Yeah, well, that makes two of us.” I mutter under my breath because I’m sure I’d be kicking myself later. I mean, I definitely couldn’t fuck her, but would it hurt to let her run her hands over me? Kiss her once or twice? Let her straddle my lap again? Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Wren is walking even faster than me, and I’m eating up the sidewalk quickly. All too much in a hurry to get Mac home, get water in her hands and then put a whole lot of distance between us.

      When we get to the house, Wren unlocks the door.

      “You can take her up. I’ll get some water and bring it up there.” Wren directs, clearly much more sober than her friends had been.

      “Et tu, Brutus?” I hear Mac screech at her friend’s back as she walks away, and I haul her up the stairs.

      Once inside her room, the wooden floors creak under my boots and the smell of her surrounds me practically knocking the wind out of my lungs as I finally ease her to the floor in front of me.

      She immediately glares at me and uses her hands to straighten her skirt and hair out, trying to attain some semblance of order to her appearance again. A task that’s fruitless because she looks like a mess from the way I handled her—hair askew, face flushed, clothes wrinkled and pulled out of position. I want to back her up against the bed and kiss her until she moans for more, but I know, I know, I can’t cross the line with her.

      “Thanks for nothing,” she grouches.

      “You’ll thank me in the morning.”

      That much I can be sure of.

      I’m sure I won’t be receiving a thank you note or anything, but I know she’ll be very glad when she wakes up with a hangover secure in the knowledge, she didn’t do anything stupid.

      “I doubt we’ll be speaking in the morning.”

      I feel the kick of her words in my gut. I know it’s probably true. She’ll probably never speak to me again after tonight, whether it’s because she’s angry I stopped her or embarrassed because she tried.

      “Mac, I… I like you, all right. And I don’t want you to do things you’ll regret. I’d hate myself for that.”

      She purses her lips together like I’ve just said something utterly stupid and contemptible.

      “I don’t need your excuses, Waylon. You were super clear earlier. The only thing you can do for me is forget we ever talked at all.”

      “Everything okay?” Wren asks sheepishly from behind me as she enters the room carrying a glass and pitcher of water.

      “Perfect. Thanks so much,” she smiles at Wren, taking the glass and water.

      “Yep. Got some Tylenol and a hangover powder packet too.” Wren waves the little packet before she pours it into the glass and crumples up the remaining paper.

      “You are the best. Do you mind taking the trash out with you?” Mac levels a hard look at me, and it slices through me as intended.

      Wren casts me a pitiful look as she walks toward the door, and I follow her out of it wondering if my better angels have just led me to make a decision I’ll regret for the rest of my life.
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      Mackenzie

      

      By Thursday, I have almost—almost—achieved the ability to close my eyes without immediately replaying every embarrassing moment of the previous weekend. Olivia has learned of and long since dismissed the Liam kissing incident saying it doesn’t bother her at all, and while I’m sure she’s not remotely angry with me, I still have a hard time believing she’s got no ill will toward Liam. But that’s for her to figure out, and for me to supply cookies and margaritas while she does.

      And perhaps most luckily, I haven’t heard a single peep from Waylon. Not a text. Not a run in on campus. Not a stop by, even when Liam came over earlier in the week to patch things up with Olivia.

      I’d been waiting all week for him to burst out from some dark corner to taunt me mercilessly over my ridiculous suggestion that the two of us hookup. I’d given him the ultimate humiliating ammunition, and I could only hope he was too drunk to remember, too busy to care, or had just enough mercy in his black heart to pretend to not remember. I’d take any of them if we happened to run into one another again, which I would do anything to avoid.

      And that started by not being at tonight’s movie night.

      “And if another fight breaks out?” Wren grumps about my leaving to meet Ally tonight for drinks.

      “They’ve all cooled off, I think. And I’m sure you can handle it. Besides, you guys are having it outside tonight, right? So, nothing should get broken.”

      Olivia had decided that Liam and the hockey player could and would get along, so tonight she was bringing him along for the fun of it. I questioned the wisdom of trying it so soon after the two of them tried to rearrange each other’s faces, but she insisted everything was “cool”.

      “Yes. See, look, you’re going to miss s’mores and outdoor movie night. It might be the last of the season!”

      Occasionally, we made a makeshift movie screen in the backyard with a sheet and a projector. A fire pit, blankets, air mattresses and s’mores made for a perfect backyard fall movie theater where we could watch classics like Nightmare on Elm Street and Edward Scissorhands. I was a little sad to be missing it, but not enough to risk seeing Waylon.

      “Yeah, I know, but you know why I don’t want to be here.”

      “I don’t think he’ll make a big deal out of it.”

      “You don’t think the guy who loves to torture me will use the fact I drunkenly propositioned him for sex against me?” I make a snarky little noise at the back of my throat.

      “I think he likes you.”

      “Please. He likes torturing me. It’s a game for him, and I’m tired of it. He needs to find someone new to be the butt of his jokes. I’m just incredibly sorry I momentarily found him attractive. It won’t happen again.”

      “Momentarily?” Wren says the word like it’s the last thing on earth she believes.

      “Fine. He’s hot, but he’s also an asshole, so it doesn’t matter how good he looks.”

      “He meant well, you know. He just didn’t want you to do anything you might regret.”

      “So, he embarrasses me in front of a room full of people, repeatedly?”

      “I think people are more likely to remember their beloved QB hitting their number one D-man, breaking his nose, and then kissing you like his life depended on it immediately after than anything Waylon did.”

      I wince, “Ugh. Right. Excellent point. I don’t really want to see Liam either.”

      “Did he apologize?”

      “Yes, profusely, when he saw me in class. And I know why he did it, or at least I can guess.” I glance at Olivia.

      “She insists they’re just friends.”

      “Rightttt,” I roll my eyes.

      “Can’t believe you’re abandoning me.”

      “You’ll live. And hey, it’s probably your turn to randomly hit on or make out with Liam or Waylon. Pick your poison!” I laugh and she tosses a couch pillow at my face.

      “No way. No athletes for me. Ever. Unless Tobias Westerfield ever gets bored with dating supermodels. Otherwise, give me a nerd with a pocket protector and glasses who can wield a marketing spreadsheet like a weapon.”

      I smile, “Ah. What a dreamboat.”

      She sticks her tongue out at me and then goes back to flipping through her phone.
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        * * *

      

      My heart sinks a little when I pull into the driveway after drinks with Ally, and Liam’s car and Waylon’s truck are still on the street in front of our house. I’d hoped I’d been gone long enough, but they must have decided to do a double feature. Since they were thankfully in the backyard, I could just sneak in the front and up to my room without being noticed.

      When I step out of the car, I can still hear the speakers from the backyard—which I give a little thanks for as it means it’s likely no one heard my car pull up—and as I open the front door all the lights are off in the house.

      I glance out through the back windows to see a movie playing on the makeshift screen, pausing to watch a few moments to try and figure out which one it is before I tiptoe through the dining room toward the back hall to hit the steps.

      “Hiding from someone?” A deep voice comes from the kitchen.

      I recognize it just in time to stifle a scream with my hand and place the other on my heart to try to still the racing beat before I turn around to see an unmistakably large figure sitting on one of the kitchen stools drinking a soda.

      “You could have given me a heart attack.” I gripe.

      “You’re lucky you weren’t tackled as an intruder.”

      “An intruder in my own home?”

      “You’re the one sneaking around in the dark. Why is that?” I can hear the accusation in his voice.

      “Just don’t want to bother you all watching the movie. I’m on my way to bed.”

      “It's 10:30. Date that bad?”

      Date? If that was what he believed, I was going to run with it.

      “No. It was fine. I’m just tired and need to get up early to study for class.”

      Why am I explaining all this to him and why is he sitting in the kitchen in the dark, anyway? Those are the questions I should ask, but I’m so thrown off by his presence I can’t think straight. Memories of the previous weekend start chasing through my mind, causing heat to rise up the back of my neck. I couldn’t avoid him forever and might as well get this little tête-à-tête out of the way now.

      “But since you’re here,” I hedge, squinting a little to try to make him out in the dark, but grateful I won’t be able to see all the snarky little smiles he makes. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry about last weekend. I was incredibly drunk, and it was stupid.”

      “Which part?”

      “Which part?” I echo his question.

      “You said it was stupid. Just curious what the it was.”

      “I think you know.”

      “Kissing Liam?” He raises a brow.

      “He kissed me.”

      “You didn’t exactly push him away.”

      “Yes, which was admittedly stupid.”

      “But the rest of it wasn’t?”

      “No. It was all pretty stupid.”

      “I don’t know, the little girl group act you three put on dancing on the table seemed to get rave reviews.”

      “Waylon—“ I warn.

      “Not Captain anymore then?”

      I wince as I remember how I’d kept calling him that. He stands and walks over to me through the dark, his form only partially lit up by lights in the backyard flooding in through the glass of the windows. I want to run away from him, as discussing this across the room in the dark was one thing, but if he’s standing close to me, taking up all the space and all the oxygen I can’t be held responsible for whatever other stupid thing I might say or do. Except I can’t run without looking like a coward, so I just freeze in place.

      He gets so close I can smell the subtle hint of woodiness of the cologne he wears, and it invades my senses. I swear he does it on purpose. He leans into one of the beams of light, and I can see his face, a small smile turning up the corner of his mouth as he stares at me. And then I feel the sense of dread that he’s about to make me pay for all the stupid things I said.

      “If you’re going to bring up the… other stuff that night.  Please don’t.”

      “I won’t.” He says softly, studying my face.

      “Then what do you want?”

      “Were you drinking tonight?”

      “No. Well I mean; I had a beer but—“

      He cuts me off as his hand comes up and cups my jaw, his thumb sliding over my lips.

      “Good.”

      “Why?” I whisper the question, as my heart kicks against my chest.

      He answers by leaning in and pressing his lips to mine, using soft steady strokes that send waves of pleasure through my entire body, lighting up my nerve endings like tiny little sparklers. His hand slides behind my neck, his thumb stroking against my jaw and his fingers threading through my hair as he tilts me back ever so gently before finally releasing me. I can barely breathe.

      It's so different from the last time and so tender I can barely believe it’s Waylon in front of me. I want more of him, especially this version. A version I’m not sure I even thought was possible, let alone existed. But he pulls away, his eyes half-shuttered and an unreadable expression on his face.

      He looks me over one last time, studying my reaction before he steps away.

      “Sleep well, Mac.” Is the last thing he says before he disappears out the back door and leaves me pondering the best fucking kiss I’ve had in my life.
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      Waylon

      

      Ben, Liam and I are sitting across the table from each other in the athletes’ cafeteria after grabbing a massive dinner to make up for all the calories we just burned on the field. Two girls from the soccer team walk by and flash us flirty smiles, but I turn away and stare back down at my food. I must not be the only one disinterested because I hear an annoyed grunt from across the table.

      “You two are killing me.” Ben shakes his head.

      “What?” Liam glances up, a surly look on his face.

      “You know what.” Ben gives us each a warning look.

      “I’m over it,” Liam shrugs his shoulders unconvincingly.

      “You are 100 percent not over it,” I laugh half-heartedly at my friend.

      “Says the guy who can’t stop moping about a chick who hates his guts. At least for me she was my best fucking friend, and now it’s all fucking complicated, thanks to that asshole.”

      “If she hates me, then why was she so eager to fuck me?”

      “Hate fucking is a thing. And remind me, was that before or after she tried to fuck Ben?” Liam taunts.

      Apparently, Liam wants everyone else to feel the same misery he’s feeling, but I’m not about to let him have it. He can wallow like that all on his own.

      “Everyone tries to fuck Ben. They can’t help it. Look at his pretty fucking face!” I grab Ben’s jaw, pressing his lips inward like a little duck, before slapping him on the back.

      Ben laughs, but Liam’s undeterred by my attempt to keep things light.

      “Well, it was definitely before she had her tongue in my mouth,” he says, his lip curling up in a self-assured snarl.

      I slam my fork down and pin him with a fucking glare.

      “Whoooaaa,” Ben chides, holding a hand out to signal we both need to chill the fuck out.

      “You stuck your tongue in her mouth,” I gripe.

      “She looked sad. Like she needed it. We were there for each other in a moment of need,” Liam shrugs.

      I open my mouth to let out a string of expletives, but Ben shakes his head, sliding his hand across his throat.

      “Okay. That’s enough. Liam, get your fucking shit together and stop trying to drag everyone else into your bullshit. Put your big fucking boy pants on and tell her you love her and want to be with her—“ Ben starts in on us.

      “I do not want—“ Liam starts to protest.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I interrupt.

      “Yeah. You don’t want the commitment and all it entails, but you definitely want the girl. You stomp around her like a fucking bull enough. Literally everyone but you can see it like it’s tattooed on your damn face.”

      “Well, she’s too busy with hockey players now to be my friend.”

      “You think your stunt of trying to kiss one of her best friends in a room full of people might have something to do with it?” I level him with a stare.

      He grumbles silently and sticks his fork in his steak several times, pushing it around the plate.

      “And you,” Ben looks at me. “Need to do the same thing.”

      “Oh, I know the girl wants me. She made that very clear. But I just… She’s got me fucking turned over.”

      “Maybe she’s waiting for the two for one deal with old Benny Boy here. Offer that yet?” Liam tries to provoke me again.

      Ben shoots him a withering glare, and he throws his hands up defensively.

      “I’m fucking kidding!” Liam grumps.

      “She sees you as a joke because that’s all you’ve ever been around her—joking, taunting. You want something else, be something else,” Ben says it so matter-of-factly, I feel stupid for not having thought of it that simply before.

      “What if that’s all she wants?”

      “You won’t know if you don’t try. But if it is, then it’s your decision. Get what you can or move on.”

      “Stop making sense Benny boy.” I wave my fork at him before taking another bite of my salad.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I get back to my room, I’d formulated the perfect fucking plan, and it was going to solve another problem I had on my plate.

      
        
        Me: Been thinking… you probably owe me a favor.

      

      

      I send off the text to her, and then wait what feels like an eternity for her response.

      
        
        Mac Truck: Owe you?

        Me: Yup.

        Mac Truck: For what?

        Me: Being your fake boyfriend. Rescuing you from that ill-advised hook up with Liam.

        Mac Truck: Sigh.

        Me: And I think I want to call in a favor in return.

        Mac Truck: Fine. Lay it on me.

        Me: Two favors for two favors?

        Mac Truck: Depends on the ask.

        Me: I need help finding a birthday present for my mom.

        Mac Truck: You want my help finding a present for your mom?

        Me: Yep. You are my fake girlfriend after all. That’s one of your duties, right? Helping with present selection for family members? My second practice in the afternoon is canceled. Was thinking we could go then.

        Mac Truck: I have class till 2:30.

        Me: Cool. We can meet in the quad and go from there?

        Mac Truck: Okay. What’s the second favor?

        Me: One thing at a time Mac.

        Mac Truck: Comforting. See you then.

      

      

      I smile before I tuck my phone back in my pocket.
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon I’m sitting in the quad waiting for her to get out of class, flipping through my phone, trying to keep myself distracted. There’s the slight worry in the back of my head she won’t show up. A couple of guys from the team walk past me on their way out of practice and we nod at each other, and then I see her slowly making her way across the quad. I feel a little turn of apprehension in my gut. The kind I always feel right before a big game when I know the pressure’s on, and I need to be ready.

      I grab my bag and throw it over my shoulder, giving her a smile when she finally approaches.

      “You ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be,” she hedges but manages to give me a small smile in return.

      “I thought we could go down to South Pearl. There’s a bunch of little shops there.”

      “Works for me. But I only have a few hours. I have a thing tonight.”

      “Another date?” I ask before I can stop myself.

      She nods.

      “Same guy?” I feel a little sinking sensation.

      A shrug.

      “Things getting serious then?” I do my best to keep my tone playful, like I’m teasing her rather than probing for answers.

      “I’m not a fan of the word serious right now,” she finally speaks.

      “Dating pool that bad for guys willing to date a girl with a fake boyfriend? My truck’s this way. Figure I can drive us.”

      She nods for me to lead the way, so I do.

      “Just hard to trust anyone after everything, you know?” She’s uncharacteristically honest with me as we make our way to my truck.

      “I can understand that.”

      I hope I’m not lumped in the category of people she can’t trust, but I don’t feel like it’s the right time to bring it up, so I just let us walk in silence the rest of the way to the truck.

      Once we get to the shopping district, though, she seems a little lighter again.

      “You’re gonna have to tell me more about your mom if I’m going to be any help, you know?”

      “Good point. Um. Typical widowed southern mom really—“

      “Widowed? Your dad passed away?”

      “Yeah. Shortly after I started high school.”

      “I’m sorry. That must have been rough.”

      “It was. He was a really great dad. Always taking us fishing. Teaching us how to work on cars. Taking us to football games. And he came to all my games too.”

      “He sounds pretty great. Must have been hard on your mom to lose him.”

      “Yeah. They’d been together forever. But she figured things out. Kept life mostly normal for us, despite everything. She’s a really strong person.”

      “Sounds like it.”

      “But yeah… she uh, you know, has her garden, her cooking, and she reads quite a bit.”

      “She’s into books then?”

      “Yeah. She’s got a whole bookshelf full of them. Always made us go to the library every week as kids, too.”

      “Yeah? Little Waylon at the library. I bet you were adorable.”

      “Oh, I was. Still am.”

      She laughs, and I love hearing the sound of it.

      “Do you know her favorite authors or anything?”

      “Not really. It always seemed like she liked everything. Though I know she was into the classics.”

      “Does she have a social media handle?”

      “Uh yeah…” my brow furrows, wondering what she’s up to.

      “What is it? If you know and she uses the same one everywhere, there’s a book site I might be able to find her on. She might have a TBR list we could use.”

      I blink, surprised she’s put that much thought into this.

      “The best gifts are the ones you have to think about. You find a hobby she has and try to think of something she’d like, better if it makes you have to do some research because then she’ll know you put effort into it.”

      “Wow. You’re good at this.”

      Another laugh and a genuine smile as we hop out of the truck to start walking the district.

      “If you ever had an actual girlfriend, you too could know the power of tapping into a woman’s mind.”

      “Girlfriends are harder than you would think.”

      “Oh yeah? I guess they require more effort than just kicking her out of bed and waving goodbye in the morning.”

      “Ha. Ha.”

      She flashes me a little self-satisfied smirk.

      “It brings me to the second favor I was hoping you could help with.”

      “I am not helping you find a girlfriend. Taming one of those jersey chasers you like is all on you.”

      “No, I was hoping you’d still be my girlfriend—or pretend to anyway, when my mom is here.”

      She stops dead in her tracks and whirls around, pinning me in place with an inquisitive look.

      “I think I must have heard you wrong.”

      “It would just be for dinner after the game. Maybe one other thing. But probably just dinner.”

      She pauses, considering it. I’m thankful there’s actual consideration happening rather than a flat out no, which I expected.

      “Why do you want to lie to your mom?”

      “I don’t want to lie to her. I just want her to be happy.”

      She raises an eyebrow in question.

      I run my hand up my arm, feeling more awkward than I thought I would be having to explain this.

      “She doesn’t know about all my—”

      “Fuck buddies?” She supplies helpfully.

      “Right. She doesn’t know about any of that, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      “She definitely knows.”

      “No fucking way. I make sure she doesn’t.”

      “You never bring home a girlfriend. Never talk about one. And you’re a good-looking guy playing college sports. Pretty sure she can put two and two together.” She looks at me like I’m more than a little dense.

      “Oh god. I don’t want to think about my mom thinking about me and... Ugh.”

      “I’m not saying she thinks about it, I’m just saying she knows.” She holds up her hands innocently.

      “Well, don’t do it again.”

      She laughs at my suffering as we meander down the street.

      “But for real? What does it matter if you have a girlfriend or not?”

      I shrug.

      “It’s my senior year. I don’t know if I’ll get drafted. Coach says I have a good chance. Quite a few teams need linemen, but there are no guarantees. I don’t know what I’ll do if I don’t. I don’t really have a backup plan.”

      “What’s your major?”

      “Communications.”

      “Of course it is.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Just that I could see you hosting one of those sports shows. You have the personality. And everyone loves you. It makes sense.”

      “It’s possible, but about as likely as a starting spot in the NFL. So…”

      “And I’m guessing your mom is worried?”

      “She may have mentioned it once or twice.”

      “She cares. That’s good.”

      “Yeah, but her worry is making me worry. So I just thought if I could show her, I’ve got some things together, that I’m getting my act together. Maybe she’ll worry a little less. And that’d probably be the best gift I could give her, given my little brother’s about to turn 14, and she has to do this all over again.”

      “Your poor mom! Sounds like she probably needs a spa day.”

      “Thought about it. But she says those are a waste of time and money.”

      “Moms always say stuff like that. But if you make it in the NFL, you should get her a season pass. Because if you think she worries now, wait until she has to watch you taking hits every week on the field on national television.”

      “Fair point.”

      She smiles up at me, something flashing in her eyes I can’t quite read.

      “I’m sure she’s proud of you.”

      “Yeah. She’s always good at telling us that.”

      “And you’re sure you want to do that to her then, lie to her?”

      “Unless you just want to be my girlfriend for real?” I give her a megawatt grin, trying to play like I’m joking, but I’m half hoping she’ll say yes.

      “How about we just tell her we’ve been dating for a while and things are getting serious? That wouldn’t be a complete lie, right?”

      “No… So you’ll do it?”

      “Yeah. I suppose if I can help a sweet stressed-out mom have a little less stress in her life, I can do that. Now what’s her handle so I can look this up?”

      We sit down on a bench while she does some searching. I watch the people walking past us and think about her doing all this for me. I know I told her she owes me, but I almost feel guilty now she’s putting all this effort into it.

      “You sure you don’t mind?”

      “Mind what?” She lifts her eyes up from her phone.

      “All this. Helping me.”

      “You helped me when you didn’t have to. More than once. The least I can do is help you when I can.”

      Her words are sincere, and I want to kiss her again. I know it’d be a mistake. But her eyes linger on me, landing on my lips for a second too long.

      “If you keep looking at me like that, I’ll think you want me to kiss you again.”

      Her eyelashes flutter like she’s just caught herself daydreaming, and she refocuses her attention on the present.

      “It might not hurt.” She says in a pragmatic tone.

      “To kiss you?”

      “If we were actually dating, you’d be kissing me all the time, right?”

      “Right.”

      “So I probably should figure out how not to be surprised when it happens.”

      My attention drifts down from her eyes to her lips and back up again.

      “We can practice anytime you want.”

      Anytime. Now is good. We can go back to my truck. Back to my place. Fuck, I just want to taste her.

      “Good to know.” She clears her throat. “Anyway, I found her profile and some ideas. There’s a little bookshop down the road. Ready?”

      She stands abruptly, and I follow her lead. Wishing I could figure out what the hell is going on in her head.
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      Waylon and I finish shopping. We find a couple of books for his mom and grab some wrapping paper. He tells me he has no idea what he’s doing, so I offer to wrap them for him. When he drops me off, I think he might kiss me, but instead he just tells me to have fun on my date.

      My nondate, which is just a hangout session with Ally because I miss her. But he doesn’t have to know that. I don’t bother changing out of the dress I wore because it’s cute enough to go out in. If I’m honest, I wore it on purpose, hoping Waylon would notice it. Because apparently, I now worry about whether he notices me.

      When I get to the bar, it doesn’t take me long to find Ally in one of the booths. Her eyes light up when she sees me, and she throws her arms around me.

      “Heyyyy girl. How are you? I don’t see you enough anymore,” she hugs me tight.

      “I know. I miss seeing you all the time.”

      “I know, right? It feels like years since it used to be what—like every day or every other day?”

      “So true.”

      “Oh wow, you look like you got some sun,” she points to my pink tinged cheeks.

      “Yeah, I was out shopping today with a friend and forgot sunscreen.”

      “Oh yeah, get anything good?”

      “I think so,” I smile at her, but she suddenly looks distracted, her eyes darting over my shoulder.

      “So… you love me, right?” She looks at me with sincerity and a hint of worry that I might say no.

      “Yes…” I hedge, wondering where this is headed. Usually when Ally asks that it’s because she’s about to do or suggest something crazy she’s going to entangle me in.

      “And you know I’d only do something if I thought it really was worth a shot. Like I thought it might be a good thing and I only want what’s best for you, right?”

      “Ally… You are making me really nervous.” I try to read the look of concern on her face, wishing I could make sense of it.

      “Just remember you love me, okay?” Her brow furrows and her attention locks on something behind my shoulder.

      I turn to look and standing right there next to me are Ezra and Hunter. Hunter being one of the roadies and Ally’s long-term boyfriend and Ezra being the asshole who cheated on me and broke my heart just a few short weeks ago.

      Oh, hell no.

      I turn back toward Ally.

      “Really?” I glare at her, wishing I’d just stayed home tonight because I don’t need any more awkward or humiliating events this week.

      “I’m sorry, I know. I know. I just thought if I told you, you wouldn’t come and—“

      “And you’d be right.”

      “And I want so badly for everything to be patched up. So you can come around again and be at more of the shows. I miss you, Mackenzie!” Ally does look truly remorseful she’s put me in this position, but apparently not enough she’d put my comfort above her own. Anger and frustration simmer through me, but I’m not about to lose face in front of Ezra.

      “Don’t be mad Zie. It’s our fault. Hunter and I heard you guys were going for drinks and we thought it’d be fun to meet up with you. Ally tried to talk us out of it. I just really wanted to see you.”

      He pushes a lock of my hair back in an overly familiar gesture that makes me want to smack his hand away, but I take a deep breath instead. Reminding myself the best way out of this is to react as little as possible to him.

      “Can we just have a drink, maybe? And then we can tell them to fuck off if you want?” Ally gives me a pleading look as Hunter settles into the booth beside her.

      Ezra hasn’t sat down next to me; he’s hovering at the edge of the booth as though he’s waiting for permission.

      “Won’t your new girlfriend mind you’re out having drinks with your ex?” I question in my most saccharine voice.

      Hunter and Ally exchange knowing glances and a flicker of something crosses Ezra’s face.

      “I don’t have a girlfriend,” he whispers. And I’m not sure what to do with that information as it hadn’t been that long ago when the two of them were locking lips intently at the side of the stage like they had nothing else to live for but each other.

      “Yes, we’re all pretty happy to be short one redhead,” Ally glares at Ezra, who just stares down at his drink, looking some combination of guilty and remorseful.

      “I see,” I mumble, not sure what else there is to say. I feel like I should be happier. A few weeks ago, this news would have sent a buzz of pleasure through me, that Ezra hadn’t gotten his cake and eaten it too, that he was single again, that maybe there’d have been some way we could patch things up. But as it stood now, I just sort of felt sorry for him. After throwing everything away and hurting me the way he did, he was worse for wear after it all.

      What a waste.

      “Sorry to hear that,” I add, when the silence between the four of us stretches a little too long.

      “Are you?” He raises his eyes to mine, the slightest hint of shine in them.

      “I’m sorry to hear you’re hurting, yes,” I say, wishing I wouldn’t have to have this discussion with him in public, in front of our friends. And frankly, wishing we didn’t have to have it at all. I was surprisingly content with the radio silence between us since I ignored his texts.

      “I’m fine. Just wish I had done things differently. A lot of things differently.” He looks at me with regret, and I crumple my lips into an uncomfortable smile.

      He nods to the spot beside me in the booth, and I scooch over to allow him in, again, against my better judgment. I feel nothing for him right now but pity. But even I can still admit Ezra is as attractive as ever, and incredibly persuasive when he wants to be. It’s half the reason I fell in love with him in the first place.

      Which is why I need to be on my guard. Giving him an inch could easily lead to a mile and having my guard up all night is going to take monumental effort, especially when I do, in fact, miss old times with our friends. I’m pretty sure he was betting on all of that when he asked Ally to arrange this little surprise foursome.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Several drinks in and the atmosphere has relaxed quite a bit. Ezra hasn’t done or said anything to cross a line with me, and I’m almost feeling like my old self amongst these friends again.

      That is, until I take another sip of my drink and suddenly feel eyes on me. A look so searing I almost feel like my flesh is heating beneath it, and when I raise my eyes to find the person the look belongs to, my breath catches in my throat. Waylon.

      He’s at the bar with a group of friends, no one I know well, but definitely people I recognize from Olivia’s parties at the house, including more than one female friend of his. His hair is down, and he’s wearing a tight-fitting dress shirt rolled up to his elbows. His pale blue eyes skim over me and the rest of the people at the table with me, and I swear I see a flicker of judgment before a smile grows across his face, replacing it.

      I can feel the sunburn on my cheeks heating with a tinge of embarrassment because I can already guess what he’s thinking. I said I was going on a date but nothing serious and now I’m sitting here snuggled up with my ex in a booth at a bar.

      I want to disappear under the table, but I can’t, so instead I just sit there helplessly while he ever so slightly raises his glass and gives me a chin nod, making sure I know that he very definitely sees me.

      “Earth to Mackenzie!” Ally waves a hand in front of my face and my eyes snap back to hers.

      “Uh. What?” I say, trying to remember where we’d been in the conversation.

      Her eyes track where mine had just been, and she must see him there because when she turns back, her mouth is set in a hard line.

      “I asked if you want to come back to my place after this. You can hear the new track we recorded.”

      “Oh. Um. I don’t know, maybe. I really can’t stay out too late. I have class first thing.”

      I’m trying to stay focused on my current companions, but my eyes keep getting drawn back to Waylon. And I hate it. I hate that I care what he thinks, that I want to know what he’s thinking right now. That I want to explain the situation. It’s a thing I’d never have given a second thought to back when Ezra and I were together. Yet another element of my pride Ezra casually kicked in the mud when he threw me over for the redhead.

      “It’s a good one. I wrote most of it, and Billy makes the lyrics sound fanfuckingtastic,” Ezra adds in.

      “Yeah, well, he’s always been able to do that,” I tilt my head in admission. They’re all good, but their singer’s voice is probably more than half the reason for their success. He sounds like something out of your dreams. He has a deep voice that sounds like it’s been seasoned from years of smoking cigarettes, and when he belts out the lyrics to one of the songs, it’s hard not to imagine sex.

      A little frown twitches across Ezra’s lips because I’ve admitted as much to him before. Not that I’d touch Billy with a ten-foot pole. The man puts any player on the football team to shame when it comes to the number of women who cross his bed. That is if they ever make it to a bed because I’ve seen Billy pants down, ass out, in more than one out-of-bedroom experience. The man has zero shame.

      “You should hear it.” The emphasis Ezra puts on the “you” makes me think I might be part of the inspiration for this song. It’s a tactic he’s used in the past to smooth things over between us, but those were always little divides. A spat over this or that. Not the current and ever-growing canyon engulfing the space between us now. I’m almost curious what he could have written that makes him think he could bridge it.

      “Maybe,” I shrug noncommittally. I need a break from his unnerving gaze.

      “It’s taking forever for the server to come back. Want to go to the bar for another one?” I ask Ally.

      Her brow furrows momentarily, but she nods, and we both escape the booth to head toward the main bar.

      We put our orders in almost immediately and discuss some more of what’s going on in her life while we wait. But my eyes drift again while she talks, around the bar searching for something. Someone. I tell myself I’m not looking for Waylon. I’m not curious about what he’s doing, but when they finally land on him and I see a familiar brunette leaning on his shoulder and laughing with him, the brief twinge I feel in my chest tells me I’m a lying bitch.

      I look away immediately, pretending to listen to Ally while my thoughts continue to get dragged back to Waylon. The way he’d kissed me the other night. The way we’d spent today together. Wondering why he hadn’t kissed me when he dropped me off. I feel sick. Somehow, I’ve gotten myself into a place where I’m wedged between a guy I thought I’d left behind trying to pull me back down into old habits and a guy I don’t know how to feel about but want anyway. Not that it matters, since I can’t have him. The whole situation is a mess.

      Sure, there was the kiss, and how things had been today, almost like we were dating. But Waylon had pretty soundly rejected my proposition, and as far as I was concerned, the ball was in his court. He had made zero attempts to move it toward anything besides a tentative friendship and a very fake relationship.

      My phone chooses that moment to buzz, and I look down to see a message.

      
        
        Captain: Date not going so well?

        Me: ?

        Captain: You seem distracted.

      

      

      He adds a little wink emoji at the end, and fuck this boy’s ego. Every time I have a remotely tender thought about him, it’s like he reads my mind and wants to make sure I know it.

      
        
        Me: Just trying to make him jealous.

      

      

      There’s a long pause.

      
        
        Captain: I can help with that.

      

      

      And that sounds very ominous.

      “Are you coming Saturday?” Ally asks hopefully.

      “Saturday?” I mumble back as though I’m thinking about it, when I have no idea what she’s asked.

      “Afraid Saturday won’t work. She’s coming with me to meet my mom after the game. Right darlin’?” Waylon swoops in behind me, his arms wrapping around my waist and pulling me back against the hard plane of his chest, dropping a kiss against my cheek like it’s something he casually does all the time.

      Ally’s eyebrow raises and then lands hard in a frown at the sight of him. It frustrates me to see it. Like a little bit of hoes before bros code betrayal. I know she’s close with Ezra. They have to be because they’re in a band. I know it would be easier, for her at least, if Ezra and I could fall back into old patterns. Except she also knows he ripped my heart out in the most careless way imaginable.

      My hand slides down over Waylon’s forearm as an involuntary smile crosses my lips.

      “Right,” I nod my agreement.

      “You’re meeting his mother?” Ally looks doubtful.

      “Yeah. My mom’s fantastic. Everyone loves her. All part of my campaign to get her to fall madly in love with me.” He gives me his best adoring gaze, and I realize what he’s up to.

      “I didn’t realize you were dating-dating.”

      “I introduced you to him at the show.”

      “I mean yeah, but I assumed…” her eyes track over my shoulder to where Hunter and Ezra are sitting.

      I raise my eyebrows, waiting for her to finish her sentence. I can guess what she’s about to say, but I’m really interested to see if she’ll say it out loud.

      “She’s just making me jump through all the hoops. Making me earn it.” Waylon interjects.

      Ally’s eyes sway back and forth between us, narrowing almost imperceptibly.

      Our drinks arrive and are slid across the bar in our direction. I go to reach for my card, but Waylon reaches out and puts a couple of bills on the counter.

      “I got it.”

      “Thanks.” Ally gives him a false little smile.

      “I’ll catch up with you in just a minute,” I nod for her to go on back to the table without me. I can imagine Waylon has more than one taunt to make, and I’d rather he does it privately. He waits for her to walk off before spinning me around to face him, and I can only see the massive grin on his face for half a second before I feel silly for being caught out this way.

      “So, I guess I should explain…” I start, averting my eyes and not really knowing how to explain in a way that isn’t embarrassing.

      “You don’t owe any explanations. But just to be clear, we want lover boy over there to still be eating his heart out, right? Dig the knife in a little deeper while you decide whether or not you want to take it out?” He looks at me with a mischievous smile.

      “I guess.” I hesitate. Nervous about what comes next with the way he’s looking at me. “Why?”

      “Good,” he nods, and then leans over me ever so slowly, backing me up against the bar stool behind me. “Because it means we get to put on a little show for him.”

      “What?” The word comes out in a raspy whisper as my mouth goes dry and my eyes travel up his body. He always looks good, if I’m honest, but tonight he looks fuckable. And even though I had him to myself for half the afternoon, I’m jealous of whoever gets to have him tonight looking like this.

      One of his hands coasts up my thigh, hiking up my skirt ever so slightly, not enough to be indecent but enough I’m sure anyone who’s looking knows his hand is resting just below my cheek, his fingers biting into the skin there in a way that sends shivers up my spine. He tilts his head down, bringing his mouth close to my ear before he talks just loud enough for me to hear.

      “So he can think about what a fucking moron he is for having let you go, while he watches me put my hands all over you.” He smiles and glances back in the table's direction, smirking. “Because I guarantee right now, he’s wondering how many times I’ve had you, tasted you, and fucked you so hard you forgot his name.”

      His lips brush over the side of my neck so featherlight, but it sets my skin on fire and leaves me desperate for more oxygen. My hand grips his arm for purchase, and the feel of his muscles under my fingers has me thinking back to how he looked half naked, and how much I wish I could see it again. I’m tempted, so very tempted, to ask him to just take me home with him right now.

      “And you are so fucking gorgeous, Mac. In this dress. Couldn’t stop staring at you all day. Fuck. I’m mad he gets to see you in it.” He lifts his head so he can look at me again. His eyes drift down to my lips.

      “And these fucking red lips. Holy fuck. Do you know how hard it is to look at them without imagining…” He trails off and once again, I think he’s about to kiss me, but something crosses his face, and his jaw sets before he smiles again. This one a little more forced than before.

      “So,” he stands up a little straighter. “Go back there and watch him squirm.”

      He smiles and pats my ass, pushing me on in the direction of the table. I look back over my shoulder at him, but he just gives me a little wink. I grab my drink and start heading back to the table, likely walking like I’ve got sea legs because Waylon Prescott has just short-circuited my brain. I can’t believe I once accused this man of not having moves.

      When I get back to the table, the temperature has dropped twenty degrees, and while Ezra makes room for me to sit, I can feel the tension radiating from him. Which only makes me angry in return. Ally and Hunter offer me small smiles, but I can guess in my absence there’s been a discussion.

      “So where were we?” I ask, giving my best impression of a smile as I sit down.

      “Didn’t realize you and the football team had gotten so close,” Ezra says, derision dripping in his tone.

      I ignore the implication.

      “You knew Waylon before. We’ve been friends,” I shrug, sipping my drink.

      “Friends?” He chokes out a laugh as though I’ve said the funniest thing he’s heard all day.

      “Yes.” I sit up straighter, remembering it’s jealousy that has him twisted up and not that I’ve done anything wrong. We’ve been broken up. He cheated on me. He and Ally cornered me into this little reunion, so he doesn’t get to give me shit.

      I glance over at him, and something in his face has faltered. He looks raw, like he’s just been sucker punched, and doesn’t quite know what to do.

      “Can we talk? Somewhere, I mean not here, just the two of us?” He gives me a pleading look, apparently realizing the mocking tone isn’t making any headway.

      “I don’t know what there is to say that Ally and Hunter don’t already know?” I gesture to them as if it’s nothing, but their faces are telling me they don’t want to be part of this conversation.

      “I was just gonna head out anyway.” Hunter stands up abruptly.

      “Yep. Me too,” Ally stands with him, and I get the distinct feeling I’m getting left to the wolves here. Or at least a wolf.

      “Oh? Okay. Well, let’s get together again soon,” I say to my old friend, sliding off the seat to give her a hug.

      “Yes, you need to hear the new song,” she gives me a meaningful glance. I know exactly what she means by it. I smile, but I hate that I’m put in this position.

      “Okay. Have a safe trip home.” I hug her again and watch as she disappears out the door.

      “Do you want to go out to the patio? I’d rather be somewhere a little quieter to talk than in here,” he waves his finger at the general ambience, even though I’m fairly certain it’s a certain someone whose eyes he doesn’t want on us.

      I shrug. “Um, sure, for a minute. I should go soon myself. I really do have class in the morning.”

      “I can walk you to your car?”

      “It’s fine. We can sit out on the patio for a few. It’s on the way anyway,” I shrug.

      The autumn chill hits me when we walk out the door, and I regret my attire. The sundress I’d worn earlier and the lightweight coat I have on now isn’t enough now the sun has gone down. Apparently, it’s a general consensus because there are very few people out here with us.

      I turn and look at Ezra expectantly. Not sure what else I can do or say at this point.

      “Listen, Zie… I am really sorry about everything that went down. I was an asshole, and you didn’t deserve any of it. I have no idea what I was thinking. Really, I guess I wasn’t thinking. If I had been, I never ever would have done that to you.” He looks up at me with eyes I swear are glistening. Like he might actually cry, and I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen this guy get remotely close to crying.

      “It’s okay. I mean, it’s not okay that it happened. But it’s ancient history now.” I shift my weight on my feet uncomfortably because I don’t know what to say.

      “Is there any chance you’d forgive me?”

      “You’re forgiven,” I breathe out the words, and I really do forgive him. It was an insanely shitty thing to do, but people make mistakes and holding it against him forever will only hurt me.

      “I hope you’ll come to our shows again. And I really want you to hear this new song I wrote. I think you’ll love it,” he offers a small hopeful smile, and while I doubt it will monumentally shift the way I feel about him, I don’t feel like crushing his hopes like I thought I would.

      “I came to your show at the Cheshire,” I remind him.

      “I know, but I want you there more. You can come backstage. You can come to our practices again. She’s gone for good. So, if that’s what’s kept you away… I know Ally misses you being there.”

      “I got that when she tricked me into meeting up with you tonight.”

      He winces, and leans back against the wall, putting some distance between us.

      “She’s just trying to be a good friend,” he smiles softly again.

      Yeah. But to which one of us. Because I don’t think it’s me she’s prioritizing. I hold back from saying it, though.

      “I asked if she would help. I didn’t think you’d come if I asked. Would you have come?” He looks at me hopefully.

      Before I can respond, a group of drunk girls tumbles out the door, drowning us in laughter and chatter. Several large football players in tow follow their lead, their raucous laughter breaking through the quiet of the evening around us. Waylon’s last out the door. His eyes collide with mine, a knowing smile spreading across his face, and my heart breaks out into a riotous rhythm just looking at him.

      I am so screwed.

      Ezra steps off the wall, putting himself in front of me slightly, giving a sneering look at Waylon as he walks by. In return, Waylon gives me a little wave.

      “See you tomorrow?” He asks, and I remember tomorrow is movie night.

      “Yep. See you then!” I call back.

      As he disappears back into the parking lot, Ezra's focus returns to me. I can tell by the way he searches my face he wants to make another comment. He wants to probe the depths of whatever is going on with Waylon and me, but he’s too proud to admit it. Something I’m thankful for because the last thing I want to do is give him any insight into something I barely understand.

      Instead, he does something much, much worse. He leans in, his fingers capturing my neck and pulls me to him, slamming his lips onto mine in a possessive kiss that feels like it’s meant much more for observation than for me. It’s punishing and there’s no tenderness in it, like he might be able to bring me back to heel if he can just apply the right amount of pressure.

      Unfortunately for me, kissing him is like a muscle memory for my heart. All the memories come flooding back, the good ones and the bad. I can smell his citrusy cologne. Taste his favorite whiskey on his tongue, the ChapStick he always wears on his lips. It’s all so familiar, almost like I could go back in time to before all of this happened. I freeze at the thought, my mind reeling as he finally releases me again.

      “What the hell was that?” I curse, putting my fingers to lips that feel bruised.

      “I miss you so fucking much. I miss the taste of you. And I’m going to win you back because we belong together.” Ezra’s eyes burn with intensity, so much so it almost cracks the stony outer layer of my heart before he takes off into the night.
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      Waylon

      

      
        
        Liam: No movie night tonight. Liv is in a mood.

      

      

      I frown when I read the text from Liam. His and Olivia’s ongoing not-fight is grinding on my nerves, mostly because it’s making it that much harder for me to see Mac.

      
        
        Me: A mood or just avoiding your ass?

        Liam: Don’t start.

        Me: Don’t get us both banned from the house then.

      

      

      I do a couple more rounds of leg presses on the machine before I finally give in and text Mac a funny meme I’d seen earlier in the day, hoping I can see how she’s doing. Easton throws his bag down next to mine and nods at the machine.

      “Almost done?”

      “Almost.”

      “Must not have done enough the way you’re smiling over here.”

      “I was just texting someone.”

      “You planning your dream wedding again? I know it excites you to think about all the details. The caterer. The flowers. How will you choose?”

      “Yeah. Well, with that attitude, you’re not getting invited.”

      “Fuck off, I better be your best man. Or at least the second best after Liam.”

      We both break out into laughter.

      “For real though, what’s got you so happy? Finally found the girl to put in the dress?”

      An image of Mac in a wedding dress flashes in my mind, and I come up short when I realize I don’t hate it. Nowhere near ready for it. But definitely don’t hate it.

      “Damn bro. I didn’t mean to give you a heart attack.”

      “No, just fuck. This chick, man. She is in my head. Not like wedding bells in my head. But I can't stop thinking about her.”

      “Oh damn. That’s a tough one. You tried fucking her out of your system yet? Usually works for me. By the fourth or fifth time I’m bored.”

      I add more weight for my last round and grunt as I press my limits.

      “Oh fuck. She won’t fuck you? Don’t tell me there’s a girl who won’t fall for your charming ass.”

      “I’m pretty sure she’d fuck me. That’s not the problem.”

      “Then what is?” Easton looks truly perplexed.

      He’s a playboy who loves sex and has the money to make his life as easy as he wants it, a dad that coaches, and a half-brother already in the NFL pretty much guarantees he has better prospects than the rest of us for life. The biggest problem he has most nights is which chick he wants to take home.

      “You never wish they saw you as something other than a fun time?”

      Easton’s jaw clicks a little, and I feel like I might have hit a nerve.

      “Maybe. But what’s the use? We’re either a hot fuck or a meal ticket when we hit the NFL. Both if they’re lucky. Trying to find one who takes you seriously beyond that, it’s like trying to fucking find the end zone on a run play when you’re backed up with 25 yards of penalties.”

      I pause my lift, letting the weights fall back down, and stare at Easton for a minute. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard him talk like this.

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to get all philosophical. I’m just saying, don’t let 'em get in your head. We’ve got one goal right now, and we’re near the finish line. Don’t let someone fuck with your drive right now.”

      “Easier said than done.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Mac Truck: Hey. I know it’s late, but we’ll be going by your place. Want me to drop off the present?

      

      

      Mac had texted me back after a bit and told me she and the girls were going out for a girls’ night. Olivia needed it, apparently. Which just made me wonder what the fuck Liam did now. Mac had promised she’d still bring the gift she’d wrapped so I could give it to my mom in the morning when she got in from the airport. I’m less worried about the present and more worried about seeing her, but sure, I’ll pretend it’s the present I need.

      
        
        Me: Yeah. That works.

        Mac Truck: Be there in 2 mins.

      

      

      Shit. I hop out of bed and scrub a hand over my face. I’d fallen asleep early, which was good. I’d need it for the game tomorrow and whatever shenanigans my mother had planned for after. By the time I’m fully awake and slide on a pair of old sweatpants, Mac texts she’s at the door.

      When I open it to reveal her, I nearly swallow my tongue in my half-awake stupor. She is dressed to kill in a short red dress with red heels that make it look like her legs go on for days. Her breasts are barely caged by the tight top, ready to spill out over it. I hate Liam a little right now because movie night getting canceled means she goes out looking like this, and I didn’t get to see it until now.

      “Damn. You look gorgeous,” I mutter. I’m still trying to get my feet under me, and I don’t have better words than that.

      She gives me a smile, and her eyes rake over my chest with interest. And now, even if I’m not fully awake, my dick is. Just one look at her and it wants inside. Too fucking bad. But that dress is something else. The only thing that might look better on her is nothing. Or my jersey. Which reminds me.

      “Come in for a second. I’ve got something I want to give you.” I motion her in and close the door, happy to close out the chilly night air that’s been seeping in around her.

      I take the carefully wrapped package from her and the way she’s done it; it looks professional.

      “There’s no way my mom thinks I wrapped this.” I smile at her handiwork.

      She shrugs and gives me a little smile. “You can say the girl you’re dating did it then.”

      And fuck if I don’t wish she was dating me. Especially right now because in that dress, I’d haul her ass to bed and bury myself in her just as soon as she’d let me.

      “Right,” I nod. “Be right back.”

      I hurry down the hall to grab one of my clean jerseys from the back of the closet. I’ve told myself it’ll just help sell our little relationship to my mom and brother, but in reality, a sick part of me likes the idea of branding her as mine. Especially after having to watch her yesterday with her prick of an ex.

      I have to let her make up her own mind, but it doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy our little roleplaying game while it's happening.

      When I get back to her in the hallway, though, her mood has shifted, and she levels me with a look that’s downright glacial. I pull up short, raising my hands because I have no idea what could have happened in the last 30 seconds to change her mood this much.

      She glares at me first and then her eyes shift to the couch in the living room, where Lauren is sprawled out asleep in nothing but underwear and a tank top with no bra. I have no idea how she’s gotten there, but I can guess it’s Easton’s doing, and he’s just temporarily fucked off to the bathroom for a second. Just long enough to make it look terrible, especially since I’m half dressed.

      “Going to be hard for your mom to believe I’m your girlfriend if you’ve got half-naked women lying around your place,” she says the words like I’m the biggest idiot she’s ever met.

      Well, she’s not fucking wrong there. Easton and I would have words about the common areas in the morning. No way do I want my mom walking in on this shit if we stop by while she’s here. I’m sure she doesn’t imagine I’m a saint or anything. Mac had a fair point about that, but I’d rather not give her the proof. Especially not when I’m trying to convince her I’m settling down, and I’ve got my life together, so she doesn’t have to worry.

      “Yeah, that one does not belong to me.”

      “I’m not stupid, Waylon. It’s the same girl from the other night. One of your friends,” and as she says the last word, jealousy flashes across her face. Before I have time to correct her, she’s out the door and almost to the stairs before I can catch her wrist in my hand.

      “You realize other football players live here, and Lauren knows them too, right?”

      Her eyes flash a warning and an accusation all in one, and it’s just enough to get me heated. I step closer to her, so close I can feel her warm breath on my chest as her own heaves in frustration. She smells like cranberries and a hint of vodka, and the apple scented perfume she always has on. My dick stirs again, and I have to remind myself to focus. I pin her between myself and the wall with a look, not releasing her wrist because I’m afraid she’ll bolt.

      “What is your deal? Don’t tell me you’re jealous.”

      “Jealous?” She laughs like I’ve said something profoundly stupid. “Why would I be jealous?”

      “Right? I’m wondering the same thing since I was just helping you get your ex back when you were on a date with him yesterday.” I say incredulously.

      “We weren’t on a date.”

      “You told me you were going on a date last night, sat with him all evening, and then you kissed him before you left. What am I missing?”

      “He kissed me.”

      I laugh bitterly, “You notice you seem to get accidentally kissed by a lot of guys lately?”

      Her quick intake of breath tells me I’ve hit a nerve, and the steeled look I get confirms it.

      “Have you noticed you run really hot and cold?” her eyes rake over me.

      “Me?” I choke out.

      “Yes, you.” She pokes my chest with her free hand. “One minute you’re calling me fat, the next you’re creeping upstairs to pester me. Then you’re volunteering to be my fake boyfriend, then you’re in a hot tub with her plastered to your dick. Then you’re telling me how hot I am and how you imagine… things… with me, and then you’re fucking hot tub girl the night before I’m supposed to go pretend we’re a couple in front of your sweet, unsuspecting mother? Why don’t you just have hot tub girl pretend to be your girlfriend? Why are you fucking with my head?”

      My head is fucking swimming because half the things she’s said I have no idea what she’s talking about, and half the accusations make me want to fucking roar about what a fucking hypocrite she is. I take a deep breath, though, holding it through several things I want to say, that I know will be fucking disastrous.

      “If we’re going to talk about running hot and cold, am I allowed to bring up the fact you only seem to want to fuck me when you’ve been drinking? Cause I promise you, that fucks with someone’s head.”

      “Because.” She stares up at the sky for a second before she closes her eyes. “It’s liquid fucking courage. Have you looked in a mirror lately? Do you see the half-naked women you have around you all the time? You know what they think of me—what they’ve said to me. How am I supposed to… fuck. This is humiliating. Can I please just go?”

      She turns her head away from me and tugs at her wrist, but I don’t release her. Little sparks of hope are bouncing around in my chest, desperately rattling it to try and get out. I lean in, running the backs of my fingers down her cheek.

      “I told you; I’d give you whatever you wanted. You just had to ask me.”

      “Fine. Waylon, would you please fuck my brains out?” She asks in the most pained tone possible while pretending to smile through gritted teeth.

      I can’t help the laughter that bursts out, but it doesn’t help matters.

      “See!” She throws her hands up.

      “You’re going to have to ask me nicely, like it’s not the most painful thing you’ve ever done in your life. And preferably when you’re fully sober.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s not happening.”

      “Fuck, I hope so.” I lean even closer, letting my body brush against hers and taking her chin in my hand, tilting it up and forcing her eyes to meet mine. “Because every time I see you, I get so fucking hard. It’s painful. All I can think about is how good I could make you feel. How much I want to hear you beg me for more. And I’d bet you’ve thought about it too, probably every time you’ve stepped into that shower of yours.”

      Her eyes waver at that last little accusation and I smile, biting my lip at the satisfaction of having guessed right. It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask if she’s ever touched herself thinking about me when I hear someone clear their throat at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Kenz! Is that you up there? Are you coming? We’re running up the meter out here and this driver is getting cranky!” Olivia shouts up.

      “Fucking fuck,” Mac mutters, pushing away from the wall and sliding past me.

      “Here,” I say, pressing the jersey in her hands.

      She looks at it quizzically.

      “For you to wear tomorrow to the game,” I answer the unspoken question.

      She looks at it, and then back at me for a second before she takes off.

      “We’ll see.” She calls back over her shoulder as she descends the steps.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I’m up at the crack of dawn to pick up my mom from the airport. I have a few hours to get her to the hotel and then get over to the stadium for game-day press and warm-ups. I yawn and take another huge swallow of the energy drink I have in the car as I pull up to the arrivals gate and park. Mom said she was going to rent a car while she was here, but I still can’t help myself from being here to meet them. Guys will talk a lot of shit about how they don’t need their moms or find them annoying but fuck that. Not me. I love my fucking mom.

      I’m sure it hits differently because my dad died when I was still a kid and so I value the parent I have left so much more because of it. I actually think about the day when she won’t be there to stuff me with homemade cooking, won’t text me cute little anecdotes about things going on back home, and I won’t be able to tell her I love her anymore. So right now? I’m going to soak it all in.

      I see her and my brother standing by the baggage claim already, waiting for their bags to come off the plane. I just saw them a few months ago over the summer, but even still my brother’s growing like a weed. I think it’s entirely possible he’ll be bigger than I am by the time he’s done growing. But unlike me, he has very little interest in football, other than rooting for his big brother, that is.

      He loves video games, paranormal shit, and writing screenplays for horror movies. I am pretty sure he’d love to be the next M. Night Shyamalan. Which would be one hell of a career minus the whole weird lawn mower movie, anyway.

      I give them a wave, drink the last of my energy drink, and drop the can in the recyclable bin before I run up to give them both a giant bear hug.

      “So where am I taking you guys to drop off your stuff?” I ask after we get through all the usual baggage claim discussions about the flight.

      “Yeah, about that. No hotel yet.”

      “What? Mom, I’ve got like zero space at my place, and also not exactly a family atmosphere there,” I frown.

      “We’ll just be there for a few minutes to put our bags down before the game. Then we’ll go get lunch and head to the stadium. It’ll be like we were barely there. Besides, I’ve got cookies. Growing boys can’t resist triple chocolate cookies, can they?” She waves the giant box of cookies she’s managed to fit into her carryon bag in front of me.

      “Triple chocolate?” I say, almost mesmerized because my mother is one hell of a baker.

      “Triple.” She confirms.

      “Okay fine. I need to call ahead, though, and make sure we’re not gonna run into any shenanigans.”

      “Please, not like there will be anything I haven’t seen before. And we can tell Jake to avert his eyes,” she laughs.

      I give her a tight smile and pull up Easton’s number on my cell. He is the most likely to be having a sex fueled breakfast in our living room, and since he’s already gotten me in trouble with the women in my life once in the last 24 hours, I’m making sure it’s not happening again.

      “Yeah man. Of course. I’ll get things cleaned up too. Just stall a little, okay?” He agrees once I tell him the situation.

      “You’ve got like… 40 minutes, so hurry. Thanks.” I hang up and turn my attention back to my family.

      “So where are you planning to stay tonight, then?” I ask, worried about her not finding a good hotel if she waits till after the game. It’s one of the biggest of the season.

      “I’ll find something on my phone when I’m at the game. I’m sure they’ll be something available.”

      “I hope so. There’s no room at my place if you can’t find somewhere. Stresses me out my mom and brother don’t have a place.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Maybe your girlfriend will let us stay with her?”

      “Ha. We’re still in the early stages, Mom. Let’s not give her a heart attack on the first go around, all right?”

      “I’m just excited you finally have a steady girlfriend, and I get to meet her. She could be pregnant for all I care—but she’s not, right? You all should really wait until after college to do that. You need to make sure your careers are in order first.”

      “No, Mom!” I bark out a laugh. “We’re good. Don’t worry. And please, for the love of God do not say stuff like that in front of her later. I love you, but no.”

      “Don’t worrrryyyy honey,” she stands on her tiptoes and cups my cheek. “I will be on my best behavior.”

      Somehow, I doubt that.

      “She’s been like this for days.” Jake crosses his arms over his chest, his blond mohawk flopping over to one side and partially obscuring his eyes. “Can’t wait to see her little Waylie-poo.”

      He gives me a mocking tone, but I know he’s missed me, and he’d be lost without her.

      “Yes, well, aren’t you glad you have your brother to soak up some of the mom gushing now?” I punch him in the arm gently and muss his hair.

      “I’m more excited about taking the haunted tour tomorrow”

      “Of course, you are.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mackenzie

      

      “How the hell do you do this every week?” I wince as I watch 270lbs of football player slam into Waylon for what feels like the millionth time during this game.

      “You get used to it. As long as they get up again, it’s okay,” Olivia gives me a little sympathetic smile, right before she belts out a loud scream for them to kill the other team.

      “I guess so,” I say, still unconvinced watching people you care about being used as battering rams is a good idea.

      “You prepared to meet the mother after this?” Olivia asks.

      “Not really, no. I feel terrible lying to her.”

      “It’s not really lying, is it? You’ve been dating-ish.”

      “Yeah. I guess-ish.” I respond.

      “Is it still all fake?” She shields her eyes from the late day sun and glances at me.

      “Not entirely.”

      “You guys looked… heated last night when I interrupted,” she raises her brows.

      “Just the usual disagreements.”

      “Oh yeah. Well, hate fucking is supposed to be hot.”

      “Olivia!” I give a mock gasp, like I’m shocked, but I glance back to make sure we weren’t being overheard by some of the families near us.

      Meanwhile, Olivia just shrugs and laughs.

      “Just saying, you might as well use the benefits of being a fake girlfriend. I’m sure Waylon would be happy to oblige.”

      “Waylon would be happy to oblige any girl.”

      “I don’t know. I think he might like you, Kenz. For real.”

      “Maybe,” I hedge, looking back at the field where he’s lining up again. I wouldn’t hate it if he did like me, but I wasn’t going to let myself get caught up in the idea, either.

      

      Before we know it, the game is over and I’m following Olivia down to the makeshift area where the friends and family wait for the guys after the game. She’s explaining the rest of the season and where they rank versus some of the other teams they’re up against when a short, blonde woman comes up to me.

      “Saw you’re wearing a Prescott jersey. Are you friends with Waylon?” She gives me a sweet little smile.

      “Yeah, I am,” I smile back, giving her a questioning look.

      “Sorry, I’m his mom and when I saw the jersey, I just thought I’d see if you knew him.”

      “Oh, yes.” I set my pop down and wipe the condensation from my palm, offering to shake her hand. “Actually, I uh, I’m dating Waylon. I don’t know if he’s told you about me, but—“

      “Oh, my god. Yes! You’re Mac, right?” She takes my hand and gives me a firm little shake and a wide smile.

      “That’s me.” I smile tighter. It feels awkward meeting her without Waylon around, but I guess this is happening whether I like it or not.

      “Well, that’s good. Super awkward if it wasn’t!” She laughs.

      “I’m his mom, obviously, Sheila. This is Waylon’s brother, Jake,” she pats the teenage boy next to her on the shoulder. Even at his age, he’s outgrown her by several inches.

      I give a little wave, and he gives me a chin nod in return. Oh, to be a disgruntled teen again.

      “Nice to meet you both,” I nod at them again.

      “I’m Olivia. Liam’s best friend. I know he and Waylon are pretty close, but I still claim the title,” Olivia inserts herself into the conversation, and I could hug her for it.

      “Oh honey, I don’t blame you. We women have to take charge, or they’ll run us all down.”

      “Right? That’s my theory, anyway,” Olivia gives her a smile.

      She is so much better at this stuff than me, and I’m glad I have her with me.

      “I see you guys found each other.” An arm comes up around my shoulder, and I’m not sure I’ve ever been more thankful to hear his voice.

      “We did,” I say softly.

      “You better not scare her off, Mom. I like this one. So, no crazy shit about weddings and babies, okay?” He looks at her and then turns to me. “She’s definitely going to tease you about that, but don’t take her seriously.”

      Then he plants a kiss on my cheek before pulling me closer. He smells like his soap, fresh from the shower, and his hair is still damp.

      “I’ll try to remember that.”

      “Listen, I’m just happy you’re letting me meet her. I’ll be on my best behavior!”

      “That’s a low bar,” Waylon tuts at her.

      “Now don’t be a smart ass. I just got here,” she chides him playfully.

      “You guys ready to get some dinner?”

      “Yes, but I need to check into the hotel really quick first. Is that okay?”

      “Yeah, of course.” Waylon nods. “I’ll text you the restaurant address and meet you there?”

      “Works for us,” his mom nods.

      We all wave, and they’re off to their car.
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        * * *

      

      I get to sit quietly through most of the first part of dinner, listening to Waylon’s mom catch Waylon up on all the local hometown gossip. Apparently, many of Waylon’s high school friends are already married and popping out babies. A few of them already have white picket fences to go with them. I have to wonder what they think of Waylon in comparison.

      “The hints aren’t very subtle, Mom.” Waylon says at last.

      “I’m not suggesting you get married! Good lord. You need to finish college first and see where you’re headed after that.”

      “And yet, you’re cooing over babies and weddings you’ve been attending.”

      “I’m just saying it’s nice some of your friends have settled down a bit, that’s all.”

      He raises an eyebrow at her, like he’s not convinced by the difference.

      “Okay. Fine, marriage is terrible. So are babies. You should forever live in a bachelor pad and have hoes in different area codes!” She smirks at him as she spears a vegetable on her plate.

      “Oh, my god, Mom. Don’t say hoes!” Jake groans. “I’ll be sick.”

      I can’t help but laugh, and I have to set my glass down to keep from spilling it. I’m starting to see why Waylon is the way he is.

      “That’s more like it!” Waylon jokes.

      “Hey!” I say, elbowing him in the side.

      “What if it’s just a couple of hoes in a couple of area codes, babe?” He gives me a little pout.

      “Oh well, I mean then, sure, okay.”

      “Waylon!” His mom admonishes. “I hope that’s not how you actually treat your girlfriend.”

      He shrugs dramatically, and we’re all laughing again.

      “He does not, ma’am. He is the perfect gentleman. I assume that’s your doing.”

      “Well, I don’t like to take credit for too much.”

      “She’s lying. She absolutely loves to take credit.”

      “And here is where I’ve failed.”

      Another round of laughter and jokes passes the table before we can settle down and eat again.

      “So how did you two meet, anyway?”

      “Well, one night I was so drunk at the sorority house I wandered into the wrong room.”

      “Waylon!” I grump.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, did you want to tell it? It’s so much more romantic the way you put it.”

      “Yeah, I’ll tell it.” I raise an eyebrow at him, and he smirks once more. “We have some mutual friends who are really close. You met her today, Olivia, She’s my roommate, and she’s close with Liam. So sometimes Waylon came over to the house, and we got to know each other that way.”

      “And it was love at first sight?” His mom asks, and the mention of the “L” word has me shift in my seat.

      “Not quite. Uh, to be honest, we didn’t always see eye to eye. But then I was in a kind of crappy situation and Waylon volunteered to help me, and we realized we really enjoyed spending time together.”

      “Waylon volunteering to help? Huh. I guess all those times I nagged you about volunteering to do things like the dishes paid off then, didn’t it?” She smiles at him.

      “Yes, Mom. What would I do without you?”

      There’s a lot more discussion about the team, Jake’s obsession with all thing’s horror, his mom’s book club and local tourist traps as we finish our dinner. All in all, I kind of feel at home around his family, which only makes me worry a little more about when this fake relationship is over.

      

      “There’s an ice cream place down the street if you all want to get dessert,” Waylon offers as we wind up the meal.

      “Ooh. That sounds so good, but I am stuffed and exhausted, kiddo,” his mom leans back in the booth. “I think Jake and I are going to head back and try to get an early night, so we can do some sightseeing tomorrow.”

      Waylon nods. “Just let me know what time and I’ll be there.”

      She smiles at him, warm and proud, and it’s endearing to see the relationship they have.

      “And we’d love to have you there too, Mackenzie. If you can?” She turns and gives me a questioning look.

      “Um...” I stutter. I want to say yes, but I don’t know if Waylon wants me there or not, and I don’t know if I should. If I’m honest, lying to his mother like this feels awful. She is a very sweet woman. A gentle soul and while I give Waylon credit for knowing what’s best when it comes to his own family, I don’t know if I want to keep the charade going for longer than necessary.

      “She has a lot of work to catch up on for class. But we’ll see,” Waylon answers for me, shooting me a sideways glance. I assume it means he’s giving me a pass.

      “All right then. Well, it was lovely meeting you. I’m glad my boy has such good taste, and I can rest easy knowing I raised him right,” she winks at him.

      “Ha!” Waylon grunts.

      “It was lovely meeting you too.” I smile brightly back at her, a little sad I’ll probably never get to see her again.

      “I’ll get valet to bring your car around, Mom, get you guys on your way.” Waylon excuses himself and heads to the host station.

      

      Once his mom and brother are safely on their way, he turns to me.

      “So, ice cream?”

      “You know me too well.”

      “I figure I owe you a bonus for nailing it tonight.”

      We get up from the table and start heading for the sidewalk.

      “Hey, it was easy. Your mom is great. You’re lucky to have such a sweetheart for a mom.”

      “Oh. That? Tonight? That’s her good side. You don’t want to see her bad side. If I stepped out of line, she would whoop my ass in a split second. Jekyll and Hyde, for real.”

      I laugh at the idea of the petite mild-mannered woman I met tonight bringing her Viking of a son back into line, but I don’t doubt being a widowed mom to two boys made her have a spine of steel.

      “If I know you, you probably deserved it,” I snicker.

      “Maybe, sometimes.” He shrugs, and we both laugh.

      “I hope you don’t mind I just told the truth. She just seems like a good person, and I can’t lie to someone like that. I have trouble lying in general, but to her? You know…”

      “No, it’s fine. I liked hearing your version of events.”

      “My version, eh?”

      “Yep.”

      “And you have a different one?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Care to share?”

      “Maybe after ice cream.” He gives me a little grin and changes the subject again.

      

      Just as we’re getting our ice cream, a crack of lightning and a peel of thunder breaks out of the sky. Fall thunderstorms are rare, and I hadn’t even thought to check the weather this evening.

      “Shit,” I mutter as I look up and notice the evening sky is getting darker, that much more quickly than normal.

      “Yeah, we better hurry,” Waylon concedes.

      Once we’re back in the truck, I collapse in the seat breathing heavy and soaking wet.

      “Oh my god,” I laugh at how pathetically soaked we both are.

      “Fuckkkk,” Waylon lets out a growled laugh as he peels off his coat.

      “And it is so cold!” I shiver once I have a moment to really take in the soaked to the bone feeling now I’m no longer running my heart out uphill through the rain.

      “Yeah. Shit. Here, let me get the engine going and the heat. It starts pretty quick,” he fumbles to put the keys in the ignition and get it started, his own hands cold from the icy rain.

      “And we thought ice cream was a good idea.” I laugh again at how stupid it sounds now.

      “I think I’ve got a clean sweatshirt in the back.” He reaches back and rifles through a pile to get to his gym bag.

      “Here.” He presents it to me, and I take it because my impress-the-mother outfit is not nearly warm enough, even if the heat does kick on.

      “Thanks.” I say as I slide it over my arms and shoulders, grateful for the extra layer it brings.

      “Yup.” He nods, but something changes in his face, and I can see he’s watching me now. Something unreadable in his expression.

      I look back at him, and he looks so incredibly good. His blond hair wet and dripping, his shirt plastered to all the hard planes of his body. Half the girls on campus would probably die for the up-close view I have right now. I realize I’d better enjoy it while I have it because we’re quickly approaching the end of whatever this is we’ve been doing for the last few weeks. My heart pinches a little at the thought, and I have to look away from him. Think about something else. Make a joke. Change the subject.

      I notice then the windows are fogged up from the rain and our heavy breathing after the run.

      “You better turn the defroster on or we’re gonna have a cop banging on the door soon.” I turn back to give him a lighthearted smile, but when my eyes meet his, there’s not the same amusement reflected there.

      “Or we can give them a reason to.” The corner of his lip turns up in a devious and irresistible grin.

      Before I can think straight, he hauls me close to him, and his lips are on mine in a hard, pressing kiss that nearly sucks all the oxygen out of my body. And all I can think about is how I want more. How I want him to take everything I have and then some because I want the memories of this to last. To pretend this was something real, even if only for a few moments.

      His tongue slips in my mouth, gliding over my own, and my hands go to his shoulders to try and keep from collapsing into him. His hands grab my ass, and he hauls me into his lap, helping me negotiate the narrow space between him and the steering wheel, where somehow by miracle or magic, I manage to fit perfectly there.

      His fingers dig into the flesh of my cheeks, pressing me closer to him, and I spread my legs wider, so I can have more of him touching more of me. I hate that we’re clothed now. I want to feel his skin against mine the way it was standing in my bathroom—soft, smooth, hard. I want to run my hands over it and memorize it.

      I grind my hips down absently, too senseless to think better of how desperate I probably seem, and a little whimper escapes me as I realize how hard he is beneath me.

      His lips break from mine on a groan, and he releases me to scrub a hand over his face. “Holy fuck, Mac Truck.”

      I frown. Despite how much I want him, the name still grates.

      “I hate when you call me that,” I whisper softly, and his eyes pop open.

      “What? Mac Truck?”

      “Yes. I know I’m not—“ I sigh softly, hating this moment is going to be ruined by irritation and jealousy. “As thin as your usual type, but you don’t have to point it out. Especially when I’m sitting in your lap, yeah?”

      I try to make my irritated frown a little more playful by raising my eyebrow.

      “Oh, shit.” Something like remorse crosses his face. “No. No, no, no. That’s not what I meant. Fuck no. I love your curves, darlin’. So much.”

      The tone of his voice drives home the sincerity of his words.

      “Then why the shitty nickname?” I ask, even more confused now.

      “Because I meant what I said before. The first time I saw you in that dress. You took my breath away. It was like being hit by a truck.”

      “Oh.” I stare down at the buttons on his shirt. I feel stupid now. For bringing it up. For making it awkward. For being pissed at him all this time.

      “You thought—shit. No wonder you hated me so much.”

      “Yeah.” I wince.

      “Fuck…” He barks out a laugh, before he gives me a more sincere look. ”I’m sorry. If I’d known, I’d have told you that a long time ago.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “You’re so fucking gorgeous, Mac. Everything about you. If you knew what I’d really thought, well, you’d probably still have been pissed at me but for different reasons.” He smirks and his eyes drift over me.

      I bite my lip to tamp down the awkwardness of the silence that follows, and then I hear wolf whistles outside the truck. Someone loudly bangs their hand along the side of the bed, rattling the truck.

      “Get a room, lovebirds!!!” a guy shouts at the top of his lungs.

      I look up and see the defroster has done its job, and the window is more than halfway defogged. We’re parked under a streetlamp and the people passing by can see everything, but mostly a whole lot of me straddling the lap of the driver.

      And that’s enough to send me scrambling off his lap and back into the passenger seat, my cheeks heating with embarrassment. I don’t look at him, staring straight ahead, but I can see out of my peripheral vision as he tries to straighten himself out again, disheveled and confused.

      Me too, bud. Me too.

      When it comes to Waylon, my body has a mind of its own. One my brain has trouble catching up to and the number of times it leaves me feeling confused is really starting to pile up.

      He clears his throat, and starts the engine, taking it out of the idle state he’d had it in to get the heater going. I keep facing forward, hoping he’ll turn the radio or something on that will make this all less awkward, but he doesn’t. The silence is drowning out the sound of the engine of his truck, and I can’t take it anymore.

      “I’m sorry I got caught—“

      “You should get changed. I can—“

      We both start at the same time.

      “I’m sorry. Go ahead,” I say, crushing my teeth into my lower lip again.

      He pauses for a beat, and I can feel his eyes on me, studying me carefully before he speaks again.

      “You should get out of those clothes and into something warm before you get sick,” he says, and takes a breath before he continues. “I can take you home… or my place is closer.”

      The unspoken question kicks me in my gut, and the oxygen in my lungs evaporates. My mouth growing dry as I stare down the street.

      He was clear last night. The ball is in my court, and I can either go back to my safe, warm room at home or I can jump into the unknown abyss and fuck Waylon Prescott. Sure, I’ll be another one of the many, but he’ll be a story I can tell myself when I watch games on Sundays and see him playing on TV years from now.

      The silence must be too long for him though because he interrupts it and kicks the truck in gear. “Home it is.”

      “No,” I say abruptly, and his eyes flick to mine. “You’ve got a shower and shirt I can borrow, right?”

      He nods.

      “Okay. Your place then.”
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      Waylon

      

      I’m driving to my place on autopilot with the radio turned up because I don’t have words at the moment and my mind is going a mile a minute wondering what the fuck I’m going to do when we get there. I know she understood the choice I gave her. I could tell by the way she hesitated, chewing her lip and mulling over the offer I’d made.

      I’d told her plainly last night she could have whatever she wanted from me. She just needed to ask when she was sober. I needed to know for my sanity she was one hundred percent sure fucking me was what she wanted. But she’d also told me she needed liquid courage around me—why, I’ll never fucking know. If she paid any attention at all, she’d realize how much I want her. Need her. Would literally fall at her feet and beg her if I thought it would do any good at all.

      But it wouldn’t. She would freak out and go running off, convinced I was making a joke or fucking with her. I needed her to see I was serious when it came to her, which meant I needed to watch myself tonight or I could fuck this chance up royally. No fucking pressure at all.

      When we get to my place, my hand’s practically shaking when I go to put the key in the lock, and I’m silently begging the universe Easton was smart enough to listen and stay away from our place tonight with whatever hookup he has, especially if it was a mutual friend of ours like last night. A reminder of what a fuckboy I’ve been in the past is the last thing I need her having right now.

      The apartment is dark now the sun is going down, but there’s just enough light in the kitchen I don’t flick on the lights but just guide her quietly to my room. I thank my lucky stars I have seniority over Easton and therefore have the en suite, which means I can close the door behind us and lock out any potential shenanigans.

      The air grows thick with anticipation and need the second I hear the latch click behind me. I watch as she takes in the surrounding room, dimly lit by ambient lighting and the crack of twilight flooding in around the shades on the windows. It’s slightly less messy than usual and the bed is made for once because I’d had the smallest bit of hope she might come back here with me tonight.

      She looks gorgeous in this light. Her curves outlined and her hair falling down around her shoulders, still slightly damp from the run in the rain.

      “Neater than I imagined,” she smiles back at me over her shoulder.

      “I try,” I smile back. “The bathroom’s the door to your right. Fresh towels are in the linen closet in there.”

      I stay back several steps because I want to make sure this all stays no pressure for her. If all she wants to do is shower, change into one of my shirts and have me drive her back home, I’ll do it. I’ll come back here and jack off to the thought of her naked in my shower later, but I won’t touch her if she doesn’t ask for it.

      “Okay,” she whispers, but then turns back to me. “But what about you? You’re soaked too.”

      “I can wait. Change into something else in the meantime. Just let me grab a towel for my hair.”

      “Okay,” she nods again, her voice remaining whisper soft.

      I dodge around her, careful not to let our bodies collide because I don’t think I could take it. I open the linen closet and grab a towel from an upper shelf.

      I lean into the shower and turn on the water instinctively. “The hot water’s pretty good. Pressure too, but it takes a minute to warm up.”

      What the fuck am I even talking about? Fucking excellent that I’ve got her here and I’m babbling about water temperature and pressure. I am a fucking moron with zero game. She was right about that much. I don’t have any clue what to do with someone like her.

      “You mean it doesn’t run ice cold for five minutes while it rattles and chokes?”

      I smile, remembering her little Victorian clawfoot tub and shower in her house.

      “Nah.”

      Her lip turns in a little pout. “So, no risk of a repeat of seeing you in your Captain America undies?”

      “You trying to get me naked again, Mac?” I tease. I like that her playful side is back.

      “I just didn’t get a good look last time, considering I was in shock. And it’s not fair. Just want to know if the rumors are true.”

      I got a good look. A very good look, shock and ice-cold water aside. I liked everything I saw. Like everything I felt touching her like that. I’d gotten hard as hell within seconds of her being pressed against me. I’d blamed it on morning wood when it was anything but. It was her. The woman had a spell over me.

      “Rumors?” I ask absently, still too busy thinking about her half naked in my arms.

      “Lots of chatter around campus about size, and I just want to know if the sorority girls are full of it or they’re offering fair and balanced reporting. Important to know if lies are being told around here.”

      I can’t help but laugh, full and hearty in a way that makes my stomach clench because leave it to her to take a battering ram to a memory.

      “That’s a pretty complicated way to ask me how big my dick is,” I smirk at her.

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t ask you to tell me. I said I wanted to see. Cold hard evidence, you know.”

      It’s her turn to smirk now, and she pins me with a look. Her eyes dancing with mirth and challenge. My brows raise at her brazenness, and admittedly I’m frozen, towel still in one hand, back against the counter.

      “What’s the matter Captain? You get naked all the time in the locker room.”

      “Uh, yeah,” I huff. “Normally, everyone else is naked in there too.”

      She raises an eyebrow, looking like she’s about to make a joke, but instead she shrugs. “Okay.”

      And the next thing I know, her hands have gone to the hem of the sweatshirt I gave her, pulling it up over her head and then tossing it on the floor.

      “Your turn.”

      I realize she’s offering to trade one piece of stripped clothing for another, which is going to be wildly unfair since she has several layers more than me, but I’m not about to say no.

      I start unbuttoning my shirt and I can feel her eyes on me, watching my hands as they move down my chest and over my abdomen, revealing my skin beneath it for her to see. I untuck it the rest of the way from my pants and pull it off, tossing it down next to the sweatshirt at her feet.

      She smiles, a genuine one that goes all the way to her eyes. “You have a lot of tattoos.”

      “Went a little wild when I turned 18.” I shrug.

      “They suit you, though.” She leans forward, touching my side where the runes are. “Especially these. You’re more of a Thor than a Captain America for the record.”

      I go to protest but then think better of it. She can call me whatever she wants, especially if it means she touches me more.

      “Fair enough. Your turn.”

      Her eyes flick up to mine and she holds them while she pulls off the cardigan she was wearing and drops it to the floor. Still leaving her in a blouse and skirt.

      “Not very fair,” I challenge.

      She rolls her eyes but moves her hands to the buttons on her blouse, slowly undoing them one by one. My fingers ache to reach out and do it myself. I want to undo her. Take her apart slowly, methodically and then put her back together again piece by satisfied piece.  But watching her is almost as fun.

      When she pulls the blouse off, she reveals a gorgeous black lace bra that holds her breasts perfectly in place, a crisscross of straps go up over her shoulders and make my eyes wander back and forth over all the details.

      “Better?” she asks.

      “Better.” A lot better if I could just reach over and pull her strap down. My fingers twitch with the temptation.

      “Your turn.” She nods down at my pants.

      My black pants and the darkness of the room have kept the secret of exactly how hard I am until now fairly well. Taking them off and revealing the skintight boxer briefs I have on underneath is going to make the effect she has on me very obvious. And fuck me if I’m not a little bit nervous about it. Wondering I’m gonna live up to her expectations.

      My fingers work the belt buckle and the zipper anyway though because if I’m in, I’m in all the way. So, I finish the job with only the slightest hesitation when I go to slide the pants down my legs. I toss them to the side.

      When I look up, her eyes are glued to the bulge of my cock straining against the cotton there. I wish I could read minds and know exactly what she was thinking. I’d ask, but I’m positive she wouldn’t tell me the word-for-word truth I want to hear. I’m sure she’d say something clever instead.

      In a bluster of confidence I don’t entirely feel, I nod to her. “Skirt, off.”

      Her eyes come back up top to mine, startled but amused by the terse command.

      “Yes, Captain,” she answers, a flirty grin dancing across her face as she lets the skirt fall to reveal matching lace panties hugging the curves of her hips. She’s so fucking perfect. I want to sear this moment into my mind for safekeeping.

      “Didn’t we just decide I was a god and not a captain?” I tease her.

      “Well, we’re about to find out, aren’t we?” Her eyes flick down to my briefs and then back up to my face before she gives me a positively evil grin.

      It makes the heat crawl up my spine and neck, splaying down the front of me in a flush of pure want. I’m full of nervous anticipation. I hook my fingers in my briefs and yank them down, like ripping off a Band-Aid. My cock bobs as I stand back up to my full height after tossing them to the side.

      The choking little gasp she makes, it’s barely audible but seems to echo off the walls and over the sound of the running water, anyway. It makes me impossibly harder. I smirk like a fucking asshole because the one woman I want in the world is staring at me like I’m water in a desert.

      “How… how many women tap out? Like they know, but then when they see, they just like… bolt? Or is it like a polite ‘holy fuck amazing but more Everest than I can take on right now thanks, anyway’?” She babbles like she always does when she’s nervous, and I tamp down the irritation I feel at her bringing up other women right now. Her deflecting, bringing in a crowd when she can’t handle being alone with someone, is a pattern I’ve grown to recognize in her and I’m not going to take it personal.

      “Stalling now? It’s your turn,” I say, even though she’s still taking me in.

      She blinks and looks down at herself. “Which one?”

      “Both,” I answer immediately.

      “One,” she counters.

      “Is that fair?”

      “Is life fair?”

      I grunt in response, but her eyes hold me to an actual answer.

      I jerk my chin. “The bra then.”

      She reaches around, slowly unhooking each little clasp behind before it lets loose at last, and she lets the straps tumble down her arms and tosses the bra to the side. Her breasts are perfect. Full, probably double Ds, with perky peach nipples hard as ice for me. I know it’s me because the steam from the shower has made the room warm and humid, knocking the chill off our bodies several minutes ago. I want to reach forward, grab one and take it in my mouth, but I’m still waiting for her to ask.

      “You’re gorgeous,” I whisper, staying planted where I am even though I want to touch her more than anything. She shifts her weight uncomfortably and I can tell she’s bad at taking compliments, so I change the subject.

      “What’s the verdict?” I ask, and I swear I can see a slight blush light the tops of her cheeks even in this pale light.

      “The sacred chain of sorority girl rumors remains sacred. No lies were told.” Her lips twitch with amusement.

      “Happy to clear that up for you.” I flash her a bright smile, and give her an opening to say something, anything that lets me know she wants more, but she just glances down at the floor.

      “Well, I should let you get in the shower then, before we lose all the hot water.” I grab the towel back off the counter and start to move.

      Before I get far, her hand darts out, pressing gently against my chest. “You could get in with me. We’d waste less water that way. I could get your back for you.” Her eyes rise to meet mine, questioning and teasing in equal measure.

      I look up at the ceiling, closing my eyes and taking a deep breath.

      “Mac…. I…” I search for the right words. I don’t want to fuck this up by saying the wrong thing, but I am just a mere mortal and there is only so much I can take. “I have a lot of self-control. But right now, like this, fuck darlin’. Please have some mercy on me and let me go.”

      I scrunch my eyes tighter, hoping I haven’t said the wrong thing again. Hoping she understands I absolutely respect whatever she does or doesn’t want from me, but I can’t take the outright torture she’s offering.

      Her fingers lift off my chest, and I hate the loss of her.

      “Of course. Whatever you need. I just… I want you, Waylon.”

      Her confession sets off what feels like a bomb of hope, desire, and lust. It explodes in my chest, melting everything in its wake, and pools deep in my gut. I snap up again, my eyes locking on hers, holding her there to make sure she understands me.

      “And I’ve told you, I will give you whatever you want if you just ask.”

      She pauses a moment, “Can I…” Her lip rolls between her teeth. “Would you let me suck you off?”

      Correction. Whatever I thought was a bomb? That was like a snap. One small puff of smoke. The question she just asked? That was a fucking bomb going off in my chest.

      And my answer is yes. Yes. Hell fucking yes. Except not because this wasn’t how I wanted this to go. I mean, not that any guy in his right mind wouldn’t want her gorgeous lips wrapped around him. But I wanted to make her come. I wanted to have my hands and my mouth on her, working every sensitive spot on her body until she couldn’t think straight. I wanted to show her I’m worthy of her, to see me as someone she might want to keep around.

      “Waylon?” Worry crosses her features because I’ve taken too long to answer. The air is still gone from my lungs, maybe never to return. “You can say no. It won’t hurt my feelings. I mean I’m not… not like the other girls you fuck, as experienced I mean. I mean, I have experience, but you will definitely be the biggest I’ve ever had, and I don’t know if I can do it right the first time, but I’d like to try and—“

      I need her to stop, but I don’t have the words, so my hand slips under her jaw and I run my thumb over her lips, quieting her. She looks at me wide-eyed, like she’s fucked up somehow and she’s sorry for it.

      Holy fuck. This girl is going to break me. Permanently. Irreparably.

      I take a breath, trying to get the oxygen back I need.

      “Any way you touch me is the right way. You hear me? Literally any way. And as much as I appreciate knowing I’m the biggest you’ve had, I really need you to not mention other people right now. I don’t want to think about anyone else but you. You and me? Okay?”

      She nods, the heat in her cheeks still bright and her eyes wide with nervous excitement.
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      His thumb pulls away from my lips, and I press a small kiss to his palm. I’m watching his eyes because as much as I am incredibly nervous about this and doing my best to keep it in check, there’s something about him right now too. His usual swagger is missing. He’s still playing, laughing, but there’s something behind his eyes that’s wary and I wish I knew why.

      “Is that a yes?” I ask softly.

      He jerks his head in agreement.

      “For as long as I can stand it.” His voice has a raw quality to it that’s sending me over the edge, making me want this more than I ever have.

      I lower myself down to my knees, running my fingers over his abs and tracing the subtle V of his hips on my way down, until I’m at eye level with his perfect cock. And it is perfect. If the NFL and the sports show host things don’t work out, I have other suggestions for him. I run my hand over him once slowly, feeling how hard he is under the softness of his skin. I stroke him. Once. Twice. Until a small bead of pre-cum slides out and I dip my tongue out to taste it. To taste him.

      He jerks at the touch of my tongue, and his fingers flex, tightening his grip on the counter. His abs contract sightly, and holy fuck is this a beautiful view of his body. I flatten my tongue and run it under the tip a few more times, teasing him with the promise of my mouth.

      He tastes good, better than Ezra. I shouldn’t compare them, but it’s hard not to. Mainly because everything about him is better. Everything about him makes me want more.

      I wrap my hand around him, stroking him as I take him into my mouth. I go slowly, inch by inch because I was being honest when I said, I didn’t know what I was doing with someone like him. I love the way he feels against my tongue, and the sound of his breathing quickening with the anticipation and the stuttering as I take him in. I feel another wave of desire pool low at the thought of him being inside me.

      He lets out a groan as I pull back and then slide forward again, taking him deeper this time and letting the tip of him bump the back of my throat.

      “Fuckkkk. Mac. I don’t know if I can take this…”

      His breathing is heavy, and it’s hot as fuck to feel like I have this kind of power, especially over someone like him. I slide my palm back and forth over him, using my tongue to work the most sensitive parts. Slowly but consistently picking up my pace, feeling gratified as I taste a few more drops of pre-cum on my tongue.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck…” he curses, and lets out another groan.

      He finally opens his eyes staring down at me with a look I can barely read.

      “Fuck me. Mac, you are so fucking gorgeous. I don’t deserve you.” His fingers brush a strand of hair out of my face.

      “You feel so fucking good but—“

      There’s a quick inhale of his breath as my tongue hits a truly sensitive spot and I use the clue to my advantage, working it harder, pulling him in faster, longer strokes. His eyes close, and I can tell he’s lost in the moment. Another groan and I can see him start to shudder.

      “Mac, fuck, you’ve gotta stop or I’m going—“ He tries to pull back from me, but I stop him. I want to taste him. All of him. As I watch him, the little movements of his face and mouth, to the way his muscles contract and his chest rises irregularly with the anticipation of release, I can’t stop thinking about how much I want him.

      He gives me a pained look, worried I might not really want to do this but closes his eyes as the waves of his release rack his body. A pool of warm liquid swirls in my mouth, filling it, and I swallow before I let my tongue flick over him a few more times, and finally release him.

      I lean back on my heels because I’m not quite ready to face him yet. It all feels too raw and personal, and I need a moment to tuck all the emotions back in.

      “You didn’t have to…” he trails off, his vocal cords sounding like they’ve been dragged over coals.

      Silence follows for a beat, and I stand up, wanting to stop it before the awkwardness can swoop in its place. My fingers sliding their way back up over his stomach and chest. The wary way he looked at me before returning and making me nervous, feeling like I have to remind him I understand the deal here.

      “I wanted to. I need those bragging rights around campus, remember?” I give him a smile I hope puts him back at ease.

      “Ah, I see,” he smiles and gives me half a laugh.

      “You are ridiculously fucking sexy. Watching you… that memory is definitely getting saved for a rainy day.” I press a gentle, tentative kiss to his lips.

      His lips curve into a smile against mine, and he kisses me back.

      “Speaking of a rainy day, weren’t we supposed to be taking a shower?”

      “Yes. I just got a little distracted, or a lot distracted, I guess.”

      “I like you when you’re distracted.”

      He kisses me again, and then picks me up like I weigh nothing, spins us around, and deposits me in the shower playfully. The hot water feels tepid against my heated skin, and I step back to make room for him. He gets in and leans back into the stream of water, letting it course over him. Rivulets falling over and trailing down all the hard lines of his body. I can’t help but stare, taking in every second I can. If this is the end of us, I’m enjoying it while I have it.

      After a few seconds, he leans out, scrubbing a hand over his face to push the water off and grabs me by the waist to switch places with me.

      “Probably going to want to lose those, though.” He nods to my underwear that I’d forgotten because I was too focused on him. They’re plastered to me, and it necessitates me dragging them down my legs, which he watches like a strip show, grinning at the achingly slow process and watching every move I make down to hanging them on the towel rack to dry.

      “Soap?” I hold out my hand with a grin.

      “You’re gonna have to use mine…” he pulls the bottle off the shelf and squirts a small amount into my hand.

      “As long as it isn’t one of those awful—“ I raise my hand up to smell it, and I realize it’s the scent I always smell when he’s around. “This! This is what it is. Why you always smell so good.”

      He laughs at my discovery.

      “What kind is it? Let me see the label.”

      “Why? Going to start using it yourself?”

      “No, but I… just want to know.”

      There is no good answer to that question, especially not the honest one that wouldn’t sound wildly stalkery or girlfriendish.

      “Uh, huh…” he turns the bottle for me to see the label, and I make a mental note to buy and stash a bottle somewhere in the house. For science.

      We both get lathered and rinsed. Then he hands me shampoo.

      “I feel like I also need to write down whatever this is because you should be sharing with women whatever makes your hair so damn gorgeous.” I tease him.

      “You like my hair, huh?”

      “Yeah. It suits you. Plus, the whole Thor thing. Really sells it.”

      We trade places again so he can rinse his hair, and I did not know such a simple activity could be so sexy. But the way his traps and delts move as he rinses it are practically mesmerizing. He rubs the water out of his eyes, and they lock on me.

      “You keep looking at me like that and I’m going to fuck you right here. And I was really hoping to at least make it out of the shower.”

      I bite my lip, trying to suppress the smirk I feel coming on.

      “I’m sorry. You’re just like… so fucking beautiful. It’s hard not to stare. Fuck, I sound fucking stupid, don’t I? Your body’s just unreal, is all.” I give a small shrug.

      He reaches out and pulls me against him, the soap still in my hair creating a little swirl of bubbly water where our chests meet.

      “Not stupid at all. You just really know how to say the right things.” He studies me, and he tightens his grip on me, one hand going to my ass where he massages it tenderly, almost like an absent habit.

      “Just being honest,” I say softly, studying his face.

      “Is that what we’re doing?” He answers me in a similarly muted tone.

      “Always the best policy, right?”

      He gives a half nod.

      “Then I should tell you I can’t stop thinking about you. Kissing you, tasting you, fucking you.”

      “Me either,” I confess.

      A look of surprise crosses his face but is quickly replaced by a grin. He kisses me again, softly, and turns me around.

      “Let’s get the soap out then.”

      His hands gently run over my scalp, massaging the soap down to the tips of my hair, gently rinsing it out, before he takes it and twists it around his fingers, and then lets the water soak it again. He repeats it, and then on the third time he pulls harder, pulling my head back gently in the process and exposing my neck, where he kisses and bites his way down to my clavicle. I bite my tongue, trying not to moan at the sensation he creates. I feel him getting harder against my back, and I hold back the urge to beg him to take me here. His arm wraps around my middle, drifting down my center and parting me so he can stroke me, slowly, softly. And it feels good, but it’s not what I want. I need more. More of him. More of everything.

      “Waylon…” the word comes out half gasp, as he dips a finger inside to test me.

      “Hmm…” his eyes are half shut; lids low as he concentrates.

      “I... this is so good, but I really just…” He pulls back, and his eyes open, focusing on me.

      “We can stop,” he offers immediately.

      I shake my head. “No. No. It’s good, but it’s torment. I just really need you to fuck me. Like, now.”

      The look he gives me in response could spark a fire, but he says nothing. Just nods and shuts the water off, handing me a towel and grabbing one for himself. Without another word, he opens a drawer, and I hear the rip of a foil package echo in the room and watch him through the mirror as he rolls it on.

      He turns back around and pulls me close to him. His hand goes under my chin and tilts my face up so my eyes meet his.

      “I’ll go as slow or as fast as you want. You just tell me if it’s too much or not enough. Whatever you say, goes. Don’t hesitate. Okay?”

      I nod, my mind briefly wondering if this is a pep talk he has to give frequently or if he’s just worried about me in particular because of my comments earlier. I decide not to voice my thoughts, given his earlier ban on mentioning other people.

      Then, without another word, he grabs me, lifting me and instinctively I raise up and wrap my legs around him. He walks us out of the bathroom and into the bedroom, his mouth trailing kisses along my throat as he lays me down on his bed. He stays there at the foot of it, between my legs, just staring at me for a long beat until I become self-conscious.

      “Everything okay?” I question.

      “Yeah, I just want to make sure I don’t forget this.” He says it almost like he doesn’t even realize he’s talking out loud.

      Then he leans down over me, hovering and careful to keep his weight off me. His free hand trailing up my side and I feel goosebumps breaking out wherever he touches. I take a deep breath, closing my eyes. Something feels off. So different from what I expected this to end up like.

      I’d thought fucking Waylon would be a quick fuck in his truck like we’d started before, or him taking me from behind in a bathroom at a party after we argued. Now I feel stripped, completely bared with every flaw and fear transparent in front of him. And I’m seeing a side of him I don’t think many people knew existed.

      His hand slides up the side of my breast, a gentle touch, and then he runs his knuckles down through the valley between them and over my abdomen and the mound between my legs, the pad of his thumb flicking against my clit. Then he brings his finger up to his lips, tasting me.

      “Even better,” he mutters absently, and then rolls his weight forward, nudging me with his tip, and then letting it slide up and over my clit. My hips buck at the contact, and I rock forward. Wanting more. He kisses my jaw, and I spread my legs further for him, letting him slide slowly into me. And the fullness is indescribable. Pain and pleasure all mixed in one. I want more and less in equal measure, and I can barely catch my breath.

      “Fuck, you’re tight. Don’t let me hurt you. Tell me to stop if you need it.” He looks down at me, worry creasing his brow.

      I shake my head. “I’m good.”

      “You’d tell me?”

      “I promise. It’s a lot, but in a good way.” I whisper.

      He looks convinced, and presses a little further in, groaning against my neck.

      “You feel like fucking heaven, for the record. So much better than I imagined. I think I might be obsessed already.” His eyes drift over me and it feels so intimate I can barely stand to be in my skin.

      I laugh a small, almost inaudible laugh, feeling awkward at the compliment. Wishing I’d had more than a glass of wine tonight because everything I feel right now is too much for me to process. He senses my discomfort and turns his head away, sliding in and out of me at a slow pace. Taking me a little deeper and a little further each time until he’s established a rhythm and I’ve relaxed enough I can take him. I can tell he’s still holding back though, his face and his muscles tense, being so careful.

      “I’m not gonna break.” I whisper.

      “Hmm,” he looks at me like he doesn’t quite believe me.

      “I promise.”

      He nods, but he still shows restraint. And I hate it because I want all of him. Raw and unedited.

      “Waylon?”

      “Yeah?” He looks at me, slowing to a tortuous pace as he concentrates on my words.

      “You promised me whatever I want, right?”

      He nods.

      “Then I want you to fuck me like you want to break me, okay? If you need inspiration, just think of all the times we argued. If it’s too much, I’ll tell you like I always do.”

      He grins then, pressing his forehead down to my shoulder as his body shudders with a heartfelt laugh, and I watch the wariness that had been on his face disappear. Finally, he picks up his pace, fucking me like I’m someone he desperately wants instead of a doll he’s terrified will break.

      A sheen of sweat breaks out across his chest, making his skin glisten. The sound of his breathing and the flex of his muscles are all distractingly sexy in their own right. So much so I have a brief fangirl moment, one I will never admit to having, that Waylon Prescott is inside me. Fucking me. And I finally understand why they treat him like a god because he definitely fucks like one.

      He fucks me harder, and I tilt my hips up to counter him, until I get just the perfect amount of friction I feel my orgasm pulling tight and low.

      “More, please,” I beg him.

      “Anything you want,” he rasps against my skin, and does exactly what I ask.

      I curse and moan his name as my release floods through my body, tensing every nerve and muscle.

      “Christ, Mackenzie,” he buries his face in my neck, kissing down my throat as his body shudders through his own release.

      He collapses next to me, one arm thrown over my middle, pulling me close to him as we both try to catch our breath.

      Despite my promises to him, I feel shattered. Broken and put back together again. My body and my heart rearranged by whatever’s happened between us tonight. It’s so far from what I expected.

      I close my eyes as I lay back against the pillow, trying to blot out the whir of thoughts in my head. I swallow back the little whisper of apprehension, the tiny nudge beating low in my heart that tells me what I worried about—falling for him—happened a long time ago and tonight merely sealed my fate.
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      The door opens, and light from the living room pours in, waking me from my sleep. Covers and sheets are everywhere in the room and Mac is still softly snoring, half of her upper body exposed. I toss a blanket over her before I turn my anger on the intruder. I don’t have to say a word before Easton throws up his hands defensively.

      “Oh fuck. Fuck, man. I’m sorry. I didn’t think. I know last night, but then I thought it was so late this morning and with your mom being in town.” It’s a garbled mess of word salad, but I know Easton is doing his best to apologize.

      “Who has he got in there this morning?” I hear Lauren’s voice before I see her appear over Easton’s shoulder. Apparently, they’re a regular thing now, interesting. “Is it London or Holly? I want to know who won that fight.”

      I feel Mac stir beside me, and I send up a desperate prayer she’s just going to turn over and go back to sleep.

      I am nowhere near that lucky. All my luck got spent last night, and now I’m the opposite of whatever lucky is because Mac sits up abruptly. She’s blinking, taking in the light, her surroundings, and the two people at the door.

      She smiles. Tightly. So very tightly and pulls the blanket up around her to shield herself from the onslaught.

      “Oh! No, you’re Olivia’s friend. Her roommate. I remember you!” Lauren smiles brightly. The girl never met a person who wasn’t her friend. She’s sweet that way. So easy going and part of the reason so many guys like her.

      “That’s me,” Mac answers, giving her a slightly less strained smile.

      “Well, that’s new.” Lauren wiggles her eyebrows at me and winks.

      I give her the slightest headshake to try to warn her off, but she either doesn’t see it or doesn’t care because she just smiles brighter and says, “Well, I’m making pancakes this morning if you want some. East’s gonna get some coffee if you want to give us your order. We can eat and tell embarrassing stories about the boys. It’ll be fun!”

      Realizing I’ve lost that battle, my eyes fly to Easton, and I give him my best “fix it the fuck now!” look without actually saying a word. And the message is received immediately.

      “Uh, I think we better just make breakfast for two Laur. Before Waylon murders me and has to hide my body in a dumpster. I don’t want to spend eternity in a dumpster.” He smiles at her and nods at Mac and me before he quickly shuts the door again.

      In my infinite wisdom, I had, in fact, latched but not locked the door last night. I was too eager to get my hands on her and now I was going to pay for it dearly. I can already tell by the distance she’s put between us on the bed and the tight way she’s gripping the blanket to her body the cold light of morning has cast things in a very different light for her.

      “Well, that was interesting,” she says at last, breaking the awkward silence.

      “I’m really sorry. I must not have locked it last night. Fucking idiot.” I bury my face in my hands, cursing myself for making this kind of fuckup.

      I feel her weight shift, and when I look up again, she’s wrapped in the blanket, a smile plastered on her face, one that does not go all the way to her eyes despite her best efforts.

      It’s regret. Regret she slept with you, fuckboy.

      “Don’t be silly. It’s fine. That’s what I get for sleeping this late,” she gives a soft laugh.

      That’s what I get for sleeping with you. Is more like what she meant to say.

      I just stare at her, not sure whether to call her on her bullshit or just let her think I believe it.

      “I’m just gonna get dressed and stuff, real quick,” she jerks her chin toward the bathroom and I nod, afraid to say anything at all.

      She’s in the bathroom for a few minutes, and I use the time to clean up the room and make the bed. I put on clothes myself. I should shower, but I don’t fucking want to. I can smell the scent of her perfume and her, all over me and my sheets, and I want to keep it that way as long as possible. Especially since with each passing moment, I’m thinking there won’t be a repeat.

      I check my phone and there are a couple of texts from my mom about plans for the day. I text her back, letting her know I woke up late but I will definitely catch up with her and Jake as soon as I get dressed and get some breakfast in me.

      I’m hoping Mac will let me take her to breakfast. If I can get her out of this place and away from asshats, get her back to her joking sweet self, claw back the bullshit to get the girl I had in my arms last night? Well, then maybe, just maybe, I can tell her I want her for real. In the broad light of day when I’m not buried inside her, and she can’t mistake my words.

      The door opens, and she’s used the time to her advantage. She looks fresh and bright eyed. The only signs she’s been mussed are the creases in her skirt and blouse from laying on the floor all night. It’s almost like nothing happened at all. I hate it.

      “So I should get going. Just gotta find a couple of things.” She beams at me before she searches around the room for her purse and phone.

      “You sure you don’t want to go with me and my mom and Jake? We’re gonna go up to the mountains for a bit, do some touristy stuff. You know the stuff we never do because we live here,” I speak quickly because I feel like I’m on a timer. I wish she would just look up, give me her eyes, let me read her face, but she is determined to get out of here.

      “No, no,” she waves her hand absently, “You need alone time with your family without me in the way. I’m sure your mom would like to have you to herself for a while.”

      She pops her head up to smile at me before she’s back down on her knees looking under the bed and holy fuck; I hope I don’t have old condom wrappers or anything else incriminating within eyesight.

      She’s not wrong. My mom, I am sure, would like to give me the third degree about Mac and about my life, and that’s not a thing she would do in front of company. Despite all her rough edges and joking, my mom does still adhere to southern manners for the most part.

      “Oh! One down,” she holds up her phone like it’s a trophy she’s just acquired.

      “All right. Well, how about we get breakfast first? Just me and you. I can take you to Snooze. I’ve heard you say you love their pancakes,” I offer.

      Her nose scrunches like I’ve said something strange, and she pauses in her search, fucking finally, and looks up at me almost like she might laugh.

      “Waylon, you don’t need to take me to breakfast. It’s fine.”

      “It’s not fine. It’s obviously not fine. Easton and Lauren busting in here and—“

      She holds up her hand, the false smile plastered on her face again.

      “Waylon. We fucked. I don’t need aftercare. It’s morning, and I’m just going home and you’re going to catch up with your family. I don’t care about Easton and Lauren,” she says it in a voice that’s giving me full customer service, and it’s pissing me off.

      “You weren’t fine with it two nights ago,” I say blankly.

      Her smile falters now I’ve called her out.

      “I mean yeah. I don’t want to fuck you literally right after her, like it’s an assembly line, but a week in between,” she shrugs. “I mean, Lauren was with you, what a few weeks ago?”

      She wasn’t. It looked that way. But I’d had a dry spell for weeks before that. And definitely nothing since the morning of the shower incident. Since she’d been haunting my every waking dream.

      When I don’t answer, she continues.

      “And now she’s with Easton. So maybe next week you’re with London and I get my shot with Ben finally. Right?” She wiggles her eyebrows in an almost mirror imitation of the way Lauren did.

      I bite my tongue, so fucking hard I think I taste blood. I want to fucking explode. Because I will make one hundred percent sure Ben never so much as lays eyes on her again, let alone a single fucking finger. Neither will Easton or any other fucking guy, so long as I can stop it.

      I don’t know what she thinks she sees on my face, but she reaches out and runs her fingers softly over the back of my hand.

      “I knew what I was getting into last night. I asked. I wanted it. We had fun. Truly. It’s fine, Waylon,” she says it in a soft tone, so soft and even-tempered it's almost convincing.

      Meanwhile, I’ve had my chest blown open. My heart was firmly in this clueless woman’s grasp. And she… she had fun. A fun night of fucking. That’s what she’d told me she wanted originally, after all.

      “Checked your ‘fuck a hot football player box’ then?” It’s sarcastic, but she doesn’t read it that way.

      “Very fucking hot,” she smiles and her eyes roam over my chest for a second before returning to my face.

      She definitely wasn’t listening to me last night then. Or thought it was just shit I was saying because we were fucking.

      “And if I want more?” The words are out before I can stop them.

      And again, she misunderstands because her cheeks heat.

      “I’d consider it.” Her eyes drift from me to the spot on the wall where I’d pinned her during round two and my dick twitches at the idea of putting her there again.

      “Now?” I ask because fuck me, I’m a greedy son of a bitch, and I’ll take what I can get.

      Her eyes snap to mine, and I can see desire pool in them. She might not like me, but she wants me, and I will absolutely press that advantage.

      Her blush deepens, and her eyes drift down to where the sheet barely conceals my hard-on before she replies.

      “Um, it’s been a while since my lady parts have been that well and truly fucked. And I think they might need recovery time.” Her lips quiver with embarrassment or amusement. I don’t know which.

      I stand up abruptly, and she does too. She tries, really tries, to keep her eyes up top but they drift down more than once. Which is exactly what my cocky ass was hoping for.

      That’s right Mac. Get a good long hard fucking look.

      And she does. Her gaze eats up every inch of my skin, settling hard on my cock before they pop back up to mine. I take a step toward her as she stands frozen in place.

      I reach forward and tuck her hair behind her ear, placing a soft kiss on her cheek before I whisper in her ear, “But if I slid my hand down between those gorgeous thighs, you’d be wet for me?”

      A little intake of breath is all the admission I need.

      “Good.” I dot a few more kisses along her jawline. I want her mouth, her tongue tangled up with mine like it was last night. But if she wants me to pretend to be her fuckboy, I’ll do it. “You should go before you change your mind, then. Don’t want to put them out of commission when I like them so fucking much.”

      I smile against her skin before I pull back and look into her eyes. Something flashes there, something I can’t quite make sense of. It’s overwritten with desire and lust and a smile now. A genuine one. Finally.

      “I’ll talk to you later, Waylon.” She gives me one last look and then walks out the door.
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      Mackenzie

      

      “I am so fucked,” I groan, burying my face in the pillows of the couch.

      It’s an impromptu girls' night in the middle of the week because whatever Olivia is dealing with, and I am sure it is a 6’4, sexy as sin, star quarterback, who has her in a tailspin, she still doesn’t want to talk about it. And in true-to-her fashion, wants to solve problems for me and Wren instead.

      “I mean, it sounds like you were thoroughly fucked,” Olivia smiles at me from across the room.

      “You’re not helping!” I shout, but it’s muffled by the fabric.

      “What’s the problem, anyway?” I hear Wren in her trademark, why worry about men at all voice. I can’t remember the last time she dated. Not because she can’t. She’s gorgeous and given she works at her dad’s sports bar like she owns it, I’m fairly certain most guys would love that she can list stats faster than they can look them up. But she just doesn’t care to. It’s too low on her list of priorities.

      “I have a thing for Waylon. Waylon fucking Prescott. Me. And. Waylon,” I lift my head to glare at Wren over the fringy lace edge of the pillow Olivia insists we keep.

      “And he has a thing for you.”

      “He has a thing for fucking anything that walks.”

      “He’s a football player,” Olivia interjects. “Cut him a little slack. They’re athletes in their prime. They get a lot of pussy on a plate served up whenever they want. It’s hard for them to resist.”

      “Pussy on a plate, really Liv?” Wren chides.

      “Fine. A lot of eager, beautiful young women. Better?” Olivia counters.

      “Marginally,” Wren grumps.

      Olivia’s being awfully democratic about the idea of athletes sleeping with an array of women. When I’m certain there’s one in particular, she wishes wouldn’t. I want to commiserate with her, but I also don’t want to press her on it before she’s ready to talk. But the curiosity is starting to kill me.

      “Is enjoying it while it lasts not an option?” Wren returns to the subject of Waylon, sounding a little bored.

      “Yes? No? I don’t know. I mean, I want to… again. But they’re all so, so hedonistic about it all. Like a bunch of hippies who fuck whoever whenever and no one cares.”

      “At least they’re honest about it, rather than you know, creeps who do that anyway but keep it from you?” Wren says it so matter-of-factly.

      Ezra and his little red-head pop into my mind and my gut still churns a little at the imagined memory of them together.

      “Fair enough.” I grump.

      “What’s going on with him, anyway?” Olivia glances up from her phone.

      “Ezra?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He’s still been bugging me about listening to that song. Ally reached out because they’ve got another gig.”

      “One we might be able to make this time? I can bring a crowbar to take out his knees,” Olivia offers nonchalantly.

      “Maybe. I miss her, and the rest of them. The band. Maybe even Ezra a little. I just used to spend so much time with them and I kind of want to go back to normal, but it feels like it can’t ever be normal again.”

      It’s strange when I think about it. I always attended the parties at our house, even if it meant dragging Ezra kicking and screaming to them. I set time aside for Olivia and Wren each week. Girls’ night was sacred. But Ally and the band had been my people. My go-tos. And being so irrevocably separated from them after I found out Ezra had cheated had pretty much divided my life into two entirely different worlds. The time before and the time after.

      And this post-Ezra era, where I spent all my free time out of school and work with athletes? It feels like an out-of-body experience. Hitting frat parties and fucking around with Waylon Prescott seemed like a fever dream compared to the safety of my nerdy little group of artists and musicians. It wasn’t bad, just different. So very different.

      “Has he tried to win you back?” Olivia questions, and I wonder at her sudden interest in Ezra.

      “He wrote a song. He wanted to play it for me in person, but I avoided it, and he finally sent it to me to listen to yesterday.”

      “And?” Wren and Olivia both have their eyes locked on me.

      “It’s good. Great, if I try to be objective. But he was always good with words like that. With songs. That’s what got me into trouble in the first place.”

      “But you like it…?” Olivia narrows her eyes at me.

      I like Waylon.

      The thought hits me hard. I have a crush on Waylon. I miss Waylon. I like Waylon. Sure, he fucks like a god and looks like one too, but he’s funny and sweet. Our banter is like… nothing I’ve ever known before. Definitely nothing like what I had with Ezra.

      But Waylon might as well have “not available” tattooed on his chest. He’s very available for sex. He’s made that clear. But for anything else? It’s uncharted territory for him and something it’s obvious he’s had no interest in exploring.

      And I—the opposite of everything about his world—will not change that. The sooner I accept that, the better. Then I can choose whether to cautiously enjoy the fun of being single and sleeping with him or guarding my heart and steering well clear.

      “Mac? Are you going to give him a chance?” Olivia asks in a tone that tells me it’s not the first time.

      “Waylon?” I’m confused, still in my muddled thoughts.

      “Ezra,” Wren gives me a “what the fuck?” look.

      “I don’t know.”

      “We wouldn’t judge you if you did. If you think he’s truly sorry for it. That he’s changed. He might have, you know. He did leave her, right?”

      I nod.

      “So maybe he realized how fucking stupid he was. Maybe he’s in it for the long haul.”

      I can’t help but wonder if Olivia is projecting right now or doing a reverse psychology bit on me.

      “Maybe.”

      “Personally, I think she’s better off getting dickmatized by Waylon. At least she gets what she pays for out of that one.” Wren pragmatically announces.

      I choke on a laugh. “I mean, I will say Waylon practically makes me forget Ezra exists. So, there’s that.”

      “Hence why I’m Team Waylon.” Wren gives me a look like I’d be stupid to do anything else.

      “I mean, I think she’d be better off with someone new altogether. Fresh start. Eyes open. Don’t get me wrong. But then our girl is a loyalist, and once she’s in it…” Olivia shrugs at me.

      “Unlike more pragmatic women who abandon football for hockey.” I test the waters, and she gives me a warning glance before smiling at the thought of something.

      “He has some hot as sin hockey playing friends. I could hook you up.”

      “As tempting as that is, I think I’ll pass. You already played matchmaker with Waylon and look where that’s got me.”

      “I recall you saying it was the best sex of your life.” Olivia feigns shocked indignation.

      “I said that after three margaritas,” I hiss defensively.

      “So you retract your statement?”

      I purse my lips.

      “Then you’re welcome.” Olivia flashes a perfectly bright white smile.

      I fidget and look down at my phone. I’d been hoping to hear from Waylon. A joke. A stupid emoji. Something funny his mom said while she was here. Letting me know they made it back to Texas okay. Basically, any interaction at all, before I see him tomorrow with a ton of people around for a post-game party Olivia has mandated we attend. But he’s been radio silent, and so have I because when I think about his face Sunday morning I cringe.

      He was tense as hell. Worried I was going to flip out again about Lauren. Turn into a stage five clinger. Fucking him after meeting his mom and pretending to be his long-term girlfriend was probably a mistake, especially after my bizarre outburst the night before. I wasn’t jealous. I didn’t think. I just… Ezra had made me feel unimportant, interchangeable. And when I’d seen Lauren on that couch, I’d felt like that all over again.

      I’d had to tamp down the very real freakout I was having internally about the entire situation in the morning. I’d been entirely too caught up in him the night before. Confessed way too much to Waylon about how much I wanted him. In the light of the morning, with his friends and fuck buddies acting like it was all bright lights and rainbows and we could all just swap stories and sex—it was too fucking much for me.

      But I didn’t want to ruin things between us. Because when it was just us, him and me in a room, in his truck, pretending we were together. I loved it. It felt good. And I wanted more, even if it was just the occasional friends with benefits hookup. After all, I was a big girl. I could have casual relationships, just like everyone else. No biggie.

      But he probably didn’t think I could. Not having been with Ezra the entire time he’d known me. Always in a relationship. Always monogamous—well me, anyway. If I really thought about it, it’s probably why he had that strange, wary look in his eyes when things got heated between us. He was probably sure I was going to cling to him and was weighing whether the sex was worth the stress of dealing with me post-hookup. It’s probably why he was avoiding me now.

      Fuck.

      I twirl my phone in my hands. I consider texting him. Something short. Flirty. Something that clarifies I don’t want anything from him. But even a text will probably seem like I’m nudging him. So I set it back down and focus on the show Olivia’s put on for us.
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        * * *

      

      The next night, I’m exhausted from classes. I’d had two tests on the same day which, considering it wasn’t finals week, felt like a special kind of torture. But the guys play tonight, and I promised I would meet Olivia after the game to attend the post-game party. I’m half asleep on the couch, willing myself to get up and get going. Wren’s at the bar, with what I am sure is an absolutely full house of people given how important this game is. I flip the TV on, so I can try to catch what I can before I have to start getting ready. My phone buzzes, and I look down.

      
        
        Olivia: I fucked up and I need you to save my football mom ass.

        Me: Okay? What’s up?

        Olivia: It’s Waylon’s birthday. Need a cake. Can you grab one and bring it to the party?

      

      

      I set the phone down like it’s a snake. I haven’t even spoken to the man since we had sex and he’s made no attempt either. If I show up to a party with a birthday cake for him, I’m definitely going to look like I don’t understand the meaning of casual hookup.

      
        
        Me: I feel like there has to be someone, anyone better suited than me?? Please?

        Olivia: Everyone is here or busy. You are my last resort.

        Me: You realize it will make me look psycho.

        Olivia: Or really sweet?

        Me:…..

        Olivia: If you text me when you get there, I’ll come out and get it. Then you don’t have to walk in with it.

      

      

      I sit back again. As much as I don’t want to be involved, I know the birthday rituals the guys put on are important to them. And win or lose, they’ll probably want cake. Shit. Are they winning or losing? I look up at the TV I have on mute just in time to see Liam launch a ball down the field to Easton. He catches it in his arms effortlessly and runs it into the end zone; the crowd goes absolutely wild as they take the lead in the game.

      I grin at the TV, but my eyes search the field for him anyway, and I watch as the man in question runs up to Easton and slaps him on the ass before they slam chests together. I laugh, thankful they’re back up.

      I need to be reasonable. Waylon and I are friends. I’m the football mom’s second-in-command half the time, anyway. It won’t be weird for me to fill in and bring a cake for once. If it was Liam or Ben or Easton, I’d do it without even thinking about it. So, I need to just get over myself and do the damn thing.

      
        
        Me: Fine. What kind of cake?

        Olivia: One you pop out of?

        Me: I changed my mind.

        Olivia: I’m KIDDING. Geez. I get them half choc/half van with van icing. If you grab ice cream too, they will all love you for life.

        Me: I’ll let you know when I’m on my way.

      

      

      An hour later I’m dressed up and standing at the grocery store waiting for them to write happy birthday on two cakes. I’m too late to get the ones I wanted, so these will have to do. The late shift bakery worker is also kind enough to do the icing work for me, and I thank them profusely before I run to get the ice cream.

      Out the corner of my eye there’s a little display of T-shirts though. Part of the promotional stand for various things and I see a Thor T-shirt. I smirk. It’s not underwear, but it would be a funny gift. Except I didn’t even want to get him cake, and now I’m getting him a gift?

      I kick my foot up on the rail of the grocery cart, rocking it back and forth with my heel while I contemplate it. If this was all happening before last weekend, I would have gotten him the shirt. It would have been a joke between friends. And I wouldn’t have second guessed myself about it. So why am I now? It’s just a silly little gag gift, nothing meaningful anyway.

      I flip through the display and find a shirt that might just fit him, even if it’ll probably have to stretch to accommodate his chest. I let myself imagine it for point two seconds before I hurry off to grab the ice cream and the rest of the things needed for tonight’s party.
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        * * *

      

      When I pull up to the house Liam lives in, I thank my lucky stars I’m there early enough I have a spot to park out front and not halfway around the block. I shoot Olivia a quick text and then hop out to get things sorted and ready to get out of the car. I grab the packaged shirt off the passenger seat and stuff it in my purse. I’ve decided I’ll see how things go to know whether to give it to him.

      The cakes are huge because football players post game love their fucking carbs. I will absolutely need Olivia’s help getting them in and opening doors, so I lean against the open door of my car while I wait for her to emerge from the house, hoping it won’t be too long because the October air is biting at my bare legs.

      I lean back and close my eyes, taking in the smell of the fall leaves mixing with the aromas of the restaurant just down the street. I can hear the sounds of car doors opening and closing and people laughing as the party picks up steam. And then I hear a car pull up just across from me and realize it sounds more like a truck. I freeze, afraid to look because it would be just my luck that it would be him.

      Female laughter pours out of the cab as I hear them jump out and I glance over, and yup. Just my luck. Not only is it Waylon, but it’s Easton, Lauren, and another gorgeous little blonde who must be Lauren’s friend. No wonder I haven’t heard from him.

      I pull my jacket tighter around me and duck a little, hoping he just won’t look over this way and I’ll be spared embarrassment. That hope lasts all of a fleeting second.

      “Mac? Is that you?” I hear Waylon call from across the street and then hear his boots hitting the pavement.

      Shit.

      “Uh.” I choke on the syllable and clear my throat. “Yeah, it’s me.”

      “You all right?”

      “Yep!” I turn as I hear him getting closer, hoping my body can shield the cakes in the back seat. “Just waiting on Olivia to help me bring some things in.”

      “I can help.” He pulls up around the backside of the car and I finally get a good look at him.

      He’s dressed in a dark blue Henley and jeans that hug his thighs as he walks. His hair is pulled up, still damp from a post-game shower. A few wisps of it have come free, and he flashes a pantry dropping smile as he looks me over. It’s unfair how quickly my body reacts.

      “I’ve got it. She’ll be out any minute. Go with your friends.” I smile and nod my head toward them because out the corner of my eye I can see the blonde hesitating, waiting for the birthday boy.

      “I’m right here, though. Ready and willing.” He winks at me, and it melts me just a little.

      “It’s fine. Really. Your friend is waiting for you,” I argue.

      He looks up now and sees her, bouncing on the sidewalk as I imagine she’s probably just as cold as I am.

      “Go on in London. I’ll be there in just a sec!” He waves her on.

      London. I guess he took direction well then. I did basically tell him to fuck her this weekend. She doesn’t look like she really wants to leave him out here with me, but she nods and takes off toward the door.

      Then he turns back to me, “See? Let me help.”

      “Waylon, seriously, I’ve—“ I protest, but he gently nudges me aside and I pinch my eyes shut to brace for his reaction.

      “Aww. Mac Truck. Did you get me a birthday cake? Was it a surprise, and I ruined it?” His voice takes on a melodic quality as he teases me.

      “No,” I say in a clipped tone because I don’t particularly feel like being humiliated and teased after I’ve just seen him with his gorgeous date. “Your football mom Olivia got them for you. It’s just I was the only one not at the game, so I picked them up. Just the courier.”

      I make sure I emphasize the last sentence. I can’t believe I was going to give this man a present. I can’t even believe I came to this party at all. He looks back at me, studying my face for a second, something like disappointment crossing it before he reaches in to pull out the cakes. I have no idea what he has to be disappointed in. I’m doing my damnedest to keep things chill between us.

      His giant hands can take both cakes in one go, so I resign myself to this fate and reach in to grab the bags of ice cream, slinging my purse over my shoulder.

      “You didn’t watch the game?” He asks as I close the door to the car and hit the locks.

      “No, not tonight. Rough day. I caught a few minutes, though, before I went to pick things up. It looked promising. Did you win?” We walk together up the sidewalk, me a few steps ahead because I really didn’t even want to look at him right now.

      “Yeah. We were up by fourteen points by the end.”

      “Damn. You guys are having a killer season,” I praise.

      “We are. Too bad you missed it,” he admonishes.

      “Next time,” I respond, but it’s a hollow promise because I’ve already made a little promise to myself that after tonight, I’m avoiding Waylon and all football players like the plague. I need to make a return to my own league, my own little pre-breakup world where I am not so out of my depth.

      I hit the doorbell, but before it even gets in a full ring, it opens to reveal Olivia standing there, jacket on, ready to come outside to help me.

      “Oh, shit,” she says as her eyes bounce back and forth between me and Waylon.

      Oh shit. I silently mock her words with my lips and shoot daggers at her.

      “I’m really sorry. I got held up,” she apologizes.

      “No worries,” Waylon smiles at her. “I got her. Thanks for the cake, Olivia.”

      He emphasizes her name in a way I don’t love.

      “Of course. Happy birthday, Waylon!” she leans forward and kisses his cheek.

      “Thanks mom!” He answers and heads into the party.

      “You will pay for this,” I whisper as I walk past her.

      “I really am sorry,” she whispers back.

      But the damage is done because the awkwardness between Waylon and me is so palpable it might have a heartbeat of its own.
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      Waylon

      

      I help Mac put the ice cream away in the freezer. It’s a game of Tetris as there’s barely any room with all the beers and drinks shoved inside. As I tuck it in, my eyes don’t miss the fact she’s brought the beer she and Ben both drink. My stomach clenches at the thought of them.

      I’m not actually that worried about it. I’ve told any of the guys who will listen Mac is off limits, and they better not so much as look at her wrong. But the fact she might still be entertaining the idea grates on my nerves and threatens to ruin the fantastic mood I’m in. We won our game. Mac is here, and whatever she says, she brought me cake for my birthday.

      I pull the last item out of the bag and set it on the counter. Noticing it’s a fifth of whiskey, I hold it up to her.

      “Planning to go hard tonight?” I wave it in the air.

      “Oh. Yeah. I just thought it might go well with the ice cream. A little whiskey float or something.” She smiles and holds out her hand to take it.

      I give it to her, letting my fingers brush against her knuckles in the process, and she winces a little. My stomach twists harder because it looks like more evidence of regret. Maybe I should have listened when she made it very clear the cakes were not her doing. Like it was repulsive to her she might be involved in any of the planning for my birthday.

      As she tucks the fifth in her purse, though, I notice a little package inside. It’s wrapped in brown paper like she might have gotten it at the grocery store. But it definitely looks wrapped. My mind is struggling to try to read all these mixed messages.

      “What’s that?”

      “What?” She plays stupid, but she shoves it further down in her purse with the whiskey bottle, so I know she knows what I’m talking about.

      “That little wrapped package. Did you get me something Mac?” I tease.

      “Oh that. Uh yeah, just something I picked up while I was there.” She shrugs, but there’s a blush on her cheeks that gives her away.

      “And then wrapped?” I lean forward, pretending to peer into her purse.

      “I was bored waiting on the cakes,” she snaps back, taking a step away from me like I might bite.

      “Why don’t I believe you?” I smile at her, hoping she’ll see I’m just playing with her, trying to coax her out of whatever shell she’s put herself in tonight.

      “I don’t know, but I wish you would,” she sighs. “I need to find Olivia.”

      And with that she turns away and disappears back into the crowd.

      

      An hour later and I’m already well and truly drunk after several rounds of birthday shots the guys insisted on. The last round hasn’t hit yet though, so I’m at least still standing.

      Olivia has summoned me into the kitchen to light the candles and make a wish before she cuts the cakes for everyone. She has them all set up, spread out on the kitchen table and a bunch of the guys are surrounding them, raising beers in my honor. And Holly is at my side, her hands running over my arm and abs as she smiles up at me.

      “Happy birthday, sexy!” she purrs.

      “Thanks,” I give her a halfhearted smile.

      “I got you something, but I’m already wearing it. So, you’ll have to unwrap me later,” she grins, and her fingers climb their way up my chest.

      “Oh, yeah?” I try to feign desire. She looks beautiful tonight, but she’d be nothing but a consolation prize, which wouldn’t be fair to either of us.

      I wonder a little at what she might be wearing under the skimpy dress she has on. I wonder what it would look like on Mac, and I wonder even more about what was in the package Mac had in her purse. If she’s even still here.

      I turn around while Olivia lights the candles, looking to see if I can find her. She obviously didn’t come here for me, and wasn’t interested in talking to me tonight, but I’m hoping she’ll at least pretend to be a friend that gives a fuck it’s my birthday. I think I see a flash of Mac in the corner, but I’m jolted when a warm female body jumps me, practically climbing into my arms. Her mouth is on mine before I can react, her lips delivering an enthusiastic kiss.

      “Happy fucking birthday, Waylon!” London laughs, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      “Thanks.” I ease her down on her feet.

      “Holly and I already discussed your birthday present is going to be two for one tonight,” London announces to me. She thinks she’s whispering, but when a low rumble of oohs and whistles breaks out around the table from the guys, it’s obvious she spoke loud enough for half the room to hear.

      “That’s generous,” I mumble, wondering again if Mac is here. If she heard it because I’m sure that’s just sealed my sentence where she’s concerned. I’m gonna be locked in a box of regrets she pulls out to keep herself humble.

      Olivia shouts for everyone to start singing and they do. It warms my fucking heart. I love this team and this family I have here. They’re fucking good to me, and I don’t know what I’d do without them. I smile. But there’s still the nagging sensation something is missing. That she’s missing.

      I look around the room, searching for her, and my eyes finally snag on her. She’s in a corner of the room, beer in her hand. Her lips are mouthing along half-heartedly to the words as she stares at the cake, half her focus on the person whose arm is locked around hers, the guy whispering into her ear instead of singing. Ben.

      The jealousy floods the pit of my stomach before I can stop it. Even in my drunken haze, I know I have no right to feel it. She’s not mine, and London just declared I was having a threesome tonight. If she wants to fuck Ben, I can’t stop it. The singing comes to a grand finale with hoots and hollers and the clanging of bottles.

      “Make a wish,” Olivia points to the candles.

      I don’t have to think about what it is, and I make it.

      

      After the cake and a few more birthday shots, I excuse myself to go upstairs. I need to splash water on my face and make a decision about the rest of the night. Whether I sober the fuck up or drown my sorrows in more shots and women who actually want to fuck me. I know the second option is a terrible one. It’ll be me with a belly full of regret in the morning. Fucking Holly and London while pretending they’re someone else is about as low as I could go. But the idea of lying in bed alone tonight, sober and thinking about Mac with someone else, makes my chest ache. I rub my sternum as I go to open the door to the upstairs bathroom. Just as it opens for me.

      “Oh!” She jumps back and looks up at me, a little smile appearing before it fades as quickly as it came.

      “Mac Truck.” I say her nickname without thinking, smiling when I remember the way she was straddling my lap when I explained why I use it.

      “Hey.” A false little smile reappears on her lips. “Hey, I’m getting ready to leave, but I was going to try to find you to say happy birthday. And here you are. So happy birthday, Waylon.”

      Getting ready to leave with him, probably. Back to her house or his. She’d probably never let me back to her place, even if she wanted to fuck me. Wouldn’t want me fucking up her perfect sheets. But him? She’d do it in a heartbeat. I’ve seen her try before. She’d probably advertise it afterwards in neon lights. I wonder if Wren and Olivia even know we hooked up.

      “Do Wren and Olivia know?” I say before the circuit that tells my mouth to shut the fuck up can click in to stop me.

      “What?” Her brow furrows.

      “About me?”

      She blinks and looks to the side, staring hard at the door frame like it’s suddenly very interesting.

      “What? Why?”

      “Did you tell them we hooked up?” I’m already in this, so might as well get the answer. I’m sure she hasn’t.

      “Yes. I didn’t know it was a secret,” she answers defensively, and I can tell I struck a nerve.

      Yes? My heart rate picks up by an extra beat.

      “It’s not. But you’re being so fucking weird.” I glare at the little furrow on her brow. Mad that she’s mad.

      “Weird how? I’ve barely even talked to you, Waylon.”

      “Exactly.”

      We stare at each other for a minute. Her irritation flowing off her in waves. It’s like she wants to say something. Let loose, but she’s holding it in tight. Her eyes search, and I can tell she’s looking for a way to get past me since I’m blocking the whole doorway.

      “Let me see what’s in the bag in your purse.”

      She laughs. “You can’t be serious.”

      “If it’s just something you picked up, why can’t I see it?”

      “I don’t know, maybe because of a little thing called privacy, Waylon? I know you’re not big on it since you’re downstairs making sure everyone knows you’re having an orgy tonight, but some of us still appreciate it.”

      A grin spreads across my face before I can stop it. I lean my head down to bring us to eye level.

      “Jealous?”

      The accusation hits the bullseye, and her eyes snap to mine.

      “Yes, Waylon. Writhing around naked and drunk with jersey chasers is my dream. How did you guess? Will you please let me go now? I told you I’m on my way out.”

      “I’ll let you go when you show me the little brown package.”

      I see her doing the math. The little cogs turning about whether she should just give in or if she should try to fight past me. The truth is, I’d let her go. I’d give her anything she wanted, and this is all a bluff. But it’s one I’m hoping I’ll win with.

      “Fine!” She whirls around and slams her purse on the bathroom counter, rooting around for a second before she pulls the brown paper package out of her purse and shoves it into my chest.

      I take a step into the room with her. Turning it over in my hands. It’s wrapped, just like the present she wrapped for my mom. It’s hard to believe it isn’t what I think it is.

      I look up at her, eyebrow raised, questioning whether I’m allowed to open it.

      “You might as well open it now, since you’re determined to embarrass me.” She crosses her arms over her chest and stares at the shower.

      I pull back the paper carefully, trying not to rip it, and pull the soft cotton T-shirt out of the paper. I shake it out, and nearly bust when I see what it is. I can feel her eyes on me, but when I look up, her eyes dart away again.

      “So did you buy it for me, or for you to wear to sleep in?” I ask.

      She doesn’t answer.

      “Either way,” I shrug, “We both know what you’ll be thinking about.”

      There’s a quick intake of breath, a little noise that sends a pool of want through my body, swirling low and warming me even faster than the shots have.

      “You’re an ass, Waylon,” she mutters.

      “Hey now, it’s my birthday. Be nice.”

      She huffs her disapproval.

      “So why didn’t you want me to see it if you bought it for me?”

      “Because I thought it would be funny. A joke between friends and then I don’t know. It didn’t seem funny anymore. I realized what it would seem like, and I didn’t want to make it weird between us.”

      “And you thought avoiding me at my birthday party would be less weird?”

      She rolls her eyes up to the ceiling.

      “Obviously it didn’t work out well. I just… really need to get going, okay?” She pauses, her eyes back on me, wandering over me for a minute. “Happy birthday for real. I hope you have a fun rest of the night. Make sure you hydrate though if the guys are going to keep plying you with shots, okay?”

      Her hand squeezes my forearm in an almost tender way, like she actually cares.

      “Will do.” I nod, trying to resign myself to letting her go. Letting her walk out the door, and probably down to him. But as she goes to pick up her purse and let go of me, I can’t do it. I wrap my hand around her wrist, halting her progress.

      Her eyes go back to mine, searching.

      “Don’t leave with him.”

      “Who?”

      She doesn’t realize I’ve seen them together already.

      “Ben.”

      Her brow furrows and releases. She starts to say something but stops and then anger flashes across her face.

      “You can’t tell me who I can leave a party with, Waylon. Especially not when you’re planning to party with multiple someones.” Her eyes narrow.

      It’s a fair statement. I know that.

      “I know I can’t tell you. But I’m asking you for this one thing. Not him. Please.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s one of my best friends.”

      “Who has definitely fucked London before. Who you’re planning to fuck tonight, right? So how is it any different for me to fuck Ben?”

      My stupid drunk dick is hyper focused on the hard emphasis she puts on the word fuck, and I’m getting harder just listening to her say the word. Despite the fact she’s all but telling me she’s gonna fuck him tonight. I scrub my hand over my face, wishing I’d been able to splash some cold water on it before I had to talk to her. So I could think better, talk better. Find some way to tell her the raw, honest truth.

      She senses my mind is beyond muddled because she follows it up with a softer tone, “Waylon. You’re already super drunk and not making a lot of sense. Just let me go and enjoy your night, okay?”

      I look up, and she’s looking at me so sweetly, like she fucking cares. Like I mean something to her. And so, I do the only thing I can think to do to keep her here. I reach for her, pulling her to me, and I kiss her like my fucking life depends on it. Pressing my lips to hers, and gently biting her lower lip, pressing my tongue against hers, begging her to open for me. And finally, finally, she does. She goes soft in my arms, and she kisses me back.

      I walk us backward to the counter again, grabbing her ass in my hands and hauling her up on top of it. Sliding myself between her legs and then sliding her back toward me again, grinding against her where she fits me like a perfect fucking puzzle piece, so she knows how hard I am for her.

      One of her legs wraps around mine, her heel digging into the back of my calf. Her fingers climb up the back of my shirt, sliding over and digging into my lats. My body fucking buzzes at her response, at how easily she reacts to me. We stay like that for what feels like an eternity, kissing, searching, grinding against each other, before her hands finally press against my chest and she pulls back, taking gasping little breaths, looking disoriented.

      “There’s a spare room up here. And I can remember to fucking lock it this time.” I manage to say between my own heavy breaths.

      She frowns, staring at my chest. “We can’t.”

      I’m taken aback by her denial, my mind trying and failing to find a reason. “Why can’t we?”

      “I don’t want to.”

      I laugh bitterly at the statement. “Yeah? Have you told the rest of you that?”

      She glares at me. “If it wasn’t your birthday, I’d slap you for that.”

      “You can slap me now if you want. It’d probably be better than what this feels like.”

      “Good lord. Waylon, I know you’re drunk but knock it off. I’ve told you before, I don’t want to be part of your assembly line.”

      “You’re not.”

      “Oh. I’m not. So, if I fuck you now, what am I then? An appetizer to the main course later with London and Holly?”

      “I don’t give a fuck about London and Holly.” I’m incredulous she thinks they’re even a factor.

      “Right. Which is why you’re fucking them. Any guy in your position would be thrilled. What is your problem?”

      “I told you. I asked you to promise not him, and you won’t.”

      “So that’s your plan, then? Literal cockblocking? He can’t fuck me if you’re already in me?”

      The thought of him inside her makes me vibrate with frustration. I run my hands up the insides of her thighs, spreading them and leaning forward again so she can feel me.

      “You already know I’ll do a better job giving you what you need.” I pin her with a look. I can tell she wants to slap me again, but the way her throat bobs on a swallow, I also know she knows I’m right. Her body is wired and wanting, and I’m the real solution.

      “Why are you so jealous of him, anyway?”

      “I’m not jealous of him.”

      “Then what—“

      “I’m jealous of you. Of him touching you. Of anyone fucking touching you. But just especially not one of my best friends. The idea of him knowing what you feel like, what you taste like, the way you sound when you come. I want that for myself. Can you just let me have that? Even if it’s just tonight. You can keep the shirt, and we can call it my birthday gift.” I feel like I’m going to crack open. Like I might get on my knees and beg her if I thought it would help.

      Her eyes are searching mine. Confusion and analysis swirling together in the depths of the pale green rimmed with copper there.

      “Okay. This once, okay. But don’t do it again. You don’t hear me asking you not to fuck other women.”

      “You don’t see me trying to fuck Olivia, either.”

      “That’s probably because you don’t have a death wish.” A laugh escapes her, and it lightens the mood enough I feel like I can breathe again.

      “Fair point.” I shrug, laughing a little myself.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t think about it being your best friend. All this… like you… where everyone fucks whoever whenever. It’s new to me. I’m a relationship kind of girl and this is uncharted waters for me to be in. I’m trying not to fuck it up.” She confesses.

      “I don’t fuck whoever, whenever.” I say quietly, staring at the rug on the floor.

      “Waylon. I’m not slut shaming you. Seriously. You’re hot as hell and famous on campus, and lots of really beautiful women want you. Literally no one, least of all me, would blame you or them. Fuck, if I looked like London, I’d climb you like a tree too.”

      I laugh at the visual of Mac acting anything remotely like London.

      “I know you’re not, but I’m saying there hasn’t been anyone else.”

      I’ll probably hate myself later for confessing this to her.

      “In the last week? Woo. Is that a record for you? I’m impressed. I see now why you might need to be double teamed.” Her words cut a little, but I can tell by the tone she’s just trying to tease me.

      “Ha,” I say, and hesitate before I follow it with the truth. “No, in the last couple of months. Since the night I followed you upstairs to that little library of yours.”

      “What? You followed me?” Confusion leeches into her tone.

      I ignore the question because I hadn’t meant to admit that much.

      “You are the only person I’ve slept with since then. What’s the opposite of cockblocked? Pussyblocked? Where yours is the only one I can think about.” I let out a self-deprecating laugh.

      I’m going to be pissed in the morning when I’m not drunk anymore, and I wish I hadn’t said any of this.

      “Be serious, Waylon,” she chides. And the tone and the words grate on my heart, which is already raw.

      “I’m so fucking serious, Mac. I know I’m a joke to you. I know you can’t stand me, and it’s real fucking inconvenient for you that your body disagrees with you on that one.” I glance up to see her blush and then stare back down at the sliver of counter between us. “But I like you, Mac. I’ve wanted you since the day I saw you, but then I don’t know. It changed over time from just wanting to fuck you. Getting to be friends, pretending to be together… you’re in my fucking head all the time.”

      Her hands lift and cup my face. “You are not a joke to me, Waylon. Anyone who knows you even a little bit knows you’re the fucking heart of this team. You’re kind and funny and fucking wonderful to everyone you love. You got under my skin sometimes, yeah. And I got under yours. And if I’m honest, I’ve always been attracted to you. I just would never have admitted it because we’re so different. It didn’t, doesn’t, make sense.”

      “So then fucking be honest—you’re really fine with leaving here, knowing I’ll have a threesome waiting for me?”

      “I mean, I’m going to be jealous. I’m going to hate it a little. But I’m not trying to ruin your fun.”
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      I’m doing my best to hold it together because while Waylon is obviously very drunk on who knows how many shots, I’ve only had a few beers and won’t have the excuse of insobriety to see me out of anything I say. Plus, he’s high on a win, on his birthday, and I’m fairly certain things are just tumbling out of his mouth he doesn’t mean because he’s just flush with adrenaline and tequila. The sad part is, I want to believe them, and it terrifies me.

      “I don’t think you’re really thinking this through,” he leans forward, looking me over, and I feel his fingers creep up my inner thighs again.

      He’s massaging the skin so softly I don’t even think he realizes he’s doing it, but it feels like heaven, and it’s setting off tiny little sparks of need in me. It feels like he might be the only one who’s ever had this kind of hold on me.

      Me needing Waylon Prescott is a dangerous thing though. I can’t dwell on that or all the consequences, so instead I dwell on how hot he looks right now. Hunched over, brow furrowed, traps looking like they might pop. Waylon is by far the hottest guy I’ve ever laid eyes on. And a jealous Waylon is one of the hottest versions yet.

      “Thinking what through?” I whisper, emerging from my thoughts to realize he’s observing me, and his fingers are working their way upward. Whatever the case was before, he’s very aware of what he’s doing now.

      I scoot back, but I only get an inch before I hit the mirror behind me, which elicits a devious little grin from him.

      “You’re gonna go home alone because you promised. To your cold bed, all by yourself. Desperately wishing you had me to fuck you senseless.”

      “You assume I don’t have toys that can come off the bench for just such an occasion.” I smirk.

      He shrugs one shoulder as if I’ve made a fair point. “But that’s not the problem.”

      “No?”

      “No…”

      As soon as he says it, one of his hands leaves my thigh, sliding up my skirt and giving me a swift hard stroke on my clit through my underwear. I jerk at his touch, and he grins, clearly resolved to torture me more.

      “The problem is,” he starts again, stroking me through the lace but deftly avoiding the spot I want most. “You’re going to be laying there knowing I’ve got two jersey chasers walking me up to the spare room here. Shutting the door, stripping down for me…”

      He pauses and studies my face for a long moment, like he’s lost in something. “Close your eyes because I want you to imagine it.”

      I do as he says, and I feel him lean closer to me, his lips right against the shell of my ear.

      “They’re gonna be real fucking eager to get me out of my clothes, get me on a bed and play with their favorite fucking toy. Just like you were last week. One of them is gonna get down on her knees, pull me out and stroke me until she can’t take it anymore and puts me in her mouth. And the other is going to push me down on the bed and climb on me until she straddles my face. She’s gonna have me weak and wanting because the girl I wish she was… left. That’s gonna fucking hurt. So I’m gonna rip the little panties she has on, the ones she already told me earlier tonight she wore especially for me, and I’m gonna take a long hard lick of what’s being offered to me.”

      As he says the words, he slides my panties to the side, ones I am more than a little ashamed to say are soaked and dips his finger in to stroke me. A hiss escapes his gritted teeth when he feels how wet I am. He strokes again. I buck involuntarily at the sensation of his warm fingers brushing over every frayed nerve ending in my body. My emotions are a mix, warring against each other. Turned on. Pissed off. Frustrated I’m in this situation.

      I open my eyes to glare at his beautiful fucking face. He’s smirking even though his eyes are closed, and I hate him a little for it. But I want him too much to care about withholding the smug satisfaction from him. So I rock my hips forward, urging his fingers deeper.

      His eyes open, and he pulls back slightly so he can meet mine. Whatever he sees on my face, he likes it, and he slides my panties off and starts stroking me harder, his thumb circling my clit.

      “And while I’m doing that,” he starts up again, telling me all about his sick fantasy, “the other one is going to be working my cock. Sucking me so fucking hard because she wishes she was as good as you were, and I’m going to be picturing you while she— “

      I press my hand over his mouth, silencing him because I’m so fucking close to coming, and I don’t want to be picturing them.

      “Enough,” I warn.

      “You’re fucking hot when you’re jealous,” he mumbles under my hand before kissing my palm, and I release it.

      “You’re an ass,” I complain, and he slows down his pace, punishing me for the insult.

      “I just wanted you to know what’s going to happen. Have all the details.”

      “You’re not fucking them.”

      “I’m not?” And I can tell from his smile he had zero plans to do so.

      “If I have to be alone, so do you.”

      He’s slowed the rhythm down to a glacial pace, and I rock against his hand, trying to get the friction I need, but his free hand wraps around my hip, stilling me.

      “Nah. Not good enough.” He shakes his head, still a smile pulling up one side of his mouth like he’s just that amused with himself.

      “Then what?” I huff, frustration lacing my tone.

      “You’re going to admit you’re jealous. Tell me you don’t want me to fuck anyone else.”

      I scrunch my nose up but comply, since it’s the truth. “I’m jealous, and I don’t want you to fuck anyone else, Waylon.”

      “Good,” he answers, and he presses his lips to mine in a gentle kiss, and he picks up his pace again, watching me and studying me as he works me back to the edge again. I’m too far gone to care or be embarrassed, just desperately trying to catch the release I need from him. I’m so close to it and my fingers wrap around the edge of the cold stone counter.

      And then he stops, and even worse than before, he pulls his fingers from me completely, leaving me empty and cold. My eyes snap open, and I don’t know what game this boy is playing, but I’m ready to throttle him with my bare hands.

      His hands are on his jeans, unbuttoning and unzipping them, but then stopping short. His eyes lock on mine and whatever he’s about to say, I can tell he’s dead fucking serious.

      “Ask me what my birthday wish was.”

      “What?” I’m so confused and muddled by my almost-orgasm, I think I must have heard him wrong.

      “My wish. Ask me what it was.”

      “If you tell me, you don’t get it.”

      “I’m willing to take the risk.”

      “What was your wish, Waylon?”

      “To hear you say you need me. Not just want, need. That you hate the idea of me with anyone else, the same way I do.”

      The way he says the words, his voice so raw, so honest. My heart cracks at the sound of it. His eyes meet mine again and I can tell there’s a nervousness there. That I’m going to say no. Turn him down.

      “Waylon, I…” I don’t know how to say it, what to say even. Because I am falling for him, hard. And every second like this speeds up how fast I’m getting there, but he’s been drinking, and I don’t know whether to believe him or not. “You said yourself that drinking—“

      “Fuck...” He curses, interrupting me, and leans forward, bracing himself on the counter. His eyes look glassy. Like he might cry, but I can’t believe that’s possible. Waylon Prescott does not cry. “Then lie to me, yeah? I’m drinking enough I won’t remember in the morning. Another gift. You can just assume I’m being greedy tonight.”

      He smiles and winks at me, but it doesn’t go to his eyes, and I hate it. I want to explain everything, but I feel like I’d just fuck things up worse. I think I might be in love with him, so it’s the last thing I want to do. The words echo in my head, and I look up at him. Honesty with him has always been the best policy, so it’s worth a shot.

      “Waylon, I think I might be in love with you, and I don’t know what to do with that. So right now, I just need you to fuck me senseless, okay?”

      A grin spreads across his face, despite the fact his eyes still look unsure.

      “Yes ma’am,” he says, his best southern drawl seeping into the response.

      I can’t help but laugh, but it’s cut short as he makes quick work of pulling himself out and slipping on a condom. Before I can catch my breath, he’s at my core, teasing me as he kisses his way up my neck.

      “I need you, Mac. I need you so fucking much it hurts,” he groans into my skin as he slides inside me inch by inch.

      And just like before I am so fucking full of him it hurts, almost to the point of pain. I take deep breaths as he slides his thumb over my clit, bringing the edge of my orgasm back to life as he does it.

      He pulls back and pushes in again, slowly, carefully, patiently as I try to relax for him.

      “Fuck. You are so fucking tight and perfect. I love fucking you, Mac. I fucking love everything about you,” he’s half rambling and his words are slightly slurred. Whatever shots he took before coming up must be hitting him hard now. I wince.

      “Are you sure you’re good? I feel like you’ve had a lot of shots, and I don’t want you to regret this.”

      He leans his forehead against mine and laughs.

      “Like I could ever regret anything with you. Mac, I’ve told you again and again. I will give you anything. I’m yours even if you don’t want me.”

      “I want you. More than anything,” I confess and then I catch his lips with mine, kissing him hard, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      We don’t say anything else after that. He just fucks me, slowly, watching me while my hands run over every inch of his skin until I can’t take it anymore, and I beg him to finish me. I come saying his name over and over like it’s a little prayer that’ll slow down time and the rush of feelings I don’t know how to stop. Like somehow, it’ll help me keep the moment safe. He holds me for a long minute after we both come, as if he’s not quite ready for the end either.

      There’s nothing but silence and our quiet breathing as we pull our clothes back on, and I feel like everything has shifted between us. I’m still not sure what it means. But his confession has broken my heart wide open in a Waylon shaped crack, and now I’m just left hoping he wasn’t so drunk he forgets everything he said.
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      By the next afternoon, my skull is pounding out of my head still, so I take another round of aspirin to stem the tide of pain and nausea. I gulp down a sports drink with it and massage my temples.

      Last night was a blur. I know I didn’t do anything stupid because I remember when I was semi-sober in the early morning hours, Mackenzie was lying next to me in the bed. Feeding me toast and medicine. But I can’t remember the details of what happened with her either, and I’m just fucking hoping I didn’t do anything wildly stupid. Like telling her I love her.

      And I do fucking love her. I knew it before this. I’ve suspected it for a while. But last night when she was coming apart in my arms, one of the few moments I do have flashbacks of—thank fuck—I knew it in my fucking soul. The woman owns me. Every single piece of me.

      Which makes me a sad sack of shit because however I convinced her to stay with me last night, I’m positive it wasn’t because she’s in love with me. I didn’t hear a word from her all week. Nothing. Nada.

      And when I showed up and offered to help last night, she acted like I had the fucking plague. Like she was terrified of walking into the party with me, worried someone might think we were together. So I’d given her space, even flirted with other women. I vaguely remember London offering me a threesome, and I really hope Mac didn’t walk in on that conversation. And if she did, I don't know how it ended with her sleeping with me and nursing my hangover.

      I guess I’m going to have to keep wondering because I’m not about to have that conversation. How would I even start? Hey, hope you’re great. I didn’t accidentally confess I love you and beg you to fuck me, did I?

      I look around for my phone and see it sitting mostly dead on the nightstand. There’s a couple of missed texts and I scroll through them.

      
        
        London: Where are you sexy? I wanna fuck.

        London: You gonna miss out on birthday blow jobs? Really?

        Holly: London says she can’t find you anywhere. If you went home with someone else, you’re missing out. This is expensive lingerie I bought for you, buddy.

      

      

      Several kissy face emojis follow her text.

      I swipe them and scroll again.

      
        
        Ben: I know you’re fucking blitzed out of your mind, but if you want any chance at all with Mac, you better call the bunny twins off. Mac’s going to leave if you don’t get your shit together.

        Ben: Dude. I’m fucking batting for you here with her, but I can only do so much. What. The. Fuck.

      

      

      Fuckkkk. I definitely did not see those last night. But I remember Ben talking to Mac. I’d assumed they were flirting because I was wasted and stupid. I know fucking better than to think Ben would fuck me over like that, and it’s hard to believe Mac would.

      I scroll again, finally landing on the name I most want to see.

      
        
        Mac Truck: I don’t know how much you understood this morning, so I’m texting for whenever you wake up. I had to go into work. I told Liam to make sure you have a supply of Gatorade and meds on your bedside table, and he promised he’d do it. I hope you’re feeling better. Text me later and let me know you’re okay, please?

      

      

      Apparently, I didn’t totally fuck things up if she wants to make sure I’m okay. I smile for half a second before another wave of nausea hits, and I groan into the pillow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mackenzie

      

      I make my way to the bathroom in the bar. Olivia and Wren are both gone now since they had to make their way home early, but I was thankful they were able to come at least for a little while. The fluorescent lights in the bathroom are blindingly bright as I dig through my purse to find my lipstick and reapply it. I always hate going into a room this bright after spending hours in the bar. No matter how good you think you look, you always look like a train wreck in the bathroom mirror.

      I wipe a little smudge of mascara off my cheek, and reapply the candy apple red color I’d grown fond of lately. Then the door creaks open and my worst nightmare walks in. Or what was my worst nightmare. Now I kind of want to thank her for doing me the favor of showing me who Ezra really was before I wasted more time on him.

      Of course, she still looks perfect under the bright lights in here, her red hair cascading in waves over her shoulder and down her back, and her lip gloss looking like she’d somehow just freshly applied it. The lace shirt she has on over her bra leaves little to the imagination, as does her skirt and I can’t help but wonder if the entire outfit is for Ezra’s benefit.

      “Mackenzie.” She gives me a fake smile and heads straight for me.

      Wonderful.

      “Hello.” I answer her tersely because I can’t imagine what we have to say to each other. A quick exchange of bitchy glances and then pretending like we didn’t see each other would have sufficed for me.

      “I’ve been wanting to talk to you.”

      “Hmm?” I pretend to be too engrossed in the reapplication of my makeup to talk.

      “I just really wanted to apologize for the mix-up with Ez. I didn’t know the two of you were together. He didn’t tell me when we met and so,” she shrugs like she made a little oops. Like breaking up a relationship that had been the longest of my life was just a little whoopsie moment.

      “Long since forgotten.” I dismiss her. I suddenly wish Olivia and Wren were still here with me.

      “Oh, I’m sure. Not much there if you ask me,” she gives a little falsetto laugh and applies another layer of lip gloss to her lips.

      I restrain the urge I have to defend Ezra. I’m still learning whether we can be friends again, but to say there’s not much to him? That was a boldfaced lie. He was hot, funny, kindhearted, a good friend, and until the cheating incident had more or less been a good boyfriend, the occasional spat notwithstanding. Now that I had Waylon in my life, he paled in comparison, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have his charms. I honestly hoped he’d learned his lesson and would do better with his next girlfriend.

      “Why pursue him if that’s what you thought?”

      “Pursue him?” She laughs as if I’ve said something ridiculous. “Oh honey. He pursued me. For a while. At first, I thought it was just ‘cause he wanted help to get the gig at the Cheshire, but then he made it pretty clear it was more than that.”

      “That’s not what I’ve heard from him.”

      “Of course not. Now that I kicked his ass to the curb, he wants to go crawling back and he’ll tell you whatever you want to hear to make it happen.”

      “I’m not getting back with him.”

      “Good for you. You choose that hot blond football player instead?”

      My blood runs cold that she knows who Waylon is. Her eyes flash with recognition, like she’s caught me in whatever trap she’s set.

      “Oh yeah. I met him too. He introduced himself to me at that show we were all at not long after Ezra and I got together.”

      “Right. You’re not even his type.”

      “That’s why he took me out to dinner and took me home?”

      It’s my turn to laugh now because this is the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard all night. No way would Waylon take her out. She’s not his type. He knows who and what she is. He and I had an understanding. He was there that night to support me, not pick chicks up, and I believed him when he said he thought Ezra made a mistake when he chose her.

      “Don’t hurt yourself thinking about it.” She gives me a dismissive look.

      “I’m just trying to figure out why you’re lying to me. What you’re after. If you want Ezra back, go for it. I won’t stand in your way, but for the record, I don’t think he has any interest in you anymore.”

      “Lying? I have no reason to lie to you. I can’t help it if every guy you date gets bored and comes running after me.”

      “There is no way Waylon took you out.”

      “Waylon. Yes, that’s his name. I’d forgotten. He was hot, though. Those tattoos on his side, and that body of his—fucking edible, honestly. Hope you enjoyed it while it lasted. If you don’t believe me, feel free to ask him about the little tapas bar downtown he took me to. While you’re at it, maybe he can help you figure out what you’re doing wrong that you keep ending up alone and I keep ending up with late night ”you up?” texts.”

      I go through all the stages of anger in rapid succession, and briefly consider indulging some of them before I realize I need to get out of this room before I do, in fact, choose violence.

      She laughs as she sees me pack up my purse and head for the door. I throw it open but stop dead in my tracks.

      “Maybe you should figure out what you’re doing wrong, since I can’t seem to find a single person who has something nice to say about you. And the men you sleep with come running back to me to tell me how they fucked up and how much better I am than you.”

      “You wish, bitch.” She sneers at me.

      “Maybe you should ask Ezra who his latest song is about while you’re at it.” I turn on my heel and storm out the room and down the hallway.

      I can already feel the tears pooling in my eyes and the clawing sensation in my throat, and I will be damned if I’m going to let her see it. I’m going to find Ally and tell her I need to leave, and then get the next fucking ride I can to go home. I round the corner to the backstage area while I root through my purse to find my phone when I slam into a hard chest.

      “Fuck” We both shout simultaneously and look up.

      Ezra.

      Just the person I do not want to see right now.

      “Zie? What’s wrong? Are you okay? I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?” His face is immediately overwrought with concern, and his hands go up to cup either side of my face.

      “Yeah, when you brought that stupid redheaded bitch into my life.”

      “Fuck. Did she say something? I heard someone say she was here.”

      “Oh yeah, she said a lot. A whole fucking lot. Namely, that both you and Waylon seem to have trouble keeping your dicks in your pants where she’s concerned.”

      I regret the words as soon as they tumble out. Ezra is the absolute last person I want to know about that information. And then I can’t hold back the tears any longer. An ugly sob racks my body, and I cover my face.

      “Oh, my god. Just pretend I didn’t tell you that. I really, I can’t take any more of this. And I don’t know why she can’t just leave me alone. Fucking telling me I’m doing something wrong. That I’m not good enough. Maybe she should worry about why the fuck she’s out here catching all my leftovers.”

      Ezra’s face contorts through a series of emotions, and then he pulls me close and presses me into a tight hug.

      “She’s a heinous bitch. Trust me. I learned the hard way, and I’m really fucking sorry you had to too. That’s my fault.”

      “It is your fucking fault.”

      I lean into his hug even as I yell at him because in this moment, it’s familiar, and I’m so fucking blindsided by Waylon’s betrayal I have little energy to be pissed off at anyone else.

      “But don’t fucking listen to her, okay? She’s just fucking jealous of you. You’ve never done anything wrong other than trust the wrong people.”

      “Yeah, right. I’m sure she is. She looks like a fucking model, and I look like me.”

      “She’s… attractive. Yeah. I won’t lie, but there is literally nothing under the surface besides a web of spite and cruelty, held together with vanity and whatever that shit is she’s always coating her lips with.”

      “She does wear a fuck ton of lip gloss.” I laugh a little through my tears.

      “And it tastes fucking awful.”

      “You’re not helping,” I grump.

      “Just saying.”

      “Oh god. Why does this shit keep happening to me?” I groan into his shoulder.

      He pulls me tighter.

      “He’s a moron if he made the same mistake I did.”

      “He didn’t cheat on me. We weren’t together at the time, but he fucking knew who she was. It’s so unbelievably fucked up.”

      “Want me to kick his ass?”

      “You mean, do I want you to end up in the hospital? No. You both probably deserve it, though.”

      “Would it make you stop crying? If so, I’m up for it,” He gives me a little smile and then whispers, “I’m sorry Zie.” While he kisses the top of my head.

      “It’s fine,” I pull back from his grip, realizing sobbing into my ex-boyfriend’s shoulder in the back of a bar is not a great look, no matter what’s going on.

      “What’s going on?” Ally appears from around the corner.

      “Redheaded bitches, what else?” I grumble.

      “You better not be, Ezra. You fucking promised that shit was over.” Ally glares at him.

      He throws his hands up, palms out, “Not me this fucking time!”

      “What?”

      “Long story. Just apparently, she really likes my sloppy seconds.”

      “Hey!” Ezra protests.

      “Is she wrong, though?” Ally raises her brow at him.

      The two of them exchange looks, and then Ally tugs me close to her and walks me back to the green room. She settles me on the couch and gives me a pitiful look.

      “Yeah, I know. I’m a mess,” I grumble.

      “Here, have a beer!” She grabs me a can from the fridge and tosses it to me.

      “Zie!” Billy’s voice calls to me as he walks out the bathroom. He’s one of those rare men who looks more attractive off stage than on it.

      “Hey Billy,” I smile at him.

      He crashes down on the couch next to me, throwing his arm over my shoulder.

      “Tell Billy what’s wrong.” He says eyeing my tear-stained cheeks.

      “I hate men.”

      “Surely not all men. Me, for example?” He grins.

      “No, not you. Just assholes who cheat on me. I’m tempted to give them all up for good.”

      “Let’s not do anything rash. Maybe you just need a good rebound fuck. I volunteer as tribute,” he flashes me another smile.

      “The fuck you will!” Ezra snarls from across the room.

      “Hey friend, I think she gets a pass considering what you did to her. And who am I to say which one of us she gets to use it on?”

      “Fucking try and see where it gets you.”

      “Hey!” Ally shoots daggers at both of them.

      “It’s fine,” I glance between the two of them. They have a long-standing rivalry over women because they tend to attract the exact same type. Billy was only too glad when Ezra finally settled down with me. Left the field wide open for him. “I couldn’t stand the heartbreak when you leave me in the morning anyway, Billy.”

      “Who says I’ll leave? Maybe you’ll finally have that magic pussy that makes me fall in love. You certainly did a number on Ezra with it.” He gives a sly smile, knowingly fueling the fire just for shits and giggles. I roll my eyes at him.

      “Billy, I am certain one day a woman is going to bring you to your knees in the most painful way imaginable, and I can’t wait to see it happen. But I’m also very sure it’s not me.”

      He rolls his lower lip into a pout. “Would the tongue ring help sell it? I’ve gotten fantastic with it. Lots of hours spent practicing.”

      I can’t help but laugh and slide closer to him for a hug for distracting me and making me feel less stressed.

      “I miss you all so much,” I admit out loud.

      “We miss you too, Zie,” Kane, the bassist who’s usually so quiet, says from the couch opposite me. I smile at him.

      “Don’t let this asshole keep you away, all right? You’re welcome here anytime. Fuck, half the songs we perform now are about you, so I feel like you should be around more as our mascot anyway,” Billy offers helpfully.

      “Billy, can you shut the fuck up?” Ezra looks as panicked as he is pissed at the moment.

      “What? You didn’t tell her? Oh, fuck. Well, cat’s outta the bag now. Might as well tell her.” Billy’s hand goes under my chin and turns my face up to his. “Your ex-boy over here? All he can do is write sappy love songs now. Talking about how much he misses you and your magic pussy. They’re good though. The crowd eats that shit up when I sing it.”

      “Well, I’m glad I can be of assistance.” I give a little fake smile, feeling uncomfortable.

      “Twist the knife in a little deeper and we might actually get some hits out of it.” Billy grins fucking wide and lets me go again.

      I glance over at Ezra, and he has a pained expression on his face as he knocks back another beer.

      “I think you might already have it. You all were amazing tonight.”

      “We can dream.” Ally smiles.

      “If you want to come back to Ally’s after, you can hear some of the stuff we didn’t play,” Ezra offers quietly.

      I don’t want to, not really. I want to go home and cry into my pillow. But the way he hugged me and comforted me tonight, like he cared. The way Billy keeps razzing him now. I feel like I owe it to him, to them really, for the support.

      “All right.” I nod. “If you can give me a ride home, Ally?”

      “Sure,” she smiles at me.

      Ezra looks surprised I said yes, but he smiles a genuine smile in response. I desperately need to be with my old friends tonight, and I just hope I’m not giving him the wrong message by doing so.
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      “You okay?” Ben leans over the back of the team bus seat.

      “Yeah, it’s just Mac’s not answering my texts. And I asked Olivia if she knows where she is, and she said she went over to Ally’s house after the show was over.”

      “So maybe they’re having fun, and she didn’t see you texted.”

      “Or maybe he’s there. She’s been talking about wanting to at least try to be friends with him because of Ally. And I know that fucker would press his luck with her if he had the chance.”

      “Don’t worry about what he’s doing. Do you trust her or not?”

      “Of course, I trust her.”

      “Then what’s the issue?”

      I grunt because I don’t want to give the real answer, the one that makes me sound like a little insecure bitch.

      “Don’t let shit get in your head, man.”

      “Easier said than done.”
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        * * *

      

      I get in my truck when the bus gets back. It’s late, but I decide to drive to Mac’s to meet her when she gets home. Olivia texted me Mac had told her Ally was going to bring her home. It’s not lost on me I’m already completely whipped when it comes to Mac. A day away from her and I already miss her. I tell myself I’m just dropping her off a late-night snack and telling her goodnight, but in reality, I just can’t wait to see her again.

      When I get to the house, I grab the shirt I got her and the half-melted milkshake. I have no idea what I was thinking, but it seemed like a good enough excuse at the time. I shoot off a text, letting her know I’m waiting for her on the porch, so she’s not freaked out. The show should have ended an hour ago and they should be on their way back by now, but she still doesn’t answer.

      Before I can think too much more about what could have happened, a blue Camaro pulls up in front of the house and parks. It’s hard to see who’s inside because of the tint of the windows, but it seems like there’s at least two people.

      When the door opens and Mac steps out, my heart kicks up a notch. She looks gorgeous, dressed to kill in a leather skirt and boots that go up to her knees. I can hear her laugh carry through the wind up to the porch, and I almost call out to her when I see the driver get out the car.

      My stomach twists the second I see him. Immediately it all makes sense—why she was home later, why she wasn’t answering my texts, and why Olivia and Wren didn’t stay with her. My hands ball up into fists as I watch him round the car and take her hands into his. I can hear them talking, but I can’t make out what they’re saying.

      My stomach roils at the sight of them together. The little smiles she’s giving him are ones I’m all too familiar with and it kills me to see it. I know we’ve never had the discussion. That we’ve never made things official, but I thought after everything that’s happened between us she was at least done with him.

      I can’t hear the words he’s saying, but it’s clear from his body language and the tone he’s using he’s doing everything in his power to win her over, assuming he hasn’t already. I feel sick at the thought of losing her before I’ve even really had a chance to tell her how I feel. To see what we can be when we’re not pretending.

      But watching them together, how easy they look, I feel like nothing but a mistake she made. A payback for him cheating on her, and a quick rebound before she gets back on the path she was meant to be on. Her words from our first fake date at the bar echo in my head because I know exactly how she feels.

      Then he kisses her, and I really feel like a giant fucking fool for standing on this porch waiting for her.

      Anger and jealousy swarm in my gut. I pull my phone out, thinking about texting her to tell her I left stuff for her on the porch and went home. Judging whether or not I can jump off the side of the porch without her seeing me or my truck. Then I realize I’d be running away from all of this like a bitch, and that’s not who I want to be. If she’s going to go back to him, she can tell me to my face.

      I swipe to open the text box and stare at the unanswered messages there. Messages she didn’t answer because she was with him all night. Messages she didn’t answer because I’m not the person she really wants. So instead, I type the only thing I can think to say.
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      Ally ended up not being able to take me home, so Ezra had offered. It made me nervous to say yes because it was clear, especially after listening to a couple of the songs at her place, he didn’t want things to be truly over between us. And I definitely didn’t want to be giving him false hope. Waylon and I might be over now too, but even so, I was going forward, not backward. That’s the one lesson I’d learned from all of this.

      Ezra’s hand slips into my free one as we both stand on the sidewalk, the cold air nipping at my cheeks as he gives me a look that almost makes my heart ache for everything that’s broken between us. I want to pull my hands back, but I hesitate because transitioning from exes to friends feels like a delicate dance requiring a whole lot of give and take if we’re going to make it work. And I want so badly to have my friends back, especially now I have to worry about losing my new ones too.

      His hair falls into his face as he looks down at the crack in the sidewalk between our feet.

      “I know I don’t deserve it. I know you’ve been pretty clear, and I have to respect that. All I’m asking is please listen to the rest of the songs,” he nods his head toward my phone in my free hand, where Ally uploaded the songs to my playlist.

      “I will listen, but—“

      “I know,” his voice cracks, and it’s so raw. I almost feel like I need to apologize to him, but I choke back the urge.

      “I should get inside. It’s cold, and I’ve got a lot of studying to do tomorrow.” I take a step back and let his hand drop from mine.

      “Yep.” He nods, his eyes drifting up to the sky, like there might be answers to the universe up there if he just looks hard enough.

      “Thank you for the ride home. I appreciate it.”

      “Of course.”

      “Goodnight, Ezra,” I say softly and turn away.

      “Zie?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I will always love you. No matter what.” He reaches forward and kisses my cheek softly.

      “Some part of me will always love you too Ez. I’m sorry things ended this way.” I whisper back.

      He nods, his eyes are glassy, and he jerks his head around like he doesn’t want me to see.

      “Night.” He waves behind him as he heads down the walk back to his car.

      “Night.” I say, too softly for him to hear.

      

      I walk slowly up the sidewalk to the house, listening to his car drive away and wondering how the hell I got here. How so many things I thought were good in my life could be destroyed in such rapid order. My phone dings while I’m still thinking, and I look down to read the text there.

      
        
        Waylon: I miss you.

      

      

      I glare at the three little words. I don’t have it in me to confront him tonight. I don’t have the right words yet, and I’m still too torn open to think logically. So I tuck the phone back in my purse and make my way up the stairs. The house is dark, and I’m guessing Olivia and Wren have probably already been in bed for several hours. I rifle through my purse to find my keys.

      “Not gonna answer?” A voice I know questions me through the dark, and I nearly jump out of my skin, grabbing my chest to keep my heart inside my rib cage where it belongs.

      I look to where the voice came from on the porch, and I see a male silhouette rise off the old wooden swing. A familiar outline once he rises to his full height.

      “Christ, Waylon. You nearly gave me a fucking heart attack.”

      He grunts out half of a self-deprecating laugh, and I realize he probably just saw that whole long goodbye between Ezra and me. My heart dips into my stomach with guilt and apprehension. But then I remember why Ezra was even the one taking me home tonight. Why I even ended up having a heart to heart with him in the first place. And I steel my spine to whatever Waylon is about to say. I would love to hear him try to make me feel like the asshole.

      “Got back on the team bus and I couldn’t wait to see you. I texted Olivia when you didn’t answer. Thought maybe you forgot your phone. She said Ally was giving you a ride home, so I decided to wait. Brought you a milkshake, the one with malted milk balls like you like, though it’s melted.”

      He pauses, as though he’s waiting for me to say something, but I stay silent.

      “Gotta say though, Ally’s changed a lot since I saw her last.”

      The accusation is thick in his voice, and he levels me with a look that almost makes me feel guilty again despite the fact I know I’m the last person on this porch who should.

      “Ally had something come up, so Ezra brought me home. I stayed late because he—they had some new songs they wanted me to hear. Not that it’s any of your business.”

      He smiles at me, but I see the anger rise behind his eyes even in the dim glow of the porch light. That makes two of us, then.

      “You don’t think it’s my business my girl is running around in the middle of the night with her ex, and he’s playing songs for her and kissing her goodnight?”

      “He kissed my cheek.” I roll my eyes dismissively at the implication. Furious Mr. No Strings Attached has now decided I’m his, and he doesn’t want anyone else touching what belongs to him.

      “It’s obvious what he was doing, and you know it.” A look comes over Waylon’s face I’ve never seen before, and I brace for the fight I know we’re about to have.

      “Am I your girl, Waylon? Because so far, I’m pretty indistinguishable from all the other girls you fuck.”

      “Are we back to this?”

      “I don’t know, are we?”

      “I think you’re just looking for an out. Some excuse to run from something that scares you and go right back to your ex. The one who cheated on you, remember?”

      “Oh, I remember. I had the pleasure of talking to her tonight, actually. She had some very interesting things to say. Namely, Ezra isn’t the only guy we’ve both fucked.”

      His face goes pale and the anger in his eyes fades to a panic. It’s all the confirmation I needed.

      “So, it’s true then. Huh. Well, maybe climb off your high horse then, yeah? Seems like monogamy isn’t your thing, either.”

      “I didn’t fuck her.”

      “Why should I believe that?”

      “Because I’ve never lied to you.”

      “So she’s making it all up? That you took her on a date to a restaurant? That you guys fucked around? Because she could describe some parts of you, Waylon, in a way that sounds a whole lot like the two of you fucked.”

      “I took her out to a restaurant, but I didn’t—“

      “Oh, my god. Just stop there, Waylon. You don’t date, remember? You don’t go to restaurants. You’ve never even taken me out somewhere.”

      The admission hits like a dagger to my chest, stealing all my air and making my heart stumble in its beats. It hurts so damn much because despite who I always imagined him to be, he was right. He never lied to me. He was always forthcoming. It felt like I was being blindsided by something I didn’t see coming, something I should have seen coming if I’d listened to my brain instead of other parts of my anatomy.

      And on top of all of that, he took her out on a date. Something he’d never done with me. Faking it for public interest? Yes. Hooking up at random parties? Also, yes. But behaving like a real couple without all the rest of it hadn’t happened yet. I’d given him a pass on it too. Thinking he wasn’t the relationship type, and I needed to go easy on him. Yet with her, he could do it on the very first date. So maybe she’s right. Maybe there is something wrong with me after all.

      “We have gone out.”

      “When we were pretending. Not for real. The only thing we ever do is hookup and argue. Hence the indistinguishable. Although I guess it’s different, since you seem to get along pretty well with the rest of your groupies.”

      I renew my search for my keys in my purse because the last thing I want to do is keep standing out here and dealing with wave after wave of humiliation.

      “We hooked up because you wanted to. You fucking pursued me. You kept telling me that’s all you wanted from me. To fuck a hot football player and check it off your list, remember? Help you erase him?”

      I draw up at the way he makes me sound so desperate and needy.

      “Well, boxes checked. Thanks for the rebound sex, Waylon. Goal achieved. Have a nice life.” I give him a forced smile.

      “You don’t fucking mean that, Mac. I know you. I mean more to you than that.”

      “Please, just stop. I know you get off on making me feel like shit, Waylon. I’m sure this is going to be an epic fucking laugh for you and your friends, but I would think there was a limit, even for you. Just leave.”

      “Fucking fuck!” He yells the curse loud enough to wake half the neighborhood. “What fucking friends, Mac? They’re our friends!”

      “Be quiet!” I hiss at him, wishing against all hope I could find my keys.

      “Mac, if you would just calm down and let me explain—“ his voice quiets as he tries to negotiate.

      Him telling me to calm down sets every last tinder in me on fire. Calm down? Yeah, I’ll calm down when men stop cheating on me with the same fucking woman and lying to me about it.

      “There’s nothing to explain, Waylon. This was a failed experiment, and we don’t need to waste any more time on it. Okay? Just go home and fuck whatever jersey chasing twins are waiting to have an orgy with you tonight. You’re way better suited to that lifestyle, anyway.” I stand as tall as I can, frustrated he’s so much bigger than me.

      He stares at me through a tight-lipped smile, and I glare back at him. Then he leans forward ever so slightly, just enough the smell of his body wash and cologne are enveloping me and making memories of him invade my senses. My eyes drift down to his lips, and I hate myself for it, but I honestly think about kissing him and inviting him up. To hate fuck our way out of this argument one last time before I never see him again.

      And like always, he knows exactly what I’m thinking because his mouth draws up with a hard smirk.

      “Yeah. I think I will do that. And when you go fuck him because he’s convinced you to take him back with some shitty fucking love song he’s written you, I hope you both enjoy the fact it’s me you’re going to see every time you come.”

      The rush of anger I feel is volcanic, and my body is torn between wanting to fuck him and slap him into oblivion. I’m still thinking it through. Two fistfuls of his shirt somehow already in my hands, when the door pops open and the porch light comes on.

      “What the fuck is going on out here?” Wren’s silhouette stands behind the screen door. Her eyes flick between us both, questioning me before they settle on Waylon with a look of disdain.

      I release my grip on Waylon’s shirt, wiping my palms on my pleather skirt like they’ve been sullied with his bullshit. Her presence snaps me back into reality.

      “Nothing. Nothing at all. Just couldn’t find my keys. Thank you.” I pull the screen door open and slide in behind her.

      I don’t look back because I know if I do, my resolve will weaken, and I’ll go running back to the biggest asshole on earth. I hear Wren say something quietly to Waylon before she shuts the door.

      “I’m sorry,” I apologize before she can ask any questions. “I’m going to bed. I’ll try to be quiet. I’ll buy you coffee and donuts in the morning to make up for it.”

      “They better come with a side of explanation.”

      I nod and take off in a hurry up the steps because I can already feel the tears coming for the millionth time tonight.
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      My eyes crack open to the sound of a game loudly playing on the TV in the living room, and the sounds of Easton cooking something in the kitchen. A wave of cooking smells wafts under the door of my room and my stomach grumbles. I bat my hand around under my pillow for my phone and find it to reveal it’s already after 6 in the evening.

      I groan as I turn over in bed to stare at the ceiling. I’d stared at it all night. Trying to figure out where the hell I went wrong. How I could fix it. Alternating between calling her and not calling her. I’d written and deleted text after text. And finally settled on “Please. Talk to me.” Which had gotten zero response.

      I’d tried and failed to get up a few times earlier today, and I wasn’t sure this round was going to be any more successful.

      “Hey, you awake in there?” Easton yells through the door.

      “Yup,” I holler back.

      “Guests?” He asks.

      “Nope.”

      Now he asks, now when it doesn’t matter. The door pops open and he sticks his head in.

      “Shit. I thought maybe you all were in here fucking the day away. But you just slept all day? Drink too much last night?”

      “No.”

      “Too many women at once?”

      “East, man…”

      “Don’t tell me you’re having girl problems.”

      I don’t respond.

      “The one who was here the other day? Olivia’s friend?”

      “That would be the one.”

      “Probably dodged a bullet. That one seemed extra high maintenance.”

      I shove my hands down on the mattress and sit up, my body protesting at being moved after being in the same position for too long.

      “Fuck off, man. You think any chick who doesn’t fuck you and cook you breakfast after is high maintenance.”

      “I like what I like, and it’s worked out fucking fantastic.”

      I give him a deathly glare, but he just keeps giving me a shit-eating grin.

      “Speaking of food, I’m reheating some lasagna. You want some? We can fuel up and then go out and find something low maintenance to distract you.”

      My stomach growls at the idea of food.

      “Yeah, I’ll eat. Give me a few and I’ll be out.”

      I get up, use the bathroom, and take a quick shower before I end up in the dining room again. I grab a beer. No reason not to numb the pain sooner rather than later.

      Then I sit down on the couch in front of the TV with a bowl of lasagna.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I love Easton, man, but he’s not the kind you go to for relationship advice. He has even less experience than I do on that front.

      “You gonna have any advice for me other than telling me to get my dick sucked tonight?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Then we should probably skip it.”

      “She was hot, though. In that sexy librarian sort of way. I get why you’re bent over it.”

      My mind drifts to thoughts of her sitting in her little library alcove, and I feel the twist in my gut again.

      “Liam said they’re having a party over there tonight. I was thinking of going. But if you want to hit up a bar or something instead, I’m down.”

      It’s a surprisingly unselfish gesture from Easton. I must look like I’ve been hit by a truck for him to feel like he has to step in and help.

      “Maybe.”

      “Gonna need nourishment if you’re gonna fuck her out of your system though,” he nods down to my untouched bowl of food.

      I grunt and take a bite, trying to decide whether to go try to win Mac back like an idiot, or just let life go back to the way it was before.
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        * * *

      

      When we get to the party at Mac’s place, I look for her even though I know she won’t be there. My eyes scan the room, hoping to find her tucked in a corner somewhere sipping a beer or laughing with Olivia about something ridiculous that just happened, but she’s nowhere to be found. It doesn’t surprise me. I doubt anyone here besides Olivia and Wren are high on her list of people she wants to see.

      Wren’s eyes catch me from the kitchen as I walk in the door though, flicking between me and Easton, who came with me for moral support even though he was very much Team Find-A-Bar-Hookup. She gives me a pitiful little look and I decide I might as well fall on this sword rather than avoid it all night.

      “Gonna get a beer in the kitchen. Catch up with you in a bit.” I pat Easton’s shoulder, and he gives me a chin jerk in response.

      “Brave of you to come here tonight,” Wren says from her perch on one of the bar stools.

      “She’s not here, I assume?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Ally’s place.”

      “Of course.” My stomach tightens at the thought of her with him again.

      I was all fucking bravado last night. Telling her to have fun fucking him, but now it’s a real possibility, I feel like I might be sick. If she goes back to him, if I lose any chance I still have. Fuck me. It will do permanent damage.

      “Can’t say I blame her.”

      “I just need to talk to her. She doesn’t have the whole story.”

      “In my experience, the whole story rarely helps.”

      “It would in this case. This all happened way before she and I got together.”

      Wren gives me a doubtful look and takes a big gulp of her drink.

      “You know I would never hurt her on purpose.”

      “That much I believe.”

      “Is she with him?” I ask, sorry the second I do because I don’t want the answer if she is.

      “Wayyllonn!! I didn’t know you’d be here!” Holly’s voice echoes in the small room as she latches on to my arm.

      “You know I can’t answer questions like that.”

      “Then what can you answer?” I know I sound desperate, but I don’t care.

      “Not an answer, but advice. Don’t do something stupid while she’s working through it.” Wren’s eyes subtly drift to Holly and then back to me.

      “I’m not that fucking stupid.” I say, annoyed Wren thinks I would, or that I could.

      “I hope not. Have a good night, Waylon,” she hops off the barstool and disappears out through the dining room and beyond.

      “That was weird. I don’t know why you guys all keep insisting on partying here.”

      “I like it here.”

      “I like anywhere that involves you.” She looks up at me and grins.

      “Listen, Holly. I don’t want to give you the wrong idea…”

      I see her tense up and so I trail off, hoping she gets the idea without me having to explain. I don’t want to hurt her feelings. She’s a nice girl and pretty enough to find someone else here. Some guy will be lucky to have her, but it isn’t me.

      “I know Waylon. You’ve made it pretty clear you only have eyes for the nerd chick who lives here. But she’s not here and you look awful, and if those two things are connected, I’m just saying I’m here if you need a shoulder to lean on. Or more.”

      “I appreciate the offer, but she’s it for me. I’m good.”

      “Well, it stands if you change your mind, or if you need me to change it for you.” She gives me a little wink and disappears out of the room without another word.

      I can’t say the idea holds zero appeal. A small part of me, one that wants to revert to old behavior, likes the idea of an easy hookup with no complications. Where I can lick my wounds and forget how royally I fucked this all up. But there’s no going back now. Nothing will fill the void Mac leaves if I can’t fix this.

      “Hey,” I feel a slap on my back and look up to see Liam. “You look about as rough as I feel. Did you get a beer yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Here,” he pulls one out the fridge and tosses it to me.

      “Thanks.”

      I roll it over in my hand. It’s obvious Mac wasn’t part of the planning of this party because it’s some cheap stuff, and not the craft beer she always hoards in the back of the fridge.

      “At least she isn’t here sitting in a hockey player’s lap, barely speaking to you.”

      “Nah, she’s just with her ex listening to the love songs he’s writing to win her back.”

      Liam gives me a pained look.

      “Yeah,” I say, and crack open the beer to take a long drink.

      “At least you don’t have to watch?” His eyes drift over my shoulder.

      I follow his line of sight, and I see Olivia curled up in her new guy’s lap, laughing and holding his shoulder while she tells someone a story about something that happened to them.

      “Missed that boat, huh?”

      “What boat? She’s like a sister man. It’s just sick to watch.” He stares down at his beer, and I know how he feels, even if he can’t seem to figure out the real reason.

      “Just don’t go bashing his face in tonight. I haven’t slept or eaten enough to have the energy to separate you.”

      “Nah. I fucking promised her I’d stay out of it.”

      “And you’re gonna keep that promise?” I look at him doubtfully.

      “Gonna give it the old college try,” he grimaces and then chugs what’s left in his can.

      “Listen here bitches,” East comes up behind us and wraps an arm around each of our shoulders. “We’re not gonna stand here and mope over lost fucking pussy, all right? We’re gonna drink, and we’re gonna party. And if we can’t do it here, I’m gonna get us a ride and bottle service down at that new club. So what’s it gonna be?”

      Liam grabs another beer out the fridge and salutes Easton before he pops the top and chugs.

      Easton looks at me expectantly.

      “Bottoms up, boss,” I tilt the can back and chug it.

      “That a boy,” he slaps me on the back and yells for someone to turn the music up.
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        * * *

      

      The next few hours go by in a haze. I’m determined to win the game of cards we’re playing, but the hands just aren’t coming out my way. Each round is another loss and another shot of vodka, and I’m fading fast while I try to keep up.

      I look over to see London’s made a home on Liam’s lap, and I notice Holly is no longer at her side. Which is a good thing because despite me telling her I was still sure about my decision; she’d been by every hour to see if I was still doing okay.

      The front door opens again, and my eyes immediately go to it, like they have every single time tonight, hoping she’ll walk through it, so I can explain. Not that I’d do a very good job at this point, but it’s not her anyway, so no need to worry.

      “Waylon!” East yells over the music.

      “Yeah?” I holler back, still trying to sort my cards.

      “Get over here.”

      I tilt back in my chair, kicking back one of the legs to see where ”here” is and nearly fall over. Yeah. I probably should forfeit this game.

      “All right guys, ya’ll win.” I raise the last shot of vodka and take it down before I step away.

      There are a few boos and a few sighs of relief as I finally get up.

      “What?” I say once I meet East in the dining room.

      “I gotta show you something upstairs.”

      “Nah, man. We don’t go upstairs. Literally, the girls will gut you if you try.”

      “It’s one of the girls’ rooms I want to take you to.”

      “What? Is Mac back?”

      He gives me a shrug. “You should go check her room.”

      I hurry up the stairs. I can’t imagine I could have missed her, but it’s possible given how much I’ve had to drink. If she came in the back door, I might not have heard her.

      I hear East behind me, and when I reach Mac’s door, I hesitate to open it.

      “Nah man. Not that one, the next one down after the bathroom.”

      “That’s not her room,” I shake my head.

      I’ve never been in her room, but I know exactly which one it is. The handful of times I’ve been up here, either to help move furniture or to bother Mac, I’ve made a note of it. Getting a peek into her little inner sanctum, where I might find another new thing about her.

      “I don’t know, man. Then maybe she’s in her friend’s room for some reason, but it’s the next one down,” he shrugs.

      He’s as drunk as I am, so maybe he’s confused too, but I see the door to that room is slightly ajar, and I hear someone moving around inside, so I follow it.

      “Mac?” I call out before I push the door open.

      A giggle comes from behind the door, one that doesn’t sound like her, but I’m so desperate for it to be her, I convince myself it might be. That I’m just not hearing right, and it’s my fucking mistake.

      Because the second I step into the room, the door flies shut behind me, and when I turn around, there’s a very fucking naked Holly standing between me and the exit.

      “Where’s Mac?” I say, taking a step back.

      “Who?” She shrugs, laughing like I’ve said something ridiculous.

      “Mac. East said Mac was up here.”

      “Huh. Don’t know who that is, but I’m here.”

      She takes several steps toward me, and I take several steps back. The light catches her body, and I realize she’s covered herself in some sort of body glitter, and it's reflecting off every curve on her, creating little sparks and rainbows that dance in my drunken haze.

      “The nerd girl I was talking about earlier. Is she up here?”

      “Who cares?” Her hands are against my chest, and she pushes hard.

      I stumble backward and lose my balance as something catches under my knees. I tumble back, thankfully hitting a soft surface. I rejoice in my good luck for all of two seconds before Holly climbs on top of me, straddling me.

      Panic floods my entire body, choking my ability to speak. I need her off me. I need out of this room. Because if Mac does come home and finds me like this—upstairs in one of their rooms, any chance I have of ever being forgiven is going to evaporate into thin air.

      “Off,” I manage to say in a rough tone.

      “Oh, look who's bossy tonight,” she giggles, and her hands go to my belt.

      I hear voices arguing in the hall. A man and a woman is all I can make out, but the woman is super pissed.

      “I mean it Holly. Get. Off.”

      “Waylon. Be serious. You have me completely naked, ready to fuck you any way you want. Who cares about some nerd chick? Whatever she did, I can do it better.” Her hands start to unbuckle the belt, and it’s enough to get me moving.

      I grab her shoulders firmly and push her off me and sit up. My head is spinning from the last round of shots, and I can’t immediately stand yet without worrying about passing out. The last thing I want to be is passed out in this room with her. God knows if Mac finds us, Holly will be sure to paint her a picture of what was happening.

      The door handle rattles and shakes, and someone knocks hard on the door.

      “Waylon, please. Just give me a chance. I know I can make you happy,” Holly purrs into my ear, her hands running down my chest.

      There’s more yelling outside the door, and three more sharp knocks.

      “Holly, I need you to get off me. You’re gonna cost me the girl I love, and I can’t lose her.”

      “Love? I love you, Waylon. I’ve been in love with you for ages and you barely even notice me.”

      “I’m sorry Holly, but I can’t.”

      The door pops open, and Wren and East are standing there.

      “Are you fucking serious?” Wren yells, turning to East.

      “Yeah, I’m fucking serious. Your girl is a fucking menace. Both of them actually. He needs to get over it, and I gave him a push toward someone who wanted to help make him feel better.”

      “A push is a little hint. A couple of words of encouragement. You don’t let him get locked in a room with a naked harpy.”

      “What the hell did you just call me?” Holly screeches at Wren, and I wince because the sound reverberates in my skull.

      “You heard me. And I heard him tell you no at least three times tonight, Holly, so go find your clothes and your dignity and get out of here.”

      “Wow. You uptight fucking bitches are the problem, you know that?”

      “Hey!” East yells at Holly. “Did he fucking tell you no already? You told me he said he was thinking about it.”

      “He wasn’t clear.” She wraps her arms around herself.

      “I was fucking clear, Holly. I said no. Multiple times, and I even told you why.”

      She bursts into tears, and I almost feel guilty. I know standing there naked while the three of us yell at her probably makes her feel like shit, but frankly, she needs a wakeup call.

      “You don’t have to humiliate me on top of everything.” She grabs her clothes off the floor and storms out of the room past Wren and East.

      “Fuck, I am so sorry, man. She kept saying you wanted to, but you were just feeling guilty, and I thought…”

      “You didn’t fucking think.” I glare at East. “And now Wren’s gonna tell Mac because they tell each other everything, and I’m never gonna fucking be able to get her to listen to me.”

      I stand, and the room swirls, and I feel like I’m gonna be sick. I sit down again.

      “Hey, hey, hey,” Wren’s voice fills with worry and she grabs a trash can and sits it in front of me.

      My gut churns at the thought of Mac thinking I would do this to her, and all the vodka in my stomach comes rioting up. Wren swipes the stray strands of hair falling down and pulls them out of my face.

      “Shit. You’ve had way too much to drink, Waylon.” Her hand is on my back, rubbing a little circle.

      I cough and sputter at the taste of bile in my mouth.

      “Please don’t fucking tell her about this.”

      “Waylon, she is not gonna blame you for this. Trust me. I’m gonna make sure she knows exactly who to blame.”

      “Fuck! I said I’m sorry, okay? What do you want me to do?” East protests.

      “Go get a fucking washcloth and wet it down for starters. You guys just leave your boys alone when you get sick like this? Have some fucking class, rich boy.”

      “Where do I find a washcloth?” He grits out in response.

      “There’s some in that top drawer.”

      I hear the drawer open, and a little grunt of interest come from East.

      “Don’t get any fucking ideas about that,” Wren growls at him. “Just get the washcloth and go wet it in the bathroom next door.”

      “Fuck,” I grunt, grabbing my stomach as another round of beer and vodka come up. The bile tears at my throat.

      Wren makes a little soothing sound and keeps rubbing my back.

      “Don’t worry about Mac, okay? I have a feeling it’ll all work out.”

      “Not when she finds out about this. She already thinks I’m nothing but a fuckboy. She’s gonna hear about me fucking Holly in, what, is this your room? In your fucking room… and it’ll be over.”

      “Did you fuck Holly?” She asks softly.

      “No. Fuck no. I didn’t touch her other than to get her off me. I didn’t fuck Amber either. Jesus, my dick can’t even get up for anyone but Mac. It’s sad, really.” I mutter half to the trash can and half to Wren.

      A bright little laugh comes out of her, and she rubs my back some more.

      “You poor poor man.”

      “I’m fucking serious here, Wren.”

      “Oh, I know. You’ve got it bad.”

      “Here.” East says grumpily.

      A hand extends with a cold, wet washcloth, and I take it. East stands in front of me expectantly.

      “I really am sorry, man.”

      “It’s fine. I know you meant well. And she’s been really fucking persistent.” I wipe my mouth and my forehead with the cloth. It smells like the laundry detergent Mac uses and it makes me miss her a little more.

      “Do you want some water?” Wren asks softly.

      “No. Not yet, but thanks. And thanks for being so understanding. I’m sorry about this. About your room and coming up here.”

      “It’s fine. It’s obvious it wasn’t your idea.” I can tell her icy tone is meant for the other person in the room.

      “I said I’m sorry. What else can I do?”

      “Groveling wouldn’t hurt.”

      “Yeah, you want me on my knees, princess? Would that help?”

      I feel Wren’s fingers tense against my back, and I look up to give East a warning. He doesn’t see it though because his eyes are locked with hers in a battle of wills, and I suddenly feel like a third wheel as the tension in the room mounts.

      I’m still too nauseous and my head is pounding too much to deal with this.

      I clear my throat and sit up straighter to get his attention. “Why don’t you go downstairs and see if you can call us a ride?”

      East snaps out of his little stare-off and looks over at me, his face softening. “Got it.”

      He takes off back down the hall, the music from downstairs drifting in as he leaves the door open.

      “I’m so fucking sorry, Wren. If there’s anything I can do…”

      “It’s fine, Waylon. Seriously. Don’t sweat it. But be careful with your friend, yeah? He’s kind of an asshole.”

      “He’s a well-meaning asshole.”

      “All the same.”

      “I know you’re gonna tell her about this, but please fucking tell her I didn’t want any part of it.”

      “I will, definitely.”

      “And tell her I’m sorry, and I miss her. I know I fucked up. I know she’s probably with him right now, and they’re probably… fuck, I don’t even want to think about it. I’ll get sick again. But I need the chance to fix things. She didn’t give me a chance to explain or apologize.”

      “I will tell her. Don’t worry. She’s stubborn, but she’ll listen, eventually.”
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      Mackenzie

      

      I’ve come to Ally’s place for the evening to hang out, play some board games, and chill with some of my old friends. I tell myself it’s that I want to be here, but if I’m honest, I’m mostly trying to avoid Waylon, and I worry he’ll show up at the house for the party Olivia’s hosting. She’d offered to cancel it, but I didn’t want to ruin everyone else’s fun by being a petty bitch.

      “You’re up, Mac.” Kane, the bassist of the band, nods to the board.

      “Sorry, daydreaming,” I apologize, and roll the dice before I move my token the appropriate number of spaces.

      “I know it’s hard, sweetheart, but you gotta try to get over our hookup.” Billy winks at me from across the table.

      Ezra’s got a girl in his lap across the room, but he still looks up and glares at the back of Billy’s head. His eyes flash to mine, and I give a little shake and he nods. The brunette in his lap says something, and he’s distracted again. I search my heart for the jealousy that should be there, but there isn’t any. Not for Ezra, anyway.

      It’s too busy coming up with scenarios of what Waylon’s doing right now. Who he’s doing right now. I shouldn’t care. I should be happy, really. It’ll help me get over him that much faster if I remember who he really is. But every time I picture him with someone else, my heart fucking aches.

      “You want another drink?” Ally points to my empty glass, just as Kane and Billy start debating the ethics of a particular play on the board and negotiating what the trade’s going to be for the next turn. I sigh. I already know this is going to take ten minutes of chest beating to work out.

      “Yes, I’ll come make them with you in the kitchen.” I hop up and grab the glass.

      “Is that bothering you?” Ally whispers as we root through the different bottles in the cabinet.

      “What? Ezra?”

      “Yeah, I saw you watching.”

      “Nah. I’m happy to see him move on to someone who isn’t a maneater. I’ve seen her around. She seems nice.”

      “She is, but she’s not you.” Ally frowns as she pours the mixers into the shaker.

      “But I’m here now, back and better than ever!” I check my hip into hers and smile.

      “Are you sure you’re better?” She eyes me skeptically as she shakes the tumbler.

      “Mostly? I don’t know. The new guy screwing me over the same way as the old is fucking with me. Especially since I think I might have really liked him.”

      “Liked him, eh?”

      “Listen, you saw him…” I smirk.

      “I mean, I would fuck him too. If it wasn’t for Hunter, of course,” she gives me a little mock whoopsie as she pours our drinks out.

      “He was honestly more than just that, though. Or at least, I thought he was. I don’t know. I really don’t know anything at this point, other than I feel like I maybe need to take time off men in general and figure out where the hell I belong. I need to stop dating men in my friend circles, so I don’t have to feel like an outsider when things go tits up,” I laugh, but honestly, the self-deprecating humor is hitting a little too close to where it still hurts.

      “You are always welcome here. Always. Seriously. They weren’t exaggerating when they said they miss you too.” She nods to the rest of the band.

      “I know,” I say because I do. But it feels like no sooner I fixed this, I broke something else. What I feel is the fact I miss Olivia and Wren. I miss drinking a beer with Ben. I miss Waylon saying something that pisses me off. I think I might even miss some oversized oaf linebacker saying something ridiculous loudly enough other people just start cheering and chugging beer for the hell of it because they won a game that night.

      “So anyway, tell me how’s things going? With the band? With Hunter?” I ask, tired of talking about myself and my problems, and hoping to get lost in someone else’s for a while for the escape.
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      Waylon

      

      The diner seems entirely too bright and too loud this morning, and I pull my cap down to try to shield my eyes from the unrelenting sunlight.

      “The grits are really good. Bacon’s not half bad either if you ask for it extra crispy. Eggs and toast are shit, though.” Ben offers advice on the menu, like he’s a server.

      “Whatever you get, I’ll have the same.” I rub my temples.

      He glances up at me over the plastic menu. “You take something for that?”

      “Yeah, it just hasn’t kicked in yet.”

      “The food should help. And some coffee.” he waves down a server who’s only too happy to run to his assistance.

      “What can I do for you?” She asks in her sweetest, perkiest voice.

      “A couple of huge black coffees? And two number fives please. Extra toast and butter, for one.”

      “Got it, anything else?”

      “No, that’s it.”

      “All right, well, if you change your mind, just let me know.” She smiles brightly at him and then takes off to the kitchen.

      “Shit man, is there anywhere you go where the women don’t want to fuck you on sight?”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “Yeah? Surprise me.”

      Ben shifts in his seat, glancing out the window to the bustling sidewalk.

      “If I do, it stays between us, yeah?”

      “I didn’t realize a woman not wanting you was a secret.”

      He gives me a cutting glance, and I raise my eyebrows in response, shocked he’s this serious about it.

      “Your secret’s safe with me.” I raise my hand, pretending it’s some version of scout’s honor.

      “The one chick I want doesn’t want me back.”

      “Welcome to the club.”

      “It’s worse than that, even. We’ve known each other since we were kids. She barely knows I exist anymore, and I guarantee has zero interest in fucking me on sight or at any other time.”

      “Hard to believe given your batting average.”

      “Trust me. I’ve been fucked up over her for years. And I’ve run into her on campus, and she doesn’t even recognize me.”

      “It’s not a prof, is it? Some sort of twisted Dr. Robinson situation?”

      “No. She’s older, yeah, but no.”

      “Your babysitter?”

      “Not quite.”

      “All right. You gotta spill.”

      “She’s my sister’s best friend. She’s in a grad program here.”

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Yeah. We used to all hang out and run around the neighborhood together as kids. And then she grew up.”

      “I bet she did, in all the right places, I’m guessing.”

      “Hey, fuck off, man. Be respectful.”

      “Yeah right. I bet teenage Ben was respecting her all the time. With his hand and a tissue box.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “All right. All right.” I can’t help but laugh at the idea of Ben not scoring with a chick. “So why not just reintroduce yourself now? Now you’re grown and have half the women on campus fighting over you.”

      “I ran into her last spring. In the hallway. I was watching her, and she dropped something so—“

      “Watching her, eh? Did you run into her by accident or?”

      “I might have looked up where her office was when my sister mentioned she was here.”

      “Uh huh. Did you bring tissues?”

      “Again, fuck off.”

      “Continue with your story.” I urge him on.

      The server’s returned with our coffee, and I just wish it would cool faster, happy for any caffeine I can get into my system.

      “She dropped something, and I went and picked it up for her. Gave it to her and gave her my best smile. I didn’t say anything. I expected her to recognize me. Like grown up and all that, but still… I waited for her to say something. But she didn’t. She just kind of looked me over, found me wanting, tersely thanked me for my help and then took off down the hall with one of her coworkers.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yep.”

      “She why you only fuck blondes?”

      “What?” He looks like he’s been called out.

      “Mac’s thing for you.” I pause because even saying her name hurts. “I told her once not to take it personal because you only fucked blondes. Not judging you. Since Mac’s done with me, I’m sure I’ll want a pretend session with some green-eyed auburn-haired chick when I can rally.”

      “You need to keep your dick in your pants if you want her to not be done with you.”

      “Trust me, everything’s dead in the water, anyway. Despite Holly’s efforts last night.”

      “Mac really cares about you.”

      “Yeah, how do you know? Did she start hitting on you less?”

      “She said as much.”

      “What did she say?” I straighten up abruptly.

      “Not in the exact words, but on your birthday when I talked to her. She just wants you to be happy.”

      I slump back down in my seat.

      “That was before she found out about Amber.”

      “Did you do it? Her?”

      “Fuck no. She hurt Mac. No fucking way would I do that to her. I took her out, yeah. She seemed like the type who likes a lot of attention. I thought if I could cause trouble in paradise maybe Ezra would go back to Mac. I thought I was doing her a solid. And hey, it worked. They’re probably back together as we speak. I’m a fucking genius.”

      “So you pushed the girl you’re in love with back to her ex? Purposefully?”

      “When you put it like that…” I shrug uncomfortably. “At the time, I thought I was doing the right thing. Getting her back where she wanted to be. I thought if I could help, maybe she’d… I don’t know. Hate me less.”

      Ben laughs and then laughs some more while I glare at him bitterly.

      “This is funny to you?”

      “You and Mackenzie both have the same problem. Instead of just telling each other the truth, how you feel, you keep trying to push the person toward what you think will make them happy. It’s painful to watch.”

      “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Tell her.”

      “Easy for you to say, when you’re skulking around hallways.”

      “I’m working up to it,” he gripes defensively.

      “You should hurry. You’re way better at all this relationship shit than the rest of us. Probably could win your grad student over with a few words.”

      He shrugs. “I grew up with a lot of women around. You learn things if you listen.”

      “So what do I do?”

      “I can’t tell you that. You know her better. But I would start by telling her the truth.”

      “And if she won’t listen?”

      “She will.”

      “And here are your breakfasts.” The server sets our plates down. “And I got you some extra napkins too.”

      She slides the napkins toward Ben’s side of the table and then takes off. Her number is neatly scrawled on the top.

      “It’s really unfair.” I grump as he gives me a shit-eating grin.
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        * * *

      

      The next afternoon Easton and I drop by the sports bar Wren works at, hoping she’s actually on shift because I need to talk to her. When we walk in, she’s behind the bar and the place is nearly dead.

      “Hey,” I say, taking a seat on one of the stools. Easton sidles up next to me, nodding at her.

      “Of all the gin joints,” she responds sarcastically, eyeing me and giving Easton a decidedly derisive glance.

      “I wanted to talk to you. And Easton wanted to apologize for being an ass.”

      “I just said I wanted some cheese fries,” Easton interjects.

      Wren’s eyebrow lifts.

      “Fine. I’m fucking sorry, okay? I was just trying to get my boy laid. A little revenge sex. I don’t think that’s a crime.”

      “In my bedroom. On my sheets. Do you know how long it’s going to take to get all the micro glitter out?”

      “I’ll pay for them to be washed. Fuck, I’ll buy you new ones if you want. Several. It’s what I do when I have that problem.”

      Wren’s face contorts several times before landing on something that looks a bit like intrigued disgust.

      “He does. He keeps like five spare sets in the closet.”

      “Somehow, I believe you. But the apology will suffice.”

      “He’s incredibly sorry.” I kick the side of his shin under the bar.

      “Ouch! Fuck. Don’t have to be so fucking hard about it.  Yep. Really fucking sorry. Don’t know what I was thinking. I fucked up.” He mutters, clearly annoyed about having to admit he’s wrong.

      “Thanks, I think.” Wren eyes him warily for a second before fixing her attention back on me.

      “Did you tell Mac?”

      “Not yet. I’m waiting for the right time.”

      “Damn. I was hoping you had. Then I’d at least know if she’s done with me for good.”

      “If you’re gonna sit here, I hope you’re drinking something.” Wren looks back and forth between us.

      “Yes, give us a couple of beers.”

      “Wanna narrow it down?”

      “Whatever you think is best.”

      “Waylon, this is a sports bar, not a tasting room.”

      “Two IPAs,” Easton pipes in, his eyes still fixed on the screen, watching some soccer game being played.

      Wren fills up the beers from the tap, and I stare at the glasses, wondering how to ask Wren the question I really have. Then I try to figure out how much I really want the answer. I was determined when I drove over here, and now with the chance of hearing it’s really over, I’m hard pressed to say anything.

      “Spit it out, Waylon.” Wren instructs without taking her eyes off the tap.

      “I guess I’m asking if I still have a chance with her.”

      “She’s done with all your fuckboy stuff, Waylon. Fucking the chick her ex cheated on her with? That was pretty fucked up.”

      “Whoa whoa whoa. What? What did you just say?” Easton’s attention is suddenly torn from the TV and fixed on me and Wren.

      “Oh, you mean you planned revenge sex for your guy here without knowing it was him who was the actual asshole?” Wren glares at Easton.

      “Waylon, man. Come on now. You know I’m always on your side, but that’s cold.”

      “I didn’t have sex with her. I took her on a date, and only because I thought it would help Mac get back with her ex.”

      “Why do they think you fucked her, then?”

      “Because the chick found Mac and told her we did. But we didn’t. I don’t know what the fuck her problem is. Needs a lot of attention, I guess.”

      “She hot?”

      “East…”

      “I’m just saying. Those damaged ones with the cruel streak are wild in bed.”

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      “Still have her number?”

      “You’re a sick man.”

      Wren’s staring at Easton like he’s quite possibly the most disgusting guy she’s ever encountered.

      “Wren, I promise. I didn’t touch her. And I realize taking her out was stupid now. Epically stupid, but at the time I thought I was helping Mac.”

      Wren’s eyes return to me, softening as she looks me over.

      “I believe you. You’ve had a thing for her for a while, huh?”

      I suddenly feel sheepish.

      “I could just tell by the way you looked at her, and when you started coming to our movie nights. It was weird enough Liam was showing up, not that we all couldn’t guess.”

      “I hope those two are going to figure things out and stop making the rest of us live their nightmare with them.”

      “We can hope.”

      “But yes, you’re right. I’ve had a thing for her for a while. But she hated my guts, and…”

      “You’re like a badly behaving dog who thinks any attention is good attention?”

      “I don’t think we need to put it like that.”

      Wren smiles and then glances up at the TV.

      “Oh, hell yes!” she screams and does a little jump as one team kicks a goal on the TV.

      Easton’s neck cranes back to her. “You a fan?”

      “Obviously.”

      “High five!” He holds up his hand and she reluctantly gives his palm a slap, still eyeing him like he’s poisonous.

      She wipes the counter a few times and then looks back up at me. She crosses her arms over her chest and narrows her eyes.

      “Do you love her?”

      “Yes.” I say without hesitation.

      “Then what do you need?” She smiles at me.

      And I start breaking my win-Mac-back plan down for her.
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      Mackenzie

      

      I’m sitting on a couch in the Language Studies building, trying to study for the Lit test I have tomorrow when I hear a voice calling my name. I look up to see Lauren hustling toward me. She’s smiling and juggling a coffee in one hand and bagel in the other.

      I nod my head to acknowledge her, but she still keeps coming toward me, and I start to tense at what she could possibly want from me. We don’t share classes or friends. Just one particular 6’5 lineman who I would like to never see again.

      “Hey! I’ve been hoping I’d run into you on campus. Is there anyone sitting here? Do you mind?” She points to the open spot next to me on the couch.

      “Sure,” I give her a tight little smile and grab my bag, tossing it on the ground next to me and giving her more space. My heart picks up a beat because I can only imagine where this is headed.

      “Thanks! I am so hungry and gotta have my caffeine, but then I saw you and I was like, oh, this is my chance!”

      “What’s up?” I ask, trying to hide my impatience.

      “Well, it’s about Waylon. And I know. I know it’s none of my business and if you’re done with him, I get it. Dating guys on the team is a nightmare really, and I’m sure it’s only getting worse after they’re drafted, and they have the women and the money.”

      “Yeah,” I say because I don’t know what else to say.

      “But Waylon, he’s different. You know? He’s not like some of the rest of them. He has a really big heart, and he would do anything to help someone out.”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t know what’s going on between you two, whatever broke things up, but I’ve never seen him be the way he was with you. And I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but I’ve seen him since and he is broken. Like shattered over whatever happened. And I just thought you should know that. If it makes a difference. I would want to know.”

      “That’s not what I heard.”

      “Well, I don’t know. I’m not with him all the time, but when I see him at him and East’s place, he just mopes around and looks like hell. If it wasn’t for football, I think he’d probably just shut himself in his room all day.”

      “I really can’t be responsible for what he does. We hooked up for a while and it’s over. I don’t really know why it would matter that much to him.”

      “Because he loves you. You have to know that. The way he looks at you and talks about you. You might see him as a hookup, but that’s not how he sees you.”

      “Well, he could have fooled me.”

      “He’s not East or Ben, you know. He doesn’t have all the words like they do.”

      “Right.”

      “Listen, like I said, none of my business. I know I’m probably not your favorite person or anything. But Waylon is such a great guy, and you seem like a sweet person yourself. I’d hate to see the two of you miss something, that’s all.”

      “Well, I appreciate it. It’s kind of you to go out of your way for your friend like that.”

      “Of course. And I was serious, by the way—if you ever wanna grab coffee sometime…”

      “I’ll think about it. Thanks.”

      “All right. I’m off to re-caffeinate and then run to class. Bye Mac!”

      Lauren takes off back down the hall, and I sit dumbfounded.
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        * * *

      

      When I get home that afternoon, Ben’s in the kitchen with Olivia cooking, and I have to do a double take.

      “Hey!” I call out when they don’t realize I’ve come into the dining room.

      “Kenz! You’re home!”

      “Yeah. What’s going on here? It smells amazing.” I put my bags down in the dining room and make my way into the kitchen.

      “Ben’s teaching me his mom’s recipe for spaghetti carbonara.”

      “Ben is teaching you to cook?” I look at them both incredulously, but they both nod like it’s the most normal thing.

      I look at Ben and laugh. “Who are you?”

      “My mom’s a good cook. It was better than most take out growing up, and she insisted I learn to cook in high school.”

      “It’s not fair you’re so fucking perfect, Ben. It really isn’t. Like when do you reveal you’re just some sort of a psychological experiment on college-age women?”

      He laughs and goes back to chopping the prosciutto.

      “Are you going to be sharing this delicious meal?” I ask Olivia.

      “Of course.” She smiles brightly.

      “All right. Well then, I’m gonna run and change.”

      “Hey Mac, can we talk after dinner?” Ben stops what he’s doing and looks up at me.

      And I know Ben Lawton, the perfect man, doesn’t want to chat with me for fun. He’s yet another emissary sent by the Captain.

      “Not you too. I already got ambushed by Lauren today on campus.”

      “But you’ll hear me out though, right? On account of the delicious food?”

      “And the dimples. Don’t forget the dimples.” Olivia adds pinching his cheeks.

      I sigh dramatically at the two of them, “You’re not helping Liv.”

      “Well, I just think you should hear what he has to say.”

      “Are you all just going to gang up on me? What happened to ‘whatever you want Mackenzie’”

      “You started making bad choices?”

      “Me?? Do I need to remind you that you, the football mom, are feuding with the quarterback?”

      “That’s different.”

      “Okay, Lawton. When does she get the lecture?”

      “I’ll add it to the list. But you first.”

      “Fine. I’ll pencil in ‘get a dressing down by Lawton’ to my list for the evening. Can we add an actual dressing down to the post dinner events?” I smirk at him. It’s so much easier to flirt with someone when you know it can’t come to anything.

      “Sure, if you want to pencil in attending my funeral later this week after he kills me.”

      “It might be worth it.”

      “Mackenzie…” he gives me a look that says I’d better hush, and I smile and take off upstairs.

      

      I don’t know why I thought I had to go back to my old friends and the way things were before. This life is different, but I love it just the same. I’m still surrounded by good people who care about me. Although, I think they might care about Waylon a little more.

      Now I’m just left to wonder if he sent them, or they all just love him so much he doesn’t even have to ask. Either way, it’s breaking down my defenses. I already miss him and there’s a gaping hole where he used to be. Where our friendship used to be. Even if we can’t ever date again, I wonder if we might at least be able to fix that.

      But then I think about him with someone else. I might be able to stomach seeing him hookup with the usual round of jersey chasers. It would hurt, but then it would just be going back to the way things used to be. But if he started dating someone, seriously? My stomach churns and I feel a little sick, my chest constricting a little at the thought of him looking at them the way he looked at me sometimes.

      

      After dinner, I make some hot apple cider, and Ben and I go out and sit on the back deck. It’s a cold day, and I wonder how many more days of the fall leaves we’ll get before they’re all gone. I try to soak up every second I can while it lasts.

      “So?” I look at him expectantly.

      “So…” he trails off, looking down at his cup.

      “I assume this is about Waylon.”

      “You’d be right.”

      “Lauren already told me he’s mopey and sad. And I miss him Ben, I do. But I can’t get the idea of him and Amber out of my head. It’s already hard enough he has any gorgeous woman he wants on campus at his beck and call, but then he had to go and fuck her? Of all people. If you could have seen the look on her face when she told me, you’d get it. It was just sheer pleasure for her that she can just take any guy I want away from me. I don’t even know what I did to her to deserve it.”

      “So don’t let her take him away.”

      “Right. I’m just going to forget he went after the girl who slept with my boyfriend? And he took her on a date, Ben. Waylon doesn’t date.”

      “He took her out to help you.”

      “What?”

      “She bumped into him at the bar and was hitting on him, gave him her number even though she was supposedly dating your ex. So Waylon thought if he could get her to cheat on your ex, then you two might be able to get back together.”

      “He fucked her so he could get me back with Ezra? That doesn’t even make sense.”

      “I don’t think he did fuck her, for the record. But even if he did—doesn’t it? I mean, didn’t you and Waylon pretend to be together to make Ezra jealous? To try to get him back? Or at least make him wish for it?”

      “That was Olivia’s idea.”

      “But you went along with it, right?”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t want to. Waylon volunteered for some insane reason.”

      “Because he’s had a thing for you for a while. He just knew you couldn’t stand him. So he thought if you wouldn’t date him, maybe he could at least help you.”

      “I could stand him. It’s obvious everyone loves him. And I kind of liked arguing with him. I just thought he was a jerk. Because he was, to me.”

      “Have you considered it could have been a self-defense mechanism? Especially for someone who isn’t used to the idea of having feelings for someone?”

      I think back to all my interactions with Waylon since I met him, trying to re-envision them through this new perspective, and it kind of fits.

      Bens smiles at me, giving me a knowing look, his dimples popping as he watches my little cogs turning.

      “Those are way less attractive when they’re self-satisfied and smug.”

      “Waylon will be happy to hear you’re finding me less attractive these days.”

      I roll my eyes and sip my cider.

      “I don’t know what to do about everything, though. How I can even start to fix it.”

      “Maybe just answer his texts?”

      “He hasn’t texted me. I haven’t heard anything from him.”

      “He will. He’s just been trying to give you your space.”

      “Okay,” I relent at last.

      Ben finishes up his cider and then excuses himself to get back to his house to study. I gather up the mugs and head inside, where I find Olivia and Wren parked at the kitchen counter on stools sipping out of their own mugs. They eye me when I get in.

      “No. Please no. Please, not you too.”

      “This is an intervention,” Olivia begins, picking up her readers from the counter and putting them on her face, a little smirk forming.

      “Oh, my god!” I dump the mugs in the sink. “Is anyone on my side at this point?”

      “We are both on your side, Kenzie. You know that.” Olivia chides.

      I lean back against the counter, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “He knowingly took the woman who stole my boyfriend from me out on a date. To a nice, fancy restaurant and may or may not have fucked her.”

      “I can pretty much guarantee he didn’t.” Wren says.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because there’s something you don’t know.”

      “What?” my gut churns at the idea of there being some secret they’re all keeping from me, something I don’t know about that could make this even worse.

      “He came to the party the other night, when you were gone.”

      “What? Why? Did he hook up with one of those chicks? Holly? London? Whoever. I hope not Lauren, or that was a real bitch move today.” I suddenly feel my heart beating quicker in my chest.

      “Why do you care if you don’t want to be with him?” Olivia quirks an eyebrow up.

      I glare at her. “Do you really want to play that game?”

      She glares back but relents.

      “No. He didn’t, but there was an incident. He didn’t want me to tell you, but he knew I would.”

      “And you waited until now?” I feel like I might be sick.

      “It wasn’t his fault.”

      “Oh yeah, he just tripped, slipped, and ended up inside her, then?”

      “I mean, almost yeah.”

      “Oh, my god. I was kidding!” I feel all the muscles in my stomach tense as my heart bottoms out.

      I can’t take it. After Lauren and Ben, I was ready to listen to him, give him a chance. But if he seriously fucked around with someone else in the short time we haven’t been talking, I was done.

      “Just listen before you say anything, okay?” Wren gives me a serious look, and I nod my compliance.

      “He came to the party, and I saw him the second he walked in. He was a mess. I have never seen him look that way. He immediately came and asked if you were here, and I told him you went to Ally’s. He made assumptions about Ezra, and I didn’t confirm or deny—because girl code, of course. Then he and Liam and East were getting wasted, like they were on a mission, and I was worried about him. Holly kept circling him like a fucking vulture. Honestly, as a side note, I can’t stand her, and I don’t want her at the house anymore.”

      Olivia and I both nod before she continues.

      “I tried to keep an eye on him, but there was a lot going on, and I was drinking a little myself. Anyway, out of the corner of my eye I saw Easton call for him and they talked and then Waylon went upstairs, and Easton followed him. Which was super weird, given everything. So I went up after them, only to see the tail end of the door to my room shutting and Easton starting to make his way back downstairs.”

      “What the fuck?” I whisper under my breath.

      “Exactly. So I stop Easton and ask what the hell is going on. He’s super dodgy about it, won’t answer me, and I finally tell him I saw Waylon go in my room, and I want to know why the fuck that’s happening. I go to the door. It’s locked. I can hear Waylon and some chick inside. Easton still won’t tell me what’s going on, so I grab the skeleton key above the door, unlock it, and I about died. Holly was butt fucking naked and rubbing herself all over him on my bed.”

      My heart is in my throat. He wouldn’t. He couldn’t. Not with her, especially after his birthday. I feel the tears welling up.

      “I was going to kill him myself, Mac. Don’t worry. But then I realized he was trying to get away from her. He was super wasted, and she was trying to play it off like he asked her up there, but it was obvious he had come up looking for you and not expecting her to be there.”

      “That’s insane.” I breathe, feeling slightly less panicked but now worried for Waylon.

      “Yeah. And when he saw me, he was absolutely freaked. And then all four of us were yelling, and it was a great way to end an evening. Then Waylon threw up.”

      “He what? Was he okay?”

      “Yeah, I just think between all the booze and the panic attack he was having over the situation, it was too much.”

      “Fuck…” I sigh. I feel awful suddenly for not being home that night. If I had been, he and I could have talked.

      “But I can tell you one hundred percent, he did not start anything with Holly. It was all her. And I talked to him a little after, and I believe him when he says nothing happened with Amber. He is so fucking broken up over you, Mac.”

      Wren shakes her head like she feels sorry for him.

      “And I’ve talked to Ben and Liam a little, and they all say the same thing.” Olivia adds.

      “So I don’t know what’s going on. Why you won’t talk to him, or why you keep going over to Ally’s. But that man is haunted by you. I really think he loves you Mac, and frankly, being honest, he’s like ten times the guy Ezra ever was.”

      “Mmm, have to say I agree, bestie.” Olivia nods along with Wren’s sentiments.

      “I’m not getting back with Ezra,” I shake my head in frustration.

      “No? So, you’re just torturing Waylon with the idea of it?” Wren gives me a pointed stare.

      “I’m not trying to torture him. He just… he has so many women around him, and we’re nothing alike. I don’t fit into his world. The football. The parties. The people.”

      “The people? You mean me? Ben? Liam?”

      “No, I love you guys. I mean the rest of it. The Hollys and the Laurens…”

      “Holly, I’ll give you, but it sounds like Lauren even went to bat for the two of you, so maybe be a little less judgmental, yeah?” Olivia honestly looks hurt, and I feel like an asshole.

      “It’s just been a huge change for me. I love you both. You know that, but I spent so much time with the band, at shows, around them writing music and all of that. Losing all of it overnight because of Ezra, it’s been a lot.”

      “I know. And it’s why I’m cutting you slack on this. But we love you, and we’re always here for you and want you around.” Olivia chimes in again.

      “But you can’t keep judging Waylon based on who you thought he was. You need to judge him on who he has been, especially to you. He volunteered to go with you to the show that first night. He tried, albeit stupidly, to break Ezra and the evil temptress up. He kept helping you try to make Ezra jealous, even long after he had feelings for you. He pulled you out of that party when you were too drunk for your own good and brought you home and walked away. Texted me to make sure I gave you Gatorade and checked on you—what fucking kind of fuckboy does that, Mac? Even the night you guys fought, he’d been out of town playing a game and drove here straight after to wait for you on the porch.”

      And suddenly, framed in that perspective, I feel like the biggest bitch in the world.

      “I really fucked up, huh?” I say after a long pause.

      “I’m just saying I would kill to have a guy like that.” Wren gives me a look that makes me feel impossibly more guilty than before.

      “Me too. I mean, Mason is great, but not that great.” Olivia nods.

      “I heard there’s a guy… what’s his name again? Lee? No, wait… I’ll remember. Liam?”

      “This is your intervention, missy. Not mine.” Olivia looks down her nose at me.

      “Consider me intervened upon.”

      “Good. When you realize you want to thank me later, after you have amazing makeup sex, I would like six chocolate cupcakes from the bakery on Pearl.”

      I laugh and nod my okay. The two of them hop off their barstools and envelop me in a hug, and I am so fucking thankful to be this lucky.
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      Waylon

      

      As I walk up the steps to Mac’s house, I feel nervous as hell. This is my one shot to win her back, and if it doesn’t go well, I don’t know what I’ll do. I double check my shirt’s tucked in and I’m not too wrinkled from the drive. I have zero idea why that’s a thing that’s important to me in this moment, but anxiety is a bitch.

      I hold the small bouquet of wildflowers in my hand. Hoping she likes them well enough when I rap my knuckles on the door. I hear voices in the house and then Olivia pops the door open.

      “Come on in,” she smiles.

      “Thanks,” I step in hesitantly, looking around for Mac, but I don’t see her.

      “She’s finishing getting ready. Should be down any minute.”

      “Got it.”

      “For the record, I’m one hundred percent Team WayMac or MacLon. But if you ever hurt her again, I will come for you.” Olivia pins me with a look I’ve seen her give Liam a lot lately, one that tells me I’m treading a thin line.

      “Understood.” I nod.

      A few minutes later, I hear footsteps coming down the stairs, and then Mac appears.

      I feel my heart lodge in my throat at the sight of her. One; because she looks utterly fucking beautiful, and two; because she’s wearing the dress she wore the night we first met. I haven’t seen her in it since, and I’m desperately hoping this is her version of an olive branch.

      “My favorite dress. You look gorgeous, Mac,” I manage to say.

      “Oh yeah,” she seems distracted by the way her eyes wander over me, and then it’s as though she shakes herself out of a daze. “I thought maybe we could start over.”

      “I’m on board for that.” I hold out my hand. “Waylon, Liam’s center.”

      “Mackenzie, Olivia’s friend.”

      “Best,” Olivia corrects, and I remember that she’s still in the room.

      “Best friend,” Mackenzie corrects herself, and grins at Olivia.

      “Thought you might like these.” I hand the flowers to her.

      “They’re beautiful.” her face softens with a little smile and her eyes flash up to mine.

      “I’ll put them in water and get out of your way,” Olivia announces and takes them from Mac once she’s had a chance to smell them.

      “That was really sweet of you, Waylon.”

      “I try. You ready?”

      “Am I allowed to know where we’re going?”

      “Nah. That’s part of the fun.”

      “I see.” She sounds skeptical but follows me to the door.

      

      When we get to the bar Wren works at and walk up to the entry, she looks at me skeptically but follows my lead as I open the door for her. The room is mostly dark, and all the TVs that are normally blaring games from every single sports channel available are off. Just one table is lit up, and it’s all dressed up with a tablecloth and flowers.

      “What is this?” She whispers and her hand goes to her mouth.

      “I asked Wren what your favorite food is, since I stupidly didn’t know, and one thing led to another… is it okay? I know it’s not fancy, but if you give me a second date, we can go wherever you pick.”

      “It’s perfect, Waylon.” She glances back at me with a small smile, and then we take our seats across from each other at the booth.

      A few minutes later, Wren pops out from the back and brings us two beers. I watch as the two of them exchange looks, and Wren gives her a wink before hurrying back to the kitchen. Apparently, Wren had kept my secret after all. I’d owe her for that.

      “Is this how it’s going to be if we date? Every time we fight, everyone joins your side and gangs up on me?” she laughs softly.

      “Not everyone, just a few strategic someones…” I shrug.

      “Wren, Olivia, Ben, Lauren—“ she goes down the list.

      “Lauren?” I nearly choke on my beer because that one was definitely not planned.

      “Yes, Lauren. You didn’t know about that one?” She looks as surprised as me.

      “No idea. Easton must have said something.”

      “Easton doesn’t really seem like he’s on Team Mackenzie. She said she’d seen the way you looked…”

      “Easton helped too.”

      “How so?” Her brow furrows.

      “He bought out the place tonight.” I point to the empty sports bar around us.

      “The whole place?”

      “Yeah. If it makes you feel less guilty, I think it was as much an apology to Wren as it was to you for the uh… incident.”

      “I don’t know her very well, but Holly seems like a determined woman.”

      “That’s definitely one of her qualities, yes.”

      “The others being she’s gorgeous and good in bed?” Mac smiles like she’s still playing, but the question makes me uneasy.

      “I wouldn’t know.” I answer bluntly because I wouldn’t. Holly and I had made out a few times, and flirted with the idea of hooking up, but it had never happened.

      “You wouldn’t?”

      “I told you that first night, I’m not as much of a fuckboy as you think I am.”

      She looks up at me and then back down at the napkin in front of her, her fingers playing with the edge.

      “I’m sorry. I was just trying to keep things lighthearted.”

      “I think that might be where we’re fucking up.”

      “What?” Her eyes lift to meet mine.

      “We’re both always trying to keep things light, instead of actually talking through it.”

      “I just didn’t want to complicate things for you. I know I don’t fit in your world and—“

      “And I fit in yours?”

      “You do.”

      “I literally don’t fit in some of the furniture in your house for starters.”

      She laughs, “Well, that’s true. I was so worried you were going to break the little vintage sofa.”

      We both laugh for a second and then it gets awkwardly quiet again.

      “You fit in my world, Mac. Anywhere you don’t or don’t feel like you fit, I’ll make room.”

      She smiles in a way that lights up her gorgeous green eyes, but then it fades again, her eyes flitting from the table to the wall behind me and back.

      “I really appreciate that, but if we’re being honest, Waylon. I can’t do things like we have been. I wish I could. It’s been fun, and I… really like being with you.”

      “But?” My heart feels like it seized up in my chest.

      “I need more.”

      I’m ready to tell her I’ll give her more. Anything she wants, but Wren picks that moment to walk out with our food. A Cajun pasta dish that’s one of her family recipes they only serve here at the bar. She sets them down in front of us.

      “Enjoy you two. Let me know what else you need. I’m gonna make myself scarce in the back, but text me when you’re ready for more drinks, dessert, whatever.”

      “Thanks, Wren.”

      Mac’s eyes follow her back to the back, and when the door shuts, she turns back to me.

      “This was really sweet of you, Waylon. I can’t believe you went to all this trouble. It’s as much my fault as anything. I never should have believed what she told me, but I just thought… I didn’t think. I’m sorry about that. I should have given you a chance to explain right away.”

      “So you believe me? That I didn’t sleep with her?”

      “Yes, although I am curious how she knew certain things.”

      My hand scrubs the back of my neck, “She was aggressive. I’ll give your ex credit for that. I’m not saying he was innocent, but she’s—“

      I stop myself before I say anything else that could be taken the wrong way or dig a hole where I’m not trying to.

      “Handsy?” Mac offers helpfully, stabbing a piece of pasta with her fork.

      “Yeah… I shouldn’t have been out with her at all. It’s just at the time, that night you seemed so broken up over him. I thought I could help you. It was before anything happened between us.”

      “We almost kissed that night.”

      “Did we?” I remembered it that way, but I didn’t think she did.

      She raises her eyebrow. “Before I got the text messages, yeah.”

      “I remember what happened. I just didn’t want to assume you were going to kiss me back.”

      “I would have. I would have kissed you the night of Olivia’s birthday too if we hadn’t been interrupted. And probably in the bathroom the next morning if you weren’t such a dick. Probably the first night we met. That’s the problem. You have that effect on me.”

      A swell of warmth pools around my chest at her confessions.

      “You’ve had the same effect on me since the moment I laid eyes on you in that dress.”

      She smiles and then her brow furrows.

      “This had been one of my favorite dresses too. I thought I looked good in it.”

      “You did. You do. Although, honestly, you look hot as fuck in anything you wear.”

      She blushes and takes a sip of her beer.

      “Is that why you were so cold to me?”

      “A big part of it.”

      “And the other part?”

      “I was attracted to you.”

      “And that counted against me?”

      “I had a boyfriend, and you made that whole Mac Truck comment. And then you had the audacity to keep coming over all the time.”

      “To see you.”

      “What?”

      “You knew Liam was always there to be with Olivia, but you never put it together why I was there?”

      “I just assumed wherever Liam went, you followed.”

      I laugh, “Yeah, I love the guy and all, but I’m not that attached to him.”

      “But we barely talked and when we did, we fought.”

      “Yeah, and you’re sexy as hell when you’re irritated with me.”

      “I’m supposed to believe this whole time, you’ve had a thing for me, and you were coming over just to be yelled at and told what a dick you are?”

      “I mean, when you put it that way, now I’m wondering if I have a secret degradation fetish I didn’t realize, but yeah. That’s what you should believe because it’s true.”

      We both laugh, but then her face grows serious.

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “And for the record, I haven’t been with anyone else.”

      “Since we…?”

      “Since before that, but yeah. You don’t have to tell me if you have or haven’t. I just wanted you to know.”

      “I didn’t hook up with Ezra. He kissed me—after I thought you had slept with her. But that was it.”

      “You want me to believe he didn’t try to jump back in bed with you the second he saw an opening? I saw his face that night at the show.”

      “He tried, but I shut it down.”

      “And the kiss at the car?” It’s none of my business, not really, but I want to know.

      “He kissed my cheek. Told me to listen to the songs he wrote. I told him I was sorry things ended the way they did but was glad we could be friends.”

      “The songs he wrote for you?”

      “Yeah.” She smiles awkwardly and stares at the plate, pushing some of the food to the side.

      “How am I supposed to compete with that?” I laugh, but I’m only half kidding. He writes her love songs, and they have years of history, and I have nothing but good intentions.

      “We’re just friends, Waylon.”

      “A guy who writes you songs doesn’t want to be your friend.”

      “He’ll get over it once he meets the next gorgeous, perky little redhead.”

      “And us? Are we friends?”

      “Of course. At least until you meet the next girl you want to date, or Holly finally grinds you down. Whichever comes first.” She flashes me a smile I know is supposed to reassure me.

      “Mac…” I sigh.

      “I can’t watch you sleep with other people anymore. I thought I could. I wish I could, but I can’t. And I know you don’t do dating or relationships, and I really appreciate that you put effort into tonight to try to smooth things over between us. I really do but—“

      “I never said I didn’t do dating or relationships. You assumed that.”

      “You told me not since freshman year.”

      “I said I’d never met anyone worth it.”

      “And I’m worth it?” The self-deprecating laugh she gives cuts me to the quick because the fact she doesn’t believe it means I haven’t done enough.

      “Yes. I’m in love with you, Mac. I didn’t want to tell you. It seemed too fast, and you weren’t over him yet. And fuck, if I’m honest, I didn’t think I could handle the rejection. But every time I told you I’d do anything for you, I meant it. I still mean it. Whatever you’re willing to give, I want it. You want a relationship, you’ve got it. You just want to be friends, I’m yours. You want to call me late at night because the new guy can’t fuck you right. I’ll be there.”

      She stares at me in return. The silence drags on, and I feel like I might choke on my embarrassment from having confessed too much to her.

      “Christ, Waylon. You can’t just say that to me. Out in public.”

      “What?”

      “Where’s Wren? I need the check.” She stands abruptly, looking for her friend behind the bar.

      “Wren!!!” she belts out her name, and I stand too. Now I know I’ve fucked up.

      “Mac, slow down… I know it was a lot.”

      “A lot? It was more than a lot. You need to take me home.”

      “What’s up?” Wren appears behind the bar.

      “We need the check.”

      Wren frowns at the two of us, and her eyes catch mine as if to ask how I’ve fucked it up. I give her a look of desperation and shake my head.

      “But you haven’t even had dessert. And I made the bread pudding with the whiskey sauce you like so much.”

      “Damn. Take home?”

      “Don’t you want to stay a while?”

      “Nope. I need to get back to the house.”

      Wren studies her face for a second, and then glances back at me.

      “Got it. Take home bag coming up.”

      I guess being on my side only holds up for so long before the girl code takes over.

      Wren appears a few minutes later and hands Mac the bag.

      “I put an extra cup of whipped cream in there too.”

      “Of course you did.” Mac smiles at her.

      Wren winks at me as we walk out, and I’m even more confused than before, fumbling for what I’m going to say once we’re back in the truck. I’m not ready for this to be over.
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      When we get into the truck Waylon puts the keys in the ignition but doesn’t start it. He stares at the windshield, and then finally breaks his silence.

      “Can I take it back?”

      “Take what back?”

      “What I said?”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re having me take you home?”

      “Yeah because the house is empty right now and Wren loves me a lot, but if I jumped you in the middle of the restaurant, she might not forgive me.”

      “Wait, what??” He stares at me utterly confused.

      “Was I not clear?”

      “No, and I think we really need to work on this communication thing because it seems to be a sticking point.” His furrowed brow is adorable.

      “Okay. Fair.” I smile.

      “So?”

      “So you just… told me you loved me in one of the hottest ways imaginable. And I love you too. I told you before, but I wasn’t sure if you remembered or not. You were pretty drunk and then I didn’t know if I wanted you to remember—“

      “You told me you loved me?”

      “Yes, on your birthday.”

      “I remember something, but I thought you were just saying things to make me feel better because I was giving you a hard time.”

      “No. I’m in love with you, Waylon.”

      He turns and looks at me like I’ve just told him it’s Christmas morning.

      “Say it again.”

      “I’m in love with you?”

      “Fuck,” he curses and then his lips are on mine and his hands are all over my body. We’re a ball of limbs and lips and heavy breathing for several minutes until we both remember we’re still sitting in the truck outside the restaurant.

      “My place?” I ask.

      He nods, and we listen to one of his game day playlists the rest of the way back to the house while my heart pounds with anticipation. Waylon fucking Prescott is in love with me. He wants me, and only me, and I feel like I’ve just won the lottery.

      I fumble with my keys at the door, while he presses up against me, dropping kisses up and down my neck that only distract me further from the task at hand. We hurry into the house, kicking off our shoes and dropping my purse on the way, rushing up the stairs, but when we get to my room, he stops short.

      He halts on the threshold of the room and takes slow steps in. The night-light I have in the corner is the only thing illuminating the surrounding space.

      “Everything okay?” I ask, suddenly unsure as I set the dessert bag on the dresser.

      “Yeah. Just feels weird to finally be in here. Feel like I’m breaking the rules by even being upstairs.”

      “I can yell at you if it helps.” I tease him, sitting down on the bed while he traipses around the room looking at the photos I have on the wall and studying the books I have stuffed in the bookcase lining one side of the room.

      He smiles and runs his fingers over the titles and then walks toward my desk where my playlist is still sitting open. His hand pauses and he flicks his wrist to skim the playlist that’s titled “For Zie”.

      “This the album he’s working on then?”

      “Yes,” I answer softly, worried we’re going to be headed for real yelling again.

      “Which one is about you?”

      “Waylon, I don’t think…”

      “I’m just curious,” he shrugs, and glances back at me over his shoulder.

      I sigh in response.

      “Which one?”

      “All of them,” I say as quietly as possible.

      “All of them?” He asks, his tone incredulous.

      I nod.

      “Holy fuck,” he mutters. “He is pretty fucking sorry, huh?”

      “It would seem that way.”

      He scrolls through the list, and I watch him click on one of them.

      The roll of the bass and drums comes through my speaker, the guitar flowing in soon after. I realize which one he picked, and I cringe.

      “I don’t think this is a great idea,” I protest.

      “Oh, I think it’s a great idea,” he grins again over his shoulder, and I see him press another button before turning around to face me.

      Billy’s voice comes crashing over the instrumentals, sounding perfect as always. The lyrics don’t help.

      “This him?”

      “No,” I shake my head and laugh. “He wishes his voice sounded like pure sex.”

      “Pure sex, eh? Who’s this guy then?”

      “Billy. He’s the vocalist.”

      “Billy, Jay, Ezra… any of them that don’t want you?”

      I roll my eyes.

      “I’m serious. I need to know how many guys I have to fight off.”

      “Very funny.” I stand up and cross the small space between us. “I think we should turn this off and get back to where we were.”

      I try to reach around him, but he catches my wrist in his hand and stops me.

      “Nah, I think I want to hear this.” His eyes catch mine as Billy lets loose about missing the taste of his girl on his lips.

      “I think this is going to ruin a really good night,” I say softly because I really truly do not want to argue with him for once.

      “Why?” He whispers back, leaning over to kiss my cheek. His lips trail up my jawline and then dip back down my neck, sending little tendrils of awareness flowing through me.

      “Because I’ve heard the song and I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

      He pauses in his exploration to listen to another round of the chorus. One where Billy is belting out how much he needs to touch and taste her again.

      “So far I think it’s pretty good.” He dots a few more kisses across my clavicle.

      “Waylon,” I say his name softly, half pleading for more of his mouth and half protesting his choice in entertainment.

      “Does it turn you on to hear it?” He asks, his fingers brushing over my wrist as he takes a step closer to me.

      I take a step back to look up at him. “No.”

      I need him to know however much I might want to patch things with Ezra and be friends again; I have zero interest in anything beyond that.

      “Not even a little? He wrote a whole fucking song about it, and nothing?” His tone is teasing and playful and he closes the gap between us again.

      “Just kiss me,” I plead.

      He complies with the request, and gives me several slow kisses, his tongue sliding over mine. His hand slides under my dress, slowly trailing up my inner thigh before he pauses.

      “Last chance to confess.” He whispers against my lips, but I refuse to answer.

      His hand dips beneath the lace of my underwear. He groans with pleasure at finding me swollen and wet under his touch, giving me several soft strokes before he withdraws.

      “Seems like something,” he mutters, before he brings his finger up to his mouth. He licks it and gives me a wicked little grin. “Something definitely worth writing a song about.”

      “Waylon,” I whisper, my cheeks heating as I stare at the rug on the floor.

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re killing me.”

      “I can fix it,” his voice is rougher now.

      “We can turn it off?” I ask hopefully.

      “Not yet. First, you’re gonna take those panties off and go sit on the bed.”

      “What?”

      He walks me several steps back until the backs of my legs hit the edge of the mattress.

      “Panties off.” He repeats, his eyes heavy with unmet want.

      “Shirt off,” I answer, raising my brow in challenge.

      His fingers immediately go to the buttons on his shirt, and he pulls them open one by one until he reaches the bottom. He untucks it and slowly removes the shirt letting it drop to the floor. My tongue runs over my lower lip as I stare at all the skin in front of me. The expanse of tight muscle and tattoos makes me want to lean forward and lick him. Zero self-control with him. I can even understand her getting aggressive. This man’s body was liable to make any woman aggressive.

      He utters a small sound in his throat and my eyes snap back up to his, where I see the expectant look on his face. Right. I reach under my dress and hook my fingers in the lace band, sliding them down my legs and off to the side.

      “Good.” His hand slides to the nape of my neck, tugging gently on my hair as he kisses me again.

      “Now lay back on the bed and pull your dress up for me,” he breathes the words against my lips after he releases the kiss.

      I do as I’m told despite a gut reaction to protest at being put on display because I’ll do anything this man wants right now.

      I pull the hem of my dress up slowly, trying to steel my confidence. The room is dark, but there’s still enough light I’ll be completely exposed to him, and his eyes are tracking my every movement. I finally pull it up to my waist, letting my head fall back on the quilt as I look up at him, hoping he’ll take me quick because my body feels so heavy with want for him, I don’t know how much I can take.

      He steps between my legs, using his knee to gently nudge mine further apart and then he just stares, his eyes traveling over the length of me, once, twice and then landing between my legs when my nerves kick in.

      “Waylon?” I ask, the unease traveling through my tone.

      “Hmm,” comes a throaty reply. “Just every time I look at you. I remember how fucking lucky I am. I imagined this so many times and it’s so much fucking better than what I thought it could be. I’ve wanted you so fucking much for so fucking long, Mac.”

      I don’t know what to say, so I just give a little smile and lean up on my elbows again, nodding to his pants, “Then get those off and come down here.”

      He shakes his head and backs away from me, turning the volume up on the music before he returns and drops down to his knees. I press further up, questioning him silently.

      “What—“ I start to ask when he doesn’t answer, but his lips are on the tender skin of my inner thigh, stealing my breath away again. Every spark he ignites a direct hit.

      The instrumentals of the song start again, and he smiles against my skin, his eyes traveling back to mine. They’re lit up, looking almost silver in the pale light of the room, and the smirk he gives me sends a shiver up my spine.

      “I want you to listen to it. Every single word, while you watch me, see how many times I can make you come against my tongue.”

      Then his mouth is on me, giving me a tentative lick that sets every nerve ending on fire so fast I think I might shatter with the next touch. I close my eyes and take a breath, trying to regain my composure.

      He is too much for me. Too unreal and every second with him, I think it’s a matter of moments before I wake up from whatever dream I’m having.

      He places another whisper-light kiss against me, and I can’t hold back the small moan in my throat. My fingers wrap around the hem of my dress, balling it up in my palm.

      “Watch or I’ll stop,” a rough instruction against my skin, before he gives another long stroke of his tongue. I sit up as I’m told and open my eyes because the last thing I want is for him to let me go.

      “Good.” He gives me another soft kiss as a reward, and then he slides an arm under each of my thighs, his hands gripping my hips and pulling me down toward him. The muscles on his shoulders and biceps flex with the motion. I do not know what good deed I did to earn Waylon on his knees in front of me like this, but I make a mental note to figure it out so I can repeat it as many times as possible.

      “You taste so fucking sweet. I’d be begging to have it back too if I thought I’d never get it again.” he says the words in between licks, and I close my eyes again. The feeling of his tongue against every sensitive nerve ending I have, the sound of his voice and the smell of his cologne, all bringing me closer and closer to the edge.

      “Mackenzie.”

      The sound of my full name on his lips has my eyes snapping open, and I’m immediately met with his. He slides two fingers slowly inside me, stretching me only to have me tighten around him again.

      “I need you,” I confess quietly.

      “I know.”

      He flicks the tip of his tongue against my clit as a quick tease, and I rock forward grabbing his shoulder to keep from losing the tentative balance I have on the edge of the mattress. His fingers bite into my hip, steadying me. And then he lets go of whatever restraint he’d had up until this point, his tongue sliding over me in a steady rhythm, while his fingers curl and stroke a steady beat inside me, turning me into a mess of want, moans and sweat.

      “Waylon, please,” I beg him even as I crash against my orgasm, and my hands bite into the quilt.

      He releases me, letting the cool air hit my damp skin, and I can hear the sound of his heavy breathing as he bows his head between my legs.

      “Holy fuck,” he groans.

      I fall back on the bed, wasted and feeling like I might just fall into oblivion. I take deep breaths, trying to get the oxygen back into my lungs.

      But I’ve barely started to think straight when he gives me another whisper-light stroke of his tongue against my still pulsing clit.

      “Waylon,” I protest, and I swear I hear a small laugh in return.

      “Again,” he rasps.

      “I can’t,” I argue.

      “I believe in you,” he kisses my inner thigh and then resumes the rhythm he’d had before.

      I start to tell him in earnest to stop. That I’m not the kind who can come multiple times in a row, but before I can say anything, I feel the heat curling through me again and pooling where his tongue meets my flesh.

      “Fuck,” I curse, half in amazement and half in disbelief at his talent.

      He pulls me closer, licking and sucking my flesh like he might devour me whole, and I rock underneath him, chasing a second release. I can feel the edges of it, nearly taste it, but not quite reach. I take a deep breath in my frustration, and his hands massage my hips and thighs in response.

      “Give me one more taste, sweetheart, please. Make this my favorite song.”

      His tongue picks up an impossibly faster rhythm, and I suddenly become aware of the song again, the crashing sounds of the drums, and Billy’s voice belting out a promise of getting on his knees every night. The wrongness and rightness of everything about this moment takes me over the edge, and I come hard, and uncontrolled in my desperate need for his mouth. I muffle my cry with my hand, suddenly aware again my roommates could come home at any minute. And then I collapse exhausted against the mattress.

      “Holy fuck,” Waylon has made his way off the floor and climbed onto the bed next to me, his hand brushing over my abdomen. My body feels like jello, and my skin is so hot I feel like I could catch fire.

      “The way you come against my mouth is the hottest fucking thing I’ve seen in my life. Nearly came just watching you. I’m going to need this every single night for the foreseeable future.”

      I laugh softly, nervous now I’m so hyper aware of him, and eager to get the focus back off me, I roll to my side and reach for the top button of his pants.

      “Your turn,” I whisper, and place a kiss on his chest.

      His hand lands on top of mine, stilling my movement. “It can wait. Catch your breath.”

      Billy’s voice starts up again, and I laugh, “In any case…”

      I stand and go over to the playlist. Turning the song off and letting the sounds from the street creep back into the room. I turn around, leaning against the desk to see him stretched out on my bed shirtless with a sheen of sweat across his body that highlights every sinewy stretch of muscle.

      “I was just getting to like that one,” he fake-protests the action.

      “That was...” I shake my head.

      He stands up and makes his way over to me, leaning over and caging me against the desk, taking a long draw off my mouth before pinning me with his eyes.

      “You should tell him not to write songs about how good you taste. Only reminds me how much I need it, and how much you want it.”

      “That’s fucked up,” I shake my head in admonishment, a smile erupting on my lips anyway.

      “I have a jealous streak when it comes to you.” He shrugs.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah. There’s something else I need to finish getting off my chest.”

      “What?”

      “I love you, Mackenzie. I know I haven’t always been your favorite—”

      I put my fingers to his lips. He’s been confessing everything tonight, being honest even when it was hard, and it’s my turn to give him the same.

      “I love you too. You’ve been my favorite for a long time. My favorite to argue with. My favorite to fantasize about. My favorite boyfriend, even when it was fake.”

      He grins and pulls me close, kissing me before he looks at me again.

      “So we’re agreed it’s real now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh, I’m gonna have so much fun rubbing this in lover boy’s face.”

      “I reiterate, you’re terrible!”

      I laugh, kissing him and melting into his arms as he pulls me closer. I have no idea how I got so lucky, but I’m going to do whatever I can to keep him.
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One Year Later

      We’re in the car, traveling down the mountain turn off a little faster than I probably should be this morning, but I’m nervous as hell. Mac is still only half awake in the passenger seat, dozing on and off because we took a late flight in last night and it’s insanely early in the morning, the sun still hasn’t broken the horizon yet, and the dim light of dawn stretches over the Colorado red dirt road in front of us.

      We’re in town so I can be at the game tonight at Highland, to be part of the night’s ceremonies and then we’re having dinner with Ben and his date this evening. An activity Mac is way too excited for. Then we have to get on another flight, so I can be back in Seattle to play a game with the team on Monday night. But before all of that, I have something far more important to do. Something that has my heart nearly pounding out of my rib cage and me gripping the steering wheel to keep my hands from shaking.

      When we get to the top of the ridge I put the rented Jeep into park and stare out at the view. I’m still remembering that first night we came out here when I knew somehow, I had to make her mine but had no idea how I could make it happen given how much she hated my guts. I glance over at her and smile. She’d been gorgeous and it had been awkward, the two of us giving each other shit like we always did.

      So much has changed since then. A year has meant graduation, moving to Seattle, starting in the NFL, buying a condo, her starting her own rare book business out of little shop in Capitol Hill, and us trying to navigate all the craziness of post-college life without our friends and the safety net that came along with them.

      But the one thing that had been constant was how much I loved her, every single fucking day it somehow manages to get better.

      I glance over at her again, her sunglasses are on, and she’s curled up against the side of the door, hair up in a messy bun. She looks so peaceful, and I hate to disturb her sleep, but time is short today, and I need this moment more than any other. I reach over and run my fingers over her thigh gently until she stirs.

      “Mac Truck, we’re here.” I say softly.

      “Hmmm?” She slowly rises, pulling her sunglasses up to the top of her head and blinking.

      “We’re here.” I repeat.

      She rubs her eyes and blinks again taking in her surroundings.

      “Is this?” She looks to me, a little befuddled but curious.

      “Yeah.” I smile at her.

      “Why?”

      “See the view again. We can catch the sunrise if we hurry.”

      “I’m going to need more caffeine if I’m going to approach anything close to hurry.” She reaches for the coffee she’d grabbed on the way out the hotel this morning and takes a sip.

      “Yeah, well bring it with you. Let’s go darlin’.” I open the door and round the front of the Jeep.

      She follows, more slowly, hesitantly as she’s not quite sure what I’m up to. And she has every right to be suspicious because while I’m happy to see the sunrise, it’s not the main reason I’m here.

      “Don’t worry. I checked for murderers on the way up. We’re safe.”

      “They could be hiding in the trees. You don’t know,” she answers playfully, giving me a small smile.

      “I think we’re good.” I wink at her.

      She walks up next to me and leans her head against my shoulder as we stare out at the city. It’s slowly waking up, coming to life as all the folks hit the road to head to their jobs or grab their morning coffee. The streetlamps are just starting to dim, and the sun is just breaking the horizon. The hum of life around us is dulled by the early morning humidity, with the first sounds of birds waking nearby.

      “It’s still really beautiful up here.” She whispers.

      “You’re still really beautiful up here.” I kiss the top of her head.

      “Waylon…” she chides the compliment but smiles anyway. “I love you.”

      “I hope so,” I say as I turn and go down on one knee.

      Her eyes go wide as she looks at me, her tired brain putting together the reason we’re up here and what’s happening piece by piece. Her fingers go to her lips.

      “Because I’m hoping you’re willing to stick it out with me for the long haul.” I pull the little ring box out from my pocket and open it up to show her.

      “Waylon…” she whispers, and I see tears forming in her eyes.

      “Don’t cry. It’s not that bad. It just means you’d always have someone to argue with.” I try to tease her.

      “Well you should have led with that.” She smiles back at me and takes the ring from out the box. “Waylon, this is way too much. And are you sure? You just started your first season and…”

      I stand up and kiss her, threading my fingers through her hair at the nape of her neck and she opens for me, letting me run my tongue over hers. The taste of her sweet little mouth melding with the caramel coffee she’s been drinking. One I hope I’m getting every morning for the rest of my life.

      “Put it on, see if it fits, yeah?” I look down at her. The truth is I would have asked her a long time ago. Probably the day we graduated college if not before then, but I hadn’t wanted to scare her. So I’d told myself I’d give it a full year before I asked, even though the ring had been bought months ago. One of the first things I’d purchased with my signing bonus.

      She slides it on her finger and stares down at it. It fits her perfectly.

      “If you don’t like it, we’ll get you a different one. You can pick out whatever you want.”

      “No. I love it. It’s perfect.”

      “Does that mean you’re saying yes?”

      “Of course, I’m saying yes. Do I look stupid? Waylon Prescott asks you to marry him, you fucking say yes and hope he doesn’t change his mind before the wedding date.” She smirks up at me.

      “I’d marry you today if we could find the time to squeeze it in.”

      She laughs. “Let’s not overshadow your big return to Highland or the grand reveal of Ben’s mystery woman.”

      “Tomorrow then?” I look at her hopefully.

      “Do you want your mother to kill us? You know she’s going to want to plan some big fancy Texas wedding and invite everyone.”

      “Fine. But you know I’m never changing my mind.”

      “Me either,” she stands on her tip toes and kisses me softly.

      “I’m gonna love arguing with you for the rest of my life.” I grin at her.

      “Glad we agree on that much.” She leans her head on my shoulder, and I wrap my arm around her.
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        * * *

      

      If you loved Mackenzie and Waylon and want the story of their first meeting (including the infamous dress scene), grab PREGAME for free.  Want more Olivia and Liam? Join the newsletter for sneak peeks!
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      Join the newsletter here for sneak peeks: https://geni.us/MRBNews

      Join the reader’s group on FB here: https://www.facebook.com/groups/rawdonsromanticrebels
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