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Chapter One

Dani

I’ll admit it. I’ve been ogling today in the ocean. I’ve been checking someone out in the water. But, in my defense, anyone would.

His body is to die for.

From my vantage point several waves away, it’s a mighty nice view.

Especially when the big, broad guy with the killer smile pops up on his board, bends his knees, and glides along a rolling crest in the Pacific Ocean.

Like he belongs there.

Well, this time.

Admittedly, he’s toppled into the waves a lot this afternoon, but we all land on our butts in the water now and then. Staying vertical on a longboard isn’t the easiest task in the universe.

Besides, who’s counting? Or gawking?

Oh wait. That’d be me, draped over my board, lolling in the water and enjoying the eye candy in between my own sessions on the waves.

When Eye Candy Surfer Guy gets up there, he looks damn good. Calm. In control.

Muscles rippling and glistening with ocean water.

Happy sigh.

I tilt my head, when I spot trouble in the form of another guy. A lanky dude on a battered orange board drops into Eye Candy’s wave, inserting himself exactly where he shouldn’t be.

There’s a rule in the ocean—you don’t stick yourself into someone else’s wave.

That’s when it happens.

The board shoots out from beneath the skinny dude, and in a blur of lanky limbs, he tumbles backward into the water, his body smacking the sea in a loud slap. His orange board skims the water on a fast track for Eye Candy. The former lifeguard in me springs to life, and as I paddle closer, I cup a hand over my mouth and shout, “Heads up!”

My warning is futile. The board is hell-bent on a mission—Eye Candy’s head—and as it connects with the back of his noggin, the man’s handsome face contorts. A thunk rings out above the crashing of the waves.

I wince as the guy with the killer grin goes kersplat. I’ve been there, done that, and it stings like hell. Poor guy.

He’s knocked into the sea, the leash on his leg keeping his own board afloat. We’re close to the shore and the waves aren’t huge, so I’m not worried he’s about to be swept out to the murky depths in a watery death. But I’m not about to hang here and ride the next swell while someone is drowning.

I paddle over, but not because I’ve been admiring his strong legs. Or his big, muscular arms. Or even his flat, sculpted, completely lickable abs, for that matter. I paddle over because I’m not an asshole. As I reach the scene of the head-whacking, the perpetrator of surfing rudeness pokes his head out and scans for his board. It’s bobbing a few feet away, and he swims off for it.

Two seconds later, the whacked one pops up, brushing a big hand along his face, then his wet hair.

“You okay?” I ask over the sound of the ocean. Venice Beach is home for beginner and intermediate surfers thanks to its mostly mellow waves. From the looks of it, Eye Candy hasn’t spent a ton of time hanging ten. I’m not a competitive surfer, either. I just do this for fun, and I head to the other beaches when I want bigger waves.

Blinking, the guy rubs the back of his head. His surfboard bobs near him, so I kick closer, reach out an arm, and push it to him. He grabs hold of it, his strong arms resting on it now.

Those arms.

They’re not my Kryptonite.

They’re not my Kryptonite.

They’re not my Kryptonite.

Fine, fine. They’re any woman’s Kryptonite.

“I think I’ll live,” he says, and I can tell he’s being sarcastic, but even so he looks like he should get out of the water. Even though I’m a world-class ogler, I’ve got a caretaker in me too.

So in my best gentle but firm voice, I say, “That’s excellent news. But maybe consider life on the shore for a few minutes.” I tip my head in the direction of the sand.

“I hear the sand has fewer flying objects,” he says, his lips twitching in a tiny grin.

Bingo. We have a sarcastic one on our hands. My favorite kind of man.

“That’s one of its many selling points.”

He shoots me a small smile, then follows my advice, paddling to the shore. He lugs his board out of the water and sinks next to it in the sand. I make my way out of the ocean too and plop down by his side. I’ve seen enough surfing mishaps over the years, and even though I don’t know this guy from Adam, I want to make sure he’s okay.

“That surfboard absolutely had it in for you. Vicious thing,” I say, leaning back to see if there’s blood pouring out of his head. Good news—his skull’s not leaking its contents. “I think you might have pissed it off.”

“Hmmm. Come to think of it, I did trash talk it when I was riding a wave before,” he deadpans, as he rubs the back of his head while staring off at the sea. His face is in profile, and something about his eyes feels familiar. Tickles a spot in my memory. But I can’t place him, so he must just look like someone I know.

Or someone I want to know.

I give myself a mental drum roll for that one.

With the guy sitting next to me in the warm sand, his hands on his knees, I’m keenly aware of how big he is. He’s taller than normal. Broader than normal. Bigger than the average Joe. He’s not built like the rest of us regular people. As I roam my eyes over his arms, I nearly do a double take. Because holy patron saint of forearms. His are an homage to arm-porn memes everywhere. My mouth waters.

“Next time, be sure to whisper sweet nothings to all the other boards, and they’ll stay away from your head,” I tell him in a conspiratorial tone. “But the good news is I don’t think it drew blood. Does it hurt?”

He waves a hand in the air. “Nah, I get hit all the time.”

I frown in confusion. “By angry surfboards?”

He laughs, and holds up a big hand. “That’d be a funny name for a band.”

“It would be,” I say, smiling too as I shield my eyes from the sun that shines brightly as it emerges from behind a cloud. “And I’m guessing you don’t have a surfboard concussion now.”

He laughs. “Let’s hope not, especially since one of my biggest life goals is to spend every day avoiding concussions.”

“Is that a risk in your line of work?”

“It can be. But hey, that’s what helmets are for.”

I’m about to ask if he’s a construction worker when he turns to me and flashes a smile. A blindingly gorgeous one that shows off straight white teeth, and the rest of his handsome face. Damn, it’s like staring at the sun. He’s so good-looking it nearly hurts. But I’ll take the pain, oh yes, I will take the pain of gazing at his hazel eyes, his square jaw, his strong cheekbones, that little notch in his chin that’s so damn alluring.

Like the rest of him.

That’s when it hits me. Holy shit. I know this guy. Okay, maybe I don’t know him personally. He’s not a former coworker, an ex-classmate, or a friend of a friend. And he’s not in construction. He’s in the same business as me, only I’m behind the scenes managing contracts for the Los Angeles Knights, one of the two Los Angeles pro football teams, and he’s on the field, guiding his team toward the end zone.

Part of me is shocked to see him here, but I don’t let on. As a lawyer, I’ve developed a helluva poker face, and my job is to roll with the punches.

I just wasn’t expecting today’s eye-candy surfer boy to be . . . the quarterback.

That’s why he said he gets hit all the time. Because he gets slammed when his linemen fail to protect him—and for the last few years, they’ve been doing exactly that. He’s Drew Erickson, a rising star in the league, and he plays for the other local pro team, the Anaheim Devil Sharks.

What were the chances that he’d be at this beach? As quickly as the question lands in my head, I answer it for myself. The chances aren’t that slim. He lives in the Los Angeles area, he’s athletic, and the beach is the most wonderful thing ever created.

“By the way,” he says, gesturing to the vast expanse of water, the waves choppier as the afternoon tide tugs at the shore. “I appreciate you making sure I was okay. That was cool of you.” He offers a hand. “I’m Andrew.”

I blink, but say nothing at first.

That’s quite an interesting introduction. No one calls him Andrew. He’s only ever been referred to as Drew. Call me Einstein, but I’m going out on a limb and guessing that the Surfing Quarterback doesn’t want to be recognized. Fine, I can play that game.

“I’m Dani,” I say taking his hand. His larger paw engulfs mine, and of course he has big hands. Of course he has beautiful arms. His right arm delivered some impressive work in recent months. His quarterback rating put him in the top ten in the league last year, and that was coming off the bench to replace his team’s starter midway. He had one of those “where the hell did you come from” seasons that surprised a lot of folks. Especially since he was a fifth-round draft pick, and he rode the bench his first few seasons, but last year he had a chance to show his mettle for his team. And let me tell you, this man possesses some serious mettle to the tune of having thrown only one interception last season.

Look, I happen to be in a long-term love affair with stats. I’ve gone to bed most nights with numbers on my brain. And I’m ridiculously good with details.

But I’m not very good at letting go of his hand. I’m still holding it. Not because I’m star struck, but because this man won’t drop my hand either.

“Thank you, surf angel Dani.” He shoots me that smile again, and it’s like a secret weapon he can use on women. A ray of heat bursts inside me. My chest flutters. And I’m officially weak in the knees.

That smile.

His weapon is working. Oh, it’s mostly definitely working, and it’s a good thing I’m already sitting. Because that smile would knock me on my rear, it’s so goddamn swoonworthy.

He lets go of my hand, and I nearly whimper at the end of the best handshake ever.

“I hardly did anything,” I say, making light of my impromptu lifeguard moment.

He shakes his head adamantly. “You shouted heads up.”

“Well, that was my idiot alert, of course,” I say dryly. “The guy dropping into your wave was an idiot to do that.”

But Andrew will have none of my self-deprecation. He’s intent on complimenting me, it seems. “Then you swam over to me, and you escorted me to shore. After that, you conducted a full and thorough visual inspection of my head. Now you’re looking out for me to make sure I’m not either, one, slurring, or two, foaming at the mouth.” He lets his jaw hang open and adopts a crazed, rabid look in his eyes, and I laugh. “It’s like I’m on an episode of Baywatch,” he says, with a little twinkle in his eye.

I jut up a shoulder. “Ha. Yes, just think of me as the Venice Beach lifeguard.”

Then he’s not so thankful. Nor so goofy. He’s something else entirely as he roams his eyes up and down my body, and that little flutter in my chest turns into a full-blown swoop. He checks me out, and he’s not shy about it—his eyes linger on my chest, then my belly, and now my legs. And I don’t mind being the object of his ocular attention, even in my royal-blue bikini with the seashell pattern. “Maybe I’ll go back in the water and pray to get hit again,” he says, his tone flirty.

Holy smokes. Drew Erickson is flirting with me. And I don’t think he has a clue that I know who he is. If I were a betting woman, I’d say he’s enjoying not being known right now. He’s digging being just a dude on a beach.

Let’s give the man what he wants then, because this has all the makings to be fun.

“Now, Andrew,” I say, chiding. “We don’t want to tempt fate, and have you get hit again by wild surfboards. They’re mating this time of year, so you can never be too careful.”

He arches an eyebrow as he rubs his hand against the back of his head again. “Mating? These boards are just flinging themselves at each other?”

I nod, a serious expression on my face. “They do it with abandon, gleefully humping other boards as frequently as they can. Best to be safe.”

“Screwing surfboards,” he says, cracking up. Then he winces.

I let go of the joking. “Does your head still hurt?” I ask softly, the caretaker popping back up.

“Nah,” he says, but it’s the tough-guy answer.

“Let me take another look, okay?”

“Sure.”

I kneel and move closer to him, raising my hand. Then I touch his head. It’s kind of awesome, and weird at the same time. I’m touching a stranger’s skull, but he’s not entirely a stranger.

“How’s my head?”

“It’s rather bumpy.”

He snaps his gaze at me. “It is?”

“Have you ever felt your own skull?” I ask, peering at him with narrowed eyes.

“Sure. I’m well aware of the shape.”

I rub my hand along the spot where he was hit. “I hate to be the one to break this to you, but your head has got a funky shape.”

“Gee, thanks,” he says, laughing as the sun ducks behind a stray cloud. “Really appreciate the compliments.”

“Look, I’m sorry.” I run my palm up and down the back of his head. He leans into my palm, rubbing like a cat. “You’re probably used to women complimenting the shape of your skull. Draping extravagant praise on it, and then you meet me, and I inform you it’s odd. I get it. You want to toss me into the ocean.”

Glancing up at me, he smiles. “I do not want to toss you into the ocean.” He takes a beat. Raises a finger. “However, I’d consider dunking you if you were already in it.”

“Ha. Fair enough,” I say, as the sun reemerges, casting its warm, bright glow across the vast expanse of sea. Near the shore, a menagerie of women in skimpy bikinis hop onto boards. Drew doesn’t seem to notice.

I like his lack of interest. A lot.

I sit down again in the sand. “Anyway, you have very nice hair. I mean, it’s wet. But it’s still quite nice.”

Shaking his head, he laughs. “You’re a real ballbuster.”

I shrug as if it’s no big deal to give a man a hard time. “I’ve been called that before.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, but I’m an attorney, so it comes with the territory.”

“Personal injury? If so, I’d like to sue that board.”

“No, I practice law for—” I’m about to tell him I do contracts and deals for the Knights and its vendors, reading and writing the fine print on nearly everything except player contracts. Instead, I sidestep. If he’s avoided the details, I can too. “I practice corporate law. But in my free time, I conduct assessments on skull shape, and I’m here to make a pronouncement.”

He sweeps an arm out grandly. “By all means. Pronounce.”

I drop my hand and meet his gaze. “You have a big goose egg, Andrew. We need to get some ice on it.”

“That’s your opinion as a lawyer, or a surf angel?”

“Both,” I say, then I rise. “Let’s go freeze your brain.”

He stands up too, and my breath catches. He’s so good-looking, and he towers over me. I’m not short. I’m average height. But he’s athlete height, and it’s intoxicating. There’s just something about a tall, well-built man that makes you want to step out of your panties right then and there, toss them over your shoulder, and say . . .

Whoa.

Settle down, wild imagination.

I meant, there’s something about a tall, well-built man that makes your heart beat faster. That’s all I meant.

He strokes his chin as if in deep thought. “I do like ice. I’ve often felt it’s one of those great inventions of the world. It reduces swelling and when you’re done, you put it in a drink.” He waves a hand in the air, like the idea just occurred to him. “Like, say, a margarita.”

He raises an eyebrow, and the look in his eyes is so damn inviting. If I were insecure, I’d ask myself if this man is actually asking me out for a drink. But I’m not that kind of a girl. I’m the confident kind, and I like confidence in return.

“Why yes, Andrew,” I say, batting my eyes. “You can buy me a margarita while I ice your skull.”

“In some universe, somewhere, that’s code for something very dirty,” he says, shaking his head as he laughs. “In this universe, I’ll take it at face value. And I’ll take you out for a drink.”

When I carried my surfboard from my nearby home to the beach this Sunday afternoon, I never expected a date with a surfing quarterback. But it sounds damn good to me. Even if he’s pretending he’s not a ballplayer right now.

He’s playing at being a regular Joe.

I drop my surfboard at the Hang Ten shop since I know the owner, Daisy, a forty-something gal with a fishtail braid and a sunshine personality that suits her name. I tell her I’ll snag it later.

She pats my board affectionately, anthropomorphizing it as she often does. “We’ll keep your girl safe and sound.”

Then I head to a bar on the beach to play pretend. Only there’s no faking the attraction that already feels real.


Chapter Two

Drew

The hot-as-sin blond beauty points across the table to the big red parachute in the sky. A woman hangs below it in a harness, pulled along by a boat in front of her.

“I can’t believe you’ve never gone parasailing,” Dani says, as she returns her focus to me, her big brown eyes wide and sparkling. “Venice Beach has awesome parasailing. You have to try it. Besides, there are no surfboards in the air.”

“That is a great selling point for parasailing. And I had no idea there was parasailing here. I always thought of Venice Beach as more of a surf town, or just a hangout town,” I say, picking up my beer bottle and tipping some back. She’s seated next to me at the table and we’re watching the beach. A guy rides a unicycle, a parrot perched on his shoulder. Behind him, a pack of skateboarders in low-slung shorts tear up the concrete. Someone else plays the drums farther down the path, beating out a hippy tune.

“It’s an everything town. I’ve lived here for a couple years,” she says, and I can see her fitting into this sunshine life. Blond hair, brown eyes, tanned skin. Ridiculously hot body, even though she’s covered it up now with a tank dress she had in her mesh bag. At first I pegged her for an actress or model, and if that makes me shallow, so be it. She’s just fucking hot. But lawyer seems to suit her, since she’s sarcastic and likes to give me a hard time. Both work for me. I’m especially enjoying the fact that she has no clue who I am. Fine, I’m not Tom Brady and I don’t expect people to recognize me all the time, but it happens enough, so it’s nice to just move in and out of crowds without anyone realizing they might see me on TV on any given Sunday.

Which is why I grabbed my ball cap and shades when I dropped my board in the back of my buddy’s truck that I borrowed today, before grabbing this table with Dani.

“I’m a California girl,” she adds.

“You’re Dani California.”

She smiles. “Like the song.”

“Except, Dani died in the song,” I say, referring to the Red Hot Chili Peppers’ tune. I shake my head. “Let’s pretend I didn’t say that.”

She laughs. “Yeah, bit of a bummer. I’ll erase that from my memory banks, even though I love the Red Hot Chili Peppers.”

“As much as you like surfing?”

She leans into my shoulder and whispers. “Almost as much as I love margaritas,” she says, lifting her glass. As she takes a sip I can’t seem to look away, because this woman has spectacular lips.

I mean, c’mon. It’s not like I didn’t notice when we first started talking. Even if my head hurt. Even if my vision was a little fuzzy. Now, I’ve got my hand on the back of my head, icing the bump with an ice pack the waiter brought over, and I’m dying to know how her lips taste.

“Do you surf a lot?” she asks me.

“Just started recently. Loving it so far.” Surfing is one of the few athletic activities that’s not forbidden by my contract, which is why I’ve been trying to get on the waves as often as I can these days. “What about you?”

“I’ve been doing it for a while. I try to go whenever I have a day off and it’s beautiful out like this. Let me know if you ever want a lesson,” she says, her tone flirty.

“I will take you up on that, no doubt,” I say, adjusting the ice pack. “You ever been hit by a board?”

“A few times. But not on the back of my head. Did you hear about the guy who runs Wild Sand Surf Shop down the road?”

“No. But wait. Let me guess.” I hold up a hand and scrunch my forehead, like I’m thinking hard. Then, as if I’m on a game show, I call out the answer. “I’ve got it. He was hit by a board?”

“Yes,” she says, narrowing her eyes. “Mr. Sarcasm. But wait till you hear where he was hit.”

“Oh man, this is gonna be good.”

“It is. Because his nickname is . . . wait for it . . . One-Eyed Jack.”

Reflexively, I cup a hand over my eye. “No. Say it isn’t so.”

She nods. “It is so. Tip of the board hit him here,” she says, tapping the corner of her eye. “He has a glass eye.”

I cringe. It takes a lot to make me cringe. But I really enjoy the use of my eyes. A lot. So, the prospect of not seeing is pure wince-worthy. “That’s really making me want to surf again.” I take a beat, then loudly add, “Not.”

“And every year on Halloween he goes all out. He slathers makeup all over his eye to look freaky. Like, fake blood and everything coming out of it.”

“That actually sounds mildly horrifying.”

She smiles wickedly. “It is absolutely mildly horrifying. But it’s a great costume for scaring people.”

I raise my chin. “What about you? What’s your scariest costume?”

She shrugs, saucily. “I just go as myself.”

“How’s that scary?” I say, moving closer to her. This woman is a firecracker, and I’m digging talking to her, and looking at her, and let’s just call a spade a spade. The only thing better would be talking, looking, and touching. Fucking would probably be quite nice too. Just saying. “You’re not scary. You’re sweet.”

She narrows her eyes. “No one ever calls attorneys sweet.”

“Ah, so you’re a shark.”

She hums the theme song for one of film’s most famous villains. “Call me Jaws.”

I love that she’s sarcastic and funny. Even better is the fact that she’s not a groupie. Sometime it’s nice to parlay the gig into a little bit of attention, or maybe a fun night out, since there are plenty of women who want a night with the quarterback. This chick? She doesn’t seem to have a clue I play ball, and it’s fun. I’m not complaining or saying no one likes me for me. Hardly. I’m simply enjoying that we’re a guy and a girl on the beach. I haven’t told her what I do though, and it seems strange to leave that out, so I decide to offer a sliver of it. “Just teasing about the shark part. I’m in the sports business, so some might call me that too.”

She raises her glass. “Let’s all be good sharks then.”

I clink my beer bottle to her glass and we both take drinks. That’s all either one of us says about work. She asks no more about sports, and I don’t offer, and that’s fine by me.

She sets down her glass, raises her hand, and reaches for the back of my head. Gently, she pushes the ice pack aside, brushing her palm over my head again. She’s got a reassuring touch. A caring one too. “Maybe you should go as a sexy nurse on Halloween,” I say softly. “Both seem to fit.”

A sweet smile spreads on her pretty face. After a few seconds, she adds, “But that’s not a scary costume.”

I shake my head. “It’s not at all. But you’d rock it.”

Her well of sarcasm seems to slip away from her as she as she whispers thank you. After a few seconds, she adds, “I think your goose egg is history, Andrew.”

I set the pack on the table, but she keeps her hand on me, rubbing the back of my head absently. Fuck, this is nice. More than nice. It’s arousing. Her touch stirs up other parts. One other part to be precise, and I silently curse the fact that I’m wearing board shorts. They don’t hide tents at all. But then again, who cares? If she wants to check out the package, I’ll salute her. I like her hands on me. I like her touching me. Hell, I like what I know of her so far.

She drops her hand and folds both in her lap.

Then it hits me, what she just said—the goose egg is gone. The bump on my head has vanished. She might only have come along for a drink to make sure I wasn’t wounded. But I don’t want this time with her to end. I sit up straighter. “Does that mean you need to cash out, or can you have another?”

She smiles and tips her forehead in the direction of the street. “Since I live just a few blocks away I can absolutely have another drink. But what about you? Do you need to drive somewhere? I can’t let you get into a car if you’re tipsy,” she says in a tone that tells me she’s looking out for me. I’d be willing to bet Dani is a big sister. She’s got “worried older sibling” written all over her.

But I can handle a drink just fine, thanks to my size. I laugh as I point at my chest. “I’m two hundred and fifty pounds. I can have two beers and drive safely.” I take a beat, then inch closer. “But I do like your concern,” I say, as I lift my hand and a tuck a strand of hair behind her ear.

“Just don’t want anything to happen to you,” she says, her eyes never straying from mine, as I run my fingers down the strand.

“I’m not going anywhere right now, Dani.”

She licks her lips, and a bolt of lust crashes down my spine. Just from the flirting. Damn, if touching her hair feels this good, I can only imagine what it would be like to do a whole lot more. Kiss her. Push her up against the wall. Mold her body against mine.

“Let’s get those drinks,” I say before my mind and body stray too far in the dirty direction.

We chat through another round, shooting the breeze about surfing and sunsets, the merits of cereal versus eggs for breakfast, and the pros and cons of driving with or without a traffic app in Los Angeles. Wonderfully, nothing about football or my career has come up. The conversation is casual and comfortable. Considering the last year has been bumpy and tense, I’ll take this kind of night, especially with the way the preseason has been a big old mess of uncertainty.

When it’s time to go, I offer to walk her home.

She gazes at me, like she’s sizing up my offer. “Yes, but just home. To the porch.” She holds up her hands, almost in apology.

“I’m simply being a gentleman, Dani,” I say, with a smile, and then we walk along the boardwalk and cut into the neighborhood. “Will you come back tomorrow to get your board?”

“Daisy at the surf shop will take good care of Betty.”

I laugh. “You really named your surfboard?”

She nods. “Daisy insisted on it. She said all boards should be humanized. So mine’s Betty, and she’s a girl.”

“Obviously,” I say. “And mine’s a dude. His name is Randy. He’s one of the wild humping surfboards.”

She winks as she laughs.

I pat the back of my head. “See? The brain’s working just fine after the whacking.”

“Indeed it is.”

When we reach her home, a cute little white bungalow, she gestures to the porch. It’s teeming with potted plants and flowers, as well as pizza coupons and takeout menus stuffed behind the mailbox next to the doorway. “Thank you, Andrew. For the drinks and the escort service.”

I wiggle my eyebrows because she says escort in kind of a naughty way. “And thank you for the surf angel-slash-nurse work.”

“My pleasure. I was happy to save a guy in distress.”

I narrow my eyes and protest her description. “Hey now. I’m not a dude in distress.”

She whispers “just kidding” as she leans against her porch railing. I don’t think it’s intentional, but that pose shows off all her assets. The swell of her breasts in her tank dress, her curvy hips, her strong legs. This woman just fucking does something to me. Turns me on, that’s what she does. Makes me hard as hell. Though she’s made it clear that the night ends right here, I intend to make the most of this good-bye.

I move closer to her and run my hand down her arm. I watch as goose bumps rise in its wake. My voice goes low. “Do you know what I’ve been thinking about?”

She tilts her head to the side. “What would that be, Andrew?”

It still sounds funny to hear her call me that. But next time I see her I’ll tell her that everyone calls me Drew. With my other hand, I brush her hair off her shoulder, cataloging her reaction to my touch. The way she shivers. How she sways closer. The rush of breath on her lips. I bring my mouth to her ear, and whisper. “What it would be like to kiss you.”

I pull back, wanting to look at her. Her lips are parted, then she licks them and swallows. It’s like she’s taking a step closer, saying go for it. “You should absolutely find out then,” she says, soft and inviting.

My fingers travel from her shoulder, up to her hair, and I rope my hand through those blond locks. I pull her close, savoring the warm feel of her sun-kissed skin and the smell of sand, surf, and sunshine in her hair.

I dip my mouth to hers, clasping her face in my hands. When I nip her bottom lip, she gasps. It’s such an alluring sound, and it turns me the fuck on even more. My dick would very much like to go inside her house tonight, but kissing is all that’s on the menu, so I kiss her in a way that’ll leave her wanting more. Because I want so much more of her, and I also want her to know that.

I’m not sure how I went from leaving the field when practice ended this morning, to spending the afternoon surfing to get my mind off all the changes I’m sure are coming, to kissing this beautiful stranger outside her Venice Beach home. But hell if I want to analyze this moment.

I spend my working hours making decisions, analyzing, choosing. Then executing.

Right now, I want to get lost in something that no one else controls but this woman and me.

Dani presses her sexy body to mine as I claim her lips in a deeper, more consuming kiss. A jolt of pleasure surges down my spine. The kiss picks up speed and intensifies, and soon I’m devouring her lips, and she likes it. She moans and murmurs, and loops her hands around my neck, tugging me closer. Switching up my location, I leave a path of kisses along her jaw, her cheek, over her neck. Her skin tastes so good, I could spend hours here, nibbling, nipping, biting. And so I do, nipping her earlobe.

She murmurs, a long, sexy, lingering noise. “Mmm. That feels so good.”

“You feel pretty fucking fantastic, Dani,” I whisper in her ear. “And I love the sounds you make.”

Flicking my tongue over the shell of her ear, I hear her pitch rise, that gorgeous gasp a woman makes as she gets turned on. It’s a sound that can drive a man insane with desire. I return to her lips, kissing harder this time, drawing in her bottom lip between my teeth. Grabbing her hips, I tug her closer. “Those little sexy noises make me crazy,” I tell her.

“I approve of this reaction,” she says playfully when she feels my hard-on.

“Feel free to show approval manually,” I say, joking. But, you know, not joking. If she wanted to get her hands in my pants, I would not protest one bit.

She brings her mouth to my ear. “Or orally.”

I groan. I would love to feel her lips wrapped nice and tight around me. “Now you’re really driving me nuts. Saying those dirty things when I know you’re going to walk inside and leave me out here. But I’ll be a good shark.”

She presses a palm against my hard-on, feeling me through my shorts. “You are a very good shark, Andrew.”

“So good you’ll let me take you out another night?” I ask, because I’ve got to see this woman again.

“I wouldn’t complain about that,” she says, as she slinks her hands up my chest, tiptoeing over my abs. I grab her hips and slam her against me.

“I wouldn’t either. I want to see you again, and you’ve got to know how much I want to touch you again too.”

She nibbles on the corner of her lip. “I want that too. Both.”

It’s a promise. Of another time. Another night.

I grab my phone from my back pocket and say, “Give me your number.”

I open my contacts and hand her the phone. She taps in her digits, and as she finishes, my ring tone sounds.

“Shit. Let me grab that.” I swipe the call and say, “Hey man, give me twenty seconds.”

Then, I lean in and brush one more kiss to her lips. “I’ll text you my number later. K?”

“You better.” Gripping my shirt, she tugs me close. She rocks her hips against me, and I nearly throw the phone to the ground, but I’ve got to take this call. It’s my agent, and shit’s been going down.

“I will, Dani Surfer Angel,” I say, then I turn around, head down her steps, and give her a tip of the hat one more time as she unlocks her door and heads inside.

As I walk down her street, I bring the phone to my ear. “What’s the story, man?”

He tells me, and my jaw fucking drops.


Chapter Three

Dani

I yank open the kitchen cupboard in Ally’s apartment one more time. Maybe it’s my fourth time. Fine, it’s my tenth. But it just yanks so satisfyingly.

“How do you not have tea or coffee?” I shout, irritated, as I stare at the nearly-bare shelves in her tiny kitchen.

“There’s this thing called Starbucks.” Her breezy voice calls out. But don’t let it fool you. She learned sarcasm from the best. “They have them everywhere. You go in, order your drink, and voila. The barista serves it,” she says, and yup, I was right. She’s a chip off the old block.

Her shoes clack against the tiles as she marches into the kitchen, her blond hair swishing in a high ponytail. I give my baby sister a cold stare. “Starbucks is expensive. You shouldn’t go there every day.”

“I have a million friends who are baristas.” She turns her voice to a stage whisper as she spreads out her hands. “News flash. They give me free drinks.”

I toss up my hands, exasperated. “Everyone gives you free everything. Because you’re so pretty,” I say in a hiss, pointing to her gorgeous figure, her lush blond hair, her sky-blue eyes. I slam her cupboard door. I already had a coffee at my own place this morning. But I want another. I want something. Anything. I’m still annoyed that that asshole hasn’t called or texted. It’s been four days, and while I’m immensely glad I didn’t invite him into my bed, I’m also ridiculously disappointed.

More than I should be. My reaction is probably way out of proportion, but I was so sure I’d be seeing Andrew again.

Ugh. Can someone please punch me and make me stop caring?

Ally makes a clawing gesture. “Meow, kitty cat. Did you wake up on the wrong side of the week today, Dani?”

I heave a sigh and drag a hand through my hair. Breathe in. Breathe out. Realize I’m acting like a complete and total douche. Then let go of my ridiculous anger. I can’t take out a stupid dating annoyance on the person I love most. “Sorry,” I mutter. “I think I woke up on the wrong side of the moon. Maybe even the universe.” I shake my head, frustrated with myself, as I lean against my sister’s kitchen counter. “I wasn’t even terribly nice to Mrs. Fitzsimmons when she watered my plants yesterday.”

“Your neighbor does that?” Ally grabs her phone from the counter and tucks it into the back pocket of her skinny jeans. She wears a pink scoop-neck top, and the color makes her look even younger than her twenty-two years.

I nod. “She’s obsessed with plants. I can’t stop her. So I just let her. She loves taking care of the flowers and the plants and the Chinese food menus that wind up on the porch too. When I saw her watering them this morning—”

“The plants, not the Chinese food menus?”

I manage a smile. “Yes, the plants. And I grumbled something about them needing more plant food. When I’m supposed to . . . you know . . . say THANK YOU for making the flowers on my porch beautiful.” I frown. “I’m a witch, Ally. A total witch.”

“No,” she says, as she drapes an arm around me. “You’re not even a rhymes-with-witch. But you can’t let that dick get you down.”

I wrench back to look her in the eyes. This girl sees through me. “How did you know that’s why I was annoyed?”

She laughs loudly. If a laugh could sound knowing, this one qualifies. “Because I know you. And because you called me the second he left the other night to tell me what an amazing time you had. And he is so not worth this,” she says, then gestures to my face. “Also, that insane thing you just said? Go look in the mirror. We look exactly the same. We could almost be twins.”

“Yeah, if you weren’t eight years younger and the baby of the family.”

She flashes me a big, innocent grin. Then digs the tip of her forefinger into her cheek to adopt an apple-pie smile. “I’m so sweet, mwahahaha.”

I hug her. Because I can’t resist. Because I love her madly. That’s why I’m here at her pad, to pick her up and drive her to class on my way into work, since her car is in the shop. She’s working on her master’s degree as a nurse practitioner and I couldn’t be prouder of my little sister. Especially because she’s mine, and I pay for her school.

This is where I drop the news that we’re orphans, right? When I dive into the sob story of how it’s just the two of us navigating the great wide world alone? She’s the only one I’ve ever loved and I volunteer as tribute?

But while I would take her place in the hunger games, I don’t have that kind of tale to tell. Our dad is a high school football coach in San Diego, our mom is a bank teller, and they lost all their retirement money in the last recession. They couldn’t afford to pay for Ally’s college, so she nabbed scholarships, just as I’d done. But grad school was tougher, and that’s why I told her I’d take care of her bills for nursing school. She says she’ll pay me back someday. I doubt I’ll let her. I like taking care of her. Keeping an eye on her is one of my greatest joys in life because she’s so freaking awesome. When we were growing up, she worshiped me, and I adored her. We baked chocolate chip cookies as a team for our dad’s games and cheered from the sidelines as a sibling unit. I taught her how to recognize the shotgun, the pistol, and the wishbone formations, which scored her major points with Dad. We’ve seen every episode of the Gilmore Girls together at least three times, and still secretly hope that Stars Hollow is a real place. If that doesn’t spell sisterly love, I don’t know what does.

Plus, I’ve done well as an attorney, so I can manage the school bills.

As long as I don’t lose my job.

I drum my fingers on the counter. “I need to get to work, sweets. I have a ton to do today, and I don’t want you late for class,” I say, as she gathers up her books and jams them into her messenger bag.

As we walk to the door, she tugs gently on my hair, something she always did when she was little, “I can’t thank you enough for driving me. My car is asking for a knuckle sandwich these days.” She holds up her fist to demonstrate what she wants to do to her little Honda.

“You’re not that far away from me, and your class is on my way in,” I say, making light of it. Fact is, I’d probably do anything for her. She has that kind of hold on me. In some ways she’s always felt like my baby, and I definitely helped to raise her.

We head down the steps of her building and slide into my car. I pull out of the lot and into sluggish morning traffic. But my traffic app is the greatest thing since sliced bread, ice cream, and sex, so I manage to avoid the busy roads, darting onto side streets and dodging the snarls.

As I slow at a light, Ally hums.

Which means she has something brewing in her big brain.

With my right hand I make a rolling gesture. “Spit it out.”

She screws up the corner of her lips, then looks at me, her blue eyes intense. “You could call him.”

I scoff by way of answer.

“You could, Dani,” she says, insisting.

“A minute ago you called him a dick,” I point out as the light changes and I hit the gas.

I still can’t believe I misread Drew Erickson so badly. I swore he was going to call. I was sure he’d be a man of his word. Sweet and snarky, and funny and sexy, and he said he would—those all made a phone call seem like a done deal. But more than that, his raging erection seemed like his collateral. That man had a fine cock working under those shorts, and I can only imagine what it would feel like to get my hands on it. Oh, wait. I did. That night I had pictured him as I slipped under the sheets. I imagined him sliding into me, and sending me soaring. The man made me come hard in my fantasies after he left, and I was damn sure I’d hear from him in real life that night.

Then the next day.

Then the next.

Then, I realized I’d been played.

Ally taps the dashboard. “Yes, I did call him a term for the male appendage, but seeing as I like said appendages, perhaps I meant it as a compliment.” She wiggles her eyebrows, a naughty little look in her baby blues.

I laugh. “Oh, that’s good. Your wordplay. You sound like the lawyer now.”

“I learned from the best,” she says wryly. Then she takes a beat and adds, “But I also trust your instincts. You really liked him, and you guys had a good connection. Maybe you could reach out to him. You could find his number in a heartbeat. You’re a confident, single woman, and you don’t need to wait for a man to call you. Besides, maybe there’s a simple explanation for him not calling.” She snaps her fingers. “Like he dropped his phone in the shower.”

I crack up. “Why on earth would he be using his phone in the shower?”

“Watching the news, obviously,” she says confidently. “He’s so worldly and concerned about the state of global affairs that he watches the news in the shower.”

“And then he slipped and broke his phone?”

“It was a very intense news story.” Her eyes widen with excitement as she weaves her tall tale. “Or maybe the phone shielded his fall!”

“Or maybe you’re hearing one too many crazy stories about falls in the shower in nursing school,” I say dryly.

“Look. Two-thirds of all accidental injuries occur in the bathroom. Things get slippery in the shower. All I’m saying is, it’s possible there’s an explanation for him not calling.”

“Explanations like that only happen in the movies. Real life consists of men saying they’ll do one thing, then doing another. Because the explanation is this,” I say crisply as I drive. “He’s a pro athlete. He’s used to miles and miles of women offering up their bodies on silver platters, and I didn’t offer mine. So the phone call he got on my porch was probably his ‘save my ass from a woman who won’t put out’ call from a friend.”

Ally shakes her head and whistles. “That was impressive. Seriously impressive. The way you just came up with that excuse.”

I flash a smug grin. “I’m talented like that.”

“Yeah, but is that even a thing? I’ve literally never heard of that kind of phone call, and I have a lot of friends who use Tinder.”

I grip the wheel tighter, focusing on the road. “Look. It’s all for the best. I don’t have time for distractions like dating. It’s going to be a busy season. We have a lot of work to do, and the more I focus on doing my best at the office, and keeping the team out of the negative limelight, the better off we’ll be at getting you through nursing school.”

Last season was rough for the team. A few of our players dabbled in drugs, and by dabbled, I mean one totaled his Ferrari while coked up and the other trashed a hotel room doing speed and is in rehab. On top of that, our wide receiver, Chuck Romano, became a baby daddy for the fourth time and with a fourth woman.

But wait. It doesn’t stop there. Chuck Dip-His-Wick Romano didn’t spread his seed just anywhere. He went and knocked up the new nineteen-year-old cheerleader for the Knights, an adorable, perky, former gymnast named Bambi.

She’s now a former cheerleader, since she quit and moved back home to Oklahoma to raise the baby with her parents.

That whole situation was a nightmare for the press office. Lord only knows, the sports gossip sites had a field day with the Knights. The team served up a buffet of juicy news all year long, operating as anything but men in shining armor. Spin the roster like a lazy Susan and grab a drug or sex scandal when it stops.

You were virtually guaranteed one or the other.

I’m just glad I don’t do PR for the team.

Ally squeezes my arm. “Yes, I know you’re focused on me. But Drew Erickson is so freaking All-American cute.”

A memory of Andrew—Drew—and his dimple flickers through my mind. “He is cute. Cute, as in young. He’s twenty-six, which makes me four years older. He’s a baby.”

“He’s supposed to be a baby. He’s a pro baller. They’re young.”

I sigh. “You’re relentless and adorable, but also you’re not going to win, because I’m not going to track him down,” I say when I reach her building on campus. “A few minutes ago you were ready to jump on him and beat him up for not calling me.”

“You’re right. I’m back to plan A. Totally going to beat him up.” She mimes punching someone.

I crack up. “Get out of here.”

She leans across the console, gives me a sloppy kiss on the cheek, and then grabs her bag and heads out.

***

I’ve always loved football. It’s been a part of my life as long as I can remember thanks to my dad. He’s not one of those fathers who was disappointed he had girls rather than boys. Instead, he picked up the ball and tossed it to me. We had some good chats and fun conversations throwing a football back and forth in the yard. He’d tell me his plans for upcoming games, and I’d pepper him with questions. My analytical mind wanted to understand every single detail about how football was played, fought, and won. I learned the formations, the types of coverage, when to go for a forward pass, a screen pass, or a play action pass.

Sometimes, he’d ask me what to do in a game, and I’d weigh in with suggestions, based on the opponent and their style of play—running, passing, defensive-minded, and so on.

He didn’t really need my advice. He had a winning record over thirty years as a high school coach. He just liked hearing what I had to say, and he wanted to foster a love of learning in me. He succeeded. That same love turned into my affection for law, for rules, for loopholes. Being a good lawyer isn’t that different—the job is all about strategy, and it lets me apply my questioning mind to something I love—the game.

Truth be told though, most of what I work on are contracts with vendors who we partner with at the stadium, as well as the local TV and radio stations. But Stuart Grayson, the head of communications, has asked me to review all the press releases and statements lately, especially with the heat the team’s been under due to the player fuck-ups in the last year.

That’s what I expect when Stuart raps on the door and strides into my office later that morning. I brace myself for news that a tight end is leading a cockfighting ring, or a linebacker put a bun in the oven of a teenager he met at the mall. “Did you hear about Sanders?”

My stomach drops. Please no. Not the quarterback. Dear God, I hope he didn’t become the next player to go for jailbait. “What now?”

Stuart taps his right shoulder. “His shoulder.”

Even though I’m confident his shoulder didn’t impregnate a high schooler, I’ve been trained to assume the worst, so my first thought is he shot himself accidentally in his shoulder. But then I realize Stuart means the trouble Sanders had with his shoulder the other day. He dislocated it during practice. “Right. He’s in PT isn’t he?”

Stuart shakes his gray-haired head. “Was in PT.” He mimes slicing a knife over his own shoulder. “Labral tear. Needs surgery,” he says, tucking his hands into his pockets and shifting back and forth on the balls of his feet. The man talks in phrases. He has an aversion to using subjects in sentences. “Out of commission for the rest of the season.”

“Ouch,” I say, wincing in pain, like I can feel what Sanders is going through. “That’s terrible. What’s next?”

“GM made a trade a few days ago. Looks like he just wrapped it all up, so we wanted you to take a look at the release. Shouldn’t be anything out of sorts, but it’s good to follow our new procedures on everything. Gotta play by the rules.” Stuart slaps a few sheets of paper on my desk. Still warm. Fresh off the printer. “Back in ten?”

“Of course,” I say, as I grab the pages. This is an easy in, easy out scenario. I seriously doubt the release will require any lawyering, but when you need to fix a bad rep, you can’t cut corners, even on something as simple as a statement about a quarterback requiring surgery. When Stuart leaves I begin reading, but I’m still thinking about that other quarterback. The one who made me weak in the knees. Who sent butterflies swooping through my belly. Who turned me on.

Normally, I’m pretty solid when it comes to assessing situations. My radar is finely tuned, and I was so certain Drew would be dialing my numbers. Maybe Ally was right. Maybe something happened to him.

Setting aside the page for a minute, I take a quick break to check out the Bleacher Report to see how Drew is faring in the preseason. Fine, fine. I’m stalking him, but I reason it’s for my job. It’s good for me to know what’s happening in the league. Once I learn what Drew’s up to, I’ll give all my focus to this quickie news release on our quarterback.

I peer at the screen. There’s no info on Drew’s number today. No report on his preseason stats with the Anaheim Devil Sharks. Nor yesterday. That’s odd. I check the clock. Stuart will be back in five minutes.

Turning away from the computer, I return my focus to the release about the injury. All looks good. I flip to the next page.

The first paragraph makes me blink. Once, twice, three times.

The words rise up from the page, beating, like they’re alive.

The Los Angeles Knights are pleased to announce the team has traded for Drew Erickson, a quarterback from the Anaheim Devil Sharks. He will likely start in the first game of the season for the Knights.


Chapter Four

Drew

Los Angeles is sharp.

Better than I expected given the team’s troubles in the last year or so. But they’ve weeded out some of the guys who were bringing them down. I firmly believe those kind of problems have a way of carrying over to the field. You just can’t fuck shit up, land punches, snort lines, and, well, knock up a teenage cheerleader, and then play like a pro when it’s time for kickoff.

Today marks the end of my first week with my new teammates. In the morning we run routes once more, so the receivers and I are in synch on the timing of the plays. The pace is light in the early hours, but picks up after noon with a long series of passing drills under the hot sun. By the time practice ends, my muscles are drained and I’m sweat-soaked, but I can’t complain. This is a good kind of exhaustion. The kind that seeps into my bones and portends a good night’s sleep.

That’s what I need to stay strong this season and injury-free. And that’s exactly what I intend to do this fall. Stay in top-notch shape and take the team all the way. As I walk off the field with Tony Elkins, our leading receiver, who sports a full beard and a long mess of hair, he claps me on the back. “Nice work, Erickson. Been a good week.”

“Thanks, man.”

“Keep that shit up and we can make it far this year,” he says, offering a fist for knocking. I reciprocate.

“That’s the goal.”

“Streak, baby. We need to get on a streak.”

“Yeah? That’s the key?”

“I’ve already got my lucky socks planned. Soon as you start working that magic in the pocket, firing off beautiful bombs to your favorite receiver,” he says with a wink as he taps his chest with both hands.

I nod, long and playful. “As long as you catch ’em, man.”

He holds his arms out wide. “Always, baby. These arms were made to cradle the ball,” he says, and I like his brand of cocky confidence.

We head indoors, the blast of cool air-conditioning a welcome relief from the heat. I glance around the concrete hallway, still getting used to the look and feel of Los Angeles’s facilities.

Getting traded wasn’t entirely unexpected. The writing was on the wall when Anaheim drafted a Heisman winner in the first round last spring, and paid big bucks for his arm to the tune of a fat four-year contract for the Georgia graduate. Like a goddamn neon sign flashing that my days were numbered. It’s been tick-tock since then, as I waited for the call any second. Didn’t matter how good my last season was; my contract ends in a year, and the future of Anaheim rested on the new guy’s shoulders.

I get it. I’m not annoyed. This is how pro ball goes. I’m just glad I got traded only thirty miles away. I’d happily pack up for a lot of franchises—hell, for pretty much whoever comes calling with a good offer—but I like Southern California, and I have a boatload of good buddies in this town both from my college days and from the first three years in the pros.

But there’s an even better reason I’m glad I was sent to Los Angeles. The chance is mine and mine alone to start every game. Los Angeles isn’t trying to groom a new superstar, like my old team was. My new team is simply aiming to keep its head above water, and its nose out of the news. I can absolutely deliver on both counts.

That will be my goal this season. Leading this team, on and off the field.

As I head inside the locker room, I remind myself that it’s a damn good thing Dani never called me back after I found a cool way to leave her my number the next day. That phone call I got the night I met her might have prevented me from giving her my full number, but I made sure to get my digits to her the day after. The trouble is I didn’t hear a word. Not a peep. I wanted her to call or text. Hell, did I ever want to see her again. That woman occupied an astonishing portion of my brain that evening a couple weeks ago after I left her porch. And look, even though my agent was calling to give me the big news, I still managed to spend time with her in the shower when I returned home. She looked lovely in my imagination with her hands against the tiled wall, back bowed, ass up, all nice and slick and wet and ready.

In my solo flight that night, she came as loud and as hard as I did in my fist. I bet she’s an electric one between the sheets, because lord only knows, she felt like fire in my arms.

And there goes my dick. Imitating a flagpole as I enter a room full of dudes. I’d like to find the off switch to my dirty thoughts. Honestly, I’d like to shut them the fuck down right now, and fortunately, there’s nothing like a roomful of big, hairy men to do that for me.

Done.

Since Dani never got back to me, whatever latent lust I feel for her is moot. I tried to track the woman down. I wanted to see her again, and I made a hell of an effort—one I thought was pretty damn sweet. Didn’t faze the woman. Her radio silence was all I needed to know. I’m not the kind of guy to get hung up on a girl, especially not someone I only spent a few hours with anyway.

A few fantastic hours.

But that time with her is in the rearview mirror. My job is to yank this team out of the funk it’s been in, and there’s no place for a woman I’ll never see again in that mission. Besides, I’ve witnessed what’s happened to my buddies on and off the field when they got distracted by women. They start losing their focus, dulling their edge, forgetting what matters on the field. Me? I’m not perfect, but I believe firmly in a blinders approach. Stay out of trouble, don’t get distracted, and keep your eye on the motherfucking prize.

Excellence.

That’s what matters to me, and now I’ve got a chance with a team to perform.

After I shower and dress, I find Stuart, the team’s main press guy, waiting for me in the hall.

“Hey Drew,” he says, parking a hand on my shoulder. He’s shorter, with dark hair peppered with gray. His eyes match—they’re almost silvery.

“You all set for the fundraiser tonight?”

“Absolutely,” I say, since he asked me to attend a charity event to benefit inner-city youth in LA. Not only is it a good cause, but our support can help improve the Knights’ tarnished image.

“Wonderful. Lots of folks from the organization will be there, so I’ll make sure you meet everyone and that they all know our new quarterback,” he says with a wide smile. “And you’ll smile for the cameras. Get some Instagram posts, make a few comments to the sports sites. You know the drill.”

“Can’t wait,” I say, and I mean it.

***

“Make sure to look pretty tonight,” Jason says, laughing, as I turn at the light, heading to the boutique hotel.

I speak into the phone, set in the holder on the dashboard of my Tesla. “I look devilishly handsome, but I’m pretty sure tonight’s not the night for picking up chicks. Call me crazy, but I don’t think the team would be too stoked if I went into their charity event chasing tail.”

“Shame,” my best friend says, his voice smooth and cool. “I’m sitting here at Piccolo’s and the pickings are quite pretty.”

I can picture him there, enjoying a Scotch and surveying the scene, sitting like a king. It’s his favorite hipster bar, and he regularly cleans up there, along with my other boys.

“Then you should enjoy them all. Though I doubt you can pull without me,” I say as I near the hotel.

Jason snorts. “As if.”

We grew up next door to each other in a crummy neighborhood in San Diego, and played ball together as kids. At high school, he killed it as a running back, but then he switched to track after a few years to take advantage of his speed. He nabbed a scholarship to college, but that’s as far as he went in sports. The guy is amazing with financial management though, and he works his ass off as an advisor to all sorts of clients, myself included. I rarely make decisions without him. He’s become my business manager. He’s rock solid, and one-hundred percent dependable. He was the first one I called after my agent told me I was traded, and he was fired up. Due in no small part to the fact that he lives in Los Angeles. He already helped me find a sweet condo in Santa Monica to rent for the year.

“Hey,” Jason says, segueing to his business tone. “I got a request for a meeting today from a sports drink company, Qwench. Potential sponsorship. It’s in the exploratory stages, but I’ll do my due diligence, take the meeting, and see if it’s worth pursuing.”

“Excellent. Can’t wait to hear your thoughts.”

As I pull up to the valet, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. Sharp vest, fine shirt, smooth shave. I look the part of the athlete who cleans up well. Like I motherfucking should. “I need to jam. I’m here now.”

“Be on your best behavior, Drew,” he says, a teasing tone in his voice.

“I always am,” I reply, and the fact is, that’s true. Clean-cut is my nickname.

“And text if you’re done early.”

“If I’m done early, I’m having a date with my mattress.”

He groans. “You are the definition of no fun.”

I grin. “That’s me. That’s why Qwench wants me now. Because I know how to get a good night’s sleep and stay out of the line of fire.”

When I hang up, I step out of the car, hand the keys to the valet, and thank him. Then I head inside, where Stuart greets me in the room reserved for the event, claps me on the back, and introduces me to several people. A photographer snaps shots the whole time, and I play the role that’s hardly a role—the outgoing, non-trouble-making, peace-loving quarterback who doesn’t throw punches or raise fists, like others before me have.

Don’t smoke, don’t do drugs, don’t have unprotected sex, and I also don’t speed. Squeaky clean indeed. Not even a traffic ticket on the record, and certainly no knocked-up teenyboppers with mini Drews baking in their bellies.

Stuart introduces me to the red-haired, freckle-faced guy who heads up this charity. “And this is Drew Erickson. He’s our new starter. We’re thrilled to have him on the team, especially since he’s already active with many wonderful charitable endeavors,” Stuart says to the ginger-haired guy.

We exchange small talk for a few minutes, then Stuart drops a hand on my shoulder and tells me there’s someone else he wants me to meet. “I’d love to introduce you to a sharp-as-a-tack woman who makes sure I don’t fumble,” he says, then winks in case I didn’t realize he was making a joke.

I smile to let him know I got it—fumbling humor and all—then my smile turns into a ruler-straight line when I turn on my heels and see my surfer angel.

Holy shit. She’s hot as sin in a red skirt, white blouse, and black heels. She holds a drink. Her blond hair is twisted on her head. Damn. The smoking-hot look is almost enough to make me forget she blew me off. My dick, the traitorous bastard, has already come down with amnesia. The fucker wants her.

“This is Dani Paige. She’s an attorney for the team,” he says, and I attempt to school my expression as I come face-to-face with the woman who ditched me.

And all I want to do is toss her on my shoulder, stalk to the bathroom, slam the door, and ask her why the fuck she didn’t call. Then when she tells me it was because she was too busy getting off to thoughts of me, I’d kiss the hell out of her until she melted in my arms and begged me to take her. I’d happily oblige. Hoist her up, hook her legs around my hips, and fuck her against the wall until she comes harder than she ever has before.

Instead, I shake her free hand. “Pleasure to meet you.” Then I whisper, just for her. “Jaws.”


Chapter Five

Dani

I knock back my Arnold Palmer in one fast gulp.

Like it’s going to give me the fuel I need to manage this interaction with Drew.

I knew it would happen eventually, but I have no clue what to expect now that he’s here in front of me, with Stuart by his side. Talk about awkward.

The trouble is, I can’t talk about anything because I’ve finished my beverage too fast and it’s gone straight to my head. As in, epic brain freeze. My forehead pulses in a mind-numbing headache. I press my palm against my temple.

The pain. Oh lord, the ridiculous pain.

“You okay?”

I meet Drew’s gaze. “Brain freeze,” I croak out.

“Press your tongue against the roof of your mouth,” he says, and then he demonstrates. On himself. Opening his mouth, sticking his tongue up, and showing me.

It’s the strangest moment and one that is rife for innuendo, because . . . his tongue.

But my head aches like a son of a bitch so I do as he says, pushing the tip of mine against the roof of my mouth. In a few wondrous seconds, the pain in my forehead dissipates.

A smile tugs at the corners of my lips. “How on earth did you know to do that?”

He shrugs. “Big fan of Slurpees. Learned it the hard way.”

Stuart beams, claps his hands, and says, “I can see you two will get along fine. Drew, if you need anything, Dani is the legal liaison to the press department this season. She’s tasked with helping us to make sure we present the best public face, and don’t break any rules. Or laws.” He pauses, then adds, this time with complete seriousness. “Or morals. Especially those.” I nod my understanding and Drew does the same. Then Stuart flashes a huge smile and laughs. “Need to go make the rounds, so I’ll leave you two alone.”

Stuart walks away, and I stand near the bar with the man who ditched me the other week.

Be cool. Be calm. Be a pro. Don’t break any rules.

I part my lips to speak, hunting for words to break the tension that still exists between us. In my best cool-as-a-cucumber tone, I say, “Congratulations on joining the team. Everyone is thrilled to have you.”

He arches an eyebrow and even that simple gesture is impossibly sexy on him. But then, he has an unfair advantage because he’s decked out in a three-piece suit—tailored pants, a dress shirt, and a vest that fits him like a glove. If he wasn’t already stunning, the damn vest alone would knock him into another stratosphere, because there’s just something so ridiculously hot about a man who can pull off that look. You have to possess a spectacular body to wear that kind of three-piece suit. Drew seems to have stepped off the pages of GQ, tailored to within a millimeter of his fine frame. I’ve seen him in shorts, and I’ve seen him in a suit. The man makes the clothes every time.

“Everyone is thrilled to have me?” He sweeps his multimillion-dollar arm out wide, his eyes pinned on me. “Because it didn’t seem like everyone was thrilled to have me.”

My face burns and I don’t know if it’s from embarrassment or desire or a mix. How on earth is he already dropping naughty little hints? Especially after not calling.

I nod, raising my chin. I don’t know what he’s getting at, but I won’t take the bait. I’m not about to let on that I was so disappointed at the silent treatment that I considered smashing my phone with a hammer as a punishment for it not serving up any texts from him.

“I assure you, everyone at the organization is delighted that you’re on the team.”

Ugh. I sound like a mouthpiece.

He steps closer, leans into me, his mouth now dangerously near to my ear. “Cut the act,” he whispers, his voice low and husky and turning me on even though I wish it wasn’t.

“What act?” I ask, my voice as wobbly as my knees.

“You knew I was traded.”

I wrench back. “What are you talking about?”

He taps his chest. “And you knew who I was.”

I scoff. In his face. “I didn’t know you were being traded,” I whisper sharply, not wanting anyone to overhear our conversation. “But obviously I knew who you were. I’m not stupid. If I didn’t recognize you, I shouldn’t have my job.”

“And yet you said nothing.”

“And yet you said nothing,” I fire back at him.

His expression is cold. “The whole time you knew what was going on, though, about me being traded, and you didn’t say anything?”

I shake my head. I can barely believe this conversation. “I’m not privy to trades before they happen. I’m the attorney, not the general manager. Besides, if I really knew, which I did not, do you think I would have spent the evening with you? I’d have avoided you. I only wanted to help make sure you weren’t hurt.”

Dragging a hand through his thick brown hair, he shrugs. “Fine.”

“And you introduced yourself as Andrew. You didn’t even say what you did for a living. I assumed that meant you wanted to be unknown. Don’t give me a hard time for giving you what you wanted that day,” I seethe, and he sighs heavily. But I’m not done. “And why are you on my case when you didn’t even call me?”

Crap. I want to smack myself. So much for being cool. So much for not letting on. This man rattles me.

But judging from the flummoxed look on his face, I’ve rattled him too. He stares at me, his brow furrowed. “What are you talking about? I stopped by your house the next day. I tried to text you but I didn’t get the last digit down, so I came by the next day to ask you out. I had no idea you worked for the team.”

“And I had no idea—” I stop when my brain snags on what he just said. Making a T with my hands, I call a timeout. “Wait. Did you say you stopped by?”

He nods several times. “When I realized I didn’t have your full number, I wrote a note, and brought it over to your home and left it on your porch. Tucked it right under the plant by your door.”

Butterflies swoop down out of nowhere, landing in my chest. “You did?” I ask, and I can’t mask the hope in my tone. “What did you say in it?”

A grin spreads on his face, a sweet and sexy smile. He licks his lips. Speaks softly. “That I had a nice time with you. That I messed up your number. That I wanted to know if you’d have any interest in giving me a surfing lesson.”

The note must have gotten lost in all the menus and coupons. I bet Mrs. Fitzsimmons picked it up accidentally when she watered the plants. Probably tossed it in the recycling like she does with the flyers.

In an instant my frustration seeps away. All I want to do is kiss the daylights out of him. But I can’t do that. Instead, I meet his hazel gaze and say, “I would have said yes.” Shivers spread across my skin from my own admission.

His voice is soft and smoky when he answers. “I like it when you say that word.”

I say it again, even though it’s far too risky to use with him. But I inch closer and let it fall from my lips in a soft whisper. “Yes.”

He draws a sharp breath. His eyes darken. “Sounds so fucking good on your lips.”

Those shivers turn into heat, like a fire has ignited in my chest, and it spreads everywhere. Filling me with lust and desire all from that one word.

Yes. Yes. Yes.

How I want us to say yes.

“You really didn’t get my phone number?”

He shakes his head. “I really didn’t get your number.” His hazel eyes twinkle. He looks happy, and it’s a look he wears extraordinarily well. I cast my eyes around the room, cataloguing the din of all my colleagues in the front office as well as the guys on the field, chatting, drinking, nibbling on appetizers, posing for photos in front of the banner. I’m glad that the noise and hubbub of the conversations are keeping everyone else busy. “Trust me, Dani. If I had that last digit I would have texted you five minutes after I left, and again that night. And after I got home. And before I fell asleep. I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”

His words light me up. My whole body is humming. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you either, and I had a great time talking to you on the beach and at the bar. I could tell you wanted to just be a regular Joe, so I wanted you to be free to do that with me. But I swear I didn’t know you were going to be traded to Los Angeles. I really do think it’s terrific to have you on the team. I know what you did last year. Top-ten quarterback rating in the league, and only one interception. That was impressive,” I say, and he blushes.

Holy shit. Drew Erickson blushes when I compliment his stats.

“Who would have thought we’d be playing on the same team? But maybe later, we can pick up where we left off?” he suggests. “Or perhaps we can get a Slurpee and test my brain-freeze cure again. Cold heads seem to be our thing.”

That’s when the sexy flirty feeling fades away. The bubble bursts. The awareness of what a mistake this would be sinks down on me like an anvil.

Chuck. Bambi. Sex scandals like they’re a regular daily routine.

“Shoot,” I say, heavily, like it has twenty syllables.

“Shoot?”

I shake my head. “We can’t. With the trouble the team has been through in the last year . . . I can’t take a chance of anything that would be”—I pause, hunting for the word—“inappropriate. Even remotely inappropriate.”

No way in hell would management want a lawyer diddling with a player. I may not be waving pom-poms on the field, and I’m not wet behind the ears like Bambi, but I know a bad idea.

And this is a world-class-variety bad idea.

He strokes his chin. “We don’t want to put the team in a bad light.”

“And it’s your first year here,” I add because I don’t want to seem like the buzzkill. We both have a lot at stake. My job, his job, the team’s reputation.

“Exactly. Gotta keep everything above board. But, I bet there’s no rule that we can’t be friends,” he says, with a playful glint in his eyes.

I can’t help it. I smile too. This man can charm the panties off me any day.

I mean, the pants.

He’s totally not charming my thong off. That little lacy number is staying where it belongs.

In fact, we spend the next ten minutes chatting about the new place he rented in Santa Monica, and I tell him how the Santa Monica Pier is one of my favorite spots in the world to watch the sunset. “Plus, there’s whack-a-mole games,” I say.

“And Skee-Ball?” he asks, pressing his palms together in prayer. “Please say there’s Skee-Ball too.”

“Of course. I did say it was one of the greatest places in the universe.”

He cups his hands around his mouth like he’s about to tell me a secret. “I feel I should let you know. I’m fucking awesome at Skee-ball.”

I laugh. “Well, I should hope that magic arm of yours can work wonders”

He wiggles an eyebrow. “I have good hands too.”

And tingles rush down my spine. “Why do I feel like you can turn anything into a naughty comment?”

He blows on his fingers. “Because I can.”

“We’re supposed to be friendly, not flirty,” I whisper.

He has no chance to reply, because the redheaded guy from the charity marches up to us and asks for a photo op with Drew. The photo turns into a long conversation, and it’s time for me to call it a night. Since the Wi-Fi in the reception room is crummy, I head to the lobby to open my Uber app. I carpooled here with a coworker but she took off early when her son’s babysitter had to leave unexpectedly.

I enter my location in the app, but before I can finish, I stop tapping. I turn around. Drew’s by my side.

“You’re not leaving without saying good-bye, are you?”

“Of course not. Just ordering an Uber. I was going to say good-bye.”

He covers my hand with his. “Don’t take an Uber. I’ll drive you home.”

It’s a bad idea, but I don’t resist.

Five minutes later, I slide into the front seat of his Tesla and pull away from the hotel.


Chapter Six

Drew

Dani stretches out her legs in the front seat, and I can barely concentrate on the road anymore.

Those strong calves. Those black heels. That tight little waist. This woman is too fucking sexy. Too fucking funny. Such a straight shooter too, and it turns me on to no end. That’s the problem. I can’t afford to be turned on. Need to keep my blinders on.

I grip the wheel tighter as I pull onto the ramp for the freeway heading to Venice Beach. Best to keep the conversation one-hundred percent friendly. So I choose an easy topic. “What’s your favorite movie?” I ask, because I’ve got to get my mind off her body. I need to focus on her as a colleague, not the woman I wanted to take to bed the last time I saw her.

She turns her face to me. “You want to do the favorites game now? Is that part of your ‘friendly, not flirty’ approach?”

I smile as I click on the blinker to merge. “Indeed it is. Big movie fan here. So fess up, woman.”

“Heaven Can Wait, of course,” she says, winking.

I scoff. “You can’t pick a football movie.”

“Why not?”

“Because we work in football. Sports movies are ruled out.”

“But it’s an awesome movie.”

I nod, agreeing as I press the brake. Traffic is slowing ahead. This city is crazy. Even late at night, there are traffic jams. “Heaven Can Wait is so damn good. So is Bull Durham, and Friday Night Lights, and Hoop Dreams. The cinema on the promenade in Santa Monica is showing some of the best sports flicks in a few weeks.”

“See? No one can resist the pull of Heaven Can Wait. It’s the kind of football movie that even non–football fans love.”

I scowl. “There are people who don’t like football?”

She shrugs. “I’ve heard about their existence. Small little pockets on the outskirts of society.”

“Seems terribly sad to be such a person.”

“It’s woefully devastating, Drew.”

“Horribly dismal.”

“Awfully troubling.”

“Hey, show-off,” I say, raising my chin, as I cut into the next lane when a spot opens up between a white Toyota and a black SUV. “Got a favorite adverb?”

“Hmm,” she says, tapping her pink polished fingernails along the window. Her lips quirk as she considers the question. She tilts her head, and says slowly, like she’s savoring the word, “Blissfully.”

“That’s your favorite adverb?”

She raises an eyebrow. “I like bliss. Do you have something against bliss?”

Fuck me now. The way she says that is like a naughty little taunt. “You’re supposed to be friendly with me, Dani,” I say, in a warning.

“That wasn’t friendly?”

“No, that was naughty. Incredibly naughty.”

“Then perhaps naughtily should be my favorite adverb.”

The taillights of the Toyota wink on and off. As the car ahead of me slows, I press the brake harder. Traffic comes to a standstill. I try to peer around the cars to get a read on the situation. “What’s going on up there?”

“Probably construction. I should have turned on my traffic app. I usually do but I was distracted,” she says, sounding annoyed with herself.

“What distracted you?”

She roams her eyes over me, like she’s cataloguing my face, my chest, my arms, my legs. She shakes her head, purses her lips. Then a soft sigh falls from her lips, a hint of frustration in it.

“You,” she whispers. “That’s the problem.”

So much for the favorites game. My blinders fall off, and my focus on friendship flies out the window momentarily.

I lift my hand, reach for her face, and cup her cheek. She gasps, and before either one of us can say another word—before I can evaluate or analyze—I dip my mouth to hers and kiss those delicious lips. She opens for me. Her tongue darts out, sliding between my lips. She nips, running her teeth along my bottom lip, and out of nowhere a quick kiss turns into a hot, dirty one.

A car horn honks from behind, and we pull apart. But the white sedan in front of me has only moved twenty feet. I drive slowly, running one hand along Dani’s leg, down to the hem of her skirt. My fingers play at the hem, and she murmurs as we slink along. Traffic crawls at a snail’s pace. My eyes drift to her legs, so toned and strong. The whole look she has working tonight is killing me.

More than that, the whole notion of resistance is killing me.

I tell myself just one touch, just one night won’t hurt a thing. It won’t harm the team, and it won’t knock me off my game.

I inch my finger under her skirt, and she lets her knee fall open the slightest bit.

“You’re so not friendly either,” she says in a playful pout.

“I’m completely the opposite right now.” My fingers travel up the soft flesh of her thighs. My dick hardens even more, hungry for this woman. She wriggles in her leather seat, as I drive slowly, so goddamn slowly. Right now, though, I’m grateful for the traffic. Because I can do this to her.

My fingers tiptoe higher, and higher still, and Dani rests her head against the leather, her mouth falling open, her breath catching. As I ascend to the top of her thigh, the pads of my fingers sliding over her soft flesh, she reaches for her tight skirt, and tugs it up higher.

Then she opens her legs.

Dani

I might be crazy.

I might be foolish.

I might be a million things.

What I am for certain is turned on beyond any and all measure.

We’re surrounded by cars, and yet totally alone in his air-conditioned electric vehicle. I know better. I get the risks. I swear I do. But right now with traffic stalled, and his hands on me, my body is in charge and it’s seeking that adverb. I want to be touched blissfully. Stroked tantalizingly. Gotten off powerfully.

Besides, this is just a little sliver of time. It’s a sealed-off moment in his automobile. This isn’t going to hurt anyone.

In fact, it seems the opposite of hurt. His touch makes my skin sizzle. Makes my insides sing with pleasure.

Drew doesn’t need any direction. He’s game and his fingers slide along the wet panel of my panties. He’s got an eye on the road, but he keeps stealing glances at me.

“Told you I didn’t feel cordial toward you right now,” I whisper.

He flashes a wicked grin as he slips one finger under the panel, making me moan. Because it feels so good when he touches me. He flicks the pad of his finger where I want him most, and I arch into him.

“I don’t want you to feel cordial right now.”

“How do you want me to feel?” I ask, my pitch rising as he strokes me. Oh dear lord, his hands are wonderful. His touch is electric. Firm, but tender, as he paints dizzying strokes up and down my center. He teases me, then traces lingering, luxurious lines along my wetness, and I rock my hips into his hand.

“Hot. Bothered. Ecstatic,” he says, as the car inches forward, one of his hands on the wheel.

“Those words all fit.” I spread my legs wider.

A rumble escapes his lips. “Yeah, do that. I fucking love that. Love seeing you get so turned on you open your legs for me.”

His dirty words are like a charge, as if someone plugged me in, and I’m electrified. His fingers travel up and down, up and down, then around and around. He centers his strokes on my clit, and the pleasure builds, rippling across my skin. Like fireworks inside me, starting small, climbing higher, then shooting up to the sky.

“Drew,” I say gasping his name as I lift my hips, my body seeking him. “It’s so good.”

He drags a finger down me slowly, then brings it to his lips and draws it between them. My eyes widen as I watch him suck hard, like he’s savoring my taste. “Fucking delicious,” he murmurs, then returns his finger to me. I nearly sing out in pleasure as he reconnects.

“If we weren’t stuck in traffic, I’d go down on you,” he says, his voice husky. “Licking your sweetness. Tasting your desire.”

As he paints a picture, I slide into a realm of pure lust. His words, his touch, my own sheer, unadulterated need—they’re all I feel right now, and they thrum inside me, like a hot vibration.

“Oh God, I want that so much,” I say on a broken pant as I thrust up against his finger. He’s not even penetrating me. He doesn’t have to. He’s simply stroking me and that’s enough right now. Just the right pressure, just the right speed. My body consists solely of nerve endings. All he has to do is keep this pace, and he’ll ignite me, like a rocket taking off for the stratosphere.

He bends his head closer to my neck. “I’d bury my face between those pretty legs of yours. You’d wrap your heels nice and tight around my neck, and I’d fucking devour you,” he says in a low, dirty growl in my ear.

“Oh God,” I moan, and I’m lost. I’m absolutely lost in pleasure as he strokes me, faster and impossibly faster still. “I’m close. So close,” I say, panting. I’m vaguely aware of the car moving slowly forward, and maybe the traffic has picked up or maybe not, but then my brain turns to a blur as he trips a switch inside me.

Every muscle tenses blissfully as an orgasm charges through me, my legs quivering, pleasure quaking in my body as I rock into his hand, grinding against his fingers. My world turns white-hot. Bursts of electric pleasure pulse in me, and a wild sensation of pure erotic bliss radiates from my center all the way through to my toes, to my hair. Hell, my eyelashes might even be turned on.

I cry out as I come undone in his car, bucking into his hand, panting like a wild woman. That’s who I’ve become with this captivating man. My eyes are squeezed shut, and as the orgasm subsides, I blink them open, getting my bearings again, coming down from a high.

“Guess that’s the first time I’ve ever been glad to be stuck in traffic,” he says, then gestures ahead of us. The snarl of stalled cars is finally breaking and he hits the gas.

“Yes, that was the best use of traffic I’ve ever experienced.”

He glances at me, a satisfied smile on his handsome face. “By the way,” he says, his tone both full of pride and happiness, “you were blissfully orgasmic.”

“And I bet you’re immensely hard,” I say, and then he wiggles his eyebrow. “Can I find out?”

He eyes his crotch, then me, then the freeway. “Let’s just make sure we don’t crash, because that would be incredibly bad for the team,” he says with a wink.

Right. The team. The reason we aren’t supposed to be messing around.

But as I drop my hand on his hard-on I’m not thinking about the team. I’m thinking about his cock. How much I want to touch him, feel him, taste him.

I’m dying to wrap my lips around him, but I just don’t know that there’s room in the front seat for me to go down on him while he drives. Plus, you know, it’s a bit dangerous. But I can stroke him, even as he drives. I work open the zipper, slide my hand inside and run my palm over the outline of his hard cock. He’s so big, and so hard, and I want to touch him, flesh to flesh.

“Fuck, Dani, that feels good,” he says in a throaty rumble as I run my hand over the outline of his erection. His very thick erection.

“It would be better if it were hands-on.”

“Then get your hands on me,” he says, as he drives.

I dip my hand inside his briefs, wrap my palm around Drew Erickson’s cock, and it’s fucking fabulous. It suits this man. It fits his build, his size, his strength, his skill. Everything about him is bigger than average, and thank the Lord, that includes his dick.

I run my hand up and down the length of him as he accelerates. Touching him like this sends a deliciously dirty thrill through me.

He groans, gripping the wheel harder as I stroke. My thumb slides over the head, and I swipe off a drop of his arousal, then bring it to my mouth. Briefly, his eyes flick away from the freeway as I lick the taste of him off my thumb.

“Oh fuck, that’s so fucking hot.”

“You taste so good,” I say, and I fist his cock for the next several minutes while he drives as slowly as he can get away with. His jaw is tense, concentration etched in his eyes, as he tries to focus on the road even as I stroke his dick. As I lower my hand to cup his balls, he hisses. Then, before I know it, he switches lanes, hopping right, then right once more. A determined man, he pulls onto the exit ramp, speeds down it, brakes right into a 7-Eleven parking lot, and cuts the engine.

He turns his face to me. His eyes are dark, shining with desire.

But I’m the first to speak. “Can I get you off like this? Just my hand?”

“Why would you ask now? You were halfway there on the freeway, honey. Time to get this one all the way downfield.” He opens his pants more, pushing them lower, and gives me full access to his beautiful cock. I grip him tighter, pumping and tugging on his shaft, and he groans.

And then he does the sexiest thing I’ve ever experienced when it comes to hand jobs.

He threads a hand in my hair and whispers against my lips, “Kiss me hard. I want to come while you’re kissing me.”

Electricity flares in me. Spreads through every vein. Kissing while coming might be the hottest request ever. My body agrees, since I’ve never been wetter.

Which I realize is quite convenient since hand jobs require lubrication. Fortunately, I’ve got the best kind of lube. The all-natural variety. As I kiss him hard, I dip my hand between my legs, bring some of my own wetness to my fingertips, and return my wet hand to his cock. He moans in my mouth when he realizes what I’ve done.

“Your hand is fucking magic,” he says, and then I grip harder, my palm flying up and down his length, slick with my own orgasm, until he’s thrusting hard, fucking my hand, and kissing my lips like he’s going to devour me. He bites down, and groans long and loud. When he releases my lips, he groans against my mouth, “Gonna come.”

But there’s no need to get his beautiful pants messy or his gorgeous car. Nor my hand for that matter. In an instant, I take him in my mouth as he comes, wrapping my lips tight around him. He grunts and grabs my hair, rocking up into my mouth, and the combination of his noises and thrusts is so fucking sexy that I swear I almost come again just from him climaxing. He pulses in my mouth, his dick hot and throbbing, and I can’t help but think how amazing it would be to feel him move inside me.

When I release him from my mouth, he cups my cheek, looks in my eyes, and says, “Why the fuck are there unwritten rules against this?”

I can’t help but smile. “You’re supposed to like rules. Isn’t that what your job is? That’s what the game is. Rules.”

“And finding a way to get around them. As you should know, Miss Lawyer. Isn’t that what your job is?”

“Touché,” I say with a small smile.

Then he presses a tender kiss to my lips. “Stupid rules,” he mumbles when he breaks the kiss.

“But we have to follow them,” I say softly, my voice a little sadder than I expected. “It’s too risky. I just don’t want to be the person who brings more scandalous attention. The front-office personnel dallying with the new star player. I’m sure the press would find a million ways to make this look like the next Chuck-and-Bambi. They’d probably have a field day with the fact that I’m older than you.”

He wiggles his eyebrows. “I know I’m having a field day with it.”

I laugh. “So you’ve got a thing for this huge four-year age difference?”

“Absolutely,” he says, his eyes drifting down to his crotch. “A huge thing.” He zips up his pants. “So was that our last hurrah?”

I laugh. “More like first hurrah and last hurrah. Technically, we would need more hurrahs for it to be the last.”

He laughs too. “Damn shame we didn’t have more. I sure liked hurrahing with you.”

“The only thing better would have been a full hurrah.”

“That would have been fantastic, I bet,” he says, as I straighten my skirt while he starts the car to drive me home.

Soon enough, we arrive at my house. Cutting the engine, he takes a breath and stares out the window into the dark of the night. I don’t make a move to go, though I know I should.

Without looking at me, he says, “I don’t feel friendly toward you, Dani.” He turns to meet my eyes. I can see the heat in his. “Fact is, I’m even more turned on than before. Didn’t think that was possible.”

“Me too,” I say, my voice feathery.

He tips his forehead to my home. “You better get inside then, before I try something like making you come so fucking hard on my lips that you’ll be whistling a happy tune when you walk into work tomorrow.”

“Just so you know, I’m about to get in bed and enjoy that image you just planted.”

He grins. “Just so you know, you’ll be on all fours on my bed in a few minutes.”

And that image does the trick quite nicely for me too.

But some other part of me, the saner part, the professional part, knows I must erase these thoughts of him going forward. We had our first and last hurrah, and no matter how far and fantastically the aftereffects of the traffic jam spread through my body, it’s time to let it go.


Chapter Seven

Drew

Resisting her is easy for the next two weeks. The season starts and I’m in the zone.

The first game is at home and we play like a well-oiled machine. I put the team ahead in the second quarter with a forty-yard pass to Elkins, who turns that into an absolutely beautiful touchdown.

The crowd goes wild, and the sound of their cheers is such a high. When Elkins chest-bumps me on the sidelines, we’re both grinning like fools. It’s early in the game, but it feels so fucking good.

“Nice work, man,” I say, and he does a little dance, then flexes his arms.

“Told you I’d get it in the end zone. You get it to me, and I’ll bust my ass to put that ball where it belongs.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

He points to his socks. “Lucky socks.”

Maybe he’s right about the footwear. He nails another catch in the third, and our top running back drives it home on first down.

We finish with a twenty-four–fourteen victory, and it’s both a thrill and a relief. After Los Angeles’s topsy-turvy record last year, and its slew of off-season problems, the tight game play is all anyone could ask for, the coach included.

The next week, we travel to Arizona, and we’re on fire in the desert too. When we win our second game with a running touchdown in the fourth quarter, Coach pulls me aside on the way to the locker room.

“You’re looking good, Erickson. Keep up the streak,” he says, his voice gruff, because it’s always gruff.

“Do my best, sir.”

After a light workout the next day and some game tape review, I catch up with Jason in Santa Monica for dinner. There’s a new taco truck he’s been raving about, and tacos sound damn good to me.

“Two in a row, man. That’s the way to do it.” He claps me on the back when I join him in line at the red and yellow truck named Flipper’s Tacos.

I give him the side-eye. “How the fuck is that the name of a taco truck?”

Jason takes off his aviator shades. They complete the look he has working—the pressed pants, the polished shoes, the tailored white shirt. By contrast, I’m in jeans, a T-shirt, and ball cap, thank you very much. He flashes me a grin as he tips his forehead to the vehicle. “The guy who runs the truck has a Chihuahua named Flipper.”

“Ah, well. That makes perfect sense to name a truck after a dog.”

Jason points past the window to the illustration of said canine. “There’s the main man.” He lowers his voice. “By the way, Flipper’s owner is a big fan of yours. He’ll probably want a selfie with you. You cool with that?”

I nod, as I roll my neck side to side, trying to work out the kinks. “Absolutely. I’m all about smiling for the camera these days.”

“Excellent. I figured the team would be happy too, since they love your good-guy-about-town image. They released some shots of you from that charity thing you did a few weeks ago.”

I arch an eyebrow as we move up in line. I don’t follow that stuff too closely, but I’m glad Jason does. “They did?”

“Don’t worry. It’s all good. The team loves you. They love this happy, shiny face you have going on in public,” he says, clasping my chin and squeezing my cheeks like a grandma.

I smack his hand away. “Dude.”

He cracks up. “Little do they know you’re a sourpuss off the field.”

“I’m not sour. I’m sweet,” I say, with a wink.

“Anyway, keep this shit up and we can tie up some deals left and right, make some of the donations you’ve wanted to,” he says, since part of my goal with Jason is not just financial security or smart business; it’s also making sure I give back to some of the organizations I leaned on when I was a kid playing sports. It’s good to be in a position to return the love, and in a big way.

“Awesome. That’s what I like to hear.”

“And that was a nice shot of you and the hot chick from the front office.”

My spine straightens, and a dose of worry zips through me. Shit. A swirl of images of the team’s troubles rushes before my eyes—the crashed cars, the pregnant teens, the drug-using players. I don’t want to tarnish the good rep I’ve had for years, or the one I’ve managed in just a few weeks here in Los Angeles. Or hers. And I certainly don’t want to risk anything bigger—like my job. “What do you mean?”

“I saw it online. You and the blond babe. There was a shot of the two of you in front of the banner. Good stuff,” he says, then turns away from me when we reach the window.

Whew.

I drag a hand through my hair, reminding myself that posing at a charity function is not in the same league as the past problems. Hell, it’s hardly even on the same planet.

But it’s smart to be careful. And it’s a good thing it wasn’t obvious from the photo that I wanted to fuck her. Or that I nearly did later that same night. Well, her hand, if you want to get technical. Ah, hell. Now I’m thinking about screwing Dani, instead of ordering fish tacos from Flipper’s person.

Jason drops a hand to my shoulder and introduces me to the guy behind the window. Time to force out all thoughts of the woman I can’t have as my buddy says, “Drew, I want to introduce you to Ramon.”

A tattooed, burly man with a baby face extends his hand from behind the window. “Good to meet you. Big fan. Whatever you want. It’s on the house,” Ramon says, gesturing behind him to the kitchen on wheels.

I wave a hand, dismissing the offer. “Appreciate that, but I’m more than happy to pay for your fine food. And I appreciate the compliments.”

“And I’d appreciate it if you can bring a ring to Los Angeles,” he says, with a wry smile.

“I will absolutely do my best,” I say, and when the food is ready, Ramon refuses the cash, so I stuff a fifty in the tip jar.

Ramon grabs his phone, and we smile for the selfie camera.

We eat, then Jason and I wander along the promenade. We pass the movie theater, and I stop in my tracks when I read the marquee. “It’s tonight,” I say, my mind cycling back to Dani and our conversation in the car.

Jason knits his brow in question. “Heaven Can Wait? That old flick?”

“That old flick is a good flick, man.” I check the time. It’s almost seven.

“You and your love of old movies,” he says, shaking his head, like I amuse him.

“Then me and my love of old movies and new movies and any movies are going to catch this showing now so I can still get my beauty sleep. See you later. I’m going in.”

I’ve always loved the cinema. The silver screen had been my escape from the game. Don’t get me wrong, I love football, and I love playing, but the game is both love and work. Movies, though, have just been fun. They’re pure that way; they’ve served as a complete and total break for me, and I find myself getting lost in the story, which I enjoy. That’s what I want right now.

I give Jason a tip of the cap and head for the ticket counter, when he calls out, “I’m going with you.”

I arch an eyebrow. “To see that old flick? I don’t want to cramp your new, flashy style.”

“I’ll just pretend I don’t know you. It’ll be fine.”

“Too bad I was gonna treat. Not so sure I will now,” I say as I slap some bills at the counter and buy the tickets.

He adopts a cheesy grin. “Aww, you did treat after all. See, you love me because I make your money turn into more money.”

“Or because being next to you makes me look even more handsome,” I say as we head into the lobby, the door swinging closed behind us.

“Or maybe you’re both handsome.”

I stop in my tracks, snap my head around, and find myself looking at blond hair, high cheekbones, and full lips.

She looks a lot like Dani, but she’s not her.

Then, the star of my dirty dreams turns around from the popcorn counter, and I’m face-to-face with the woman who jacked me off and finished me with her mouth two weeks ago. Damn, my fucking brain races straight to the dirty. But, this woman. I stand no chance of not thinking of her that way. Why does she have to be so sinfully sexy? Dani wears a pink sundress and strappy sandals. Her hair falls loosely over her tanned shoulders. She stands next to a blue-eyed, slightly younger version of herself.

“Hey, fourteen,” Dani says, using my number. “Good to see you.”

“And you too.”

Dani gestures to the pretty blonde by her side. “This is my sister, Ally.”

“And you must be the two gentlemen arguing over who’s better-looking,” Ally says with an I-caught-you expression on her face.

Jason flubs his lips as he eyes Dani’s sister. “It’s no contest, clearly. You ladies take the cake and beat us hands down in the good looks department. You’re both lovely angels,” he says, then doffs an imaginary hat, playing the role of perfect gentleman as he checks out Ally.

Dani and I make introductions, and I do my best not to think about her naked. But hell, my best isn’t good enough, and I’ve already pictured her soft, supple flesh beneath that dress and how it would feel to kiss my way down her body and bury my face between her legs.

Keeping my mind clean around her is a losing battle. Good thing is, the thoughts of her don’t chase me around when I’m on the field. They don’t distract me when I’m in the zone, when I need the laser focus.

“This is Dani from the front office,” I say, clearing my throat and trying like hell to sweep away all the filth from the corners of my mind.

Jason snaps his fingers. “Right. Thought you looked familiar. Saw you in a pic from the charity meet and greet.”

Dani nods, her face revealing nothing. This woman must clean up in poker. “That’s fantastic. Are you guys heading to see Heaven Can Wait?”

Jason nods. “We are indeed.” Then, like the idea clearly just occurred to him, even though I bet he concocted it when his eyes roamed along Ally’s figure, he says, “Would you like to sit together?”

Dani swallows and turns to Ally, raising her eyebrows in question. Her sister nods her answer. “Works for me.”

Jason strides up to the counter, picks up the cost of the air-popped, extra-healthy popcorn Dani was buying, and hands the bucket to her, buying another one as well. Jason and Ally chitchat the whole time. Dani and I say nothing, but our eye contact seems to say everything. Mainly, that we’re both entertained at how quickly those two are hitting it off, it seems.

As we enter the movie theater, I drop back, letting Jason and Ally walk in front of us. “That was fast,” I say, nodding to them.

“It was. Tell me he’s a good guy,” she says, her tone deadly serious, her jaw tight.

I hold up my hand in the scout’s honor sign. “He’s like a brother. I trust him with my life.”

“Good. Because I will hurt anyone who hurts my sister. I don’t care if those two just met. If he does her wrong . . .”

I squeeze her shoulder in reassurance. “He’s a good guy. I swear.”

She seems to relax under my touch, and from my words. I lean into Dani, drawing a quick inhale of her sexy, sunshine scent. “By the way, you look amazing,” I whisper, my voice low and just for her. A little compliment like that can’t hurt. Nothing wrong with it. Nothing that crosses a line.

“So do you.”

“What were the chances we’d run into each other here?” I say as we head down the aisle.

“Pretty good, technically. Considering we talked about this being our favorite movie, and tonight’s the only time it’s playing.”

“Okay then. So those are damn good odds.”

“I’d say they’re as good as the way you’ve been playing these days.” Jason stops at a middle row and heads in first. Ally follows, then Dani, then me. I couldn’t be happier with the impromptu seating chart.

“You’ve been watching me?” I ask in a whisper as we sit in the red upholstered chairs.

She flashes me a sweet smile. “Of course I’ve been watching you.”

The stupidity of my statement crashes into me. Some part of me had been hoping she was watching me . . . for me. But it’s her job. Nothing more. Besides, why do I even want her to watch my game? We can’t go anywhere with this . . . connection. Can’t take a chance of raising any concerns for Los Angeles. Can't risk a damn thing.

“When you scrambled in the pocket in the first game, and it looked like you were about to get sacked, my nerves were frayed,” she says. “But then you dodged the defensive end . . .”

“. . . And tossed a short pass to Frayer,” I say, naming the tight end, and finding that I’m glad she watched the Knights after all. I like hearing her talk about the team.

A smile lights up her face, like she’s delighting in recalling the game. “That was a fantastic play. However, my favorite play was when you ran for twenty yards.”

I wiggle my eyebrows. “You like that? I’m fast on my feet too. No one-trick pony here.”

She squeezes my right arm. “You got the arm and the legs.” Dani offers me some of her popcorn, shifting gears. “How great is it that this theater has air-popped popcorn?”

I pat my flat stomach. “It would be a travesty if this movie theater did not have it.”

“It would be a complete movie snack disaster.”

“I generally aim to avoid all cinematic food fiascos,” I say, and it’s as if we’ve returned to our word game. Last time we played with adverbs; now it’s synonyms. I gesture to the popcorn. “This is indeed the greatest thing since I can’t touch the regular stuff.”

“Gotta watch your pretty figure,” she says with a wink.

I steal a peek at my buddy. He’s busy chatting with Ally, so I bend my neck closer to Dani, and speak softly in her ear. “But I’d rather be watching yours.” She shivers, and just like that I veer back in a direction I shouldn’t go. But we’re in a theater. Nothing dangerous can happen here, so I keep going. “Touching you.” A small gasp falls from her mouth. “Kissing those lips.” A sharp inhale. “Undressing you and spreading you out on my bed.”

She closes her eyes, breathes in, and grabs the armrest between us. I can only imagine her body is on fire right now, just like mine.

When she opens her eyes, she meets my gaze and says, “Funny. I’d rather be doing that too.”

The movie begins and I watch it with a raging fucking hard-on.

Dani

Watching the movie next to Drew is not the toughest thing I’ve ever done. After all, I did run a marathon when I was twenty-five. I graduated from law school with honors. I also nabbed a fantastic job, beating out many applicants.

Those were all pretty tough on the scale of challenging tasks.

But this? Sitting close enough to Drew that I can smell the clean, masculine scent of him is a tall order. Add in the fact that I have a birds’-eye view of his gorgeous arms, and the challenge mounts. Even though I desperately want to wrap my hand around his bicep, then his tricep, then his forearms.

I manage to survive all that desire.

But then he does the sweetest thing. He mouths some of the lines along with the screen, including one the butler says about pretending to give the hero cocoa.

And then Drew smiles. Not to anyone. Just to himself. Because he’s happy, truly happy, watching this movie.

When Warren Beatty can’t take his eyes off Julie Christie in the car, Drew speaks under his breath, saying the lines with the film’s star about how he can’t stop looking at her.

A little flutter begins in my chest when I hear that. There’s something ridiculously endearing about a guy who knows the lines to this movie.

The flutter intensifies when he turns his face toward me, and the corner of his lips curves up. My stomach cartwheels, and I wish we were alone in this theater, because I could so make out with him right now. Like high schoolers. And I’m half hoping he drapes an arm over my shoulder, or reaches for my hand, like he did that first day we met. Only, I know that can’t happen now. And it’s not because my sister is here. I’m not worried she’d see us and blab to the press, or my boss. I doubt Jason would stand in the way either.

It can’t happen because I’m pretty sure Drew and I both know where hand-holding would lead. The same place any sort of touch seems to go between the two of us. To more.

If he touched me in any way, I’d unravel. I’d melt. I’d want all the things I can’t have.

And. I. Can’t. Have. Him.

I dip my hand into the popcorn bucket, hunting for the final remains of the snack. I grab some kernels, eat them, then reach for more. This time Drew’s big fingers brush mine, and I gasp. I cover my mouth with my other hand at the same time Drew turns to me and mouths shhh.

I manage a small nod as he threads his fingers through mine. And we hold hands inside a popcorn bucket. It’s weird, and strange, but completely wonderful too. Because this man not only knows how to kiss, how to touch me in intimate ways, but he also knows how to hold hands. He squeezes my fingers, then gently strokes his thumb across my palm, brushing light circles over my skin that shouldn’t feel as good as they do. But they do, oh God they do. Somehow, he’s made holding my hand into a kind of erotic foreplay. And the simple act of a tender touch has set my heart to flames.

By the time the credits roll, I’m not sure I can stand. My legs are noodles. My panties are damp. My skin sizzles. Somehow I manage to let go of his hand and rise. I blink, like I’m reconnecting to the world, reentering its atmosphere of normalcy when I’d much rather be in the extraordinary realm of erotic hand-holding with this sexy, sweet man.

As we make our way up the aisle, he clears his throat. “Awesome movie,” he says.

“Absolutely the best football movie.”

“Maybe only The Blind Side comes close.”

“Or Varsity Blues as a distant second. But not just for the whipped-cream scene.”

He holds up his big hands. “I swear I don’t even remember a whipped-cream scene.”

“Right,” I say, teasing.

“But they all taste better with popcorn,” he says, and his eyes linger on mine.

It’s not just physical. There’s the start of something more between us. The flicker of feelings.

We have a secret, only this time it goes deeper than it did before.

And it’s way more dangerous.


Chapter Eight

Drew

The next morning Jason joins me at the team gym for a workout.

He tips his chin at Elkins, who’s at the leg press. “Hey Elk. How’s your mom doing?” Jason asks. “Is she feeling better?”

Elkins salutes him and smiles widely. “Much better. Doc’s got her on some new thyroid meds.”

Jason gives a thumbs-up. “Awesome. Glad to hear.”

Elkins wipes his forehead on the hem of his shirt. “Thanks for asking, man.”

Jason nods a you’re welcome, then strokes his chin. “You growing that out?”

Elkins stands up from the machine. “I look good in fur, don’t you think?”

I clap Jason on the back. “If you ever decide to shave, you know this man will find a razor company who’d happily endorse you,” I say with a wink, knowing that Elkin’s hairy look is precious to him.

Elkins grabs at his beard. “Never,” he says with a shudder. “Especially if we’re winning.”

Jason points at him. “You keep not shaving. I’ll keep shaving.”

“Deal,” Elkins says with a fist bump, then moves over to the rowing machine on the other side of the room.

It’s early and there are only a few other guys here. Most have earbuds in as they lift, so Jason and I nod at a few, then set up camp at the bench press.

“I had the meeting with Qwench. They’re crazy about you, so I’ve been looking into the company a little more. To see if it’s a good fit,” he says as I adjust the weights.

“What’s the verdict, Mr. Monopoly?”

He pats the silver bar. “Not sure yet. I need to dig a little deeper.”

I peer at him as I lie back on the bench and wrap my palms around the bar. His expression is serious. His eyes intense. “That sounds . . . ominous.”

“Just doing my research. That’s all,” he says and flashes a reassuring grin. “Don’t worry. You know I won’t let you take a deal that isn’t fucking amazing.”

I lift the bar as he spots me. “I know that.”

“They like your squeaky-clean image,” he continues as he spots me. He winks. “Good thing you didn’t go to Piccolo’s with us a few weeks ago. Man, the chicks were everywhere.”

I scowl. “Pretty sure women are not explicitly forbidden in my contract.”

He lowers his voice. “No, but it’s good to be cautious when you’re trying to rehab a public image.”

Something about the comment bristles me. “Hey, it’s not my image. I’ve always been good.”

“The team’s image, man, the team’s,” he says as I push up the weights again. “And now you and the team are one and the same. Anyway, I like the sound of the deal. I want it to work out, that’s why I’m going to spend some more time on it. Because if we can make it work, it can give you some financial security, and protect you if things don’t work out in LA.”

I arch an eyebrow as I set the weights in the holder. “Are you trying to say you don’t think I’ll last here?”

I sit up straight and Jason shoots me a withering stare. “You know I do, man,” he says, his brow furrowed. “What’s with you this morning? You’re coming at me all guns blazing. Do you need to get laid?”

I grit my teeth and draw a sharp inhale. Do I ever need to get laid. With one woman. Only, it feels a lot more than that already with Dani. Which is crazy, since I’ve only seen her a handful of times. But it feels like there could be something more between us. The chemistry is sizzling, but we also get each other. We like the same things, we fall into an easy rhythm, we connect.

“Don’t we all man, don’t we all,” I say with a forced laugh, trying to make light of the comment. Maybe even to deflect it.

He doesn’t let go. Glancing around first, he drops his voice so I’m the only one who can hear. “Is there something up with you and the lawyer?”

I lower to the bench again, my eyes focused on the ceiling. I don’t look at Jason. I don’t like lying to him. “Nope.”

Meanwhile, I wonder how the fuck he could tell during the movies, especially when he was all about Ally. “But there sure seemed to be something up with you and her sister.”

Jason grins, and he’s never a big smiler, so I know that means he’s into her. As one of the other guys grunts while lifting some heavy weights, Jason says, “She was cool. I’m going to text her today. Maybe see about getting coffee or a drink.”

He can see her easily. He doesn’t have to worry about unwritten rules, or playing fast and loose with the team’s public image. “Sounds like a plan.”

“And back to you now,” he says, surveying the weight room once more. Coast is clear. “The one we were talking about a minute ago. You’re into her, aren’t you?”

“Why do you say that?”

“Just seemed kind of obvious. I guess the same way you could tell I was into her sister.”

There’s no point denying it now. He’s already sniffed out the truth. Besides, he’s my best bud. Keeping my voice low, I say, “We hooked up before the season started. Before I was traded. But we cooled it when we realized we were playing for the same team, and that it could complicate things.”

He nods, pats the weight bar again. “Smart move. Best to just keep focused on the game.”

“You think so?”

He taps his fingers to his temples, our sign for blinders. “Absolutely. No time for distractions. It’s much better to wake up to a photo of you and the taco truck owner than some piece about how the quarterback is fucking the management,” he says, and the stark but realistic way he puts it reminds me once again to keep my eye on the prize. The field. Only the field.

That’s what I do.

My first and most important love is football. It needs my full attention. My devotion. That’s what I give it.

When I step onto the field that weekend, I savor the smell of the grass, the thunder of the crowd, the rush of the adrenaline pumping through my blood. In the huddle, I’m all business, and the Knights are as crisp as crisp can be.

We win the game, and somehow we pull off that wonderful feat again the next Sunday too when we pummel Dallas on their field.

Four for four.

“Talk about a fucking streak,” Elkins shouts when I enter the locker room after the game. He high-fives me, and a bunch of the other guys do too.

I hold my arms out wide. “All I do is throw ’em. You’re the one who has to catch ’em,” I say, because Elkins is killing it in that department, and he made it into the end zone twice in today’s game.

We ride that high on the jet home with fist bumps, struts, and shit-eating grins galore as we reach our cruising altitude. I sink into the cushy leather seat, happy as a clam, since I just can’t complain about a 4–0 record for the first month on the job. The only thing that would make it better is a good woman.

But I’ll take what I can get.

The next week, it’s more than I expect.


Chapter Nine

Drew

“I’m going to school you again!”

The taunt comes from Taylor, the kid I’ve been battling in whack-a-mole.

“Don’t count me out yet.” I lift the mallet and send a wooden mole back into oblivion.

“You can’t catch up,” Taylor says again, a huge grin on his thin but gleeful face, as I chase the vicious little moles in the game. I’m at Santa Monica Pier for an event to benefit the children’s hospital, and the new wing that just opened there. The team donated a huge amount to have it built. I’ve played arcade games with a few kids, and I’m going head-to-head in yet another round of whack-a-mole with this tenacious ten-year-old who has kicked cancer’s ass.

He’s beaten me nearly every single time. And this time too. As my round ends, I raise a hand and high-five him. “Taylor, you are the king of whack-a-mole,” I say, thrusting his fist high in the air.

From across the arcade, a photographer snaps a shot. I don’t mind, but I wasn’t playing this round for the sake of the picture. I was playing it because Taylor is a fun kid and deserves to have a good time. He’s a fierce competitor too, and I admire the hell out of that. I knock fists with him, and tell him as much. “Now listen, Taylor. When you get back to fifth grade, I want you to tell everyone you kicked my butt at whack-a-mole. Can you do that, my man?”

He beams. “I can do that, and can you win again next weekend against San Francisco?”

I laugh and clap him on the shoulder. “I’m gonna do my best.”

He heads off to join his parents, and I return to the game for a quick solo round.

As I clobber a mole, a pretty voice floats into my ear. “Careful. You don’t want to get an NFI.”

Slamming the padded hammer down on the wooden weasel, I answer with a grin. “You’re right.” The next mole submits to my speed with the hammer. “Can you even imagine the ridicule I’d suffer for a whack-a-mole-induced injury? That’d be one helluva nonfootball injury.”

Dani steps closer to the game and rests her hand on the back of the console. “So much ridicule. It would be the talk of the town,” she says with a playful shudder. I sneak a glance at her and my jaw drops. Hell, if she doesn’t look hot tonight. So hot, in fact, that I miss the next five whacks. Maybe ten. But the woman is wearing a goddamn red dress. It’s a tight sheath that hits above her knees, and she looks good enough to eat.

All I want to do is eat her.

“I thought you were a whack-a-mole pro,” she says, a teasing little lilt to her tone as she eyes the game board. The moles pop up and I miss nearly every one. I’d rather stare at her.

“I was, until Taylor gave me a good old-fashioned thrashing.”

“I saw that,” she says softly. “I was chatting with some of my colleagues by the Skee-Ball. And I love that you spent time with Taylor, and the other kids.”

“He’s a good kid. We had fun.”

“They adore you. All the kids here do. It’s great that you come out for this.”

A blush creeps across my cheeks, and I’m not a blushing guy. But I like hearing these sweet compliments from her. “Now, what kind of man would I be if I didn’t? It’s the right thing to do, and it’s also fun as hell.”

She smiles at me and all my appropriate thoughts fade away. My body says kiss her. My fucking heart says to do that too. This woman just does something to me, and like an invisible thread connects us, I feel a pull. Desire gets the better of me. It blots out everything else—the game, the rules, the team’s image. It erases all the reasons, personal and professional, that I need to be cautious. Right now, I want to be the opposite.

I inch toward her, and her eyes widen to saucer size. I freeze as she raises her chin, and mouths “smile for the camera.”

Damn. She distracts me with her beauty. Knocks me off my cool, calm center because I want her so goddamn much. I’ve got to be more careful.

I turn and flash a grin at the photographer who’s been making the rounds. Dani smiles too, and the guy gives us a thumbs-up before he heads off to another group.

“Close call,” I say under my breath.

“Were you going to try to kiss me?”

I nod. “I would think that was obvious.”

“It was obvious.”

I lean a hip against the game. “I know I shouldn’t have, but seeing as I was a good boy and restrained myself, let me ask the question—what would you have done if I had kissed you?”

A sweet smile tugs at her lips. “Probably kissed you back. Against my better judgment.”

I wave a hand in the air dismissively. “Screw judgment,” I say playfully and she laughs.

But a few seconds later, good judgment returns in the form of Stuart. He swoops in and shakes my hand. “Great night. Great event. Couldn’t be more pleased. You?”

I nod. “Everything is fantastic.”

“Wonderful.” He takes a beat, glances from Dani to me and back. For a split second, something inquisitive passes in his eyes, and a flurry of nerves race down my spine. Almost like how I feel when I can’t find a receiver and I’m about to get sacked. But that’s foolish, I tell myself. I need to chill out. Especially since Stuart’s next question is nice and easy. “We’ve got a request from eight-year-old Hannah, who just had corrective surgery on her ankle, for a round of Skee-Ball with the quarterback.”

“Say no more. I’m there.”

“He’s great at Skee-Ball,” Dani chimes in, and Stuart cocks his head to the side, as if he’s curious how she knows this little tidbit. That feeling starts up again, but Dani’s a pro at handling Stuart.

She narrows her eyebrows, and holds out her hands. “Duh. He’s the quarterback. If he can’t win at Skee-Ball, we should kick him off the team.”

“Yes, we absolutely should.” The older man adopts a stern look, shakes his index finger at me, and says, “Son, you’re gone if you don’t beat Dani in Skee-Ball after your round with Hannah.”

I exhale, relieved as hell that he didn’t pick up on a vibe. Or worse, start sniffing out what we’ve been up to. But then, maybe it was curiosity I saw in his eyes?

I chase away the thoughts.

We head over to the games, and a little redhead with freckles across her nose hands me a ball. “You go first,” Hannah says with a serious tone.

“Got myself quite a competitor here,” I say, and then we play.

This time, I do win. By a landslide. And after I take on a few more kids, I play a round with Dani. She’s good, but I’m not the quarterback for nothing. I know how to aim. I know how to throw balls. I know how to hit targets. The skills carry over, and I beat her too.

Then, since most of the kids are gone, one of my receivers challenges me, and I obviously can’t turn that down, so I wind up playing Skee-Ball with Elkins for another twenty minutes.

By the time I’m done, Dani is gone. When I return home and check my phone, there’s a text message waiting for me.

Dani: Did you destroy Elkins?

I don’t text back. I call. Because that’s safe. That I can do. I can talk to her, and I won’t step across a line I need to maintain.

“It was a complete annihilation of my teammate,” I say. “All the more impressive considering I was distracted by this hot blonde most of the time.”

“Were you now?”

“I was,” I say, as I settle into my couch. “She’s gorgeous and whip smart, and she shows up at places I don’t expect her.”

“Like the beach, and the movies, and the pier?”

“Exactly. She’s everywhere.”

“Have you ever considered she might be stalking you?” Dani asks in a serious tone that makes me laugh.

“I’ll take that kind of stalking. Maybe she’ll stalk me all the way over to my bed, and strip naked for me,” I say, knowing full well she won’t, but loving the image.

“That sounds like my kind of stalking too.” She sighs, and it’s a happy sound. “How was your day?”

And then suddenly, we’re not talking about sex, or flirting, or how the other person looks. I tell her about practice, and the deal Jason is looking into with Qwench, and how I think it can position me well for the future if it pans out.

“Ohhhhh.” Her voice is heavy.

I sit up straight.

“What is it, Dani?”

She makes a clicking sound. “Here’s the thing. They came to us about supplying at the stadium. And since I handle all the vendor contracts, I spent a lot of time looking into doing a deal with Qwench. This isn’t terribly well known, but I found some information that the company was being investigated for tax fraud.”

“Shit. You did?” I ask, blowing out a long stream of air.

“Yes, so just be careful. If Jason wants to know anything more, tell him to contact me. But it’s best to tread carefully.”

“Hell yeah. I’ll definitely let him know since he’s looking into it right now.” Reaching for a pen on my coffee table and a scrap of paper, I write myself a note to mention all of this to Jason. “And thanks for the tip.”

“Tell me about this guy,” Dani says, her tone warm and curious. I like that she wants to know about my best bud. “Especially since my sister is keen on him.”

“And he’s keen on her too.” I launch into the details, how we grew up together, what his friendship means to me, how I rely on him for everything. “We used to bike to school together starting way back in third grade. Our parents worked their asses off and neither one of us had much, and sports were everything to us. We were those kids you see around the neighborhood, shooting hoops and riding bikes. We biked to practice together, to the basketball courts in the off season, to the community pool in the summer. We just got up and did it.”

“Because you loved it. Because it was your heart. You couldn’t not do it,” Dani says, just getting it. Getting us.

“Exactly. And even though we played football together in high school, Jason knew then that I was more likely to go pro. I don’t mean that to be cocky, but he was the one who said it. It was crazy, but he could tell. He believed in me, and kind of looked out for me back in the day.”

“How so?”

“Helped me weigh the different offers from college teams. Went over them one by one to really figure out the best fit. He’s always done that for me. Makes sure I’m considering everything. Just looks out for me like a brother.”

“He’s your horseman,” she says warmly.

“Yeah. He is. But I only have one. Don’t need four like LeBron,” I say, since the basketball player is famous for relying on his four best friends from childhood to help with his business decisions. “What about you and your sister? You’re close, right?”

“Very close. She’s one of the reasons I work so hard. I love my job, but I’m also taking care of her,” she says, and then I learn she’s putting her sister through nursing school. “I was very focused my first few years out of law school, working late nights and getting ahead, but it was time well spent since I could pay off all my school loans. Now, I’m in a position to help her so she can just concentrate on school now, and then on being a nurse practitioner when she graduates.”

“Damn. That’s impressive,” I say with a whistle.

“She’s worth it. And hey, I’ll have someone to take care of me in my old age.”

“Ha. It’s good that family can do that,” I say, then glance at the clock. Nine p.m. I need to be awake in nine hours for a run.

“I should let you get your sleep,” she says, as if reading my mind.

“Wait. You can’t go without me telling you how gorgeous you looked tonight.”

“By all means. Tell me.”

I scrub a hand across my chin as I remember how she looked. My cock stirs at the memory. “As soon as I saw you I was thinking about unzipping that dress you wore and having my way with your body.”

There’s a pause on the phone, a rustling of sheets. “You were thinking about me naked at the Skee-Ball machine?”

I laugh. “Can’t help myself. I see you and I think about you naked. I hope you don’t object to the way I undress you mentally.”

“I hope you don’t object that I do the same thing.”

“You pictured me in my birthday suit?” I ask and my dick now gives a full and proper hello when she says, “I sure did.”

I sink deeper into the couch, my hand drifting down my chest. “How did I look?”

“Drew, you have a beautiful body. I’d like to see it naked. Isn’t that clear?”

I chuckle at her directness, then groan at her words. She makes me laugh and she turns me on. “Damn shame you haven’t stripped me down.”

“Are you naked now?”

“No, but I also know better than to send a naked selfie.”

She cracks up. “I wasn’t asking for one. But why don’t you tell me what you’re doing . . .”

“My hand is in my shorts now,” I say, as I reach into the waistband and grab my dick. I groan as I stroke. Fuck, it feels good to get some relief, especially as I hear her voice. Besides, this is the only way we can deal with all this fucking lust. Phone sex—I need it bad now.

“Are you rubbing that fantastic cock of yours?”

I wrap a fist around my hard-on and stroke down to the base, then back up to the head, squeezing at the tip. A jolt of pleasure ripples through my body, and I push my shorts down to my knees, freeing my dick completely from the confines of clothes. “I am. Wishing it were your hand, your mouth, your pussy.”

“Mmmm,” she says her voice taking on a sexy purr. “I want that too. Tell me what you want most right now.”

I pump faster, harder, desire surging through my body as I answer her.

If you were here right now, I’d get down on my knees.

Worship your body with my tongue.

Bend you over my couch. Raise your ass, lick your pussy like that.

Make you come on my face.

She moans loudly, and it’s a long, lasting sound. “Oh God, that sounds so hot. I want that so much,” she says breathily, and I picture her hand between her legs right now, her fingers flying, her thighs spread wide.

The images make me harder, as lust rattles through my veins with every rough stroke. “I want to make your legs shake, your knees weak. Want you to tremble as I kiss you between your legs, and fuck you with my tongue.”

Her breath catches, and her moans turn into a cry.

“Are you fucking yourself?”

“I am,” she says on a loud pant.

“And you’re picturing what I’m saying?”

“Perfectly.”

I grip tighter, my fist flying. “You want me to eat your sweet little pussy, don’t you?”

“I want that so much.”

My hand shuttles up and down my length, desire shooting through my body. I punch my hips, fucking my fist harder and faster. “I’d make you come so fucking hard, then I’d put you on all fours, and slide into you. I’d take you like that, Dani. I’d fucking take you so hard.”

She cries out, her sounds telling me she’s nearing the edge. I’m so goddamn close too, and I can’t stop telling her what I want right now.

Grab your hair.

Pull it in my fist.

Grip your hips. Drive into you. Fill you all the way.

Watch your back bow as I fuck you.

“Oh God, please fuck me, please fuck me, please fuck me,” she says, calling out, crying, chanting, begging, as she comes undone on the phone to the image I painted.

Seconds later, my visions blurs, and an orgasm barrels down my spine, as I come in a powerful release that makes me want her even more.

After I clean up, I laugh lightly and say, “Can I come over now?”

“I wish. I want that so much.”

I sit up straight on the couch, dragging a hand through my hair. I’m at once satisfied and frustrated. “Don’t get me wrong. That was awesome. But I really want the real thing right now.”

She chuckles. “You have a voracious appetite.”

“I do. But I’m also a physical man. That means I like touching you, and it’s killing me when I see you in public to not touch you the way I want. I don’t even mean the dirty stuff, Dani. I mean giving you a kiss when you show up at the whack-a-mole game. Putting my arm around you in between Skee-Ball rounds. Taking your hand in mine as we leave together,” I say, and she sighs softly. It sounds wistful.

“I wish we could do that too.”

A surge of adrenaline courses through me, and I’m ready to rush down the field right now. “Is it really such a bad thing if we were together? I just don’t know that I see it that way,” I say, because I’m not a triple baby daddy to three different moms who just knocked up a fourth girl. Dani’s not a nineteen-year-old fresh-off-the-bus cheerleader. I’m not smashing cars or trashing hotel rooms. I’m just a twenty-six-year-old guy who’s got his shit together and wants to go out with a woman he works with—a woman who has her act together too. That adrenaline fuels me, pushes me on. Maybe it’s the orgasm high, or maybe it’s just reality. But is this so wrong for me to want to at least pursue something with her? My game is on, we’ve played like rock stars, and the way I feel for her hasn’t hurt me on the field at all so far this season. Whatever Dani and I have had so far—clandestine as it is—hasn’t done an ounce of harm. The only issue I see now is the team, and I just don’t think Dani and me are a problem for the Knights. “Did you see how Stuart looked at you, then at me tonight? It was almost like he was pleased,” I say, and I can’t mask the note of hope in my voice. I don’t know that I agree with Jason’s assessment anymore on the risks of being with Dani.

“I did see the look on his face,” she says cautiously.

“But he didn’t seem suspicious. More like curious.”

“Maybe.”

“So, Miss Maybe. What do you think? Can we make a go of this? Can we figure out a way to not have to fucking hide or just settle on phone sex? I’d like to take you to the movies, and then take you home.”

She sighs. “I’d love that. Trust me. I’d really love that. I just need to think on whether that’s really going to be okay. This is a risk, and I have to think about how to navigate the risk,” she says, ever careful, while I’m ready to charge full speed ahead into danger. “All I know is, I wish you were on your way over now too.”

But I don’t go over, of course.

And I’m beginning to wonder how much longer we can last like this.


Chapter Ten

Dani

As a beautiful blue crest swells, I drop into it, popping up onto my board a second later. My mind is as crystal clear as the sky above. In this moment, all that matters is the wave and the chance to ride it without crashing. It’s control and letting go, and when the surfing is best, it’s both at the same time. Like now, as the morning sun warms my shoulders and the ocean lets me take it for a joyride.

When I’m done, I paddle to the shore, bring my board out of the sand, and turn once more to watch the vast expanse of the sea. Surfing is my escape, but it’s also my pleasure. It’s been my outlet, my fun, the thing I do when I’m not working. Today though, it has another benefit. It gives me clarity, and I know as I head home and wash off the sand that I need to try to find a way to have both.

I want Drew. I want work. I want that fine balance in my life without falling.

More than that, I’m also confident we’re not a problem. Once upon a time, I was terrified of how a pairing between the two of us would look. Now, with my time today on the water, the great outdoors has done what it’s so good at—given me a calm, clear sense of certainty.

Here’s what I know from both the evidence in the past, and from my own gut. The trouble that players rained down upon the team was honest-to-goodness trouble. Those players could never have asked permission for what they did because what they did was wrong. But Drew and I are in a different place. We can ask permission and that’s the key difference between the past woes and my present wish.

I’m not sure how to get there. I don’t know when to jump into the wave or when to leap out. But I know this much as I drive into work—I need to test the waters. I want to put myself out there. And that means it’s time to at least have a conversation with Stuart. I’m not sure that I’ll tell him everything. I’m not sure that I’ll tell him anything, for that matter. I’m not the only one involved in this situation, so I won’t do anything to compromise Drew. But Drew made it clear last night on the phone that he’s ready. I want to find a way, and that starts with talking about the issues and the challenges.

As I park in the stadium lot, Ally calls and we catch up on her date with Jason last night.

“You really like this guy?” I ask as I walk across the asphalt.

“Um, yeah. Haven’t you been listening?”

“I heard every word. I’m just making sure,” I say as I grab the handle and open the door to the front office. “I’ve got to look out for my baby sister.”

“And I thank you for that. But rest assured, he’s a total gentleman, and a sweetheart, and he makes me laugh, and he also has like an eight-inch—”

I cut her off. “—La la la la. I’m pretending you didn’t say that.”

She cracks up. “What? Did you think I was the Virgin Mary?”

“No, I just don’t want to hear about Drew’s best friend’s Wiener schnitzel.”

“Does that mean you and Drew are going to date for real now? Which would mean you’d be in a situation where you’re out and about with Drew and me, and Jason and his Wiener schnitzel?”

I shake my head in amusement. “No, no, and no. Because he’s still off-limits.” I head down the hall to my office.

“And that is a crying shame.”

“But maybe that can change,” I say softly, floating the idea.

Ally latches onto it. “Really? What are you going to do?”

“I honestly don’t know. But I think I should at least talk to Stuart. Try to understand what’s possible. I know how to ask things without implicating myself or Drew. Just to assess the situation.”

“You should. You totally should,” she says, her enthusiasm loud and clear.

It’s everything I need to hear.

As I enter my office I tell her good-bye, set down my phone and purse, and settle in at my desk. By ten I’ve plowed through a contract from a vendor, and by ten-thirty, I’ve responded to some emails from colleagues needing legal eyes. At eleven, I dive into some research on employee-player relationships to see what I can find out. There’s not much out there. With very little precedent, I’ll be winging this. But it’s what I need to do. I take a deep, fueling breath, push back in my chair, and stand up so I can find Stuart.

Only, there’s no need to track him down. He’s knocking on my open door. My stomach nosedives. I’m hardly ready. I don’t know what to say, or what I’m even asking for. I gulp, trying to sort out the pieces of my bizarre love life in my mind. Hey Stu, what would you think if I dated the quarterback? Stuart . . . are you one-hundred percent positive that it’s a horrid idea for the team lawyer to date a player? What if I told you I wanted to ask the quarterback on a date? A hot, sexy, dirty, wild date . . .

I gulp.

“Come in,” I say, glad he can’t read my mind.

He claps his hands together. “Hey Dani.”

“Hey Stuart.”

I wait for him to go next. I point to the chair across from my desk, and he plops down in it. “About last night . . .”

I sit up straighter, nerves tightening. “The children’s hospital event?”

He nods and points. “Bingo.”

“What about it?” I ask carefully, worry thrumming through me. Did he overhear the things Drew said to me at whack-a-mole? In that instant, a cold fear seeps into my bones. Just because I was about to march into his office for a heart-to-heart doesn’t mean he’ll embrace my wishes with open arms. Not at all. In fact, chances are I’ve miscalculated.

Badly.

All my clarity from earlier slinks out the door, and I’m left with only hard cold facts. I need this job. I take care of my sister. I take care of myself. I can’t risk this.

“You and number fourteen,” Stuart says.

A weight lodges in my chest as his meaning becomes crystal clear. So much for my plan to take the temperature on a possible out-in-the-open relationship. Best to reel in that bad little idea, and act like nothing has happened.

Stuart clears his throat. “Did I pick up on a vibe?”

I frown, doing my best to appear thoroughly confused. “What vibe do you mean?”

He holds out his phone and slides his thumb across the screen. The weight sinks down into my gut. Oh shit. Oh hell. Pictures. Someone has pictures of us. That’s how players get busted. Cell phones are the devil.

My body is a high-tension line. Every muscle tightens with the fear that I’m getting the boot. That I’m raining scandal down on the team. Even though the reasonable side of me asks, for what? But the reasonable side of me is parked in the backseat. Defensive Dani, who can dart and dodge, is driving the car now. Doesn’t matter that I was hoping to ask for permission. Now it’s time to play cover-up and save our asses.

Stuart turns the screen in my direction and shows me a photo from last night. It’s on some sports news and gossip site. The shot is Drew and me by whack-a-mole. There’s nothing inappropriate in it.

“Cute pic,” he says, then swipes the screen again and displays another. “Just like this one the reporter found.”

He shows me a picture I’ve seen before—the one taken at the first event at the hotel. It’s a shot of us by the banner for the charity.

“And that gave you a vibe?” I ask keeping my tone even, revealing nothing.

Stuart scratches his head. “A little. But then I came across this shot.” He hands me the phone once more, and I jerk my head back. The picture shows the four of us leaving Heaven Can Wait. It looks like it was taken from a distance. I have no clue where that came from. I didn’t think Drew was at the level of paparazzi stalking him.

“Where’s that from?” I ask out of sheer curiosity.

“Flipper’s Taco Truck posted it. Owner said he met Drew earlier that night. That Drew enjoyed a couple fish tacos, then movies with friends.”

The corner of my mouth dares to curve up as I remember the movie, and how we held hands in a popcorn bucket. I lower my face while the memory washes over me, bringing a rush of warmth across my skin. Looking up, I school my expression, putting the poker face on once more. “We ran into each other. I was with my sister, and he was with his friend, so we all saw the movie together,” I explain, feeling like I’ve been called into the principal’s office even though Stuart’s not my boss. But he is in charge of the team’s image, and that’s what’s at stake.

“You two just seemed . . .” He pauses, weighing his words. “Forgive me for playing matchmaker, but you seemed like you liked each other.”

I swallow, saying nothing.

He shrugs and flubs his lips. “Guess I was wrong. And that’s completely fine. Part of me was hoping I was right, though.”

His words don’t compute. For a moment, I’m sure I’ve misheard him. He can’t have said what I think he said. “Excuse me?”

“Gotta say, Dani, you two seemed like a happy couple. Like there was something brewing. Personally, I was happy about the possibility because I like you, and, selfishly, I like the idea of this happy couple on the team.”

I tilt my head to the side, trying to make sense of what he’s saying. And to make sure he’s not suggesting some sort of publicity stunt. Carefully, keeping my tone neutral, I ask, “What do you mean, Stuart?”

“Just that . . . well, let me be blunt.” He clasps his hands together. “With all the shit some of the bad seeds put us through last year, this potential love affair was looking to be a bright spot—the quarterback playing Skee-Ball with kids, and then with the woman he likes at a charity function,” he says, leaning back in his chair and chuckling, like this is the most amusing thing ever. “While I’d never ask you to date him for the press or pretend to be in a relationship, I was, admittedly, hoping you actually were.”

My jaw drops. It falls to the floor with a loud clang. I pick it up, reattach it, and blink several times. “You were truly hoping we were dating?”

This is the last thing I expected. Even though I’d planned to have a heart-to-heart with him, I never thought he’d actively want us to be together. I merely hoped I could work something out. Some sort of proviso that made it acceptable to go out with him since I’m not Drew’s direct boss, or something. An under-the-radar-screen type of approval.

Until I thought I was busted.

But in a way, Stuart’s reaction makes perfect sense. The team’s image problems stemmed from guys doing drugs and fathering more babies than they could handle. From wrecking cars and trashing hotel rooms. Not from holding hands at the movies, or playing arcade games on the beach.

Stuart drums his fingers on my desk. “When it comes to off-the-field sports stories, there’s little the public loves more than when the quarterback wins the heart of a good girl. But I guess that isn’t happening,” he says, sighing heavily. He stands and turns to leave. “I’m sorry if I was pushy.”

And I snap out of my fog. “Wait.”

He turns, an expectant look in his eyes. Time for me to woman up. Time to do what I planned to do mere minutes ago when I was ready to march into his office. Speak the truth.

“You were right,” I say.

He cocks his head, waiting.

“About the vibe.”

He lifts his chin, a smile sneaking across his mouth. “I was?”

“Yes. I’ve tried to deny it because I thought it could hurt the team, but I’ve spent time with him at events, and have gotten to know him, and I do like him,” I say, owning my feelings, and leaving his off the table for the moment. As a lawyer by trade, I know how to present facts in order to protect others. My job right now is to take the risk for both of us, and I can handle putting my heart on the line.

Especially given Stuart’s answer.

His smile spreads cheek to cheek. “Drew does like you. That was patently obvious,” he says, and I beam. I can’t help it. I love that Stuart could tell Drew feels the same. “And he has excellent taste.”

“Thank you,” I say, then furrow my brow. “It’s really okay?”

He laughs. “Just don’t crash a car, snort a line, or get knocked up too soon. Otherwise, we’re all good. Oh, no sex tapes either.”

My face turns the color of a fire engine. “You can count on that.”

When Stuart leaves, I text Drew.

Dani: Sooooo . . . that idea you floated last night . . .

Drew: The one where you show up at my house naked? Say that comes true tonight, please.

Dani: Glad you’re still game for that.

Drew: Game for you is exactly what I am. But, by idea, did you mean the idea to play whack-a-mole again?

Dani: Yes, sort of. More like what it would take to play whack-a-mole with you.

Drew: I like where this is going. Especially because it sounds dirty. But also, sweet. Continue.

Dani: You said you wanted to make a go of it. That you thought Stuart was pleased. Turns out your instincts aren’t just good on the field.

Drew: I rock in general, don’t you know that? But . . . be a little more specific. He’s pleased about what? The cafeteria at the stadium? The newest press release he wrote? Or . . . ?

Dani: He gave me the thumbs-up to . . . well, to go out with you. I told him I kind of liked you.

Drew: Holy shit. You did that for us? You talked to Stuart?

I give him the quick version of how it all went down, then send one more text.

Dani: Please tell me you aren’t pissed.

Drew: I’m fucking ecstatic. You are one badass, ballsy babe, and I’m crazy for you. And what you did makes me even crazier for you.

Dani: Whew. I’ll take that brand of crazy.

Drew: You deserve about a dozen orgasms. Good thing is, I know just the man who can deliver them.

Dani: Make it a baker’s dozen please.

Drew: Consider it done.


Chapter Eleven

Dani

There is a dinner at a cafe by the ocean. There is a walk from the beach to my house. There are delicious conversations along the way.

All that is part of tonight. But with the electric chemistry between us, there is mostly a low sexual hum in the air. A vibration between us that crackles and sparks, and we both know it’s about to combust the second we reach my front door.

Because there is permission.

In some ways, I feel foolish that we were so cautious. But in other ways, I don’t feel foolish for having played it—mostly—safe. We were able to get to know each other. We were able to talk and to chat. Sure, we skirted the line in his car, and we toyed with it again on the phone. But as we reach my porch, I know it’s different now than the last time we were here, and that difference makes me feel good about this choice. I unlock the green front door to my home and stumble inside with Drew Erickson. His hands are on my waist, his lips are on my shoulders, and the man hasn’t been able to keep his paws off me since . . . well, since this date started two hours ago.

Now, we both know what’s coming next.

Us.

The door snaps shut.

“Wanted this for so long,” he says, his voice smoky in my ear as he smothers my neck in kisses, his touch making the world around me glow. This is the definition of swooning. This is the meaning of weak in the knees. Look it up. It’s what he’s doing to me. My neck is his playground, and he covers it in caresses, gentle kisses, then hungrier nips. I never would have pegged him as a man so keen on kissing. But then, Drew Erickson has been surprising me from day one, when he bonked his head on a surfboard.

My stomach flips as he presses his lips to the hollow of my throat, then backs me up to my couch. I sink down on it, and he follows me, his big body pressed against mine.

Holy smokes.

He feels spectacular covering me like this even though we’re still clothed. I can only imagine what it will be like to be skin to skin with this man. My mind is a haze of lust and desire as his lips travel down my chest, and he tugs on my silky tank top. I sit up, pulling it off, then he works open my bra.

He groans when my breasts are free. “You’ve been hiding these beauties from me,” he says appreciatively as he cups them, playing with my flesh, pinching my nipples.

My hips buck up when he does that, and a burst of pleasure races straight to my core. “No more hide and seek now,” I say.

His eyes are wild with naughtiness as he kisses and sucks. He bites down, driving me wild, turning me on even more, and I’m already well past broiling. Then I reconsider my assessment when he takes off my skirt and yanks off my panties. I’m on fire as he drags one finger down my wet center.

“Oh God,” I moan.

“So slick and wet on my hand. I want to taste all this sweetness on my tongue.” He pulls my hips to the edge of my couch, kneels down, and spreads my legs wide. His gaze drifts to mine, as he growls, “I’ve gotten off to this image so many times. Now, I want you to come on my face.”

He doesn’t need to tell me that twice. Because the second he buries his face between my legs, I don’t want to do anything else but chase an orgasm.

He licks a delicious line up my center, and I wriggle closer. Sparks ignite in my veins, and my skin sizzles with every lick, every touch, every kiss of my clit. He moans and murmurs as he goes down on me, and his sounds send me soaring. My body hums with desire, and I swear pleasure has camped out in every single molecule in my body. It’s all I feel. It’s all I am, as Drew laps me up, and the intensity builds with every consuming touch. Pressing his hands on my thighs, he spreads my legs wider, then drapes them over his shoulders.

My hands shoot into his hair, gripping the strands harder, tugging him even closer still. My belly tightens, and I near the edge. My noises grow louder, filling the air as I moan and groan his name.

Then, I’m panting and saying oh God, oh God, oh God, over and over as I rock my hips into his face, curl my hands tight around his head, and soar into the sky from the pleasure. I come undone on his lips in a wild frenzy.

He pulls away and tugs off his shirt, as I blink open my eyes. What a lucky lady I am. The man undressing in front of me has a body to die for. No surprise there, but then I’d never take this kind of masculine beauty for granted. I could enjoy the view all day long.

“God, you’re so fucking beautiful,” I say.

“Why thank you. You’re pretty fucking bodacious yourself.”

I crack up. “Bodacious? I haven’t heard that word in ages.”

“I haven’t used it in ages. Or ever. But it fits you.”

I sit up and reach for his jeans, unbuttoning, then unzipping, and soon I’ve stripped this gorgeous man down to nothing. I’ve seen him close enough to nude before—shirtless on the beach, and bottomless in his car. But right now, he’s wearing nothing and the look suits him. I gasp. I can’t help myself. He’s so stunning. His body is unreal, and I get to play with it, use it, have it, taste it.

I grasp his hips, raise my face, and say, “I want you to fuck me now.”

His eyes darken. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

He reaches for a condom from his wallet and rolls it on, as I lie down on the couch. I open my legs for him, but he shakes his head.

“Maybe I misunderstood, but I thought this was where you wanted to be?”

He laughs as he parks himself on the couch, and pats his legs. “Get on me. I want you to ride me. And I want to play with your tits at the same time.”

His game plan sounds good to me.

I straddle him and he grasps my hips, positioning me over his cock. I rub the head against my wetness, and he draws a sharp breath, his mouth falling open. “Fuck, I want to be inside you so bad.”

I ease down on his erection, and as he fills me inch by delicious inch, I moan. It feels so good. He’s big, but I’m ridiculously wet, so taking him in isn’t a problem. Soon, he’s in deep, and the feeling is intense. Goose bumps rise all over my skin as I start to move on him. His strong hands dig into my hips and he guides me. Shuddering from the wild sensations, I lean in closer, my breasts brushing his chest.

He groans as he thrusts inside me, stroking up.

His big hands run up my waist to my stomach and he covers my belly with one palm. There’s something strangely possessive in the gesture, in the way he’s touching me, and I like it. I ride him, savoring the fullness, thrilling at the way pleasure burrows deep inside my body, spreading and slinking to every corner. His hands glide up and he cups my breasts, squeezing.

I cry out. “Oh God, that feels so good.”

“So fucking good,” he says as he plays with them.

I’m not one of those women who has a special spot—I’m not a breast girl, or an ear girl, where I can get off with a lick or kiss in a certain zone. But here with Drew, my entire body feels like an erogenous zone as he fucks me and fills me.

“You look so beautiful riding my cock, Dani,” he says in a filthy whisper. His words seem both dirty and tender.

I moan, letting my head fall back as I find my perfect pace, rocking up and down on him.

“Love the way your sweet pussy grips me,” he growls, and I gasp from the lovely smut that falls from his mouth.

Then, with one hand kneading a breast, he drops the other between my legs. He finds my clit, and he rubs. The sensations make me moan. Make me groan. Make me cry out in wild, thrilling pleasure.

And before I know it, my words are as wild as his. As base and as dirty.

Fuck me.

I’m begging you.

Harder. Deeper.

Love your cock so far in me.

Fuck me harder. Please, fuck me harder.

His groans turn carnal. Animalistic. We become a hot, wild thing, a smashing of sweaty, greedy bodies, and I’m nothing but desire and the wish to come. As my muscles tense, pleasure erupts everywhere in me. There’s no part of me that’s untouched by this climax that simply consumes me. “Oh God, it’s so good, so good, so good.”

And on my twentieth so good, he pulls out, flips me over, and positions me on all fours on my couch. He gets behind me and slides back inside.

Talk about deep.

This man fills me and stretches me like I’ve never been stretched before. He’s so far inside, I swear I’m feeling him in new places. But it all seems like heaven as he clasps his hands on my ass and punches his hips, pounding me.

That’s what this is. It’s the lashing of rain against a window. Like a wild storm. Like thunder. Like the ocean waves crashing into the shore. And I want that wave. I want to fall under it, feel all of it.

“Fuck, Dani. So fucking good. I’m gonna come so hard.”

Knowing he’s reached the edge is all I need to find it again. Another orgasm rattles through my body as he comes inside me, and I join him in that sweet land of ecstatic bliss, our moans and groans layering on top of each other in the soundtrack to our first time.

Soon, we collapse in a sweaty heap on my couch, and he smothers my neck in kisses again. Then my cheek, then my ear. “Hey you.”

“Hey you.”

“We’re going to do that again soon, right?”

“We better.”

“I need to warn you. I have a big appetite, so I’m gonna need a lot of sex. Because I love fucking you,” he says, his voice husky. Then, he takes a beat, looks into my eyes, and says, “And I’m also totally falling for you.”

And there’s little better than this. Sex with the person you’re falling for. The dopey smile on my face matches his. “I’m falling for you too.”


Chapter Twelve

Drew

I open the door to leave my apartment on Saturday morning, and do a double take.

Jason stands outside, fist poised to knock.

“Dude, what’s up? I need to head to the stadium for the walk-through,” I say, since today is all about reviewing the strategy and playbook for tomorrow. We have a chance to make it five in a row when San Francisco comes to town.

“Just this little thing known as a meeting.” He taps his watch. “I was at the coffee shop down the block waiting for you, man. To talk about Qwench and some other stuff that I’m looking into. But you didn’t show. What’s up?”

I drag a hand through my hair. “Right. Shit. Sorry. I forgot.”

He jerks his head, and gives me a quizzical look. “That’s not like you. But that’s why I texted to see what was up. You didn’t get my texts?”

“Um,” I say, rubbing a hand across the back of my neck. Truth was I was messaging Dani for the last twenty minutes. “Must have missed it.”

“Just like you missed it a few nights ago when I told you I was working on some new deals for you?” He arches an eyebrow. Jason’s a chill dude, and he’s rarely ruffled. But there’s a fine layer of irritation coming through loud and clear in his tone.

“Sorry, man. Been a crazy week.”

After holding back for what felt like forever, Dani and I have made up for lost time. I’ve seen her every night after practice, and hell, every night it gets better and hotter and longer.

“You getting enough sleep?” he asks, his protective side out in full force.

“Yeah, totally,” I say, because it’s true. I know myself. Know my body.

“Good. You’ve always needed a solid eight hours.”

I do the math. Last night I clocked exactly eight. I give him a thumbs-up. “I’m getting it, man. I’m getting it.”

“Good. And I’m guessing you missed my message this morning because you were busy texting with the woman as soon as you woke up?”

I look down, then back up. Why do I feel guilty for missing his messages? Maybe because I’ve kind of been missing shit all week. But that’s what happens in the early days of a relationship, right? You can’t get enough of each other, and all I’ve wanted to do for the last week has been to play ball, and then to play with her.

So that’s all I’ve done.

“Yeah,” I say, admitting the truth.

He claps me on the shoulder. Squeezing harder than I expect. “Glad you’re into her, man. Just . . . you know.”

I cock my head to the side. “You know, what?”

He taps his temples. “Just keep your focus.”

I clench my teeth, then answer him. “I am all focus. I’m pretty much made of focus. And right now, let’s focus on Qwench. Because here’s the thing. I don’t think this company is a good fit.”

“Yeah?”

We’re still standing in the doorway, but the clock’s ticking, and Dani’s words ring in my ears. Another thing that’s slipped my mind is bringing it up with him. No time like the present. “Dani told me that Qwench ran into some trouble with tax fraud.”

Jason frowns in confusion. “You were talking to her about your business affairs?”

A kernel of guilt takes root inside me, like maybe I shouldn't have. But it didn’t seem wrong. It seemed really fucking helpful. “Dani said she’s happy to share the details with you. She was just trying to be helpful,” I add, but the words sound awkward coming out of my mouth, and I feel like an ass. Like I’m defending my girlfriend to my buddy, and I should not have to do that. Nor should I feel like I did something wrong by talking to her.

He arches an eyebrow. “I’m sure she was. I’d love to know more. I’m just surprised you went to her for advice.”

“It wasn’t advice. I was talking to her about you, man,” I say, poking his chest because he’s pissing me off. “Telling her you’re a good friend, how we did everything together as kids, and how we work together now. I mentioned we were working on a potential deal. And she fucking offered the information, okay?”

He holds up his hands in surrender.

A heaviness sets into my chest. Fuck. Now I’m that dude who questions his buddy because of a chick. “She’s a lawyer, you know. She knows stuff about business and deals.” I say, like I have to defend my thought process. But screw that. Jason’s had my back my whole life.

“Bet you don’t miss meetings with her though.”

I roll my eyes. “Low blow, man.”

The corner of his lips quirk up, like he’s saying, yeah, but you deserve it, asshole.

Maybe I do.

“But either way, I’ll look into it. That’s what I do.” Then his expression softens. “Sorry,” he mumbles.

It’s not entirely heartfelt, but I’m not entirely feeling that way either.

I wave a hand in the air, erasing the conversation. “Need to go. Can’t be late. I got a streak on the line.”

Then I take off for work.

At the stadium as we walk through our game plan, I put both my friend and the woman out of my mind. I have tunnel vision, and that’s all I need right now. I don’t talk to either one of them the rest of the day or on Sunday. By the time the team hits the field for kickoff, I’m in the zone.

***

And it’s not enough.

We lose and we lose hard.

After falling behind at the end of the first half, I have to throw even more. I’m chased around the backfield, tossing rushed passes, which turn into dropped passes, and then I launch a motherfucking interception that puts San Francisco ahead even more.

They pad their lead and never look back, finishing with what can only be described as a pummeling.

Elkins is as sullen as they come when we walk off the field. “I shouldn’t have left my lucky socks where my dog could get them.”

I snap my gaze to him as we head into the stadium. “Your dog ate your socks?”

Elkins nods, his face dejected. “My German shepherd chowed down on one of my lucky socks last night. I wore them for the first four games, but he found them and chewed the heel off one.”

I pat him on the back. “Pretty sure it was my shitty throws, not your dog’s taste for stinky footwear.”

Elkins shakes his head adamantly. “No, man. You never fuck with a streak. And I did. He taps his chest. “This one is on me.”

“Then does that mean if you catch twenty passes in a row like a badass mofo, that it’s all due to your socks, not your skills?”

“It’s different when you win. Winning is skills. But messing with a winning streak? That’s just something you don’t do.”

The conversation nags at me as I shower, as I head to the parking lot, and as I drive home that evening, dreading tomorrow morning’s first post-loss workout, because Coach will likely tear us a new one. The whole time I reflect on what Elkins said.

Maybe he’s right.

Maybe you don’t fuck with a streak.

But not for the reasons he said. Not because of luck, or superstition, or football gods shining in your favor when you wear smelly socks.

You don’t fuck with a streak because it ruins your focus. It messes with your head. And football isn’t just a physical game, it’s a mental one. When your priorities change, when you stretch yourself to fit in more than you think you can, that’s the real screwing with a streak.

That’s what I’ve been doing.

Once inside my home, I crack open a beer and flick on the TV. Force of habit takes me straight to SportsCenter. Why I do this, I don’t know. But there’s something about putting your finger in the flame. You know it hurts, but you do it anyway.

Let it burn.

Pointing the remote at the TV, I crank up the volume. Soon enough, the host launches into his football recap, and lands on my team.

“Drew Erickson has played impeccably all season, but today the Los Angeles Knights earned their first L of the season. Let’s dig into what broke their four-and-zero record.”

Part of me wants to shout, “It was just four games.”

But another part of me knows deeply that every goddamn game matters. Muting the TV, I park myself on the couch, head in my hand. What went wrong in the game? Where did I fuck up? How can I learn?

When I raise my face and take a long swallow of the beer, the answer rears its head once more.

“Fuck,” I mutter when I set down the beer.

Because I know.

I felt it nagging at me when Elkins talked.

We had a smooth, well-oiled machine—one that I’d turned around after a hellish last season.

Then I put my focus elsewhere. I took off the blinders and let someone in. A woman. And I’m crazy for her, but yet the second this thing between us moved up a level, my game fell apart.

And I don’t have the luxury of time. Of figuring out a balancing act. I’ve got one season with Los Angeles, and we’re more than a quarter of the way through it.

If I want to finish this year poised for the future, I need to realize sooner rather than later that there’s no room in my life for both football and falling for someone.

Grabbing the phone, I dial Dani’s number.

“Hey you,” she says, her voice soft. I don’t deserve her sweetness.

“Hey. How’s it going?”

“I’m fine. But enough about me. That was a tough game today. How are you doing?”

Her tone is comforting. She’s not trying to reassure me, or tell me I played great. She knows I didn’t. I’m glad she’s not lying just to make me feel better. But even so, I know what I have to do. Rip off the Band-Aid.

“Dani,” I say, clearing my throat. My tone makes my meaning clear, because her voice changes too. It’s no longer gentle and girlfriend-sweet.

She’s all pro attorney as she says, “Yes, Drew?”

I heave a big, fat sigh. “I think we need to cool it for a bit.”

“Oh,” she says crisply.

“It’s not you. It’s that I’m losing my edge. I need to focus more on the game,” I say, my tone tinged with regret. “We had a good thing going. We had a great streak. And I put it on the line by letting myself get more into you. I can’t take a chance. I need to impress the coach and the team and the city so they keep me. My contract is up at the end of this season.”

She’s quiet for a moment. I have to wonder if I should have done this in person. But then, I’m glad that I can’t see her. If I did, I’d want to touch her. To kiss her. To take her in my arms again. It’s better this way. I keep caving when I’m with her, and that’s the problem. “I understand,” she says, and her voice is cold.

I hate the frozen sound. I hate that she’s shifted so quickly. But I don’t get to hate her reaction, because I’m the one who gave her this news she didn’t expect. It must be like a brain freeze to her. It came out of nowhere, and now she has to deal with it. But I have to deal with my mistakes too.

“Good luck, Drew,” she says, “I know you’re going to have a great season.”

She hangs up.


Chapter Thirteen

Dani

I shift my gaze away from a parasail floating above the ocean, returning my attention to my sister. We’re at a beachside bar to celebrate since she just aced one of her key nursing school exams.

I can’t even bear to look at the parasail.

Which is an utterly ridiculous emotional response. Drew and I never went parasailing. We simply talked about it. I’m not even at the café where we had our first drink. We’re a few bars down. Ally wanted to surf this afternoon, since I left the office a couple hours early, but I wasn’t in the mood to get on the board, so I’m nursing my frustrations with margaritas.

I’d like to say the margarita is the best medicine, and that it’s inducing Drew amnesia. But no such luck. Aimlessly, I swirl the straw around the dregs of my drink, wishing it were a magic potion to make me forget him. Since there’s nothing—not a damn thing—I can do about the situation. It’s like he handcuffed me with his breakup. Like he silenced me in court with a gag order and I’m left slack-jawed, wide-eyed, shocked.

The only thing that’s taken my mind away from how he cut our love affair off at the knees is work. Blessed work. It’s been my steady during my twenties, and it’ll do the same in my thirties, I’m sure. It’s the one thing that I can control, so I’ve been doing a ton of it this week, burying myself in it. Even today, I logged ten hours, since I was at my desk at the crack of dawn. All the work reminds me of what matters most in my life. I have my sister, I have my family, I have my job, and I have surfing for fun. I don’t need him to complete me. I’m better off focusing on the things that are steady and constant. The things that I can rely on. Not a man who changed his mind on a dime.

Even so, parasailing with Drew would have been so fun. We talked about it the other night after we screwed on my kitchen counter. A hot flurry of tingles races down my chest from the memory. The man was relentless, and he fucked me with passion, and tenderness, and the last time, with sweetness. The last time felt like . . . making love, even on my kitchen counter. The way he looked at me, how he held me as he drove deep inside me, and then how he never took his eyes off me. After, he didn’t just tell me how much he liked fucking me. He told me all the things he wanted to do with me outside the bedroom arena. “I want to take you to the movies, and I want to take you up on that surfing lesson we never had, and I want to go parasailing with you,” he had said that night, then he kissed my neck. “And play you in whack-a-mole and beat you.”

I’d laughed and swatted his chest. “You competitive bastard.”

He nodded and kissed me more. “I am, but I want to do all those things with you because I’m crazy about you.”

I sigh heavily. So much for being crazy for me. Lot of good that did. I raise my chin, take a hearty sip of the last of my margarita remains, and then set down the glass.

“So I should dye my hair green, and get a mermaid tattoo?”

I blink and wrench back. “What?”

Ally laughs and points. “You’re so not paying attention.”

I sigh. “I was. I swear I was.”

She shakes her head, amused. “You weren’t. But I understand.”

“Sorry. It’s just a crazy week and I’ve been working all hours.”

“Sure.” But it’s clear from the way she says the word that she doesn’t believe me. “That’s exactly why you’re not focusing.”

I give her a pointed look. “I have been working hard.”

She reaches for my hand and squeezes it. “I know, sweetie. But that’s not what I mean. Have you thought about talking to him?”

I roll my eyes. “There’s nothing to talk about. There’s nothing to discuss. This is a black-and-white situation.”

“And yet you’re an attorney. You’ve always told me that every situation has shades of gray. How can this be the only black-and-white situation?”

“Because it is,” I say firmly. “He ended it because he was losing his focus. I can’t make him regain his focus. We didn’t have a misunderstanding. We didn’t have a fight. There’s nothing for me to talk about with him.”

Ally arches an eyebrow. “I beg to differ.”

I don’t know what she could possibly beg to differ about, but I’m curious as hell. I sweep my hand out, giving her the floor. “So differ, then. Tell me.”

“You saw the game on Sunday right?”

“Of course.”

“And did San Francisco not play its ass off in that game?”

I nod. We are both football daughters. Ally knows the game inside and out. “They were great.”

“No one was going to beat them. He’s an idiot if he thinks he lost because of you.”

Can’t argue there. But that’s the problem. I can’t argue with him on this because he gave me no choice. So I simply agree with my sister. “He’s definitely an idiot. But it’s not my place to convince him of that.”

“I know. But it’s not like you to just accept his explanation when he’s so patently wrong. I’m not saying get back together with him. I’m not even saying you can change his mind. But I am saying you should make your case for not taking the blame. Whether you get back with him or not isn’t the point. He shouldn’t go about thinking that loss had anything to do with you. It had to do San Francisco.”

My sister is right. Drew didn’t simply lose the game. San Francisco won it. The other team was hell-bent on victory, and I don’t have to let that rest on my shoulders.

“They were like a freight train,” I say, adding on to Ally’s point.

She nods. “Damn straight.”

“They weren’t stopping for anyone.”

Ally makes a chugging sound, like a train careening down the tracks. “Not just a freight train. A silver bullet,” she says, piling on this metaphor.

I laugh, but inside I feel stronger, more confident. I might take on the weight of all these other things—work, and my sister, and my own strict devotion to how I want to handle life’s responsibilities—but a win or loss of the team I work for? That’s not mine to bear.

“You really think I should say all that to him?”

Ally’s voice is emphatic as she answers. “Yes, yes, yes. And if it’s any consolation, Jason said he’s miserable as hell this week.”

I smirk. Admittedly, I find some small consolation in that detail, but whether he’s miserable or not isn’t the point.

Even though I disagree with his decision, I respect the fact that he has to live, work, and love on his own terms.

And I have to do the same.

For me, that means closure. That means saying what needs to be said. I don’t need to do it face-to-face. I don’t want to open up a conversation where I’ll get hurt again. But I need him to hear my words.

I start with a letter. Taking my time that night, I write down my thoughts. The most important ones. Then I sleep on it. The next morning, I head over to his place, knowing it’s safer and more private to leave this letter here than at the stadium.

I slide it under his door. I’m glad he doesn’t have a neighbor who likes to water the porch plants.

When I walk away from his door, I do so feeling like at least I was able to say my piece.

Drew

I startle when I see a white envelope on my floor after I unlock the door. A bead of sweat drips down my forehead from a morning run after a weight-room workout, and I wipe it away as I bend to grab the page.

“Love notes?” Jason asks as he follows me inside and grabs some water from the pitcher in the fridge.

“Not sure,” I mutter as gruffly as I can, mostly to hide the goddamn flutter that hits my heart unexpectedly from seeing my name in her handwriting. True, I’ve never seen it before, but I know it’s from her.

Sliding open the envelope, I take out the sheet of paper and unfold it as I park myself on a stool at the kitchen counter. Jason grabs the stool across from me and hands me a glass of water. I take a thirsty gulp, then flip open the page and read.

Hey Drew,

I hope you’re having a great week, and that practice is treating you well. I’m writing to you to share something on my mind. Please know I’m not asking you to change your mind. I respect your decision. You have to play the game how you have to play the game. But I wouldn’t be a card-carrying football fan or coach’s daughter if I let you go about thinking you lost for the wrong reason. The truth is this—San Francisco was sharp. Its defense was unbeatable that day. You were forced to throw a few seconds sooner than you would have liked. Your receivers weren’t firing on all cylinders, and they dropped passes. Your offensive line didn’t protect you as well as they should. That is all. You aren’t losing your focus. The game is just that—it’s a game. Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose, sometimes you’re amazing, and sometimes the other team has all the points in its favor. I have no doubt you’ll keep showing Los Angeles how lucky they are to have you. I know that’s how I felt for those few brief days when you were mine.

All my best,

Dani

I read it again, letting her words soak in, till I can feel them deep in my gut. She’s not the first one to say this about the game. Some of my teammates did too. Coach hinted at it. But she’s the first to say it so clearly, and so well. And she’s the first one to say it in a way that gets why I felt shitty about my performance. Joining this team as the starting quarterback has been a huge opportunity for me. It’s the chance I’ve longed for to prove myself. I want to make this franchise happy. I want to stay here. I want to have a career here.

But even so, maybe I’ve gotten something wrong. My heart feels heavy when I look up. “Shit.”

Jason raises an eyebrow. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, man,” I say, sucking the crappy feeling back in.

“You sure?” he asks, skeptically.

“Absolutely. Just a note from . . .”

“By the way,” he says, tipping his chin to the paper. “Dani was right.”

I tilt my head to the side. “About what?”

“Qwench. That little bit of information turned out to be spot on,” he says, looking me in the eye. “I made some calls. Asked around. Turned out she was spot on. The company did have some trouble with tax fraud, but did its best to hide it. If it weren’t for her, I’m not sure I would have found out about it, to tell you the truth.”

“Really?”

He nods several times. “She helped us, man. It wasn’t widely known, but she was looking out for you. Had your best interests at heart. I’m really fucking grateful for that.”

A smile pulls at the corner of my mouth. Can’t help it. I’m proud of her for wanting to help, and grateful to have the both of them looking out for me.

Except . . . I don’t have her.

I sigh heavily, then drag a hand through my hair. “I’m glad she was helpful. And listen, I’m sorry if I sounded like an ass questioning you in the first place.”

He scoffs. “Please. Don’t apologize. It surprised me at first, and honestly, maybe it ruffled my feathers a bit too.”

I give him a narrow stare. “Feathers? You’ve got feathers?”

He pretends to swipe at them on his arm. “All the fuck over.”

“Well, don’t you worry. I need you and your fucking feathers, man.”

“Thanks. It did make me worry that maybe you didn’t need me. But then I got over that, because I’m me, and I’m awesome, and you’ll always need me,” he says with a huge smile and a wiggle of his eyebrows. Then he adopts a more serious look. “But I appreciate you saying all that.”

We knock fists and I clap him on the shoulder. “Always, bro. I always need you.”

“Anyway, I’m glad she helped us see that it wasn’t right for you. When you told me that, I started lining up other options. I set up some meetings with a restaurant chain and a shoe company, so we have other possibilities coming your way.”

“That's fantastic.”

The room is silent for a moment, and I can’t stop thinking about Dani, and her note, and how she made the effort to tell me this even after I shut her out. I turned my frustration with myself into an all-or-nothing decision.

Jason breaks the silence. “She’s right about that too,” he says, pointing to the paper, even though he hasn’t read it.

I furrow my brow. “How do you know what she said?”

He shrugs. “I don’t. But I can guess. And I guess she said exactly what you needed to hear, and what others have been trying to tell you all week. That you didn’t fuck up a game because you fell in love. It was just a game, man. One that you didn’t happen to win. Don’t throw the woman out with the L.”

I blink and shake my head like a dog shaking off water. “What did you just say?”

He repeats the part about the game, but I roll my hand, the sign to back it up. “The other part?”

“Oh,” he says, with a laugh. “The part about you being in love? Yeah, Ally and I were talking this week, and we sort of figured out that’s why you’re a miserable sack of shit. You probably think it’s football-related, but I bet you’re missing the woman you were falling for.”

I drop my forehead to the counter. “I was totally fucking falling for her.”

Jason pats my shoulder. “Good thing it’s a bye week then. Bet you can find her if you try real hard. Or maybe not that hard. I can lob in a call and find out where she is.”

When I look up and stare out the window at the sun blazing beautifully in the sky and the ocean waves lapping the shore, I know exactly where she’d be on this kind of day off.


Chapter Fourteen

Drew

I can see the wave coming in, cresting across the sea.

She does too. Her focus is solely on the water. She paddles closer, gets up on the board, and rides the swell for a whole glorious minute, looking sexy as hell on the board, owning the waves. She rides until it flattens out. She drops down, holding the board and peering behind her, probably to see if another wave is coming. The water’s calm behind her, and when she glances in the direction of the sand, it takes a few seconds of hunting, but then she spots me. I’m standing in my board shorts, sunglasses on, my orange surfboard by my side.

I wave to her and walk across the hot sand to the wet crystals where the sea meets the shore. She paddles in my direction, and soon, she stands and steps out of the water, board by her side, looking as stunning as the day I met her.

Wait. Scratch that. More stunning. More gorgeous. Because I know her now, and I’m crazy about her, body, heart, and mind. She runs a hand over her wet hair, but says nothing.

“Heads up,” I say with a smile.

She frowns. “Heads up?” She looks back at the water, then again at me. “Shark coming? Wave about to crash over me?”

“No. Actually, it was a heads up for an idiot alert. Remember those?”

She raises her hand over her eyes, shielding them from the sun. “I do. Is there an idiot who was going to drop into my wave?”

I shake my head. “No, but there’s another kind right in front of you.” I point at myself, and her lips curve into a smile.

“Is that so?”

I nod, big and long, owning it. “Yeah. The guy in front of you is a total idiot. Like, a complete jerk. He completely fucked up this situation with a woman, and he’s hoping she’ll give him another chance.”

“Is he now?” she asks, and her tone is no longer the cold one I felt the other night. I deserved that chill. Deserved it big time for thinking my feelings for her were the cause of my troubles on one given Sunday.

“Yep,” I say dryly. “And in case you didn’t know it, that idiot is me. So I’ll stop talking about myself in the third person.”

I set my surfboard down on the sand, and she does the same with hers. I reach for her hand, hoping she’ll take mine. She does, and here with her hand in mine, I’m reminded of how simple and easy things were with us, even when they were complicated. “I love holding your hand. Maybe that sounds corny. Maybe it is,” I say, but as I glance at our joined fingers, threaded together, it just feels right. “But being with you is like holding hands. We fit.”

“Drew,” she says, her voice soft and feathery.

“And I thought, stupidly, that I couldn’t have both. That doing well at work meant I couldn’t be with you. That I only had enough to give to one or the other. But as this incredibly amazing, brilliant, and beautiful woman pointed out, it’s possible to have both, because there are a million other factors that go into the game.”

“There are, Drew. There really are. I’m glad you know that.”

I clear my throat. “And, look, as long as I’m getting all my beauty sleep, and not missing practice, and keeping my head on straight, it’s not fair for me to think being with you is some sort of curse. Because it feels the opposite. It feels right and good and true.” I step closer, squeeze her hand harder. “Will you forgive me?”

“Of course,” she says as soon as the words come out of my mouth, and I love that there’s no need to reflect, no need to think on it. She’s ready, and I’m a lucky son of a bitch to have figured my shit out sooner rather than later. She lifts her hand and cups my cheek, and it feels so damn good to be touched by her. “Just don’t start freaking out if you lose, okay? Because it’ll happen. You’ll have bad days at work, and so will I. But we’ll have good days too. We just can’t let the bad days dictate how we feel about each other.”

I nod. “I know. I believe that. I promise that. I’ve just had a one-track mind for the game, and I guess I didn’t think there was room for love and football, but I was wrong.”

Her eyes widen when I say those two words—love and football.

“Both?” she asks carefully, her eyes never leaving mine.

A wild grin spreads across my face. “I was wrong, because there is room for both.” I tap my heart. “Oh, I guess this is a good time to tell you I missed you so fucking much this week because I’m falling in love with you.”

Her smile spreads, matching mine now. My heart beats faster watching her reaction. How her eyes light up. How they seem to glow. Then I stop watching because her lips are on mine and she kisses me. I close my eyes and savor the kiss from the woman I’m falling in love with. She kisses me deeply, passionately, and soon everyone is going to be able to tell how much I want her.

I break the kiss and wiggle my eyebrows. “Oh, and by the way, I wanted to finally give you that note I left on your porch.”

“I thought it was thrown away?”

“I suspect it was, so I started over,” I say, and reach into the back pocket of my shorts and hand her the short letter I wrote.

Any chance I could take you up on that surfing lesson? And then we could try again at everything, because I miss you like crazy.

She clasps her hand over her heart, and then looks up at me. “I’m falling in love with you too, Drew,” she says, and those words from her are even better than winning. Because they’re everything. She taps her fingers against my chest and lowers her voice. “But I don’t want to give you a surfing lesson right now.”

“You don’t?”

She shakes her head. “I’d rather get out of this bikini, if you know what I mean,” she says with a naughty glint in her eyes. “And I think you do.”

“Oh, I do. I most definitely do.”

I couldn’t be happier that her home is five minutes from the beach. Before we know it, we’re inside her home and I’m making love to Dani.

This is the streak I don’t want to break.


Epilogue

Six months later

We are covered in sand, and sun, and the ocean.

And I wouldn’t have it any other way. My boyfriend has become the surfing quarterback. We didn’t get to the lesson right away. We often seemed to find other things to occupy our days. Work and loving each other have a way of being consuming.

But we went surfing together on his days off and I gave him plenty of pointers. He’s a fast learner, no surprise there. He also happens to look insanely hot on a surfboard. Though that fact has nothing to do with how quickly he mastered the sport. I just enjoy the view when he’s the view.

We surf often, but we also like to go to the cinema, and sometimes we hold hands in the theater, and sometimes we make out like teenagers. But we always have a good time. We’ve gone parasailing too, and had a blast floating through the sky. So much of my time pre-Drew was work, work, work. While I still adore my job, and I still need it to take care of Ally, I’ve also embraced the little things in life, which have become the big things.

Like time with my boyfriend.

Only now he’s my fiancé.

Oops. Guess I forgot to mention that part. He proposed to me last month, a little while after Los Angeles won the Super Bowl.

Oh, yeah. That was absolutely amazing too. A complete and utter thrill as I watched him lead the team to victory. Drew wasn’t MVP. That’d be too much good luck. Elkins nabbed the honor with two receptions for touchdowns, and those hands like magic. But Drew guided the team, and got them there. A true leader.

Now, he has a ring, and I have a ring too. We treasure both our rings for different reasons.

He moved in with me after he proposed one day while parasailing. I like living with him, especially since he’ll be staying in Los Angeles for several more years. The team signed him to a five-year contract, and they love him, just like the fans do.

But not as much as I do.

He might belong to the team, and he might belong to the city, but at the end of the day, and each and every night, he belongs to me. As we walk off the beach, I wave to Ally, who’s waiting at the seaside bar where Drew and I had our first unexpected date.

She holds up her margarita and smiles from behind her shades. Next to her is Jason, looking cool and relaxed and completely smitten. His hand rests on top of Ally’s on the table. He’s always touching her. Always giving her sweet little gifts.

We sit down and join them for a round.

“Crack your skull open on a stray surfboard this time, hotshot?” Jason asks.

“Yeah, and it violated my new sneaker contract,” he fires back, and I laugh, knowing Drew zinged Jason this time. But I doubt Jason minds, especially since all is well with Drew and his new sponsor, the shoe company. Jason inked that deal and thanked me for helping them sidestep disaster with Qwench.

“Ouch,” Jason says, pretending to be wounded.

“If you’re hurt, she’ll help you,” I say, pointing to Ally as I shield my eyes from the sun.

Ally leans closer to Jason and puckers up. “Whatever hurts, I’ll kiss it and make it better.”

Yeah, we’re all pretty happy now, and I love our little foursome.

But I especially love my guy.

After I finish my margarita, and Jason and Ally head off, Drew takes my hand. “Hey, surfing angel, any chance you want to head to the pier and play whack-a-mole?”

“You do know that sounds vaguely dirty, right?”

He smacks my rear as I stand. “I do know that. And if you want to go home and play whack-a-mole with me right now, you won’t even have to twist my arm.”

I give him a narrow-eyed stare, like I’m weighing his offer. Then I nod. “Let’s play on the pier first. Oh, and on the way home, it would be great if you can get me a Slurpee.”

He squeezes my hand. “And if you get a brain freeze, I’ll just cure it myself,” he says, then gives me a kiss. With tongue, of course.

Maybe we’re corny, but we’re also happy, and if I had to choose a few words to describe how happy I am with Drew it would be naughtily. Incredibly. And blissfully.
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