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      I’m a professional chickenblocker.

      Except “chicken” is a euphemism.

      I get paid to follow a womanizing troglodyte who thinks rules are for other people and that my pants are the next pair he’s getting into.

      Dream on.

      Bet your first professional job didn’t involve babysitting an extremely hot, muscle-bound Scottish Highlander with an ego the size of a kilt and a libido bigger than his…well…

      Chicken.

      Keeping football (that’s soccer to us Americans) player Hamish McCormick away from inappropriate scandals while he does product endorsement campaigns is my mission.

      No problem.

      Until Hamish decides I’m his next scandal.

      And maybe more…

      

      Shopping for a Highlander is an enemies-to-lovers, slow-burn romance that opens with a surprise kiss and ends with a happily ever after. This sports romantic comedy in the New York Times-bestselling Shopping for a Billionaire world contains no actual chickens, but it has plenty of locker room scenes, a fake relationship, very real banter, and more. You do not need to have read the previous books in this world, though after you read about Amy and Hamish, you’ll want to.  ;)

      

      Audiobook narrated by Shane East and Emma Wilder!
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        Amy

      

      

      

      I am standing here in my black cap and gown, wearing my master’s hood, as I graduate with my MBA from UMass Amherst’s Isenberg School of Management, photographers snapping pictures like crazy, and Hamish McCormick’s tongue is in my mouth.

      I realize this is a problem half the women on the planet would love to have. He’s a world-famous Scottish soccer–sorry, football to everyone except Americans–player, and my sister is married to his cousin, the billionaire.

      Given the fact that Hamish is kissing me in front of my date, though, it’s a little awkward.

      “Ahem,” said date says, scratching his temple, adjusting his glasses, and using polite, understated throat techniques to get Hamish off me. Subtlety doesn’t work on Hamish, though. This kiss is anything but subtle. Pretty sure you’d need a crowbar to pry him off me.

      Or me off him. The distinction between who is kissing whom was lost long ago.

      I see my date, Davis, out of the corner of my eye, and I’m about to shove this two-hundred-pound sack of hard muscle and overconfident heat off of me and slap him, but sweet merciful deity, I swear Hamish’s lips have some kind of magic potion on them that renders me spellbound.

      No kiss has ever tasted like this.

      Except the last kiss from him.

      Six months ago, under the mistletoe at my family's Thanksgiving celebration. Right before news broke about Hamish screwing his team owner's daughter, when their sex tape was leaked to the media.

      Yeah. That kiss. That kiss tasted like this.

      As I try to pull away, Hamish moves along with me, his hands flattening against my shoulder blades, his tongue soft and discreet, caressing me like I’m naked in bed and we have an acre of mattress to explore.

      He can round my Cape of Good Hope anytime. He can be the Ponce de León to my virgin territory.

      “Hamish!” My mother’s shrill voice cuts through this tormenting fantasy-come-to-life. “How wonderful of you to stop by for Amy’s graduation ceremony!” She's grinning up at him, arms wide in anticipation of a hug.

      Then she looks at my date. “Oh, hi, Davis. I didn’t know you’d be here?” The uptick in her voice, turning it into a question, shows that even my mother, who is the embodiment of the word awkward, realizes this is a social mess.

      Air. Suddenly, I can breathe again. There is entirely too much air in the world, and I'm sucking all of it in at the same time. A single breath becomes the atmosphere.

      “Marie! How's yer leg?” Hamish says, giving Mom a big hug, one she enjoys as her eyes close and she squeezes him with genuine affection. Mom's proud of me, for sure, but it's the human connection at big events that she really enjoys.

      She makes a fist and knocks lightly on her thigh. Mom is perfectly coiffed, her hair recently dyed and cut in a stylish fashion, her blonde a little blonder, her new mink eyelash extensions shaving years off her life. Thick eyeliner that was in style maybe five years ago dominates her eyes, and she's gone with peach tones for the day, a gauzy, lightweight shirt over cream pants and sensible flat shoes – very unlike her – are a testimony to her injury.

      Mom's had to learn to sacrifice fashion for function, and she doesn't like it.

      “Good as new! I hate to hug and run, but Jason's waiting for me in the car. He'll be so sad to have missed you.” Mom gives me a quick embrace. “See you at the party?” she asks me.

      “It's my party, Mom!”

      “Of course.” And she skitters off, though her gait is a little off.

      “So good to see ye again, Amy. Ma congratulations.” Hamish is staring down at me, ginger hair clipped short on the sides and back but longer across his forehead. It hangs in waves so insolent, they deserve a spanking.

      Why am I thinking about spankings?

      “Amy.” Davis is using his serious voice, the one he uses when he thinks I’m being ridiculous. We’ve only been dating for three weeks, and he already has a Ridiculous Voice.

      You know what Davis doesn’t have?

      Magic-potion lips.

      “Yes? Oh! Right. Davis, this is Hamish. Hamish, meet Davis.”

      Hamish reaches for Davis's hand and wrings it like he's working out a muscle spasm in the poor guy’s forearm. I didn't know a shoulder joint could turn in so many directions.

      But Davis gamely tries to match Hamish's strength, despite being eight inches shorter, a good forty pounds lighter, and viscerally not wanting to be touched by the man I've complained about during our entire friendship–and now romantic relationship.

      “Hi,” he says, eyes going narrow. “The Hamish?”

      I get a saucy look and a half grin from the man who just imprinted his taste on me. “Aye.”

      “What are you doing here?” I ask. A tingle of annoyance starts in my toes and creeps up, like it has no intention of stopping until it gets to the crown of my head. “I'm–I'm graduating. This is my ceremony. Of all the places in the world where you could turn up, why here? Why now?”

      “And why kiss her like that?” Davis's words hold a challenge in them, his thick, dark beard hiding how clenched his jaw is. Horn-rimmed glasses encircle dark brown eyes that crowd each other slightly. He's wearing a graduation gown, like me, with dark, shined dress shoes, men's wingtips that signal he's serious about his business career.

      I'm stuck in four-inch heels because Mom insisted.

      “Ach. The kiss? That was just a bet.”

      “A what?” I gasp.

      A short, compact man with the busy air of an overgrown hummingbird appears behind Hamish. Short might be an unfair description, because he's taller than me and about Davis's height, but compared to Hamish, every man is short.

      “Saw it,” he says, clapping Hamish on the back. His accent is English, but I can't place it. “Jesus, Hamish, you really can find someone to kiss whenever and wherever you want.” He slips Hamish something, hand to hand. “You win.”

      “You arrogant piece of work,” I say, moving closer to Hamish, truly ready to slap him. “You bet on me?”

      “Ye made it easy.”

      “I am not easy!” Out of the corner of my eye, I see Shannon approaching, her face changing to confusion as she spots Hamish. It's impossible to miss him, a redhead standing a good four inches above most people in the crowd.

      Big and burly, with a model's good looks and a professional athlete’s body, he's becoming the face of more and more sports-related products. In America, nothing makes you more famous than hawking a consumer product.

      The more popular, of course, the better.

      The fact that he's a fairly obscure Scottish Premier League player–obscure in the U.S., that is–doesn't seem to matter. He's hot and swoony, an attractive human commodity to promote other commodities.

      “Never said ye were. Just that ye made it easy, pet.”

      “Don't call me that!” I shout.

      Shannon catches up to us, moving next to me just as my date does the same.

      Davis reaches for my arm, hand on my elbow, leaning in. He whispers, “Don't make a scene.”

      Something in Hamish's expression hardens and I realize, with a sinking feeling, that I noticed the microscopic shift because I track him.

      “I'm not making a scene.” I point to Hamish. “He started it.”

      A lascivious grin from Hamish turns into something deeper as Shannon frowns.

      My sister and I are nothing alike. We got different genetic code from our parents that makes me have Mom's blue eyes and Dad's thick auburn hair, while Shannon has light brown hair and Dad's brown eyes. She’s full-figured, and carries herself with a feminine sweetness people mistake for naivete or weakness.

      Unlike me, Shannon has no ambition. I don't say that as an insult. Happy in life, she's all about her close circle of family and friends. I don't mean that she isn't a hard worker–she is–or that she doesn't have good ideas–she does.

      It's drive that Shannon lacks.

      Marrying Declan McCormick, son of the self-made billionaire James McCormick–founder of Anterdec, one of the biggest corporations in Boston–was Shannon's smartest move in life.

      Of course, love had everything to do with it.

      Now she's vice president of Grind It Fresh!, the regional chain of coffee shops that Declan bought for her as a wedding gift (hello? billionaire husband...), but she's slowly reducing her hours at work because she wants to be at home with my niece.

      And soon, I suspect, more kids.

      Shannon's here to support me on my big day graduating with my MBA, a day that celebrates hard work and determination, but she's also here to be my friend.

      Something just set her off. And it takes a lot to piss off Shannon.

      “Davis,” she says through gritted teeth, “what did you just say to Amy?” Her happy energy shifted to seething contempt so quickly, I do a double take to make sure I haven't confused her with our other sister, Carol, who hasn't earned a bachelor's degree on paper but has a life experience Ph.D. in Righteous Fury.

      We're standing in a cluster–Shannon, Davis, me, Hamish, and Hamish's friend, who has his hands on his hips and fidgets like a little kid stuck in a dentist’s waiting room.

      Hamish watches Shannon with glee.

      “Aye, Davis. What did ye just say to Amy?” he inserts.

      “I told her not to make a scene,” Davis says confidently, looking around. “You, of all people, should understand,” he adds with a quiet grin to my sister, expecting an ally.

      “Me? I should understand?” she says back with a deadly, flat expression. Whoa. Declan's taught her a few tricks.

      “You're experienced in business. You're a McCormick. Making scenes leaves the impression that one is unstable.” Davis is so matter-of-fact, he might as well be reciting a passage from a management textbook.

      One of Hamish's eyebrows flies up, tongue rolling under his lower lip.

      “Who would think that, Davis?” Shannon asks with a head tilt he erroneously takes for agreement.

      And suddenly, I get it.

      Internal groaning commences.

      Davis looks nothing like my sister's ex-fiancé, Steve Raleigh. Speaks nothing like him. Is the polar opposite of Steve in so many ways–politics, food choices, movie selections, life goals.

      But he's tone policing me. Telling me not to stand up for myself. And in that sense, he's no different.

      Which makes this whole mess worse than I thought.

      Because now I have to thank Hamish for kissing me.

      
        
        Hamish

      

      

      

      I'd have kissed her without Harry's stupid bet, but it sweetened the pot.

      Amy's mouth was more than sweet enough.

      Was it brash? Aye. Should I have done it? Naw, but she kissed me right back, so fiercely and with an enthusiastic all-in that made it clear I wasn't breaking any of her boundaries. So I did it.

      And her twee boyfriend didn’t like it.

      I've nothing against the man. Or, at least, I didn't, until he made that comment.

      What's so wrong with making a scene? Scenes are just the result of being yourself. If other people watch, then that's on them.

      Davis hasn't answered Shannon's question.

      “And what's wrong with being seen as unstable?” I ask, unable to help myself. “Is there a medal ye earn at the end o' yer life for being stable? Sounds boring, Davis.”

      He snorts and shakes his head but says nothing.

      Which means he's either a coward or a prig.

      Or both.

      Shannon gives Amy a sad smile and says, “Code Raleigh.” I've no idea what that means, but it can't be good, given the way Amy's face falls.

      Tension affects people in different ways. You see it after losing a match, the changing room a sweaty, oily soup of disappointment and blame. But some people can't handle direct confrontation. They live on the margins, passive-aggressive and snide, unable to say what they mean and mean what they say.

      I'm not one of those people.

      “I think,” I say, loud on purpose, turning a few heads, “that we're here to celebrate Amy's great accomplishment. I never finished university, ye know.”

      Something gleams in Davis's narrowed eyes. Amy edges an inch or two away from him, the movement subtle. Shannon takes a deep breath and searches the crowd, likely trying to find my cousin, her husband.

      The billionaire.

      “Went for a year, but football was ma future,” I continue, Davis's look turning to barely-concealed scorn.

      Ah! No. Open scorn now.

      “The best future!” Harry calls out with a clap. I'd damn near forgotten he was with me.

      “Why are you here, Hamish?” Amy asks softly, looking up at me with doe eyes. Vulnerable and quieter, she's more grounded now. Less angry.

      Searching for answers.

      “It's a long, funny story, but it boils down to girls and football.”

      Her face sours. “Of course it does. Everything with you boils down to girls and football.”

      Harry barks out a laugh and gives me a hearty clap on the back.

      “No' this time,” I say with a wink. “This is literally girls and football.” I let out a sigh. “Fine. Girls and soccer. There's a big clinic at Amherst College here in town, and I've been coaching the nine-year-olds, along wi' promoting the program.”

      “That almost sounds altruistic.”

      “Those little lassies are vicious. I've nae skin left on ma shins.” I shake a leg for good measure, and she bursts out laughing.

      “That's because you're shite at football, Hamish,” Harry adds, laughing with such pleasure that even Shannon and Amy join in. Harry's naught but a bundle of overagitated nerves, but he's got a goalie's mindset: Throw yourself in front of whatever obstacle life sends and head butt it right back.

      A tight smile, the kind a baby makes when filling a nappy, crosses Davis's face. “We can't all be English Premier League soccer players, Hamish.”

      Harry makes a very dangerous sound, and I can tell he's about to correct Davis. The poor bastard doesn't know the difference between English and Scottish Premier.

      Or he does, and he's doing this to needle me.

      See, that's where Davis and I are different. Because tossing out an insult like that doesn't do a damn thing to me.

      But it reveals everything about him.

      “Well,” I say, splaying my hand over my heart, “we can't all be MBA-toting executives like ye, Davis. And congratulations to ye, indeed. Ye and Amy are classmates, aye?”

      “We are.”

      “And ye have a big job lined up?”

      “Yes. Unlike Amy, I've secured employment.”

      Something pops in Amy's jaw. I believe her trigeminal nerve is trying to unwind itself, leap onto Davis, and strangle him.

      “I'm in the middle of third interviews with Maartensi, Davis. You know that,” she corrects him.

      That name sounds vaguely familiar, but I can’t quite place it.

      “I do,” he says in a patronizing tone, turning to Shannon. “I tried for a spot at your company, but HR said you're not hiring. Expansion hit a roadblock?”

      “Hmmm,” she says deftly. “HR said that? Funny. We just brought on an assistant marketing director and someone in finance, both with new MBAs.” She gives him back a tight smile filled with more contempt than I knew Shannon had in her. “Sorry.”

      A shadow falls over Davis's eyes. “It's fine. Every company makes mistakes.” He lets out a little laugh, as if she's in on his little joke-that's-not-a-joke.

      “If I had an MBA,” I chime in, “I'd work in sports management and financing. That's where all the money is these days.”

      “Entertainment?” he scoffs. “No. No one with any real smarts would ever go into entertainment to make big money in business. Crypto and international banking, that’s where it's at.”

      Amy stiffens. “You know I'm interviewing with Maartensi in entertainment.”

      “And you know I think you're making a mistake.” The guy won't shut up, but he also looks pained, as if he doesn't want to argue with her but he can't help himself. “But if it's a mistake, at least you're in with a great company and can transfer to something better in a year.”

      “If yer so hot for crypto and international banking, Davis,” I ask, “why did ye apply to work at Grind It Fresh!?”

      Davis's phone buzzes. He looks at the screen, ignoring my question. “My parents are wondering where I am,” he says to Amy. “I'll catch you later.”

      “Mmm,” she says as he gives her hand a light squeeze, then rushes off. Her eyes follow him, her expression somewhere between a wince and a reckoning.

      “Mmm,” Shannon says, one corner of her mouth tight.

      “You're right,” Amy says with mild horror. “I can't believe I didn't notice it before.”

      “They're subtle, these guys. Frog in a pot. Steve was like that.”

      “Frog in a what?” I ask, moving closer to them as Harry wanders off toward the toilets.

      Shannon tilts her head, looking like a brown-haired, brown-eyed version of Amy for a moment. Amy looks just like her dad, but Shannon's a blend of both parents.

      “You know the old adage?” she asks. “How a frog would never jump into a pot of boiling water, but put it in a pot of cold water and slowly turn up the temperature...”

      “Aye. Yer saying Davis is like that wi' Amy? Only the water is his need to tell her what to do?”

      “Yes.”

      “And how would ye know this, Shannon?”

      “Because my fiancé before I met Declan was a controlling, arrogant, manipulative jerk.”

      “Let me guess–with an MBA?”

      “Bingo.”

      “Glad ye found ma cousin, then. He might be a bit closed off, but he's no arsehole.”

      “A ringing endorsement,” I hear from behind us as Declan, holding his daughter, wee Ellie, on one hip, finds our little group. “What the hell are you doing here, Hamish?”

      “Teaching a girl's football clinic in town. Marie found out and texted me. Asked me to stop by.”

      Amy's expression makes it clear the puzzle pieces just fell into place and Marie's due for a tongue-lashing later.

      “You coming to Marie and Jason's house for dinner?” Declan asks. “There's a party back in Mendon.” He looks at his phone. “About a ninety minute drive.”

      “Naw. Have to get back to the camp. But thank ye.” I eye Amy. “Could have been fun.”

      Harry returns. “Your family just keeps expanding!” he says as Declan puts Ellie down.

      “That's how family is, right?” I say, ruffling Ellie's dark hair.

      “Hamish,” she says, her little pre-schooler language skills improving, the H at the beginning of my name distinct now. “Wanna race?”

      Last Thanksgiving, I was stuck in the States and spent a crazy day with the Jacoby family at their house in Mendon. Racing little Ellie on the sidewalk was one of the highlights.

      Chasing a live turkey out of their backyard was not.

      “Not now, lass. But soon.”

      Harry tugs on my shirt. “Gotta go, Hamish. You tapped me out of my twenty when you kissed her like that, and dinner starts soon at camp.”

      Amy's face hardens at the mention of the bet.

      “By the way, Hamish,” she says loudly, clearly not worried about making scenes now. “Thank you for kissing me.”

      Shannon and Declan give us quite the look.

      “Yer thanking me now? I thought ye were about to slap me.”

      I'll take the expression of gratitude if it comes with another kiss, though. Can't say it, but I feel it.

      “If you hadn't done that, Davis wouldn't have gotten jealous, and we wouldn't have realized he's a Code Raleigh.”

      A furious look fills in Declan's features. “Steve Raleigh? He's here? What's he doing now?”

      “No, not Steve,” Shannon assures him. “Amy saw a different side of Davis today.”

      “Oh.” Declan shrugs. “Never met him before. He seemed fine. Uptight, but fine. Networked with me.”

      Pain fills Amy's eyes, which she closes slowly, taking a long, deep breath.

      “We were friends for a year. Then we were assigned to a team for a group project. The one we turned in right before Thanksgiving. When we came back from break, he hung out with me more. Asked me out a few weeks ago. I've been on guard against people using me for my connections to you,” she says looking at Declan. “But I thought Davis wasn't like that.”

      “We always do, don't we?” Shannon says with great sympathy. “We always think they're not like that, because we would never pick someone who is like that.”

      “And then I did.”

      Amy's words pierce me. Make me not want to be 'like that.'

      Because I’m damn well not.

      “Is it too much to ask to find a guy who doesn't need my star to shine a little less so his can seem brighter?” Amy goes on, gutting me further.

      She's asking Shannon, but she's also asking the world.

      “No,” Declan answers firmly. “It's not too much to ask. But guys like Davis are everywhere in business.”

      “They're in sports, too,” I add. “I'm no’ one o' them, but there's plenty.”

      Amy looks up at me, her face serious, studying me.

      “You may have earned your nickname, McWhoremick, and be a playboy, and a cocky jerk, but I will give you that, Hamish: You're not someone who needs to diminish a woman in order to feel better about himself.”

      I flatten my hand against my chest. “Did hell freeze over, Amy? Because I believe ye just paid me a compliment. Sort of.”

      “Don't get used to it.”

      Harry's pulling on my shirt. “Now. We're late.”

      Before I can turn to leave, Amy's at my shoulder, on tiptoes in her heels. She plants a sweet kiss on my cheek, my arm going around her, palm across her shoulders.

      “I mean it, Hamish. Thank you.”

      “I get a kiss for being a decent guy? How good do I have to be to get a shag?”

      Harry's started walking away but hears it, laughing his arse off.

      She pulls back and smacks my chest. “And there you are, back to being the lout. You have to ruin everything.”

      “Naw, Amy. No’ everything. But I am who I am and I won't change for anyone. Remember that. Don't ye dare let people like Davis make ye feel like ye need to change, either.”

      And with that, I join Harry, jogging toward the exit of the stadium, ready for the trip back to Amherst College. I'll need the miles to burn off the lust she just triggered in me.

      Worse? The deeper need.
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        Amy

      

      

      

      Maartensi Management is one of the biggest management consulting firms in the world. I'm in my final interview with them. Mergers & acquisitions, risk management, resiliency consulting, reputation management, taxes and auditing, legal, marketing–you name it, they have a division for it.

      And I'm here for a risk management position. If anyone knows how to protect against risk, it's me.

      “Amy, we're at the final interview stage, as you know,” Quintana Lopez says to me, folding her hands neatly on the desk in front of her, the dove-grey tailored suit she's wearing set off by a perfectly tied red-patterned scarf and white silk shirt. Dark eyes meet mine, her face framed by a short salt-and-pepper cut. She's a rare woman in business letting her hair go natural, and I admire it.

      There's a gravitas to her, a calm power I hope to emulate one day.

      “Yes.”

      “And we have a bit of a change in the job offer.”

      Nothing good can be coming next.

      “Okay.”

      “As you know, there are normally different roles for risk management, reputation management, and marketing, but this is a special case.”

      I'm intrigued but also a little sick. What's she getting to? This is my seventh interview. They've done a full background check. I'm here in New York City and this is the third interview in two days. A wall of windows spreads behind Quintana, with a sweeping view of the city that I covet.

      In my own office like this, someday.

      “Sounds special,” I reply, unsure how to handle this.

      She sighs, which makes my pulse jump. “There's no easy way to say this. We have a new project that just came up, and your connection to the McCormick family is exactly why we think you'd be perfect for it.”

      That's not what I expected to hear.

      “Because my sister is married to Declan, you think I'm perfect for it? Is this in the coffee industry?”

      “No. It's in athletics.”

      “Oh, so the connection is to Andrew McCormick? He owns a chain of gyms in the Boston area. I talked about it with him at Easter, just last month, in fact.”

      “It's not Declan or Andrew McCormick.”

      I frown. “Then it's James?”

      A manila folder, under her manicured fingers, slides toward me. “It's him.”

      I open the folder to find Hamish McCormick's brooding face staring back at me, in black and white, from a high-end fashion house shoot.

      “You want to hire me because of Hamish?” I choke out.

      Bzzz

      Quintana's assistant interrupts us. “Ms. Lopez? Mr. Previte is here.”

      “Send him in.” Quintana gives me a sympathetic but firm look I can't interpret. “Hamish McCormick's agent is here. Jody Previte. He can explain the details.”

      So many questions swirl through my mind, most of them involving expletives, but I'm not blowing my big chance at a six-figure job because Hamish McCormick is somehow wreaking havoc on my life.

      A man in his early forties comes in. He has a slight paunch but the stride of a former athlete, and he’s wearing a sport coat, dress slacks, and loafers. Every part of his clothing is pressed and immaculate, all of the pieces perfectly tailored and hand-stitched. I'm guessing it's a ten-thousand-dollar ensemble. Maybe twenty with the watch.

      He has half-rim glasses and very short hair, almost military-style, like a crew cut that decided at the last minute not to have such hard edges.

      “Amy. I've heard so much about you. Jody Previte,” he says as he walks in, shakes my hand, then moves on to Quintana.

      “You have?” I shouldn't squeak like that, but I'm losing the self-control I've cultivated so carefully when it comes to corporate life. The introduction of Hamish into all my plans is unraveling me.

      I have to stop this. Now.

      “Hamish speaks quite highly of you. Heard your family rescued him on Thanksgiving.”

      “You tried to warn him,” I reply, remembering. “He turned off his phone.”

      Quintana gives me a shrewd look. “Amy's already zeroed in on the issue without knowing a single detail about the job, Jody. I knew she'd be perfect.”

      “The issue?” I ask politely, appreciating the compliment but not understanding what it implies.

      “The issue is Hamish,” Jody says with a sigh. It's a knowing sound, the kind made by someone who’s weathered many years in a challenging industry. “Or Hamish's libido, to be precise.”

      Oh, I have plenty of experience with that, I think but don't say.

      “You mean the sex tape.”

      “I wish I only meant the sex tape, but yes–that's one example.”

      “And it's a problem because some of the endorsement deals are being threatened,” I guess, earning nods from both of them as if I've passed a test.

      A test I know damn well I'm taking now. Think, Amy, think!

      Jody's waved over to a seat next to me by Quintana, who looks at us both after we're seated and asks, “Coffee? Tea?”

      “For this conversation, we might need something stronger,” Jody mutters.

      “Red Bull?” I joke. We all laugh. It's ten in the morning, so surely he doesn't mean alcohol.

      Right?

      “I'll get to the point. Hamish is being considered for an eight-figure endorsement package.” He names an international athletic brand so big, I gasp.

      “And his behavior has put that in jeopardy?”

      “Yes. If it were just Hamish, that would be bad enough. But it's affecting two teammates, rising stars in Europe trying to break into the American endorsement market. Sleeping with his team owner's daughter was bad enough. Having her jealous ex video them without permission was worse.”

      “Once it's on the internet, it's forever,” I say as Quintana nods. “What do I have to do with any of this?”

      “We need a wrangler.”

      “Wrangler?”

      “Someone to accompany Hamish for the next few months. Keep him in line.”

      “A babysitter?”

      “Much more than that,” Quintana says smoothly. “You'll immerse yourself in soccer – football –  Learn the business. Spot and track trends. Help with product pitches and match endorsements. Keep Hamish focused, yes, but you could do more. Carlos Boraso is considering starting a new Latin American league, and Maartensi will be handling all financial aspects if it goes well. There's a growth opportunity for you here.”

      “In sports? European soccer?”

      Jody chuckles. “You'll lose your head in interviews if you call it that. It's always just football from here on out.”

      I smooth my skirt over my knees and try to find equilibrium. I’ve spent the last three years, in college and grad school, taking internships that would put me on the path to the executive suite, and this is what I get?

      A job that involves making sure a famous Scottish soccer – er, football – player doesn’t have sex?

      All so he can promote a product?

      You have got to be kidding me–I’m going into an industry so shallow, it gives people entire careers devoted to cockblocking? I'm getting paid to babysit a penis?

      To make it adhere to curfew?

      To make it heel?

      Obedience training wasn't in the curriculum for my MBA, and yet here I am.

      The penis whisperer.

      “This is the offer? There are no other jobs with Maartensi that I'm qualified for?” I ask, feeling cornered, flailing for a way out.

      “Let's put it this way, Amy,” Quintana begins, but she doesn't have to say another word. She's already said no without saying it. “You've been interviewing for a senior consultant position. This project comes with that title. You'll follow Hamish. Learn how the team works. Understand his modeling and endorsement deals. Look for new opportunities. We're guessing three to four months on the road should be enough to smooth any ruffled feathers.”

      “Three to four months of following him?”

      “And when you're done, you slide right into the business development group. Or risk management. The new league will need both.”

      “And that position would be interim principal.” I control my voice so I don't ask it like a question. Interim principal is a huge leap up for a brand-new MBA like me. It's the fast track to partner.

      Suck it, Davis. Who's making a scene now?

      “Amy,” Jody says. “How much do you know about Hamish?”

      I cannot blush. I cannot blush. I cannot blush.

      Damn it.

      I'm blushing.

      Sharp and able to read a room, the guy notices, one corner of his mouth popping up a bit.

      “We were in my sister's wedding together. I've seen him at family events. He was even at my graduation a few weeks ago.”

      “He was? Why?”

      “Said he was doing a girls' soccer–er, football–clinic at Amherst College.”

      Jody turns to Quintana and says, “Reputation management.”

      She nods. “Perfect. Amy, we'll need you to find more opportunities like that for him. His image needs to be scrubbed clean. Bleached and made fresh.”

      “You think I can do that?”

      “It's about to be your job, if you accept.”

      “Is this... normal? Are other people employed at Maartensi doing... this?”

      “Reputation management? Of course. It's an entire department.”

      “I meant babysitting grown men who can't keep their todgers in their pants.”

      Jody leans in. “I see you do know Hamish.”

      Quintana's gaze narrows. “How well do you know him?”

      “Not like that! No! We're related.” I frown. “He's been to my family's house for holidays. Came to my graduation.”

      “Anything intimate?” Quintana ventures.

      “He kissed me twice.” It's better to admit it up front than to have it show up somewhere on social media. Who knows if someone snapped a pic back in Amherst? “At Thanksgiving under the mistletoe in front of family, and at my graduation.” I brighten up. “Which makes this job a conflict of interest, doesn't it?”

      A hooting sound, half owl, half snort, comes out of Jody. “If we redlined every woman Hamish has ever kissed, we'd have no candidates for this position.”

      “If you feel conflicted about this job in any way,” Quintana says seriously, “by all means say so now.” Jody’s face remains professionally impassive, but now he's studying me, too. “Because this isn't going to work if all we're doing is trading one scandal for another.”

      “I assure you, I'm totally professional in every way possible.”

      “That's not a direct answer,” she replies.

      “I believe it is.” I'm holding the line while walking it. This is a perfect example of damned if you do, damned if you don't. If I admit I'm attracted to him, that could disqualify me. Which...

      Hmm.

      Maybe I should just say yes.

      But then what? I know the business world can be harsh, and here's a perfect example. Quintana's got some directive she's following.

      The bottom line: Eight figures.

      Hold on. That’s a decent chunk of money, but not that much to a place like Maartensi.

      Think, Amy, think. Why would they pay me six figures a year to babysit Hamish? Something bigger must be at stake.

      “Quintana,” I ask slowly, “is Hamish being groomed to headline the new Latin American league? And that's why he needs to be controlled? A cleaner image needed before Carlos Boraso moves forward?”

      Something flickers in her eyes. Ah. I did it.

      Passed another test.

      “You're thinking bigger now, Amy. Good. It's that insight we'll need for the next three to four months as you follow Hamish. You're the perfect set of eyes and ears for us. Look for other players who might be a good fit. Keep Hamish McCormick's attention where it needs to be.”

      Quintana didn't answer my question, which tells me I'm right.

      “On the game,” I respond.

      “On anything but sex,” Jody counters. “Sex with the wrong people.”

      “Can you define 'the wrong people'? Obviously, he shouldn't sleep with his team owner's daughter and get caught on tape, but who else?”

      “You'll know it when you see it, but for the most part–anyone.”

      “I'm supposed to block a walking testosterone test tube from having sex with anyone?”

      “If he wants to call someone from a discreet service, no problem,” Jody says.

      I freeze, a rippling horror covering my skin. “Hamish uses services like that?”

      “No.” Jody shakes his head. “Some guys do, but not him.” He sighs. “In some ways, it would be better. The professionals don't put up pictures of the footballers they screw on social media. The jersey chasers are the worst.”

      “I'm focused on these jersey chasers, then. Like groupies? The ones sleeping with him to use him?”

      “Yes. Anyone who represents possible scandal.”

      “That's not what you just said, Jody. You said to prevent him from sleeping with anyone, period.”

      “It's... tricky.”

      Quintana gives him a sharp look.

      “Some of these footballers really are–how did you put it?–walking testosterone test tubes. They pump themselves up on the pitch, and when the game's over, they have to eject all those hormones somehow. The problem is, it's as if all the testosterone erases executive function from their brains.”

      “A neutralizing agent.”

      He laughs. “Exactly. We need someone who sees that. Who understands that the job is about discretion, pattern-matching, stepping in when needed and backing off when it's smart. If all we needed was someone to cockblock–”

      Quintana clears her throat with implied meaning.

      “Sorry.” He shrugs. “But that is eighty percent of the job.”

      “Not one hundred percent, though,” I say, slowly beginning to understand. “This is a full-time, on-the-road position, but it's more than stopping him from dipping his wick. It's a combination of marketing, PR management, sports psychology, and good old-fashioned scold.”

      “Scold! That's about ninety-nine percent of the job. The rest is the final one percent, combined,” Jody confirms.

      “And Maartensi is prepared to put these sorts of resources behind Hamish?” I ask Quintana, who looks at the clock and nods.

      “We are. And behind you, Amy. You could be a rising star if this all works out. The endorsement deal that's on the line is eight figures. A completely new football league is worth far more.”

      “This is not the job offer I thought I'd be contemplating when I walked in this room, Quintana.”

      Unreadable eyes meet mine. “It's in your email. Password protected.”

      “More details are in there, I assume?”

      Jody nods. “It's quite detailed. Hamish is highly disciplined when it comes to football itself, and physical fitness. His body really is his temple.”

      “His ability to worship himself is not in question,” I reply, earning stunned laughter from Jody.

      “As I said, you really do know him well.”

      “I know his type.”

      “If you take the job, you'll be surrounded by his type.”

      “Will I have an ibuprofen budget, then?”

      “Expense all your alcohol,” Jody says in a jovial voice, but I can tell he's serious.

      As I take a long, deep breath, we three sit in silence. The view behind Quintana is intoxicating. Everyone starts somewhere–right? I may be offered this specific position because of my connection to the McCormick family, but I have to earn the right to climb the ladder, the same as anyone else.

      By doing the best job possible.

      Can I handle being on the road with Hamish McCormick, though? After that kiss at graduation, the one last Thanksgiving, and all the vulgar come-ons?

      My entire, full-time-plus job will be fending off his advances, and worse–stopping him from sleeping with anyone else who, in my professional opinion, would be inappropriate.

      Given Hamish's tastes, that probably does mean everyone.

      “If I succeed, it's a guaranteed promotion, Quintana?” I ask, deciding to be bold. Walking out of here and saying no is an option. A painful one, but an option.

      “Do this, and as I said, you'll be considered for interim principal, working on the league account. If you get the risk management angle on this assignment, we can consider you for something in that division, too.”

      Interim principal. When I said it earlier, I was taking a leap. Hearing it out of her mouth, it becomes my potential future.

      Oh, boy.

      I thought it would take years to reach that point.

      This job is a shortcut. An opportunity. A stepping stone.

      But it's also a free fall.

      When you're on the verge of doing something daring, the longer you wait, the more the fear invades. It can build until it paralyzes you.

      Leap, or walk away. Don't dither.

      So I leap.

      “I'll do it on one condition. Let's talk about the contract. There's a clause I'd like to add.”

      

      
        
        Hamish

      

      

      

      “I canna accept this shite!” I shout across the desk. Jody's tone is one of conciliation. I've heard it before, but never under these circumstances.

      “I know it's not what you want–”

      At the sound of my bellow, Jody's little bawtie, Schlomo, jumps into his lap. It's a Havanese, all beige puff. Jody absentmindedly scratches the beast's ears as I take in his words.

      “That's the understatement of the year.”

      “But the league is requiring it, and so is the company dangling eight figures in front of you, Hamish. To put it bluntly, you don't have a choice.”

      “I can still walk away.”

      “Yes. You can. Is that really what you want?”

      “I want ma freedom!”

      “Freedom? Is that what you call being the victim of a secret sex tape?”

      “Ach. I dinna care about that. It's silly and embarrassin’, but I've done nothin’ wrong.”

      “You slept with your team owner's daughter.”

      “Aye. Two consentin’ adults.”

      “You don't see anything inappropriate there?”

      “Naw. She liked it. I liked it. What's wrong wi' that?”

      “And the time you slept with the daughter of the football writer doing that big investigative piece on the league?”

      “Wasna ma fault she was in the same nightclub as me that night.”

      “It's never your fault when you sleep with the wrong person, is it, Hamish?”

      “How can ye sleep with a person who's 'wrong,' Jody? Ye ever have guid sex? If it feels guid enough, it's always right. I canna disappoint a sweet hen when she's givin’ me the eye. I have somethin’ that she needs, and it costs me naught but time to help her. Ye know how that feels?”

      “Your reputation matters.”

      “Ma reputation isna what gets the endorsements or wins games. It's ma body and ma footwork. What I do in ma sex life has naught to do wi' either.”

      “You may think that, but the corporate sponsors and the league have a very different opinion.”

      “What'm I supposed to do, then? Cut off ma todger? Disappoint the beautiful women who just want some attention and a nice roll in the hay?”

      “The latter. Not the former.”

      Now, I know the difference between someone looking to just score because I'm a name on a BINGO card, and someone who is genuinely attracted to me. I also don't sleep with every woman I can, because I am not a cad. Consent is one of the best aphrodisiacs, and someone who is pisht isn't my thing. My dad and mum taught me long ago never to take advantage of someone emotionally because of a power differential, and I've held myself to that standard, be it alcohol, an overly competitive groupie, or a broken-hearted woman looking for a rebound.

      “Disappointing the women is like hacking off ma boaby. Come on, Jody. This is crazy.”

      “No. Crazy is giving up millions of dollars because you can't keep it in your pants.”

      “Now we've gone from no’ sleeping wi’ the wrong person to no’ sleeping wi' anyone?”

      “If you could take a brief break, that would help.”

      “Ye want me to stop having sex?” My heart halts in my chest, like someone took a sledgehammer to my ribs.

      “Discreet sex is fine, Hamish. No fans. No relatives of coaches, managers, kit men, team owners, or anyone who works for any of the companies you have endorsement contracts with. No journalists. No bloggers, no social media influencers–”

      “How long is this list?”

      “I'm reading directly off the contract in front of me.”

      “Ye have a contract about ma sex life?”

      “Yes.”

      “I canna believe this.”

      “It's your own damn fault.”

      Now, Jody doesn't talk like this to me. Always affable and positive, he's almost boring. The guy makes money when I do, so he has to suck up to his athletes.

      We're true friends, too, so the blunt talk makes me treat him like a mate.

      Which means exploding on him.

      “Ma fault? Ma fault? It's ma fault the league's gone all prissy and moralistic on me?”

      “It's your fault you made too many missteps, and now they're cracking down. It's my eight-figure contract, too, you know,” he says firmly. “Your biggest deal ever and mine, as well. We're in this together.”

      “And are ye giving up sex, too, Jody?”

      He reddens.

      “I thought not. Then cut the ‘together’ shite.”

      “I'm not the famous footballer with a sex problem.”

      “I've nae problem wi' sex! I love sex!”

      Schlomo jumps off Jody's lap, wanders over to his water dish, licks a few times, then settles into his fuzzy blue dog bed with a deep sigh that says he's not taking sides here.

      “You love sex a little too much.”

      A sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach pulls me down as my blood races in a spiral inside my veins and arteries, the combination a bit sickening.

      He's serious.

      They're serious.

      I've screwed up that badly.

      Here's the rub: I haven't been sleeping with anyone for quite some time. The word rub is apt, because I've been a'rubbin' plenty.

      Since that disastrous, leaked sex tape with the team owner's stepdaughter, I decided to go cold turkey. Appropriate, given it was on Thanksgiving that my global humiliation was launched. No one knows I've held off having sex for so long, and truth be told, I like it that way.

      Sometimes a wink is just a wink, and not an invitation. I can let people think I'm the player I once was off the pitch, but in reality, I'm focused on my performance on pitch much more.

      All of these companies chasing me down for a different piece of me aren't that far removed from what Americans call the “jersey chasers.” I've had to work hard to let people down – corporations, women at the end of matches – and that's a skill.

      A skill I've honed over the last six months. Taking so much time to be voluntarily celibate has given me insight into my own needs.

      And one hell of a callus on my right hand.

      “Explain to me in simple terms why some corporation cares what I do wi' ma willie.”

      “Reputation management.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know what it means, but why?”

      Jody shrugs. “I'm not a why man, Hamish. I'm more of a how man. How do we close a contract? How do we get a rising footballer into the spotlight? How do we help an individual player build an empire? How do we get you to the point where you have investments to live off for the rest of your life if you blow out a knee? Those are my hows in this business. Why isn't my strong suit.”

      “It damn well better be when it comes to having someone tell me what I can do wi' ma body during ma free time.”

      “That's just it, Hamish–it's not your free time. Every moment of your life is up for scrutiny when you want to get paid to represent companies and products. How you are perceived is how they are perceived.”

      “I have a right to privacy!”

      “Not when you are asking for an exchange based on reputation.”

      “How?”

      “You want these companies to give you beaucoup bucks in exchange for your face. Consumers will associate their positive feelings about you with their product. Corporations that hire you signal to other companies that you're worth investing in, so their reputation affects your reputation. It's symbiosis. Once you ask for six, seven, eight figures, you're in the public spotlight, scrutinized nonstop. So, no, Hamish, you don't have a right to privacy if you want access to the money attached to these contracts.”

      “I've made a pact wi' the devil.”

      “In a way, yes. Look,” he says, “we both know how hard you've worked for this. How many years?”

      “Ma whole life.”

      “You're thirty-two. At best, you have four to six more seasons in you. I know, I know... you're going for forty. Plenty of guys try and fail.”

      “I'm no' plenty of guys.”

      “You've never played for a major team like Chelsea or Manchester United. It's your face, your body, your personality, and the fact that Scottish men are popular right now that gets you the contracts.”

      “I'm grateful to the Outlander sensation, even if I've never read the books.”

      “Right. Don't blow it, Hamish. This convergence is unique. You'll never have this opportunity again. And your family and neighborhood will be set for life if you keep yourself on track.”

      “Fine. Ye've hired a nanny for me. Let me guess. She's in her sixties, fat as a coo, has a face like a battering ram, and a voice that kills dogs when she opens her mouth.”

      “Ahem.”

      I turn to find Amy Jacoby standing in the doorway. She marches across the room, thrusts her hand out for a shake, and smiles at me.

      Reflexes make me take her hand.

      “What're ye doin’, Amy?”

      “Introducing myself.”

      “Introducing? We ken each other. Why would ye introduce yerself to me?”

      “Because I'm the fat coo.”

      “Excuse me?”

      She lets go of my hand and points to sleeping Schlomo, who gives a little noise, like he's dreaming of rabbits.

      “And look. My voice didn't kill him.”

      Then she smirks at me, and it sinks in.

      No.

      Oh, no.
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      The last week has been a blur, between onboarding at Maartensi and learning Hamish's endorsement and American expo game schedule. But now we're settled into this flight from Boston to Los Angeles, in first class, and I'm eating a piece of salmon sushi while sipping prosecco.

      Life does not suck.

      Pretending I fit in is the hardest part here. I didn't fly on a plane until I was sixteen, when our school band played at DisneyWorld and we took the cheapest possible flight, everyone limited to one twenty-pound carry-on. Since then, I've flown commercial, and Shannon's flown on the Anterdec private jet lots of times, but first class is new for me.

      On the company dime.

      Hamish came to the airport separately, last minute and rushed, of course; I arrived three hours early. I'm back living at home with Mom and Dad for now, just until I get my first few paychecks and have all the deposits for my own place in Boston.

      I'm eyeing a nice one bedroom in the Seaport District.

      Quintana and Jody couriered over a good-sized box of samples from companies who want Hamish's face, voice, or body associated with their products. Part of my new job is to evaluate the products and work with him to determine whether they’re a good image fit for him. I checked the box, charging the extra luggage fee to my expense account.

      Ahhhh. Expense account. I've made it, haven't I?

      So why do I still feel like an imposter?

      A big elbow brushes against my breast, jostling my hand with the wine glass, a few drops sloshing over the rim and dripping onto my top. Even in first class, with only two wide seats on either side of the aisle and an eighteen-inch space between us, Hamish's big body cannot be contained.

      “Hey,” I say quietly, trying not to make a scene. “Watch it.”

      “Hmph. Sorry.” He doesn’t even open his eyes. Grumpy McGrumperson has two moods: infuriatingly flirtatious and curmudgeon.

      Guess which one he's in now?

      Apparently, it's not so funny when your own agent and a corporation with many millions of dollars riding on you decide you need a handler. Hamish harumphed and tantrummed, argued and fumed, but in the end it was settled, and there was only one conclusion:

      Neither of us likes this, but we both have to accept it.

      I’ve also learned a lot of Scottish profanity, but a few words still escape me. What the heck is a numpty?

      In my brief bag, my laptop beckons, with folders waiting for me to read, background material on Hamish and my job. I glance at Hamish, whose face is turned away. His seat is reclined, the long, lean lines of his body stretched out and relaxed slightly as he sinks into sleep. I'm wearing a tailored pantsuit with a sleeveless mock neck; the outfit cost me about a week's pay at my new salary. He's wearing twill trousers, navy blue, with a heathered green and navy wool sweater over a light blue button-down dress shirt, and leather loafers.

      Perfect business casual travel wear. We'll both ditch our outer layers the second we reach L.A., where my weather app tells me it's a sunny eighty-four degrees right now.

      “Excuse me, Ms. Jacoby?” The flight attendant for first class bends at the knee so she's at eye level. This, too, is new. In coach–or economy, as Hamish calls it–the attendants lean, they don’t bend.

      But it’s tighter quarters back there.

      “Yes?”

      “You've finished your sushi. Would you like more? Or something from the dessert menu?” She offers me a hot washcloth, clearly for me to wipe my hands between courses.

      Courses! On a plane! In coach–er, economy–the closest you come to a course is choosing between Cheez-Its and Poppers from the basket that skims over your head in the attendant's arms.

      “Mmm, yes. Thank you,” I say, taking the cloth, ignoring the searing heat as I use it to wash the sushi off my hands. Hamish's shoulder goes up, then shifts toward the window.

      “And Mr. McCormick?” she whispers to me with a smile I suddenly don't like. “Would he like anything else?” Her eyes cut over to him, apple cheeks rounding with a deeper smile, and suddenly, I realize she's on Hamish's dessert menu.

      “He's sleeping,” I say with an emphasis that makes her lean away from me. “I don't think he needs anything right now, other than to be left alone.”

      “Tha's right,” he murmurs. “But nae one will. Now I have ma verra own shadow.”

      The attendant tilts her head in confusion. “Shadow?”

      “Nothing you need to worry about,” I whisper. “You know the type. Temperamental athletes.”

      “Ooo, right,” she says. “On the other hand, a man with a temper is a man with some passion.”

      At those words, the big lout rolls over and sits up, giving his body such a stretch that the backs of his hands scrape along the cabin’s ceiling, repositioning my perfectly aimed stream of air from the tiny fan.

      “Now there's a lass who understands me,” he says to her with a wink. “Ach, and a bonnie one, too. How's about a whisky, pet?” he adds with a smile so dazzling, even I want to climb into his lap and kiss him right now.

      Which I can't.

      It's in my employment contract. I literally can't.

      And he can't right back.

      “One whisky it is. I’m sorry we only have Johnnie Walker Black. Is that okay?”

      “Aye.”

      “Anything else? Sushi? Spare ribs? Shrimp cocktail? A sweet?”

      “The only sweet I'm interested in is ye, pet,” he says to her with a brilliant flash of bright teeth. Her giggle makes my teeth clench.

      My gut, too.

      “Ms. Jacoby,” she says as I plunk the now-cool damp cloth on her tray. “Dessert? We have a flight of small bites if you'd prefer, or a larger portion from the six options.”

      “I'll take the flight. Like a beer tasting?” I ask, unsure exactly what she means.

      “Yes, but it’s different pies,” she chuckles. “One small portion each of key lime, banoffee, Boston cream, apple, strawberry shortcake, and pecan.”

      “What's banoffee?”

      Hamish snorts. “Banana toffee pie. I'll take a big one o' those.”

      As she backs away, her eyes are entirely on Hamish. I drain my prosecco and hand her the empty glass.

      “More?” she asks. I'm tempted, but I shake my head. If Hamish is drinking, I've been instructed to stick to one glass of alcohol.

      “Make mine a double, pet,” he says to her as he presses his AirPods in. His phone is resting on the fold-down shelf in the seat back in front of him. He finds a soccer channel, suddenly keenly focused, his right knee bouncing up and down, full of nervous energy.

      No. Not nervous.

      Just too much kinetic energy to contain in his body.

      “That's your second double,” I point out, instantly hating the prim tone in my own voice.

      “Thanks, Mum. Ye want to tell me to take out the bin next?”

      “Just noting it.”

      “I'm a grown man. I can manage ma own life.”

      “Clearly you can't if they had to hire me.”

      “You're here to manage ma willie, Amy. No' ma drink.”

      The flight attendant hears every word, one perfectly threaded eyebrow rising, her eyes on a fixed space over my shoulder. “Double whisky, large banoffee, flight of desserts...”

      “And a sledge hammer,” I supply.

      “Is that a cocktail?”

      “No. Do you have a real one? Because he needs a blow to the head.”

      “Is that a threat? Do ye have any air marshals on board? She's threatening me wi' physical violence,” Hamish says, but with an added dose of laughter, which only makes the attendant withdraw and giggle.

      “I hate you,” I say. I expected this kind of conflict, but not so soon.

      “Yer tongue told me otherwise at yer graduation, Amy.”

      “You're such an ass.”

      “Ye have a job because o' me.”

      “I have a job because I have an MBA and know what I'm doing.”

      He makes a sound in the back of his throat that only a Scotsman can make, the kind that inspires instant rage in me, as if it goes straight to my limbic system and sets off all my sensors.

      “Ye have a job because ye’re related to James and Declan and they wanted someone ta watch ma willie so I don't blow a big endorsement deal.”

      “Right.”

      “So ye’re in a bind, pet.”

      “Don't call me that!”

      “What?”

      “Pet. I'm not your pet. I'm not an animal.”

      “Nae. You're an oversensitive prig who hates men.”

      “NOT ALL MEN!”

      “Ooo, so I'm special.”

      “You're anything but special.”

      “Ma willie sure is. They hired a person ta watch it full time. Ye have two degrees and yer entire job is ta watch ma willie. How much are they paying per inch, d'ye think?” A meaningful glance down at his crotch only makes me hate him more.

      “Stop saying that.”

      “What, pet? The truth?”

      The attendant appears at that exact moment, reaching across my lap to hand Hamish the whisky. I grab it out of her hand and down it.

      Screw the contract. Just this once, right?

      The prosecco and the whisky join forces and potentiate, and within seconds I'm fortified. With more legroom and width in an airline seat than I have ever experienced, and plenty of luxurious food and wine delivered to me, I'm feeling like a successful executive who has worked hard to reach this point.

      Oh, I realize I’ll be working plenty hard for it, starting now.

      What is unnecessary, though, is Hamish's goading.

      “Your truth,” I inform him as he waves the attendant on to get him another double, “is not my truth. My truth is codified in my employment contract. If you hadn't screwed up, I wouldn't have a job.”

      “Ye mean if I hadna screwed at all, ye wouldna ha' a job.”

      “That's about the same, yes. But I have to point out that if you'd screwed anyone but the daughter of your team's owner, you wouldn't be in this mess.”

      “Nae. This mess would’ve happened with or without ma willie going rogue.”

      “Really?” I ask in a voice that makes it clear I do not, in fact, believe him.

      “Aye. This is just posturing from the owner. Farsill's a  – ” He says a word I'm sure I misunderstand. It sounds like twaht and waffle combined. “ –  wi' a Napoleon complex.”

      “Did you say – ?” I imagine labia pressed by a waffle iron. The vision does not digest well.

      “Aye.”

      “And that meant you were justified in sleeping with his daughter?”

      “If bein' a jerk isna enough reason, then what is?”

      “Your moral code is breathtaking.”

      “Glad to see ye coming around to ma side.”
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      She stole my drink, made fun of my todger, and now she's smirking at me like she's so smart.

      Which, of course, she is.

      But there are different kinds of smart.

      Amy's book smart, for sure. Business smart, too, though I suspect she's more green there than she'd like to admit. You spend all those years taking classes but not flexing your muscles in the real world and it's like reading all the books on football you can get your hands on, watching every reel of every game, studying all the formations, systems of play, offensive and defensive strategies, one-touch and two-touch situations, and memorizing them...

      Without ever setting foot on a pitch.

      I can tell she's in over her head here and won't admit it.

      Which makes me smile at the attendant even more when she brings my whisky. The one I'll actually be able to drink.

      “No drink thief this time, lass,” I say to the woman, a sweet blonde named Kenzee, with impossibly long, curled-up eyelashes and a mouth that makes me think of wet velvet and sweet cocktails.

      “Here you go, Mr. McCormick.”

      “Mr. McCormick is ma da, pet. Call me Hamish.”

      “Hamish,” she says with a blush in her cheeks.

      Amy snorts and looks down at her brief bag, pulling it out from under the seat. A slim laptop appears in her hands. She puts it on the tray in front of her and opens it, clicks a few keys, and poof.

      A picture of me, a still from the sex tape with Maddie Farsill, is right on the screen, with a note in the center that says CONFIDENTIAL.

      If the note were two inches higher, it would be. As it is, our naked bodies in the photo are anything but confidential.

      Kenzee's eyes can't help but migrate to the picture, opening wide as she gives me a side glance.

      “Anything else I can get for you, Mr.–er, Hamish?” In her hand, there's a neatly folded serviette, which she palms off to me as Amy clicks the photo and starts reading a single-spaced text document about me.

      About my boaby, to be specific.

      “Mmm,” I say after a quick sip of the drink. “I'm good fer now, pet. If I need ye, though, I'll call. It's no’ like ye’re goin' anywhere.”

      She giggles, eyes jumping to the serviette, then backs up to help someone two rows ahead of us.

      Amy lets out an aggrieved sigh. “Hand it over.”

      “Excuse me? Yer no’ gettin' another drink o' mine.” I slug back the whisky, fast, because I put nothing past this woman.

      “Not the whisky. The napkin.”

      I look at her tray. “Ye have yer own napkin, Amy.”

      “Not one with a phone number on it.”

      Frowning at her, I unroll the serviette, read the hastily scrawled words on there, and snort at her.

      “Hah. Wrong. 'Tisn’t a number.”

      She tries to snatch it out of my hand, but I'm quicker.

      “Quit lying,” she says.

      “No' lyin'.”

      “What does it say, then?”

      Something deep in me starts to simmer, more than the anger and frustration I've been feeling lately. Do I like being the center of a scandal so bad, my own mother cried on the phone about it?

      While, of course, Da cheered me on, because he hates Robert Farsill for a trade he made back in 1987.

      No. I don't like it one bit.

      But you know what I like even less? This.

      Having a minder.

      After a few go-arounds with Jody, I've learned this isn't unique. I'm not unique, he said, though there's grounds to dispute that. High-level athletes, he explained, and certain Hollywood celebrities have moments when they need a handler.

      “A conscience, ye mean,” I threw back at him. “Mine is good enough.”

      “No one's questioning your conscience, Hamish. This is more about impulse control.”

      “I am in full control of ma impulses!”

      “But not your todger,” he clarified.

      “Ma todger is in full control of itself!”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “I dinna need a handler.”

      “Maartensi thinks otherwise. The biggest sporting goods company in the world thinks otherwise. Your contract is terminated if you don't accept Amy as your handler.”

      “Does it have to be her?”

      “No,” he said slowly. “Why?”

      The words I want someone else were in my mind, about to come out of my mouth, when I suddenly pulled them back.

      As I sit here sipping the last drops of whisky from my glass, listening to Amy whinge about showing her Kenzee's serviette, I wonder why I didn't push harder to have anyone but her in this job.

      I grin at her and show her the contraband serviette.

      “‘Mile High Club?’” she reads in a hiss that goes straight to the small of my back.

      “Aye.”

      “She wants to have sex with you now? On this plane?”

      “That's what Mile High Club means, pet.”

      “Quit calling me that!”

      “Fine, pet.”

      And then it all clicks.

      They hired a handler for me. A cockblocker, no less. A woman with so much self-control, they think she can lend me some and it'll all balance out. Amy's being paid six figures to run around after me and stop scandals before they happen.

      I'm being accused of impulsive sex I haven't even had yet. That's some pre-emptive bullshit.

      If Amy's so smart, and she's being well paid to protect the company's investment, shouldn't I make sure the company gets full value out of their investment in her?

      I should let my willie do what he wants.

      Amy needs job security, after all.

      “Excuse me,” I say politely to Amy as I stand. She moves a wee bit slow, telling me that her glass of wine and my double whisky are starting to hit her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Going to the toilet.”

      “You are not!”

      “Am I on a toilet schedule now, Amy? Do ye decide when I go and don't? More of a prison marm than a handler?”

      “Of course you can go to the bathroom whenever you want, Hamish, but not now!”

      “Why no'?

      “Because you're just going to screw the flight attendant!”

      “Maybe ma bladder needs to be tapped.”

      “The only thing you're planning to tap is her,” she hisses.

      “Which'll cause the bigger scandal, Amy? If I piss ma pants right here, or get caught filling out ma registration form fer the Mile High Club and putting it in Kenzee's slot?”

      “You're disgusting.”

      “I'm also in urgent need of relief.”

      “You're just doing this to mess with me.”

      “The mess here is going to be in ma seat.”

      “Stop saying that!”

      “Biology is biology, Amy. Canna stop it.”

      “You just want to insert your biology into Kenzee over there. And by the way, who spells it that way?”

      “Her mum?”

      “Hamish.”

      “What?”

      “You know damn well you don't need to use the restroom. You're just doing this to get a rise out of me.”

      “The only rise is ma boaby.”

      She reddens. “Seriously? This is how you want to start our relationship?”

      “We have a relationship?”

      “A professional one, yes. Strictly professional.”

      “Ahh, now I understand why ye dinna want to let me go piss. Ye’re jealous.”

      “Jealous?”

      “Ye think I'll shag Kenzee, there, and ye’re jealous. Ye want me all to yerself.”

      “What? No! It's in the contract that we can't be together.”

      “Maybe I'm no’ the only one wi' impulse control issues, Amy. Ye seemed to add an awful lot o' clauses to that employment contract.”

      “To curtail YOU! Not me!”

      “Mmm hmmm. If ye say so.”

      “I know so!”

      “Mmm hmmm.”

      “I'm not the one who slept with his team owner's daughter. I'm not the one caught three different times–three!–exiting a limo with a woman whose shirt was inside out, or her skirt was on backwards. One of them was carrying her thong! I'm not the one who slept with a journalist's stepdaughter. This file,” she says, tapping her screen hard twice with the tip of her fingernail, “is nothing but a compendium of filth.”

      “Ye seemed to enjoy yerself reading it. Ye’re beamin'. Maybe ye like it filthy.”

      Her shoulders square, jaw tightening. I'm getting to her.

      This is fun.

      When Jody informed me I had no choice, I got angry. Took it out on the pitch during an expo match and I've apologized repeatedly to poor Colin MacDonnerson for that hit to his knee, though the kidney blow he gave in return had me pissing blood for a day. I don't get violent on the pitch unless provoked, which makes me a bit weak in the eyes of some of the other players, but these past few days have been different.

      Infuriating, but also, it never occurred to me that having Amy as my shadow could be a source of enjoyment. Joy, even. She's strictly off limits, of course.

      Doesn't mean I can't push every boundary.

      Being well over six feet means I take up a lot of space. For a footballer, I'm really too tall. Too slow. When I was younger, coaches didn't know what to do with me. I floated from defender, where height is an advantage, to goalie, but I'm not crazy enough for that spot. I'm a striker, and in every group photo, I'm always in the back row, center, to balance the shot.

      In a small, enclosed space like a plane, with a gatekeeper blocking me from the aisle, my mass is an asset.

      Looming over Amy, I decide if she won't give me space, I'll make it.

      Just like on the pitch.

      “What are you doing?” she squeaks as I turn my arse to face her.

      On purpose, of course.

      “No one puts boaby in a corner.”

      “Oh. My. God.”

      Wiggling my arse, I back my way slowly past her. There's plenty of room, so I don't need to be this close to her.

      I do it because I can.

      “Do you mind?” she hisses.

      “Mind being caged like a beast? Aye.”

      “If you call first class with sushi and whisky being caged, then you have some serious perspective issues to work through with a therapist, Hamish.”

      At that moment, Kenzee re-appears, carrying a white, beveled-edge plate about a foot long and four inches wide. It has six tiny pastries on it.

      “Ms. Jacoby? Your dessert flight.” Kenzee's eyes jump to my arse. “Everyone can use something nice and sweet,” she adds as she sets the plate on Amy's tray, arm reaching across me, brushing my hip at the perfect moment.

      “This is so unprofessional,” Amy says under her breath.

      “Nae. This is yer profession, Amy,” I reply, enjoying the show. Already wound up, her intensity just rises, cheeks turning fiery red and tendrils of her thick auburn hair coming loose.

      “I don't mean me. I mean her.”

      “Me?” Kenzee asks.

      “You offered him sex in the bathroom,” Amy hisses. “I saw your napkin!”

      “I–I had no idea you two were an item.”

      Amy lets out a loud pffft and I make a noise worthy of my da.

      “We're not,” we say in unison.

      Kenzee perks up. As does ma todger.

      “Then, well... how about my number, Hamish? We can meet up after we land, in the lounge.”

      “How about I join that Mile High Club ye suggested, pet?”

      “Join?” Amy and Kenzee say together, in very different tones of voice.

      “Aye. ’Twould be a first fer me.”

      Amy sounds like an outboard motor being started up. “As if! I'm sure you've screwed so many women in airplane bathrooms, the staff didn't have to bother changing the lotion dispenser.”

      I glare at her. All of this conversation is taking place in a whispered hiss, Kenzee clearly not worried about losing her job.

      Now I'm going to force Amy to do hers.

      “How do we do this?” I ask Kenzee, who smirks.

      “I made the offer assuming you weren't a virgin, Hamish.”

      “Ach. I ken well how to do that, pet. But how do we squeeze into the wee toilet wi'out being noticed?”

      “HELLO?” Amy hisses. “I'm noticing. It's my job to notice!”

      Kenzee laughs nervously. “We're just joking, Ms. Jacoby. I'm sure you understand that I would never violate the terms of my employment with the airline by actually having sex with a passenger in the bathroom. I take my professional duties very seriously.”

      “Good.”

      “But what did you mean, Ms. Jacoby, when you said it's your job?”

      “She's ma cock-a-blocker,” I inform Kenzee, whose nervous smile turns to something more concerned as I make a joke that clearly falls flat.

      “Your what?”

      “I manage Mr. McCormick's contractual obligations,” Amy says, trying to make herself sound so fancy.

      “She manages ma willie.”

      Kenzee clears her throat. “That's... a real job?”

      I pat Amy's shoulder. “Takes an MBA and everything.”

      “Oh!” Kenzee leans in toward Amy. “Good for you. One of my friends has a law degree and she finds that being an escort is a far more lucrative trade.”

      Thank you, Kenzee. I passed you the ball and you made the kick.

      Bright, angry blue eyes burn through me.

      “You insufferable...” Amy's rant is cut short by Kenzee's look, and a few glances from passengers around us, who are finally paying attention. Amy gives a very fake laugh. “... jokester. Hamish McCormick is known for nothing if not his sense of humor.”

      Kenzee looks at my crotch. “Among other things.”

      “HAMISH MCCORMICK!” shouts the voice of a small lad. There, between the curtains separating first class from economy, I see a football in the hands of a boy no older than ten.

      A common sight. Planes, trains, tables in restaurants–it happens more back home, but once in a while, it happens here in the States.

      “Let me run interference,” Kenzee says as Amy twists in her seat, a genuine smile crossing her face when she sees the boy. “We told him when he boarded that he couldn't bother you.”

      “Bother?” I ask, taking a step toward the young fan, who catches my eye and starts jumping on his toes.

      “We pride ourselves on giving our first-class customers the privacy they deserve.”

      “And I pride maself on ne'er bein' above a child who needs a moment of ma time when it's nothin’ to me, Kenzee.” I tap Amy's arm. “Am I free to go?”

      “Huh?”

      “Ye manage me. Can I go sign the lad's ball?”

      “Of course.”

      “I have to walk past the toilet.”

      “Hamish,” she says with a sigh, “we've been officially working together for five hours and it already feels like five years.”

      Success!

      “Ye've a way with words, Amy.”

      She gives me a sad smile. “Go sign the kid's ball. Let him take pictures. Make him feel special.”

      “It's ma superpower.”

      “Taking pictures with soccer fans?”

      “Nae. Makin’ people feel special. Have ye no’ noticed yet?”

      “I have not.”

      “Then I'll just have to keep trying harder.”

      “I cannot fathom what you look like harder.”

      As the double meaning of her words sinks in, it's clear the wine and whisky really are hitting her blood.

      “Well, pet, it's yer job no' to ken that. And ye made damn sure, with every clause ye could think of thrown into that contract. So ye'll just hafta dream.”

      It's easy to walk away, toward the smiling kid in economy.

      Because I just won that round.
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      Sleeping on a plane is so much easier in first class than back in coach.

      You still drool, though.

      The crick in my neck stops me from a full stretch, my tender spot on the left acting up. While there are nice pillows up here, I don't have one, because it appears Hamish stole them all.

      Once blood returns to the left half of my body, my calf and foot tingling, I turn to look at him. He's out cold, curled up against the window, peaceful and–dare I say it?–sweet.

      Like a little boy.

      His eyelashes are darker than his hair, same as me, fanned out on his face above the cheekbone. How he managed to escape the freckle curse of the redhead is beyond me, but the man has beautifully tanned skin with only a few dots on his face, though I know from seeing him naked that he has plenty of freckles elsewhere.

      Being this close to him and remembering that incident last Thanksgiving, at my parents' house, turns me into a split version of myself. The proper person who is on a plane, observed by anyone who looks, knows that I can't show how that memory really affects me.

      But on the inside, I'm on fire.

      It's shallow to be so easily aroused by just looking at someone. Anyone can do that. Anyone.

      True love requires knowing someone first. Being friends. Connecting on all the deeper levels. Sure, physical attraction is important, but it can't be all there is.

      When I look at Hamish McCormick, all my senses ignite, which tells me one important thing:

      This has to be suppressed.

      Not just because my job depends on it. Those clauses in the contract were put there by me. He's right. Not only did I add those for professional reasons, I also feel myself spinning out of control when I'm around him.

      I feel something new. Something disturbing. Something so impulsive, the normally strong piece of me that closes off to the world is suddenly hanging on by a thread. It's atavistic and raw, vulnerable and revealing.

      Which makes him even more dangerous than I originally thought.

      Blurring the lines between my job and my libido is a big, firm no.

      And speaking of firm, he's sitting up now, taking off his sweater and rolling up the sleeves of his shirt.

      That's right.

      Rolling up his sleeves.

      Eyes averted, I'm so desperate that I wave Kenzee over.

      “Can I get a glass of water?” I ask as she looks at the small glass already on my tray, too well trained to ask the obvious question.

      “Yes, Ms. Jacoby. Sparkling?”

      “Yes.” Whew. She gave me an out. Her own eyes move over to Hamish, clearly as entranced as I would be if I looked. Why, oh why, is there something so alluring about a man in a dress shirt rolling up his cuffs?

      Kenzee licks her lips, then swallows hard. A short while ago, she was the enemy.

      Now, we're in an alliance.

      “Lemon?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Mr. McCormick?”

      He looks up, oblivious to the subtext going on around him. “Aye? And it's Hamish.”

      “Hamish,” she says so softly, she nearly moans it. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “Nothing that won't violate airline policy.”

      Kenzee's eyebrows lift in a cutesy way, but he waves her off with one gorgeous, strong, now-bare forearm.

      That infuriating grin follows his words, but at least he's stopped doing the equivalent of a striptease.

      Yes, I'm being ridiculous, but come on. His forearms are now on display, the hair ginger, and aha! Now I see them.

      More freckles.

      He runs his fingers through his hair, knees pulling in, his sheer size making even first class look like he's in a tin can. What's it like to go through the world being so tall? So big? I want to ask, but he'll just turn it into a joke, so I don't bother.

      “Ye get any sleep?” he asks me as he reaches for the remains of his own sparkling water and drinks it down, another bottle unopened on his tray.

      “No. I never sleep on planes.”

      “If I couldna sleep on planes, I'd be in trouble.”

      “You travel way more than I do.”

      He laughs softly. “Aye. Ma life is verra different these days. The last five years have been a whirlwind since that endorsement campaign for a small whisky company made me sae popular.”

      “You're a successful man.”

      Shifting in his seat, he turns toward me, full attention lighting up my senses. Hamish has this ability to make me feel like the only person in the world.

      Too bad he also does that to Kenzee. To Maddie Farsill. To the cashier at the airport newsstand.

      To everyone.

      You can't feel special with a guy like this when he shines his light so brightly on anyone and everyone. What makes you more important than anyone else to him?

      Nothing. Nothing does.

      Tucking away my feelings, I listen.

      “I am successful, aye. But it happened so fast, ye ken? Too fast.”

      “I've never heard a sports star complain about winning.”

      “It's no' about the game, pet.” He sees my expression and corrects himself. “Amy.”

      I nod.

      “Winnin's the most important part there. And aye, the money is guid. Too guid, sometimes.”

      “How can it be too good?”

      Kenzee interrupts us, delivering my sparkling water and small white dish of lemon wedges. She pops another green bottle of water on Hamish's tray as well.

      He flashes her that thousand-watt light he calls a smile, proving me right.

      See? I'm not special.

      But his light carries so much heat with it.

      Might as well enjoy.

      “It's too much,” Hamish continues after Kenzee leaves. I slowly pour my drink and squeeze in a lemon wedge. Hamish watches me as he speaks. “Verra fast. Ye go from being a nothin’ to everyone wantin’ a piece o' ye.”

      “Those pieces have six, seven, and now eight figures attached to them,” I point out, enjoying a true conversation with him, for once. No flirting. No vulgar come-ons.

      This is nice.

      “Aye, but it's still me. Ma body. Ma mind. Ma heart. I'm human, even if ye dinna think I qualify fully.”

      I start to object, to say I never said that, but...

      A chuckle comes from deep in his chest as he continues. “When success hit me, it was like a storm, all the winds of change blowing so hard, I couldna catch ma breath. People I trusted ma whole life turned on me. Everyone wanted some of what I had. Some people I didna know entered ma life and tried to take a bit.”

      The fasten-seatbelts light comes on, the captain interrupting us to announce descent.

      Hamish obliges, searching under him for the seat belts. Mine have been on the entire time.

      “Ach. I'm bein’ silly. I shouldna fash.” He scratches a spot on his temple. “Maybe I overthink sometimes.”

      “You? Overthink?” I can't help the snort.

      “Look at who I'm speakin’ to. Ye’re the queen o' it.”

      “I accept that crown.”

      We laugh together as the plane begins to drop, hitting a small patch of turbulence. For someone who rarely flies, I took to it quickly.

      And, frankly, first class makes it all so much easier.

      “Ma life is nothing like it was five or six years ago. Sometimes I wonder who I am,” he says quietly, in a voice I understand all too well.

      “You're Hamish McCormick, star footie player and the face of so many products.”

      “Aye.” His eyes catch mine and my breath stops, heart squeezing. The same light he can shine so brightly on someone is dimmer now, but deeper, like it's shining on the narrow path to my soul, and he's searching for it.

      Finding me.

      “When ma body decides it's done with football, and ma face isna interestin’ to the masses, then who am I? Right now, I'm all external. Ma whole identity is about what other people see and like.”

      He's leaning close, the air between us filled with the light scent of his aftershave and the very intimate emotional inventory he's sharing with me. Layers of some invisible wall inside a forcefield in me start to ripple, wobbling as if an electromagnetic impulse I can feel but not see is breaking through.

      A dip of the plane, then a general gasp, follows, and Hamish grips his armrest. My heart is in my throat, but not just from the turbulence. The captain comes on the loudspeaker and explains that this will be a bumpy landing, but we're in good hands and in the end, all will be well.

      I look at Hamish.

      Oh, how I wish that were true for my heart.

      

      
        
        Hamish

      

      

      

      It's obvious.

      She can't stand me.

      Cockblocking me from renewing my Mile High Club credentials with Kenzee is one thing, but what Amy's actually doing to me is quite another.

      What? Of course I'm already a member. But every woman who thinks she's making me a new member doesn't need to know that.

      Amy's easy to rile up and fun to poke, but I didn't count on one aspect of her: She's a good listener.

      And deeply introspective.

      Opening my mouth and pouring out how I really feel on the inside is like stripping naked on the pitch and going for a throw-in. Not only will some bastard pin my todger to the grass with his boots, but more important: I won't score.

      Amy says she wants me to be more real, but when I am, what happens? She withdraws.

      I can't win with her.

      Doesn't mean I won't keep trying, but my approach is about to change.

      We're on the ground now, Amy standing and pulling her carry-on into the aisle, first class allowed to deplane before the rest of the poor bastards in economy. Jody teases me, but I do have a rule: Economy on my own dime, but first or business class on a company's expense account.

      Why not? Fair is fair. My face and my body are my brand. It's what they're buying. Make them pay to keep the asset fresh and in good shape.

      And in good whisky.

      But only in the off season.

      “That's it?” Amy remarks as she stares at my small bag balanced on the armrest of my seat. Black leather, similar to the one I use for my gym clothes. It's from a campaign I did for a boutique leather goods company.

      “Aye. I travel light.”

      She huffs. “You travel light because they made me check the bag with all your product samples.”

      “Samples?”

      “You know. The products companies want you to endorse?”

      “Why would they send those with us on this trip? That's Jody's job.”

      She points to herself. “Not anymore. When we get to the hotel, the first thing we're doing is laying everything out on the bed.”

      “We are?” I can taste the leer in my voice.

      “Oh, stop,” she says, whacking my elbow. The zing of her touch makes me laugh.

      Laugh to cover up my pain.

      “Ye made the offer, Amy.”

      “I offered nothing! The bed is the best place in a hotel room for testing things.”

      “Aye,” I say as I lean in and whisper in her ear.

      She moves away, though not far, for we're still on the plane.

      “Stop turning every innocent sentence out of my mouth into something salacious!”

      “Maybe yer making some Freudian slips.”

      “And maybe you're just a pig.”

      Ach. There we are. Back to normal.

      “If I were a pig, I'd have shagged Kenzee in the toilet.”

      “Only an ass would ever utter that sentence.”

      “Am I an ass or a pig, Amy? Ye can only pick one.”

      “You're so talented, you manage to be both, Hamish.”

      Bzzz

      My phone saves me, Jody's number on the screen.

      “Aye?” I snap.

      “You just landed, right?”

      “I did.”

      “How'd it go?”

      “If ye mean, did Amy do her job and keep me from shagging a stewardess in the toilet, then it went.”

      He clears his throat. “Then it went well.”

      “Depends on yer perspective. From ma todger's perspective, it was bollocks.”

      “From your bank account's perspective, though? I'll bet your bank account is happier than your johnson.”

      “Johnson?”

      He sighs. “American for todger.”

      I snort. “Just get to the point, Jody. What d'ye want? I'm sure it's no’ to talk about what hangs between ma legs.”

      Amy shoots me a glare designed to melt granite.

      “You'd be right about that, Hamish. I'm calling because James McCormick wants to do another campaign with you. He’s thrilled with the response to the one you did over Thanksgiving.”

      “He's just happy about ma sex tape.”

      “Shhhh,” Amy hushes me.

      I look around the cabin. “What're ye shushing me for, woman? It's no' as if everyone here hasna heard about it.”

      “You score more with women than you do during games,” some arse behind us mutters. When I whip around, I can't tell who it was.

      Might even have been the pilot, who is now threading his way to the door.

      Jody laughs, clearly having heard that.

      “What's so funny, Jody?”

      “Uh, nothing. Anyhow, James McCormick says the metrics on your notoriety showed a spillover effect. He wants to do a new campaign that features your sexcapades–”

      I cut him off. “He used that word?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ach.”

      “Right. Now, it doesn't square at all with the new image we're cultivating for you.”

      “Conflict of interest and all that?”

      “Sort of. It's best if you don't do it, but he's your uncle, so...”

      “Ye want me to tell him.”

      “I can, of course.”

      “Nah. This is family. I'll do it. Need help comin’ up wi' an excuse, though.”

      Planes are always hard for me, even in first class, not because I'm tall but because my body hates being cooped up. Muscle fibers that need more blood and hard work start to rally and protest, the twitches driving my skin mad. After a while, I can't take it anymore–I feel like I'm in a cage.

      Add in the cold, flat feeling from Amy and I'm ready to claw my way through the metal, jump onto the tarmac, and run away.

      Deep breaths are supposed to help when I get like this, the team's sports psychologist says. Oxygenate, Orientate, and Observe.

      Sometimes I add a fourth O in there, when it's bad, but I can't exactly do that in the aisle right now. Pretty sure it's illegal.

      “An excuse. Right,” Jody says as Amy begins twitching a bit, too, her head bent down over her phone, pretending she's not listening to every word I say. I'm nothing to her but a rung in her professional ladder, someone she's been hired to manage.

      Support staff make all the difference in the world for me, able to juggle and arrange my life much better than I could on my own. But Amy isn't an admin, or a travel manager, or a coach.

      Oh, no.

      She's more of a spy, sent by powers who dangle dollar signs. Big ones, as Jody's pointed out so many times. I may be the sports star, the model, or the spokesman, but so many other people have careers and expectations riding on me. What I like or don't like doesn't matter anymore.

      I'm obligated now.

      Which I hate.

      Don't get me wrong. I appreciate everything I've been given, and everything I've earned, and I'm well aware of the difference. No one makes it in this world on their own. No one. Anyone who says they did or do is delusional or in denial.

      And yet... it's exhausting sometimes. Exhilarating and amazing mostly, but also tiring.

      I find myself rebelling against the worst of it. Chafing against authority is in my blood and bones.

      And Amy? She's authority right now.

      “Hamish?” Jody asks as I hear the ramp being connected to the plane, the pneumatic push sending shivers down my legs. They're like hounds at the hunt, waiting to be released.

      “Aye?”

      “What if you just tell James the truth?”

      “That his daughter-in-law's sister has been hired to track ma todger like a biologist in the wild collecting insect samples in a particular square mile?”

      An elbow hits my ribs.

      “Ow! What's that fer?”

      “I do not track your... hmph.”

      “It's no' a 'hmph.' It's a hmmmmmmppphhhh.” I draw out the word, letting it move up and down in the back of my throat. Kenzee's standing in front of me, and she giggles.

      “Hamish? Let's focus,” Jody says.

      Amy snorts, overhearing that. She moves toward my phone and says loudly,  “If he could focus, Maartensi wouldn't need me.”

      “That's right, Amy. Since ma baser instincts are the entire reason ye have a job, I should think ye'd be more appreciative of ma lack of impulse control.”

      “Excuse me, Kenzee? What's the delay in deplaning?” Amy asks. Kenzee gives her a sweet smile as she shrugs.

      “I don't know, but I'm sure it'll be soon. I'm as anxious as you. My little girl is waiting for me. I have five days in a row off.”

      “Ye have a child?” I ask, a bit shocked. Kenzee looks to be no more than in her early twenties.

      Her cheeks turn red. “Yes. She's eight.”

      Something in Amy relaxes. “Awww. That must be hard, raising a child and flying all the time.”

      “It's not easy. We live with my parents. They help out a lot.”

      “Hamish?” Jody calls out, loud, as I forget about him and listen to the two hens chatting. People in front of me are more interesting than people on the phone.

      “Aye. Dinna fash, Jody. I'll take care of James.”

      “He wants a commitment, and says he won't accept no.”

      “He will from me.”

      “Good. That's why I don't want to even try.”

      “Anythin' else? We're deplanin’.”

      “Go easy on Amy.”

      “What's that mean?”

      “You tried to screw someone in the plane bathroom already, right?”

      “Why would ye say that, Jody?”

      “You're not denying it.”

      “Nah. But–”

      “She's there to save your ass.”

      “She's here to watch ma arse!”

      “No, Hamish. Maartensi's invested in you. She's protecting their asset.”

      “Would you stop saying ass?” Amy whispers. “People are starting to stare.”

      “Starting? They've been staring fer a while.”

      A pop, a click, and Kenzee turns around.

      “Time to go,” she says as Amy pushes past me, shaking her head slowly, muttering something about how maybe she should have taken Shannon up on that offer of a job at Grind It Fresh!

      The thought makes me sad.

      “Fine. She can protect the asset, Jody, but that doesna mean I'm goin’ to make it easy for her.”

      “No one would expect any different, Hamish.”

      “Goodbye, Jody. Go make me more money.”

      “Always, Hamish. Always.”
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      Someone clears their throat. I realize the line for the exit is moving and we're blocking the aisle. Besides, my neck hurts from being cooped up for more than six hours, and Hamish being so tall doesn't help.

      Arguing with someone bigger than you sucks, especially while standing. It's a built-in advantage to be that tall. Power differentials matter, and size and height are natural advantages.

      As we leave, Kenzee reaches for Hamish's arm. He bends neatly to hear her, laughs softly, and takes the piece of paper she offers, slipping it easily into his pocket with a wink toward her that makes something flare up and simultaneously die in me.

      My job is to stop him from doing this.

      And as the scent of jet fuel and warm asphalt hits me at the threshold between the plane and the ramp to the gate, it hits me.

      My first success.

      If my job were a video game, I'd have survived level one.

      Achievement unlocked.

      Without a word, we head toward baggage claim. A driver will meet us after we've retrieved our bags, my itinerary clear. While Hamish dozed, I went over all my notes. Our travel has been arranged.

      My job is to deliver the goods.

      The six-foot-plus, ginger-haired goods.

      As we move past a restroom, Hamish peels off from me with a nod toward the door. I wait for him, balancing my laptop case on top of my rolling carry-on. A whiff of warm chocolate makes me turn to find a donut cart behind me, right next to a vegan smoothie business.

      L.A. Sooooo L.A.

      Uh, I think? I've never been here before.

      Hamish returns and we walk with purpose to the luggage area, where our bags are already riding around on the carousel. Something's beeping loudly, which my brain interprets as the baggage system itself.

      Hamish already found his, a medium-sized black leather bag that matches his carry-on. Mine is a beige monstrosity Mom lent me, battered and dirty along the piping, but perfectly fine for my first official business trip.

      Until I get home and can buy my own travel bag with my first paycheck.

      The box of products fit in the middle of the big bag, my own clothes and personal items all arranged around it.

      “What's that noise?” Hamish asks, looking around. My bag is headed slowly toward us, and the sound's slowly getting louder.

      “That humming?”

      “And beeping.”

      “That's weird,” I say.

      Hamish moves to grab my bag, holding it aloft like it weighs nothing. I know it weighs exactly 59.8 pounds, because they weighed it when I checked it in Boston, packing it right up to the sixty pound limit.

      How strong is this man?

      “It's ye. Yer beepin' and buzzin,' Amy.” Plunking the bag down a few feet from the carousel, he cocks one eyebrow and gives me an amused look.

      “Must be my toothbrush,” I mutter as he chuckles.

      “Yer teeth must be as big as a walrus’s, then, pet. That's no toothbrush. What kind of vibrator did ye bring?” He tips his chin down and looks at me from under his eyelashes. “Big enough to remind ye o' me?”

      His voice carries, of course, and now a few bystanders are watching.

      The sounds from the suitcase are loud and, worse, out of sync. If I had OCD–which I do not!–I'd be less concerned with the sounds themselves and more focused on how they aren’t aligned.

      “I'll bet it's those stupid product samples Maartensi made me bring,” I snap.

      “Ye need to open the bag and turn yer vibrator off, Amy. Don't want to burn out the batteries. Then ye'd have to resort to touching an actual todger. Wouldna want ye to experience the horror o' that.”

      “Shut up! I did not bring a vibrator with me on a business trip!”

      “Naw? I see. So ye did plan to touch an actual flesh boaby.”

      “What? You're not making any sense!”

      “If ye didna bring a toy, then ye’ll hafta touch a boy.” He frowns. “Or a girl? Are ye gay and I didna pick up on that? I have verra guid radar for it.”

      “I am not talking about my sex life with you in the middle of an airport while my bag filled with your product samples is embarrassing me!” I glare at him. “And no, I'm not gay.”

      “Ace?”

      “What?”

      “Asexual?”

      “NO! Why does everyone think that?”

      “Everyone?”

      “Mom and Dad asked me if I was asexual a while ago.”

      He jolts. Now there are five people openly gawking at us. Or at least, at my bag, which is doing a so-so imitation of R2D2.

      “They did? Why?”

      “Because I don't date. Never had a serious boyfriend.”

      “Ye dated the twee boy.”

      “Twee boy?”

      “Aye. The one at yer graduation. Davis.”

      “Oh. Right. Him. Look, even under the best of circumstances, I wouldn't talk about my love life with you, but right now is absolutely not the best time for this conversation.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see the situation go from bad to oh, hell, no.

      Because a police officer is walking toward us now, eyes hard, focused on my bag.

      I grab my phone and send a fast text to my mother.

      Did you leave a vibrator in that suitcase you lent me? I type.

      Instant reply from Mom:

      No. Why, honey? Do you need one?

      “Excuse me? What's the problem here? Someone reported a suspicious bag.” The police officer's name tag says Gutierrez. He has super-short hair, a deep tan, and dark eyes that look at Hamish and me like we're three seconds from being taken in and questioned.

      “Hello, Officer. I think my electric toothbrush is dying, or something else in my bag,” I say with a giggle I hate.

      “Let's open her up and see what's going on.”

      “Open the bag?” I ask dumbly.

      “That's what I said, Ms.–?”

      “Jacoby,” I whisper, realizing all of my underwear, tampons, and personal care products are in there. I bought really nice professional clothes and shoes for this trip, but the underwear is all my old stuff. Granny stuff.

      Mortifying to be exposed in public.

      “Ms. Jacoby, open the bag.”

      Hamish's warm, heavy hand is on my shoulder suddenly, his other hand reaching out to offer a shake to the cop, who looks at it like it's a weapon. Slowly, Hamish moves the hand to my bag. He tips it on its side and crouches to unzip it.

      Mom taught us all how to pack a bag to the max. When that zipper opens, it pops like a can of biscuits.

      Out pour my oldest, most stretched-out cotton panties, the ones that look like someone took a throw pillow, stretched a t-shirt over it, and tore some small holes along the elastic.

      The zip bag with my electric toothbrush in it isn't buzzing.

      But something else most definitely is.

      Officer Gutierrez unceremoniously starts dumping my stuff onto the gross airport floor, my objections lodging in my throat as I realize nothing I say will help. Box after box of product samples get thrown into a pile, until he touches one and snatches his hand back like he's been stung.

      “What's that?” he demands, pointing to the nondescript gray box.

      “It's a product sample,” I reply.

      “For what?”

      “I don't know.”

      “Why don't you know? You sell these products and don't know what they are?”

      I thumb toward Hamish, hating the shake in my voice. “They're his. For him, I mean.”

      “Did you not see the sign when you checked in? The one that says Do Not Agree to Carry Items for Strangers?”

      “No, no, Officer, I work with him. We're on a business trip. These are products that companies have asked him to endorse. My boss sent them with me to go over and decide whether Hamish should sign the contracts.”

      The cop frowns and looks up–way up–at Hamish. “You're famous?”

      His face goes comically blank. “Some places, but I dinna know how famous I am here.”

      “You're Scottish.”

      “Aye.”

      “What do you do that they want you to endorse products?”

      “Play football.”

      The guy frowns, eyeing Hamish with deep suspicion. “Which team do you play for?”

      “AFC Dunsdill.”

      “Never heard of it. That's not an NFL franchise. Do you coach a college team?”

      A vein on Hamish's temple starts to stand out, a tiny detail that makes me focus, calming down and centering. Of the two of us, I'm the more reasonable one, and as Hamish takes a deep breath before saying something to the cop, I realize I'm going to need all my reason here.

      Every last drop.

      “European football, sir,” I jump in. “Soccer. He's a famous soccer player.”

      “Hey. Wait. You're the sex tape guy, aren't you?” Without making eye contact, the officer begins opening the gray box.

      Which is, indeed, buzzing.

      But it's not a vibrator.

      It's a... razor?

      “Taint Ready,” he says slowly.

      “It's not?” I ask. “It sounds ready.”

      “No–that's what the package says. Taint Ready.” The thing looks like an electric shaver combined with an underarm deodorant. The cop shakes it once, but the buzzing doesn't stop.

      I reach slowly for the instruction manual, but he glares at me. Hamish notices the glare and moves closer to me, protective and increasingly angry.

      Great. I have to manage my own embarrassment, the landscape around us in case some jackass decides to make a viral video, and bring the tone down with the police.

      And now I have to add de-escalating Hamish.

      “Is this–does this thing shave your taint and... put deodorant on it?” the cop asks, turning it over like it's a diamond he's evaluating.

      “Excuse me?”

      A stack of trifold color brochures with little foil packs glued to them comes spilling out of the suitcase as he paws through it. There appear to be at least seven different herbal supplements, all with ginseng, all promising powerful erections.

      Every damn one of them.

      “The Refractor?” the officer says, holding up a tiny bottle that he shakes like a maraca. “Clinically proven to help you achieve that goal of six times a night.”

      “Six times a night?” I snort. “Why would anyone want to have sex six times in the same night?”

      Hamish opens his mouth, then wisely shuts it.

      Instead of looking at me, the officer eyes Hamish, his gaze narrowing. “You take this stuff?”

      “God, nae. If I took that, ma todger would swell up like a helium balloon and I'd hover along the ceiling like a sick vampire.”

      “Your imagery is not helping anyone,” I hiss at him.

      “What else is in here?” the cop mutters, more to himself than us. People are walking past, looking once then picking up their pace. The last thing anyone wants is to be detained in an airport.

      You know. Like us, right now.

      A coloring book appears among the stacks of paper, half the normal size, with the words galley proof stamped across the top.

      “Footballers Do Kama Sutra,” the cop says loudly. The cover has Hamish on it–or, rather, a manga-style version of Hamish–doing something obscene to a soccer ball.

      We all tilt our heads to the right, looking at it.

      As he flips through the pages, we see that quite a few popular footballers have been depicted in various sexual positions.

      “You posed for this?” Officer Gutierrez asks Hamish, who flinches.

      “Nah. That's someone's imagination hard at work.”

      “And the people who made this are asking you to endorse it?”

      “Aye. They are. But that'll be a nae.” Hamish peers intently at the cover. “Ma legs are nae so scrawny as that. I'd be embarrassed to have people thinking so.”

      “THAT is what would embarrass you about that coloring book? THAT?” I choke out.

      For the next minute or so, my suitcase is mined by the cop, who pulls out several kinds of butt floss (not thongs... actual butt floss, in different, uh, flavors) and various brochures for high-end sports cars, watches, and more beer brands than I knew existed.

      And then there are the vibrators, all based on Hamish's position:

      Striker.

      “Are you selling sex toys?” the cop asks bluntly, moving himself slightly so he's between me and Hamish, which only makes Hamish move more aggressively.

      There is a river of testosterone flowing between them, and the heat from Hamish's anger may be melting the snow caps.

      “And what if she is? They're legal,” Hamish challenges.

      “No!” I gasp. “I'm not selling sex toys!” My words are loud enough to turn heads.

      And gain the attention of another airport cop, a woman with long hair in a braid, wearing the same flak jacket as Officer Gutierrez. As she approaches, I see she's muttering into a walkie-talkie and sizing up Hamish.

      Who is puffing up.

      “We have people waiting fer us,” Hamish says, expecting the cop to back off.

      He doesn't. “What's the rush? After your photo shoot for Taint Ready, you need to do a Fresh Balls promo?”

      “I play football, no’ pocket pool.”

      The female officer snickers as she joins in pawing through my stuff, finding a small pink case and opening it.

      “Is that yer diaphragm?' Hamish whispers. “I havna been wi' a woman who used one o’ those. Now I'm more curious about ye, Amy.”

      “Sorry to disappoint, Hamish, but that's my retainer.”

      The female officer holds it up with her bare fingers, touching the plastic mold, making me cringe.

      “That's no' a reliable form o’ birth control.” He frowns. “Feels terrible during a blow job, too.”

      “This is not a good time to talk about blow jobs!”

      “Is there really ever a bad time to talk about blow jobs?” he asks, mystified.

      For whatever reason, that's the moment I lose my temper.

      Not when he tried to screw a flight attendant in an airplane restroom.

      Not when he booty-called me at 3 a.m. on the night before my sister's wedding to his cousin.

      Not when he threw his body–and an old Patriots picnic blanket–over me to save me from being attacked by a wild turkey in my parents' back yard.

      Not when he showed up unexpectedly at my MBA graduation and kissed me so hard, I heard angels.

      Nope. Not any of those times.

      Now. Now, I lose it.

      “QUIT TALKING ABOUT YOUR PENIS!” I scream.

      Do you know how far an echo travels inside an airport?

      I do now.

      “I thought we were talking about taints,” Officer Gutierrez says snidely.

      “What's a taint?” the female officer asks him, earning a snort from both men.

      “Look, officers,” Hamish says genially, as if I haven't been trying to talk my way through this. As if I'm the unreasonable one. As if he's in charge. “Those embarrassing items are mine.”

      “These?” Gutierrez holds up my grey granny panties.

      Hamish's palms go up in protest. “Ach, nae. I dinna even ken what to say about those. But ma lady friend here works fer me, and–”

      “I DO NOT WORK FOR YOU!”

      “Yer ma handler, right?” he challenges.

      “What parts of you does she handle?” the female officer asks, Gutierrez giving her an admiring look.

      Great. Now I'm nothing but a scoreboard for police officers to rack up burn points.

      “And,” Hamish says, drawing out the word to shut me up, “anything in there that's clearly a new product is ma responsibility. I'm in high demand these days as a spokesperson for brands.”

      “Who are you, exactly?” the female asks.

      I now see her name on her name tag is Moran.

      “Hamish McCormick.” He dips his head and I swear to God, if he kisses her hand, I'll take the Taint Ready razor and turn his into Taint There No More.

      She shrugs. Gutierrez says, “Thanksgiving-sex-tape-scandal guy. The soccer player who slept with his team owner's daughter.”

      “You're the guy they call McWhoremick!”

      “Aye, though I prefer ma own given name. It's Hamish McCormick, Officer Moran.”

      He pronounces it the wrong way, like moron, and she instantly stiffens with anger.

      “It's More-ann.”

      “Aye. Just what I enjoy, when I'm wi' a woman named Ann.”

      I grab his shirt and tug as hard as I can. He doesn't move, so I bluntly–and loudly–say, “This is why you need a handler, you overwhelmingly disgusting, inappropriate, vulgar manbaby.”

      “Because I paid her a compliment?”

      “You consider that a compliment?”

      The officer gives him a dead-eye look and shakes her head.

      “Ma apologies, then, if I've offended.”

      “The only offensive thing here, buddy, is this.” Gutierrez holds up Taint Ready again. “Who cares that much about... you know...”

      Officer Moran lets out a long-suffering sigh. She's my new friend now.

      “Look,” she mutters, shoving my stuff into a pile in my suitcase, not bothering to close it. “It's obvious none of this is a bomb.”

      Gutierrez holds up a red and pink box that says The Bomb: Feel the Explosive Power.

      It's a butt plug.

      “I beg to differ,” he says.

      “None of this is dangerous. It's just stupid,” she replies. “Can't detain someone for stupidity.”

      Gutierrez arches one eyebrow. I don't want to know what that means.

      “Then we're free to go?” I venture.

      The officers shake their heads at us, which is confusing, because that means no, right? We're not free to go?

      One of their walkie-talkies squawks. Whatever's being said, they listen intently, the words impossible for me to understand, and then they look at us. “Go on,” they both say, slightly out of sync but in agreement.

      “Thank you,” I gush, overwhelmed by feelings of fury and relief.

      “That's it? 'Go on'?” Hamish harumphs, his body standing straighter, like a warrior attuned to a threat. “Ye paw through ma lady friend's bag in public and humiliate her for no reason because ye canna tell the difference between a bomb and a personal care product, and now ye leave it all in a pile wi' her period knickers on top like a flag o' surrender, and ye just saunter off to go treat others so poorly? This is how it works in America?”

      Cold dread fills my stomach. We were so close.

      “You're snatching defeat from the jaws of victory,” I hiss. “Like that red card for breaking Colin MacDonnerson’s knee in your expo game.”

      “YOU TAKE THAT BACK,” he thunders. “We were both going for the ball!”

      Oh. Hey. Looky here. Turns out I'm not the only one who has nerves that can be poked.

      The officers are openly snickering at this point. I grab the lid of my bag and shove it down hard, the contents so wildly disarranged, there's no hope of closing it easily.

      “I need your body,” I order Hamish.

      “Now? Here? After ye insult ma feet?”

      “It's not your feet I need, Hamish.”

      “Yer mad, woman. Ye turn me down over and over and when ye finally want to bed me, it's here?”

      “I need you to sit on my suitcase so I can close it. You don't need your penis to do that.”

      “Nah. Ma penis is capable of a great many things, but that's no’ on the list.”

      He moves me away, centers his beautiful ass over my suitcase, and drops all his weight onto it. Reaching around to the zipper, he closes it neatly.

      “I'm revising the contract. No talking about your penis anymore,” I huff.

      “Ye brought it up, pet. In fact, ye screamed it.” He gives me a side-eye glance. “Yer a screamer, are ye? In bed, too?”

      “OH MY GOD, HAMISH!”

      “Aye. There's ma preview.”

      I push him off my bag as he laughs, then turn it upright and pull it toward the limo area, where a driver is holding a sign with our names on it.

      I don't say a word to Hamish the entire way to our hotel.

      He manages the same.

      It's quite the feat.
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      Photo shoots are all the same, yet different from each other as well.

      It's boring as hell, mostly people standing around judging my body and making small tweaks to my position or my hair or whatever I’m wearing, all designed to make their product look good. It's as if whatever piece of me they're borrowing is a bit contagious.

      They only want the good. Certainly not the bad. And never the real, the authentic, the true.

      They want an image. And if God gave me a body and a face that help companies with big checkbooks make potential customers feel an emotion carefully elicited by a marketing team, then I'm their man.

      Bzzz

      My phone is in my trousers, which are currently hanging neatly on a clothing rack, off to my right. I'm in a corner of an indoor stadium, a heat lamp on my mostly nude body, while six other teammates receive the same treatment. Until I walked in, I had no idea my own mates would be here.

      It's the off season, so I don't have much contact with the team going forward. Harry got hired to do the girls' clinic at Amherst with me, but that was a one-off.

      Except... it wasn't. Amy doesn't know that when the opportunity came to my attention, I grabbed it. It paid almost nothing, but I knew she went to school there. I reached out to Marie. I made a coincidence happen.

      I'm no stalker. I just couldn't find a way to reach her after the mess at Thanksgiving. It's very, very hard to embarrass me.

      Having my sex tape on the telly at the Jacobys’ house managed to do it nicely, though.

      None of my texts or calls after that got through to Amy, so I found a different way. That kiss at her graduation really was a bet Harry made me, but it was a thin excuse.

      And the way she kissed me back told me she has feelings, too. Not that I didn't know it already.

      But that kiss confirmed it.

      Bzzz

      “Could ye fetch that fer me, pet?” I ask the makeup girl, Mona, who can't be more than eighteen. Sweet young hen who's making eyes at me like she's a hair’s breadth away from spreading her legs right here on the floor and drawing me in.

      “Sure!” she chirps, her hair a blend of metallic colors, blues and purples dominating. She finds my jeans and brings me the phone, looking openly at the screen. “What's a bawbag?”

      “Must be ma brother, Darren.” I take the call. “What d'ye want, bampot?”

      “Heya, donkey. Mum and Da have taken ye fer dead.”

      “I'm speaking to ye, aye? No’ dead yet.”

      “Ye need to call. FaceTime. Somethin’. Mum's moanin’ nonstop about how ye moved to America and became one o' them.”

      “Would that be sae bad?”

      “Don't ye dare say that to her, Hamish! Ye're no' the one living wi' her. She clutches yer baby picture and walks around the house wailin' about how time is short and her heart is livin’ outside her body in the colonies.”

      “She's watching too much Outlander again?”

      “Aye.”

      “That's no’ why yer calling me, Darren. Happenin'? Got to be about a hen.”

      He sighs. “Aye.”

      “Ye knock one up, finally?” I ask the question in jest, but half terrified. Last thing the world needs is a nineteen-year-old like Darren, who works at a supermarket and spends most of his wages on drink and weed, to father a bairn.

      “Nae. I wrap it. It's about ye, though. And the hen.”

      “Yer hen wants to bed me?” That may sound arrogant, but it's happened before. Groupies have used Darren to get to me.

      Never worked. I'm not letting that happen, not ever. Even the hot ones didn't have a chance. Poor Darren was crushed by the attempt. If she'd succeeded? He'd have been destroyed.

      Family before flings, always.

      “Nae. She wants to meet ye, though. Her da's in bad shape. Dyin’ of lung cancer.”

      “Oof.”

      “Aye. And she's like us. Older da, younger mum. He's older than Da, even, but there's nine kids in the family. She's in the middle.”

      “The middle! How old's the youngest?”

      “Four.”

      “Four! A man in his seventies still spittin' 'em out? Guid fer him.”

      “No' guid fer the family, though. They have money problems.”

      And there it is.

      When you make more money than the people you know, you're rich. You just are, even if you're not really rich. They think you're rich, and that's all that matters.

      When I signed my first contract as a pro footballer, every friend, friend-of-a-friend, friend-of-a-friend's-rubbish-man–you get the picture–came out of the woodwork to touch a piece of me.

      And more than a few wanted a piece of my bank account.

      Darren's my family, so that's different. But he also goes through women like choosing a candy bar at a vending machine. He picks one, pushes the right button, and gets his sweet treat.

      “Ye know we have a procedure fer this. Call ma agent.” Jody acts as a filter for me. He has money people who control it all for me, too. In the beginning, I gave away my shirt. Literally once–signed it and handed it off to my old music teacher to sell, to raise money for the school choir.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Amy talking to someone in a suit, a common enough sight on this trip. While all the staffers run around me like bees spreading pollen, she's talking to the money people. The marketing people. The corporate drones who all have a small role in what adds up to a big campaign.

      Darren groans. “I hate doing that. He asks too many questions. Why canna ye just... help?”

      “Ye know why.”

      “Because ye screwed up and gave Midgie fifty thousand pounds? Come on, Hamish. That was six years ago!”

      “And I still regret it! I'm a softy, Darren. Have to have a filter.”

      “Even with yer own brother?”

      “Yer no' asking for money fer yerself. Yer askin' me to help yer girlfriend. That's different.”

      “Then how about I ask you fer money, and just give it to her?”

      I growl at him.

      “That doesna work anymore, Hamish. I'm no' twelve.”

      “Nah. Yer no’, Darren. So act like it. A man respects another man's boundaries.”

      Amy's approaching me, her hair pulled up in a way that shows off the graceful lines of her neck. She's wearing a black pantsuit, the jacket slung over the back of a chair to one side of the set, a clipboard in her hands. She moves it in front of her, holding it below her waist, a patient look on her face.

      “Got to go, Darren. Call Jody. Ask.”

      “Fine. But call Mum. She's practically planning yer funeral.”

      “I will. Be guid.”

      “Ye always say that.”

      “Because ye never are. I'm an optimist, aye?”

      We get off the phone, laughing. Amy gives me a quizzical look.

      “Ma younger brother, Darren.”

      “The guy you thought I was sleeping with?”

      My blood heats up like she took a blow torch to it. “What the hell are ye talkin’ about?”

      “That day I accidentally texted you, right before Thanksgiving.”

      “When ye were telling yer sisters about yer da's todger accident?”

      “Right. I called you when I thought you were Shannon doing a prank. You accused me of being Darren's American girlfriend and warned me not to touch any balled-up socks under his bed.”

      I shudder. “Guid advice, no matter what.”

      She laughs. “I never had brothers, so... I guess I appreciate the warning?”

      “I've enough brothers to lend ye a few.”

      “How many kids are in your family?”

      “Eight.”

      “That's a lot.”

      “Aye.” A wave of something fierce rushes through me. “I miss them,” I confess.

      “You're really close?”

      “Aye.”

      “Like my family.”

      I nod. “When I come to yer house, it makes me feel like I'm home.”

      Her head tilts, studying me. “That's a very sweet compliment. I'll let Mom and Dad know. They always say they want a house full of love.”

      “Then they've succeeded. And their success is better than anything ye or I could accomplish,” I reply, earning a shocked look.

      “HAMISH!” Harry screams from across the room, wearing nothing but his shorts, socks, and shoes. Like me.

      And half a kilo of makeup all over him.

      Like me.

      “Are you ready for this shite? Let's get our glamorous pictures taken and then go burn off all this bullshit with a few pints!” he screams.

      Amy's shocked look intensifies.

      “Is that Harry? From my graduation?”

      “Aye.”

      “Is he always so...”

      “Loud?”

      “Intense.”

      “He's a goalie. And a short one.”

      “Is that supposed to mean something?”

      The blue-haired makeup girl finishes with me. Without replying to Amy, I stand, shirtless, wearing my uniform shorts, the socks on my feet carefully positioned to show a logo. We're all here to promote these socks. I'm wearing socks that'll pay to build a community center back home.

      Never knew socks could be so valuable.

      

      
        
        Amy

      

      

      

      I've seen him naked before. Once.

      That was by accident.

      He's not naked right now, but he's close. And this time, it's my job to look at him.

      Every square inch.

      “Doing inventory?” he asks, interrupting me, clearly enjoying being the center of attention.

      “Just making sure you meet the requirements.”

      “Oh, I've got more than enough to meet whatever requirements they have.” He shifts his weight slightly from one hip to the other, the light outline of his requirements coming into stark relief.

      “It's you and six teammates doing an ad for socks, Hamish. This isn't a tryout for Magic Mike.”

      “Ye think Jody could get me a spot in the third movie? Because I'd fit in.”

      God help me, he would.

      “I don't think that would support your brand.”

      “Ma brand?”

      “Sports.”

      “Sure, ma brand is sports. But the way to exponential success is to keep the circles growing.”

      “Circles?”

      “Ye have circles of influence, aye? Yer family is the inner ring. Then yer extended family or found family. Then yer friends. In business, it's a bit different. I have ma reputation in sports wi' ma team. Then there's the league. Then the international tournaments. With endorsements, it goes from local to regional to national to international. And the circle after international isna sports.”

      “You've given this a lot of thought. More than I gave you credit for.”

      “I may no' have two degrees, Amy, but I've a heap o' common sense.”

      “Then why do you screw inappropriate women?”

      He looks stunned. “There's nae such thing as an inappropriate woman, Amy. They're all appropriate. People canna be inappropriate. They can do inappropriate things, but–”

      “You know what I meant.”

      “Naw. I dinna ken. Because ye think that way, aye? No' me. Ye think o' people in categories. I just see future friends and needs that I can meet. It gives me joy to help people.”

      “Sleeping with your team owner's daughter was an act of service?” I say sarcastically.

      He winks at me. “Try it sometime and see fer yerself.”

      “I'm good, thanks. I don't need to sleep with her.”

      Someone calls him over, all the footballers emerging from their lighted makeup stations, my brain exploding at his words and his laughter as he walks away. Unable to formulate a good answer to his obviously wrong analysis of how my brain works, I let him go, watching the group.

      The makeup crew flutters around the men like butterflies, preventing them from touching each other or anything else. For the next few hours, they'll be arranged carefully, no attention to detail lost, the final product scrutinized by art directors and marketing experts.

      Photoshop can do a lot, but given the sight before me, they won't need much.

      Because these men are glorious.

      Glorious.

      Admiring the physical form for its own sake is foreign to me, generating feelings I don't understand. How can my eyes land on a body and have a physical–or even emotional–reaction to it like this? I'm aroused, transfixed, delighted, and horrified, all at once.

      Which tells you how powerful they are.

      Each man is different. Hamish towers over them all. Some have broader shoulders, others have thicker thighs. Heights vary. Some are darker, with broad faces, while others have pointy chins and eyes closer together. They're wearing regulation uniform shorts, some with deep tan lines and all with makeup designed to even out skin tone. Harry is twitching in his space like a caged animal. Hamish wasn't kidding. The guy is in perpetual motion.

      I know all their names now:

      

      Hamish McCormick

      Harry Edgerton

      Kamil Said

      Luis Santayana

      Moe Stillmacher

      Jace Canton

      Gatimu Mwangi

      

      Flesh transforms into art in the eye of the beholder. I can't stop watching the men as the assistant art directors assemble them, constantly tweaking and turning them, so focused on perfecting the image they're creating about... socks.

      Yeah. Socks.

      “Ms. Jacoby?” The brand representative from the sock company, an older blonde named Carin, gives me a tight smile, eyes catching mine for a second before going to a point behind me, over my shoulder. “You're welcome to leave if you want to. Shoots like this can be incredibly boring. I noticed you didn't eat lunch.”

      “I had a protein bar,” I tell her. “I'm fine.”

      Carin gives me another look, as if I've passed a test. This time, she leans in. “You flew in last night. You're probably tired. And these guys won't loosen up with suits around.”

      I look pointedly at hers. She notices and laughs.

      “I'm not trying to slow your roll. I'm genuinely suggesting you take a break. Go for a walk.”

      “Or a run,” I say with a wistful sigh.

      “You run?”

      “I do. Long distance.”

      “Marathons?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Did you bring running clothes and shoes?”

      I point to my bag on the floor. “Yes. I wasn't sure how formal this would be.”

      “Then do it. A five-mile run would only take half an hour or so, right?”

      One look at Hamish, who is suddenly chatting up a blue-haired makeup girl, and I realize I can't. I wish I could, but I can't.

      My contractual obligation to stop him from schtupping the staff is the bane of my existence, but it’s also the source of my paycheck.

      Carin sees me watching him and misunderstands why.

      “He's quite the specimen, isn't he?”

      She has no idea my true job is to make sure comments like that don't turn into shagging.

      “He's a major pain in the ass.”

      An unexpected giggle emerges from her, wide, lined eyes meeting mine. “You really like him, huh?”

      “I work with him. It's my job to be polite to him. Not like him.”

      “Hard not to. Look at him. You could climb him all day long and never get tired.”

      “He's got good business instincts,” I concede.

      “It's clear from that sex tape, he's got instincts, all right,” she mutters conspiratorially.

      Bzzz

      Saved by her phone.

      “You need a break. Take one.” Waving, she walks away.

      I move over to the group, avoiding electrical cords and banks of lights. The guys are ribbing each other, the accents all over the place: Scottish, English, Kenyan, Argentinian, and German. It's a free-floating mix of English language with accents foreign to my American ears.

      I'm well educated but not well traveled. That's going to hurt me if I don't change it.

      Soon.

      Adrenaline shoots through me as a slow-rolling panic begins in my calves, tingling tendrils of fear making their way along my skin. Insecurity is a terrible burden on the best of days, but it has a nasty habit of showing up at the worst possible moments.

      Like now.

      “Oy! Amy!” Harry calls out, waving. His arm brushes against Jace Canton's shorts, leaving a tan streak from makeup.

      “You smeared me!” Jace complains, a makeup person immediately there, blotting like her life depends on it. Unlike the blue-haired girl, this woman is older, with brown hair pulled into a low knot and enormous glasses framing her eyes. She moves expertly, wrist flicking a cloth against Jace's shorts, and she obviously doesn't care that she's blotting inches from his genitals.

      They're just a prop now.

      “Just like on the pitch during practice!” Harry shoots back.

      “I'm hot,” Hamish groans.

      “We know that,” Jace cracks. “How’s your temperature, though?”

      The guys snicker, but as Luis Santayana begins to cross his arms over his chest, the blue-haired makeup girl shrieks. He looks like a newborn when a startle reflex kicks in, arms going out, brushing against Hamish's arm and Gatimu's shoulder.

      The two makeup people groan.

      Carin shoots me a look from across the room that says, See? Told you.

      For the next two hours, she's right. It's nothing but little touches and touch-ups, the guys increasingly antsy. They're acting like twelve-year-old boys incrementally deprived of food, and let me tell you, I know exactly what that's like.

      Dad is a Cub Scout leader, and you take a group of kids that age, put them in a van for a camping trip, drive three hours, and set up camp before feeding them, and you get a little pack of feral animals that will turn on anyone around them.

      Harry's the first to snap.

      “I need to get the hell out of here,” he shouts. “This is stupid!”

      “If earning this kind of money fer two days of pictures is stupid, Harry, then ye're a numpty,” Hamish calls back as the photographer lets out a slow sigh, the shot ruined now.

      “I'd rather play an extra three months than do this!”

      “It's easy, Harry. Come on,” Gatimu urges him. “We just have to stand here and look pretty.”

      “The girls who follow us around to bed a baller are pretty. You are not.”

      Gatimu laughs, throwing his head back with a joyful sound. “Maybe. But that doesn't change the fact that we're here, so we might as well enjoy this. The paycheck is worth it, and we're all a little closer to being like Hamish.”

      “There's naught but one o' me, Gat. Dinna think ye can be me.”

      “I have no desire to be you, Hamish. I just admire what you've done. Give it two years and you'll be on a Kelloggs box.”

      Hamish snorts. “That's no' the height of ma career.”

      “BREAK!” the photographer calls out, instantly disappearing.

      “Go run around the block ten times, Harry. Get that energy out,” Gat encourages him.

      “NO!” Blue-Haired Girl shrieks. “You'll ruin your makeup. Find another way to relieve tension.”

      “That an offer?” Harry asks with a leer.

      “Ew. Gross. No,” she says easily, turning away.

      “Go chugging,” Hamish tells him, as Harry's face goes sour at her words.

      “Already did. Three times. Isn't helping.”

      “Ye've the energy of three people,” Hamish says sympathetically. “A blessing on the pitch, a curse in life.”

      My phone buzzes. Quintana.

      Keep an eye out for players who might be good for endorsements, she says.

      I instantly reply with: Gatimu Mwangi. Good looking but also calm, patient, and engaged.

      That was fast, she replies. I grin.

      He just mentioned it. Said he admires Hamish's rise.

      Good. We'll run a check on him and go from there. How's the job?

      Fine.

      Photo shoots are boring. Take breaks. You'll need them. Most of the hard work for you isn't the shoots. It's in Hamish’s down time.

      I take a good look at the crew. There's no one here Hamish has been flirting with too much.

      Actually, I'm the only person he's been flirting with.

      Good point, I type back. Carin Miklaus said the same thing.

      I know Carin from a clean-water project I did with her years ago. Tell her I said hi. Listen to her. She knows her stuff.

      Will do. Thanks.

      My eyes find my gym bag. If Quintana says it's fine, and Carin's urging me as well, who am I to argue? My legs are tight from not getting enough exercise, and I can feel the bloat of airport food and room service, so a run would be good.

      Five miles. Under an hour, even with changing clothes.

      What could go wrong?

      “Hey, Carin,” I ask walking swiftly to her. “How long will they be?” The guys cluster around the food table, eating from a large vegetable tray, most of them sucking down coffee and tea.

      “Hours,” she says, looking at my bag. “Decided to take my advice?”

      “Quintana said you know your stuff.”

      She lights up. “Ah, Quintana. I love her. Such a partier.”

      I tuck that away for future reference and ask, “Where are the women's locker rooms?”

      “There's just Home and Away.” She points. “There you go.”

      The stadium is huge, the shoot set up near one goal. The whole crew is working hard to produce hundreds of photos of a bunch of shirtless football players whose skin, hair, bodies, and clothing look better than real life ever could. As I walk along the outside of the field–I mean, pitch–I spot what I assume is a locker room.

      Changing room, rather. For having the same English language, and playing the same sport, the terms are so different. Field versus pitch. Plays versus formations. Cleats versus boots. Locker room versus changing room.

      It's fascinating, actually. A new dialect to learn.

      Yellow CAUTION tape stretches across sections of the locker room. I knock on a door. No sound. Tentatively, I step in.

      It's empty.

      I quickly undress, neatly folding my suit and shirt and wrestling my way into my running bra. When you're well endowed, putting on a sports bra is a bit like squeezing an octopus into a wetsuit. It's even worse peeling it off when you're soaking wet after the run.

      It feels illicit to be doing this, like skipping school. Going for a run on company time? But Quintana's my boss, and she encouraged me. I'm living my job, so if that's the case, my job has to let me live inside it, right?

      Once I finish changing, I realize I have no idea where to run to. Outside on the streets around the stadium? Doing laps here, with the guys around, is just begging to be teased.

      No way.

      I pull out my phone and solve my own problem in two minutes. A runner's app recommends a route through side streets that connect to a great trail. Urban running isn't my favorite, but it's only five miles, and I'm already out of my comfort zone. Why stop now?

      I leave my clothes but take my phone, some cash, and a couple of cards. I tuck them into my pocket and off I go.

      The first half mile is nothing but aches, but they’re good aches. The kind that feel important, that tell me I needed this more than I realized. The route is easy to find, an asphalt path I take one step at a time until my blood starts pumping and I tune out the world. No earbuds, no music, just the steady receding of my thoughts, like the tide going out.

      I'm just feet that move forward, one thump at a time.

      It's bliss.

      Bliss to let go of the nonstop thoughts. Bliss to let go of my own insecurities and worries. Bliss to… well.

      Just bliss.

      L.A. is as sunny as the stereotype, a light haze everywhere, filtering the sun like an Instagram option. I'm ignoring everyone, passing walkers and moms pushing strollers, focused on the air crossing my increasingly heated skin. My pace is much slower than six minutes.

      Carin was kind to suggest I could whip off five miles in half an hour.

      Slow runners like me are everywhere. I've been improving, but that’s less about achievement and more about boredom. Plus, there's a limit to what my body can handle, much as it pains me to say it. When I was in high school and realized I'd never be a recruited cross-country runner, I downgraded it to a hobby, then dropped it altogether. I only resumed running a few years ago.

      Something about going numb a few miles in is so appealing. How else can you attain nothingness without drugs or alcohol?

      I'm in flow with the world when all I have to do is move my body forward. Not my career. Not my love life. Just the soles of my feet.

      Sweat breaks out along my hairline, the Southern California warmth divine. It's early June, and I imagine by August, the heat is punishing. When we left Boston two days ago, though, it was in the sixties, and the fifteen-degree jump and nonstop sun make me smile.

      Smiling while running is the best.

      Hamish fills my mind the instant I smile, making me grin even more. What if I indulge myself a little, and let my mind wander about him? We've kissed twice, and both times were hot and deep. Intense, even though they were public kisses. The ripple of emotion along my skin made me want more.

      No, I won't actually sleep with him, but would it hurt to let myself imagine what it would be like to touch that bare chest? To feel his legs brush against mine in bed? How good is he with that mouth everywhere?

      I let out a long breath and a flurry of hot images fills my mind.

      Bzzz

      Startled out of my flow, I let out a little scream, like a tree frog in my throat. Laughing at myself, I grab my phone.

      We’re finishing up and moving on to the action shots. The guys are changing into full gear, Carin texts. FYI.

      I wonder how to ask what I need to know.

      Should I be there? I reply.

      New people coming in, models to play jersey chasers.

      Oh, boy. More women on the set. Hamish will have fresh meat to explore. I definitely need to get back.

      Thanks, I reply. On my way. I'm about two miles out.

      I get a smile in return.

      Thankfully, I'm warmed up, so I push the miles back, sweat rolling off me like a toxin being expelled. Back home, I rarely run in the city, so this is different. Without earbuds, I can't drown out sounds: Horns honking, the pneumatic wheeze of big trucks, and the shouts of workmen on construction sites all blend together. Traffic helicopters hover overhead, making it all feel very, very busy.

      Unlike my first two miles, these last two are more punishing. Less tranquil.

      I'm absolutely soaked by the time I return to the stadium.

      “Excuse me?” a security guard says as I approach the door I left from. One of the cards I took with me on the run is my entrance pass. It's wet with sweat but he nods and lets me in.

      The labyrinthine pathways to get to the locker rooms feel longer than half my run. They’re empty save for a stadium cleaning crew working on buffing floors; one guy is using a big riding machine like a Zamboni, except it seems to wash the concrete. I find my way back to the locker room, but it's blocked with yellow CAUTION tape now.

      Huh.

      I look around, my phone buzzing again.

      It's Carin.

      I ignore it. I just need just five minutes to strip down, take a cold shower, pin my hair back up, and throw on some makeup. I’m pretty sure there's another door to the locker room down the hall. I pop in and–success.

      The bank of lockers I used earlier is right there, and my clothes are in the locker I chose.

      Stripping out of my wet sports bra isn't fun. After practically subluxating my shoulder and having my hair yanked far too hard, I'm down to my panties, toeing off my shoes and bending to strip off sweat-soaked socks, when I realize I don't have a towel.

      How am I going to take a shower?

      Grabbing my running shirt and pressing it to my bare chest, I tiptoe around the lockers, searching for a rack, a container–something–with towels. The showers in here are all open, a long line of showerheads.

      Suddenly, this feels too public. Too open.

      Too intrusive.

      In a small room off the larger locker area, I spot a cabinet with doors that close on the bottom, the open top shelves piled with hand towels. When I open the lower doors, there they are.

      I grab a towel and go back to the other side of the lockers, eyeing the bank of showerheads on the way.

      Hmmm... Can I do a two-minute rinse without someone coming in? Suddenly, I hear noises in the locker room.

      Distinctly male noises.

      “Bloody makeup. Who the hell invented that?” Jace calls out. “This is nothing but shite.”

      “Ye look like a bear playing dress-up wi' her wee sister, Jace. Yer hair looks like brown steel wool and soap,” Hamish says as I freeze in place, pressing the towel to my breasts, stunned.

      “Hey! Why is there a pile of women's clothes here on my bench?” That's Harry, his voice puzzled.

      “Groupies?” Gatimu calls out.

      “Nah, those are hired models,” Hamish says as I peek around the corner to find the guys, all–every single one of them–stripped naked. Gatimu is walking away toward the showers, Jace listening to Hamish as he reaches for his towel, bending over in a way that shows all the makeup lines.

      And so much more.

      My heart is screaming in my chest as I stand here in panties and nothing else, my sweat-soaked shirt sticking to my front, the towel pressed hard there, too. If I hold it out to open it up and wrap around me, I'll draw attention to myself.

      This is literally the stuff of nightmares.

      “Just because they're models doesn't mean they don't want to bed us, too,” Kamil Said contributes.

      “Ye know they have an app now? Ma agent told me. The Americans call it the Jersey Chaser app. An honest-to-God groupie app. Ye can download it from the app store and everything. Pictures of us, percent complete, the whole bit,” Hamish says with a hooting laugh that makes me want to strangle him with my wet sports bra.

      The one sitting next to the pile of clothes Harry is now shaking out.

      “Oooo, looky here. Someone's left her bra for us,” Harry says, putting it between his legs and pretending to–

      Oh, God.

      I'm never touching that bra again.

      “It's no' a thong, Harry. And ye look like yer enjoying that a wee bit too much.”

      “If there's a girl in here wantin’ a good shag to score points on the app, where is she? Come out, come out, girly-girl. We don't bite!” Harry says.

      “Speak for yourself,” Jace murmurs to a chorus of deep chuckles that makes my skin crawl.

      “On that app, yer the top player for Dunsdill, ye know, Jace,” Hamish says, slinging a towel over his shoulder. I close my eyes.

      “Did you steal my towel?” Jace says, searching his stuff as most of the guys head straight for the showers.

      “Nah. Go get one in the kit room.”

      My eyes dart to the sign in front of the doorway where I'm frozen, holding the towel.

      No.

      No, no, no.

      Equipment Room.

      It all happens in slow motion as I back into the room, scrambling to get to the cabinet in hopes of grabbing another towel in time, but fate has other plans for me. As Jace's naked foot, then thigh, then more, comes into view, it's his face I see last.

      Shock turns to opportunity in his expression, as his tongue thrusts out between his lips and licks his lower one.

      “Well, hello there, sweetheart. You here to see me?”

      “Please,” is all I can squeak out, my legs turning cold as my mind loops through the terror of dropping my towel and shirt.

      “Please? Oh, I can please you, all right.”

      “Hey! Jace! Ye got another towel there?” Around the corner comes Hamish, looking neutral until he sees me, astonishment turning to pure rage when his eyes jump to Jace.

      “We got ourselves a live one, Hamish,” Jace says with a low purr that makes my stomach turn sour. “And I found her first.”

      Until that moment I did not know that people could explode.

      Explode.

      Hamish goes from rage to human bomb, moving into Jace's space in under a second, the whoof of air from his motion making me blink. There's a squeal, the shuffle of feet on concrete, and then everything I know turns to a ringing in my ears. My hands clutch the towel and wet shirt against my chest, Hamish's back and ass all I can see.

      Or feel.

      Fury radiates from his skin. His head jerks back, the ends of his hair brushing my nose, and he smashes his forehead straight into Jace's face.

      So that's what he means by a Scottish kiss.

      “McCormick! What the hell are you doing?” Gat shouts as Jace staggers to the right, hands reaching for anything for balance. His fingers claw me, one causing a long, stinging scrape down my leg, as he grabs the end of my towel and pulls it down with him, my wet t-shirt gliding along for the ride.

      The ride to Shametown.

      My scream makes Hamish whip around to face me. The center of his forehead is bright red, his eyes wild and his hands in fists. The towel on his shoulder is still there somehow and he grabs it, flicking it open and covering me with it as he presses his entire body against mine, pushing me into a locker.

      “What are you doing?” I scream.

      “Protectin’ ye,” he hisses.

      There’s a flash, then another. Then:

      “Who’s the ginger jersey chaser, Hamish?” a woman jeers before her question is cut off by two uniformed security guards hustling her out. I only see her tangentially, in little glimpses around Hamish's triceps, my face in his makeup-covered chest.

      Jace is sitting on the floor, cradling his broken nose, blood staining the concrete. Harry, Gat, Kamil, Luis, and a guy I assume is Moe come running in, all in various states of wetness or dress. Harry drops down to Jace, looking up at Hamish with a mystified expression.

      “What the hell ya do that for, Hamish?”

      “He was goin' after Amy!”

      “She was naked in the changing room, Hamish!” Jace bellows. “That's like dangling a piece of raw meat in front of a hungry lion! Of course I went after her.”

      Carin taps on the door, flanked by more security officers. I'm covering my face with my hand now, but our eyes meet underneath Hamish's armpit.

      “Amy?” she gasps, taking in my state.

      “Get her a towel, pet,” Hamish says to her through gritted teeth. “Over there. Cabinet.”

      Carin does as told, and soon I have three towels, Hamish no longer blanketing me. Carin eyes the blood all over Jace.

      “What happened?” she asks. Her tone is clear: This is not good.

      I take a deep breath, words completely gone from my head.

      “Yeah, Amy. What happened?” Hamish asks, looking down as he twists a towel around his hips.

      Jace leaps up, blood streaking his chest and pooled a bit at the navel. His sudden side tackle pushes Hamish into me and the three of us go down in a pile. My elbow hits a bench, Hamish contorting his body so that as we fall, I land on him.

      Cushioning my fall is nice and all, but he loses the towel again.

      “Ye bastard,” Jace grunts as bloody spittle covers my chest, Hamish wrestling with him until a bucket of water covers all three of us. Gat stands above us all, then Harry inserts himself to peel me away. Luis, the only team member fully dressed, separates Jace and Hamish.

      “He was attackin’ Amy!” Hamish bellows.

      “Was not! She was naked in the changing room, fer fook’s sake!” Jace counters, making me realize my ear for accents has been terrible. He's not English.

      He's Irish.

      “She's ma handler, ye idjit!”

      “How was I to know that, Hamish? Never met her before. She didn't come near the set. Never saw her from closer than ten meters. You broke my nose over a shag?”

      Two guys grab Hamish's arms instantly, holding him back, red hair and white teeth all I see as Hamish loses it again.

      “Why were you in here at all, Amy?” Carin demands as I stand up and try to reassemble the shreds of my dignity.

      The truth is the best option here.

      I shrug, look her straight in the eye, and say, “I took your and Quintana's advice.”

      “Advice?”

      I'm standing in a changing room, blood smeared on my shoulder, elbow throbbing from Jace's shove. Hamish is looking at me like he's ready to strangle Jace, or is just as likely to drag me out of here into the jungle and make mad, passionate love to me. We're all mostly naked, and the client is incredulous.

      So I say the first words that make sense.

      “I just went for a run.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Amy

      

      

      

      Quintana looks like she's trying to decide whether to be pleased or pissed. I have no influence whatsoever over her final decision.

      And it's killing me.

      We're on a Zoom call. I’m still in L.A., day two of the photo shoot starting in a few hours. The three-hour time difference means I'm up at 5 a.m. and woozy from sleep.

      Lack of sleep is more like it. Good thing Starbucks counts as a legitimate business expense. I spent half the night looping through the horror of yesterday, and the other half trying to convince myself that it didn't happen.

      Guess which half won.

      “You weren't supposed to be his next scandal,” she says bluntly. It would be better if her face weren't so neutral. So stone-like. A little more emotion would make me feel like I'd screwed up, but at least it would be okay.

      Someday.

      “I'm not a scandal, I swear! Remember how you and Carin told me to take a break? I did. I went for a run. The shoot was moving forward and they sent the guys in to shower and change, but there was construction in the locker rooms. I was in there trying to get dressed, and they–”

      “Amy.”

      “–I never would have done that if I'd thought the guys would use the same locker room! The whole thing is one big mess and I–”

      “Amy.”

      “–it's mortifying to realize–”

      “AMY!”

      “Oh! Sorry. Sorry.”

      “There are pictures.”

      The flash behind Hamish during the incident.

      “Let me guess. Me being pinned by Hamish. Naked.”

      “His ass is prominently displayed in the photos, yes. You'll get a report shortly.”

      “A report filled with pictures of his ass?”

      “Basically.”

      “How will that be different from any of the other reports I get on this job?”

      “Exactly.”

      The dreaded Share Screen operation begins, and I brace myself for what I'm about to see, resisting the urge to cover my face with my hands and peek out from between my fingers. Like watching a horror movie.

      The incident did, after all, involve a near-naked me, blood, and a locker room.

      I'm Carrie, minus the telekinesis.

      And trust me, if I had her ability, Jace and Hamish would have been thrown across the room by the sheer force of my glare.

      As the screen fills with the image, I cringe. There’s no other choice. It's bad.

      But then again... not as bad as it could be. Because my face is hidden. Most of my hair, too.

      Plus, Hamish's ass is extraordinary.

      “My face isn't visible in any of the shots, is it?” I ask calmly, being as cold and calculating as possible.

      “No. Hamish is a big man. He covered you. Seems like he knew what he was doing.” Her head tilts a bit, making it clear she finds Hamish's backside as attractive as I do.

      Which starts a simmering anger in me.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Shielding you from pictures. He's positioning his body on purpose.”

      “I never thought about it that way. He just... exploded.”

      “Exploded? What does that mean?”

      “It's hard to explain. As soon as he walked in on Jace hitting on me, he went protective.”

      “Are you two in a romantic relationship?”

      “NO! I'm the one who added the no-sex clause to my contract!” It occurs to me that I wanted to ask for a no-talking-about-your-penis clause for Hamish, but right now doesn't seem like the best time to bring it up.

      “Anyway, the good news is that you're not identifiable. Your hair looks brown in this light.”

      “It was sweaty from the run.”

      “Be sure you're not photographed with wet hair going forward, then. Tongues are wagging already. Lots of female fans are speculating on Reddit about Hamish's new girlfriend.”

      “I am not his girlfriend!”

      “We'll see. Some early social media analysis shows there are stories circulating that he was protecting you.”

      “He was, sort of. Jace mistook me for a jersey chaser.”

      “Yes, you said that in your email. Optics still aren't good, but if people like that side of Hamish, this could actually be a net gain in the long run.”

      “Net gain?”

      “Apparently, some people love the fact that Hamish was so protective of you that he broke Jace's nose.”

      “They what?”

      “Don't try to understand public opinion. Take it at face value and make it work for you.”

      “But...”

      “Hamish's bare ass–arse,” she adds with a laugh, “is polling better than anything else in that picture, but you're number two.”

      Oooo. Yippee.

      “And that's... good?”

      “It's better than being his newest inappropriate fling.”

      “I swear there's nothing going on between us.”

      “For your sake, thank goodness there was a towel between you, and it's obvious in the pictures. Otherwise, he was practically ramming you up against that locker wall.”

      My breath catches in my throat at the memory of how that felt.

      It's a memory I only let myself revisit late last night, in bed, under the hot covers.

      With hands that couldn't help themselves.

      “Right,” I choke out. “That was one of the most embarrassing moments of my life.”

      “You have to make absolutely sure it doesn't happen again.”

      “I promise. No way. I won't leave work ever again.”

      “Just balance everything carefully.”

      “No, Quintana. I mean it. Never.”

      “No need to think in such black-and-white terms.”

      Why do people say that? Because they're wrong. There is a need. I was humiliated yesterday. Terrified and mortified and embarrassed beyond belief. Why would I ever, ever put myself in a similar situation? Mistakes happen to everyone, I know.

      But I make them one time. Once.

      Then never again.

      “Okay.”

      “You're new, Amy. I understand. You’re still learning the ropes, and you’re feeling your way through a job that doesn't make any sense on the surface of it. It looks ridiculous on paper. Being in charge of Hamish McCormick will never be boring.”

      “No kidding.”

      “But the payoff is worth it.”

      Being slammed against the locker by his wall of muscle suddenly sounds like a fringe benefit.

      “Of course.”

      “Good. We're on the same page. My office will keep you posted on optics and metrics if we need to change something.”

      “Change something?”

      “You'll see.”

      “The meeting has been ended by the host” floats on the screen.

      I've been dismissed.

      Not fired, though. I'll call that a win.

      A deep breath and I shake my head, clicking out of the video call and back to a browser tab.

      My email is full of onboarding missives, most of them from HR about health insurance forms and 401(k) plans, but the important ones are from Quintana's direct reports and Hamish's agent, Jody.

      The highest priority is the daily media report, with an emphasis on social media. In other words, how much trouble is Hamish in on any given day?

      It's compiled by someone lower than me on the food chain at Maartensi, with screenshots and captions, graphs and short descriptions, broken down into categories and by platform.

      Most of today’s photos zero in on Hamish's towel-covered ass as he pushes me against the wall, shielding me from Jace.

      Instagram and TikTok accounts dominate; three in particular appear to be the source of the news. And the report makes it clear they've determined exactly whose accounts they are, because it's so easy.

      The women hired to portray jersey chasers in the endorsement campaign turn out to be actual jersey chasers.

      Jealous jersey chasers.

      Angry ones, in fact.

      In American sports, music, and entertainment, we know what groupies are. Typically women (though gender isn't automatic), they sleep with stars for the thrill of it.

      Jersey chasers take it all up a notch. The footballer fetish has taken sex with a star to a new level.

      They've gamified it. They keep scorecards. Actual ones.

      They even have apps.

      Someone took an autograph chaser's app and hacked it for chasing so much more.

      Bzzz

      An alert pops up on my phone, warning me to submit an expense report before noon East Coast time. Today's photo shoot is a continuation of yesterday's, and Quintana has wisely suggested I stay in my hotel and handle work from there. Hamish is stopping by to go over all the product samples, then I'll catalog his responses, send the report to Jody, and he'll respond.

      Apparently, that's how they've handled things in the past, but now I'm given the lovely job of handling taint cleaners and herbal supplements promising to give guys twelve-hour boners.

      Who wants a twelve-hour erection? Wouldn't it just become a tent pole after you have sex a few times, and a wet one at that? What's the point? If I run my hand down a wet pole, I want some hand sanitizer and a dry towel afterward.

      Shaking away that thought, I bury myself in these ten thousand emails. My goal is simple: Inbox Zero.

      I take a sip of the now-cold coffee I made earlier and cringe, but then I remember I have executive lounge access here at the hotel. It’s an amenity I didn't realize existed until I had a billionaire brother-in-law who makes fun of executive lounges.

      For being too “bougie.”

      I'll take high-quality espresso, free drinks, and snack buffets that rival the finest brunch Dad and Mom ever took us to in Boston, thank you very much.

      And then it hits me: This is my life now. Expense accounts. Budgets. Clients to manage.

      My own little domain, soon to be a much bigger domain.

      With a grin, I check my hair and shake off the Zoom call with Quintana. Everything's okay.

      And it'll be so much better with more caffeine.

      Leaving my room, I almost knock on Hamish's door to offer to get him something from the lounge. I'm not his assistant, though. Don't want to start that impression.

      The walk down the hallway, with a sharp right turn, reveals a cluster of three young women, all wearing AFC Dunsdill jerseys, hair up in red scrunchies. They're whispering conspiratorially. I ignore them.

      No need to bring attention to myself.

      Besides, they don't seem to have a lounge access card.

      After tapping mine on the scanner, I enter the plush, well laid-out room. It's on the corner of the floor, with floor-to-ceiling windows and seating for a hundred or so. Only a handful of tables are taken, but the rich scent of fresh fruit, waffles, and coffee makes me feel like I've walked into a very nice Denny's, with better décor and food but no wait.

      As I approach the coffee station, I see Jace coming toward me, his face set in determination.

      Oh, no.

      “Amy,” he says in a clipped tone, his nose taped up, shiners under his eyes. Adjustments had to be made to the photo shoot because of what Hamish did to him. The client was horrified at first, of course, but the creative team figured out a slightly different approach.

      Now, Jace's broken nose will play a role in “post game” photos, part of the campaign after all, a touch of reality making it even better.

      “Jace,” I say, matching his tone as the machine fills my cup. “How are you feeling this morning?”

      “Like someone took a sword to my brain.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “Why're you sorry? You didn't do this. Your boyfriend did.”

      “Hamish is not my boyfriend,” I reply firmly. “I'm working with him as his handler.”

      “Well, then, you didn't do your job, because that animal did this.”

      “You know why he did it, Jace.”

      “Because you're a wildcat in bed?” he whispers. “No other reason someone like Hamish would go berserk like that.”

      There’s alcohol on his breath.

      “You've been drinking,” I say calmly, looking pointedly at the clock.

      6:13 a.m.

      “You're not my handler, Amy. You don't get to lead me around my own life with a chain on my balls.”

      “The shoot has a strict no-alcohol policy, Jace. You know that. Too many wild guys with issues.”

      He laughs, moving my drink aside, shoving his own paper cup under the drip.

      “You think people follow that? What kind of media person are you?” His taunting chuckle plain old pisses me off.

      “I know this, Jace: You made one of the most mild-mannered players in the league break your nose for being a dick to me. Do you really want to push it? You're older, not many years left in the game for you. Between ruining your reputation and turning Hamish into a loose cannon around you, that's a recipe for disaster. You don’t get hired for product endorsements if you’re a liability.”

      “Are you threatening me?” He reaches for his finished coffee, blocking me from access to the machine, moving with a defiant, bullying air that aggravates me.

      “I'm pointing out the truth.” I look away from him, maneuver around, and start my coffee.

      Glaring at me as though it will make me back down, Jace slowly brings his coffee cup to his mouth, sipping while maintaining eye contact. It's creepy as can be, but I don't look away.

      I may be insecure, but I'm not weak.

      “JACE!” someone squeals from the lounge door, the jersey chasers making their way in behind an unsuspecting patron. I step back before I'm pushed aside, turning so my face can't be seen, the brewing of my coffee feeling like a marathon. The second it's done, I grab the cup.

      And quickly walk away, deciding on my next steps.

      But Jace decides for me. He whispers to the girls, one of whom pulls out her phone and takes a picture of me.

      Then they all walk out together, laughing uproariously, his arms around two of the girls' shoulders.

      If their goal was to humiliate me, it didn't work.

      Okay. It worked a little. But just a little.

      The coffee helps, a big swallow centering me as I eye the counter with the long tray of cookies, beautifully arranged mounds of nom-nom goodness calling out to me. I'm planning to run later tonight in the safety of the hotel gym, so it can't hurt to indulge, right?

      Something with white chocolate chips and pecans, drizzled with dark chocolate, basically screams my name, like a jersey chaser spotting Hamish.

      I take one bite, mouth greeting the sweetness like an old friend.

      And then I pause.

      Damn it.

      Because I realize that's exactly what Jace is doing.

      Helping those jersey chasers to greet Hamish, just like old friends.

      

      
        
        Hamish

      

      

      

      “You have to control your temper, Hamish,” Jody admonishes me, his voice firm and low over my phone. We've all spent the night in our respective hotel rooms, me too fired up to hang with Harry. I came back to the hotel and spent four hours straight in the gym, screaming on the inside, punishing my muscles for standing down enough for Jace to have a go at Amy.

      No, it makes no sense. I am well aware.

      And I don't care.

      Even though I’m in my room now, I start kicking a ball in the air, keeping it from touching the floor, my goal the same as always: one thousand touches.

      Zero failures.

      “No’ when an arsehole like Jace is goin’ after Amy!” I snap, toeing the ball. Staying in constant motion is the only way for me to tolerate my existence right now.

      “He has a reasonable explanation.”

      “Hmmph. So he says he thought she was tryin' to bed a baller. She was at the shoot! He knew she was ma handler.”

      “He says he thought that meant an escort, and he never saw Amy up close. Only from a long distance inside the stadium.”

      “And ye believe him?”

      “Who else on the team has someone in Amy's position? It sucks that he thought Amy was a jersey chaser or an escort, but it makes a certain amount of sense.”

      “This is why having a handler is stupid!” I blast into the phone.

      “Eight figures, Hamish. Millions. It’s just a few months.”

      Fifty, fifty-one, fifty-two, I count silently. Fifty-three, fifty-four.

      “It's no’ about the sex anymore, Jody. I can manage that. It's ma pride. It's the stupid shite that keeps happenin’. Jace wouldna gone after Amy if she weren’t here.”

      “She's here because you go after the wrong people.”

      “She's making everything more complicated.”

      “No, Hamish. You are.”

      Tap tap tap

      The sound startles me, the ball dropping on eighty-two. Damn.

      “Someone's at ma door. Gotta go, Jody.”

      “Make sure you go over the products with Amy.”

      “Already did it maself. Gave her decisions, post-it notes and all, like we do.”

      “You did? You've never actually listened to my directions and done that.”

      “I'm a changed man, Jody. Changed sae much, I dinna need help.”

      “Hah. Go answer your door. Better not be jersey chasers.”

      We laugh as I end the call, go to the door, and what do you know?

      Two groupies. As if God himself had ordered ’em for me from room service.

      “Aye, pets. Guid day, but I'm no’ in the mood.” I hand them the ball I’m holding. “If ye have a pen, happy to sign it.”

      “That's not the ball we want to touch, Hamish,” the taller one says.

      “And ye’re always in the mood, Red Striker!” the shorter one says, her blonde hair in a ponytail, a football painted on her right cheek.

      “We're a package deal,” the other one says in that voice. You know the voice. The one that goes straight to the base of your todger and lingers there, tracing a circle around it with a soft fingertip.

      That voice.

      “Come on, Hamish,” the other pouts, shiny lips begging for a kiss. “We miss you.”

      “I dinna ken ye, pet, so how can ye miss me?”

      “I miss what I haven't had yet,” she croons. “Everyone talks about how much fun you used to be. What happened to you?”

      Footsteps pound down the carpeted hall, steady and sure, as Amy comes running toward us.

      Aye. That. That's what happened.

      Now, a man in my position has two choices here: Be good or be real. It's getting harder and harder to be good, but Amy's appearance helps.

      “Hamish!” she gasps, earning evil looks from the girls. “We have that contract to go over.”

      “Mmmm, girlie, we have some pieces of Hamish we need to go over first,” one of them hisses.

      Amy gives her a tight smile, trying not to breathe hard from her sprint. How did she know the girls were at my door? Does Maartensi have video monitoring on me now, too? Are they documenting every wank?

      If so, they've lots of footage by now.

      “We have business to discuss,” Amy says primly, taking the exact wrong approach with girls like this. They don't give a crap about business, unless it's in my bed.

      Nothing about Amy's school marm impression is going to work, but it'll be funny to watch.

      “And so do we,” says the short blonde, moving her body to block Amy from getting to me.

      Cocking her eyebrow, Amy looks to me for help. I shrug.

      When I'm on the pitch with a new player, I let him drown in his own mistakes. You have to know how it feels to get it wrong before you can correct yourself and get it right.

      Amy's learning.

      Learning the hard way.

      “Where's the third woman?” Amy asks, earning glares.

      “She got Jace.” The one with the football on her face perks up. “We get to share McWhoremick.”

      “I'm sure you're both lovely women,” Amy begins, making me groan inside, “but Hamish is busy.”

      They ignore her, the taller one touching my arm and pulling my ear down so she can describe exactly what she and the other one plan to do with me in my hotel room.

      I clear my throat, look at her, and ask, “But where does the fourth hand go?”

      “Hamish,” Amy says sharply.

      “Aye?”

      “Could you please dismiss these women so we can work?”

      “Dismiss!” the short one hoots. “Who're you? One of the nuns from my old school?”

      “No,” Amy says, suddenly in her face, nose an inch from the little one's. “I am the person between you and him. It's my job to be between you and him.”

      “Oh. You want to join us in bed? That's what this is about? You’re going to be between one of us and him?” The short one winks. The taller one descends into a fit of giggles.

      “Lisa Joorney,” Amy calls out, fairly loud, the short blonde jolting. “You're the one who gave Tristan Ahlstrom chlamydia last year.”

      I flinch, moving a step back from her.

      “I did not! That's a nasty rumor someone started.”

      “The woman who started it is Donna McAllister,” Amy says softly, eyes cutting over to the taller one.

      Who goes pale.

      “WHAT?” Lisa screams, immediately grabbing what I can only assume is Donna, her hand turning to a claw on the taller woman's arm. “You did it?”

      “She's lying! How does she know our names?”

      Amy pushes them both, just enough to make them stumble, and firmly plants herself between me and the hall.

      “It's my business to know.”

      And then she ass-checks me, the weight of her amusing. It doesn't actually set me off balance, but I pretend it does, giving Amy her little dramatic moment as she slams the door in their faces, turns to me, and says,

      “You're such an ass.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes! You didn't help me one bit out there!”

      “Ye did just fine on yer own.”

      “I shouldn't have to!”

      “How didja ken their names?”

      “Reddit.”

      “Reddit?”

      “And some private forums. Research reports. I put it together. Those two have you on their PILF lists.”

      “PILF?”

      “Players I'd Like To – ”

      “Aye. Them and all the groupies.”

      “Well, they're losing the game.”

      “And now ye've broken their trust in each other. Pit them against each other. Verra smart.”

      Amy taps her temple. “That's why they pay me the big bucks.” She shakes her head. “Plus, it's just middle school dynamics. Girls like that only have power when they have someone to glom onto. Divide them and they're easy to pick off.”

      “Ye were a queen bee in school? Ye’re no' the type.”

      “No. Never a queen bee. I just watched enough to learn.”

      “Ye’re a strange woman, Amy.”

      “Coming from you, I have no idea what to make of that. I think I’ll just accept it as a compliment.”

      “Ye've more layers than I thought.”

      She peers through the peephole. “They're gone.”

      “More will come. They'll be online soon, postin’ ma room number.”

      “Do we need to change rooms?”

      “Nah. They'll find us nae matter what. But strange how easy it was.”

      “That must have been Jace.”

      “Jace?” I feel my blood rise up. “What's he got to do wi’ anythin’?”

      “I ran into him.”

      “Aye. Yesterday.”

      “No. Just now.”

      “Where?”

      “The lounge.” She wiggles her coffee cup. “And he's been drinking already. Or maybe he’s still drinking, from last night.”

      “Did he say anything untoward? Corner you again?”

      “No.” She hesitates a second before answering, which makes my hackles rise more.

      “But ye’re no' tellin’ the whole truth.”

      “He said the only reason you'd have gone berserk on him and broken his nose was because... because...”

      Her agitation makes me wish I could break more than Jace's nose.

      “Because what, pet?” I ask softly, moving close to her. She tips the coffee cup to her mouth and swallows the rest, the fine lines of her throat bobbing.

      God help me, it's arousing.

      “Because I must be a ‘wildcat in bed,'” she says, using finger quotes, her cheeks going red, eyes fixing on a spot over my shoulder.

      “He's such a bawbag!”

      “That's when I smelled alcohol on his breath.”

      “He got that close to ye?”

      “Whispered it in my ear.”

      “Bastard!”

      “I'm fine. But then those girls got into the lounge, and he left with them. I grabbed a cookie, and then I realized he was probably going to send them straight to your room.”

      “What made ye think that?”

      She shrugs. “It makes sense. He was trying to get even, to get you into trouble.”

      “Why? What does Jace have against me? Until yesterday, we got along just fine.”

      “How would I know, Hamish? I've only been working with you for less than a week.” She looks around my room. “Speaking of work, we need to go over samples.”

      I point to two shopping bags with handles, square paper totes. “Over there. I went through it all. Forty-two nos, three yeses.”

      “You made all the decisions already?”

      “Aye. Sticky notes on everythin’. Ye can move ahead and let the companies know.”

      “Jody told me getting you to do this would be like pulling teeth!”

      “Why does everyone think I'm a numpty?”

      “I don't think you're a numpty. I just think you're an ass,” she says with a grin. She plops her beautiful arse down on the edge of the bed, then immediately jumps back up on her feet as if burned, moving to the desk chair.

      “I'd rather be considered an arse than stupid.”

      “Glad to know you have your priorities figured out.” She stands again and walks over to the window, giving me a good chance to look her over. Dressed less formally today, she's in a soft dress that nips in with a tie at the waist, and short sleeves that flutter when she moves her arms. It’s a small print, black and tan. Silver bobs in her ears and an armful of silver bracelets set off the outfit. Black sandals on her feet. Her red hair is loose and curling.

      She looks like a sweet woman you want to take on a picnic, or a ferry ride to an island. Someone to spend time with. Share space with. Get to know.

      Live a bit of life with.

      I join her at the window, looking out over L.A. Haze obscures some of it, but the potential in that eyeful makes me swell.

      And I don't mean the city.

      “Amy.” My fingers brush the back of her hand. She startles but looks right at me, eyes full of questions. “I won't sleep wi’ them.”

      “Those two? Good. Because you really don't need to add chlamydia to your list of problems right now.” She frowns. “Did you get it when it was going around the team?”

      “Nae.”

      “Good.”

      “I mean it.” My fingers don't want to leave her skin. She doesn't move, either. “I'll make yer job nice and easy, pet. I promise no’ to sleep wi’ anyone until the big deal is settled.”

      “Why should I believe you?”

      “Ye just saw me turn them away. It would have been easy to say yes.”

      “Both at once, huh?”

      “I'm a one-woman kind of man.”

      “No, Hamish. You're not.”

      “One at a time, I mean.”

      “Oh.” She doesn't pull her hand away, and ach, it would be so easy to kiss her now. Too easy.

      And too much.

      If I have any hope with Amy, I can't overplay my hand.

      “Oh, my God!” she exclaims, eyes flying wide, hand to her mouth, my fingers left hanging.

      “What? What's wrong?”

      “I think I just figured it out. Jace!”

      “What about him?”

      “Is he in line for the same endorsement campaign? The huge one?”

      “I have nae idea.”

      “Hamish!” she reaches up, one hand on my shoulder. “What if he set us up?”

      “Us?” Looking down at her, I feel a rush of heat that flares between we two.

      “Maybe he wants you involved in scandals. Maybe he saw me and realized it would be a way to get to you. Make you cause a scene.”

      “That's not–what d'ye..? Hmmm.”

      “Right?”

      “I canna give Jace that kind of credit.”

      She's even closer now, her sweet face tipped up. I place my hands on her hips. She's busy chattering and doesn't stop me.

      “But it makes it all make sense, right?”

      Bzzz

      Surprised, Amy jumps back, out of the almost-embrace we're in. She looks around the room, finding her phone and reaching for it. I do the same.

      “Oh! You're needed at the stadium,” she announces.

      “Me? What about ye?”

      “I've been told to stay here.”

      “Ye mean Quintana and Jody decided yer a liability if yer seen in public around me.” I find my phone and read the group texts. I’m right.

      “Maybe.”

      “What's maybe mean? Either ye are, or ye aren't.”

      “It depends on what the data says.”

      “Data? Yer worth as a human being canna be quantified.”

      She gives me a look. “You're not that naïve, Hamish. Come on.”

      Having her in my arms, then out, leaves me with a cold, empty feeling.

      “I may be naïve, but I ken when someone's a drag or no’. Ye’re no’. Why wouldn't ye be welcome at the stadium?”

      The answer's in my head, but I don't admit it. I'm already worried about covert pictures those women just took in the hotel hallway. No matter how careful they were to conceal it, they snapped some. By the time we make it to the photo shoot, Amy'll be carrying my triplets or something.

      “Rumors! Online rumors are the worst. Anyone can lie, and there's no accountability. Like group projects in school,” she mutters.

      “Come on. Dinna let that stop ye.”

      “Fine. I'll go. But one condition.”

      “What's that?”

      “You go get me a coffee from the lounge.”

      “That's easy.”

      She sighs. “I thought so, too.”
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      We're back at the stadium, Jace keeping his distance from me, the other guys friendly and smiling, but it's clear: There's a barrier now.

      For the rest of today, there will be video for commercials, with the guys “playing” football. As they warm up, I'm reminded how hard Hamish works, day in and day out.

      But watching him on the field with teammates is a transcendent experience.

      I don't use that word lightly.

      Yes, I've seen clips of him playing, and it's a marvel, but those reels catch him during games.

      Practices–trainings, as they call them–are a whole different level.

      Hamish is taller than the rest of them, the ball seemingly smaller as he kicks it, the way he moves his body so playful. Where the others are serious, playing so intensely, Hamish engages in the joy of movement. He smiles constantly, going serious only when studying a formation or considering a problem. Every movement he makes is carefully calculated yet born of instinct.

      And when he works with fellow teammates, he's constantly teaching. Explaining. Giving.

      Generous.

      That's the word.

      Hamish is generosity in human form. He gives, and he gives, and he gives. It’s not out of obligation or manipulation, not because he wants anything back, but because his joy is so pure. Giving is how he finds happiness and connection.

      Time, skill, attention, sex, money, you name it – he'll give. It's in his heart to be this way.

      All this time, I thought those very same actions were a reflection of his shallowness. I was wrong. It was the opposite all along.

      Bzzz

      It's my sister Carol.

      You sleep with him yet? No one will blame you if you say yes, she types, followed by an inappropriate emoji. Poop wearing handcuffs? I have no interest in knowing what that means.

      I'm a professional with an MBA, I reply.

      That's not a direct no, you realize? Loads of women can say that and still be riding the Red Striker.

      The what?

      His nickname. One of them.

      Gross.

      If you're not screwing him, what're you doing there?

      Being paid to make sure other women aren't screwing him.

      I cannot believe that's a real job. Can you refer me to your boss? I'll happily take a job like that.

      Resentment builds in me. For my entire life, Carol and Shannon have treated me like I'm less capable than they are, just because I'm the youngest. Now Carol thinks my job is easy because I follow a hot guy all over the country to make sure he keeps it in his pants.

      That is not my job.

      Okay. It's not my entire job. What I do for Maartensi is way more complicated than just babysitting Hamish's todger.

      “Amy?” It's Carin, holding a small brown paper bag with handles. She gives it to me.

      “What's this?”

      “Dog toys.”

      “Excuse me? Did you say dog toys?”

      “Yes. For Hamish.”

      “Hamish doesn't have a dog.”

      She smiles. “No, but he has a face and body that the company selling those dog toys is interested in. A courier sent it over, so I'm assuming that's what this is about. Ask him about the products. One of them is a cone of shame.”

      “A cone of...”

      “You know. To keep them from licking their parts.”

      Harry happens to walk past us, on the way to a makeup chair, as she says those words.

      “I knew a guy who could do that. Strange fellow. Always seemed a bit tired, you know?” He looks down at his crotch. “If I could do that to myself, I'm not sure I'd tell anyone, though. Some things are meant to be private.”

      “We're talking about dogs, Harry. Not people,” I correct him.

      “Ah. Makes more sense that way, doesn't it?” he replies, his smile fading to a troubled look.

      “And here,” Carin says, handing me a smaller bag. This one is plastic, with small items in it. “These are from a group of jersey chasers.”

      I bristle. “Which group?”

      “I have no idea. They begged for this crap to go to Hamish, so I took it.”

      “Do I have to give it to him?”

      “That's up to you. Why?”

      “It's a complicated story.”

      The guys all pour out onto the field, Jace moving slower than the rest with his taped-up nose. The shiners are deeper now, a purplish blue-brown that makes him look tougher than he is.

      “We've got time. Want to tell it?”

      “Nothing special. Jersey chasers going after Hamish. But Jace has me wondering.”

      “About what?”

      This is one of those moments in business when I have to decide whether to trust her. If I spill my theory and it gets out into the wild, it could come back to haunt me. I'll be fired. If I'm right, I tip my hand, and Jace knows we know he's sabotaging Hamish. If I'm wrong, I've accused an innocent guy of sabotage, which would be a terrible way to start if I'm going to work for a new football league.

      So I walk back the words that are about to come out of my mouth and come up with a cover statement.

      “I ran into him in the hotel lounge. He came on to me.”

      “Again?”

      I shrug. “Athletes. You know. But then some jersey chasers found him. One disappeared with Jace, and two of them tracked down Hamish.”

      “These guys live quite the life, don't they?” she says, shaking her head as we watch them kick balls around. Hamish is as breathtaking during a simple fake “pre-game” exercise as he is on video.

      There are seven of them on the field, grunts and shouts beginning to fill the air, the sound of boots on ball barely registering. Each is skilled in a different way, so it's a bit like watching a physical symphony.

      Hamish passes the ball to Luis, but Jace and Moe surprise Luis, taking the ball away and taunting him, keeping him from getting it back. Hamish jogs over and casually steals the ball from them. He kicks it up over Moe's head and then over Jace's. He keeps kicking the ball up over them and they try to get it, but he won't let them. All the while, he's laughing and giving them advice.

      Then, without looking back, he kicks the ball behind himself. It goes right to Luis. Jace yells at Moe.

      Instead of the blending of different instruments to form one sound, it’s the blending of different bodies performing various feats.

      With various feet...

      Bzzz

      It's Carol again.

      Hello?

      I'll have you know, I type furiously, holding the bag of dog toys, that my job is very serious. I do a lot more than just babysit Hamish's pants.

      The dog toys are heavier than I expected.

      I know you do, she replies. But God, Amy. You hit the jackpot of jobs.

      As I think about her words, I look out at the pitch. Seven sweaty, muscular men are playing football before me, with bulging thighs and calves of steel, faces intense and interplay even more so.

      I grin.

      Yes, I respond. You're right. Go ahead and be jealous.

      Trust me, I am.

      Two words every youngest child wants to hear from an older sibling.

      Today is a good day.

      For the next few hours, the shoot continues, my face buried in a laptop at a table set up on the fringe of the set. After a while, their play becomes boring because it's so staged.

      And then the director ends the shoot, saying they’ve got what they need.

      As the guys head for the locker rooms, I stay far, far away, stretching to the point of joints popping. I need a run, but after yesterday's fiasco, I've learned my lesson. I'm sticking to the regular bathrooms, and no showers here.

      Ever again.

      “Oy! Amy!” Harry calls out, jogging across the edge of the pitch. “I forgot to give this to you. Found it in the changing room yesterday when, you know...” His voice trails off as his eyes travel down to my breasts.

      “When you saw me mostly naked?”

      “Yeah. That.” He hands me my bra.

      The one he used as butt floss.

      “Uh, thanks.” It's neatly folded into thirds.

      “Welcome. I had the hotel launder it.”

      “You're very kind.”

      Flustered, he turns away without another word and sprints out the main doors.

      “Now ye've gone and done it, Amy,” Hamish says, suddenly behind me.

      “What?”

      “Ye've intimidated Harry.”

      “With my bra?”

      His entire head shakes a little. “Well,” he says slowly, “if anyone can manage that, it'd be ye.”

      I hand him the bag from the jersey chasers, which he opens, then reddens. Hamish is so tall, even on tiptoes I can't see what’s in it.

      “Your fans found a way to get that into Carin's hands. I almost threw it away, but I thought you deserved a chance to look through it.” I laugh. “I'm guessing my first instinct was better?”

      “I dinna need to see the product samples ye've been carryin’ around put inside a woman's fanny.”

      “What?” I reach for the bag.

      “Ye sure ye want to look? Canna unsee once ye do, Amy.”

      “I'm a grown-up, Hamish.” He hands it to me. “How bad can it–OMIGOD, MY EYES!”

      He's right. Somehow, the jersey chasers got their hands on one of the vibrators–the one called The Striker–featuring a little illustration of a nude Hamish printed on the base.

      An illustration that now shows only his legs.

      I tilt the picture. “Considering that's a fourteen-inch vibrator, wow.”

      “Fourteen inches? Sounds about right,” he says with an appreciative nod.

      I march over to the nearest trash can and throw my bra, and the jersey chaser bag, away.

      “Smart move, but why throw away the bra?”

      An image of Harry using it in the locker room replaces The Striker.

      “Women's prerogative, Hamish. Women's prerogative.”

      He slings his arm around my shoulders in an affectionate way, the rumble of his laughter along his ribcage contagious. The ends of his hair are still damp, and he has the warmth I've come to expect from a body that big.

      “Now I'm extra glad I said no to The Striker. Seeing it like that...”

      I wrap my arm around his waist, the offer of his body irresistible, and look up at him.

      “Too graphic?”

      “I was bein’ smothered. Canna get the image out o’ ma head.”

      “I thought every man wanted to crawl back in.”

      “No’ on a piece of plastic like that, Amy.”

      A flash makes us both look over toward the source, my arm pulling away from his waist as his tightens on my shoulders. What am I doing? Something about him makes me lower my defenses, the sweet camaraderie of being a team–even a team looking at pictures like that–such a nice change.

      Instead of working against each other, we're working together.

      Now, though, my temporary slip means paying a price.

      “Ignore it,” he whispers to me, but I can't.

      I pull away and give him a smile, handing him the dog toys as we walk toward the exit.

      “What's this, now?”

      “More possible products, I think. Don't worry. No Strikers. Just dog toys.”

      “Did they put a Hamish chew toy in here? I've some exes who would love to feed me to their dogs.”

      At the word exes, something in me tightens. But then it pivots and, before I can help myself, I ask, “Have you ever been in an actual relationship?”

      “Ye mean lived wi’ a woman? Naw.”

      “Or dated someone for more than the length of your refractory period?”

      “That's no’ a simple question. My refractory period is unusually short.”

      “Like your attention span.”

      “There she is. The Amy I know.” His arm goes around my shoulders again. I stiffen, but boy, do I like this feeling.

      “People are taking pictures, Hamish.”

      “Let them. Canna a friend be affectionate wi’ another friend?”

      “Is that what we are? Friends?” A grinding feeling inside me, like metal screeching on metal, makes every cell hurt.

      “Aye. It's what ye want.”

      “I think we're colleagues, not friends.”

      “Why no’ both?”

      “Okay,” I say, reveling in the warmth of his touch. “Fine. We're friends.”

      “Victory!” he shouts, arms in the air suddenly as we walk out into the bright sunshine, a car waiting to take us back to the hotel. We climb in, grateful for the air conditioning.

      “What's yer night look like?” he asks, face open, body turned toward me as the driver navigates us to the hotel.

      “A very exciting evening in bed, answering emails, after a long run in the gym.”

      At the word gym, he perks up. “Aye? See ye there, then. It's leg day. Luis has asked me to help him a bit wi’ some trainin’.”

      “Luis?”

      “He's new. Greener than a leprechaun. Needs some help.”

      “Don't you have coaches for that?”

      “Sure. But no’ here. This is an endorsement. Coaches don't come along fer those.”

      “No, I mean, why would you be the one helping him? It's not your job.”

      He looks at me like I'm nuts. “We're a team.”

      “Okay.”

      “We're a team.”

      “You said that.”

      “And ye dinna seem to understand, so I'll say it again: We're a team. Ye do whatever it takes to help yer teammates perform better. We're only as strong as our weakest player.”

      “I understand the concept, Hamish. It's how my family is, too.”

      He blinks twice, hard, one corner of his mouth curling up. “Aye. Jason and Marie are like that, too. I can see it. So ye do understand.”

      “Do you help as a mentor? Is this something required in your work contract? You're on an endorsement shoot, not in the regular season.”

      “I do it because I want to, Amy. No’ because I have to.”

      “I see.”

      “Ye have a problem wi' that?”

      “No. No problem. It just doesn't fit my image of you.”

      “Because I help someone?” His eyebrows shoot up. “What kind of selfish prick d'ye take me fer?”

      “The kind who sleeps around,” I say softly. “And hurts your team by picking the wrong women to sleep with. Team owner's daughter, journalist's stepdaughter. You know.”

      Nothing I'm saying is new to him, but there's a difference this time. My words seem to hurt.

      “Ouch.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Nae, pet. Dinna be sorry. Ye’re right. And I ken ye're right, but to put it so simply...”

      “Why do you think they assigned me to you?”

      “That's different. That's money. No’ teamwork.”

      The car makes a sharp turn, jostling me enough that I roll into him, our shoulders colliding, my hair getting caught in the crook of his arm.

      I yank away from him, the tingle of pulled hair along my scalp a sharp sensation.

      “Now I have to think about how I was hurtin’ the team all the while I was helpin’ the women.” He gives me a look filled with consternation, his face squished so much, I can't help but laugh.

      “Introspection is hard. Nice to see you trying it out.”

      The car stops in front of our hotel. His gaze is intense, piercing green eyes on mine, unwavering. I feel like a spotlight is on me, my breath caught, time suspended.

      “Amy,” he says softly, touching my hand. “Ye make me think.”

      “Someone has to,” I say, but I'm smiling.

      “I wonder if I make ye feel.”

      Bzzz

      Both our phones go off before I can respond, so I take mine out, pulling away, looking at my screen as I scramble out of the car.

      The text is a reminder from my pharmacy to pick up my birth control prescription. Not that I use it for anything other than endometriosis, but...

      His text makes him curse.

      “What's wrong?”

      “Ma mum's gone off the deep end. Whinging about how I musta died. Wants a call.”

      “Our mothers could be twins.”

      “That would make us cousins,” he says with a frown as we walk into the hotel and head for the elevator banks. “And I dinna like that idea.”

      As the elevator doors open, his words begin to loop in my head.

      I wonder if I make you feel.

      Yes, I want to say. Hell, yes.

      You make me feel everything. Too much. All the things.

      And that's the problem.

      The elevator ride is awkward, at least for me, the car stopping twice to add people, giving me a break from the ever-present, ever-intense proximity to him. I have to get my feelings under control.

      Does he make me feel?

      The man is clueless if he doesn't see it.

      Ding!

      I walk out quickly, peeling off for my door and calling back, “See you later!” Maybe I’m leaving him rudely, but I have no choice.

      A quick change into running clothes, and I grab my phone and AirPods.

      I need a run.

      I need a gym.

      I need a treadmill.

      And then a very cold shower.
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      The woman knows how to blow cold, doesn't she?

      What was that, back in the car? I make a small venture and get an arctic wind.

      All work and no play makes Hamish an antsy lad, so I've two choices now: party with my mates, or work out in the gym with Luis.

      But I made the promise to Luis earlier today, so my decision's made. Harry invited me to come with him, Kamil, and Gatimu to a pub in Pasadena, a place I've been to a few times before. An old friend from Glasgow found his way there, and now he works the bar during league games as he fights his way up the ranks as an actor.

      I helped him once with a one-line speaking role in a commercial about a sports drink, enough to keep his union card.

      But first things first: Help Luis, then call my mum later tonight, when the time difference works. It's already seven p.m., so by the time we're done in the gym, it'll be nine here, then two hours at the pub and back, which is seven a.m. back home.

      Perfect.

      It's the off season, so I can have a few pints tonight, too. Going to need them, to unscramble my brain after the last few days of Amy.

      Women should be simple. I'm simple. I like to use my body in ways that bring me joy, whether it be playing football, spending time with friends and family, or having a good shag. Simple.

      Simple.

      Amy's the opposite of simple.

      She's everything I normally avoid in a woman. It's not that I don't like her. I do, very much. But complicated women bring a certain kind of pain with them. If I can't charm them, it’s better to move on.

      That’s how I've spent my life. It pains me not to win someone over, but I know how to cut my losses. I make the best of it with the next object of my attentions.

      Or affections.

      That's the problem, though. I can't move on. I can't cut my losses with Amy. For whatever God-forsaken reason, I'm caught. She's alluring and headstrong. She throws out insults like a forward on the pitch, but does it without vulgarity.

      Razor-sharp wit, a body that goes on forever, bright blue eyes the color of the sea, and hair that makes me imagine our ginger babies–gah, what the hell is wrong with me?

      One woman? Babies?

      I'm sick. Sick, sick, sick.

      My phone alarm reminds me about Luis, so I chug a green protein drink that room service put in my fridge, grab another protein bar, throw on my workout clothes, and head down to the second-floor gym. There’s a crowd on the elevator, all women, dressed for a night on the town.

      They make room for me.

      They always do.

      “Aren't you him?” one of them gushes. She’s a sweet woman with thick eyeliner and hair that starts dark at the roots, turning platinum at the ends that brush the top of her breasts.

      “Him?” I ask politely, suppressing a grin.

      “The hot soccer player I saw on Instagram? Arnie McCarthy?”

      Plenty of people around the world botch my name, but Americans have a special talent for it.

      I clear my throat and turn around to smile at her. “Hamish McCormick, at yer service.”

      “Are you now, Hamish?” someone in the back purrs.

      Oh, no. Are these jersey chasers, just dressed up for a night of clubbing? No one's wearing Dunsdill colors, so I assumed not.

      I may have made a mistake.

      “See, Holly?” One of them presses the screen of her phone to the other's nose. “The guy with the hot butt, from the locker room.”

      I don't have to look to know which picture she's talking about.

      “And the new one! Who's the redhead?” someone asks me, a hand on my elbow to get my attention.

      I turn around, combing my hair with my fingertips.

      “I am.”

      “No, her. The one in the ass photo, and this one, too.”

      She swipes her phone with a fingertip, the new image appearing. It's Amy and me on the pitch at the stadium, my arm around her shoulders, her hand visible around my waist. Amy's laughing, head tipped back, joy on her face as I look at her, grinning. The stadium light around us is perfect, achingly splendid. It's a picture of pure happiness, everything I want in the world in a single shot.

      I'm transfixed.

      “Where'd ye find that, pet?” I ask her, looking at the screen as she holds it a little too close to my nose.

      “Um, everywhere, if you're a soccer fan. Is she your girlfriend?”

      Discontent ripples among the women.

      “She's ma–”

      Ding!

      The elevator stops, the doors open, and Luis steps in.

      All chatter halts.

      Luis is a young one, twenty-two and plucked from Chile to play for Dunsdill. He’s green around the edges as a player, but he's got great instincts, and with training, he'll be phenomenal in a few years, passing me by like I'm a turtle.

      But there's one area he's already got down: his game with women.

      “Ladies,” he says in lightly accented English. “Good evening.”

      If there are any knickers in the elevator car that didn't melt when I entered, they do now.

      “Oh, my God, Holly. I never understood why you were so into soccer, but I get it now,” someone murmurs. “Day-um.”

      “Where are you two going, and how do we get to come along?” Holly asks me, her friends perking up. “Going to a party?”

      “Dressed like this?” I ask, gesturing toward my compression shorts and shirt. Her eyes comb over me.

      “I like your outfit,” she whispers.

      “We're working out. Lifting. Anyone who wants to join us in the gym is welcome,” I say, voice getting louder.

      “Replace the word gym with bed, and I'm there,” Holly whispers, her friends tittering. As the elevator descends, I begin to smell the alcohol beneath all the perfume.

      Ah. Explains so much.

      One of the women grabs Luis's hand and scribbles her number in ink on his wrist, my own forearm subjected to the same treatment. Competition kicks in and I wonder how many numbers he'll have versus me by the time we exit.

      Not that it matters, I think to myself, a vision of Amy flashing through my mind.

      “What the hell?” I mutter.

      DING!

      I give Luis a shove and we exit. One of the hens calls out, “But I wasn't done writing!” and Luis and I laugh, though he pulls out his phone and takes a picture of one of the numbers on the back of his left hand.

      “It'll sweat off,” he explains, as if I don't understand.

      Three of the women cluster at the elevator doors, keeping them from closing, but their friends pull them back in, and the argument itself tells me they're not looking to bed us.

      Well. Most of them aren't.

      A blast of ice-cold air from the gym hits me hard in the face as Luis keys us in. Like many hotel gyms, it's small, but the free weights section is decent. My opinion of the place goes up when I see sandbags, kettlebells, and–

      Amy.

      On a treadmill, running at a pace of maybe six miles per hour.

      Sweat is soaking her hairline and the space between her beautiful breasts, the bounce bounce bounce making my neck bop in rhythm before I've made it halfway across the room.

      At the rate this is going, soon it'll be my pelvis.

      “Subtle,” Luis murmurs as he heads for a large exercise ball, placing his palms firmly in the middle of it and firing off a set of warm-up push-ups.

      In her own world, Amy's watching something on her phone, earbuds in. A quick glance shows me she's covered three miles already, and the video she's watching is an ExpertCourse talk, one of those video courses for smart people who want to maximize their time and get smarter. Looks boring, with graphs and serious people, a woman forming a steeple with her hands.

      But Amy's concentration is so focused, she doesn't look up.

      Away from her home, out of her suit, she looks like a nice hen with an intense gaze and a sweet smile at something happening on the screen. A wee bit younger than me, and with just the right kind of body, she's appealing.

      More than appealing.

      She notices me, pulling out one earbud and pausing her video but not slowing her pace. A withering look comes over her face as she sees the four phone numbers scribbled on my arms and hands.

      “Nice,” she says.

      I walk over to the hand sanitizer station, squirt some into my palm, and rub the pen marks off my skin.

      She snorts. “You forgot the one on your thigh.”

      I twist around and sure enough, she's right. On the back, covered by my leg hair, there it is. A dab of the liquid does it.

      Erased.

      “Why'd you do that?” Luis calls out, laughing, but he ignores whatever response I might be forming, studying his phone. I'm guessing he's already planning a hookup with one of the hens who wrote her number on him.

      “Yeah,” Amy asks. “Why?”

      “I told ye, I'm no’ sleeping wi’ anyone–”

      Else.

      I almost said else.

      “Anyone....?”

      “Who is just bedding ballers fer a scorecard. I told ye I wouldna sleep wi' any of them. A promise is a promise.”

      “Pfft. As if I believe you.”

      “Ye should. It's all yer fault.”

      At that, she slows the treadmill down to a stop. She turns to me, taking her other earbud out and holding it in her hand.

      “My fault?”

      “Aye.”

      Each breath I take makes my blood pump harder, her sweaty, pink face and heaving chest making it hard to concentrate.

      Not that I have a mind. I'm nothing but body right now.

      A body that needs her.

      “How is it my fault you're not sleeping with anyone?” she asks in a soft voice, eyes still capturing mine.

      “Ye tell me.”

      The intensity between us is a taste, an appetizer, a tantalizing glimpse of what could be if we just bridge the gap and give it a try. I'm here, willing and eager, but Amy's a fortress in feminine form. Her drawbridge is lowered the tiniest of bits now, and I see behind the walls, the connection a spark that ignites me.

      There's so much more to her. To us. I'm drawn to potential in people. Love to mentor, tutor, help. The potential between us is extraordinary, and it's killing me not to explore it.

      As our gaze deepens, I see a future of endless possibility.

      Until a veil seems to drop over her as her gaze shifts away from mine.

      “Right. Because it's my job to make sure you don't sleep with anyone.”

      “Aye, right. Sure. That's why,” I say, the words coming out like I'm speaking through a reverse megaphone.

      Her eyes drop down and she gives me a shaky smile, the polite kind a person gives when they're not sure what to say. Luis ends the moment neatly by tossing a medicine ball straight at my gut.

      Thank you, brother.

      As Amy resumes her run, I get a great view of her arse, her legs picking up the pace.

      And for the next hour, I go into grunt mode–that's what Harry calls it. The goal is to reach the point where you can't talk any longer. Only grunt.

      Amy's six-mile-an-hour pace takes her through a long stretch, about eight miles, before she slows it to five, then four and a half, but by fourteen miles covered, I'm impressed. I've plenty of stamina, but long-distance running is not my thing.

      Quick and dirty is.

      The quicker and dirtier, the better.

      “Hamish!” Luis pipes up as I drop the football I'm toeing, and it hits the back of his calf. We're down to the two of us, Amy, and a grey-haired man using a StairMaster like he's climbing to heaven, watching some American show that looks like it might be about people who run a junkyard.

      “What?”

      “Show me how you do that.”

      I kick the ball up over my head, and kick it back over without looking behind or turning.

      “This?” I repeat my move with my toe, ankle, and the curl of my entire joint.

      “Yes!”

      “How?”

      “How should you show me?”

      “Nae. I mean, why? Why d'ye want to know? Yer footwork is already strong.”

      “Because it's elegant. It's not the specific motion. It's your concentration. Your readiness for anything. You flex and move like the ball is a piece of you.”

      The beaming smile he gives me makes me know I'm doing the right thing, mentoring him. Wanting to learn something for the pure joy of it is one of life's highest callings.

      It's how I became a professional footballer. I got lucky. The most joyful part of my life is also prized by society.

      How many people are so fortunate?

      “Aye, mate, it's elegant all right. Guid word. Ye go into the state.”

      He nods.

      As I show him, using an economy of movement to keep the ball never more than a few inches from my foot, the twists and pivots rooted in muscle memory from years of moving so much, he catches on. He’s obviously no stranger to the body-mind epiphany of watching, imitating, then integrating.

      “It's no' just a skill, it's a game I play wi' the ball. We're friends, ye see, goofin’ around. The goal is to be the ball's partner. Gets the defenders going the wrong way, too.”

      “That's–the ball is your friend? Amigo?”

      “Aye. Took me a few years to learn to do it. When the ball trusts ye, there’s nae need fer yer eyes on it.”

      “You're talking about the football like it's alive.”

      “Isn't it, Luis?”

      Amy's watching, too, in the mirror in front of her treadmill, her ExpertCourse abandoned, our play the sole focus of her attention.

      She's absorbed.

      I become enthralled, watching her watch me.

      Until Luis throws the ball at my head.

      “Hey,” he grunts. “Time to lift.”

      “Aye.” We move to the free weights, where I do a series of lunges without weights, then add fifteens. Do a series, then add twenties. Do a series, then add twenty-five. It goes on like this, the sequence memorized, Luis working with a kettlebell in a squat.

      “Don't you get bored?” the old guy from the StairMaster asks, shaking me out of my zone.

      “Nah. It's a routine.”

      “Your mind goes somewhere else?”

      “Hmph. Hadna thought of it that way. More that it gets a chance to rest,” I reply, continuing the diagonal toe lunges I was doing before he began to speak.

      “I remember being in shape like you,” he says wistfully. This happens in public gyms, more when I come alone than with mates, but it happens.

      “When I'm yer age, I hope to be able to climb the stair machines like I'm a firefighter goin’ for the fiftieth floor. Ye've good stamina.”

      I've said exactly what he needed, the man's face transforming. “I was a volunteer firefighter. How'd you guess?”

      “I didna. Just saw how ye kept going. Only a man with years of determination and experience under his belt could do that.”

      He waves me off as if I'm being silly, but the big grin is still on his face as he exits.

      Amy slows her treadmill down to a walk, the display showing she's run fourteen miles. Half marathon plus.

      She's a powerhouse, too.

      As the treadmill halts, she gulps down her water, neck and chest soaked, eyes flitting to watch me in the mirror. I'm not imagining anything. Her feelings for me are shifting.

      My comment in the car was what she needed, too.

      I wonder if I make you feel.

      Amy gives Luis and me a quick wave and leaves, a glance at the clock telling me I have about another twenty minutes of workout. Luis and I spot each other as we work our way through the heavier weights and finally, after two hours, we're done.

      Well, I am.

      “I'm old, Luis,” I groan as he grabs eighties and a balance ball, ready to do more presses.

      “Yes,” he says simply.

      “Oof.” I press a hand over my heart, pretending to be offended.

      “What? It's true. You are old. I know you're going for forty, but that's only three years away, right?”

      I glare at him. “I'm thirty-two, Luis.”

      “Oh. Thought you were older.”

      “Because of ma play?”

      “Your footwork is the best, Hamish. But you're a slow runner.”

      “That's no’ because of age. Always been slow for longer distances. Had to compensate wi' better footwork. But short sprints? I'm yer man.”

      “You succeeded in compensating. You're really going for forty? Very few guys have done it.”

      “I take that as a challenge.”

      One of the women from the elevator appears at the door, giving Luis a nervous half wave.

      “And I see ye've found yerself a challenge, too.”

      He shrugs, but his eyes light up. “She made it easy–she wrote her number on me. The challenging part remains to be seen.”

      “Wi’ enough practice, ye can figure out sex,” I assure him, his laughter ringing in the room. I move past the woman, who does a double take but makes a beeline for Luis.

      Instead of the elevator, I take the stairs, the final, punishing flights good for my legs. My hotel room feels too small as I enter. I take a fast shower, the water pressure strong, one part of me at attention.

      For Amy.

      When I come out of the toilet, I find my phone blowing up.

      We’re going to MacGruber's, Harry texts. You said you’d meet us.

      Did you die? Another text comes in. Mum. It's morning and another day has passed without a call. I'm having the death certificate prepared.

      Mum works early mornings in a bakery, up at the arsecrack of dawn. She works until six, then goes home to get the family ready for school, back to the bakery once they're all gone.

      There's a contract I need you to sign, says a text from Amy. Can I come over?

      Yes, I type quickly.

      I look down at the wood in my pants and decide that jeans are a much better option than joggers, which would show Amy just how she makes me feel.

      Or how I can make her feel.

      Tap tap tap

      My shirt's half on, jeans about my hips but unbuttoned, so I quickly make myself presentable, stuffing things where they need to go, and answer the door.

      She's wearing a pink hoodie sweatshirt that says, “5 Reasons Why Cats Are Better Than Men” on the front, gray joggers like the ones I almost put on, and soft little slippers like ballerinas wear.

      Comfortable.

      Casual.

      At ease.

      “Here,” she says, thrusting a thick manila folder at my middle, making me fold slightly as I grab the papers. “You have seven contracts in there, one I need to fax tonight.”

      “Fax? Whatever happened to DocuSign?” I ask, motioning for her to come in. She does, with surprising ease. Her hair is wet, pulled up high on the back of her head, and she's not wearing a stitch of makeup on her face.

      Radiant. She's radiant, and while I'd like to say she's relaxed, too, she's anything but.

      “Yes, fax! Why don't they make me chisel it into rock, right? I found a workaround. In a pinch, I can use the hotel desk fax, but there's an electronic way I can scan with my mini-scanner, then upload to a website that has virtual fax numbers. I made an account, and–”

      “Ye need a night out among friends.”

      My abrupt change of topic startles her.

      “What?”

      “Ye heard me. Ye’re waaaaay too wound up. Running fourteen miles didna calm ye down?”

      “You noticed how many miles I ran?”

      “I did. Ye're a disciplined woman. Like me. But all work and na play makes Amy a workaholic.”

      She shakes her head with a sad, tight smile. “I have no friends here in L.A.”

      “Ye've got me.”

      “You're not my friend. You're my responsibility.”

      “I'm offended, Amy. Ye told me we were friends before. I think that's the harshest thing ye've ever said to me.”

      “What? It's true. You are my responsibility.”

      “No’ that. The friend part.”

      “You're offended I said we're not friends?”

      “Aye. Because it's wrong.”

      “You don't get to dictate who I'm friends with. Just because you don't make the cut doesn't mean you can steamroll your way in.”

      “Ye're miserable, Amy. That's no’ a way to go through life.”

      “I'm going through my life just fine, Hamish. Don't impose your standards on me.”

      “I'm extending a hand of friendship, askin’ ye to go out and have fun. How is that imposing?”

      “You are so relentlessly cheerful!”

      “Thank ye!”

      “That's not meant to be a compliment. The relentless part is infuriating.”

      “How?”

      “How what?”

      “How's it infuriatin’? Don't ye want other people to be happy?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then being cheerful is good. Relentlessly cheerful is even better. Orders of magnitude better.”

      “What about the serious stuff?”

      My phone goes off, incoming call. It's right next to Amy on the bureau.

      “Mum,” she reads. “Here.” She hands me my phone.

      “I'm ignoring her.”

      “Why? It’s your mother.”

      “Because she'll just cry and tell me I've abandoned the family and moved to the colonies.”

      “How long has it been since you talked to her?”

      “A week or so.”

      “It's what – six there now?”

      “Something like that.”

      Amy frowns, hits Accept, and thrusts the phone at me.

      “Jesus, woman, what're ye doin’?” I call out as Mum's shocked face appears on the screen.

      “I'm calling ma firstborn baby, Hamish! Who it seems has risen from the dead, because he must have been dead to ignore all his mum’s texts and calls for sae long!”

      Amy snorts.

      “I wasna talking to ye, Mum,” I say as the picture comes in clear. Mum's in the kitchen back home, Darren behind her, slurping down a tea.

      “Then who?”

      “Me,” Amy says simply, waving into the phone.

      Mum's eyes bug out. “Oh ma God, Fergus, HAMISH HAS A GIRL!”

      “And how is that new, Fiona? We've seen his arse with a girl all too many times. The boy's on video having sex!”

      “A LIVE one. Right here, on the phone!”

      “I just need those contracts later, after you're finished talking with your family,” Amy whispers to me, in full view of FaceTime. I grab her wrist to stop her from leaving.

      I need all the reinforcements I can get.

      “Contracts?” Mum pipes up. “Make a new deal, Hamish?”

      “Aye. A guid one, too.”

      “Come here, pet,” Da says, and I know he's not talking to me. Amy points to herself with a questioning look.

      He nods.

      She moves closer and gives another little wave. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” Da says in a perfect imitation of her American accent. “What's yer name?”

      “Amy.”

      “Ye have a last name, or were ye hatched from a clone factory?”

      “Da,” I growl at him. “Amy is Declan's sister-in-law.”

      “Oh! That Amy! The one ye've mentioned!” Mum says, earning me quite the look from Amy. It’s a curious, amused, and—if I do say so myself–pleased look.

      “You talk about me with your parents?” she asks, as if they weren't both bug-eyed on the screen.

      “I mentioned ye. Ye know–the weddin’.”

      “Shannon and Declan's wedding was seven years ago.”

      “He's talked about ye since then,” Mum jumps in.

      “Is this the one whose entire job is to mind yer willie?” Darren asks casually from the background, shoving his looped tie over his head.

      I wish I were there to turn it into a noose.

      “Ah!” Da brightens. “That one! The uptight, priggish woman who canna handle a joke!”

      The air in the hotel room changes.

      “Uptight? Priggish? Can't handle a joke?” Amy repeats, giving me a look designed to flay my skin and tie me to a rock in the hot desert sun with it..

      “Well, I–”

      “I most certainly can handle a joke. I work with a six-foot-six one every day.”

      My entire family loses their collective mind.

      “Oh, no! Hamish got himself a smart one!” Mum screams.

      “What the hell are we supposed to do with ye?” Da chokes out.

      “What do you mean?” Amy asks, confused, but at least she's no longer angry at me.

      I hope.

      “Ye speak in full sentences, lassie. Yer words make sense. Hamish just brought home bobbleheaded hoors before. We’re no’ sure what to do wi’ a smart one.”

      “The last woman he brought home rooted for the Hibs!”

      All the eyes in the room narrow.

      “What're the Hibs?” Amy whispers out of the corner of her mouth. I'm not sure which is worse: that she doesn't know or letting Mum and Da know she doesn't know.

      “Shhh. They’re about to ask how ye vote in America and yer opinion on Brexit. If ye know what’s good fer ye, ye’ll come wi' me,” I say to her, loud enough for them all to hear.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Yeah–where are ye goin'?” one of the teenagers on the screen demands.

      “We’re out o' whisky,” I say, which is technically true. There's none in the room, which counts. “Amy and I are goin’ out to the shop to get more.”

      Suspicious looks convert to cheers.

      “Now yer just deflectin,' Hamish,” Mum says. “I know ye’re no' really oot o' whisky, because ye dinna drink it when ye’re workin’. Amy!” she calls out, Mum's hand waving her closer.

      Amy gives me a questioning look, but I shrug as if to say, I can't do anything about her.

      “You drank whisky on the plane out here,” Amy whispers.

      “Shhh. Dinna tell Mum. I'll never hear the end of it.”

      “See?” Amy hisses at me. “Our mothers are twins.”

      “Hamish?”

      “Aye, Mum?”

      “We need to start plannin' the weddin’.”

      Chaos erupts on the other side. My numpty brothers clasp their heads in their hands, turning red with laughter, and my little sister, Bridget, screams, “I want a pretty dress!” Da reaches for the remote control and turns off the television in the background.

      “Mum! Have ye gone daft? Weddin’?” I shout into the screen.

      “Oh, no, Mrs. McCormick,” Amy interrupts. “We're not together.” She gestures between us. “We're just work colleagues.”

      “Hamish doesna have female work colleagues, pet,” Da says in a growly, amused voice. “He has three kinds o' women in his life: groupies, flight attendants, and daughters of men he doesna like.”

      “HEY!” I bark into the screen.

      “Am I wrong?” Da challenges.

      “I also have a mum,” I concede.

      “Awww, thank ye, Hamish, fer rememberin’ me. Thought ye forgot me when ye moved to America.”

      “I dinna live here!”

      “Besides,” Mum cuts in, clearly used to male antics, “I can tell by the way ye look at each other, ye’re in love.”

      “LOVE!” Amy and I shout at the same time.

      “Aye,” she says, pleased with herself. “A mother's intuition. I can tell, even if ye dinna ken it yet.”

      “Ma intuition tells me Amy and Hamish need that whisky,” Da growls. “And the kids need to get off to school.”

      “I canna find ma school shirt!” Bridget shouts, the sound as bad on FaceTime as it is at home.

      Mum gives us air kisses and Da, without another word, abruptly ends the call.

      “Welcome to the original version of the McCormick family. Ma grandpa produced a very different kind here in America. Billionaires, the lot o' em. The ones back in the ancestral land are naught but idjits,” I say, truly disgusted by that whole conversation from tongue to tail.

      “I think your parents are very sweet,” Amy says, but she has a troubled look on her face. “Your mother...”

      “Is like Marie. Aye?”

      “You see it, too?”

      “Why d'ye think it's so easy fer me to be around yer mother? I meant it when I said yer house reminds me of ma own home.”

      She laughs but looks up at me. “Are you really going out for whisky?”

      I look down at my body. Barefoot, jeans, a long-sleeved, plain t-shirt.

      “Aye.”

      Her mouth twists like she's considering it. I poke her shoulder, plucking the pink cotton.

      “What are the five reasons cats are better than men?”

      “Huh?”

      “Yer hoodie.”

      She turns around and I read them off.

      “Number One: Cats don’t care if you eat the entire pie in your underwear.”

      “Right.”

      “Number Two: Cats will kill spiders and mice for you without whining.” I pause. “That’s actually a good one.”

      “Are you going to read or editorialize?”

      “Number Three: Cats don’t mansplain.”

      “You know what mansplaining is,” she says, not asking a question.

      “Well,” I respond, “actually…”

      “Are you done yet?”

      “Number Four: Cats don’t care how many books you buy.”

      “Or lipsticks, or running shoes, or…”

      “Number Five: Cats never leave the toilet seat up.”

      “See?” she says. “Cats are better than men.”

      “I can think of a great many things men can do that cats canna do.”

      “Like play football?”

      “And more. Ye’re on a straight path to bein’ a lonely cat lady, Amy. Ye work nonstop, ye wear cat merchandise, ye have an angry cat at home...”

      “What's wrong with loving cats?”

      “Nothing. I love pussies, maself.”

      Wrong joke. Wrong, wrong joke.

      She makes an angry face, but something in her eyes heats up.

      “Let me try again: Please come out wi' me and ma mates. Have a little fun.”

      “I have work to do.”

      “I need to do an intervention on ye, Amy.”

      “Intervention?”

      “That's it, pet. Ye’re coming to MacGruber's Pub wi' me. No arguin’.”

      “I can't go to a pub!”

      “Ma friend from Glasgow works there. Came to America to find his way as an actor.”

      “Let me guess: his mother considers him dead, too.”

      “Naw. Ian actually calls his mom every other day, like clockwork. Ma own mum wilna let me hear the end of it.”

      To my surprise, she tilts her head, smiles, and says, “Fine. You wore me down. Let me change really quickly and I'll meet you in the lobby.”

      “I'll call an Uber,” I tell her, surprised it worked.

      And wondering what the hell I'm doing.
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      What the hell am I doing?

      “Oh, no,” I mutter the second we get out of the car. The ride over here was dominated entirely by the driver from Ghana who not only knew Hamish by sight, but who also regaled us with tales of every play Hamish has mastered, plus a few he definitely has not.

      The shine wore off after ten minutes, and Hamish went from a friendly idol to a disgruntled star.

      “I really need that pint,” he says crisply as we get out of Afi's very clean Toyota Corolla. Hamish gives him a wave before muttering a string of expletives under his breath, half of them words I've never heard.

      I don't really need to know the definitions.

      The pub is about as English as you can get in California, but within a few seconds of being guided in by Hamish, I realize the accents are, to a person, Scottish.

      “Did we teleport?” I call out loudly, above the cheering crowd. They’re all clustered at the bar, looking up at one of the three television screens, and it’s a sea of red, one of AFC Dunsdill's colors.

      Except they're not watching football.

      “Are they watching darts on television?” I ask.

      “Shhhh,” someone calls out.

      Hamish leans down, hand on my shoulder, his lips perilously close to my ear. “Aye. And if ye know what's guid fer ye, keep yer voice down. These people don't play around, and they like to fondle razor-sharp objects.”

      I can't help but laugh, but our conversation is cut off by a rousing shout of “STRIKER!”

      One of the bartenders, a guy with a broad forehead, dark eyes, and sandy blond hair, comes around from behind the counter and gives Hamish a crushing hug. Given the guy is about my height, that means he puts Hamish's lower ribs in a vice grip.

      “BAWBAG!” Hamish shouts back, the slang insult meaning scrotum apparently reserved, with affection, for good buddies.

      I am trying to imagine screaming, “PISSFLAPS!” at one of my sisters, or Amanda, but the image just makes me really, really need a beer.

      “How ye doin', Ian?” Hamish asks the guy. Then it clicks. This is his actor friend, the one from back home.

      “Guid. Got a commercial fer orange juice. I lick ma lips and say, 'So fresh. So true.' They pay me hundreds of dollars to drink juice on camera, Hamish. Almost as ridiculous as someone paying ye to be a footie player.”

      “Hey, now. I work hard.”

      They laugh, the kind of familiar chuckle with layers of years underneath. I know that laugh.

      My sisters and I have it.

      “Who's this?” Ian asks, eyes jumping to me. What he's really asking is, Who's the jersey chaser? But I don't mind. The longer I'm involved in Hamish's football world, the more I understand.

      Sort of.

      “Amy. Amy Jacoby. She's ma... well, she works fer a company that has an interest in keepin’ me from doin’ stupid shite.”

      “Then she has the hardest job on the planet,” Ian says, extending a hand, eyes filled with sympathy. “Impossible task.”

      I shake it and smile. “You really do know him well.”

      “We go back to the cradle. Born three days apart, and he canna get rid o' me.”

      “Ye're ma next-door neighbor and our mums are best friends. Had nae choice. Ma mum made me be nice to ye.”

      “Hah! Ma mum said the same thing, ya numpty.” Ian leaves us, goes back behind the bar, and begins pouring Hamish a Guinness.

      “What're ye drinkin’?” Hamish asks me, his hand going to the small of my back in a thrillingly casual gesture. Intimate enough to be promising, but not transgressive.

      “I'll have one of those, too,” I say with a chin jut sent Ian's way.

      “I thought ye hated dark beer.”

      “I never said that. I'm trying something new.”

      The hand on my back moves slightly, pressing a bit into my skin. “Aye? Guid. I like it when ye explore the world.”

      “Why?”

      “It shows me more of ye.”

      Hamish takes his beer from Ian and his hand moves off me. Without the heat from his palm, I feel a bit abandoned.

      “I'll grab yer beer, Amy. Ye go get us a table. Harry's coming, so get one of the corner booths, will ye, pet?”

      “Sure!” I'm twenty feet away before I realize how easily I did exactly as asked, term of endearment included. What would life with Hamish be like if I didn't fight with him all the time? Would it feel good? This good?

      Even better?

      The place is crowded near the televisions but surprisingly empty in the front, so I grab a six-top booth and slide in as Hamish chats with Ian, their heads huddled together. Hamish puts his beer down and reaches into his back pocket to pay. He says something to Ian, who looks troubled. His face scrunches up and his head tilts, then bobs a bit, as if he’s confessing something he doesn't want to admit.

      Then Hamish pulls a stack of bills from his wallet, pressing them firmly in his friend's hand, his expression clear: He isn't taking no for an answer.

      Ian shoves the money in his back pocket, separating two bills from the pack and ringing up the two beers. Hamish waves off the change and winks at him, coming toward me with the two pint glasses in his hands.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask as he sets mine before me, the thick foam looking like crema on top of an espresso.

      As I sip, he replies, “What do ye mean?”

      “That conversation you had with him, and… the money.”

      “Nothing gets past ye does it?”

      “That's why they pay me the big bucks.”

      “This isna work, Amy. We're playing.”

      “You're my work, Hamish. I'm only allowed one beer, by the way. It's in my contract.”

      “Nae,” he says emphatically, taking my free hand, eyes blazing. “We're friends now. No’ boss and employee.”

      “You are not my boss!”

      “Whoever said that? I consider ye mine.” He winks and I laugh, sputtering foam all over my nose.

      “That's definitely better,” I admit, taking a big mouthful of the dark beer. It's like chocolate and beer, with a hint of coffee, aged in a vat of copper pennies. “But you're changing the subject. Ian… ?”

      “He's broke,” Hamish says bluntly. “I forced some on him.”

      “Forced?”

      “Aye. Man's got pride. I had to override it.”

      “You had to?”

      “I did. Do.” He leans in. “Ian's got diabetes. From childhood. Needs insulin.”

      “Oh, no.”

      “Back home, he has healthcare. Here, it's different. He's qualified for Screen Actor's Guild benefits from the commercials he’s been doing, but the insurance hasna kicked in yet. I'm helping him.”

      “That's generous of you.”

      “Naw. It's human o' me.”

      Clearly, he doesn't want to talk about giving Ian that money and seems a bit troubled that I even saw it. For a guy who comes on to nearly every woman he sees, and who can work a room like a top-notch, charismatic politician, he's surprisingly humble about helping people.

      Great. Even more reasons to fall for him.

      Hamish systematically chugs about a third of his pint, then gives me a contemplative stare. “What do ye think?”

      “About what?” I take another mouthful and swallow, enjoying the rich taste. It's somehow larger than life, making all other beers I've ever consumed taste like watered-down apple juice.

      “The Guinness.”

      “I like it.”

      “Good.” He holds out his glass for a toast. I imitate him, our eyes locked.

      “To what?” I ask.

      “To exploring the world,” he says. “To trying new things.”

      “To being bold,” I add as the thick glasses collide, both empty enough that no beer is spilled. We drink more in silence, the din of the crowd softening as a commercial comes on.

      Bzzz

      He looks at his phone. “Harry's on his way. Says a few other players are, too.”

      “Good. I'd like to get to know them.”

      “Why?”

      I take another sip, nearing the halfway mark. This isn't just a beer. It's close to a meal, filling my stomach. My empty stomach.

      Oops. It hits me that I haven't eaten a single bite in hours, and I ran for miles. If we don't order food, this is going straight to my head.

      And Hamish's gaze is going straight to my libido.

      “Ye're nothing like I thought ye were when I first met ye.”

      “When we were in Shannon's wedding?”

      “Aye. Thought ye were a pretty girl to bed.”

      “And now you... don't?”

      “Now I know ye're a beautiful, accomplished woman to respect.”

      I'm softening. I don't want to. Yes, it's the beer. The floaty feeling I have is entirely chemically manufactured, my lust for Hamish just neurons with nothing better to do than gather between my legs and start pulsing.

      They're unionizing, ready to end the strike against him, the negotiation finishing up, bargaining over. And they've won. Concessions are being made.

      Victory is... my nether regions.

      No, it doesn't make sense. But oh, man, the heat of him next to me, the way he holds the pint of Guinness just so, how his entire body moves with a kind of liquid perfection–it all makes me want to kiss him with the kind of abandon I've never let myself experience.

      And I want to feel it all with him.

      Only him.

      I could, too. Could turn right now and throw myself at him, mouth on mouth, my tongue finding his, and do all the naughty things I've held myself back from. Too many layers of who I am are caught on other layers, until I'm nothing but a tangle of failed expression.

      I want. Oh, how I want. I want Hamish McCormick more than anything else in the world.

      And the shame I feel at wanting him so badly is worse than the want itself.

      But why?

      I have no reasons for that shame. Zero. Zilch. Nada. None. Why do I hold myself back?

      I don't need to.

      I don't want to.

      I hate myself for it.

      So how do I let go?

      Oh. Right. I can't.

      I'm the one who put that clause in the contract.

      Right.

      “Amy?” he says, sitting right next to me, completely oblivious to the fact that a nuclear bomb is quietly going off in my panties. My clitoris has turned radioactive.

      “Mmmm?”

      “Having fun?”

      “I am.”

      “Good. You need it.” He pats my knee exactly twice, a friendly double tap that makes me wet.

      I place my palm over the back of his hand, gently trapping it.

      Contracts can be rewritten, right?

      What am I saying?

      What am I doing?

      His eyes widen, full of questions, and the only way to answer them is with a kiss.

      And as I lean toward him, so close to doing it, someone screams:

      “SCROTE!”

      “Oh, goody,” I whisper. “Harry's here.”

      With a shove and a clap on the back, Harry joins us, carrying a bottled beer and a plastic basket of wings.

      “You two lovebirds hiding away over here?” he asks with a wink. “Why are you sitting on the same side of the booth?”

      “We were leaving the other side clear for you and your larger-than-life personality,” I half joke.

      “I know what it's like to eat next to ye, Harry. Never again,” Hamish says, in a voice that tells me he means it.

      “What?” Harry says as he tears off a bite of a wing like a caveman munching on a pterodactyl. “There's nothing wrong with the way I eat!”

      “I looked like a Jackson Pollock paintin’ after I sat next to ye at a dinner,” Hamish replies, my hand still on his hand, which is on my knee.

      Still.

      “Your problem. Not mine.” Harry makes his way through a synchronized routine of chicken wing, then beer, chicken wing, then beer, until the beer's gone and he's halfway through the last wing. He twists in his seat to look toward the bar.

      “No waitresses tonight, Ian said,” he grouses. “Short staffed.”

      “Oh, poor Harry. Hafta use yer legs to get a beer. It's no' as if ye’ve got a better use fer them,” Hamish teases.

      “Toss off.”

      “I'll go,” I offer, tapping the rim of my empty glass. “What're you having?”

      “Rolling Rock.”

      “Pisswater?” Hamish says, agog.

      “I like it! Bugger off.”

      “And you?” I ask Hamish, who is getting up. I put my hand on his shoulder. “I've got this.”

      He reaches for his wallet. “No, no. It's on me.”

      “I'm a successful woman. A beautiful, smart woman worthy of respect, some even say.” I wink at him. “I can buy you a beer.”

      “What about me?” Harry pipes up.

      Hamish firmly pushes a twenty at me. “Ye can buy me a round, but damned if I'll let ye buy one fer him. By the way, where's Gatimu and Kamil?”

      “Running late,” Harry says around his beer.

      I take the twenty and laugh, heading for the bar. Ian's busy pouring beers, but there's no line.

      “Two Guinnesses and a Rolling Rock,” I say. He makes a face at the last order.

      “Got it. How's it going with Hamish?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “He said ye’re his handler. How're ye handling him?” I get a wink at the end.

      Unsure how to take that, I play dumb. Also, the beer is really, really getting to me.

      “Can I get a basket of wings, too?” I ask, patting my stomach. “I think I need food.”

      “Here,” he says, handing me a bowl of pretzels. “Take those back to the table with the beers, and I'll get the wings going.”

      The place is tiny. So tiny that if you blink, you might miss it. With no more than a dozen tables in the joint, it's possible to run with just one person up front, but it's tight.

      “Thank you.”

      Ian gives me another searching look. “I meant it, though. Ye’re handling him well. I can see it.”

      “See what?”

      “He fancies ye.”

      I sigh. “Is this a Scottish thing? Because his mother said the same thing on FaceTime right before we came here.”

      “Fiona said that? Ach, yer practically marrying him, then.”

      “She said that, too! Talked about planning the wedding.” I giggle. “Can you believe that?”

      Ian is frozen, the beer he's pulling now overflowing like a waterfall over the web of his hand.

      “Fiona said that?”

      I laugh nervously, pointing. “You're spilling.”

      He pulls the tap up, keeping the pint glass in place, eyes on me. “Ma God. Ye really are his one.”

      “Hah. Cut it out.”

      Ian's thick eyebrows go up as he cleans his hand, shaking the foam off in glops, grabbing a clean glass and making a quick transfer.

      “I'm no' joking. Ye'll be Mrs. McCormick fer sure.”

      “God, no!” I burst out, making Hamish stand up sharply.

      “Oh, I hit a nerve, did I?” Ian says with a chortle that pisses me off.

      “My sister is Mrs. McCormick. If I married a guy with the same last name, I'd be accused of imitating her.”

      “That's right! Hamish mentioned ye a long time ago. Yer sister married Hamish's cousin. If ye and Hamish had bairns, how would they be related to yer sister's babies?”

      “I am not having Hamish's baby! Are all of you from Glasgow this annoying?”

      “Aye,” says a deep voice behind me as two hands press on my shoulders. “We are. What's Ian sayin' to ye?”

      I cut Ian a glare meant to shut him up.

      “Amy was just telling me what a bawbag ye are. No different in America, are ye?”

      “Yer the worst liar, Ian. The worst.”

      I put down cash for the drinks, then Hamish grabs the two Guinnesses and I snag Harry's bottled beer, both of us walking away before Ian can produce change.

      “What was that about? Ye yelled 'God, no!' like ye were bein’ attacked.”

      “Nothing.”

      “Twasn't nothing.”

      “It’s fine.” Hamish's protective streak would normally make me claustrophobic, but instead it warms me. Makes me feel cared for.

      Noticed.

      We get to the booth and slide in, Harry's mouth practically on the beer before I can set it down.

      “Ian's making chicken wings for us.” I give my beer a wary eye. “I need food before I do something out of character.”

      Hamish's hand goes back on my knee.

      “I can help ye wi’that,” he whispers.

      “I meant singing karaoke.” I point to a guy in the corner setting up a machine.

      “I didna.”

      “You two are flirting. I thought it was your job not to let Hamish shag,” Harry says, my fuzzy, pleasant glow cut in half by the words.

      “We're just having a go at each other, Harry. Not shagging.”

      “If you say so,” Harry snorts. Suddenly, he goes still. “Uh, oh,” he mutters, wiping his mouth. He nudges Hamish and jerks his head toward the main doors.

      Jace.

      Jace is here.

      “Oh, no.” I grab my glass and drink half of it down.

      “Don't ye worry about him. I wilna let him hurt ye.”

      “You sound like he's about to fly across the room like a vampire and sink his teeth into my boob,” I shoot back.

      “Then he'd be a dead man.”

      “You're not allowed to kill teammates, Hamish. You'll lose your bonus.”

      “I knew there was a reason why I dinna do it.”

      Jace spots us and comes striding over, arrogant as can be. Why I ever thought Hamish was a brash jerk is beyond me now.

      “Oh, look. MacGruber's is letting the trash in.” Jace is looking straight at me as he says it. Already three sheets to the wind, he’s clutching a beer and his sour breath reeks. I hope like hell he came here in an Uber.

      Hamish speaks before I can.

      “I canna break yer nose again, Jace, but I would if I could. The first time, it seemed like an honest mistake, but now ye’re bein’ an arse. Leave her the hell alone.”

      “Or what?”

      “I dinna have an ultimatum. And ye ken I dinna like to start things, but I'll finish them. To the bitter end. Ye ken that all too well.” Hamish's eyes jump to Jace's nose.

      “Hey,” I say softly. The caveman act is weirdly appealing. Never in my life has a guy jumped in to protect me the way Hamish has, and we're not even together. Being protected feels good, but having him resort to violence is too much.

      And not needed right now.

      “Hey, what?” Jace says snidely.

      “Hey, cut it out,” I snap at him. “Let's just leave, Hamish.”

      Harry leans across the booth and whispers, “If you leave, it's a weak move.”

      “I don't care what anyone else thinks,” I say loudly. “I was having a rare night out for fun, and I won't let some guy whose pride is bigger than his dick ruin it.”

      “HEY!” Jace shouts, but now he's confused. “Is that an insult?”

      “Depends entirely on which one's bigger,” I snap back as I drain the rest of my glass and stand.

      Hamish joins me, just as Ian delivers the basket of wings, piping hot and smelling like amazing BBQ. I want to ask if genuine Scottish pubs serve BBQ wings, but I don't think now's the time.

      “Here,” he says, sliding his shoulder between Jace and me. “Take these on yer way out.” He turns to Jace. “I want no trouble from ye, and that glass in yer hand is yer last one.”

      “You Scots all stand together.”

      I half expect them all to break out in song, or pull out the blue war paint. Hamish once told me it's called woad, and it has hallucinogenic properties, which explains a lot about him.

      “Come on,” I say, reaching for Hamish's hand, entwining our fingers so he has no choice. “These wings aren't going to eat themselves.”

      “You heard the woman, Hamish,” Harry says with a wink. “Go on and eat the part o' the hen that needs it most.”

      Now the second beer is really hitting me, my words a little harder to say, but oh, how loose am I? While I took the initial lead, Hamish moves ahead of me now, the basket so warm and delicious smelling as we walk outside into the warm L.A. night.

      “Mmm,” I say, pulling a wing out, blowing on it to cool it. “This smells amazing.”

      “I want to go back in there and kick his arse.”

      “Why waste good chicken wings? He's just preening.”

      “That preening means something, Amy.”

      “Only if you let it.”

      “It really doesna phase ye? That he said that about ye?”

      I shrug and take a bite. “Mmmm. No. It's not true. Why should it bother me?”

      Blinking repeatedly, he stares at me in wonder. “Ye have surprising corners inside ye that I find admirable. Walking away from an oaf like that takes a kind of inner steel most people dinna have.”

      “He's a dick. His opinion doesn't matter. Best way to handle people like that is to deprive them of attention.”

      “Wise words.”

      “It's not that I like what he says. I just don't need to win some fight where the terms are set by someone else's wounded pride, or weird angry view of the world.”

      Now he just stares even harder at me.

      We’re standing on the sidewalk, under a street light. Hamish eventually pulls out his phone, taps a bit, and says, “Fine. Got us a car in three minutes. Ye’re a funny one, Amy. So uptight about the strangest things, but ye dinna care when a numpty like that insults ye.”

      “Because. He. Does. Not. Matter.” I hold out the basket. “These wings matter more. That crumpled paper coffee cup in the gutter matters more. Harry was right. Eat a piece of hen!”

      “Yer killin' me, pet.”

      The same white Toyota Corolla that brought us here pulls over to the curb. Afi waves at us as he lowers the window, the strong scent of coconut wafting into the air.

      “HAMISH!” he calls out. “Good to see you again. I was remembering that shot you missed off the goalie's arse in that October 2019 game against Aberdeen. Ten million views! What a disaster! What were you thinking?”

      With a sigh that sounds like a sawmill, Hamish opens the car door. I jump in and immediately offer Afi a wing.

      He declines.

      “Thank you, but I need to keep my mouth free so I can talk to Hamish about his play.”

      “Good thing it's only an eleven-minute ride,” Hamish grouses.

      Can a kiss last eleven minutes? I wonder as the beer hits me full force, and the glow of relaxation makes all my worries fade.

      Ah. I’ve missed this. I’ve missed this so much.

      Just being... free.

      The men argue good-naturedly, slinging barbs at each other, but animated and passionate about the topic. It's an energy I don't see very often, and it gives me a thrill. These guys are engaged. They dig deep. They kick around ideas because the goal is to learn. To do better, be better.

      And they're having fun doing it.

      “Soccer sure is important to you both,” I say, loose and happy.

      Both halt.

      “Football,” they say in unison.

      “It's important to everyone,” Afi says.

      “Not everyone. Loads of people don't have a passion for life like you two. Or for football, or anything.”

      Hamish is watching me curiously as Afi takes a corner, the tires squealing slightly. “What d'ye have a passion fer, Amy?”

      “Work. Running. My family.”

      “Nothing else?”

      It would be so easy to say you, but it would also be false.

      I don't have a passion for Hamish. I have a curiosity about what passion would feel like with Hamish, and no matter how many beers I have in me, I still know the difference.

      “I need to live more of my life to see. Explore more.”

      “Feel more,” he adds, his fingers twitching as if he's holding back from touching my hand.

      “Yes,” I respond, turning in the seat, pivoting enough to face him, moving my hand closer to his. We're adults, more than old enough to have a night of pleasure together, but I feel like a teenager angling toward her first kiss.

      But I'm not a teenager.

      I'm a grown woman with an employment contract that says Hamish is forbidden fruit.

      “Ye want to learn to feel more, Amy? Truly?”

      “Doesn't everyone?” Afi cuts in, answering for me.

      “Ye would think,” Hamish says amiably. “Some people struggle wi' it, though. Close themselves off to the best the world has to offer.”

      “Maybe they have good reasons,” I say softly.

      “Ye canna let fear stop ye from living. Right, Afi?”

      “Right, Striker. I was afraid to come here from Ghana.”

      “And when ye got here, ye realized how wrong ye were?”

      “God, no. This place is awful. Americans are the worst,” he says, surprising Hamish into a loud laugh.

      We pull up to the hotel and climb out.

      “Thanks again, Afi.”

      “Will you sign your autograph for me, Striker? A few times? I have nieces and nephews,” he implores.

      “And then there's eBay,” I add. “Hamish's autograph is going for a pretty penny there.”

      Afi's eyes shift a bit, but Hamish laughs again, shaking his head. He signs his name on a small notepad Afi hands him, making his way through ten pages.

      “It's her job to look out fer me, Afi. Amy's all business.”

      “I'm right, though.”

      Afi gives me a direct look. “You protect him.”

      “I watch out for his business interests.”

      He looks at Hamish. “You keep her.”

      “Excuse me?” we say in unison.

      “Woman like that? Smart and beautiful? You retire your playboy penis and settle down with a good woman like this, Striker.”

      His phone buzzes and he takes a look.

      “Next ride. Got to go. Nice to meet you both.”

      And with that, Afi peels away, leaving us on the sidewalk.

      Hamish puts his arm around my shoulders, the gesture tinged with more power than the last time he did it. We walk quietly up the steps, into the lobby, and across to the elevator, the beer hitting me more with each step. The smell of him is so masculine, so spicy, so delicious.

      We're on the elevator when he turns to me and says seriously, “Amy?”

      “Mmm?”

      “Afi has a point.”

      “Which one? When he said you have a weak foot?”

      He bristles, like he's ready to argue with Afi via me, but instead he says, “The part where he said ye’re smart and beautiful.”

      “He was hoping for a bigger tip.”

      “He was speaking the truth as he observed it.” Hamish reaches out and traces my collarbone, a shiver of arousal rippling through me, catching in my throat. “Any man would be crazy no’ to want ye.”

      DING!

      The elevator stops on our floor, the doors opening to a family, a sleeping baby in a stroller part of their group. As we leave, they file in, and I wonder if they can feel the heat we're generating.

      Hamish's hand goes to my shoulder, guiding me down the hall until we're in front of both our hotel doors. A question hangs in the air, new and searching.

      It really would be so easy, I know. I think about it all the time.

      So why not let it be easy?

      “I invited ye to ma hotel room a long time ago, Amy. Ye remember that?”

      “The three a.m. booty call? Sure.”

      “Ye were right. I was a walking impulse.”

      “What's it like?”

      “Like to what?”

      “To give in to impulse like that. Just jump without knowing what's next. Chase the feeling before the thoughts kick in?”

      “Why don't ye try it yerself fer once and tell me all about it later?”

      As he says the words, his arm encircles my waist and I reflexively stand taller, going on tiptoe. The joining of our mouths in a kiss is an equal endeavor, as much me as it is him.

      Until I push against him, my mouth hard and yearning, my body needing his more than I ever imagined. The taste of him is pure freedom, no judgment, access to a world where you don't have to overthink or deliberate. Where it’s enough to want what you want.

      In a word: paradise.

      I didn't know lips could taste like this, that his breath mixed with mine could fuel so much emotion.

      His hand moves to his back pocket, then expertly waves the hotel room card in front of the sensor. My brain barely registers the click of the lock, the push of the door, the fire in his kiss.

      Actually, that last one registers all too well.

      He picks me up easily, one arm lifting me and pressing me against him at the same time, the feel of his hand under my ass, the hard muscle against my side thrilling. He's completely in control and I've never been more aroused.

      Never felt less inhibited.

      All I want to do is touch him. Kiss him. Connect and be connected, Hamish’s tongue finding new ways to explore me, his arms encircling my back, fingers at the nape of my neck, stroking the soft skin there as he kisses me. Until I am just movement, touch, caress.

      “Ye taste so good,” he whispers against my mouth as we come up for air. My body is suspended by his sheer strength, as if I'm nothing yet everything to him.

      Gently, slowly, he moves us to the bed and lays me down. My back slides along the soft coverlet, a rush of heat taking over along my skin, my nipples, between my legs, everywhere.

      It's time, a voice says inside me, sure and true.

      I look up at him and he smiles at me, his hands pulling his shirt up with a swift, smooth motion. The clothing is a barrier, and Hamish is a man who is direct with his body.

      Sex isn't new to me. Intercourse, yes, but I'm well acquainted with all the fun activities leading up to it. Those moments flash through my mind. Not the men–the way I felt.

      And the comparison is apples to oranges.

      I reach for Hamish's waistband, his broad, bare chest in front of me, belly skin soft and dusted with curly auburn hair. The button on his jeans is easy, the slide of his zipper gratifying, and I push his jeans down over his hips. My hands slide down the outsides of his thighs, his knees, his calves, the hardness of his body all a luxury. I’m creating a mental map of bone, sinew, and muscle.

      He unbuttons my shirt, quick and simple, kissing my neck as he pulls it off.

      “I thought ye hated me,” he whispers.

      “I did.”

      “Then I like being hated by ye,” he says before kissing me again, cupping my breast with one hand, the other deftly unhooking my bra. The slip of silk sliding down my back as I wiggle out of it is a feeling of freedom.

      Yet another piece that binds me, gone.

      “I can't believe you really wanted me,” I confess, his hands halting as I say it, then moving to my face, cradling it. Moonlight shines in from the window, along with streetlights, glowing off his skin.

      “How could ye have doubted it?”

      “I thought you were a tease. That if I made a move, you'd make fun of me.”

      “Why on Earth would I do that?”

      “Because guys like you do.”

      “Guys like me? How many 'guys like me' d'ye know?”

      “Only one. There’s only one.”

      “Let me see how much ye hate me after this.” He kisses my throat, a spot between my breasts, each nipple, every touch making me gasp and fire up.

      Men like Hamish McCormick aren't part of my repertoire. They're mysterious objects, and I judge them heavily because I don't understand them. Playful and sexy, every sliver of who he is lives in the moment, the present.

      The endless now.

      Here he is, hands roaming over me, fingers slipping beneath the waistband of my jeans and oh, how good this feels. Giving in to whatever piece of me needs me to ride with impulse and joy feels even better when I'm in his arms.

      But it turns out I am wrong.

      Hamish is part of my repertoire now.

      His kisses move down, one on my hipbone, the next below my navel. As his fingers part my legs, I close my eyes, letting my own heat meet his.

      Being his now.

      His full attention is on my pleasure and all my thoughts fade as he strokes me, the question of whether to release the part of me that needs control long vanquished.

      I know the answer.

      It's right at the tip of his tongue.

      I moan, a rising urge inside me. The intensity of years of pent-up desire is finally unleashed. His hot breath and eager mouth take me up, up, up, the tension building within me, the sounds of our breathing and my own lust too much, so much. I pitch over, letting go, letting him, letting myself embrace this.

      His fingers dig into my hips, holding me in place as his mouth does the indescribable, my own words long gone. Finally, I stop him, his mouth moving to mine immediately, my hands all over him, cataloguing, enjoying, grounding myself in reality.

      A surreal feeling pumps through me as I lose myself again in his kiss, palm flat against his chest then moving down, seeking the thick erection between us. We're both completely naked now, the clothing we had on when we began this all magically pooled on the floor.

      One stroke with my curled palm and he stops me.

      “Nae, Amy. No' that. I want to be in ye.” He turns me, kneeling, big and strong, and I’m self-conscious suddenly. Not the nakedness, but the vulnerability of knowing. Knowing it’s really time.

      And he’s really it. I waited for so long because I was never sure.

      Now, I am.

      “There's something I have to tell you,” I whisper.

      “What's that, pet? Trust me, there’s nothin’ ye can say to make me stop,” he says. “Other than no, of course. Is that what ye want? To stop?”

      “No!”

      “Ach, thank God.” He brushes the back of his hand against the side of my face, making me shiver. The words are hard to get out, but I have to say it. Have to.

      It's too big not to.

      “What is it, then? Ye need me to wear a condom? Because of course I will.”

      “I'm on birth control.”

      “Aye,” he says with a soft sigh and a smile. “Good. But just so ye know, I tested fine. And I always have.”

      “Okay.” I hesitate, then realize I should say something. “Uh, same.”

      “And I have ma own confession.”

      “You first,” I say, stalling.

      “I havena been with anyone since that stupid tape came out.”

      “What?”

      “Aye. When that horrible moment happened at yer house, I stopped.”

      “Kissing me was that awful?” I joke, hating myself for it.

      He reaches for my face, both palms cupping it like that evening under the mistletoe. This time, the kiss is deep and slow, probing and perfect, wet and hungry.

      “Dinna do that. Kissing ye is like tasting heaven.”

      “Why did you stop? Because you didn't want to lose the big contracts?”

      “Naw. I stopped because after I kissed you under the mistletoe, the thought of any other woman was so unsatisfying. I only wanted you.”

      “My kiss was that magic?” My words come out like a joke, but they're not. He's serious. Deep, intense eyes meet mine.

      “Yes, Amy. Yes.”

      “That's your confession? That you haven't slept with anyone since before Thanksgiving?”

      “Aye. It's been a long time.”

      “Oh, I've got that beat,” I say faintly.

      “Hard to believe that,” he says with a funny noise from deep in his throat. “Men're lined up to be with ye.”

      “Oh, well...”

      The words I'm a virgin are buried so many layers down, I need a pulley and a team of imaginary bodybuilders to bring them to the surface. “It's just...”

      “Been a while?”

      “Right.”

      “Is that so hard to talk about?”

      “It's–well...”

      His full body is pressed against mine now, the thickness of him against my thigh. His kiss tastes like me, and I have the taste of him in my mouth. Never before in my life have I been this raw, this bare, this vulnerable with anyone.

      Hamish McCormick is the man I'm choosing to give myself to.

      Wholly. Completely. Utterly.

      This feels so right. So perfect. All I need to do now is say the words, let him know how special he is to me.

      And then let him in.

      “Go ahead,” he says. “Take yer time.”

      “Oh, I've taken plenty of time,” I murmur, burying my head in his chest, playing with the hair.

      “Then what? Ye want to take a break? I want ye verra, verra much, Amy. Have fer a long time.”

      “I know all about waiting for a long time.”

      “Yer speakin’ in riddles.”

      He's right. It's not fair to him. I pull back and rise up on my knees, bare to the core, and he rises up with me. He’s so tall and powerful, arms around me, looking down with such tenderness, the moment frozen in time.

      This is it.

      I'm going to say it.

      And then we're going to do it.

      “I'm a virgin,” I whisper. “You're my first.”

      He blinks exactly once.

      “Can–can ye say that again?”

      “I'm. A. Virgin.”

      Laughter is not the response I expected from him, but I can understand. Sort of.

      He chuckles and says, “Ye're pullin’ ma leg, Amy.”

      Heat rises to my face as I stretch up and kiss him. “No. I'm not. And I'm ready for you. I want you. I need you.”

      His mouth goes slack.

      “Ye’re... not kiddin’.”

      “I'm not.”

      “A virgin.”

      “I am.”

      “A virgin?”

      “Quit saying it that way.”

      “Sweet holy hell, Amy. How could ye keep such a secret?”

      “Given that I don't run around talking about sex all the time, it wasn't hard.” My fingertips stroke his chest, but they move slower and slower. Like they're dying.

      This is not going as I imagined.

      “I–I canna–I dinna… what?”

      Oh, this definitely isn't going as I imagined.

      “It's not–I don't talk about it.”

      “But we just–” he waves between us. “Ye know.” He looks down at his glorious body and frowns. “God is sae unfair to men. We get one big one, aye, but ye get the quantity, don't ye?”

      “Oh, yes.” It feels good to laugh, like this is turning around. Whew. “I've done–” I wave between us, imitating him. “Just not–” I wave at our respective genitals as if I’m directing planes on the runway. “You know. Inside me.”

      “Ye really are serious.” He drops down to the bed on his ass, hands running through his hair, green eyes frantic. “Ye're pure.”

      “Uh, no. This isn't a purity test. I'm just being open about it because I thought you'd want to know.”

      “Of course I want to know! Because now I canna sleep wi' ye!”

      This is stratospherically not going as I imagined.

      I've waited my whole life, way too many of my adult years, to find a man I could trust enough with this piece of who I am. He's in front of me, gloriously naked and so sexy I want to melt into the bed, and he's laughing at me.

      Laughing.

      Toying with me.

      Rejecting me.

      It's silly, I know, but I've cherished this moment so much, agonized over it, held back because it's special. Society makes me feel like I'm not supposed to feel that, like my own attachment to my virginity is silly. Overblown. Unfailingly precious.

      Extra.

      And if it is, so what? It's who I am, it's how I feel, and the hypercompetent, overly controlled, carefully deliberate Amy I show to the world, a river of insecurity running underneath the pulled-together surface, is facing her worst nightmare as the idealist in me curls into a ball and cries.

      For too long, I've been embarrassed by the impracticality of holding on, holding out, waiting for so long to do the deed, and now, as Hamish rejects me, I –

      I have to get the hell out of here.

      Now.

      Scrambling off the bed, I grab my purse and my clothes and make a blind dash for the door, opening it and squinting into the blinding light of the hallway before Hamish can get to his feet.

      Given his athletic prowess, that says something.

      “AMY!” he calls out, but I can't hear, can't think, can't do anything but fumble in my bag for my hotel room card as I stand naked in the hallway, clothes pressed against my front. I’m praying no one walks by, no paparazzi are near, no jersey chasers are hovering in the corners of the hall, waiting to screw Hamish.

      His door bangs open just as I hold the plastic rectangle in front of the sensor. My door unlocks, my body separate from my heart as I slip inside my room, pull the door shut hard, flip the deadbolt–

      And ignore him pounding on the door, calling my name.

      I’m shaking, every piece of me shattered and shivering. Hamish is calling and calling, like I've fallen down a deep, dark hole and he's making sure I'm there at the bottom.

      Still alive.

      “Amy! I'm sorry. Please come back and talk. Please. Jesus, Amy, I just want to talk!”

      “Amy? Amy!”

      POUND POUND POUND

      “I shouldn’t have said it that way. Ye just surprised me.”

      It feels like my heart is trying to squeeze so hard that I'll pass out and end this pain. Unable to help myself, I turn to the peephole. He's so tall, the view through the fisheye lens is of his panting bare chest, but I can see he's wearing jeans. The bulging muscles in his arm work hard as he knocks on my door.

      “Amy?”

      As my chin drops to my own bare chest, I taste him, his musk on me, my inner thighs still wet from the orgasm he gave me with his mouth. The tears are running down my breasts, pooling at the nipples, all of me nothing but the pain of a heart and soul vibrating out of my skin.

      “Amy, please. Please talk to me.”

      My back against the cold metal door, I slip down to the ground, forehead on my knees, all of me curled in small and tight.

      “Amy? Dinna shut me out. We can talk. I'm an arsehole. Let me fix this.”

      At some point, I cry so hard that I stop hearing him, and then I hear nothing as I fade off to sleep.

      I do not dream.

      Because you need hope to have an imagination that can dream.
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      I wake up on the carpeted floor of my room, light peeking out from under the thick blackout curtains. I'm still naked, my clothes bunched up under my head. I must have gathered them in the middle of the night.

      As I sit up, I see red glowing numbers on a clock across the room: 3:11 a.m.

      Ah. It’s still the middle of the night. The light at the window must be from streetlights.

      For a few sweet seconds, I'm confused about my state, wondering why I'm on the floor by the door, but then–

      I remember.

      “Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God, why did I tell him? Why, why, why?” I groan into my shirt, muffling my mouth with it.

      How could the most joyful experience in my entire life be followed five minutes later by the abject worst?

      The worst experience possible?

      Every time I've thought about telling a guy I'm a virgin, since I turned twenty-two or so, I've imagined being laughed at, or taken advantage of. Or not believed.

      I never imagined it would go like that.

      Because I never could conjure a guy I'd care about so much that we'd be so close, so intimate, so perfect.

      And then be rejected.

      Tap tap tap

      I cover my mouth to make sure the squeal of surprise doesn't come out.

      “Amy?” Hamish says softly from the other side. “Are ye there? Please?”

      He's still up? Still trying?

      Why?

      Why would he keep trying when he said he couldn't sleep with me? What fresh hell is this?

      I don't want to open the door. I can't see him, can't look him in the eye after that. In addition to breaking my work contract, I've broken my heart.

      He didn't. I did. I did this to myself.

      None of this is his fault. It’s all on me.

      For trusting him.

      For trusting anyone.

      There are four people in the whole wide world I still do trust. I reach for my phone and press Call on a very important person's contact information. Then I crawl on all fours, naked, to my hotel room bed. It seems like a decent strategy for managing my current mess.

      “Hello?” says a tired, but always there, voice. Hearing it makes me feel like maybe the world isn't ending, after all.

      “Shannon?”

      “What's wrong? You sound hurt. Amy? Are you okay?”

      “I–I need someone.”

      “I'm here. Where are you?”

      “L.A.”

      “Okay. I'll find a way to get there as soon as possible. What happened?”

      “It's Hamish.”

      “What did he do now?”

      “He–we–and then he… I can't say the words.”

      “What did he do?”

      “It's what he didn't do that hurts so much.”

      “Huh?”

      “He rejected me.” That's as much as I can get out.

      “Oh, honey. I'll be there.”

      “No. I want to come home. I can't stay here a minute longer.”

      “Hang on.” She fades away, but I hear footsteps, then muffled words as she says, “Declan!” and a man's lower tones bounce between her own muttering.

      Suddenly, she's clear again. “Grind It Fresh! has a jet share. Go to Burbank Airport. You can be on a flight in eight hours.”

      Pure relief pours through me.

      “If this happened two years from now, we'd have our own jet!” Declan calls out from the background.

      “Who cares?” Shannon snaps at him. “This isn't about your wounded pride at only having a jet share and not your own jet, Dec! This is about poor Amy!”

      “I'm just saying this is temporary,” he insists. “Wait. Even better. Andrew just got back to me. They can send the Anterdec jet. One of them is in Seattle with a VP and can be in L.A. in about six hours.”

      “I’m putting you on speakerphone,” Shannon says.

      “Seriously? You texted Andrew at three in the morning and he answered that fast?”

      “God, no. I texted Gina, who figured it all out, and Andrew approved it. Plus, it's six a.m. here,” Declan says. “Not three. By noon tomorrow L.A. time, the Anterdec jet can pick you up at Burbank and bring you to Worcester or Boston. Gina will text details.”

      “You're the best. That gives me time to wrap up some details here. I can't leave Hamish and the team in the lurch. There's some scheduling I'll need to do first thing in the morning.”

      “Always. And where is Hamish, by the way?” he asks, clearing his throat after.

      “I don't know and I don't care.” That's a lie. I do know, and I do care.

      Care too much.

      “Why?” Shannon asks him.

      “Andrew and I just need to know so we can find him and kill him.”

      Normally, I'd laugh, but instead I start to cry, my diaphragm pulling up hard, stomach caught in a spasm so deep, it makes it hard to breathe.

      “Oh, Amy,” Shannon whispers, sounding like she's crying, too. “I'm so sorry.”

      “He–he–he didn't do anything wrong. Don't kill him.”

      “We can just nick his Achilles tendon, then. Make it look like an accident. No one will be the wiser,” Declan says so dispassionately about his own cousin that I instantly believe my brother-in-law could be the head of a Mafia organization.

      “NO! Don't do that!”

      “Why not?”

      “Because–because–”

      “Because she loves him, Dec,” Shannon says in a half-annoyed, half-wondrous voice.

      “Oh,” he says, voice going deep. He pauses, then sighs. “That makes this so much worse.”

      I've never felt more understood by my billionaire brother-in-law in all the years I've known him.

      “I revealed a really private piece of myself to him,” I blabber, unable to reel my words back in. “And he rejected me for it.”

      “You had the courage to share that with him, Amy,” Declan says, compassionate and sweet, with an older-brother tone I've never heard from him before. “I know that breaking through the ice fortress you've built around yourself was hard. From experience, I know it. Private people decide to reveal themselves very deliberatively. Being vulnerable is hard. It's a sign of your strength that you did so.”

      His words make me cry harder. He's so right.

      And I'm so broken.

      “I thought he was the one,” I whisper.

      “He may still be,” Shannon says, though Declan makes a sound that reminds me of his Mafia potential. “Let's get you home. Can you take a couple of days off from work? Sick days, maybe? We'll have a summit.”

      Now Declan outright groans. “Not the Asshole Boyfriend Summit!” he blusters, sounding so much like his father.

      Everything goes on mute.

      Her words, a couple of days off from work, are a gut punch.

      Hamish is my work.

      How can I justify flying home like this, spur of the moment, without warning? Quintana will fire me.

      And if Hamish spills the beans about our being in bed together, I'm fired regardless.

      He won't, though. For as hurt as I am, he's a man of integrity and won't.

      I know it.

      “Amy, just get on the Anterdec jet. Andrew has a short time to use the privileges before he leaves as CEO, so let's milk it for all it’ s worth. Come home and you'll be fine,” Shannon says, returning to the call.

      “But, I have a job! My job is to make sure no one sleeps with Hamish, and now I almost slept with Hamish!”

      “Technically, you did your job,” Shannon says, clearly trying to make me feel better. “No one else did.”

      “NO ONE DID! That's the problem!”

      “So you.... didn't sleep with him?”

      “We, uh... stuff happened.”

      “That's some serious detail. How granular is this conversation about to get?”

      “You asked!” I sniff. “And besides, my job is here. I refuse to quit because Hamish... because Hamish...”

      “Made you his next scandal?”

      “We didn't do anything in public!”

      And we didn't do everything in private, I don't say out loud.

      “I just did a quick search. Plenty of pictures of you guys, his arm around your shoulders, sitting close at a pub...”

      “None of me, naked, in a hotel hallway, right?”

      “WHAT?”

      “I'll take that as a no.”

      “Why would you be naked in a hallway? What on Earth happened to you tonight?”

      “I'll tell you all about it when I get home. Promise.”

      “The suspense is killing me.”

      “But I have one problem,” I say, realizing my mouth is dry and I'm still naked. Neither of those are the biggest problem I face, though. “How do I justify being away from my job?”

      “Can you come up with some excuse for coming to Boston? Anything at all that isn't personal?”

      Before I can answer, Declan cuts in. “You have time. You're not leaving until noon, your time. Sleep on it. You're smart. An idea will come.”

      Bzzz

      A text from Dad interrupts me.

      Let's have a call, honey. Shannon told me you're hurting.

      “SHANNON!” I blast into the phone. “YOU TOLD DAD?”

      “I told him not to tell you!”

      “OMIGOD MOM KNOWS NOW!”

      Bzzz

      I haven't told your mother, Dad texts. Pinkie promise.

      “Nothing is private in this family. NOTHING!” I hiss.

      “See? Told you. Enmeshed beyond belief,” I hear Declan say to Shannon.

      “Do you still want sex tonight, buddy? Because this is not the way to go about it,” she snaps back at him.

      “I do not want to hear about other people having sex,” I hiss. “I'd rather talk to Dad than listen to you two bicker. Thank you, though, for getting me a plane. I'll be home tomorrow night.”

      “I'll get Carol and Amanda together and start ordering the Thai food. And I’ll get the hand-packed ice cream pints from the microcreamery in Hudson.”

      The call ends abruptly as Dad appears on Call Waiting. I accept his call.

      But my phone also buzzes with a text.

      It's Hamish.

      Amy? Please? I'm an idiot. Just talk to me.

      When I view it, I see the forty-seven before it, all within the last two hours, all variations on the same theme.

      I ignore them.

      Hamish is doing everything “right.” Banging on my door. Calling, Texting. Apologizing. I know he is, and it's killing me.

      Because I should let him.

      A better woman would suck it up and face him, go to his room and talk this out. He wouldn't be making the effort if some part of him didn't care.

      But I just not only violated the clause I put in my own employment contract, I also violated my number one rule: don't get vulnerable until you're one-hundred percent sure.

      And I was so sure.

      Yet I was wrong.

      “I know,” Dad says immediately, “that this has something to do with Hamish. What has he done, and do I need to call James and borrow the corporate jet so I can kneecap him? Tell me now.”

      Alpha Dads are adorable.

      Now I see why Declan and Dad get along.

      “I–I destroyed my job.”

      “You made a mistake? Everyone makes mistakes. How bad could it be? Did you let Hamish sleep with someone?”

      “Uh, yes.”

      “Well, the guy is, as you've said, a walking hormone. He probably couldn't help himself. His standards aren't exactly high.”

      “HEY!”

      All I can hear is my own breathing for about five seconds. My dad isn't stupid.

      “Oh,” he says in a perfect little puff of a syllable. “It was you. You let yourself sleep with, uh...”

      “Hamish. Yes, Dad.”

      Kind of. I don't add the whole virgin part.

      “Well.”

      “And now I'm going to lose my job! I already lost my heart. The only thing I haven't lost is my–”

      “Pride, honey. I know.”

      I was about to say virginity, but we'll go with pride.

      “I just want something that's mine. Mine! All mine.”

      “You wanted Hamish all to yourself?”

      “I'm not talking about him!”

      “What do you mean, honey?”

      “I'm the baby. The youngest. I've spent my whole life in Carol and Shannon's shadow. Carol was always the pretty one, the bold one, the kid who wasn't afraid to try anything. Shannon was the sweet one, friendly and a bit scattered, and I was just the baby. The one who looks just like you.”

      “Is that... bad?”

      “No. It's not bad. It's just... I wanted something that's mine.”

      “You have an MBA! You're the first Jacoby to get a master's degree. I only have an associate’s, for Pete's sake. You're amazing, Amy. We're so proud of all your accomplishments.”

      “I'm so amazing, I broke the biggest rule in my job contract and slept with the guy I'm supposed to stop from sleeping around. I failed on so many levels. All the levels.”

      “You didn't fail. You just fell in love. You're allowed to be human.”

      “No, actually, I'm not!”

      “Well, then, kid, I've got news for you. You're failing at that, too, because you are human, like it or not.”

      “I hate this! I hate how out of control I feel!”

      “What's so great about being in control?”

      His words feel like an ice bucket poured over me.

      “What?”

      “What's so special about being in control all the time, Amy? Why do you hold yourself to some standard like that? Who picked it?”

      “Who picked it?”

      “Yeah. Who declared that being in control was how you're supposed to live your life? Or organize your inner state, or view the world?”

      “Are you kidding, Dad? Do you know what happens when you don't control yourself?”

      “What?”

      “MOM HAPPENS! THAT'S WHAT! Mom breaks her leg in a sex swing and I get called to pick up the pieces!”

      “That, uh, only happened once,” he says, suddenly contrite. “And we promised to help with the therapy bills.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Ah. Is that it? You view your mom as being chaotic, so you want to be the opposite?”

      “Maybe. I don't know. When did this conversation go from being comforted by my dad to turning into a therapy session?”

      “Your mother might be chaotic, but she is a fundamentally happy woman. You can have chaos and be happy. The two aren't mutually exclusive. And you can be in love with Hamish and also be a good, high-achieving career woman.”

      Career woman sounds so old fashioned, but out of Dad's mouth, it's sweet. He's trying.

      “Look. Shannon texted me that you're coming home tomorrow. Try to figure it all out, find a way to make all of this work for you. You're smart and capable. But honey?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You don't have to be.”

      “That's contradictory, Dad.”

      “I know. What I mean is: Find a way to make your job work for you. You haven't blown it. You’re just feeling too many feelings all at once. As you calm down, you'll get clarity. Use it. Then come home and fall apart. We're here to pick up the emotional pieces.”

      I start crying again.

      “I am such a fool.”

      “No, sweetie. It's a relief to see you like this.”

      “A relief?” I gasp.

      “You've been wound so tight for so long. So focused. So... taut. I don't know what happened, exactly, between you and Hamish, but whatever it is, it's changing you. Opening you up. Giving you a different perspective on life. Even hard parts of our lives have meaning, and I know you can do hard things.”

      “It hurts.” I press my palm over my heart. “My heart actually hurts, Daddy. How can it hurt so much?”

      “Because you feel so much. Because you love so much. Because you are so much, my dear.”

      Bzzz

      A text from Shannon.

      James is in St. Louis. Can you handle the jet going from Burbank to St. Louis and picking him up? I'm sorry.

      It's fine, I text back. While a two-hour plane ride alone with James McCormick when I'm hurting isn't exactly my idea of fun, beggars can't be choosers. I'm grateful for the jet ride home.

      “Amy?”

      “I'm here, Dad. Thanks. Shannon helped me get Andrew to send the Anterdec jet. I'll be home by seven p.m.”

      “I'll be at the airport to get you. Just text me when you arrive.”

      “I will. I love you, Dad.”

      “I love you too, sweetie. You're going to be okay. In fact, you'll be better than okay after this. You have it in you to find depth in everything you're experiencing.”

      “I know.”

      “You sure?”

      I smile and wipe my eyes. “Yeah. I know because you and Mom have loved me enough to know.”

      He chokes up. “Now I'm crying, too.”

      “Sorry, Dad.”

      “Go to sleep. Rest up. Find your way. Only you can do that.”

      Find your way.

      I go to the desk and jot notes on the pad of paper, making sure I don't forget anything.

      James–St. Louis

      Burbank

      Worcester or Boston

      Email Quintana

      I open my laptop, still naked, still ignoring texts from Hamish, and check my work email.

      There it is: an email from ExpertCourse. It’s a reply to my initial inquiry to their product-line manager, marked confidential, and it has an attachment.

      Dear Ms. Jacoby, it begins.

      And then my jaw drops, because sometimes, the world lines up in ways we never, ever expect, even in misery, even in pain.

      It turns out James McCormick is one of the biggest financial backers of ExpertCourse, and my inquiry is being directed to his team.

      A team I won't need.

      I open a new email to Quintana and tell her my idea. I explain that I’ve been able to set up a meeting with James McCormick and ask her permission to leave L.A. for a few days.

      That's it. If she likes it, I've covered my ass, and life has serendipitously given me a true series of unfortunate events to piece together and try to come out on top.

      With a huge sigh, I close my laptop, move over to the bed, and wrap myself in the coverlet.

      Sleep comes eventually, but is interrupted twice by tapping on my door.

      Dad's right. I can do hard things.

      Really hard things.

      Like ignore Hamish.

      But I can't do the hardest thing of all right now.

      Talk to him.

      

      
        
        Hamish

      

      

      

      I've made a mess of everything.

      Everything.

      Pictures abound online of me with Amy at the pub. Jody's blowing up my phone. Amy won't answer her door. Or my texts, or my calls.

      I've even resorted to email.

      Nothing. She's answering nothing.

      Might as well go lift out my frustration.

      As I throw on workout clothes, I force myself to relive every wonderful, painful moment from last night, the final five minutes so horrible, it's as if someone else did what I did. How could I say that to her? How could I take the one secret she's held about herself for so long and react like that?

      I know how.

      Because virgin?

      Really?

      She's twenty-nine. It's the last thing I expected to hear in the heat of the bed, naked and yearning, eager for more of what we'd just given each other. She was so lush, so wanting. It was like every piece of myself aligned with every piece of her.

      Every bit of her wanted me. Needed me. And the hardest person in the world to get to know opened up and gave herself over and I–

      Ah, God.

      My phone rings. It's Jody.

      “You saw the pictures of you and Amy?”

      “Aye. It'll blow over.”

      “You're together?”

      I stupidly hesitate, the pain too much.

      “Aye. Naw. It's... complicated.”

      “Jesus, Hamish, she's not a jersey chaser. You slept with the woman hired to make sure you don't sleep around! I don't even have words to describe how bizarre that is!”

      “It's no’ bizarre, Jody.”

      “Yes, it is! She'll be fired, first of all. And–”

      “I dinna sleep wi' her.” Technically, it’s the truth. “She didna break her contract. And I assume full responsibility. I'll face whatever I need to face.”

      “You were caught on camera being awfully chummy.”

      “We–we have feelings fer each other.”

      “Both of you? Does Amy feel the same?”

      How do I answer that?

      “Jody, are ye asking me as a manager, or as a friend?”

      “Which one do you need more right now?”

      “A friend.”

      “It’s that bad?”

      “Aye.”

      “This is new territory. You've never asked me for help with... a woman... before.”

      “I certainly have! Ye’ve helped me through loads of messes of the female persuasion.”

      “Not a woman you cared for.”

      “I cared fer all of them! What d'ye take me fer? If I sleep wi' a woman, it's because I give them fun. Pleasure, laughter. A sweet little memory that leaves them smiling when they think o' me.”

      “Is Amy smiling right now when she thinks of you?”

      Gut punches are always unexpected and painful. Sneak attacks inspire rage.

      I canna breathe.

      I canna think.

      “Fuck ye, Jody! That's a shitty thing to ask.”

      “Oh, God,” he groans. “You're in love with her!”

      Too much is building up inside me. At best, I put together two hours of sleep last night. The skin on my knuckles is half worn off from knocking on her door last night, and my neck aches from texting. I stopped at sixty-one, all unanswered.

      She's shut me out.

      The only woman I've ever truly, deeply, insanely fallen for has shut me out because I wouldn't sleep with her.

      If there's a God in heaven, not only is he pointing and laughing at me, he's formed a betting pool with half my home town and they're all wagering on my future stupidity. What's next? Winning the lottery and turning down the money?

      “What have I done, Jody?” I groan, bashing my forehead against the wall. The rhythmic thumping accomplishes nothing, other than a dull pain that mitigates some of the ache in my heart.

      But not really.

      “I don't know. You haven't told me what happened. You didn't sleep with her, and she's mad at you–you!–for drawing a line?”

      “It's–it's personal, Jody. I canna reveal the particulars, but–yes. Basically, ye've hit the nail on the head.”

      “She's mad you didn't nail her?”

      “Let's leave it at that.”

      “It seems like this is a problem that isn't a problem. Go sleep with her.”

      “It's no’ that simple.”

      “No kidding. She has a contract clause that says she can't sleep with you, remember? And she's the one who put that clause in there.”

      “Aye. Good point.”

      “This is super weird, Hamish. The man who sleeps with anything that has breasts and breathes–”

      “HEY!”

      “–won't sleep with the woman who put it in her employment contract that you can't sleep together, and then she gets mad at you when you... don't.”

      “Yer hurtin’ ma head tryin’ to dissect this, Jody. But aye, that's about the measure of it.”

      “I'm reaching for my own bottle of aspirin, Hamish. Man, I'm glad I'm off the market. Being married to Cori is no picnic, but it beats what you singles go through.”

      “Amy won't answer her door, or any of ma texts, calls, or emails.”

      “You emailed her?”

      “Aye.”

      “You're that desperate?”

      “I am.”

      “I never thought I'd see the day. The Striker, struck down by love. I figured your number would be retired long before your dick was.”

      “HEY!”

      “We're in friend mode now, not manager-athlete mode. You said so.”

      “I didna know ye'd be so blunt. I wasna that bad.”

      “Your nickname is McWhoremick.”

      “I havena slept with a woman since Maddie.”

      Jody coughs. “That was, what? Seven months ago?”

      “Almost eight.”

      “Ha ha.”

      “I'm no' kidding.”

      “Why didn't you tell us this before they hired a handler for you?”

      “Would ye have believed me?”

      “No.”

      Blunt again. I deserve it.

      “It's Amy, huh? Been Amy all along?” he asks.

      “Aye. When she showed up in yer office that day, I was horrified, but I was also excited.”

      “That's quite a combination.”

      “Trust me, it was. Ma todger didna know whether to rise or run screaming.”

      “I suspect your todger is capable of doing both at the same time.”

      “Hm. I'm close to switching ye back to manager mode, Jody. Yer a bit of a prick as a friend.”

      “I think if you love her this much, you need to go find her.”

      “I'm trying! She's no' answering anything! I'll have to wait until the shoot, later today.”

      “She's not answering because she left, Hamish.”

      “WHAT?”

      “She emailed Quintana. Something about a new deal. Needs a few days to work on it. You've been behaving yourself so well, and the jersey chasers are all going crazy with pictures of you and Amy, so Quintana agreed it was fine for Amy to go do this other deal.”

      “She’s GONE?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where'd she go to?”

      “Boston. I can't say more because the deal’s still confidential.”

      “So it's no’ personal? She's no’ going home?”

      “I don't know anything more.”

      “Christ, Jody, yer killin' me! I need to get on a plane and find her! The longer she's away from me, the more she'll build a wall to keep me out. If I don't get to her soon, it'll be too late. She'll have an underground bunker complete with two bedrooms, a reading nook, five cats and – ”

      “Then get off the phone and go find her, ye numpty.” The last two words are said in a miserable Scots accent.

      “Yer a lousy friend, Jody, but a great manager. I need to leave the photo shoot. Can ye arrange it?”

      “I'll try.”

      “And book me a ticket to Boston? First direct flight possible. I'm on my way to LAX and I'll do standby, if need be.”

      “That's going to take some time. Economy tickets are–”

      “FIRST CLASS! BUSINESS CLASS! WHATEVER IT TAKES!”

      “Whoa. You really do love her. On your own dime?”

      I end the call and start shoving clothes in my bags. A quick shower is all I can manage before checking out. I have to get to LAX. She's likely there, waiting for a flight, and if I can get there in time, I can fix this.

      If not, I'll find her in Boston.

      And if I can't find her in Boston, I'll just keep trying.
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      First class feels very different when you're paying for it yourself.

      And when you're dying inside.

      I called Amy again–straight to voicemail. Marie and Jason as well. I don't know if they're shutting me out, or just busy. As we reach hour five in the air, the in-flight wi-fi finally stabilizes enough to check my email.

      Nothing from her.

      Which means I have to wait until I land to accomplish anything.

      Chances are good she's gone straight to Mendon, but that's not a given. If she's really on business, she could be at the Maartensi offices, at some other company, or–who the hell knows.

      All I know is that she's not with me.

      I stand, pacing like a caged animal. If I don't stop, they're going to duct tape me to a seat. My need to move is so great, I'm ten seconds away from grabbing my football out of my carry-on and kicking it around in the toilet.

      “Good news, folks,” the pilot announces. “Tail winds are stronger than normal, so we're about to start our descent. Please fasten seatbelts and...” His voice fades out as I force myself to sit back down, scrubbing my scalp with my fingers, downing the rest of my water.

      If I can't get anyone on the phone, I'll just go to Declan's Grind It Fresh! office and torture her location out of him.

      The landing is uneventful, and my seat is right by the exit. I'm sprinting through the terminal the second I'm off the plane, the stretch feeling good, my heart crying out for more. Nothing's checked, so I race to the car service area and try Declan's phone.

      He picks up.

      “What the hell do you want, dead man?”

      “I see Amy's been talking to ye.”

      “What did you do to her?”

      “She–she didna tell ye?”

      “She told us enough. Leave her alone.”

      “I need to talk to her, Declan. I'm here in Boston. Plane just landed. Where is she? At Marie's? With ye?”

      “You think I'm going to tell you where she is? Andrew and I had to get her out of L.A. because of you!”

      “Get her out... what d'ye mean? She's in Boston on business!”

      “That's the cover story, dumbass. She called me crying at six in the morning because of you. We–”

      Someone with a deep voice in the background says, “Shhh. Don't explain anything to him.”

      “Who's that?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Look, I'm desperate. I need to talk to her. To patch this up, fix it.”

      “Too late, man. Too late.”

      “We were in bed together, ye see? And it got complicated.”

      “Complicated?” they both ask in unison.

      “Who is that?”

      “Andrew,” Declan snaps. “What the hell was complicated?”

      “She–well...”

      “Be very, very careful about the next words out of your mouth, Hamish,” Declan says in a deadly voice. “That's my sister-in-law you're talking about.”

      “Ach, nae, Declan. I dinna want to brag or boast. No’ telling tales, but it's–what happened is why she ran.”

      “You hurt her?”

      “GOD, NO!” I bellow, glad there's no one else in the taxi line. “No!” I hiss.

      “Then what?”

      “She–it turns out she's–”

      “What?”

      “I dinna want to talk about this in public, cousin. Let's just say I need to make amends now, and yer no' helpin’ the matter by stallin’.”

      “Andrew?” I hear a woman's voice in the background. “The jet arrived in Bedford from L.A., and the helicopter is landing in Worcester? Car's taking Amy to Mendon? And the jet'll be at Bedford for your trip to White Plains with your father?”

      Gina. His assistant, the one who says everything like it’s a question.

      Bless Gina.

      “My father? What does he have to do with this?” Andrew hisses at her.

      “Remember? They stopped in St. Louis and picked him up?”

      “Did she just say Worcester?” I ask, certain I heard right. “Headed to Marie and Jason's?”

      “Oh, shit!” Andrew exclaims. The phone goes on mute, but I've got what I needed. I hit End Call just as the attendant waves a taxi forward.

      I can find her. I can explain. I can convince her.

      I can do all of this because I don't have a choice.

      I never did.

      She's the only woman I want. Not right now. Not for a weekend, or a week.

      Forever.

      And I may have lost her already, but I have to try.

      Try to get her to give me what I need.

      Her.
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        Amy

      

      

      

      Heartsick is a real thing.

      I had no idea.

      I assumed it was a melodramatic word people use to make being sad seem like more than it really is.

      Turns out, you really can have a heart that doesn't work because it's collapsed on itself, desperate for the person it misses most.

      Even if you despise him now.

      A lot.

      But despise yourself even more.

      Coming home turns out to be more fraught with emotion than I expected. I went from the ease of private flying to picking up James in St. Louis, from broken-hearted Amy to business-deal Amy.  Then I was taking a helicopter from Bedford to Worcester and falling into Dad's arms, crying: little-girl Amy.

      It's been a very long day.

      Twenty-four hours ago, I was running on a treadmill in L.A.

      Now I'm running away from more emotional pain than I've ever felt before.

      The journey's over. I'm home now, and it's all catching up.

      “This is so much fun!” Amanda squeals as Shannon unpacks the grocery store bag filled with four pints of ice cream, four different flavors of potato chips, four bottles of Pinot Grigio, and four frozen Pad Thai entrees.

      The perfect Asshole Boyfriend Summit feast.

      “Fun?” I whine. “Fun? Hamish rejected me and I came home with my tail between my legs to regroup and be supported by my people and you call this fun?”

      Amanda gives me a big eye roll. “I'm the mother of two toddlers. I spent most of the day teaching them not to eat their own boogers. So yes, this counts as Mommy Fun.”

      “I’m glad my misery is so entertaining.”

      Carol pouts at the frozen entrees. “I thought we were getting actual Thai takeout.”

      “The Thai place is closed for repairs,” Shannon explains. “Water leak in the kitchen. I did my best. We could do takeout from somewhere else.”

      Carol picks up a bottle of wine, then a frozen meal, and shakes her head. “Nah. I'll suffer.” The two of them chuckle as Carol finds the corkscrew.

      “Hey!” Mom calls out, walking in with the slightest of limps. Her broken leg from Thanksgiving has healed reasonably well. “Why don't we all sit outside? June is my favorite month. The bugs haven't come out yet, and there's a nice breeze.”

      Dad's put up strings of white lights in the back yard, making it feel like a European restaurant terrace. It’s intimate and relaxed, and I gravitate toward it.

      And yet...

      “Who said you were invited, Mom?” I challenge her. “This is about me, with Shannon, Amanda, and Carol.”

      Her eyes go wide. “It's my house!”

      “Doesn't give you automatic Asshole Boyfriend Summit privileges!”

      Shifty eyes won't meet mine. “What if I pay for all the alcohol?”

      “Shannon already did!” Carol calls out from the kitchen as Mom arranges chairs on the patio.

      Her shoulders drop with resignation.

      “Come on, Mom. No one wants their mother around when they’re griping about their failed love life.”

      “But it's Hamish! Honey, I still don't understand. How could someone nicknamed McWhoremick be bad in bed?”

      “He wasn't–”

      Shannon rescues me.

      “Mom. Don't you and Dad have something to do?”

      “No. Jason is busy puttering around in the man cave, so I have all the time in the world to be here for my baby.”

      She actually squishes my cheeks between her palms.

      “Mom,” Carol says in a voice that makes it clear she's pulling out all the stops. “I heard Funicularelli's is having a $25 per cart sale. You stuff as much in it as you can and get a bargain.” She looks at the clock. It's 7:15 p.m. “And they're only open until nine.”

      “NO!” Mom shouts, grabbing her purse. “Why didn't you tell me?”

      “Just remembered now.”

      Mom plants a quick kiss on my cheek. “Sorry, honey! I'll get you something nice!”

      The door slams before we can say “Bye!” The roar of the family minivan, then the squeal of tires, tell me she's truly gone.

      “You are a master,” Shannon says to Carol, her voice going low with admiration. “I'll give you that. Is there really a blowout sale going on at her favorite thrift shop?”

      “Yes. I didn't tell her on purpose because Dad would need to add a new shed in the yard to handle her precious hauls. But this was worth it.”

      “Is Dad in the man cave?” I ask.

      “I'm sure,” she says, patting my hand and handing me a glass of wine at the same time. “No way is he coming anywhere near an Asshole Boyfriend Summit.”

      “Hamish isn't even my boyfriend,” I sigh. “And he's Scottish, so it's the Arsehole Boyfriend Summit.”

      The first sip of wine tastes good.

      So good, I chug the rest of the glass.

      After last night, then the long flight–half of it with James–I'm exhausted, but in need of comfort.

      At least the flight had a victory in it: As an investor in ExpertCourse, James is not normally involved in the details of the classes offered, but he thought having Hamish teach football was a fabulous convergence and immediately fired off an email to the product manager.

      But he extracted a concession from me: I have to convince Hamish to do another series of commercials for Anterdec.

      Which means I really do have to find a way to move forward in my job with Hamish, while navigating a broken heart, humiliated ego, and...

      Dad's right.

      One thing at a time.

      Right now, it's time to focus on what a dickwad Hamish is.

      Except he's not. It would be so much easier if he were.

      “Spill,” Carol orders as she pours flavored chips into a bowl. “What happened?”

      “It's complicated.”

      “Sex always is.”

      “It's not just sex.”

      They all give me pained expressions.

      “Love always is,” Shannon whispers as we migrate to the patio. Carol arranges two bowls of chips and two bottles of wine on the table. One bottle is almost empty already.

      “It's complicated and simple,” I start, looking at the football–er, soccer–goal in the yard where Dad practices with Jeffrey and Tyler. It's shabby and old, with a torn net, but it reminds me of Hamish.

      Everything does.

      “Just tell it however you can,” Amanda says kindly, reaching for a pickle-flavored chip.

      “I can't stand him! You all remember when he booty-called me during Shannon's wedding? Then that whole fiasco here at Thanksgiving?”

      “You mean, when it was completely obvious you were hot for him?” Carol says as she sits.

      “HEY!”

      “Truth, Amy. Telling the truth.”

      “Fine. But then he came to my graduation. And that whole mess with Davis, you know? Between Shannon and Hamish, I realized what a jerk Davis was.”

      “Dodged a bullet there,” Amanda mutters around a mouthful.

      “Out of the frying pan, into the fire,” Carol says.

      Except she's wrong. Because Hamish isn't Davis.

      “And then there was the sex.”

      They all turn toward me like a pride of lions discovering an injured gazelle.

      Okay, that metaphor doesn't quite work, but you know what I mean.

      “How was it?” Carol purrs. She sounds so, so, so much like Mom.

      “It was amazing. Until he stopped and refused to finish.”

      “What? Is he into edging?” Amanda gasps.

      “Edging?” I ask, hating myself for not knowing what that is.

      “You know. Where you bring yourself almost to climax, then back off. You do it over and over, taking yourself to the edge. Then, when you finally orgasm, it's incredibly intense.”

      “That's a thing?”

      All three women nod.

      “I am so clueless about sex,” I groan. Even with my head in my hands, fingers running through my loose hair, I can feel the atmosphere in the room change.

      Oh, no. Here it comes.

      When you're not an oversharer like the three of them–or even a sharer at all–talking about your own truth is beyond hard. Once the words are out, you can't reel them back in. And once you've unleashed your truth into the world, you no longer control it.

      Now, I can control how I interface with the outside world and protect my inner life from it. Opening my mouth and saying what I've been hiding all these years is... daunting.

      Horrifying, even.

      But I hurt. I hurt a lot. My heart is broken, and Hamish broke it by doing exactly what I feared a guy would do when I told him.

      He judged me.

      I've carried two fears about this: being judged or being fetishized. At least he picked the lesser of two evils.

      Doesn't make it hurt any less, though.

      “What do you mean, clueless about sex?” Shannon asks softly, sliding the chips my way. “You've had sex before. You've told us.”

      I look up, forcing myself to make eye contact with her, then Amanda, and finally, Carol, who has the most compassionate expression of all on her face.

      And that's what makes me break.

      “I... have. Sort of. Kind of. I mean, I've done stuff. Good stuff. Orgasms and all that.”

      “But you haven't had intercourse,” Carol guesses, taking the words away from me, removing my need to utter them.

      A piece of me is furious at her for doing it, but a larger chunk of me is deeply relieved.

      I nod. Then I put a chip in my mouth. It tastes like sand.

      “You didn't sleep with Hamish because you didn't want to give him your virginity?” Carol asks.

      “Give. GIVE!” I snap, letting it all roll out of me. “I HATE that word. I hate that phrase. Like I'm donating it or something. A pledge for my local NPR station, you know? Like it's something another person takes. And we say that, don't we? He popped my cherry. He took my virginity. I gave him my V card. God, I'm just so tired of it.”

      “I think you're tired of keeping this bottled up inside you,” Shannon says softly.

      “Yes and no. I hate that it's something to be ashamed of, too.”

      “You hate a lot of things around this topic,” Amanda says in that even tone she's so good at.

      “I do. I really do. I just never found the right moment to go across that line. Once you do, you can never go back. I hate that it's so absolute.”

      “I think a lot of that hate is really fear, Amy,” Carol says. Suddenly, she and Shannon give each other a look I really, really don't like. They turn to me, guarded.

      Shannon clears her throat. “Are you–is this something you're so afraid of because something bad happened to you?”

      “NO!” I shout, making them all jolt. “Why do people assume these things? Mom and Dad thought I was gay, or ace, because I didn't date. I got to college and everyone was so busy screwing each other, they weren't studying or learning anything. Plus, I didn't live on campus, so it was different for me. College was just part of my life, not my whole life, you know?”

      “You do not have to defend yourself to us,” Amanda says firmly. “I think it's fine.”

      “I am a twenty-nine-year-old virgin, Amanda. Nothing about that is fine.”

      “Only if you decide it's not fine.”

      “Hamish didn't think it was fine. He freaked the hell out on me and refused to have intercourse.”

      “WHAT?” all three of them shriek.

      “Right? REFUSED! Said he 'couldna do that to ye, that's such a big rite o' passage,' like I'm an Eagle Scout project! As if we hadn't just been intimate and already had great sex–just not todger in fanny sex.”

      “Todger?” Amanda asks Shannon helplessly.

      “That's Scottish for penis. And fanny is vagina.”

      “I thought a fanny was a butt,” Carol muses. “Because if you're a virgin for fanny sex, that makes more sense.”

      Shannon elbows her in the ribs.

      “The Scots have a whole separate language for sex?” Amanda asks, bemused.

      Shannon shrugs.

      “Amy,” Carol says sweetly, taking my hand. “You're a virgin. So what? You've clearly had oral sex, right?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Anal?”

      I give her an enormous eye roll.

      “So this is a technicality.”

      “It's a pretty big one!”

      “Obviously it is, for Hamish. Why would a guy freak out about taking–”

      I glare at her.

      “I mean, sleeping with a virgin?”

      “BECAUSE HE'S AN ASSHOLE,” Shannon and Amanda intone, though their voices sound strangely like responsive readings at church.

      “Arsehole,” I correct them.

      “Hold on. What did he say when you asked him why he wouldn't sleep with you?” Carol asks.

      I go silent.

      All three of them give me that wide-eyed, judgmental look that makes my skin crawl.

      “You ran, didn't you?” Carol says, then takes a long sip of wine.

      “Oh, Amy,” Shannon sighs.

      “Don't say it like that! I did nothing wrong!”

      “No, no, we're not judging.”

      “You are!”

      “No. Just.... feeling so bad for you.”

      “I don't want pity! Pity is the WORST!”

      “Empathy isn't pity.”

      “Then why does it feel like it?”

      “Because you're so hard on yourself.”

      “I feel so stupid!”

      “We all do, the first time we feel as hurt as you do, honey,” Shannon says, standing up to give me a hug. I'm still sitting, so it's a crouch hug, her hair falling across my face. She smells like Chanel Mademoiselle and the Pinot we're drinking.

      My hug back is half-hearted because that's all I have left.

      Half a heart.

      “I feel stupid,” I continue, “because I set aside all the reasons I didn't let Hamish in before. All the silly flirting from him, the come-ons–it always felt fake. Or, worse, frivolous. I don't want frivolous. I want serious.”

      “Could that explain his reaction? Maybe he's not ready for commitment?”

      “THAT'S WORSE!” I shout, scaring some squirrels in the bushes. They scurry around to the front of the house.

      “I don't think that's it. Hamish was really into you at Thanksgiving when I caught you with him in the bathroom, naked,” Carol says.

      “WHAT?” Shannon and Amanda exclaim.

      “I told you about it,” Carol says with a dismissive wave. “He was showering, and Amy went to give him a towel or something.”

      “Who brushes their teeth naked in front of the sink before showering?” They look at me oddly.

      The memory only makes me feel worse, remembering the fine, strong lines of his body.

      A naked body I've now touched. Stroked. Caressed.

      Enjoyed.

      And he enjoyed me right back.

      A groan emerges from me, deep and feral.

      “I'm so angry with myself for trying.”

      “DING DING DING!” Carol calls out. “There it is. You're mad at yourself because you took a chance and it didn't work out the way you hoped.”

      “Duh.”

      “No, Amy. I mean you're mad that you tried at all. You're more angry with yourself than you are with him. Be kinder.”

      “To Hamish?”

      “To you.”

      I dissolve into tears and don't stop crying as the three of them surround me with a group hug.

      One I hope never stops.

      

      
        
        Hamish

      

      

      

      The last time I was at the Jacoby family house, Amy walked in on me naked in the bathroom, Carol got herself a good eyeful as well, and the whole family ended up seeing me having sex on the telly.

      This house is a bit cursed.

      We didn't eat turkey that day because the wee dog and cat conspired to steal two turkeys. Had steak instead.

      And today? Today, I eat crow.

      How was I to know Amy was a virgin? And that she would be offended that I didn't want to take her precious innocence? You don't drop that kind of bomb on a man when he's just had a tasty snack of a woman he–

      A woman he–

      Damn it.

      A woman he loves.

      Yeah, yeah, that's right. Loves. Amy being a virgin came out of nowhere, and I choked. I said the wrong thing. If I could rewind time and take it back, I would.

      She fled, took on some new project, and now the only way to reach this infernal woman is to track her down and appear at her door like a lovesick dog.

      That's me. No more McWhoremick.

      Call me McLovesick.

      Or even better, Hamish the Lovesick Dog. New idea for promotional merchandise: an Amy doll with a ginger dog, my balls in her hand.

      The virgin thing, though. Took me too long to get my head wrapped around that. Have I bedded virgins before?

      Ach, no. Not that I'm aware of, anyway.

      The groupies who look under twenty-five never appealed to me. I like a woman who’s a bit more mature. I know my first, Sheila McNaughton, was a virgin like me, but other than that, it's felt too heavy. Too big.

      Too...

      Just too.

      Add in the fact that Amy’s twenty-nine, so she’s obviously got big thoughts about the whole sex thing, and I froze.

      Or, in her words, freaked.

      It seems a woman doesn't make it to age twenty-nine without having sex unless she's prizing her experience. That builds it up into something so huge, performance anxiety is understandable.

      I’m sure I could rise to the occasion, of course. Nothing's broken there.

      Bzzz

      My thoughts are interrupted as I stand before the Jacobys' front door. I find my phone and see a text from Declan.

      Are you here to paint the front door? That why you're studying it so intently?

      “What the hell?” I mutter, moving my fist up to knock on the door, but before that happens, two figures emerge from behind a bush next to the door, the greenery rustling like there's a wild boar caught in it.

      “Shhh,” Declan says, stone-faced as always. “Come here.”

      “What? No! I found Amy and I'm here to talk to her.”

      “Like hell you are!” Andrew snaps, grabbing my arm. I hold my space.

      He holds his.

      “You almost got us in trouble, you idiot!” he hisses at me.

      “How so?”

      “We weren't supposed to tell you where Amy was going.”

      “She came home to Marie and Jason. Doesna take a genius to figure that out.”

      “But you overheard Gina, so it was our fault. We rushed here to stop you.”

      “Stop me! Why would ye stop me?”

      “Because you need to understand a few things about Jacoby women before you go charging in there like a knight in shining armor and try to woo Amy.”

      “I'm no' doing that. I'm goin’ in on ma bloody knees and beggin’ forgiveness.”

      “Oh.” They look at each other.

      “I'm no’ a numpty, even if half the world thinks it. I ken I screwed up.”

      “What happened? You said something about bed.”

      “Can we have this conversation somewhere other than the front stoop? Yer car, maybe? Because ye seem hot to avoid having me discovered here.”

      “Right. You don't want to go in there. She's gearing up, talking a mile a minute. Shannon, Amanda, and Carol would tear you apart.”

      I smile. “I'm sure that's no' true.”

      Andrew looks at Declan. “Good thing we intercepted him. He'd be a dead man with that attitude.”

      “Jason's man cave?” Declan asks Andrew, who makes a face.

      “Can't we just find a local bar?”

      “There's a sports bar about five blocks away,” Declan says.

      Now I’m frustrated.

      “But I want to see Amy! I flew all this way–paid first class out o' ma own pocket!–to see her.”

      “Ooo, fancy,” Andrew cracks.

      “I dinna have a private jet at ma disposal, Andrew. And I took the first plane seat I could find.”

      “You cannot go in there,” Declan says softly, so serious, he makes Andrew shut up.

      “Why?”

      “They're having an Asshole Boyfriend Summit.”

      “A what?”

      “An Asshole Boyfriend Summit.”

      “I'm no’ her boyfriend!”

      “Not now,” Andrew says dryly. “And it doesn't matter. It's when a bunch of women get together with someone who's just been hurt by a guy and they trash him.”

      “And eat inordinate amounts of sugar and salt,” Declan adds.

      “If you go in there right now,” Andrew says somberly, “they will cut you into tiny little ginger pieces and cook you in Jason's smoker.”

      “Hah.”

      They look so serious. So certain.

      Ach. They're not kidding.

      “I'm too muscular. Stringy. They'd have to chew forever,” I inform the men. “Taste like old boots.”

      “I don't think they'd care,” Andrew says, as if this were a true conversation about cannibalism among their hens. “It's more the ritual than the actual flavor.”

      When I look in their eyes, I see real fear.

      I'm imagining this, right?

      “Ye dinna truly believe yer women would commit such a barbaric act, do ye?”

      Before they can answer, I'm pulled off the stoop and across the lawn, away from the house and toward the sidewalk.

      “A drink first. A debriefing. You need to understand more about the woman you're chasing before you go in that house and expect some kind of happy ending,” Declan says.

      “Ye two are the reason I found her. Yer just doing this to cover yer arses.”

      “Yes,” they say in unison as they pick up the pace, the beautiful June evening a startling contrast to my miserable state.

      “How can ye be that afraid of yer own wives?”

      “We're not afraid. Laying low in dangerous situations isn't about being afraid,” Andrew scoffs. “It's smart business.”

      “Smart marriage politics,” Declan echoes.

      “I would’ve figured out where Amy was, even without yer help.”

      “Yes, but we're making sure we're not blamed for it, anyway,” Declan clarifies.

      “Why are you chasing her, by the way?” Andrew asks. “You rejected her.” We stop at a crosswalk, the light red for pedestrians.

      “It's–there's a lot to it.”

      “We know. You can talk about it. The whole virgin thing.”

      Just then, the light changes, jolting me out of my shock.

      “Ye know? How?” I snap at him. We’re walking fast now, the neon lights for beer brands coming into stark focus ahead.

      “Amanda just found out,” Andrew says, steering us to a small red door, battered all to hell and looking like someone kicked it a thousand times.

      “Found out?”

      “Oh, you know women.”

      “Aye. I do. And I also know men can eavesdrop.”

      They glance at each other, Declan expressionless, but the eyes can't lie.

      We all go quiet. The bartender acknowledges us with a chin up, and a woman wearing a green apron looks over from where she's filling salt shakers. I didn't catch the name of the bar, but it's your average, boring American “pub,” which is nothing like the pubs back home.

      “Two Lagavulins, neat, and a Guinness,” Declan orders.

      “And a water, miss?” I add.

      The woman looks to be near my mum's age and giggles as she heads to the bar, where the bartender's already doing the pouring.

      “Amanda really told ye? I thought women kept secrets!” I demand of Andrew, as if he's the transgressor.

      “I plead the fifth.”

      I snort. “Ye understand why I stopped, then.”

      The waitress appears with our drinks, fanning a food menu at us, but we signal no, thanks.

      “No.” Andrew's response is lightning fast, but thankfully out of earshot of the waitress. “I don't. Why is her being a virgin a reason not to sleep with her?”

      “Because of the responsibility! My God, I'd be her first. She’d remember it forever! I'd have to be perfect. It's such a burden.”

      “It's an honor,” Declan says firmly, deeply, and with gravity that pulls me to him. “You're seeing this all wrong.”

      “Nae, cousin. In the moment, it was too much. A woman like Amy deserves better than that. It should be intentional, wit’ care, no’ something mentioned at the last minute, ‘oh, by the way, this is my first time.’”

      He leans in, green eyes like mine and so clear, it's like looking in a mirror. “Amy chose you for that honor, Hamish. Don’t misname it. You're a bigger idiot than I ever imagined if you think being handpicked over all the men in the world she could have chosen is a burden.”

      All my bones harden, then turn to liquid at the same time.

      “Never thought of it that way.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Look, fer me, until Amy, sex was something ye did for fun. A nice romp. A good shag. I met her needs, she met mine, we had a laugh and an orgasm or three, and off we went in life. Good sex is like a reset, ye ken? A reboot. It keeps ma body feeling good, ma mind clear, and the world's a bit nicer when ye please a woman.”

      “And...?” Andrew asks.

      “That's no’ how it feels when I think about her. There's so much more. Amy's no' someone ye please fer a night and forget within the week. She's the woman I want in ma bed forever.”

      “Which is why you turned her down when she asked for it,” Declan says in an acid tone. The words could peel paint.

      “In a way, aye. Because I wasna prepared fer that.”

      “What about now?”

      “I just want her to talk to me. Maybe it's too late. Maybe it's no’. I have to hold on to her still caring about me. So that I can make amends and fix this.”

      “You need a lot to fix this, Hamish. A lot. A grand gesture. On your knees, begging forgiveness, atonement, all the stops pulled out. And even then, it might not be enough,” Declan says. “Jacoby women are different from others, and they’re different from each other, too. Amy's much more closed off than Shannon. Not everyone can forgive. Some people have lines inside them that snap, like high-tension wires, unfixable once you break them.”

      “I have to have hope. We're two hurting people. Amy's a fundamentally reasonable person.”

      “Is she?”

      We turn to find Jason standing behind us, holding an amber beer bottle, a purple label on it.

      I stand quickly, uneasy. The father of the woman I rejected in bed for being a virgin is hovering over me.

      In some areas in my hometown, this means certain death.

      “Jason,” I say, giving him a nod, uncertain whether to extend my hand for a shake.

      “Hamish. I see you're chasing down my daughter.”

      “I've come to apologize.”

      “He means grovel, Jason. Grovel,” Declan enunciates.

      “Aye. Grovel.”

      “Good. It'll take a lot to get her to listen to you. Amy doesn't give second chances.”

      “Ever?” I ask, my heart doubling its weight.

      “She's... tough. Takes a lot to get into her inner circle, and even more to be kicked out of it. Whatever happened between the two of you–and I do not want to know the specifics,” he says, in a loud, emphatic tone, “it'll take a lot to get her to trust you again.”

      “Of course.”

      Pulling up a chair, he sits between Declan and me, taking a long swallow. Eyes narrowing, he turns back into the protective father I saw at Thanksgiving.

      “I told you at Thanksgiving you were courting my daughter.”

      “Ye did. I thought ye were joking. Now I see ye were just perceptive.”

      “I've been in love with my wife since the first time I met her, when she brought a sick dog into the vet clinic where I worked. I knew, Hamish. Knew like lightning struck and rearranged all the cells in my body. When you find that kind of love, and share it with someone for nearly forty years, you can see it in other couples.”

      He looks pointedly at Declan, then Andrew.

      “These two have it with my daughter and my bonus daughter.”

      Both men grin.

      “And I see it between you and Amy.”

      My mouth goes dry.

      “I picked her up at the airport a few hours ago. She ran away from L.A. because that's what she does when she thinks she's made a mistake. She runs. Shame is a hard emotion, one that will break your back and drive you to collapse. She's so hard on herself.”

      “I'm the one who should be ashamed. Am ashamed. Fer treating her the way I did in–” I almost say bed, but recover, “–L.A.”

      “How about you all drop the shame and think in terms of love instead?” Jason says kindly. “You do love her.”

      “Aye. I guess I do.”

      At the word guess, all three of them turn into pufferfishes.

      “I do,” I say emphatically. “And I want a chance to know what that means wi' her.”

      “Then you have to show her. Not just tell her.”

      “Right. By going straight to yer house,” I tell Jason, beginning to stand. “Now. And telling her.”

      “Whoa there, bud,” Jason replies, grabbing my elbow. “You need to wait. It's too soon.”

      “The longer I wait, the worse it'll get.”

      “She's grieving right now.”

      “Grieving? I'm no' dead!”

      “Different kind of grief. Processing emotions. She needs to be with her female friends. Stay away until tomorrow. Find her when she's in a better state.”

      “Like when? Where?”

      Jason frowns, then turns to me.

      “You run, right?”
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      Sixteen miles.

      If I run long enough, the shame will melt away. The sense of being stupid enough to dream he'd be the one will flick off me like drops of sweat.

      Who am I kidding, though? Endorphins can accomplish a lot, but they can't erase memories.

      Last night, Dad came in the front door, helping Mom with her haul from the thrift shop. His expression was wistful every time he looked at me. I have no idea what was running through his mind, but it definitely had to do with Hamish.

      And speaking of him, I have one more day here and a final meeting with ExpertCourse people in Burlington before flying to New Jersey.

      Yes, Jersey.

      AFC Dunsdill has an exhibition game there, and it's still my job to make sure he doesn't sleep with anyone, right?

      Oh, the irony.

      I'm on mile four when I hear an animal running behind me. It's coming up fast, relentless and quiet. When I turn to see what it is, it turns out to be a man.

      And he's closer than I thought.

      “Aim–” he gasps.

      The blow hits exactly as I intended.

      But it doesn't feel as good as I thought it would to see it land.

      “JAYSUS MARY AND JOSEPH, WHY'D YE HIT ME IN MA BOLLOCKS?” Hamish bellows, bent down and perilously close to a patch of green poison ivy.

      If I were meaner, I'd give him a good shove and let his ankles blister in a few days.

      “I was blocking a strange man from overtaking me.”

      “I was sayin’ yer name as ye hit me!”

      “You said 'aim,’ as in ready, aim, fire.”

      “Flimsy excuse. It's the first syllable o’ the name yer parents gave ye on the day ye were born, ye confounded woman!”

      “What are you doing here if I'm that exasperating?”

      “Tryin' to talk to ye. And possibly losin’ ma fertility at the same time!”

      I jog in place. No way I'm letting him throw me off my stride.

      Plus, my urge to flee is enormous.

      Looking at him is a mistake. Dressed in a tight, bright blue t-shirt that's sweat-soaked at the neckline and under his arms, it's clear he's sprinted from the trailhead to catch up to me, which means he's four miles into his run, too. Black compression shorts, white ankle socks, and black cross-trainers highlight perfect legs.

      Perfect.

      They’re muscled and rippling, and I flash back to our time in bed together. Two nights ago.

      I've lived a lifetime of pain in less than two days.

      And all I want to do is kiss him and be kissed to dull my ache.

      “Please leave me alone.”

      “No. Talk to me.”

      “I said please.”

      “I'm the one who's pleading, Amy.”

      My heart flops in my chest and my skin moves like it's separating from my body. Fear spikes through me. He's really here, and I have to face him, and I feel so exposed.

      That's it. I start running again, this time with abandon, because all I want to do is soften. Relent. Accept whatever he has to say, and forgive.

      Hamish followed me across an entire country to say whatever he needs to say to make amends. This is the dream, isn't it? The big, popular athlete come to find me–literally chase me down–and woo me into saying everything's fine, it's all good, and we go on to some happily-ever-after.

      Except...

      Except I'm frozen. Running and frozen at the same time.

      Of course, he follows me, my ponytail whapping between my shoulder blades as I run, Hamish on my heels, saying nothing.

      Not a single word.

      Five minutes pass. Ten. Fifteen. We're closing in on two miles together, the crunch of four feet on the trail, greenery all around. Running on a Massachusetts trail in June is beautiful.

      At the twenty-minute mark, I call back:

      “How long are you going to follow me?”

      The trail widens and Hamish comes up next to me.

      “However long it takes to get ye to trust me again.”

      “That will be a cold day in hell,” I say, but I smile at him. Or, maybe it's more of a smirk. He rolls his eyes. “You get one chance with me. One. That’s how I work. That’s how my heart works.”

      “You have one?” The trail narrows and he drops behind me.

      “One what?”

      “Heart. Because ye wouldna know it. Ye’re so tightly wound, Amy. So black and white about people and feelings.” He lets out a frustrated little laugh and I imagine the huff of air pushing on my back, right over the heart he’s doubting.

      As he tries to talk and run, his words come out like bouncing syllables. There’s a two-second delay between sound and understanding that makes time feel unstable.

      “It’s like ye have lists in yer head and people are on one or the other, depending on that one mistake they made ten years ago.”

      I stop so short, he nearly plows into me, but I sidestep neatly. I turn to face him, blood flow in my calves be damned.

      “You think I’m Santa?”

      “Speak English, woman.”

      “I am! Santa has a Naughty and a Nice list. He doesn't have a 'not so bad this year, maybe I'll give her a break' list. Are you accusing me of being Santa?”

      “I’m accusin’ ye of bein’ damn hard on people. Yer expectations are–” His eyes widen and he blinks, over and over, as if some revelation has hit him, pupils widening, the skin over his cheekbones so handsome. “Jesus. Ye must be even harder on yerself.”

      Is that pity in those eyes?

      “What?”

      “Somethin’ is drivin’ ye. I get it. Trust me, I do. Ye don’t get where I am in football without it. But ye have to let yourself live a little, too.”

      “I live! I'm perfectly fine at living! I don't need advice from a walking Petri dish masquerading as a sports icon.”

      “Now we're back to insults about ma sex life? Come on, Amy. I told ye the truth. Have ye rewound time in yer heart?”

      It's not my heart that twists as he says that. It's my gut.

      “I WISH I COULD!” I scream, letting loose, pitching headlong into the reality of his presence. He wants to know what I'm feeling?

      Here we go.

      Abject terror, for the most part.

      I sound unnatural to myself, as if there's a different Amy emerging to have her say. “Going back in time would be fabulous. Then I wouldn't feel like this!”

      “Like what, pet?”

      “Like...”

      But the words aren't there. Only the sick feeling that whatever's making me close off is out of my control, and I'm losing everything that's important to me because I can't stop myself.

      I can't stop myself from withdrawing.

      I would if I could.

      Dad's words–What's so special about being in control all the time, Amy?–haunt me now.

      Nothing.

      Nothing is special about it.

      I can't control my own need for control.

      “Take yer time. Feel what ye feel. I'm–”

      I run again.

      He follows.

      And he's going to keep following, isn't he?

      I pick up my pace and let the air caress my cheeks, the tears uncontrollable now, cold as they flow down the sides of my nose and jawline.

      And it hits me.

      Hamish is who I want. I want to be the woman I was with him–in that bed, yes, but even before that–the way we are together.

      So why am I letting other pieces of me have more control?

      “Ye’re going to check ma stamina by makin’ me run with ye fer twenty-odd miles?” he gasps from behind.

      “Sixteen miles.”

      “Nine more to go?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yer killin’ me. I'm a sprinter. This is a marathon.”

      “No. I’m going to run because it’s what I want to do. What you do is up to you.”

      He grabs me, hot, panting mouth on mine, as my mind catches up to my body. My legs still think they’re pounding the trail but my lips are throbbing from Hamish’s pressure.

      So is another part of my body.

      “Jesus, ye’re stubborn,” he swears, muttering against my lips.

      “I thought Declan warned you about Jacoby women,” I snap with a smirk, then push him away and start running again.

      Shannon told me Hamish tried to come to the house last night.

      He groans, the sound more satisfying than it should be. I don't want him here.

      Oh, who am I fooling? Of course I do.

      But I also don't. Really don't. He is literally my job, my future hanging by a thread because of this strange tangle of emotion and practicality. Hamish has a huge potential deal at risk precisely because people aren't rational. He isn't rational.

      I'm not being rational.

      Product endorsements are ultimately about feelings. Consumers associate products with the celebrities who endorse them. Positive feelings about a certain celebrity correspond directly to sales.

      I'm babysitting a man who makes people feel a particular emotion that corporations seek to manipulate.

      So why am I surprised when he manipulates me?

      “You think,” I say, running at a gentle pace where I can still speak reasonably well, “you can chase me down on a run, give me the magic Hamish kiss, and everything will be all right? What's this really about, Hamish? Did Jody get a PR report that says I'm a virginal asset and we need to have some pretend relationship for social media?”

      “I wasna pretending.”

      “Go to hell, Hamish. Lying to me is worse than faking.”

      “I'm no’ lying.”

      “How can I tell? You're a flibbertigibbet.”

      “Now we're quoting Sound o' Music lyrics in a fight? Ye're an odd woman, Amy.”

      “Then why do you want me so much? When you want me at all, that is.”

      “Those are two contradictory statements, pet.”

      “I KNOW! That's what makes you so maddening!”

      “Can ye stop the runnin’ so we can talk? Actually talk, like two adults who need to resolve a problem? I want yer attention, Amy. Yer focus. I want to understand ye. We can run another nine or twelve or twenty miles and I wilna stop, but ye canna run forever. Even ye, the most determined person I've ever met, have a limit.”

      “I'm the most determined person you've ever met?”

      “Aye.”

      “Thank you!”

      “That's how to compliment ye?”

      “Yes!”

      “Good grief, woman. It will take a lifetime to understand ye, and even then I think I'll need two or three more.”

      “How can you say something like that after refusing to sleep with me?”

      “Ye’re direct, too. Determined and direct.” He looks up at the sky. “Dear Lord, ye give me this one? Her? Hand-picked fer ma heart? Really?” He sighs, still looking up. “Ye really do love throwin’ challenges ma way.”

      “Are you going to talk to God, or me?”

      “He insults me slightly less often than ye do.”

      I stop. I cross my arms over my chest, shift my weight to one hip, and stare him down.

      “Fine. Let's talk. If you don't want to sleep with me, why are you chasing me down?”

      “I do want ye!”

      “Then–”

      “Ye want it direct? I can do that. Here goes: I canna hurt ye, Amy. That's the problem. I can make love to ye. I can meet yer needs and wants. I can kiss yer sweet skin and smell yer gorgeous hair, hold ye in ma arms and fall asleep to the sound o' yer breath, but God help me, I canna stand the idea of hurting ye.”

      “What?”

      “Ye're pure. Untouched. It'll hurt.”

      “Hurt?”

      “When I enter ye.”

      “That's what's stopping you? That?”

      “Aye. It's a big deal. I canna be the one who gives ye pain, Amy.”

      “You'll break my heart but you won't break my hymen?”

      He just blinks, jaw dropping.

      “You stupid oaf!” I hit his chest once, then a second time even harder. “That's why you stopped? That?” I bend down, sink my fingers into the thick grass next to the trail, and pull hard, throwing it at his head. His reflexes are way better than mine; he dodges them easily then shakes his head, looking more upset than I've ever seen him, other than when he head-butted Jace.

      “Aye! And it isna stupid! How can carin’ fer ye so much that I dinna want to hurt ye be stupid?”

      “Because you're taking the choice away from me! I was so ashamed when you stopped everything, Hamish. I felt nothing but shame in that moment! As if my desire wasn't good enough.”

      “Ah, God, naw.” He looks like I pushed a dagger through his heart.

      Good. Because that's how it felt for me when he turned me down.

      “It took me all these years to find the right man, and when I finally did, you said no. I felt shame twice: for taking so long to decide, and then for picking a man who rejected me.”

      His skin is cold as his fingers twine with mine. Eyes filled with grief, green as rolling hills, meet my own. Raw honesty is the essence of this moment.

      “I am so sorry, Amy. When ye put it that way, I'm gutted. I was protecting ye. Ma whole life, I've loved helping people. Meeting their needs. Being the person who gives them what they want. A smile, a wink, attention, good jokes, money, exposure, a hand up, a phone call. Ye name it, I'll give it. People love their time in the spotlight, aye? They need attention. They need to be seen. But ye're different. Ye make yer own light. Ye dinna need mine.”

      “What does that have to do with sleeping with me?”

      “It makes being yer first take on so much meaning. I dinna want ye to think of me and pain in the same memory. Ever.”

      “Hamish–”

      “Ye dinna need me, Amy. I dinna ken how to handle a woman who needs nothing from me. Ye wanted me in that moment, though, and ma brain couldna reconcile the situation. Sleeping with ye would hurt ye, and as much as I wanted ye, I panicked. Then ye ran, and all I could think was that I'd made the biggest mistake o' ma life.”

      “You had. You did.”

      “I ken that now. I knew it within seconds of ye leaving ma room. I'm no' like ye. Thinking things through ahead o' time isna ma strong suit.”

      “You're a walking impulse.”

      “Aye,” he says with a genuine smile, as if I haven't just insulted him. As if the words are a compliment.

      What if they were? How different would life be if I believed that?

      “God, listen to us. I'm begging the woman who put a clause in her work contract that I couldna sleep wi' her to give me a second chance to sleep wi' her after telling her no.”

      “It's almost as if ye’re a numpty and ye dinna ken a thing about hens.” I say the sentence in an imitation of his voice.

      “Ye have the worst Scots accent, Amy. Never, ever try again.”

      “I'm sure your American accent isn't much better.”

      He clears his throat and cocks one eyebrow. “On the contrary, I sound just like an American when I talk about hot dogs, bald eagles, Texas, baseball, taxes, and apple pie.”

      His American accent is remarkable and creepy at the same time.

      “OMIGOD! Don't ever do that again. It's like you're another person!”

      “And when ye speak in Scots, ye sound like ye’re having a stroke.”

      “Then let's just each be who we really are together.”

      “Together?” His voice is plaintive, deep with emotion, an invitation extended yet again for me to cross over. To stop withdrawing. To tell the piece of me that takes control even when I don't want it to that it's fine.

      I don't have to let it happen.

      “Hamish?”

      “Aye?”

      “Have you ever had some part of you do something you couldn't help but do? Like you couldn't stop yourself, even if you wanted to, badly?”

      He eyes me with amusement. “That's why ye have a job, Amy. Remember?”

      “But–but you said you haven't slept with anyone since Maddie.”

      “I haven't.”

      “So you can help yourself. The piece of you that had no impulse control is... different?”

      “In a way, yes.” He reaches for my other hand. I grasp his tightly, needing the solid, stable hold.

      Because I'm about to jump.

      And he's the safety net.

      “How?”

      “I found something more important. Something so important, I have to overcome the part o' me that canna stop.”

      “Oh.”

      “I dinna think we're talking about me anymore, are we, Amy?”

      “No.”

      “Ye have something inside ye that's out of control? Ye?”

      “Yes, me.”

      “What is it?”

      “My need for control.”

      “Yer need fer control is out of control?”

      “Hamish?”

      “Aye?”

      I don't know who kisses whom, but I'm in his arms and he's in mine and our mouths are perfect together this time, not in frustration or anger, not in the newness of a first kiss, but in the deeper need to connect. I'm lost in his kiss, not only out of control but out of the need to be in control.

      I can free fall into him, and he'll catch me.

      With his heart.

      His hands cup my face, fingertips caressing my cheeks, behind my ear, the full attention so much.

      But not too much, never too much.

      “Amy.”

      “Yes?”

      One more kiss, this one simple, sweet, the kind of kiss you give someone you know you'll see again. Kiss again.

      “I'm here when ye’re ready.”

      “Don't hold your breath.” But I smile when I say it.

      He winks, his eyebrows up. “I'm a champion at that, too. Certified lifeguard at thirteen.”

      “Is there anything you can't do with your body?” I ask, the words out, too late to pull them back in.

      “That's up to ye to find out.” He punctuates his words with a chaste kiss on my forehead.

      “Hamish–”

      “I'm giving ye yer space.”

      “Wait–what?”

      “Ye finish yer run. Ye need the time to think. But dinna forget to feel.”

      Waving, he jogs off, calling back, “When ye’re ready, I'm here.”

      That's the problem.

      I was ready.

      But maybe... he wasn't?

      So now the ball's in my court.

      My move.

      He just gave me my volition back.

      When he was the obstacle, this was so much easier.

      I've really misjudged him, haven't I?

      Hamish McCormick is smarter, sweeter, deeper, and so much better than I ever gave him credit for.

      Damn it.
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      One Month Later

      

      
        
        Hamish

      

      

      

      “Two pieces of great news,” Jody says through my AirPods. I’m in the middle of a run along the Charles River. Not the kind Amy does–mine's a two-mile warmup before ball training–but it's enough.

      It's been a month since I left Amy on that trail. She's reached out to me via text.

      Text.

      We “talk” in sentences and emojis, but it's slow. Methodical. Simple. And we're not sexting–we're talking.

      But we're not touching, which is killing me.

      Work is an entirely different issue. No longer following me wherever I go, she's based here in Boston, living at home, working in the office in the city. As for me, I've been all over. A shoot in New York, back to L.A. for a week for an expo match, and now a few days with Uncle James, doing more commercials with him.

      Next, another expo match. I've been in Boston for three days, but I leave for New Jersey tonight.

      “Actually, three,” Jody corrects.

      “Aye?”

      “First: the deal with ExpertCourse. You read the details?”

      A guy on a bike whizzes past me, cutting it very close.

      “I did. It's inventive. Gives me broader exposure to Americans, establishes me as an expert. The money is crap, though.”

      “Yes. But all the other reasons are solid, so it’s an investment. Amy did a fine job getting this deal together.”

      “Amy?”

      “Yeah. She's the one who secured it. Not the money part–no one had much control over that, but we got as much as we could. Turns out your uncle is indirectly connected to ExpertCourse's venture capital funding, and was able to help out.”

      “She's a sweetheart fer doing that.”

      “It’s her job. I think you think she's a sweetheart for other reasons.”

      “Aye.”

      “Still in limbo?”

      “Are ye in manager mode, or friend mode now, Jody? I need to know whether ye’re fattening ma wallet or about to wound ma pride.”

      He just sighs. “Friend.”

      “Fine, then. Amy and I are texting.”

      “Texting?”

      “Yer tone of voice is exactly how I feel, Jody. It's table scraps, and I'm a hungry stray dog. What's the other great news? I need some.”

      “Expo match is still on in New Jersey.”

      “Was there ever any doubt?”

      “Ticket sales are low, but they just crossed the threshold.”

      “Damned Americans.”

      “What's that supposed to mean?”

      “They dinna appreciate football.”

      “Enough of them do, so stop your whinging.”

      “Nice to hear ye picking up Scottish. Now, what's the third piece of great news?”

      “The big deal is moving forward.”

      “The big deal? THE big deal? Eight figures and all?”

      “Yes.”

      “Holy shit!”

      “Yes.”

      “Because I kept ma todger in ma trousers?”

      “Because you kept yourself out of scandals. Also, oddly enough, the ExpertCourse deal helped.”

      “It did?”

      “Don't quite understand it myself, but yes. Lends legitimacy to you? Not sure. I just know that when one company says yes, others follow. That, and Jace Canton's newest scandal.”

      “What does Jace have to do with ma deal?”

      “He was in line for it, too.”

      “He was?”

      “Sure. You were far and away their top choice, but they were considering four other players.”

      “Of course I was. But Jace? Is that why he kept baiting me? Sent the girls to ma room at the hotel, confronted me in public, all that rubbish?”

      “Amy thought so.”

      “She did? She never told me.”

      “In memos to Quintana, she outlined it.”

      “Was this before, or after...”

      “You were a jerk to her?”

      “Which time was that, Jody? There were a few.”

      “The big one. The one that made her leave L.A. She sent an email to me, then a report to Quintana explaining it all. Wondered if Maddie Farsill had been a plant.”

      “Maddie? Why would she think ma team owner's stepdaughter was a plant? I slept wi' her of ma own free will, I assure ye.”

      “Amy posited that Jace might have convinced Maddie to come on to you, knowing it would cause a scandal and hurt your chances for the big contract. After all, somebody released that tape.”

      “Whoa.”

      “Is that possible?”

      “Possible? Anything is possible. I shagged Maddie because she's a pretty girl. Never thought much about why she slept wi’ me.” I frown. “I dinna want to talk about ma past sex life.”

      “You were never shy about it before.”

      “No’ shy now. I just dinna want to think about it.”

      “You can't rewind time, Hamish.”

      I'm close to my hotel now, the mirrored windows reflecting the water, the towering modern structure like shiny LEGO blocks but much larger in scale.

      “Nah. I canna change the past. But I do know what I want ma future to look like.”

      “Let me guess. Auburn curls, bright blue eyes, carrying a suitcase full of Striker vibrators.”

      “Ye've a sick sense of humor, Jody. Go back to manager mode.”

      “I was in manager mode.” He pauses. “One of those sex toy companies just upped their offer.”

      “No, thank you.”

      For the next ten minutes, as I jog back to the hotel gym to lift, Jody tells me business details, including what we've funded back home, then moving on to talk about tax structures.

      If I weren't running, I'd be snoozing out of boredom at that last part.

      When I reach the hotel lobby, I come to a screeching halt, literally. The rubber soles of my trainers let out a loud squeal of surprise on the polished marble.

      There before me stands Amy, wearing an aqua sundress and a beaming smile.

      She's in my arms before I can stop myself, laughing and squirming.

      “You're hot and sweaty!”

      “I went fer a run!” I grab my phone from my waistband and check. “Ye didna message me ahead of time!”

      “I wasn't sure I would actually do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Come here to say I'm ready.”

      “What?”

      “You told me that you'd be waiting for me, and to find you when I was ready–”

      I cut her words off with a kiss, this one whole and sustaining, every piece of me flying high.

      She came back.

      She came back to me. She found the courage and crossed the bridge inside her, walked across to me.

      Amy makes a little sound of pleasure, of release, a slight giving with her body that I take with my tongue, my mouth, my hands, and my heart.

      “This wasn't how I thought my day would go,” she whispers. “But we still work together, though not for long.”

      “What d'ye mean?”

      “You're not creating scandals,” she says with a laugh. “And that deal with ExpertCourse, and how I've handled your todger, have made an impression.”

      I open my mouth, shut it, and open it again, unsure how the hell to respond to that.

      “I did a good job,” she says with a laugh, hitting my chest. “So I'm being reassigned. It's nothing personal.”

      “Where?”

      “Ever heard of Carlos Boraso?”

      “Who hasna?”

      Narrowing her eyes, she peers at me, hard. “Jody hasn't said anything to you?”

      “About what?'

      A sweet smile tightens her mouth. “Never mind. Let's just say you should expect to hear from him soon.”

      “Yer working fer him now?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Then who'll watch ma willie?”

      “I am happy to do that for free.”

      “Really?”

      “Aye,” she says, sounding like a pirate in the middle of eating shards of glass.

      “Right now?”

      “No, unfortunately. I have to go to the office. Left my laptop there.” She makes a face.

      “Then yer forgetfulness is ma bounty. I'm wildly happy to see ye.”

      She studies my face. “You know, Jody explained in detail all the programs you single-handedly support back home. Why didn't you ever tell me how involved you are? You're carrying the world on your shoulders.”

      “Nah. Just a tenth of Glasgow.” It's my turn to go quiet. I don't like talking about what I do for others.

      “It's a lot. You really care about people.”

      “I really care about ye. Are ye here to stay?”

      “For the short term or the long term?”

      “Both.”

      “No.”

      “Which one is the no?”

      A strange, sad smile comes over her, even as she's in my arms. “I found you. And I'm ready, but I still need a little space.”

      “Yer a paradox.”

      “That's how it seems to be for me. This is all new. Can this be enough?”

      “A few kisses in a hotel lobby? Nae.”

      “No?”

      “It'll never be enough. I'll never have enough of ye, Amy.”

      She steps up on tiptoes and gives me another kiss.

      “Thank you.”

      “Fer what?”

      “For letting me make mistakes.”

      “Na one lets ye make mistakes. Ye just do. We're all human. We all err and we all forgive. That's how it works.” I swallow hard, my heart slamming in my chest, and I hope my next words aren't a mistake. “I made a mistake that night. No’ just the obvious one. It took time to realize another reason I stopped.”

      “Another reason?”

      “Aye. I was scared.”

      “Scared?”

      “Ye’re a commitment, Amy. That's new to me. I didna want to hurt ye, but I also didna ken what to do with such a big catch.”

      “Did you just say 'big catch'?”

      I laugh, my words sounding stupid when they’re echoed back to me, but they're true. “Have ye ever gone fishing? Wi' yer da?”

      “Of course.”

      “And ye try and try to catch a fish, then when ye get one, ye realize it's more than ye can handle?”

      She clears her throat, a sound of warning or encouragement, or maybe a bit of both.

      “But ye canna let go. There's a moment, though, when ye freeze, stuck there, thinking ye have a choice. That's where I was that night, Amy. Stuck wi' a bigger catch than I thought I'd ever have in ma hands, and paralyzed.”

      “You come on to me constantly, Hamish! Over-the-top flirting, the infamous three a.m. booty call, all the salacious comments, the whole shebang.”

      “Aye. Never thought ye'd take the bait.”

      “I don't think that's true.”

      “I'm spillin’ ma heart out to ye, pet.”

      “Oh, I think your feelings are true.” She splays her hand over my heart. “I just think you chased me for so long because you knew.”

      “Knew what?”

      “Knew that this–” she waves her hand in the air between us, “–that this...” Her words trail off and she dips her head down, laughing softly.

      “What?”

      “We're similar. More similar than I ever realized until now,” she says softly. “You were a relentless flirt with me, and I was a never-ending insult machine right back. It was how we–”

      The rest of her sentence cuts off so fast, I'm certain she was about to say the words I'm thinking, too.

      How we fell in love.

      “Amy, I–”

      “Wait.” She holds up a palm. “I need space to learn to forgive.”

      “To forgive me?”

      “I did that a long time ago.”

      “Then what d'ye mean?”

      “I need to learn to forgive myself.”

      I hold her hands in mine, looking down into her eyes. “Amy?”

      “Yes?”

      “Will ye come up to ma room wit’ me and let me right a wrong?”

      My meaning is clear. Passion flares in her eyes, a look that only strengthens as we breathe together.

      With a squeeze of both my hands, she sighs and says, “Not yet. But thank you. Really.”

      “No?”

      “Some day soon, yes. But not today. I need more.”

      “More what?”

      “Not sure. Space? Time? Just... more.”

      “I can give ye more.”

      “What if I'm the one who has to give it to myself?”

      “Then I'll be here to support ye. I want more, too.”

      “More of me?”

      “More of us.”

      Bzzz

      It's her phone.

      “Mike, the admin at the office. Says the cleaning crew is doing the carpets tonight and I want to get my laptop before the place turns into a toxic fume storm.”

      “Ye have verra elaborate rescue-text schemes.”

      With a laugh, she gives me a great big hug, then turns away, resolute. She slips out into the sunlight as quickly as she appeared earlier, like an angel.

      More, huh?

      I can give her more.

      Andrew's direct line is in my phone. I decide a call is best.

      He picks up instantly.

      “What do you need?” he barks into the phone.

      “Well, fine day and hello to ye, too, cousin!”

      “This is my personal number. You're calling because my dad did something horrible, or because you need something from me.”

      “Aye. That Anterdec jet of yers. How many does it seat?”

      “Twelve. Why?”

      “I need ye to bring Amy's family to ma game in New Jersey next week. And ye, and Declan–the lot of 'em.”

      “To watch you play?”

      “Nah. To watch me do... more.”

      

      
        
        Amy

      

      

      

      The Coaches Club suite at the stadium in New Jersey is insane. It's 20,000 square feet of every amenity you can possibly imagine, except one: It's impossible to see the actual game, because the owners, sponsors, guests, and support staff block my view.

      So I'm forced to watch everything on the giant television screens. Ah, irony.

      No complaints, though. It's luxury beyond my dreams, and Maartensi pays for every penny. Part of my job.

      And, I realize with a thrill I haven't allowed myself to indulge in, this would be part of life as the girlfriend of a famous footballer.

      I don't know if all party suites at stadiums are like this one, but I do know I've come a long, long way from the high school football bleachers in Mendon, or the nosebleed seats at Gillette Stadium that Dad got for us twice when we were younger. I think some private boxes are on a higher level, with a view of the entire playing field. This one is adjacent to the locker rooms, so the view is more limited, but the glass doors open out on the center line. It even has a special private entrance.

      A server comes by with shrimp puffs and bloody marys. I'm definitely in a different world.

      “Look at this place,” says a woman behind me, her voice breathless.

      And familiar.

      Very, very familiar.

      “There she is!” I hear Carol call out as I turn to find Mom, Dad, Carol, Jeffrey, Tyler, Declan, Shannon, Andrew, and Amanda, all here.

      Here?

      “What are you doing here?” I exclaim as hugs go around, everyone laughing with the glee of surprising me.

      “We were just in the neighborhood,” Dad jokes.

      “This was my doing,” Andrew boasts, earning a dark look from Declan.

      “You mean it was Gina's doing,” he corrects.

      “But what are you doing here? And where are Ellie and Charlie and Will?”

      “At home with Pam and Mia,” Shannon explains, eyes sparkling. Declan's arm is around her waist as she takes a glass of white wine from a server’s tray. “Between the two of them, we're stealing a night away. We've never seen Hamish play in person, so this is a treat!”

      “Why didn't you tell me you were coming? I can't hang out with you because I'm working, but I could have carved out some time.”

      “It was spur of the moment,” Dad says quickly as Mom opens her mouth to say something. “And we thought it would be fun to surprise you.”

      Carol looks around, grabs the first piece of food she can find from a tray passing by, and pops it on Mom's tongue.

      “Mmmmmm,” Mom gasps. “Mut uz at?”

      “A muzzlepuff,” Carol says, dry as a bone.

      “The match already started,” I tell them. “We're ten minutes in. It's Dunsdill versus Atachee. No one's scored yet.”

      “How many quarters in a game?” Mom asks, swallowing whatever Carol gave her.

      “Halves. Match. Each is forty-five minutes,” Jeffrey explains, reaching for a beer and having his hand smacked by Carol. She plucks the same beer from the table and takes a big swig in front of her offspring as he pouts. Fourteen is waaaaay too young to drink.

      But not too young to push boundaries.

      “Are you all here overnight?” I ask her, eyeing the boys, who are settling into a booth close to the big screens, now clutching sodas and digging into plates of appetizers, all of them fried.

      “Yes! Andrew got everyone hotel rooms.”

      Something about this isn't adding up.

      “Why the impromptu family vacation?”

      She gives me a happy smile, the kind I don't see often on my single-mom sister. “I don't question it when billionaires offer to take me and my kids on a private jet to watch a game at a club suite, and pay for a hotel. I'm just enjoying it. Unclench.”

      “I can't unclench. I'm working.” The words would normally come out tighter, but something about her happiness is rubbing off.

      “Speaking of work, how is Hamish's willie?” she asks, winking, knowing full well he and I are in a strange, in-between place.

      A place that is entirely my decision.

      “Well contained.”

      “Not getting taken out for much fresh air?”

      “Would you please stop? We're fine. Getting to know each other.”

      “But...”

      “No, I haven't slept with him yet!”

      “You will. When you're ready.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you? You do know, then?”

      “Yes. It's a matter of time.”

      “That's... wow. That's amazing, Amy.”

      The crowd erupts, the closed-captioning on the big screen blasting Hamish's name under an instant replay of him, his body all wide planes and liquid flow, the vision of him making my skin light up.

      And my heart lift.

      “What'd he do? Kick a goal?” Mom asks, slinging her arm around my shoulders and giving me a good squeeze, a cocktail with a maraschino cherry in it in her other hand.

      “Hamish took the ball away from the other team, and three players surrounded him. With his back turned, he kicked it over their heads, right to Luis, who headed it into the goal,” I explain.

      “Awesome!” Mom leans in and whispers softly, “I assume we're all here because you two are together?”

      “We're... something.”

      “If I had the eye of a guy like Hamish, we’d be everything. We’d be everythinging nonstop, if you know what I mean.” Mom's new lash extensions make her winks more dramatic than usual.

      “Mom,” I say flatly, twisting out of her grasp.

      “I’m just sayin’.”

      “Just stop it.”

      “Okay, fine. But I'll bet a guy like Hamish is amazing in bed, and you deserve someone who is amazing at everything.”

      “Please stop!”

      “I mean everything, not just sex. Hamish has a deep heart. I've known that since the day we met him.”

      “When you met him, you said you wanted to climb him like a fire truck ladder at a five-alarm fire.”

      “I did? Must have had too much wine.”

      “No, you were stone-cold sober.”

      “What kind of mother-in-law says that about her future son-in-law?”

      “Whoa there, Mom. Don't get ahead of yourself. We're not even officially together.”

      “What does that even mean to your generation? What makes it official? You change a status on your social media accounts? Share an avocado? Split an Uber ride to the drugstore to pick up birth control?” She frowns. “You’re on birth control, right? For your endometriosis.”

      “Marie,” Dad says, inserting himself gently between us. He catches my eye as I mouth, Thank you. “They have that fancy pumpkin-spice-drizzled popcorn with toffee that you love so much.”

      “Where?” Mom's intently scanning the room.

      “Let me show you,” he says, guiding her away. The thrill of free, fancy snacks is even greater than the joy Mom gets from digging into my sex life.

      “Jason’s smooth, isn't he?” That's Declan, holding a half-full pint glass. He’s wearing jeans and a polo shirt, and looking more relaxed than I think I've ever seen him, which makes me relax, too.

      “Dad has some very specific Mom-related skills he's honed over the decades,” I reply with tact.

      Declan's laugh is unexpectedly intense. It’s the kind of chuckle that makes your abs hurt if you do it for too long, yet you can't stop until all the air has drained out of you, because it’s about a core truth.

      “What's so funny? I haven't heard you laugh like that in a long time.” Shannon appears, sipping from a tall milkshake glass, a chocolate thing with pieces of cookie and candy bar in it.

      “Talking about Dad's mastery over Mom's quirks.”

      “Quirks!” Declan gasps, still laughing.

      My sister and I share a look and walk away from my still-giggling brother-in-law to focus on the game.

      Technically, I'm supposed to be schmoozing with sponsors here, and also making sure Hamish is fine, though I'm not allowed in the locker room per his coach's strict instructions. Jace's nose has healed, but when I shook the coach's hand–er, manager in European football terms–the guy looked me in the eye and said, “Stay the hell away from ma guys and we'll be fine.”

      “Hey!” Hamish had interjected. “Ye canna block me from her!”

      “I can block her from ma men. Stay out of the changing room, especially, ye ken?”

      Hence my position now in the club suite, suffering. There’s nowhere to escape to.

      For the next twenty minutes or so, we watch them play and stuff ourselves silly. I monitor my email and texts, weaving in and out of the crowd, juggling family and business.

      It's a strange feeling, and a wave of empathy for Declan, Andrew, and Shannon washes over me. They do this all the time, business woven with life and no clear boundaries between them.

      “We're coming up on the half,” Amanda says, her arm around Andrew's waist, the two watching at the window. We're surprisingly close to the players themselves, the benches slightly to the right, the coaching staff's backs to us.

      “Good. I need a bathroom break and a makeup refresh,” I reply, but she grabs my arm and gives me a weird look.

      “You can do that later. I think something really important is about to happen.”

      I can't see anything through the guys standing at the center, so I look at the televisions.

      “Ooo, Atachee's about to score, if that's what you mean by important.”

      “Hmmm,” is all Amanda says as a very excited Carol walks up to us, eyes shining, pinging between the television screens and me.

      The ref calls time on the half, and the players leave the pitch. This is my chance, so I–

      “IMPORTANT ANNOUNCEMENT!” blasts over the loudspeakers, easy to hear even over the crowd's din. On the screens, you can see people who were headed for concessions and bathrooms stop in their tracks, though a smaller, steady stream continues on their way, like ants in a line.

      “IMPORTANT ANNOUNCEMENT! LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, HAMISH MCCORMICK FROM DUNSDILL!”

      The guys in front of the open glass doors part like the Red Sea did for Moses.

      I look around. Mom is across the room, Dad's hand literally covering her mouth as she hops up and down in place.

      Oh, God.

      What is happening?

      And then Hamish's voice is on the loudspeaker. The television screen changes, cutting to him standing alone in the center of the pitch, holding a big mic in his hand. As usual, he seems to be eating up all the attention.

      “I ken this isna the norm, but it's an exhibition game, so this doesna matter anyway,” he says into the mic, the crowd laughing. “Nothing I say will hurt us. Or help us. But that's no’ what this is about anyhow.”

      The crowd goes hushed, anticipation rippling like they're doing the wave.

      “Would a cameraman please find Amy Jacoby? In the club suite, I think? She's a ginger like me, but better looking–long curls, and a thousand-watt smile.”

      My stomach drops as my face appears on the jumbotron, some camera inside the club finding me quickly. Of all the times to have a bad hair day. And before my fresh lipstick, of course.

      Of course.

      “What is he doing?” I say to Carol through gritted teeth, slumping down onto a stool, Mom eagerly coming to stand next to me.

      Carol's grinning as she moves away from me, and now I'm front and center, featured on the screen, Mom's blonde hand the size of an elephant on the screen.

      “I don't know. Just enjoy it! Whatever it is, it's big,” Carol says

      “That's because Hamish is big! Larger than life.”

      “Amy,” he says from down on the field, “would ye please look at the camera so everyone can see how pretty ye are?” He clears his throat, adding quickly, “And smart, too, of course. She earned her MBA just this year!”

      Carol, Shannon, Dad, and Mom all start giggling.

      Mom swats my arm, so I stand up slowly from my seat, the crowd cheering. I am on the big screen and every pore, every fleck of stray mascara, plus all my fear, is on my face.

      I hate being the center of attention in public. Hate it.

      Plus, I still have to pee.

      “I have two announcements, the first necessary fer the second. So here goes: Dear women ye call 'jersey chasers' here in America –”

      Screaming women dominate the crowd noises and Hamish gestures with his palms, trying to get all the estrogen in the stands to settle down.

      “Ye willna squeal when ye hear I am retiring ma todger from ye. Nae more.”

      “What's a todger?” Dad asks, mystified.

      The shrieking turns to a keening wail, a female chorus of boos erupting.

      “I think he's saying he won't sleep with groupies anymore,” Carol says to Dad.

      “Oh, God,” I groan. “Of all the ways to do this, he has to do it in front of tens of thousands of people?”

      “He's that kind of guy, Amy,” Carol says. “Go big or go home.”

      “Is that an option? Can I just go home and see him there?”

      Dad moves next to me, hands on my shoulders. He's either comforting me or preventing me from leaving.

      “I think you want to stay and hear this.”

      “Hamish is why you're all here, isn't he?”

      “Maybe.”

      “And he arranged this? Not Andrew?”

      “He got some help from Andrew.”

      “Oh my God, Dad, he's not going to propose, is he?”

      “No,” Dad whispers. “He's not that stupid. Fastest way to get you to move to another continent. He wouldn’t put you on the spot like that.”

      “Good. Then... then what?”

      “Why don't you just wait and see what happens?”

      “You know I hate surprises!”

      “I know.” He squeezes my shoulders, then leans forward and whispers, “But what if you didn't?”

      “AMY JACOBY!” Hamish booms into the microphone, his arms wide. “Would ye stop talkin’ and listen fer a moment, pet?”

      The jumbotron changes to a split screen. He's the left half of the screen, and I'm the right half.

      Then he shouts, “I LOVE YOU!”

      Oh.

      My.

      God.

      “I loved ye when I made that booty call seven years ago...”

      The crowd quiets down, listening.

      “...and I was even more determined when ye turned me down.”

      A cheer goes up, mostly men.

      “But I knew I loved ye when...”

      Please don't mention being in bed with me. Please don't mention the virgin thing. Please don't–

      “...ye talked me out of endorsing a certain device...”

      A number of women begin chanting “STRIKER! STRIKER!”

      “...and saw the good in me. The deep. Ye see all the versions of me, no’ just the footie player. The whole man. I am sae grateful fer ye, Amy. I owe ye so much fer showing me the world through a different lens. Ye've given ma life more meaning than I knew possible, and ye did so just by being yerself. Make ma life whole and come give me a kiss!”

      My eyes dart around the room, trying to take it all in. Carol gives me a firm shove from behind.

      “This is the part where you run into his arms, kiss him, and tell him you love him back.”

      “I can't.”

      “Can't, or won't?”

      “Can't. I'm frozen.”

      “Then unfreeze.”

      “I CAN'T.”

      “Amy. Stop it. Stop trying to control everything. Do it.”

      One step. I take one step.

      Another.

      A third.

      By the fourth, I'm trotting; by the fifth, a group of people have pushed open the double glass doors; by the tenth, I'm flying, running fast and free. The crowd is chanting AIM-EE, or HAIM-ISH, or maybe the jersey chasers are chanting a two-syllable curse word, but I don't care, because my legs feel like all the running I've ever done in my entire life was preparing me for this moment.

      I run as if my life depends on it. As if my heart relies on it.

      I run as if my soul is reconnecting with a piece of itself, lost long ago, now found.

      Launching myself into his arms is an act of faith and trust, and he catches me, our kiss full and intense. It vibrates from our combined emotion and the energy from the crowd.

      Hamish's brash act is bold and unreal, and so is my reaction.

      But you can't control feelings. They just are.

      “I love you, too,” I whisper in his ear, unwilling or unable to shout it to the rooftops, but the microphone still in his hand picks up my words. The crowd goes nuts again.

      He laughs. “Thank God. Because if ye didna, I just pissed off a lot of other women.”

      Then he kisses me again, still holding me in his arms, my legs around his waist as he holds up the world.

      And I let him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      This time, I don't have to announce my big secret in bed.

      This time, Hamish prepared his room, with scented candles, a bouquet of roses, my favorite Prosecco, and soft Celtic music that feels more grounding than jazz.

      This time, as he reaches for me, I know he wants the real me. I'm not a notch. Definitely not an impulse. We've talked enough, and certainly suffered too much, but we're stronger for it.

      This time, as his mouth takes mine, I'm fully present for every second of this moment.

      “Ye were amazing today,” he whispers against my cheek. “Running out to me like that, yer hair a flame on the wind behind ye, face full of excitement.”

      “And terror. Don't forget the abject terror.”

      “Naw. I saw only yer beautiful smile.” His words make me give him more of it, a full contentment floating through me.

      “Carol had to shove me, you know. I don't like being the center of attention like that.”

      His fingers touch my chin, lifting my head a bit, our eyes locked on each other now.

      “Ye should be. The world should appreciate ye as much as I do.”

      “And how much is that?”

      “Ah, Amy, I'll have to show ye tonight, over and over and over.”

      There's no beer. We haven't opened the wine. The buzz on my skin is adrenaline from earlier, the pure joy of being with him more than enough.

      All the voices inside me that make me go flat, shut me down, shut him out – they're all quelled now.

      “I'm sorry,” I whisper, needing to say the words, even if it spoils the mood.

      He rears back a bit in surprise, touching one long, curly strand of my hair, as his tender, questioning eyes meet mine. “Fer what?”

      “For doubting you. I wasn't really doubting you. I was doubting me.”

      “I ken that. Ye've said it before.”

      “I need to say it again. I put you through a lot. I wish I could go back in time that night at the hotel in L.A. and have the courage to answer the door. Or one of your texts. Not just run off and beg my rich sister and her billionaire husband's family to help me.”

      “The fact that ye asked fer help and got it was a relief to me.”

      “Really?”

      “Ye have so many people who love ye.” His kiss is sweet, turning hot as our tongues touch, the rising need in me a magnet, drawing our bodies together. “It warms ma heart. And I'm one of them, too. I said so on the pitch today, Amy. I love ye. I know it sounds rash, but I'm a man of impulse.”

      “Something I'm coming to appreciate.”

      “Ye'll be coming soon, aye.”

      I laugh as he kisses me, but the moment is too serious for giggles, though it doesn't feel wrong.

      I pull back and look him full on. “Nothing's ever wrong with you.”

      “Wrong?”

      “We're serious, then we're playful. We're deep, then we're silly. You make every feeling I have acceptable.”

      “Of course yer feelings are acceptable. It's a feeling. Ye canna control how ye feel. Only what ye do. And I'm grateful to ye, Amy.”

      “You said that on the pitch, too.”

      “Aye. Deeply grateful. Even in the middle of a broken heart, ye set up ma ExpertCourse deal. Ye found a way to give me something new, to level up.”

      “That's just business.”

      “Naw, Amy. That's good business. Being a good human being. Ye ken how important all of these high-profile projects are to me. Ye gave me something new. Ye do this, over and over, working and connecting, always on the go, finding patterns, acting on them, and enriching everyone. Ye do it selflessly.”

      “I collect a paycheck to do all that.”

      He squeezes my breast so hard I yelp, a tingle whipping through me. We're shirtless, just beginning to wrap ourselves before each other. “Learn to take a compliment, pet. I'm trying to tell ye how amazing ye are. How I appreciate ye. How I see the real ye and how much ye care fer other people. Even me, when I gutted ye. Ye have a kind soul, Amy. A soul I want to memorize with every beat of ma heart.”

      Swept up in his arms, he pulls me off my feet, our hearts pressed against each other as his bare chest meets mine. It's time for me to say the words back to him.

      As I open my mouth, there's nothing stopping me. He's melted all my defenses away with his goodness, his hotness, his own free-spirited reveal today.

      “I love you too,” I confess, tracing his jaw with one finger. “I never thought I'd be saying those words to anyone, much less you.”

      “Then we have a first we'll share together tonight, and no’ just the one that's a first fer ye.”

      “You've never said it to anyone?”

      “Nae. Yer the first.” He kisses me, soft and sweet. “And only.” His fingers undo the clasp of my bra and he threads it around my shoulders, moving it off the bed, cupping my breasts, kissing my shoulder. I touch his chest, stroking the long lines of him, memorizing the way bones connect to muscle to form the man before me.

      “That makes me feel special.”

      “Ye are special. Ye're also damn hard to get close to,” he says in a low voice as his tongue licks one nipple, sending shivers through me. “I've never met someone so closed off, but so soft on the inside.” Hands roaming over my back, they settle on my waist, pulling me closer to him, my breasts pressed against his chest, our mouths close.

      “There isn't much room inside me. I have to let very few people in.”

      “I'm honored I'm one of them.”

      “I'm grateful to you, too, you know,” I say softly, fighting the piece of me that wants to close back up. “I get confused inside. It's easier to shut down than to look you in the eye and talk through something I don't have words for. I'm so sorry I made you chase me. I'm sorry I was mean to you. I wish I could explain why I'm like this, but please know I'm thankful for you, too. You made it safe for me to show you the real me.”

      Hamish moves me, my bare back on the bedspread as he stands and strips out of the rest of his clothes, eyes on me the entire time. “Ye're so beautiful like that, Amy. Hair spilled out above yer head, yer body relaxed and bare, all fer me. I could hold ye in ma heart like this forever.”

      “How about you hold me in your arms, too?”

      “Ye dinna have to ask twice.” His mouth drops to the spot between my breasts. “And Amy?”

      “Yes?”

      “I'm about to make more room inside ye.”

      I laugh, his words taken two ways at the same time, his eyes meeting mine, confused. Our bodies touch so intimately, his erection pressed against my thigh like it's been there a thousand times before, my breasts rubbing against his biceps as he lays next to me, propped up on one elbow.

      “What's so funny? I mean it. I'll make room inside ye fer me.”

      “Literally?” I reach down and grasp his shaft.

      A very beastly chuckle comes out of him at that. “Ach. Now I understand. I suppose ye could take ma words that way, too.”

      I reach down and unbutton, unzip, and discard my pants, pulling my panties off in the bargain, his eyes watching me slowly, calculating. A man who studies movement for a living takes precious care to track movement itself, and right now, I'm all he's watching.

      Being the singular focus of his attention is generative. Affirming. So energizing it's a battery made from love.

      Hamish's broad palm flattens at my belly as he bends over me, dropping kisses in a line that goes in one direction, down to a place he's touched before, but this time, it's not a first. There's no question about what it means, and there's no racing, looping worry in me.

      This time, I know how the evening ends.

      And how we begin in the morning.

      He's about to part my legs when I roll, pulling the covers, motioning for him to crawl under them, too. The room is chilly enough that a rippling layer of goosebumps covers my skin, but it's not just from the cold. He joins me, and something about the cocoon of the covers, the slide of sheets against skin, the haven of being under the covers together, adds intimacy to the moment.

      “God, I love this,” he says as he picks up where we left off, his mouth going between my legs, my hips arching up against him, his hands moving up to touch my breasts, the coordination divine.

      The excitement of the day flashes through me, my hands on his hot shoulders, a warm thrill shooting through me as another layer of me relaxes enough to find pleasure, to receive it, to know that there's more.

      Always more.

      A pulsing begins, deep and wet, and while the sensation is so hot, so tight, my core clenching and ready for what's next, I stop him, hands going into his hair, fingers pulling gently on his shoulders.

      We kiss, and he breathes into me, arms wrapped around each other, his teeth pulling my lower lip in, tongue sucking, bodies lost in touch.

      “Come here,” I urge him, moving my legs apart again, knees pinning his hips, the tip of him against my inner thigh.

      “Yer sure?” His simple question is perfect, my fingers brushing his hair off his face.

      “I am. I love you. I want you. And I'm sorry it's taken me so long to realize that.” I caress his face, his green eyes smiling down at me. “I'm a pain in the ass, Hamish. Are you sure you want me?”

      “More than anything in the world.”

      He rolls away, finding a condom in the nightstand, dispensing with the formalities quickly.

      “You're a glutton for punishment.” I kiss him again, reconnecting.

      “I'm a man who knows what he wants. Who he wants. And who does the work to meet the goal.”

      “I'm your goal.”

      “Nae, Amy. Ye’re yer own goal. I was just here to watch ye change and grow, and ye grew to be with me.”

      And with that, I guide him in.

      There is no pain.

      There is no fear.

      There is no wall.

      There is no holding back.

      The feeling is full and intense, a connection I didn't expect rising all the way up to my heart, my mind, my soul. He's in me and I lift my hips, changing the angle, bringing him in deeper. Hamish's thighs are tight and controlled, his body positioned with delicate strength.

      And then he moves slowly, pulling out a bit, then back in.

      “Oh,” I moan, the feeling too perfect, everything I'd wondered and more than I'd hoped. Our eyes are locked, the gaze going deeper than any coupling ever could.

      “Ye feel so good.”

      “This feels – you feel –” Words fail me as we move together, the sensation exploratory, slow and careful. I want to do more but as I pull my knees up and cradle his face in my hands, all we can do is ride this wave of feeling, the electricity running through me turned up, mingled with the scent and taste of him, with two bodies moving as one.

      “Is this good?” he asks.

      “Better than good.”

      His pace quickens and he's kissing me, slow and wet, almost lazily. Lost in the feeling that I'm living in a dream that's real, the flow of passion between us is all that I know.

      All that I am.

      Being in the now is no longer a challenge. It just is.

      Hamish kisses my shoulders, my neck, his tongue slipping to a spot under my jaw that makes me shiver, my walls clamping hard around him as he lets out a groan. Hearing that sound shoots triumph through me, the power of his pleasure coming to the forefront.

      I move up against him, matching his strokes, the pace picking up as his breath gets louder, my own chest rising and falling quicker, words long gone as we move against each other for what's coming soon. My hands explore his back, his ass, his hips and waist, all contoured and fine.

      “Amy, I – ”

      And then we go, both of us, Hamish's orgasm hard and clear, our mouths in a kiss that lost its purpose long ago. We're together, sharing each other however we can, and that's all that matters.

      His head dips down, our gaze broken as his raspy breath covers my chest, both of us recovering from what just happened between us.

      Then he stops moving, hand going to my cheek, eyes on mine again.

      “Yer okay?”

      “More than okay.”

      “Did it hurt?”

      “No.”

      Our kiss seals the deal, Hamish rolling over and out of me, the feeling one that surprises me. I never thought about the end of sex, the “what comes after” part, how it feels to have a man inside me and then suddenly, he's not.

      It's a bit like having a party and escorting the houseguests to the door. You are thrilled everyone had such a good time, but you're also relieved to have your house to yourself.

      And it's been left in a bit of a mess.

      Curled up in his arms, he's stroking my hair when we're rudely interrupted.

      Bzzz

      “Is that your phone?”

      “Nae.” His hand goes flat on my ribs, sliding up to cup my breast, a kiss on one nipple punctuating his words. “I kept one of the samples. Ye know, the Striker? Must be going off spontaneously in the drawer. Canna wait to use it during round two.”

      I freeze.

      “Yes, it's ma damn phone,” he says with a laugh. “I'm ignoring it, just like I ignored it most of yesterday.”

      RING!

      That's the hotel room phone this time, the landline. We both look at it on the desk as if it’s an antique Victrola.

      “Someone is really trying to reach you.”

      Standing, Hamish slides the covers off, giving me a much-appreciated eyeful. My hands have just touched all those parts, my mouth on plenty of him, the rest of me shivering with delight at my new reality.

      He's mine.

      I'm his.

      And oh, how much fun having fun can be.

      “Hello? Aye? Ach. Thank ye. Yes, I'll handle it.” He puts the receiver back in the cradle and gives me a dark look.

      “What?”

      “It's ma mum.”

      “Your mother?”

      “That's what I just said. She called the damn front desk to track me down.”

      “Because you've been ignoring her calls and texts?”

      “Aye.”

      “You can't blame her.”

      “I can blame Da! He needs to hold her in line.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “That's the man's job, ye see.” On his hands and knees, he crawls toward me on the bed, a big grin covering his face. “He needs to make her obey.”

      “OBEY?”

      “Aye. It'll take me a lifetime to teach ye, but I'm game.”

      Bzzz

      “You should answer that.”

      “Wasna mine.”

      “Who's calling me?” I wonder, worried something's happened to Mom or Dad.

      God forbid they have another sex swing accident.

      He stands and grabs my jacket, fishing in the pocket.

      “It's ma mum!”

      “YOUR mother?”

      “Aye!” He hands me the phone. “Dinna answer it, fer goodness sake! It's FaceTime.”

      There's a text from my own mother.

      Hamish's mom called James, whose assistant called me, to ask for a way to reach Hamish. Sorry, honey, but when she and I talked, I realized mothers have to stick together, so I gave her your cell number. Besides, she'll be your mother-in-law someday.

      Followed by eleventy billion hearts.

      “Yer turnin’ beet red, Amy. Who's texting ye?”

      “MY mother gave YOUR mother my cell number. Apparently, they talked.”

      We look at each other for a few seconds of shared horror.

      And then, as if we planned it, we say together, “Welcome to my mother.”

      “HAH!” I gasp. “Mine is way worse than yours!”

      “Are ye kiddin’ me? Look at what ma mum is doin’, chasin’ her adult son all over the world.”

      “My mother named her dog after a vagina and broke her leg while having sex with my dad on a swing in their bedroom. She made our cat wear a kilt in Shannon and Declan's wedding. And there's so much more.”

      Hamish peers at me as our phones buzz again, the hotel phone lighting up, the buzzing and ringing making us smile harder at each other, until he gathers me in his arms, kisses me hard, then declares:

      “That cements it! There's only one way to decide who has the worst mother.”

      “What's that?”

      “Ye’re comin’ to Scotland wi' me to meet her.”

      

      THE END… sorta.

      

      Still want more Hamish and Amy? How about a BONUS EPILOGUE that takes place three hours later?

      

      Yes… three hours later. Go here to get your fun extra epilogue ;).

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What does “sorta” mean?

          

        

      

    

    
      Julia Kent’s Shopping for a Highlander series continues as Hamish takes Amy off to Scotland, where they find out whose family is the craziest!

      Here’s the problem, though - Julia needs to go to Scotland to write the next book! So it’ll be a while, but please join my newsletter at jkentauthor.com/newsletter to find out more about when it is available. <3

      But if this is your first reading of a Julia Kent romantic comedy, consider going back to where it all started, with the Shopping for a Billionaire series, beginning with Shannon and Declan’s madcap “meet cute.”

      Mystery Shopper Shannon Jacoby met billionaire Declan McCormick while evaluating the cleanliness of the men’s room in one of his stores, and the New York Times bestselling romantic comedy series starts there. Find the Shopping for a Billionaire series wherever you read eBooks, and start with book 1 free!

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FREE ebook: Love You, Maine

          

        

      

    

    
      Interested in more romantic comedy fun? Check out my “Love You, Maine” series - a small town where Every Day is Valentine’s Day!

      

      You can get the first book in the series, Love You Wrong, for free right now!

      

      Two young do-gooders working to change the world find friendship and maybe more in a cutthroat business, but when the stakes are higher than they ever imagined, will a betrayal bring them together—or ruin everything?

      Kellan “Kell” Luview is a new man. He left his tourist-trap small town and his dad’s business behind in rural Maine for a position at an environmental policy think tank in Washington, D.C. More comfortable climbing trees than talking about them, he’s determined to stretch his wings as he builds a new life with an ambitious girlfriend and smart friends who are just as dedicated as he is.

      Despite his love for his work and the excitement of D.C., he feels pulled in too many directions when his girlfriend Alissa starts acting weird, his best friend Rachel needs an embarrassing, public rescue, and his mom hints that things are not going well at home in Luview–“Love You”–Maine, where every day is Valentine’s Day.

      As a shocking betrayal shakes the very foundation of everything he believes in, Kell must decide who to trust, who to challenge, who needs him most—and figure out fast whether Rachel’s warnings about his girlfriend are credible.

      Or yet another tactical maneuver in a city founded on them.

      Unraveling the mystery of who to believe pits Kell against Rachel in a battle where the truth is uncertain and hearts are just collateral damage as ambition rules over feelings.

      But Kell’s had enough.

      More than enough.

      Time to decide what kind of man he is—and who to trust.

      Love You Wrong is a FREE prequel, introducing New York Times bestselling romantic comedy author Julia Kent’s new Love You, Maine series. If you love rom-coms about friends who are meant for more, deep intrigue, big misunderstandings, tests of loyalty, and small town/big city clashes, then pick up this prequel and try out a new-to-you series.

      

      DOWNLOAD NOW
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      Confession: I have had the cover to this book for five and a half years.

      Yep.

      I thought I’d write this book in 2016, when I went to Scotland for the first time, staying in Edinburgh for nearly two weeks for a large book signing event.

      But while I began Hamish and Amy’s book then, it stalled. Not for any bad reasons. Other books called out to me, but one other reason: I wanted more of Scotland.

      In 2018, I was able to go back, but became trapped there in the superstorm. For whatever freaking weird reason, my brain decided, “Hey! Let’s not write about your awesome Scottish hero! Let’s imagine a woman who accidentally finds herself on an adult film set and runs into her former high school crush!”

      That’s how my book, Fluffy, in my Do-Over series, begins.

      The book you’re reading now originally took place half in the U.S., and half in Scotland and Europe, but imagination (for me) only goes so far. I needed to be there.

      I couldn’t, because of the pandemic.

      Earlier this year, I re-imagined Hamish and Amy’s story, and decided to plunge in, but now here we are. They’re together - forever - and Amy needs to meet the Scottish McCormicks in their native environment. Eventually, Fiona and Maria meet.

      I canna wait. Dinna fash. We’ll get there.

      As for people who’ve helped me with this book, I am indebted to Kelly Allenby, my “Brit Checker,” yet again for her help in making me look significantly less foolish as an American trying to write a British character. Kelly’s steadfast attention made a world of difference.

      Karen Kerr really helped as well - a Scottish reader I met in my first trip to Scotland in 2016 at the RARE Author Event.

      My editor, Elisa, always improves my books, but on this one she sweetened it even more.

      Maria Connor saved my butt a few times as we worked on a VERY tight timeline right before Christmas to get the final version to the narrators, Shane East and Emma Wilder, so that audio releases on the same day as the eBook and print. Maria read the first draft and also proofed the “last draft,” via audioproofing, and I’m so grateful.

      My husband, Clark, researched so much of the sports stuff for me, or already knew it. HUGE SHOUT OUT to my guy of twenty-five years.

      That also means all sports errors are his LOL.

      I’m debuting a brand new series (possibly 2) in 2022, and Hamish and Amy will have to stay paused, hopefully having loads of awesome sex, while I wait to travel again.

      But you know what’s not paused?

      My imagination or anyone’s desire for some fun escape. ;)
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      New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Julia Kent writes romantic comedy with an edge. Since 2013, she has sold more than 2 million books, with 5 New York Times bestsellers and more than 21 appearances on the USA Today bestseller list. Her books have been translated into French, German, and Italian, with more languages coming.

      From billionaires to BBWs to new adult rock stars, Julia finds a sensual, goofy joy in every contemporary romance she writes. Unlike Shannon from Shopping for a Billionaire, she did not meet her husband after dropping her phone in a men's room toilet (and he isn't a billionaire).

      She lives in New England with her husband and children in a household where everyone but Julia lacks the gene to change empty toilet paper rolls.

      She loves to hear from her readers by email at jkentauthor@gmail.com, on Twitter @jkentauthor, on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/jkentauthor . Visit her at http://jkentauthor.com
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