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This one is for all the readers who’ve waited patiently for the last member of the Ward family to get his happily ever after.

Thank you for loving them along with me for the last few years.
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Mid-January

Emmett

 

It was an unlikely combination of things that made me think about the night I told Adaline Wilder I didn’t have room in my life for a relationship—a lineman’s spinal cord and a house made of pink Legos.

It wasn’t that I hadn’t thought of her in the past five years. I did think of her. Often. But those thoughts were fleeting. They’d come and go without disrupting much about my life, simply because I knew—or thought—she was happy in another relationship. They weren’t the kind of thoughts that shifted priorities or spurred me into action.

And I did best when I was in a situation where I could take action. Make a plan. Execute. Every quarterback in the league felt that way. We didn’t do well being passive. Really didn’t do well when absolutely nothing was within our control.

Sitting in the hospital waiting room, still clad in the ripped-up T-shirt that went under my pads and my jersey, was about the worst kind of out-of-control feeling.

That was the first part of how this all started—with a misjudged tackle and a spinal contusion that left my teammate Malcolm Delgado unable to move his legs.

In our post-season-ending loss against Denver, one of our veteran defensive linemen attempted a tackle and crashed helmet-first into the thigh of the receiver carrying the ball. There weren’t many words to describe what it feels like to stand on the field where you’ve dedicated your life and see one of your friends unmoving against the bright green.

It was icy hands and a hollow pit in your stomach. It was pressure in your chest and roaring in your ears.

And it was the recurring thought none of us wanted to think too long on … what if that was me?

We were all shaken, standing around him on the field while the medical staff said things like, no feeling in his legs … he can’t move his feet … spine needs to be stabilized.

The guys on our team—in Ft. Lauderdale blue—knelt around the field with Denver players, hands over each other’s shoulders while they prayed for Malcolm. We lost by a touchdown, too far down at that point in the game to rally, even with the emotional surge we all felt when they carted him off the field strapped to a board. But it wasn’t even that moment that had me looking back at my choices. It was later, in the hospital waiting room, with Malcolm’s four-year-old daughter, kicking her feet as she sat in the chair next to me.

“I’m bored,” she said. On her feet were sparkly pink shoes covered in gold and purple flowers. She was wearing her dad’s jersey.

On the other side of Gabriela was an empty chair where her mom had sat just a few minutes earlier. I glanced down the hallway where Malcolm’s wife, Rebecca, paced with her phone glued to her ear and her eyes red and puffy.

Gabriela slumped down in her chair with a sigh, and I gave her a sad smile. There was a strange blessing in the fact that she didn’t understand the significance of why we were here.

“Maybe we could change the channel on that TV up there,” I said.

Gabriela’s eyes widened. “He has the clicker thing. Will you ask?”

I eyed the guy she was talking about. “You’re gonna make me do it, huh?”

She tucked her little hand under my arm and leaned closer. “He looks scary,” she whispered.

I laughed under my breath because he did. The giant pouf of his white hair stood straight up, and his gnarled hands gripped that TV remote like it was a gold brick. “Maybe he’s here waiting for someone he loves too.”

“Maybe.” Gabriela looked over at her mom. “Can I see Daddy soon?”

There it was again. That icy pit, the hollow ache.

Rebecca was off the phone, but she stood leaning against the wall, her eyes closed and her lips moving in a silent plea.

What if that was me?

It felt like someone shoved a wooly sock down my throat as I glanced back and forth between them. I remembered when Malcolm told us Rebecca was pregnant, just as we started our rookie season together. They’d been dating for almost a year when he was drafted to Ft. Lauderdale. I was their first-round pick, and he was the second. I bolstered the offense, and he was the stalwart in the defense. I attended their wedding a month later, where he told me I had no business being on the dance floor.

Attempting to swallow that wedge in my throat, I gave Gabriela a smile. “I don’t know, G. Wanna see what your mom put in that backpack?”

The distraction worked well enough. She dropped to the floor and tugged the zipper open on her purple backpack. Inside were some coloring books, a tablet, a doll with terrifyingly big eyes, and a container of Legos.

“I don’t want to play with any of this, E,” she grumbled. “There’s nothing fun.”

“Oh man, sure there is.” Tugging open the front of the bag, I pulled out the container of the Legos, peering at the contents carefully. “We can make something really cool.”

“We can?”

Skepticism was stamped all over her little face, and she reminded me so much of Malcolm that I grinned. “Oh, yeah. You think I’m good at throwing a football? I’m even better at building really cool houses with stuff like this.”

“Can you make a castle?” she asked.

I blew a raspberry. “I have a degree in architecture from Stanford. A castle is nothing.”

She giggled.

I stood, glancing around the waiting room. A family in the corner watched us, the little boy giving me a wide-eyed stare. He wore a Ft. Lauderdale shirt, so I walked over and knelt next to his chair. “Hey, bud, do you mind if I borrow this little table next to your chair?”

He nodded rapidly, eyes massive in his face. “You’re … you’re Emmett Ward, aren’t you?” he asked in a hushed, incredulous whisper.

“I am. What’s your name?”

He managed it, only stammering a few times.

I held out my hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cory.”

“Will you sign my shirt?” he said in a nervous rush.

“Of course. I don’t have a marker on me, though,” I told him.

His mom held up a hand, digging into her massive purse until she pulled out a Sharpie. He leaned back so I could scrawl my name on the left side of his chest over the logo I’d worn for the past five years.

She gave me a thankful smile as I returned her Sharpie, then wrapped her arm around her son’s shoulder. “We saw the replay on ESPN. I hope your teammate will be okay.”

“Thank you. We do too.” I stood, picking up the small table. “I’ll bring it back when I’m done, I promise.”

After I set the table in front of Gabriela, she excitedly dumped out the varying shapes and sizes of Legos in pinks and purples and teals. One Batman figure was mixed in, and she picked it up, zooming him around in the air while I sifted through the offerings. I scratched my head. A castle might be tough, but I always loved a challenge.

I gave her a serious look. “You have an important job, okay?”

She nodded.

I held up one of the larger bricks. “You need to find me all the blocks in this size.”

Tongue tucked between her teeth, she dug into her task with gusto.

Rebecca smiled as she approached. “Thank you, Emmett. I don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t here.”

“Anything you need, you know that.” I held up my phone. “I skipped all the press, so I’m sure a few other guys will be here soon. What about your family?”

She ran a hand through her hair. “Malcom’s mom is getting on a flight now. It’ll be hours until she’s here.”

We left Gabriela by the chair and moved a few feet away. “They tell you anything?”

Rebecca nodded. “They’ll need to do spinal stabilization surgery in the next day or two. They couldn’t promise he’d ever walk again, though,” she said, voice wavering.

I settled a hand on her shoulder. “One day at a time, okay? Malcolm is so damn stubborn. If anyone can prove them wrong, it’s him.”

“I know.” The tears in her eyes spilled over. “Wheelchair or walking or limping, as long as he’s here. I know he won’t feel this way, but I don’t care if this ends his football career. I want him alive. Everything else is just details.”

A nurse approached, gently calling Rebecca’s name, so I took my seat next to Gabriela again.

She climbed on my lap while I showed her how I was going to build her a castle with a tower on each corner.

“Those are the battlements, and if we make a bigger wall encircling it, then this will be the outer bailey.”

“Pink battle… battlemans?” she asked. Her elbow jabbed me in the ribs as she scooted forward to watch what I was doing.

“If we have the right sizes, sure.”

As we formed our structure, and G carefully placed the bricks down along our foundation, I watched Rebecca speak in hushed tones to the nurse.

What if that was me?

But this time, instead of the hollow ache or icy hands, it was just a moment—quick and fierce—of realization.

There would be no one slumped against the hospital wall saying a prayer. I’d have no one pacing the hallway until their name was called.

Malcolm and I were the same age. Started the same season.

And he had a wife and a daughter waiting for him. Two people who were his whole world.

I tried to snap a pink brick into place on the back tower, and my hand trembled. The last time I built something like this to cheer someone up, it was in a dark kitchen in my parents’ beach house, the night before the draft.

I did it because it made her smile, and I liked it when she did that.

I hadn’t thought of her smile in so long. There was no point.

I’d chased something else through college and into the pros. But sitting in that hospital waiting room, I wasn’t exactly sure what I had to show for it.

I had records. Trophies. A name that stood separately from my father’s.

My family loved me, and they were proud of me.

But they were across the country.

Every night, I came home to a beautiful, empty house, and it didn’t bother me. But with G on my lap, and my friend’s spine injured to a point that he might never walk again, I wondered how I’d feel if I was in his place.

The seed of a thought started building at the back of my head, something growing in form and shape, that I couldn’t quite grasp onto. Brown eyes and a big smile, a laugh that always warmed my chest.

Someone who looked at me like I was important—not because of what I could do. Adaline Wilder looked at me that way because she liked me. Me. Not Emmett Ward, the football player. Not Emmett Ward—son of the legendary player and coach.

She liked me. More than liked me, at the time. And I hadn’t given us a chance to see what that could become. It would’ve been something, of that I’d always been sure. Because I liked her too. But sitting in the hospital waiting room, with that inkling of an idea tugging at the back of my mind, I started realizing the enormity of what that something could have become.

Back then, there were no way for me to see it. But I did now.

It would have been the start of a life. One step forward with her, all those years ago, and it would have snapped something foundational into place.

I’d never built her anything out of pink Legos, but suddenly, I wanted that more than anything in the entire world.

“What the absolute hell are you doing?” a voice asked from behind me.

“Parker!” Gabriela exclaimed. She scrambled out of my lap and jumped at my teammate for a big hug.

“How you doing, half pint?” he asked.

She giggled. “Emmett is building me a castle.”

“Emmett is a notorious show-off,” he said easily.

I rolled my eyes.

G laughed, then asked to be put down. She ran over by her mom, clinging to her leg. Parker took the seat next to me, his long legs sprawled out in front of him as he eyed the half-built castle. “It’s … nice.”

“It’s not done, asshole.” I gave him a look. “You do press?”

“Just one interview and I started feeling twitchy about not getting over here. I showered, talked to Coach, and then headed out. A few other guys should be on their way shortly.”

I scratched the side of my face. “Coach ticked that I bailed?”

“You’re the golden boy. You could piss on his car, and he’d probably give you a raise.”

“Doubtful.”

Parker’s face went serious. “Any update?”

I passed along what Rebecca told me, and he digested that with a solemn expression. “Damn.”

“Yeah. I keep thinking about how she must feel.”

Parker made a noise of agreement. “You looked pretty spaced out when I walked up. Is that where you went?”

I could’ve lied to him. But that seed of an idea, that thing I couldn’t quite hold on to in the back of my head, had cleared up quite substantially.

That’s why I turned to face him. “I was thinking about your sister, actually.”

Parker laughed at first. Then he looked at my face, and the smile died. “Oh shit, Emmett. Adaline?”

With a sigh, I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I know. She’s dating what’s-his-face.”

“Nick Sullivan.” He let out a deep breath. “He does have a name, and you’ve known it all four years they’ve been together.”

Was that an annoyed growl building in my chest? Maybe. I swallowed it down because I had no right to feel jealous of him.

Adaline met someone else.

Because I told her I didn’t want to start a relationship with her. With anyone, really. But she’d been the one asking the night before the draft.

A year earlier, and I probably would’ve kissed her when she told me how she felt. Six months earlier, even. When the looming landscape of my future hadn’t been so imminent. Maybe we would’ve been here together, with a little girl a couple of years younger than G.

I rubbed at my chest, that out-of-control feeling spreading like a thorny vine.

“I honestly don’t know if I should be asking this because it’s my sister,” Parker said. “But what exactly are you thinking?”

I sat forward, clasping my hands between my legs. “I don’t know, Parker. Something about being here. It’s screwing with my head.”

He was quiet for a moment. “I get it, man. We all do.”

I wasn’t sure he did, though. All the fleeting thoughts of Adaline over the years … if I’d catch a glimpse of her picture somewhere or wonder if she was at our game once Parker joined me in Ft. Lauderdale a couple of seasons earlier, it was like they all melted together into one giant hulking thing that I couldn’t ignore for much longer.

“It’s not about having just anyone, Parker,” I said quietly. My hand had stopped trembling, and once the back towers were complete, I laid the foundation for another battlement extending out the side. “The only time I’ve ever considered placing something alongside football in my life was her. It scared the shit out of me because the next day, I was walking into a draft that would decide my entire future in this league. It felt … impossible to balance the two.”

“Fucking hell, Ward,” Parker grumbled. “Leave it to you to have some life-changing epiphany five years after you had your chance with someone. You are, without a doubt, the smartest dumbass I’ve ever met in my life.”

I laughed, the sound completely devoid of humor. “Trust me, I know how stupid this is. She has Nick.” I said the word with so much venom that Parker shook his head. “Nick and his record-breaking contract that’s moving him to … where is it? New York? Which means she’ll probably go with him.”

Parker mimicked my posture, and when he took a long, deep, very dramatic inhale, followed by the longest exhale in the entire world, I wanted to punch him. Of course, she was going with him. They’d been dating for four years.

“I’m gonna regret this,” he muttered.

“What?”

He turned his head to the side. “They broke up a couple of days ago.”

“What?” I shouted.

The family in the corner went quiet, and I cleared my throat. Breathe, Ward, just breathe. Yeah right. My heart was trying to crack an escape route through my ribs.

“Smooth.”

“Shut up, Parker.” I dug my hands into my hair and tugged uselessly. “Does she still have the same phone number?”

He laughed.

The asshole slid back in his chair and laughed.

I gave him a steady look as he finally calmed down.

“I’m glad you find this funny.”

He slapped my back. “Emmett … I give you credit. You’re good for so much more than wins and touchdowns and the most chiseled jaw in the world.”

I closed my eyes, slicking my tongue over my teeth. It was the only way I’d stop myself from smacking the shit out of him.

“You’re not going to ask what I mean?”

“No.”

“Excellent. I’ll tell you anyway.” He cleared his throat. “They broke up sometime within the last forty-eight hours.” Parker paused to let that sink in. “They dated for four years. Maybe, just maybe, you could give her some time to deal with that before you go barreling in with your”—he waved his hand toward my face—“intense eye thing you’ve got going on. My sister isn’t fragile by any means, but I hate to remind you that you are the one who told her you didn’t want a relationship.”

“Then don’t remind me,” I growled. “I didn’t…” I paused, the words crowding my throat until I couldn’t get them out anymore. I took a deep breath. “It felt impossible to start something five years ago. She was in Seattle. Everyone knew I was going to Florida.”

“Trust me, I know. I heard all about it when she came home the next week and cried to Greer about it.”

“Shit,” I muttered under my breath. “Does that feel helpful right now?”

“Completely.” He gave me a wry grin. “I’m not saying don’t go after her. Just … give her a second. The last thing Adaline needs right now is another pushy athlete trying to take over her life. She just got rid of one of those.”

Waiting.

It was, admittedly, not my best quality when I decided I wanted something.

It’s what served me so well on the field. In school. I was able to take that impatience to achieve my goals and harness it into something amazing.

And I knew, because I’d always known, that Adaline was something amazing.

Finally, I nodded. “Okay. I can do that.”

He slapped my back. “Atta boy. Hope she doesn’t ruthlessly shoot you down.”

Parker was saved by the arrival of Gabriela, who hopped right back up on my lap. “Can we finish my castle?”

I took a deep breath.

“Absolutely, G. There’s nothing I’d rather do.”


[image: ]

Early March

Emmett

 

“I just want it in writing somewhere that I’m doing this under duress.”

I snorted. “How? I never even see you anymore. You’re the jerk who transferred teams after the season.”

“I transferred teams because I was a free agent, and our new owner is the poster boy for idiotic nepotism. He wanted to bring strippers into the locker room to make us all celebrate his birthday, Emmett.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I know. He’s the worst. I miss his dad. He actually left us alone.”

“Either way”—Parker sighed—“you’d have found a way to punish me if I didn’t help.”

I snorted. “Punish you how? Your ass will be in playing in Portland next year.”

On the other end of the phone, Parker made a thoughtful noise. “True. Makes me wonder why I’m helping you at all.”

“Because you love your sister and know we’d be great together.”

“I do love my sister, but I don’t know anything of the sort. I’ve literally never seen you two interact, and until I do, I’ve gotta do the protective brother thing because Sheila and my dad would have my ass if I didn’t.”

“I’m ignoring you, Parker.” Before I thanked the driver and left the car, I adjusted the collar of my starched white dress shirt. “Besides, this was your idea.”

“This was not my idea. I’m just the chump handing you my ticket because you begged. My sister will kill me when she finds out what I did, and I make it a very specific point not to piss off my sisters.”

“She’s not going to kill you,” I said. “She wanted to see where things could go with us, Parker.”

“Five years ago.”

Like I needed him to keep reminding me. Waiting for an opportunity to come see her, to take my chance, had been the longest six weeks of my life.

When I didn’t say anything, Parker kept going. “I’ll give you an itemized list of her reasons. First, my sister hates surprises. Second, I lied to her that my flight was delayed. I lied to her that the ticket was going unused to the event tonight. If she knew that you were showing up, she’d freak out. Hence the killing.”

He sounded so sure about that, I winced.

I had a lot of strong women in my family. My four sisters and my mom were just about the only people in the world who could instill soul-deep, bone-chilling terror in me with a single look. So at the sound of his certainty, I had a moment of pause.

But I wouldn’t back out because she was in there.

Adaline was the reason I found myself standing outside the Portland Art Museum, wearing my custom black tux and a matching black silk half-face mask in order to take Parker’s place attending some charity masquerade.

But the long black car had already departed, leaving me standing in front of the museum, the tall brick building stretching in front of me in a way that shouldn’t have been so daunting. Inside, I could see lights from the event, the dull thump of music signaling the fact that the dinner was already over and the mingling and elbow-rubbing portion of the evening had begun.

The late flight hadn’t actually been a lie. But my late arrival ratcheted up my nerves in a way I hadn’t anticipated.

It had been five years since I’d seen Adaline face-to-face.

What the hell was I doing?

That was probably the most terrifying question of all. I wasn’t unsure about anything in my life.

It was what made me a good quarterback. A great one, actually. When I lined up before the ball snapped into place in my waiting hands, I knew exactly how I wanted each play to unfold. And if the defense twitched in a way I didn’t like, there was no hesitation in adjusting what would happen next.

Maybe the ball needed to come out of my hands two seconds faster because of a blitz, or perhaps a defensive lineman got his arm past someone protecting my blind side, and I had to adjust my throw. But no matter what happened on the field or what came at me, that gut instinct never steered me wrong.

And for the past six weeks, that instinct screamed at me to seek her out. To undo the absolute and utter stupidity of my younger self.

“It’ll be okay, Parker,” I assured him. “I know what I’m doing.”

“Do you? I know she used to have a crush on you, and she’s been … happy since what’s-his-name left, but that does not mean she wants your overbearing ass to show up at a party unannounced.”

“I’m not showing up to be overbearing.” I ran a hand over my hair. It was longer in the off-season, slicked back in a way that made it look darker. “I’m just … taking my shot.”

“By flying to Portland. For a party.”

“Yes.”

“You’re fucking ballsy. I’ll give you that, Ward.”

I grinned. “You know how I get when I know something’s right.”

“It’s obnoxious. Do you know how much the coaches hate it when you disagree with their play call? Because everyone knows who will win the argument, and it ain’t them,” he drawled. “I think that’s what freaks me out the most.”

“What?”

“I do know what you’re like. I was your teammate for two years. Your idea of a raging Friday night is to study film. You memorize playbooks like Rain Man and never, ever indulge in anything that could distract you. You don’t drink or party or acknowledge the existence of fun.” He paused. “So yeah, the fact that you’re choosing my sister to play out some … rom-com fantasy makes me wonder about your sanity.”

“It’s not a random impulse, Parker,” I said.

“Dude. She worked for your aunt for two years before you got drafted. You could’ve taken a thousand shots with her.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Molly’s not my aunt. Well … she is, but she’s basically my sister.”

Parker made a disgruntled noise. “Your family tree is about as convoluted as mine. I get it. But my point remains the same. You had plenty of chances, and you didn’t take a single one of them.”

“When she worked for Molly, it wasn’t like I didn’t notice her. I liked her. She’s kind of hard to ignore, you know.”

“Stop. I do not want to hear this.”

The brotherly warning made me smile.

“Thank you for giving me your ticket,” I told him. “Even if you think I’m cracked.”

“Good luck, man. For what it’s worth.”

I blew out a hard breath. “You still gonna let me come stay for the weekend? I need to see this famous Wilder family homestead I’ve heard so much about.”

“As long as Adaline doesn’t get a restraining order on you, sure.”

“She’s not going to get a restraining order, you ass,” I said calmly, but heat crawled up my neck all the same. “I’m making a romantic gesture to surprise her.”

“Right, right, the thing she posted about the thing.” He sighed. “I heard all about it. Three times. But I’m telling you, she doesn’t like surprises.”

“I’m hanging up on you now.”

Once I’d done that, I shoved the phone into one of my back pockets and made sure the mask was firmly in place. I ran a hand over the bottom part of my face.

Would she recognize me?

Parker wasn’t wrong—this was completely and utterly out of the ordinary for me. If I wasn’t prepared for every possible outcome, I didn’t call the play. But after biding my time for the past six weeks, watching her social media, it was one post with a picture of a raspberry-topped cake that had me hopping my ass on a plane to take my first last-minute trip back to the Pacific Northwest in five years.

Is it too much to ask that someone out there makes wild romantic gestures and looks at me like I’m looking at this cake? I don’t think so.

She’d said it to be funny. Most of the things she put up on her timeline were. The fact that I was even obsessing over her posts was ridiculous. I had to email my social media manager and ask her for my password. When she gave it, it came along with a stern warning not to screw anything up.

Not a problem. The only reason I looked was to just … see her again.

Before I entered the museum, I took my phone out again and opened my picture feed.

I followed about a dozen people. She posted more frequently than all of them combined, so it wasn’t unusual that her face was the first thing I saw when I opened it. It wasn’t like I needed a reminder of what she looked like. She was still tall with long dark hair, massive dark eyes, and a smile that was so fucking contagious it should come with a warning label.

According to Parker, she’d be wearing a black dress and a “black lacy mask thing.” I couldn’t wait to see her. Couldn’t wait to see if this jittering impatience over the past six weeks meant something big was on the horizon.

For a moment, I wondered if this is how it was for her five years ago. When she knew I was alone, and it was her opportunity to tell me how she felt. Maybe Adaline thought something big was on the horizon too.

My eyes closed for a moment, and I let the reminder settle in.

I didn’t know how it would play out, but there was no way I would look back on this weekend and feel like I wasted my shot. My chest ached when I opened my eyes and looked at her picture again.

Adaline was sitting on a green park bench, cross-legged, holding a cup of coffee and laughing at whoever snapped the picture.

Of course size matters. Nobody wants a small cup of coffee, she’d typed underneath.

How was it that someone’s smile could actually make my mouth go dry? How could I have gone the last few years without thinking of her this way? It wasn’t a fleeting thought in the hospital. It grew and grew in the weeks since that idea sparked.

Answering that and seeing how she’d respond to this cracked-in-the-head romantic gesture that could result in Parker’s early demise was the reason I was there.

This weekend in Oregon was my best shot with Adaline.

I blew out a deep breath, set my jaw with determination, and set out to find her.
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Adaline

 

Without sounding like an asshole, I think I can admit that one of my very best qualities is that I have a staggering ability to roll with the punches. Very little throws me off. I’ve had a kid puke in my shoe, and I didn’t freak out or lose my calm. And trust me, that’s only one of a million examples of why I’m really excellent at my job.

I feel like that’s important to know because I don’t make it a habit to indulge my temper like I did at the party, where I swung a champagne bottle between a man’s legs with the sole purpose of bringing him to his knees.

In fact, I’d never done anything like it before. I’ve never had to.

I also wasn’t stupid. I was at a swanky masquerade fundraiser, so my face was covered, and the man in question had absolutely no clue who I was. Not that I was someone important. I wasn’t.

As the former personal assistant/nanny/right-hand woman for Molly Ward Griffin—Amazon Studios executive—and her husband, Noah Griffin—former pro-Bowl defensive end for the Washington Wolves—I was no stranger to a whole host of rich and famous people. Athletes and models and the elite of the elite in Seattle.

I dealt with them even more now. I planned their baby showers. Wedding showers. Birthday parties. Their kids’ bougie sleepovers. And ninety-eight percent of them were really awesome people. Kind, normal people who had pretty atypical jobs.

This guy wasn’t kind.

Nor was he an athlete, judging by the lack of height and the surplus of belly. His hair, liberally streaked with gray, was long enough that he could’ve tied it back in a little rat-like ponytail, which made the entire thing worse.

After the mediocre dinner came to a close, I decided to wander. The chatter got a bit too loud, and without my brother as my pity date for the out-of-town event I’d been invited to, I felt a little lonely. Loneliness was not something I felt often. For four years, I had a set plus-one, someone who would’ve been wandering the halls with me while we complained about the bland chicken. I let out a deep breath. I didn’t miss Nick, which was the first step to realizing that I was better off. But still, he was someone who had attended things like this with me.

But without him or any of my family around me and the chair to my right empty at dinner, I felt some irrepressible tug that I was supposed to be somewhere else. Doing something else. Something more important.

The din of the event faded as I turned down a hallway with some impressionist artwork lining the walls. The spotlights in various angles around the room made the surface of my dress glitter.

The gown in question was Molly’s. She’d lent it to me when she asked if I’d like to take a spot at the table they’d purchase to support the event. At the time, the idea of getting expertly done up in a glittering black gown and donning a gorgeous black-and-gold-lace mask sounded impossibly glamorous.

But in the quiet hallway, when the sound of footsteps broke through my thoughts, I held my breath that all this glamour was not about to segue into something murder-y.

If I’d declined Molly’s offer to attend and thanked her for the opportunity, I wouldn’t have been in this quiet exhibit, away from the noise and away from … you know … witnesses.

“I saw you at the bar.” Not the best opening line I’d heard. “You look like you could use a refill.”

I groaned. Honestly, there was no stopping that sound from exiting my mouth, nor was there any hiding the annoyance buried deep, deep within it. At the age of twenty-six, I’d had just enough experiences with creepy old men who thought it was okay to follow a young woman to a quiet, dark place. No, sir, this was not a great place to chat me up.

In my hand was a champagne flute, and as I stared at a small, framed painting in front of me, enclosed in glass, I wondered what would happen if I knocked the glass over.

Would an alarm go off? Would the space be swarmed with security?

Because as I glanced over my shoulder at Mr. Gray Hair and fought a shiver of disgust, the thought of being swarmed with security guards didn’t sound so awful.

But I managed a polite smile. “No, thank you. I’m just fine with what I have.”

When I turned my back to him, I whispered a silent plea that he’d get the hint, take the champagne bottle he’d tucked into his grip, and walk the hell in the opposite direction.

“Nonsense,” he boomed. “Allow me.”

He set the bottle down onto a bench to my left and crowded behind me, attempting to take the flute from my hand. I sidestepped him with a tight smile while maintaining a firm grip on the stem of the flute. “I said no, thank you. I don’t need any more to drink.”

He paused, licking his lips. “I’m Dick,” he said.

“Of course, you are,” I muttered against the rim of the glass.

His head cocked to the side, eyes tracking the skintight sweetheart neckline of the ball gown I borrowed from Molly. My chest was bigger than hers, something we’d laughed about when she helped me try it on a few days earlier. It cinched in at my waist with a gorgeous flowing skirt that brushed the floor.

The effect was—without sounding vain—really fricken stunning. Under the lights of the art museum, the black dress looked like it was coated with diamonds, glittering and shimmering from every single angle. Paired with a burgundy lip stain, the delicate black-and-gold mask that I found online, and my dark hair pulled back an intricate braided hairstyle anchored at the nape of my neck, I was a whole mood—mysterious and almost unbearably sexy.

Words not typically used to describe me. I was the girl who tossed a football with her brothers, went mudding in the woods where I’d grown up, who learned how to hunt from her stepdad, and had a slight addiction to buying Adidas sneakers because it was superior over just about any other kind of footwear.

So to be this woman, even just for a night, felt like slipping on another persona.

But if this woman attracted the likes of Richard and his inability to read the room, I wanted a refund and my Adidas back.

“Not gonna tell me your name?” Dick the dick asked. His eyes stayed locked on my cleavage. And it was lovely in the dress, don’t get me wrong, but even when I cleared my throat in a sharp, disapproving sound, he kept his beady little eyes right where they were.

“You know, I don’t think I am,” I said silkily.

I took a step back. He took a step forward.

The bench was only a few inches behind the flowing skirt of my dress.

The moments when I did lose my cool never came out of nowhere. There were always warning signs. My siblings, and I had a lot of those, knew exactly what those signs were.

Dick the dick didn’t, which is why he kept staring at my boobs.

The first sign of his impending demise was the way my cheeks went hot. I almost ripped off the mask, but somehow, it felt important that he didn’t know who I was. For all I knew, he was a slimy politician or a bajillionaire who’d just donated half his wealth to something important.

My eyes darted toward the hallway like I could manifest a slew of people coming around the corner. Why didn’t anyone want to look down here? This hallway was awesome.

There were just … a lot of other hallways and levels exactly like this one, and I’d wandered a bit too far away from the free alcohol.

“If you’ll excuse—” I started.

“Your tits are incredible,” he interrupted.

I froze. “Excuse me?”

Dick licked his lips. “Fucking incredible,” he whispered.

“Hey,” I snapped. “Eyes up here, Richard.”

Surprisingly, he did as I asked.

I set my hands on my hips. “You can’t just … go around telling people that. It’s not okay.”

“It’s a compliment.”

“First,” I said, voice deadly calm, “back up about six inches before I scream bloody murder.”

He rolled his eyes but complied.

“Second, all I wanted was some quiet, Dick.” I punched my finger into the air separating us. “Not some drunk stranger commenting on my chest.”

He swayed, and the valiant effort he gave to keeping his eyes on my face faltered at the mention of my chest. His eyes dropped, and the words came out on a rush. “I’ll give you a thousand dollars right now if you show me.”

My breath came out on a shocked exhale, and before I knew what I was doing, my fingers wrapped around the neck of the champagne bottle still resting on the bench next to me. It had heft, and I found myself liking that very, very much.

I wanted to knee him in the balls. I would have, too, but honestly … there was so much material on my skirt, I wasn’t sure it was possible.

“I’m going to walk away,” I told him. “You are not going to follow, and if you do, I will lodge your testicles up into your body with this bottle. Do you understand?”

He blinked, and I wasn’t sure if that was a yes or a no, or an “I’m too drunk to comprehend anything logical,” so I decided to take it as a yes.

Bottle gripped in my hand, I slid past him, breathing out a huge sigh of relief when I cleared the obstacle of the bench.

Just before I turned fully, I saw him walk around the corner. He was tall, his shoulders broad, his waist narrow, and his legs long. Because of the lighting in the room, I couldn’t tell what color his hair was, just that it was dark. His mask was simple, covering the top half of his face completely, highlighting the razor-sharp line of his jaw.

He was a mood too, right in the same alley that I resided in. Mysterious and almost unbearably sexy.

At the sight of him, something flickered behind my ribs.

Awareness. And heat.

Unfortunately, Dick the dick had to ruin this entrance too. His sweaty hand clamped on my arm, halting my progress.

“What is your problem?” I hissed, attempting to wrench my arm out of his grip. “Let me go.”

“What’s your name?” he said, sounding a lot drunk and little desperate. Gawd, I was never wearing a push-up bra again. Those puppies were dangerous.

Mr. Mysterious and Sexy called out. “Hey, back off,” he growled.

But Dick, he didn’t do so well with simple instructions because his hand tightened on my arm.

That’s when I swung the bottle, in a beautiful underhand motion, and it caught Richard right in his precious jewels.

The sound of anguish that left his mouth was a thing of beauty, and he crumpled—like a wet paper doll—onto the floor of the museum.

“Huh.” I brandished the bottle, staring at it with appreciation under the lights of the room. “That worked even better than I thought.”

Dick curled into a ball, holding his junk and moaning.

Mr. Mysterious stood at my back. “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?”

His voice was low, and even though I was taller than average at five nine, my feet clad in exceptional heels, he cleared my height by a solid four inches. A shiver slipped quietly down my spine.

Okay. This was new. Shivering at a stranger’s voice was not the norm for me, no matter how hot their jaws were.

For all I knew, he was a serial killer.

“I’m fine,” I said, tilting my head as we both stared down at Dick. “Do you think I permanently injured him?”

“I hope so.”

“Are you intimidated?” I asked.

“I probably should be,” he murmured. “But no, I find myself quite impressed.”

I glanced over my shoulder. “Not enough people find competency sexy, and I’ve never understood that.”

Behind the mask, he had dark eyes, and they sparked at my reply. His lips, which were not something I normally paid attention to on a man, only held the slightest hint of a smile. And when he spoke, his voice was a pleasing, low rumble. “You should hold on to that bottle. It’s rough out there.”

Turning slowly, I looked up at him as he took a respectful step backward.

“Thank you for being willing to step in.” I twirled the bottle before tucking it under my arm. “In case I missed my target, it would’ve been nice to have some muscle.”

He hummed, and I wasn’t quite sure what the sound meant. He glanced beyond me to where Dick was up on his knees now, a hand braced on the bench as he breathed hard. “I don’t think your aim was ever a concern.” His eyes moved back to my face, and he did a quick study of what he saw, gaze never once dropping below my neck. “Shall we?”

Mr. Mysterious held out his arm, and carefully, I set my free hand onto the crook of his elbow. “A change of scenery would be nice,” I told him. “I’m Adaline, by the way.”

He tilted his head down toward mine as we walked slowly toward the main part of the fundraiser. “I was afraid to ask.”

“Afraid?”

He shrugged. “The last person who asked your name ended up writhing on the floor.”

I managed to smother my hysterical laugh, tightening the grip of my fingers on the firm muscle of his arm.

He was an athlete, of that I had no doubt. I could only see the bottom portion of his face, but the sheer proportions of his body were reserved for the kind that graced the very elite. And despite the fact that he was a complete stranger, I found myself relaxing as we wandered back into the main corridor of the museum. He didn’t rush us along, matching his long-legged stride to what I was capable of in my heels.

“You’re not going to tell me your name?” I asked. “It’s the polite thing to do.”

He glanced quickly at my face, then away again. “Not just yet.”

Definitely an athlete then. And one who appreciated a flair of secrecy, it seemed.

“I suppose the masquerade does help one appreciate a little mystery,” I admitted. “This isn’t my normal attire, if you can imagine.”

“I can imagine all sorts of things,” he murmured, like I wasn’t meant to hear. And my heart stuttered a little.

What a very surprising turn of events. The loneliness was long gone, the warmth of his arm underneath my fingers chasing it away until there wasn’t a single hint of it left.

To be truthful, I’d only felt butterflies a few times in my life. Handsome faces didn’t render me speechless, and I’d been around so many athletes—hell, two of my brothers played professional football—that it wasn’t like the mere sight of bulging biceps or a neatly stacked six-pack had me drooling.

Nick gave me butterflies the first time I met him. His bright-blue eyes and the deep dimples that bracketed his cocky smile.

And Emmett Ward had given me butterflies. For years, I’d felt those in his presence. Until I didn’t, because he left for something bigger and better than what I’d offered him when I asked him to give us a chance.

Butterflies hadn’t gotten me very far in my love life, all in all. One failed relationship after four years of commitment. And one bruised heart when my crush told me he was leaving and that he didn’t think of me that way. Didn’t see us that way.

But I felt the butterflies now.

Those fluttering wings gave a slight unsteady quality to my mood. I wasn’t sure exactly how I felt about their return.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked.

It was the quiet way he asked it, an undercurrent of tension to his voice, that had my ribs feeling a little tight. Something about that voice tugged at the back of my head. But a shout of laughter from across the room pulled me away from following it.

“Yeah,” I said, nodding slowly. “I’m okay.”

“Good.” He glanced at the crowds of people milling around the expensive artwork and silent auction items. It was a glittering display, to be sure. The soaring ceilings of the museum should’ve made the gathering seem small and insignificant, but all the jewels and masks and opulent gowns had a way of making them seem bigger. Making them seem larger than life.

This was so far away from how I normally lived.

Every day was planned out with very few unknowns in my schedule. And when that schedule shifted, I could always pivot, see what might come next, and predict the outcome.

But I couldn’t have anticipated this. I glanced up, the firm outline of his lips a natural draw for my gaze. Couldn’t have anticipated him, whoever he was. I’d probably never see him again, and even though it wasn’t normally my style to find that appealing, I didn’t drop my hand from his arm.

“Do you have someone you have to return to?” I asked quietly.

His eyes locked on mine. That rib-squeezing thing happened again. “No.”

I smiled. “Me neither.”

“Should we tell someone about…?” He jerked his head back in the direction we’d just left.

I sighed. “And tell them what? A drunk guy offered me a thousand dollars for a glimpse down my dress?”

His entire frame—every tall, dark, mysterious inch of it—froze. “He did what?”

Oh. Okay. There was a dangerous, sharp edge to his voice, a tenor that hit my ears just exactly right. If I looked at my arms, I knew I’d see goose bumps. The simple way he changed his tone to something protective and outraged had me feeling a little hot underneath my very tight, very pretty dress.

See? Unsteady.

I didn’t feel like myself tonight. Like the normal, everyday version of Adaline Wilder. The unwaveringly dependable one who everyone called when they needed help and never lost her cool or had her feathers ruffled.

I liked being this mysterious, sexy woman who conjured the caveman instinct from a mysterious, sexy man, even if it was just for one evening.

And when my partner turned to return to where we’d left Dick the dick, I laid a hand on his chest. “No,” I told him. “Stay with me instead. I don’t want him to take any more of my time. There’s still”—I paused to find the words—“there’s still time to salvage it. I don’t get nights like this often.”

I was breathless when I stopped. His body relaxed under my hands, his broad chest expanding on a deep breath.

“Okay,” he said quietly.

Sagging with a relieved breath, I dropped my hand from his chest. What a very nice chest it was too.

“Thank you.”

“Do you feel like you can leave your weapon behind now?” he asked, a teasing lilt in his deep voice.

I exhaled a laugh. I set the bottle down on a small table against a wall. “I still have the knife in my bodice, so…we should be safe.”

His jaw clenched, but those dark eyes never strayed. Not even an inch. “Is that what he was trying to find?”

“Among other things.”

Mr. Mysterious let out a low, amused laugh. His eyes left my face, trained over my shoulder at a softly lit dance floor. “If I ask you to dance, will you promise to leave it sheathed?”

My surprised smile was slow, and it stayed small. But I nodded, giving him a wordless answer because I wasn’t sure I was capable of more.

Very little threw me off-kilter in life.

Everything that I could plan out, I did. In neat little bullet points in my planner, I had almost every minute accounted for.

Because it was my job to keep all those details straight and make sure everyone was taken care of.

But for some reason, this man asking me to dance caused a hairline crack in the foundation under my feet. And I felt the rumble of it, all the way up my spine.

It was easy—despite that ominous rumble that something big was about to happen—to take the hand he offered me and follow him to the dance floor.

As his warm, strong fingers curled around mine, I felt the butterflies again. And this time, they were everywhere.
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Emmett

 

The day of my first game in the NFL was the most nervous I’d been in my entire life. Any unspoken fear that had lain dormant came scratching and clawing into the forefront of my mind, mulling over the enormity of what I was about to do.

I was raised in the shadow of my dad’s football legacy.

He was the first person who taught me how to throw. How to block. How to read a defense. Because those were all the things he knew best.

He won a trophy as a defensive captain for the Washington Wolves, retired a legend, and spent the next twenty years solidifying himself as one of the best defensive coaches in the league. Logan Ward was a name that needed no introduction, and before I took a single snap on a professional field, I knew that I’d have to prove myself outside of that shadow if I had any hope of achieving what I wanted.

Those nerves sent all sorts of message through me. Questions I hadn’t wanted to ask myself.

Can I do this?

Am I with the right team?

Will I find what I’m looking for?

But the fears faded as soon as I got out of bed, and by the time I strapped on the pads, slipped the jersey over my head, took the field to screaming fans and blaring music and deafening fireworks, I was as ready as I’d ever been.

After that first morning of my first game, I never felt the nerves again.

Until I was leading Adaline Wilder to the dance floor, and she had no fucking idea who I was.

This was exactly the kind of offensive adjustment that separated a good quarterback from a great one.

Had I planned on finding her off in a quiet hallway where I could ask her to dance, explain why I was there? Yes.

Had I planned on walking in on her being assaulted? Definitely no.

Had I planned on her not recognizing me? Absolutely not.

But something happened when there wasn’t a single flicker of recognition in her eyes. A shift in the game plan and a whole new strategy.

The music was quiet and romantic, and I led Adaline to the farthest corner of the dance floor that fell just outside of the soft, pastel-colored lights. Turning toward her, I slid my hand along her waist and tucked our joined hands against my chest. Her eyes briefly locked onto mine, and I saw clear confusion in her features. Her mask was delicate, more of her face showed, and I liked that I could tell what she was thinking.

We didn’t speak, and that was how I knew she was feeling the same vibrating tension strung tight between us. She let out an unsteady breath as her chest brushed mine.

“I haven’t slow danced in a long time,” she said.

“Me neither.” I inhaled when her hand slid from my shoulder up toward my neck.

“I’ll apologize in advance if I step on your toes.”

“Apology accepted.” When I turned us in a slow circle, tightening our hands on my chest, she breathed out a laugh. “As long as you don’t break any bones.”

“I wish I could promise that, but I’m really not good in these heels.” She went quiet. “The last person who took me to events like this … he didn’t like to dance.”

What a dick. My jaw clenched. “Why not?”

The couple next to us pushed into our space, the wife giving Adaline an apologetic smile when they bumped shoulders. Once we settled back into our gentle swaying rhythm, Adaline didn’t answer, and I didn’t press. Because the truth was that I didn’t want him intruding on this moment.

I’d never danced with her before. Never had the chance. And for all the ways I’d been unable to stop thinking about her in the past six weeks, it was all the things I knew about Adaline that kept turning over and over in my head.

Tonight, I got to learn something new.

I wanted to make a million discoveries about Adaline—a list of everything I hadn’t known before—and that’s how I knew she was different than any of the women I’d come across. No one caused the slightest flicker of interest until now.

I knew what she felt like in my arms. I didn’t before. I could file it away with all the other things I was learning too, like the fact that she had no problem being pressed against me as we swayed to the music. Adding that to my list had my hands sliding her closer, my arms tightening as I inhaled a light citrusy scent from the top of her head.

“Do you make a habit of sniffing strangers’ hair?” she asked, a teasing note in her voice.

I let out a quiet laugh. “No.”

She cleared her throat delicately. “Then I guess I should feel honored.”

I smiled but didn’t say anything else. The fact that she hadn’t recognized me—my voice—was already stretched past the point of believability, at least in my head. But then again, if I thought she was across the country, if I hadn’t known to be looking for her, would I have recognized Adaline behind her fancy clothes and dark mask? Probably not.

“My hair does smell good,” she continued. “So I can’t blame you. I just … never thought I’d be dancing with a man who’d find such appreciation in it when I don’t even know his name.”

It was a leading statement, and she let out a small huff when I didn’t take the bait and give her any information.

I hummed, fighting the smile that threatened. “I sense disapproval.”

“Not disapproval, exactly.”

We turned again, and her foot bumped mine when we settled back into place. I managed to smother my smile.

“What would you call it then?”

“Well, my options are limited right now when it comes to figuring you out.” She pulled her head back to study me, and the way her eyes searched mine had my heart hammering. “I really only have a few conclusions I can reach.”

“Do you?” I murmured, my eyes locking onto her deep red mouth.

Adaline swallowed, her lips falling open gently. Eventually, she nodded.

“One?” I prompted.

Her chest rose and fell on a deep breath, her gaze breaking away from mine.

When I was in college, when she worked for my sister Molly, Adaline was the one who always eyed me across the room. It took me a while to notice back then. She was the one who gravitated to wherever I was standing.

Waiting for her to speak, it dawned on me that after all these years, we’d traded places. Now, she was the axis of the entire room. I was twenty-six years old, one of the best quarterbacks in the league, I had the world at my feet in just about every way that could be defined, and I had a crush on a pretty girl who used to be my friend.

“Umm,” Adaline said in a shaky voice, “the first option is that you’re in the market for a new shampoo. I ordered it from Amazon and can send you a link if you need something with extra moisture.”

Under my breath, I laughed, tracing the line of her knuckle with my thumb where our hands were joined.

“It’s got mango butter in it,” she continued. For a moment, the tip of her finger tracked the collar of my shirt along the back of my neck. Almost touching skin. “That’s what you’re smelling.”

“Delicious,” I murmured, drawing another lungful. Adaline’s hair was long, a deep chocolate brown, and in the rare instances she posted a photo with her hair down, it fell well past her shoulder blades. I wanted to bury my hands in it and see how soft it was.

Like she could read my thoughts, Adaline blew out a slow, unsteady breath.

“A solid option,” I said. “And the second?”

Adaline’s lips curled into a sly smile. “You’re a serial killer, which most single women should be wary of when a handsome stranger asks them to dance and won’t tell them who he is.”

“If I was one,” I said quietly, “didn’t you just tip me off that you’re on to me?”

“If you were one, yes.” Her eyes were warm and happy.

Mine probably were too. In the back of my head though, I knew I should ease us out of this mystery and tell her who I was.

Hopefully, she’d be happy. Fling her arms around me after giving me a stern look for teasing this out so long.

“Option three,” Adaline continued, “is my least favorite option.”

I hummed. “Why’s that?”

Her eyes stayed locked over my shoulder. “I think you might be famous,” she answered carefully.

My heart stopped, and it was a testament to my physical training that I managed to keep the smooth rhythm of our dancing going without tripping over my feet.

“Really famous,” she continued. “Your voice sounds f-familiar, but I can’t place it. And you look like you might be an athlete. But if you’re famous enough that you don’t want to tell me your name, then we may have a problem.”

Her dark eyes darted up to mine, and unconsciously, the muscles in my jaw clenched. Her gaze landed there, held for a beat, then moved away.

“What problem?” I asked. I didn’t even have to try to keep my voice low. The growing spread of worry through my body kept it anchored somewhere deep in my chest.

“I dated an athlete,” she said. “The one who didn’t like to dance. Because he wasn’t great at it, and he hated how everyone watched him do something that didn’t come easily to him.”

I really, really hated that guy.

“And when we broke up, I made a promise to myself that I’d never do that again.” Her eyes flicked up to mine. “Date someone with a job along those lines. And I’d be very sad if you were someone like that because this might have to be one dance, and that’s it.”

My stomach flipped uncomfortably. But we were different. Adaline and me. We had history. She knew me, knew my family, and once upon a time, looked at me like I was the missing puzzle piece. She hadn’t done that in a long time. Because of me and how I’d brushed her aside.

I closed my eyes and fought a wave of panic. I should’ve told her immediately. But I refused to think this couldn’t be salvaged.

“I don’t freak out easily,” Adaline continued. “My eldest brother used to play for Washington, and one of my younger brothers plays for Ft. Lauderdale. Or he used to. He just transferred to the new team here in Portland. There will be no swooning, fainting, or high-pitched screaming if that is true.”

I smiled slightly. “So no matter what, it seems I won’t impress you.”

She exhaled a quiet laugh. “I don’t know about that. But I’m not a girl who’s impressed by fame, if that’s your angle.”

It was the kind of thing I expected Adaline to say. Something to purposely knock me off my pedestal.

And she’d just done that—quite effectively too.

But the night wasn’t over, and until she looked me in the eye, fully aware of who I was, then I still had a chance.

“Can I guess what would impress you?” I said, maintaining the slightly lower pitch to my voice.

The hand settled on her back slid higher, until the edge of my thumb danced along the line of her dress. Warm skin met the tip of my finger, and I risked the ghost of a touch for another, rewarded by a slight shiver in her frame.

“Go for it.”

If she recognized my voice, I could imagine the hourglass in my mind, tipped over and the time slowly running out on this dance.

I tilted my head down, aiming my words closer to her ear. “Honesty,” I said. “For starters.”

“The sexiest of all the virtues, to be sure.”

I smiled, settling my cheek against the top of her hair. Finally, her fingertips moved from the collar of my shirt and whispered along the back of my neck. I closed my eyes at the way she tickled the ends of my hair. The only thing saving me from being a complete jackass pressing his hard-on against her was the absolute mass of her skirt.

She had no idea—how I’d been thinking of her, how I’d forced myself to be patient for moments exactly like this. In that waiting, I found something bigger than any of the nerves I’d experienced before my first game.

Patience, I reminded myself.

The music swelled, I tugged on her hand, turning her in a gentle spin out and then back in. It made her laugh, and I felt an awful lot like I’d just hit a Hail Mary into the end zone at the end of a big game. The perfect landing.

Adaline settled naturally back into my arms, and we swayed like that, even though the music changed to a different pace. With the spin and the turn, I’d maneuvered us closer to a dark corner, and when I glanced around, no one seemed to be paying us much attention. It felt important to reveal myself before she pieced it together.

“What else impresses me, mystery man?”

I could’ve listed off a dozen things. A giant cup of coffee first thing in the morning. Through an IV if someone had it available for her.

Brightly colored sneakers. She had dozens of pairs.

Baked goods in all shapes and sizes. She had a bigger sweet tooth than anyone I’d ever met.

Clear organization bins. It was a whole thing, apparently, but once I learned how to watch the daily little videos that she posted, I discovered Adaline had a deep, abiding love for transferring her food from the packaging to more packaging, and for some reason, that brought her joy.

Who was I to judge, though? I thought football leather was one of the best smells in the world.

Tonight, however, mango shampoo was climbing up the list at a pretty rapid pace.

“Romance,” I told her quietly.

Her movements slowed, and her chest rose and fell on rapid breaths.

“No woman should accept a life free of big romantic gestures,” I said. “Especially you, Adaline.”

Adaline went from slow swaying to a full stop. She pulled back, her eyes searching mine. My throat was bone-dry, my fingers sliding up the smooth, warm skin of her back before I pulled my hand away.

Letting go of a deep, fortifying breath, I reached that hand up, ducking my head down slightly so I could pull the mask off.

Before I could remove it fully, Adaline slid her hand out of mine, where they’d been tucked against my chest.

When I lifted my head, face free of the mask, her mouth fell open.

“Holy shit,” she whispered. The pulse at the base of her throat fluttered wildly underneath the surface of her skin. “Emmett?”

I gave her a lopsided smile. “Hey.”

She took a step back, eyes wide.

There was no flinging of her arms. No teasing smile. No excitement anywhere on her face.

My brow furrowed.

Okay. This was … not what I expected to happen.

“What is this?” she asked. “Is Parker here? Is he like, screwing with me or something?”

“What?” I shook my head. “No, of course not.”

Adaline’s shaking hand rose to briefly cover her mouth. Under her mask, her face had gone pale. “Excuse me,” she whispered, then brushed past me.

“Adaline,” I called out. An older couple wearing bright purple and black masks swayed in front of me, and I grimaced, darting to the side to avoid a collision.

But it was too late. Once she was clear of the dance floor, Adaline picked up the front of her dress with both hands and ran.
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Adaline

 

When I turned sixteen, my family threw a surprise birthday party. It was the first and only one I’ve ever had because we learned a valuable lesson that day when the lights in our house turned on, and fifty people screamed Surprise! at my unsuspecting face.

I burst into tears.

Not pretty tears either. Something about a mass of people yelling at me when I didn’t expect it unleashed a torrent of ugly, face-reddening, eye-puffing tears that I struggled to stop for a solid fifteen minutes. My asshole brothers (I have four of them) took the picture from the exact moment those tears hit me—the ugliest picture of me that has ever existed—blew it up to a 16x20 and duct-taped it to my bedroom door the following week.

To this day, the tape residue remains on my childhood door.

I’m telling you, when you’ve experienced a moment like that, where your fight-or-flight instinct kicks you in the face, you learn really, really fast to bail from any situations that might cause it.

It’s also why I refuse to plan surprise birthday parties, no matter how much my clients beg, because you know who won’t be inflicting that kind of trauma on a young kid? Me.

It didn’t take me long once I’d bolted from the art museum to realize that I may have overreacted. Less than two blocks.

But unfortunately for Emmett, the hotel I was staying in was only a few blocks away and the moment the elevator doors at The Heathman closed around me, I sagged against the wall and knew there was no way I was returning to that party.

The moment his head lifted and I saw his face, I got a flash in my head of that picture from my sixteenth birthday party.

And what a face it was. If you weren’t really paying attention to the way someone aged, you wouldn’t think that massive changes happened in a person’s face from twenty-one to twenty-six.

It was subtle, though. The jaw was sharper, his face leaner than it had been in college. His frame might have been lanky when he was drafted from Stanford, but after years of elite physical training, Emmett had gained muscle. He was a lot bigger than he used to be, even if his height hadn’t changed at all.

He looked … well … fucking perfect. And the very last thing I wanted to do was burst into ugly, snot-running tears because this perfect-looking man who I used to have a raging crush on had just surprised the absolute hell out of me.

I ripped the mask off as the elevator opened on my floor and pulled the key out of my small wristlet. Even though the immediate danger of tears had passed, I could hardly draw a full breath from the tight bodice of my dress. I needed it off.

With the hotel door closed and locked behind me, I sank against the wall and tried to process the insanity of the last thirty minutes.

Emmett fucking Ward.

Dancing with me. Whispering to me. Making me imagine all sorts of naughty things with masks and dark corners and whether it was physically possible to maneuver this dress in a way where there was more touching involved.

Because there was that too.

Touching my skin, very casually too, like it was just a normal Friday night and having his hands on me was nothing to be freaking out about.

“Stupid,” I whispered, yanking at the back of my dress.

Not just me. Him, too.

In fact, that was only certainty I had from the entire evening—Emmett Ward was so attractive that it was stupid.

No one should be that good looking. What made it even worse was that I knew, firsthand, that he didn’t think all that much about his looks. It was a product of his genetics, something he hadn’t been able to control. His dad, a retired player and coach, was probably one of the hottest fiftysomethings I’d ever seen. And his mom—Paige McKinney Ward, one of my very favorite nonfamily members on the planet—was a former supermodel with long-ass legs, big blue eyes, and a rack that should’ve belonged to someone half her age.

We’re all products of our family’s gene pool, right? I had the same dark hair and dark eyes as my biological sister and brother. We got it from our sperm donor. Not that he was good for much—except a nice-looking face—since he left us when Erik was little, and Greer and I weren’t much more than babies.

I hated that we got anything from him, especially the first thing the entire world judged you on in a split second.

And my genetics gave me a lot to work with, don’t get me wrong. I cleaned up well, I had a nice smile, and as the evening at the museum showed, I had spectacular, thousand-dollar-offer-worth boobs when given the right outfit.

Emmett’s gene pool was just … superior to most.

And even with that face, I’d left him standing there in the middle of the dance floor.

I shucked the dress off and left it in a glittering black heap on the hotel room floor. The strapless bra got tossed on top of it, as did the heels.

I slipped into my pajamas, then carefully washed my face. While I did those things, I left my phone firmly tucked away in the wristlet.

It wasn’t until I flopped face-first onto the bed that I allowed myself to wonder what he might be thinking. What he was doing there.

He could’ve reached out to me through a dozen different avenues. Through his family. Through Parker. Through any and all social media channels. But he didn’t. And certainly nothing along the lines of, “Hey, what are you doing this weekend? I might be in town, and I’d love to dance with you.”

I pinched my eyes shut and buried my face into the pillow, trying desperately not to scream into the soft, feathery surface.

I’d danced with Emmett Ward and had no idea.

It was a tragedy. Once upon a time, all I’d thought about was how it would feel if he’d hold me like that.

Well. He’d just held me. It was spectacular. And I hadn’t even known to appreciate every damn second.

From the bedside table, the wristlet—and my phone—beckoned. Slowly, and carefully, I pulled it out of my purse and held my breath when my home screen lit up.

Two texts from my sister, Greer, and one from my mom, both wanting details about my arrival home the next day.

The drive from Portland to Sisters—where I grew up—was just shy of three hours. The plan was to attend the party, crash in Portland for the night, then drive home in the morning. I’d be home by lunch, and I couldn’t wait.

With a couple of taps on the screen, I answered them both and said I’d see them tomorrow.

Greer replied immediately.

Greer: You never sent me a picture of the finished product. Did you go for the lip??

Me: I did go for the lip. And I have stories.

Attaching a picture I’d snapped in the hotel mirror before I left for the party, I laughed when my sister responded with seven flame emojis.

Greer: HOT. Are they good stories or bad stories?

Me: A little bit of both. I’ll tell you tomorrow.

Me: Love you bunches.

Greer: Drive safe.

No texts from Emmett, but there wouldn’t be. As far as I knew, he didn’t have my phone number. In fact, there was only one social media channel where he followed me. And on that app, when my eye strayed toward it, there was a little red notification signaling a message.

“Don’t be a coward,” I whispered. My thumb tapped on the app, then opened up the message section. His name was at the very top.

Emmett: So … maybe I should have warned you this was going to happen.

Emmett: It was my idea. Parker had nothing to do with it.

Emmett: I’m sorry if it was a terrible surprise. I thought

Emmett: Damn it. My stupid thumb hit send before I finished. I thought you’d recognize me, and then when you didn’t … I don’t know. I’m sorry. Can I talk to you? I’m staying at The Heathman until tomorrow.

My cheeks were a thousand degrees, and I tried to imagine meeting him. In my pajamas. With his face and his tux and the shoulders, and I couldn’t do it. We were at the same hotel, for crying out loud. He could be down the hall for all I knew.

Something about Emmett had always thrown me off-kilter. Which, as previously established, was not normal for me. Hell, if I thought really hard about it, spontaneous confessions of feelings were something I swore never to do again after the first time I’d crashed and burned at his very large feet. With Nick, I kept the “I love you too” locked the hell down until he said it first.

Professional athletes and I are not a good mix, apparently. And it was good for me to remember that. I needed someone normal.

A lawyer maybe. Or a teacher. Or a builder, like my brother, Cameron.

As I thought it, a green circle popped up by his picture, indicating he was online.

I blew out a deep breath and tapped a message.

Me: I’m sorry I ran. I don’t do very well with surprises.

Emmett: Hey. I was worried.

Emmett: Where are you staying? I can come to you.

Me: I’m already in bed for the night. I think I’m too mortified to show my face in public tonight if that’s okay.

Emmett: Why are you embarrassed?

Me: I plead the Fifth on that. I’m driving home to Sisters tomorrow morning and plan to hit the road around eight. But if you can be up earlier than that, I’ll meet you in The Heathman lobby for coffee.

Emmett: Can I call you?

Behind my ribs, my heart thrashed. It was like being a teenager all over again. I settled my hand on my chest, grew some lady balls, and carefully tapped out my phone number.

Immediately, an unknown number popped up on my screen, the phone buzzing in my hand.

I tapped the button to answer, then put the call on speakerphone.

“Hi,” I said quietly.

“Hi.”

I closed my eyes at the sound of his voice.

Emmett blew out a hard breath. “Not my best entrance, huh.”

Was he down the hall? On another floor? I tried not to think about it.

I cleared my throat. “In hindsight, your entrance was pretty epic. Impeccable timing.”

“I looked for that guy after you left,” Emmett admitted.

I smiled. “You did not.”

“I did.”

Lying in bed and talking to him felt a wee bit too intimate, so I sat up and wrapped my arms around my shins. “Did you find him?”

He let out a disgruntled sigh. “No.”

We both went quiet.

“Why are you—”

“I shouldn’t have—” he said at the same time.

I laughed, and he told me to go ahead.

“Why were you there instead of my brother?” I asked. “I’m going to kill Parker, by the way.”

Emmett paused. “Can I plead the Fifth on that too?”

“I suppose I can’t argue with that since I did the same.”

“But,” he continued, “I do have to admit something to you, and I didn’t want to do it over a message.”

“Okay.”

“I’m going to Sisters tomorrow too. Parker invited me to do some conditioning over the weekend, and I’ve never … I’ve wanted to see the place.”

My mouth fell open. “You … you’re going to be at my house this weekend?”

“Surprise,” he said with a quiet laugh.

The thoughts in my head were racing because what started as a nice, simple visit home was now going to be anything but.

“I can’t meet you for coffee because I chartered a flight from Portland to the Sisters Eagle Airport, and it leaves early.”

I rolled my lips together, imagining his big ole body sprawled out on a buttery leather seat in a private airplane. Then I tapped my forehead because that was not helpful.

“Fancy,” I said. “Looks like you’ll beat me there then.”

He was quiet for a moment. “You can hop on the flight with me if you want.”

“I have my car here,” I told him. “But thank you.”

Emmett made a quiet sound that I couldn’t decipher, but I sensed frustration. “Why did you run?” he asked quietly. “I know you didn’t expect me, but … I thought maybe you’d be a little happy to see me after five years.”

My head dropped onto my folded arms, and I took a deep breath. It was a good thing I couldn’t see that face of his.

“Buckle up, Ward, because I’m about to make things awkward,” I said.

He exhaled a laugh. “Okay.”

“Remember when I came to you the night before the draft? Like … what was I thinking, right? You were standing on the edge of this giant, massive, life-changing opportunity, and I thought that was a really great time to tell you that I thought I was falling in love with you.” I swallowed past the lump creeping up my throat. “In my head, it was going to be this huge romantic moment, you know? You’d tell me that you’d always felt something too, and we’d kiss and maybe you’d bang me senseless against the door or something, I don’t know.”

Emmett exhaled my name, and I pinched my eyes shut.

I’m telling you, it was entirely possible to still feel the mortification like it happened yesterday.

“I know it was horrible timing,” I said. “I know why you told me I was …that it wasn’t like that for us. You had bigger things on your plate than starting a relationship, and I shouldn’t have taken my shot when I did.”

“I was such an asshole,” he said.

“No, you weren’t,” I insisted. “I was never angry with you. Not then, and not now.”

“And tonight?” His voice was rough. Low like the way he’d spoken while we danced.

Even though I didn’t want to admit this, where the entire evening had touched on some unseen bruise that I wasn’t aware of, the words came easily. I owed him this truth because running had been the coward’s way out.

“It felt like a joke, I guess. Not a cruel one, or anything you’d do to hurt me. More like some cosmic prank—the one guy I fantasized about for so many years was standing in front of me, and I didn’t even recognize him.” My cheeks were hot again. “I ran because I felt stupid, Emmett. In my head, something big and romantic and incredible was happening, and then you took the mask off, and I realized it’s just … a guy I used to like, dancing with a great friend, who he doesn’t see like that.”

“I never wanted to make you feel that way,” he said. The intensity in his voice had that same edge from earlier that pulled goose bumps up my arms and sent a pleasing tremor down my spine. “Adaline—”

“It’s okay, I know,” I told him. “And it’s good we’re getting this out of the way before this weekend.”

I rubbed furiously at my little Emmett bumps on my arms. They needed to stop. They needed to go away.

No bumps.

No shivering. I glanced down at the front of my pajamas. My impressive, five-figure chest had perked right up at the sound of him saying my name.

“Get it out of the way?” he asked.

I rubbed my forehead. “This awkward, I used to have feelings for you thing. I don’t anymore, you know?” Liar, liar panties on fire. An hour earlier, I was ready to let him pull me into a coat closet as long as it had a sturdy lock. “We were young, and for a long time, I thought everything in my life was pointing in your direction. But … it wasn’t. Our timing wasn’t right. And that’s okay.”

Emmett was quiet on the other end, and I winced at how much tension was strung tight through one simple phone call.

“I don’t really know you anymore,” I continued quietly. “I mean, I do. But I don’t. You’ve been through a lot in the past five years, and I hope you know how proud everyone is.”

“You’ve been through a lot too.”

My laugh was short and dry and loaded. What a very true statement. Four years of my life to a man who never had any intention of putting me as a priority in his life. Four years of standing by his side, thinking that eventually, we’d marry, only to hear on SportsCenter that he’d taken a landmark contract in New York for the next five years. Somewhere he’d be moving alone.

I meant to tell you first, he said, with dumbass tears in his stupid blue eyes. This is too big for me to turn down. But I love you, I hope you know that. I just don’t know if I’m in love with you.

I shook my head, freeing it of that particular memory. “Yeah, we could trade some stories, that’s for sure.”

“Then let’s do that,” he said, voice sure and steady.

I blinked. “What do you mean?”

“This weekend. Trade stories with me, Adaline Wilder. I want to hear if you’ll tell me.”

I fought a wave of nostalgia, something that tugged warm and sure at my heart. He had such a way about him that it was impossible to believe that there weren’t a thousand women in Miami who hadn’t tried to tie him down.

Figuratively and literally.

“Okay,” I said quietly.

The satisfying sound he made would echo in my fricken ears all night. I glared down at my arms.

No Emmett bumps allowed.

“So I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said. “You’re not gonna bail on me?”

I smiled. “You’re not coming to see me, but no, I’m not going to skip my visit home because you’re there.”

“Good.”

“Good.” I smacked my face because of how dopey I sounded.

“Sweet dreams, Adaline,” he said.

I swear to high heaven, if he kept saying my name like that, I’d have to walk with my thighs taped together because a girl could not be held accountable.

Because I couldn’t manage much more than a mumbled goodbye, I disconnected the call before any more damage could be done to my pride. For a few moments, I flopped down on the bed and wondered how the hell this had happened.

Wondered what the hell I should do about it. If anything.

It was one weekend. Just a few days where I’d have to face someone from my past who’d done little more than not see me the way I saw him.

No big deal.

It was no big deal.

And in the vein of that no-big-deal weekend that I was going to embark upon, I calmly picked up my phone again and tapped out a message to my youngest stepbrother, Parker.

Me: When I get home tomorrow, you will not be able to run fast enough, you little shit. I am going to SMOTHER YOU IN YOUR SLEEP.

The following morning dawned bright and clear, and as I started my drive back home to Sisters, my head was clear too. Somewhere overhead, Emmett was on his way to my parents’ house, sitting in those buttery leather seats, looking like a fucking GQ cover.

And I knew that whatever happened this weekend wouldn’t change what came after it.

Emmett was my past—butterflies and everything.

But I’d already given enough of my future to an athlete who’d been unwilling to do the same. I wasn’t about to jump in with another one, no matter who he was.
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Adaline

 

“How can you be so calm right now?”

Good question.

The screaming in the background was jarring, to be sure, so I lowered the volume on the Bluetooth in my car. My eardrums did not fancy the decibel that a dozen eight-year-old girls could reach. “Kendall, if the baker got in a car accident en route, then we have no choice but to pivot. It’s okay.”

See how calm I sounded? Apparently, I could handle surprises in very, very select circumstances.

At work, I was a pro at handling whatever came my way. It’s how I’d built my event planning business over the last four years. Business was good enough that I had four employees and could finally allow myself some weekends away from Seattle.

There was a burst of loud giggling, followed by another round of exuberant screams, and when my newest hire whimpered, I took a slow, deep breath.

“There’s no cake, Adaline,” she hissed.

“The girls have plenty of activities to keep them busy. Have they eaten yet?”

“No, servers are setting out the food in about an hour.”

I did a few mental calculations. “Okay, have them push that back about twenty minutes to buy you some time. Call Mimi at Sweet Dough Bakery. We’ve sent a million customers her way since she opened last year, and she owes us. Tell her we need mermaid cupcakes in the shape of an eight, at least two dozen. Whatever decorations she can scrounge, the colors matter more than anything. Light blue, light purple, light pink. Pearls, mermaid tails, starfish, she’ll know what to do. She should have some vanilla and chocolate on hand, and as long as those kids get something sugary, they won’t care what it is. But no strawberry flavors, okay? One of the girls at the party has an allergy.”

Kendall let out a relieved sigh. “I saw it on the info sheet, and I double-checked everything in the kitchen. What else?”

The turn to my parents’ driveway appeared up ahead, hidden between towering fir trees. “Call the office and tell them you need Rice Krispies treats cut into stars and dipped halfway in chocolate. We should have light pink and light purple in the pantry. They can use the leftover cake pop sticks.”

“I can do that,” she said. “That’s enough, right?”

Given her parents had paid us a small fortune to pull off the mermaid party of their only daughter’s fantasy? No.

The baker and their car accident left us short a stunning three-tier cake and three dozen macarons.

“Donuts,” I said. “Call the manager at the Krispy Kreme we always use and tell him the colors we need for frosting. When you get the Rice Krispies treats, have them bring the little decorative pearls and pastel sprinkles. You can toss those on right before you set them out. Two dozen of those, too.”

Kendall paused. “You want … six dozen desserts for twelve eight-year-old girls?”

I rubbed my forehead at her incredulous tone. She’d learn, and she’d learn quickly in this job. “Yes. Because the amount is not the issue. It’s about the experience, Kendall. The parents want their daughter’s friends running home and talking about how amazing and fun it was and how cute the food was and telling their mom and dad, ‘I want a mermaid party too.’ The extra will go home with those friends. The pictures they post on social media will be better than any ad I can run trying to get new customers.”

“Right. Got it.”

Kendall didn’t sound like she got it, and I yanked the steering wheel just a bit too hard as I turned down the long, tree-lined drive that would take me back to the main house.

“Kendall,” I said, “you can do this. You know who to call?”

“Mimi, the office, Krispy Kreme. Push the food back by twenty minutes, keep them busy with activities.”

“Excellent.” I turned to the house, smiling when it came into view. When my mom married Tim, I was young, not too far from the age of the girls at that party, and moving into a house made of actual logs felt like the coolest thing in the entire world. And as much as I loved Seattle—which I did—I’d never fully been able to let go of the feeling that this would always be the place that felt like home. “I just got to my parents’, but I’ll have my phone on me.”

“Thank you, Adaline. You’re like, so good at this.”

“It’s a gift and a curse, Kendall.” I sighed.

She laughed as we disconnected the call, and for just a moment, I relished the distraction she’d given me.

Probably because the business I’d built was the place I felt the most myself. I liked how busy it was, how every single day, every single event was different. If I had to sit at a desk and stare at the same view every day from eight to five, I’d lose my mind.

It was the same reason I’d enjoyed working for Molly—Emmett’s aunt. Managing the daily life of the Ward-Griffin clan was exactly the kind of controlled chaos that I thrived in.

And I liked thriving, competent, never-gets-flustered Adaline.

I didn’t like the Adaline who ran from former crushes.

Kendall and the destroyed desserts were a nice way to pull my mind out of Emmett-land as I drove the last stretch home.

My home. Where he was.

The very worst part was that we’d both be under the same roof. Somehow, I knew that no matter how big that house was, his presence would shrink it.

I took a deep, fortifying breath and pushed the car door open. It was quiet around the house, no sign of life that I could see. My youngest sister Poppy was the only one who still lived at home with Mom and Tim, but her car wasn’t in its normal spot.

Greer and my stepbrother Cameron lived closer to town, and they hadn’t arrived yet either. The only vehicle I could see was a shiny new rental, probably something Parker the traitor had picked up at the airport.

Tugging my suitcase out of the back seat, I wheeled it behind me, ignoring all manner of winged, nervous fluttering as I approached the front door.

This was the effect Emmett Ward had on me. I didn’t even have to see him, and my body was on high alert.

What an ass.

Before I could release my suitcase to open the front door, it swung open, and my mom’s smiling face appeared.

“Hi, Mom,” I said.

She folded me in a tight hug, and I sank into it. “Imagine my surprise when you weren’t the first houseguest to appear this morning, my darling daughter who keeps secrets from her mother.”

“I know you’re not blaming me for Parker’s inability to tell us jack shit about having friends come from across the country without warning.”

She laughed, leading me toward the kitchen with her arm wrapped around my shoulder. “Did you or did you not see Emmett last night in Portland?”

Parking the suitcase by the bottom of the stairs that led up to our bedrooms, I gave her a look. “I didn’t know he was coming in Parker’s place. By the time I got back to my hotel room, it was well past your bedtime.”

She sighed, setting out a plate of chocolate chip cookies. I took three, moaning when they were still warm out of the oven.

Because my mom knew me, she let me eat that first one in silence. Once the sugar hit my bloodstream, I was always happier.

It was one bite into the second cookie that she started.

“Handsome man,” she said.

I gave her a tight smile. “So it seems.”

Mom chuckled. “I think Parker took him to the barn to work out because he was afraid to be here when you arrived.”

“He should be afraid for me to arrive,” I mumbled, taking a vicious bite out of the cookie. “Everyone in this family knows they better have a death wish if they’re going to surprise me with something like … that.”

My mom laughed, pouring me a glass of milk. I thanked her for it, finishing the second cookie and wiping the crumbs off my shirt. The house was so quiet, almost eerily so.

“Where is everyone?”

“Tim is at the shop with Cameron,” she said, referencing the massive building on the outskirts of downtown Sisters that served as the home base for their construction company. My stepbrother Cameron, along with Greer, had taken over Wilder Homes when Tim was ready to retire. Cameron was the general contractor, and Greer managed all the social media and interior design. “Greer should be here soon. I’m kinda surprised you beat her. She wanted to see your face when Emmett and Parker came back from the gym.”

I gave her a long look.

She shrugged. “Just sayin’.”

“There’s nothing to see, so I hope she’s not disappointed. He is my brother’s teammate, and I have a strict no-dating-professional-athletes policy.”

“Since when?”

“Six weeks ago,” I said, my raised eyebrow daring her to challenge me.

The problem with my mother raising seven kids was that raised eyebrows meant nothing to her. She ignored it completely. “I believe her exact words were, ‘Adaline is going to trip over her own feet if that man walks around our house half naked, and I can’t wait to record it for posterity.’ Cameron said he’d let her upload it to the Wilder Homes YouTube channel.”

“I hate everyone in this family except for Tim and Poppy because they’d never betray me like this.”

She laughed.

“Speaking of Poppy … where is she?” I asked.

“She’s at the library working on one of her school projects. I think. I can’t ever keep that girl’s schedule straight, so I don’t even try.”

I picked at the third cookie. “How’s Tim feeling?”

Mom smiled. “He’s good. His oncologist joked with us at his checkup last week that he must’ve gone through four of his nine lives so far, but he just keeps on like he’s got no limit.”

My stepdad was in remission from his second bout of cancer, and every single new checkup where he was given the all clear felt like a gift. “Good. You’d be impossible without him, so he better not find the end of that limit.”

She clucked her tongue. “Don’t tell him that, his ego will double in size.”

I laughed, popping around the island to kiss her on the cheek. “I’m gonna go put my stuff away.”

Her eyes were warm, and it gave me the same happy feeling as the melty chocolate chip cookies. “It’s good to have you home, Adaline.”

It was good to be home.

As I carried my suitcase up the wooden steps and down the hallway to my old room, I was reminded again why I’d promised myself not to be too far away and not go too long between visits.

When Tim got sick the first time, I was in high school, and it cut all of us right down to the marrow, a blade hitting the bone for how much it impacted our entire family.

Greer, Cameron, and I, all tucked right into the same age bracket, had promised that we’d never go farther than half a day’s drive away. Maybe because we hadn’t strayed too far out of the nest when it happened, it affected us in a different way. My two oldest brothers had already started college and moved out of the house.

If my mom or Tim or Poppy needed me, I would always be able to show up with relative ease.

Just as I entered the room, my phone dinged with a text from Kendall that had me grinning. A picture of the birthday girl smiling widely at the craft table with her friends.

Kendall: Cupcakes and other desserts are en route! THANK YOU.

If it hadn’t been for starting my business when I had, the one I’d built from the ground up in my small apartment, with only my guest room to hold all my supplies and only myself to work the events on the weekends, I probably would’ve moved back to Oregon.

While there was no point in playing out some alternate timeline of events, it made me wonder how my life would look now if I had.

When Tim had cancer the second time, I almost moved back home. Almost quit my job working for Molly when he was going through chemo. Instead, she allowed me endless time to come see my family, extending me so much more grace than any other boss would have.

So I didn’t move.

If I’d done that, I never would have told Emmett how I felt right before he got drafted.

I never would have dated Nick.

And maybe I’d be in a different job, with a very different relationship history. Emmett may still have ended up playing with Parker in Ft. Lauderdale, and I’d have some fond memories of a crush I used to have on him, but nothing more.

But I couldn’t undo anything from the past. No more than Emmett could. Or Nick.

We were all a product of our choices, formed from our pasts, our histories, our families.

And I liked all the parts of mine, no matter how I got to where I was.

Especially when those parts in the past helped me know what I didn’t want for my future.

A picture of my whole family hung on the wall next to the door in my old bedroom. I stopped, making sure it was hanging straight, and even though it was faded from the sun, our outfits dated, and we’d had others taken since, it was the imperfect one that I liked the best. Because it was us.

Most people needed a cheat sheet to keep the Wilder family straight, but it was the wonderful craziness that I’d grown up in and why I loved being surrounded by that kind of energy now.

It was that exact energy that Greer brought in with her when she breezed through my open bedroom door and sat primly on the edge of the bed.

“Emmett Ward,” she said.

I rolled my eyes, unzipping the suitcase so I could set my cosmetics in the hallway bathroom. “Hello to you too. My drive over was fine, thanks.”

She ignored me. “Passed him and Parker on my drive in. They were running from the barn back to the main house.”

“Running is a commonly accepted form of cardio for the general population.” I shoved my pajamas into the top drawer of my dresser. “Why is that so special?”

“His shirt was off.”

I slammed the dresser drawer shut. “Your point?”

“My point is that it is offensive how good looking he is, and if your single ass does not find a way to benefit from this weekend, I will disown you,” she said, enunciating each word a bit more forcefully than was necessary.

I whipped around, settling against the dresser while I studied my sister. Heat crawled up my neck.

“He and I …” I paused, fighting the instinct to say that we were nothing, and I felt nothing for him. Greer could call my bullshit from a mile away, so there was no point in lying. “Nothing can come from it. He lives and works in Florida. I live and work in Washington. I am not moving across the country from my family. And I will not go through another Nick situation, even if Emmett asks for anything of the sort. Which he’s not.”

Her eyes softened. “He’s here, though. And it was his idea to take Parker’s place. He thought it would be fun to surprise you.”

Now why did that make me feel all panicky and cold? “Who told you that?”

“Parker. When he got here last night.”

I swallowed hard. “I’m … choosing to ignore that fact.”

“Ahh, I see we’re taking the road of denial. Solid coping mechanism.”

“Screw you, okay?” I said without heat. “There’s nothing between Emmett and me except a mildly embarrassing story that will not be repeated. You watch. We’ll have a friendly weekend hanging out, then we’ll go our separate ways, and everything will go back to normal.”

Greer grinned. “Mmmkay.”

I flipped up my middle finger, my other hand tugging my extra bras out of my suitcase. “You’re single too. No one’s giving you shit about him being in the house.”

One dark eyebrow rose slowly. “Does that mean if I wanted a shot with the sexy quarterback, you’d stand back and let me?”

My skin went hot and prickly, and without even realizing it, I narrowed my eyes in a glare. Greer fell back on the bed in helpless laughter.

It took her a solid twenty seconds to get herself under control.

“I hate all of you,” I muttered.

“Even me?” His deep voice came from the doorway.

Just … kill me now. From the time he finished his run to when he came upstairs, the shirt had covered whatever glorious collection of muscles contained on his upper body. But the shirtsleeves were ripped off, a large gap in the sides showing glimpses of his obliques, the rounded curves of his arms and shoulders.

“Hey,” I said. Breathlessly. Like an idiot.

Greer smothered a grin, and I wondered if it would be too obvious if I stepped forward to kick her in the shin.

Emmett smiled, his eyes bright and sharp with interest. It didn’t matter that I’d been around him the night before because I didn’t know it was him. There’d been no breathless greetings or reading through all the subtext of eyes and smiles because he’d simply been a hot guy in a mask who asked me to dance.

It was different in the light of day, in these familiar surroundings.

Greer glanced back and forth between us. “Hey, Emmett. I think my mom just called my name.”

She widened her eyes meaningfully as she passed me.

“Did she?” I asked.

“Nope,” she said under her breath.

Emmett moved from the doorway so she could leave, a slight smile on his face when he stepped into my bedroom. “You made good time,” he said. “I thought we’d be back before you got here.” He plucked at the front of his shirt. “I was hoping to grab a shower before I saw you. I probably stink.”

I laughed, and there was an edge of panic to it.

Yeah right. Emmett’s sweat probably smelled like sex and a grove of pine trees.

His gaze went to my hands. Where I was clutching three lacy bras.

Carefully, I laid them back in the suitcase. “Must’ve been a good workout then.”

He nodded, eyes tracking over my face. No masks today. No tuxedos. No dresses. And despite my feminine urge to primp a bit more than usual, knowing he’d be here, I managed to leave the hotel with a washed face and a single coat of mascara, and that was it.

And because it’s what I’d packed, I was wearing a Ft. Lauderdale T-shirt over some leggings.

“Nice shirt,” he said.

I smiled. “My brother sent us a bunch of stuff when he signed in Florida. Still feels a bit like I’m cheating on Washington when I wear it, though.”

He hummed. “I understand that far better than you know.”

I chewed on my bottom lip as I tried to figure out how to ask what I wanted to ask. Emmett’s lip curved up on one side.

“Whatever you’re thinking, out with it.”

My eyes widened at how accurately he’d read my expression. “Well … I guess I just always thought you’d want to end up in Washington someday.”

Emmett took another step into my room, and where I was leaning up against my dresser, his shoulder almost brushed mine when he studied the family picture on the wall.

“Everyone thought that,” he said.

“When James retired a couple of years ago, I would’ve bet a lot of my pennies in the bank that Washington would go after you hard to fill the QB spot.”

He didn’t tear his eyes off the picture. “I’m glad you didn’t then.”

It was hard to imagine, coming from the family he did—knowing how much they loved him—that he wouldn’t want to come back home and play there. It was another reminder of just how much I didn’t really know Emmett anymore.

“They wanted to make you an offer, though.”

He gave me a sideways glance. “They did.”

“Not enough zeroes on the paycheck for you?” I asked lightly.

He didn’t laugh, but his eyes sparkled. “If it were only that simple. A lot of things have to happen before a player can transfer teams, if that’s what they want.”

Emmett offered no more information, and when a dozen questions tingled at the tip of my tongue, I just knew it was his evil hot man way of making me want to know more.

But I swallowed all those questions down because I was an adult, and I could control myself, and I didn’t need to pester Emmett for details about why he didn’t move back home to his awesome family and the team they all loved.

“Is that one of the stories you wanted to trade?”

Emmett exhaled a laugh. “Yeah, I suppose. I bet yours are more interesting, though.”

A shocked laugh burst out of my mouth, and when I slapped a hand over my lips, he grinned.

“Are you serious?” I asked, hand dropping down by my side. “I love my life, so don’t take this the wrong way, but I plan parties for a living. I spent my morning trying to fix a mermaid-themed party where the cake got rear-ended by a punk watching YouTube while he was driving. There’s no way the last five years of my life are more interesting than yours, Mr. MVP his rookie year in the pros.”

I expected him to laugh or preen at the compliment because athletes loved to preen.

But he turned, settling his big hands on his hips while he studied me.

“What?” I asked. My cheeks were on fire.

“You make people happy on the biggest days of their life.” He shrugged. “I think that’s pretty damn important.”

My mouth fell open, and I swear, I didn’t want to be the person who swooned at such a statement. But hearing him say it so simply like it was common knowledge had something hard inside me melting ever so slightly.

My mom called from the bottom of the stairs. “I’ll have some lunch ready in ten minutes if you’re hungry.”

I managed a smile. “Maybe we’ll have to trade those stories later.”

Emmett’s gaze didn’t waver from mine. “Want to show me around after lunch?”

My cheeks went warm at his steady perusal. “Isn’t that Parker’s job?”

“I’ve heard all Parker’s stories. Maybe you’d be a more interesting companion.”

I shrugged, like I couldn’t care less.

Because I couldn’t care less, I thought with mentally gritted teeth.

One weekend, I told myself. I could survive one weekend of this. If he looked at any of the female population under fifty with eyes like that, it was miraculous that he didn’t have seventeen illegitimate children running around.

Emmett Ward might have any woman in his immediate vicinity falling at his feet, but I would not be one of them.

“Okay,” I said breezily. “If you think you can keep up with me.”

Emmett laughed a warm, rich sound.

My thighs pressed together before I could stop them.

Traitors.

“I’ll do my best,” he murmured.
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Adaline

 

The first time I met Emmett was about six months after I’d started working for Molly. He was away at Stanford, playing football on a full-ride scholarship where he was majoring in architecture with a minor in architectural history. All I heard about was this guy who everyone in the Ward family adored.

I knew he was gorgeous. Pictures of him adorned Molly’s house, Paige and Logan’s house … he was everywhere.

I knew he was smart because for those six months, I heard about how often he hit the dean’s list.

I knew he was talented because I had working eyeballs, and when you’re an assistant for a sports-obsessed family, you watch a lot of ESPN.

But even knowing all those things, going into a long weekend at the family’s beachfront home, I didn’t think there was even the slightest chance that the golden boy could live up to all the hype.

Imagine a younger, more naïve Adaline, walking into the giant home on Puget Sound, to be assaulted by the sight of a shirtless Emmett Ward tossing a giggling child up into the air. He caught her easily with those big hands and strong arms, and my mouth was hanging somewhere around my belly button because he was just … a sight. Luna Griffin—Molly and Noah’s youngest, only about two years old at the time—was shrieking with laughter, clambering up over his chest with her hands gripped tight into his hair as she set her legs around his shoulders.

“Run, run!” she yelled.

I adored Luna, but the girl was crazy, and “horsey”’ was a game we played almost every single day until my shoulders and arms ached constantly.

“You must be Adaline,” he said.

“I … yes.” My hands were full of grocery bags, and I clutched them to my chest like they’d protect me from sounding like an idiot. “I’m Adaline.”

“I’ve heard a lot about you.” He swung Luna down into his arms and blew a raspberry into her belly. “Mainly from this little monster, and she’s never wrong about people.”

I smiled at Luna, who was breathless with laughter.

“Horsey, run,” she yelled, scrambling for his shoulders again.

Emmett looked at me with a wide grin on his stupidly perfect face, winked, and then took off around the house, making shockingly accurate horse sounds and flinging her around like she weighed nothing.

What was it about hot men who were good with kids?

It shouldn’t have been such a foundational aspect to whether he was a good guy or not because I’m sure there were nice guys in the world who hated kids, but all I’m saying is that I’d never met one.

He was smart, and nerdy about buildings, which somehow made him hotter, and good with his family and respected women like it was his job—and when a guy like that knows how to treat a woman—his above-average physical prowess actually becomes the least interesting thing about him.

Emmett Ward lived up to the hype.

It wasn’t like I’d forgotten, but my brain probably blocked it out as some defense mechanism, and it only took half a day watching him interact with my family to remember exactly how much I liked him, exactly how much he lived up to his own hype.

He helped my mom in the kitchen without being asked, assembling sandwiches with his shower-wet hair slicked back off his forehead.

He asked thoughtful questions about our family history while we ate, laughing heartily at stories of what it was like when Mom and Tim got married and had to combine a household of six kids ages ten and under.

Not once did he dominate the conversation or steer it toward himself.

He was interested in Wilder Homes, asking Tim about how he started the business and his favorite part of building someone a home.

They briefly talked about trusses or supports, and my mind glazed over, but Emmett leaned forward with bright-eyed interest.

When someone answered one of his questions, he kept his focus on them, never a doubt that he was giving them his undivided attention.

Only in the moments when conversation happened separate from him did Emmett allow his gaze to settle back onto me.

I tried not to notice when it happened. But I was physically incapable.

As everyone dispersed, Tim and my mom settling onto the couch, I watched him out of the corner of my eye.

“Why are you glaring at him?” Greer whispered.

We were clearing the table, setting the plates and silverware on the kitchen island, because Emmett was washing the dishes so my mom could relax.

I know.

“I’m not glaring.”

Greer snorted. I was glaring a little.

“He’s got to have a flaw,” I hissed. “I mean, statistically, he has to, right?”

She nodded resolutely. “Yes.”

Emmett’s gaze snagged on mine, and his lips curled up in a slight smile when I fumbled the pile of plates in my hand.

“Steady there,” Parker said from the other side of me. “He’ll sense your fear.”

“Oh, bite me,” I murmured. “I’m in this mess because of you.”

He laughed. “What was I supposed to do? Tell my friend he can’t come for a visit because you’re afraid to be alone with him? It’s not like I knew that.”

I ignored Parker, setting the plates onto the counter and moving back toward the table. My voice stayed low so Emmett couldn’t hear us.

“I’m not afraid to be alone with him. There’s just no reason that I should be.” I held my stepbrother’s eyes, daring him to argue. “He’s here to visit you, not me.”

Wisely, he held his hands up and backed away.

Emmett finished drying a plate, the muscles flexing underneath the golden skin covering his forearms. Greer sidled up next to me.

“Maybe he kisses like a fish,” she whispered, “or he’s really bad in bed. Or has a tiny penis.”

“Gawd, that would be so sad,” I said without thinking.

She nudged me. “Why would it be sad if you don’t intend on being alone with him?”

My glare swiveled to my sister. She laughed, drawing Emmett’s attention back in our direction.

My family knew me too well. That was the problem.

Parker knew exactly why I didn’t want to be alone with Emmett.

Greer knew why I was trying to unearth some fatal trait that would make a girl run in the opposite direction.

Because something about this man always turned me upside down. And with the current state of my life, I needed it steady and sure-footed. There was absolutely no space to be disoriented by someone like him.

Someone, I reminded myself firmly, who had already hurt me once.

Emmett was, quite regrettably for him, my very first experience with an athlete who couldn’t see anything beyond his sport. Or least couldn’t see me, not in the big picture of whatever his football ambitions had been.

It was the reminder I needed, and it had my chest going a little tight. Nick might not have crushed my heart, but I was still feeling very, very tender.

So while he dried dishes and asked thoughtful questions and danced like a dream, while he had a jawline that was cut out of stone and biceps that you could balance a small child on, he still taught me a lesson that I hadn’t quite learned until it was too late.

It was impossible to force someone to make you a priority.

It was impossible to make someone feel the same way you did.

And it was impossible to force the stars to align when the timing wasn’t right.

And because I didn’t know exactly what Emmett’s priorities were these days, what stars were in alignment for him, I found myself in need of some fresh air. “I’ll be right back,” I said to the room at large.

My mom caught my eye from where she was reading a book. Her brows bent in concern, and I gave her an encouraging smile.

Parker and Cameron didn’t look up from whatever they were watching on TV, and Greer walked into the kitchen to show Emmett where the dishes went in the cupboards.

Even though I didn’t want to, I looked at him over my shoulder before I walked out the door, and there was a thoughtful expression on his face.

The log house where I grew up was smack dab in the middle of fifteen acres just outside of the town of Sisters, which was sandwiched between high desert and the Cascade Mountain range. Our backyard was jam-packed with towering fir trees, and even though we kept busy exploring the land when we were younger, one of the first things Tim did when they got married was to clear a bigger yard so he could build us the very best swing set any of us had ever seen.

When I cleared the bottom step on the front porch, I took a deep breath and found myself wandering over there. The equipment had been upgraded a few times over the years, so I trusted that it would hold my weight. I sat in the swing at the end and let my sneakers settle into the brown bark that covered the ground underneath.

I let out a deep breath, resting my head on the chains of the swing.

The masquerade ball, his appearance there and the weird little interlude we had, it wasn’t reality.

But him being in my home, with my entire family watching us like we were up on a stage? That was real enough to leave me feeling unsettled.

Apparently, this was something I couldn’t roll with very easily.

With the sun on my face, I closed my eyes and tried to breathe through all the things fighting for top space in my head. But I still heard the crunch of the ground as he walked toward me.

And I knew it was him because my asshole siblings would’ve tried to scare me in my moment of sublime peace.

Emmett’s steps were measured. He wasn’t trying to be quiet, wasn’t trying to rush to where I was, and because of that, I kept my eyes firmly shut.

But my hands were sweating where I held the chains of the swing. My heart was thundering erratically. Somehow—because Parker had correctly pinpointed my fear—I’d ended up alone with him anyway.

“Is this gonna break if I sit in it?”

I couldn’t help my smile. “It’s holding me up.”

“You weigh a lot less than I do, Miss Wilder.”

At the polite moniker, something he’d never called me, my eyes popped open. He had his hands wrapped around the chains of the other swing, testing the sturdiness of the beam. Emmett glanced down at me.

“You okay?” he asked, voice a low rumble. “You seemed quiet at lunch.”

“I’m hiding from you.”

I didn’t mean to say it, but the words popped out so quickly, so easily, there was no stopping the widening of my eyes. Emmett’s eyebrows popped up briefly, his cheeks turning the slightest shade of pink.

Before he said anything, he looked back at the house, took a deep breath, and then turned toward me again.

“Do you want me to go?” His eyes were brimming with intensity, and that was part of the problem. It was also why the filter between my brain and my mouth seemed to be permanently misplaced.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

But it was enough for him, so he nodded and slowly moved behind me. He curled his hands over top of mine on the chain, and I fought a shiver.

His palms were warm, his fingers rough with callouses when he pulled my swing back, releasing me so I moved in a gentle swaying motion.

I straightened my legs so my shoes didn’t drag, and instead of using the chain to push me again, Emmett occasionally laid his big hand along my back to keep my momentum going.

I let out a small laugh when the wind pushed my hair across my face. “I can’t remember the last time I’ve done this,” I said over my shoulder.

“You said something similar when we danced.”

His hands lingered as he stepped forward with me, giving me a bit bigger push. My stomach swooped at the height I reached even though it was nothing compared to the way we used to soar as kids.

“I guess there’s a lot I haven’t done in the past few years.” I glanced back. “A little lower, please. No one needs me puking on the playground.”

He laughed, catching the chains to slow my momentum.

“Nick’s an idiot for not dancing with you,” he said.

“Agreed,” I answered lightly. “I’m quite good at it with the right partner.”

He hummed, a low satisfied sound that caused a pleasant curling sensation in my toes. “And the right shoes, too.”

My grin came easily. “You’d be amazed what I can do in these sneakers.”

Emmett laughed.

I wanted to bottle the sound up, keep it tucked away for a moment when I needed something to warm me up. Such an unhelpful thought.

“How have we never crossed paths all these years?” he asked.

Because I obsessively checked when he’d be in town and made damn sure I wasn’t in the vicinity of any Wards when that happened, but I couldn’t exactly tell him that. I had a boyfriend, and being around Emmett—to be perfectly honest—wasn’t fair for any guy. Not with how I felt about him for so long.

Nick knew it too. One wine-buzzed night, I’d admitted it to him when we were talking about people from our past.

It was a petty admission too, coming on the heels of him telling me that his ex was a Playboy centerfold.

Naturally, I told him that once upon a time, Emmett Ward had been my absolute ideal. Not something he’d liked to hear.

“Well, when I started planning parties, I wasn’t ready to hire staff. If I wasn’t working on the weekend, I was here.” I swallowed. “Or I was traveling with Nick, if he asked me to come with him.”

“Did you do that a lot?”

I nodded. “More than I wanted, to be honest. But that was mainly at the beginning of our relationship.”

He listened quietly, giving an occasional sliding push to my back.

“Tim was just back into good health then,” I continued. “But he was weak for a while. His immune system wasn’t the same for close to a year. That spring, just after baseball season started, my mom got sick. The flu absolutely knocked her on her ass, and because she was so busy taking care of him and Poppy and everyone else, it turned into double pneumonia.”

With my feet dragging along the ground, I slowed the swing. He settled his hands around the curve of my waist to bring me fully to a stop, only lingering for a moment before he lowered onto the swing next to me. Emmett angled his body so that he could see my face, and once I’d stopped, I mirrored his position.

“You were gone when she was sick,” he guessed, eyes unwavering on mine.

Slowly, I nodded. “She didn’t even tell me she was going to the hospital. I got a call from Poppy; she was in the parking lot sobbing because she got so freaked out seeing Mom on oxygen and getting her vitals monitored.” I closed my eyes and felt the familiar pressure on my chest when I thought about that phone call. “We’re so used to Tim being the one who’s sick that I kinda forgot that my mom is mortal too, you know?”

“Where were you?”

I pulled in a slow breath. “Boston.”

“So you flew back.”

Again, I nodded. “Before the first pitch was thrown, I sent Nick a message so he’d know where I went. Took a taxi from the ballpark and flew home with only the clothes on my back.”

His eyes were steady, unblinking as he listened.

“He understood, though?”

I let out a quiet laugh. “Yes and no. He thought I should’ve been able to watch the game and fly home with him the next day because I had more than one sibling here to help.”

Emmett’s brow furrowed, his mouth firming into a slight frown. Saying the words out loud now, I couldn’t believe that I didn’t break up with him right then. Anyone who stood a chance with me had one unyielding truth to deal with—I’d always be there if my family needed me. I didn’t need them to understand why I couldn’t delegate this one thing in my life, or why it didn’t matter to me that I had other siblings who could help.

I needed them to respect it and support me when things were hard.

 

Taking care of my family now was the greatest responsibility in my entire life.

Nick hadn’t really done either in the end. And I hated the time I’d wasted with him, leaving me right back at the starting line after so many years.

“What about you?” I asked. My light tone directly contradicted the loaded nature of the question. Since the moment he appeared at the ball, none of our conversations felt like simple catching up. Our entire interaction was heavy with subtext, weighed down with some unnamed intent. “Anyone back in Florida have stories to tell about you?”

The frown on his face eased, his eyes searching my face as I asked. “Not really.”

“I find that hard to believe.” I nudged him with my foot. “The golden boy of the beach state.”

He snorted. “I don’t…” Emmett paused. “I’ve gone on dates over the years. Rarely more than one or two, though.”

“No Florida girls can put up with your horrible dance moves?”

“Apparently not.” He nudged my foot back. “It’s easy to find someone who’s only interested in me because of my job. Not so easy to find someone who can look past it and have that person be what I’m looking for at the end of the day. Or be worth the distraction.”

Right.

Emmett didn’t—and had never—allowed much in the way of distractions. It was only around his family, the place I met and got to know him, where he was able to relax and be himself.

But that wasn’t where he lived his life. I was strangely glad to hear he hadn’t lived a completely isolated existence because the Emmett I knew was too good, too warm, too thoughtful to always be alone.

Even knowing that, I couldn’t bring myself to ask what he was looking for. What he couldn’t find in those one-to-two date girls.

Because it didn’t matter.

“It is hard to find someone who can look past it,” I agreed. “And I’ve met more than my share of women who only want the man in the uniform.” I laughed softly. “Some of them would pretend I wasn’t there, even if I was standing right next to Nick.”

“That must’ve been tough.”

I shrugged. “Oddly enough, that was one of the easier things to brush off. Not fun,” I conceded, “but of all the things that were going wrong with Nick and me, I never worried that he would stray.”

Emmett gave me a dry look. “Oh, don’t go making me think positively of him.”

I grinned. “What do you have against Nick?”

It was meant as a joke, but Emmett’s eyes couldn’t meet mine for a moment. And my stomach went weightless at whatever unspoken implication was behind that evasion.

I didn’t want weightless stomachs. I couldn’t handle them. And it would do us both good to have that reminder.

“What I said when we were dancing,” I said evenly, “about how I would’ve been sad if you were an athlete?” His jaw clenched, but he didn’t interrupt. “I meant it.”

The words stuck like mud in my throat. Sticky, wet, disgusting mud. And I needed it to be said. Before anything else happened.

Before weightless stomachs and intense deep blue eyes had me promising things I wasn’t ready to promise. Maybe someday I would, but it wasn’t now.

“I learned a lot from dating Nick. About what I’ll tolerate and what I won’t. Maybe I put up with certain things for too long because we were comfortable, and it felt safe. But what I learned, it’ll be the number one thing I bring to any relationship—where I am now, it’s the farthest I’ll ever live from my family. Greer, Cameron, and I promised each other in high school that we’d stay within a half a day of home. That we would have the ability to drop what we were doing and help if my mom or Tim needed us.”

Emmett quietly processed everything I was saying, his eyes locked on mine in a way that had me feeling desperately winded.

Finally, he blinked away. I found myself holding my breath, wondering what he was thinking. If he thought it was weird that I was laying this out there for him.

“That’s a noble promise,” he said quietly.

I exhaled, slow and steady. “I love my life in Seattle, but there’s only one reason I’ll give it up. And that’s if they need me here. My mom and Tim, they built this family out of so much loss and trauma, and no matter what we needed—they found a way to give it to us. Because they saw a life that was good and built on love. We weren’t defined by my dad leaving. My stepbrothers weren’t defined by their mom dying. Our parents made sure of that.”

Emmett listened so intently. And it was such a good trait, but for some reason, on those swings—it left me feeling on edge.

I wanted to pry his head open with a can opener because not knowing his thoughts suddenly seemed like a punishment.

“You know what I noticed about you that very first weekend up at the beach house?” he said.

“If you say my cleavage, I’m going to be really disappointed in you.”

He grinned, quick and fast and hot, but his face smoothed out. “You take care of people in a way that comes so naturally. That first night, when the kids were out of their minds crazy all day, I remember watching you with Luna and Asher. You were reading a book over in that big chair they used to have. She climbed on your lap, and you were scratching her back. I’d never seen anyone quiet her so quickly.”

I smiled. “She was … insane back then, wasn’t she?”

“I’m still a little terrified of her, to be honest.”

My laughter broke up the seriousness of the moment, but his comment burrowed deep, deep into some little corner of my heart. I never really knew how much he’d noticed me in return. All I knew was that when I took my shot, he told me he didn’t think of me that way.

“You have this ability to see what people need,” he continued. “It’s amazing. And your family is really fucking lucky to have you in their corner.”

Well, shit.

My eyes went all blurry, and I blinked away the moisture that threatened to spill.

“Did you think about moving back home?” he asked.

“After Nick?”

He nodded.

“I did,” I admitted. “The night we broke up, I almost packed my bags and drove straight back.”

“What made you stay?”

I gave him a wry grin. “Your mom.”

Emmett laughed. “Oh boy. I’m almost scared to ask.”

“I was doing well with my business, but I hadn’t taken that big leap to hiring and expanding, doing bigger events.” I settled my head on the chain again. “I was sitting at their kitchen island, and she was doing such a good job of vilifying Nick.”

Emmett’s smile was so full of affection for his mom that I damn near burst into tears. “Sounds like her.”

“And I told her I didn’t know what to do next. Going home felt like I’d be starting all over again, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted that. But even staying in Seattle—I knew I needed a change. So she took out a bottle of tequila, made the best margaritas I’ve ever had in my life, and got me drunk off my ass while I cried over my stupid ex-boyfriend, and we made a business plan that didn’t make much sense the next morning over the breakfast your dad made.”

His teeth flashed white in his smile, and a dimple popped in the side of his cheek. “You slept over?”

I nodded, my eyes darting to his and holding. “In your bed, actually.”

Emmett’s gaze heated, slow and molten, and this time, I did nothing to stop the corresponding goose bumps that sprinkled up my arms.

“I’m sorry I missed that,” he said.

I raised an eyebrow. “You never would’ve tried anything, not if I was drunk.”

His eyes locked onto my mouth. “No. I would’ve slept on the floor like a perfect gentleman.”

Who was I kidding? If Emmett had been in that bedroom with me that night, he would’ve had to tie me down to keep from mounting him like a bike. I tore my gaze from his, exhaling slow and steady.

This was why I was afraid to be alone with him.

This pull that I always felt when he was around. The difference now was that I wasn’t the only one following the tug, the push of the magnets.

Realizing that had me asking the thing I couldn’t quite figure out, without pausing to consider the ramifications.

“Why did you come here, Emmett?”

My question had his expression softening, a tenderness in his gaze that I’d never seen before. It caused the same ominous rumbling as when he took my hand and led me onto the dance floor.

Something was changing, and I didn’t know what.

I wanted to know.

And I didn’t. The unknown of all this was terrifying in its bigness because nothing felt unimportant. Not a single exchange we’d had could be swept away or ignored.

Emmett braced his feet on the ground and spun his swing, the chains crisscrossing at the top and his big muscular arms moving to pull me into the same position. We faced each other now, and he braced his elbows on his thighs, clasped hands dangling between his legs.

The intimacy of the position, the surety in how he faced me, had my heart thundering erratically.

“I came here because your brother invited me.” His face was smooth and calm. But his eyes … his eyes were searing.

Right. It was the answer I needed.

“But,” he added, “the opportunity to see you … it was too good to pass up. Is that okay for me to admit?”

“Is that…?” My voice trailed off. I couldn’t even finish repeating his question.

Was it okay?

The guy basically just dropped a bomb over my head and expected me to have rational thoughts about rational things like … why my former crush was on the swings with me, giving me intense sex eyes and asking if it was okay that he was excited to see me.

Like he hadn’t gone five years without seeing me.

Not once had this man ever hinted that he might have feelings for me.

No, there were no rational thoughts about anything happening in my brain.

My heart, though … my heart was screaming, catapulting into some oxygen-thin stratosphere of girlish excitement. My heart wanted me to lean forward and see if his lips tasted as good as they looked.

My heart wanted.

But my brain, it kept me right where I was, a single seed of caution whispering through that thick pulse of attraction.

My brain remembered.

“Emmett,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t know what to do with that.” I had to force a dry swallow around the most truthful answer I could give him. “I’m not ready for anything. Not right now.”

Inexplicably, he smiled. Then he raised his hand to tuck an errant strand of hair behind my ear. “That’s all right.”

“But it is good to see you too,” I whispered.

His finger delicately tracing along the shell of my ear had my eyes fluttering shut, and when I heard his unsteady exhale, I took comfort in not being the only one affected. But I thought that before too. That was the thread of caution, something as flimsy as cotton candy, holding back an entire ocean of want.

When I opened my eyes, he straightened the swing and stood. He held out his hand, which I took while he helped me out of the swing.

His fingers were warm and long and firm. Calloused from hard work. They felt amazing. I wanted them everywhere. On all body parts.

And this was why I shouldn’t be allowed to be around this man.

With a hammering heart and only the weakest grip on my self-control, I pulled my hand out of his.

“Wanna go for that walk now? Or do you need to hide for a little bit?”

I managed a laugh.

“Both,” I admitted.

My sister opened the back door of the house. “Cameron wants to go play some football with Parker and Emmett. Want to go over there with us?”

Instead of checking with Emmett, I gave her a thumbs-up. “We’ll wait out here.”

Greer nodded. “Poppy should be home soon; she’s going to meet us at the field. She texted, asking if we could do a bonfire tonight while we’re all home.”

“Only if we have s’more stuff,” I said. “Otherwise, it’s just sitting around a smoky, gross fire that will make my hair stink the next day.”

Emmett laughed. “The sugar makes it all worthwhile, huh?”

I cut him a look. “Marshmallows and chocolate make everything worth it.”

“Duly noted,” he murmured.

Greer was smirking when I pulled my attention from Emmett. She raised her eyebrows knowingly. “We have s’more stuff. Don’t get your panties in a twist.”

I scratched my nose with my middle finger, and she laughed.

Cameron and Parker came out of the house. “Emmett, we’ll ride over in Cameron’s truck. Girls, you can take the four-wheeler if you want. I gassed it up earlier,” Parker called, tossing a football over to Emmett.

“I’m driving,” I yelled at Greer. “You are dangerous behind the wheel of that thing.”

“One tree,” she muttered as she stomped down the porch steps. “I hit one tree, and everyone thinks I’m a hazard.”

She tossed me the keys, and before we walked to the garage, I glanced over at Emmett.

His eyes were fixed on mine, and the smile he gave me before he turned to get into the truck sent a sharp, sweet bolt of longing through my body.

It was a smile that held promise. And intention.

And suddenly, I wasn’t even sure I could make it through a single night under the same roof as that man.
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It was unnerving, how it felt like someone whirled me up in a tornado and dumped me back five years.

We spent a few hours on the football field, Greer and I settled comfortably in the back of Cameron’s massive work truck with Poppy once she arrived. Snuggled up with my sisters, it was no hardship to watch Emmett play football with my brothers.

Parker heaved a football toward the end of the field where Emmett waited, and as he adjusted his position, he stretched one long arm over his head to catch the ball.

That stretch, with a strong gust of wind that picked up, gave a tantalizing glimpse of his abdomen. Stacks of muscles, the clean line of the V cutting down into the waistband of his shorts, and the line of dark golden hair disappeared in that general direction too, it was all right there.

“That is ridiculous,” Poppy whispered.

Greer elbowed her.

My little sister gave her a wide-eyed look. “What? I know he’s Adaline’s, but come on. I have working eyes.”

“He’s not mine,” I muttered.

“He wants to be,” Greer shot back. “I saw the hair tucking and the swing positions. No point in lying, Adaline.”

Poppy laughed. “If that man wanted to be my anything, I would not be sitting here in this truck bed with my two sisters.”

Greer and I traded looks. “You just focus on your school, Pops,” Greer said, patting her arm. “There’s no rush in thinking about who you’d be sharing horizontal surfaces with just yet.”

“I’m the same age Adaline was when she had her raging hormonal crush on him the first time,” she pointed out.

Ugh. What a flattering way to put it.

“He didn’t say he wants to be mine,” I said. “He said he was excited to see me, and those two things are worlds apart.”

We went quiet when the guys started laughing. Cameron—the non-professional athlete—did an admirable job keeping up with Emmett and Parker when they sprinted downfield, but he flopped back on the grass when the sprinting turned into a series of races.

Poppy laid her head on my shoulder. “What if he transferred teams?” she asked.

“It’s not that easy.” I swallowed around a block of pesky emotion lodged in my throat. “Players can’t just up and leave whenever they want. Especially a guy like him. He turned the entire team around when they drafted him.”

Parker won the race, shoving Emmett good-naturedly, and a sweet ache unfolded in my chest. They’d only played together for two years before Parker got traded to the new Portland expansion team. He was young enough, his talent not rooted so firmly in one team’s identity, so he was an easier puzzle piece to shift around.

Emmett was different.

He was driven by different things.

The week after he was drafted, I remember sitting in my apartment, torturing myself with some SportsCenter, and his face appeared. He was signing contracts in the team’s front offices, and after, someone asked him if he’d grown up dreaming that he’d play for his dad’s team.

His eyes did that same intense gleaming thing that gave me thigh-pressing issues when aimed in my direction.

“I grew up dreaming I’d play football,” he answered. “And there was never a doubt in my mind that I’d need to prove myself outside of what my dad built. I’m excited to start that here, in Florida. This is where I’ll build my lasting career with great coaches and teammates. I’m excited to look forward, not focus on the past.”

And that’s precisely what he’d done. For five years, Emmett had cemented his handprint on that team, and it showed in the winning record, the individual accolades, and the fact that he’d brought them to the playoffs every single year, something that they hadn’t done in the ten years before his arrival.

There was absolutely no reason for me to assume anything would change now.

“Why don’t you ask him about it?” Poppy said.

Because I still held on to a single shred of pride, but I didn’t want to say that to my sweet sister, who was only trying to help. Poppy hadn’t had her heart broken yet, and there was no way I was going to plant the seed of cynicism in her head.

Greer smiled at me over Poppy’s head, and it held a tinge of sadness. “She won’t.”

“Because of Nick?”

Emmett tackled Parker, the two of them laughing as it turned into a wrestling match.

“That’s one reason,” I said quietly. Twice, I’d been put on the back burner because I had feelings for someone who played a sport for a living. I didn’t fancy putting myself in a position where it happened for a third time. And I couldn’t imagine uprooting my life, my business, the proximity to my family, for someone who’d already walked away once.

Men walking away. It was—in the most basic terms—a bit of a trigger for me.

Yet, I thought, my heart was not going down without a fight. This suspended little window of time, a break from the reality of our respective lives, it was a seductive whisper in my ear.

It was that question that had gone unanswered since I met Emmett.

What would it be like?

What would he be like?

Because I couldn’t stop it, watching him run and sweat and be … Emmett, I had a sudden flash of how thorough he’d be.

He wouldn’t be a selfish lover. He was so very, very focused when he set his mind to a goal.

What if the goal was breaking my single-night orgasm record? (Two was the answer. Not that it was a whole lot to brag about.)

Because I just might be able to get on board with that if he was the one delivering them.

As long as I could manage my expectations. As long as he was clear about his.

There was no way Emmett wanted a sudden serious relationship, someone who’d need to uproot their life in order to be with him.

Maybe it was possible that my brain and my heart could come to some sort of compromise. Find a middle ground where I could explore what happened when I turned down the volume on the caution and indulged in the want without worry about what would come the next morning.

It was a dangerous seed to plant, the idea that there was a concession to be made. But the thought was stuck all the same, deep, solid roots in the span of a heartbeat, and for the rest of the day, I made no effort to yank it out.

We left the football field and gathered back at the house.

Parker and Emmett turned on some game film. Cameron opened his laptop at the dining room table so he and Greer could get some work done. Mom was at the grocery store, and I got caught up on emails while Tim offered some commentary on the games being watched.

“We watching the D-line?” Tim asked.

Emmett nodded, stretching his arm over the back of the couch. His hand was inches away from me. Maybe less. My knee started bouncing.

“They beat us last because we were never able to stop the blitz,” he said. “Because our receiving core was so stacked last year, it should’ve been easier to adjust, but the offensive line couldn’t hold up.”

He paused it, leaning forward as he pointed something out to Parker. “See it there?”

My brother nodded. “He should’ve blocked the inside rusher. You probably lost three seconds in the pocket because of that.”

“I saw stars after that sack,” Emmett said with a wry smile.

He started the recording again, and I watched with my stomach in knots as Emmett got completely leveled by the defensive back. “I can’t believe he didn’t get ejected.”

Emmett gave me a quick sideways glance. “He didn’t lead with his helmet.”

Semantics, rules, blah, blah. “Still. It looked like targeting. Don’t we care about concussions anymore?”

Parker coughed. “Feeling a little protective, are we?”

I narrowed my eyes in his direction.

Emmett shifted restlessly on the couch.

There was a cushion between us, but his fingers dangled just beyond the back of my head. At one point, there was the ghost of a touch along the ends of my hair. My eyes closed, and my hand tightened up in a fist on my thigh. Emmett let out a slow breath.

“Didn’t your new owner just trade one of your offensive linemen for a higher draft pick?” Tim asked.

Parker mumbled something under his breath about listening to idiots who had no place making roster decisions.

Emmett smiled slightly, but I couldn’t read anything in it. “He did.”

I scoffed. “That was stupid. You got sacked like forty times last year. He should be adding to it, not taking anyone away.”

The moment Emmett turned toward me, satisfaction roaring in his deep blue eyes, I realized my mistake.

“Thirty-seven,” he corrected smugly. “But I didn’t realize you were watching that closely.”

Blowing out a short breath, I stood quickly from the couch. “I need to go … work. Somewhere else.”

Emmett’s low, amused chuckle followed me out of the family room.

“Smooth,” Greer said as I passed the dining room table and bolted up the stairs.
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The sound of Adaline’s feet on the steps still echoed in the room when Greer plopped onto the couch, settling onto her side where she could pin me with eyes eerily similar to her sister’s. “I feel like I should have a conversation with you, quarterback.”

Parker sighed.

Tim glanced over. “What about?”

Greer’s attention never strayed from my face. “We’re going to talk about why he’s here and what he’s going to do next.”

“He’s … he’s here to visit Parker, right?”

“It’s cute that some people in this family believe that story,” Greer said.

Tim pinched the bridge of his nose. “I thought you kids would get less exhausting as you got older, but I was very, very wrong.”

“What would you like to talk about?” I asked. “Because your brother did invite me here.”

“Parker did not invite you this weekend,” Parker piped in. “Parker extended a blanket invite over a year ago, and you invited yourself, Ward.”

Tim sighed. “Should I leave the room?”

Cameron piped up from the table. “Do you want to hear about your adult children’s sex life?”

“Not even a little,” Tim said. He stood from the worn brown chair, giving a weary glance around the room. “Your mom is always gone when things like this come up.”

“She’d leave the room too,” Greer said with a grin.

Cameron stood. “Dad, I’ll come with you because I’d still like to have an appetite for dinner.”

“Can I leave too?” Parker asked.

“No,” Greer and I answered in unison.

It was fascinating because her answering grin was quick and amused, so much like Adaline’s. They were similarly built. Same hair and eyes and smile. Greer was smart and driven, undeniably beautiful. But nothing about her caused even the slightest flicker of interest.

And no matter what she was about to ask me, I wasn’t worried. All the times I’d been around Adaline in the past, it was in my world. My house. My family.

These were the people who knew her, and I could use some of that right now.

Nothing was the going the way I’d planned. Not since the moment I saw her. But despite that, there was no panic welling low in my stomach, no frustrated itch to push too hard on that invisible barrier Adaline erected when we sat on the swings.

Cameron gathered his laptop and the rolled-up construction plans he’d had spread over the table. “Be nice, Greer,” he warned.

“I’m always nice.”

Tim chuckled, and briefly, I wondered if I should have been worried.

The two men left through the front door, and in the vacuum of silence, I let out a deep breath.

“You’re here for her,” Greer said. Her face was calm, her tone even. But her eyes were sharp and clear with interest.

Parker gave me a look. There was a warning there, probably meant to keep Greer out of whatever I was trying to do.

“I am.”

She folded her hands in her lap. “And how do you think it’s going for you so far?”

My answering grin was wry. “Not quite as smoothly as I’d hoped.”

“I warned him about surprising her,” Parker said. “It’s annoying how stubborn he is when he knows what he wants.”

“Then they’re well-matched,” Greer said. That pulled the smallest of smiles on my face. But it faded when she spoke up again. “Or they’re doomed. I haven’t decided.”

“Is it up to you to decide?” I asked.

Her lips quirked. “Of course not. It’s up to you and Adaline. But I tell you what, quarterback. She knows her own mind.”

“It’s one of the things I like most about her. Adaline has always been completely comfortable in who she is.”

Greer liked that answer. “Very true. All the Wilders are. For good or for bad.”

For a moment, I considered that distinction. Looked at Adaline through that lens. “How is that bad?” Greer paused, so I amended my question. “I’m not looking for a bullet point list of how to win your sister over. I’m well aware of all her reservations. I’m just … looking for some insight, I guess.”

“Because your romantic plan is…” Parker paused, mimicking an explosion with a dramatic sound effect.

“Helpful. Thank you.”

Greer laughed. “You know our oldest brother, Erik, right?”

I nodded. “Sure. I remember when he played for Washington, but I didn’t know him too well until he married Lydia Pierson. Our moms have been best friends my whole life.”

“Erik has classic oldest child perfectionist issues. He wanted exactly what our parents created and when he couldn’t do that with his first wife, he shut down to everything. His intentions were good, he had excellent reasons for being that way. But until he met the right person—Lydia—he would’ve stayed right where he was, firm and sure in who he was.”

“Adaline isn’t like Erik, though. She wants romance. She wants love in her life.”

“She does,” Greer said gently. “But she just came out of a relationship with someone who couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t put him before everything else.”

“I’m not him.”

“I don’t think you are. The way you look at her? That’s how someone should look at Adaline. Like they’d do anything for her.”

I clenched my jaw. The fact that her sister could see it so clearly should’ve worried me. But I couldn’t dredge up the energy to hide it when I was around her. It would be too hard to pretend.

Parker was unusually quiet in his seat, watching my exchange with his stepsister.

“You still think I’m crazy?” I asked him.

After a sigh, he shook his head. “No, man. I don’t. The two of you…” He paused, another one of those unspoken looks with his sister. “You work. You fit. I never saw it with Nick, but I can see it with you.”

All the things I was trying to keep contained thrashed and trembled, looking for an outlet. She was up in her room, hiding from the building intensity between us. Maybe if we’d seen each other before this, it would’ve unfolded in the same way.

Maybe it would’ve changed the trajectory of her relationship with Nick, because I wasn’t sure we were capable of being in each other’s orbit without feeling it.

When she came to me all those years ago, a moment of vulnerability I wasn’t prepared for or emotionally ready for, it was a beginning. At the time, it felt like an ending. But it didn’t anymore.

I couldn’t help but think of a leaking pipe, and how long something could drip, drip, drip quietly beneath the surface. That’s what the last five years were for me. Only the slightest awareness that something was there. Enough to pretend it wasn’t vital.

As time passed, the pressure built and built, pushing on the seams of the place where it was hidden. There was no way to ignore it anymore. I didn’t want to. I didn’t think she did either.

I leaned forward, resting my head in my hands and fought the urge to go up the stairs and knock on her door.

Even though I wasn’t worried, I still wanted her. I wanted to make the most of this time.

More than anything, I wanted to slide my hands into her hair and see what sound she’d make when I kissed her. I wanted to know what the soft skin of her neck tasted like. I wanted to feel her tremble and shake around me because she would.

The sexual tension between us was unreal, something ripe and full that had my blood racing.

And if I went to her now, I could probably do all the things I wanted. Could discover the answers to all my questions. With very little effort, I’d be able to add them to my list of things I knew about Adaline now.

I raised my head, locking my gaze on her sister. “I’m assuming you know what she said on the swings.”

Greer didn’t come right out and answer, but her smile was tinged with sadness, which I took as a yes. “You’re not in the easiest position, Emmett.”

“If I push too hard…” My voice trailed off.

Greer nodded at the unspoken end to that sentence. I’d lose my chance with her because she’d freak out. Clam up. Back away out of some unnamed sense of self-preservation.

“Of note,” Parker interjected, “I told you not to push the first time this came up. She wasn’t ready.”

Greer rolled her eyes, but it was an affectionate gesture. “Fine, Parker, we’ll all start coming to you for relationship advice.”

He chucked a throw pillow at her, which she caught with ease. I laughed, but the easy exchange had me missing my family.

“Well, did I pass the sister inquisition?” I asked Greer.

“You did.”

“You hardly asked him anything,” Parker said. “There were no threats, no implied violence. The least you could’ve done is told him you’d castrate him if he hurt her.”

Greer smiled. “Emmett doesn’t need me to say it out loud.” She leaned over, slapping me on the back hard enough that I winced. “He knows.”

“I have sisters. Believe me, I know.”

She held up her hand like, see?

Parker rolled his eyes.

“Sometimes, brother, you don’t need to say things like that out loud. He knows Adaline well enough that the baggage she’s carrying at the moment isn’t a forever thing. Doesn’t make it less valid right now.”

And it was right now that I had to deal with.

Greer chucked the pillow back at Parker. He deflected it easily. “He also knows that if she’s saying she’s not ready, the worst thing he could do is try to barrel through that. She will tell him when she’s ready. When it comes to hiding her feelings, even out of self-preservation, she is the actual worst at it.”

Thinking of her admissions on the phone and on the swings, I smiled.

“Trust me,” I told them, “I have no intention of hurting Adaline.”

“You might not have a choice,” Parker added. “You planning to move anytime soon?”

My jaw clenched.

Again, Greer’s eyes were full of sympathy.

Because Parker played too, he was aware of how little I had in my control until my contract was up. It was true that I’d never seriously considered moving home to play for Washington.

It was easy not to consider it—when you were settled in a team that was doing well.

But for her, I would make that change. It didn’t hurt to explore my options.

Parker pointed at me. “What is that face?”

Greer looked back and forth between us. “What face?”

“Emmett,” he said in a voice full of warning. “I know that look. You’re about to do something stupid.”

I smiled. “It’s only stupid if I don’t take a chance.”

“Oh, fuck,” Parker muttered.

“What?” Greer said. “What are you talking about?”

Neither of us answered. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and pulled up the number I was looking for.

Me: Mary, my favorite of all the front office employees. How are you?

Mary: What do you need, Emmett? It’s a Saturday, and flattery will get you nowhere.

Me: Ned’s back from Mexico, right? Can you put me on his schedule for a meeting next week?

Mary: He is, but he’s leaving Monday afternoon again. Greece for a month. If you can do an 8am meeting on Monday, I could squeeze you in. He won’t like it, but he’ll be here anyway to sign a few things before he’s out of town again.

“Shit,” I whispered. I pinched the bridge of my nose. I’d have to leave a day early. Suddenly, everything felt just a bit more precarious than it had that morning. I couldn’t clearly envision how any of this would play out, and I hated it.

That uncertainty had me grasping onto the only thing I could control.

I could ask if Ned was open to a trade offer from another team.

I didn’t know anything else.

Not if Washington would even be one of those teams. Or if Adaline would think I’d lost my fucking mind by taking this step without any explicit encouragement from her.

It was, without a doubt, the biggest gesture I could make.

And it was completely insane.

“You asked, didn’t you?” Parker moaned.

“I’ve got a meeting with him.”

“He agreed? He never takes a meeting with players because that idiot doesn’t want to know what we have to say.”

Greer sat forward. “Asked what? Meeting with who?”

He shook his head. “Trust me, you’re better off not knowing, Greer.”

“Am I, though? Because I hate not knowing things.”

I tuned them out. I had to.

There was so much chatter around every move I made. And part of my job was blocking that out and focusing on what I needed to do. It was my job to listen to the voices that mattered and trust my gut when those voices didn’t offer me any clarity.

Me: I’ll take it.

Mary: You’re on the schedule, kid.

Mary: He likes to know what the meeting is about. What should I put in for the agenda?

Me: Mary, my love, if you could leave it blank, I’ll owe you forever.

Mary: You already owe me forever. But I will because I like you.

Parker had left his chair while I was typing and read silently over my shoulder. “Some day, Ward, you will stop surprising me. But apparently, it’s not today.”

Greer slid over, and before I could hide the screen, she read the text exchange. “You’re leaving tomorrow?”

Parker flicked her ear. She hissed, reaching over to tweak his nipple.

I slipped my phone back into my pocket and ran a hand over my face. “Yeah. Emergency meeting with the owner.”

Her eyes studied my face, then Parker’s. “And you’re not going to say why?”

Parker was right about this. It would do no good for her to know.

I shook my head.

She sighed. “Then I guess we better make tonight one hell of a bonfire, huh?”

It shouldn’t have sounded so ominous. It shouldn’t have sounded like my entire future chance with Adaline hinged on how the rest of the night played out. But somehow, I knew that it was the truth.
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I hid. I was a hider. I was hiding from Emmett Ward for the eighth time in forty-eight hours.

I wasn’t proud of it. But I stayed in my room, checking on my staff to make sure they had everything they needed for the events that night and the next day.

Then I napped. Sort of.

Really, I lay in my bed and stared at the ceiling and pretended I wasn’t thinking about the slowly ticking clock that was hanging over the entire weekend. Every moment of my life was planned out as best as I could manage it. There was so little downtime in my schedule, and maybe that was part of the problem now that I had Emmett sitting in front of me like some suddenly touchable thing that I’d never been able to touch before.

When I did find some rest, it was fitful. My dreams were hazy, indistinct, and choppy. Hands in my hair, tugging and tight this time, holding me still.

My legs dangled like I was in a swing with no ground beneath my feet. My chin tugged to the side with warm fingers, one sliding over my lips.

Firm lips brushing up against my ear.

“Watch me,” he whispered. “Watch me closely.”

His hand slid down his stomach, fingers disappearing into the waistband of his shorts. His jaw clenched, that muscle popping, his eyes flaring when I wound my fingers through his so he could show me what he wanted.

Show me how I should touch him, and I could practically feel the warm, hard weight of him in my hands

That was when my eyes popped open.

I sat up in the bed and ran a hand through my tangled hair, trying to calm the wild pulse of my heart.

Great.

A sex dream about Emmett was exactly what I didn’t need. Especially when I didn’t actually remember any of the good parts.

What an appropriate symbol for this entire damn roller coaster.

Me, left staggering on the razor edge of how badly I wanted him.

There was a text on my phone from my sister. I’d slept through dinner, and Greer told me they left a plate in the fridge.

It didn’t help, I realized, when I still felt warm. Something unfulfilled and aching that plagued me when I changed my clothes before going downstairs. My hand trailed over the small stack of bras that I’d packed, and without overthinking it, I chose the nicest one.

Because why wouldn’t you wear a black lace bra to a bonfire?

It didn’t give me the five-figure-worth cleavage from the masquerade but paired with a soft pastel shirt with a deep V, it made the girls look quite lovely. The house was quiet when I walked downstairs. Mom was in the kitchen, and she kissed me on the cheek when I wrapped an arm around her. She eyed my black joggers, the strip of stomach my shirt showed, and lastly … the bra.

“You look nice.” There was a lot of mom-like emphasis on the last word.

“I’m trying to decide if I want to ask why you’re saying it like that.”

Her eyebrow rose imperiously. “Like what?”

I sighed. “Like you mean something by it.”

“Do you know how many times he looked upstairs during dinner?” She whistled.

The pantry door protested when I yanked it open a bit too hard. “Did they bring the marshmallows out already?”

She laughed at my evasion. “Yes. And I got an extra bag in case your brothers ate them all before you got down here.”

“You are the best mom in the world,” I proclaimed.

“It’s a heavy crown, but I wear it well.” She gave me a look before I walked outside. “You best not waste any more time in here with me.”

“Why not?”

Mom didn’t answer but simply patted me on the cheek as she passed. “Tim and I are going to a movie with the Clarksons, then to their house afterward for some dessert. We’ll be home late.”

She left the house through the front without a word of explanation.

“Is my entire family in on this?” I whispered, tugging on the back door that exited into the yard behind the house.

The March air was unusually warm as I followed the gravel path that ended at the large bonfire pit. The sound of my siblings’ laughter echoed through the trees, the crackling flames casting the whole area in a warm, flickering light even though the sun was still low and pinky orange in the sky.

“There she is,” Poppy cried. She had the flushed, happy smile of someone who’d had a couple of drinks. Standing from her Adirondack chair, she flung her arms around me. I laughed at her exuberant greeting. “How was your nap?” she asked.

A snippet of my dream flashed hot through my brain, our intertwined hands sliding under his shorts, and before I could stop myself, my gaze snapped to Emmett’s.

Whatever he saw on my face, it had his brow furrowing thoughtfully.

“Fine,” I managed.

“Cameron has beer and margaritas in the cooler,” she said. Greer had one in her hand, so did Cameron. Parker and Emmett, the inhuman physical specimens they were, had bottles of water.

I thought about what Emmett had said about being a perfect gentleman if he knew I’d had a single drink. Without thinking too deeply about it, I shook my head.

“I’m going for a sugar buzz only tonight,” I answered, snatching the open bag of marshmallows from the small circular table next to the bench where Emmett sat. The only free spot around the fire was right next to him.

Naturally.

And he was a man who took up a whole lot of space on that two-person bench.

When I settled onto the wide plank seat, his shoulder brushed against mine, his thigh warm and solid when our knees settled against each other.

He didn’t move.

Neither did I.

Wordlessly, he handed me the roasting stick, and I popped two marshmallows onto the end. But my arm wasn’t quite long enough to reach the perfect, bright orange coals along the edges of the fire. I frowned.

Emmett nudged my shoulder, wrapping his big hand around mine to relieve me of the stick.

“Allow me,” he said.

I watched with keen interest as he set about finding the perfect angle, settling the roasting stick along the edge of the bonfire pit so that the marshmallow was the exact distance away from the coals to keep it from bursting into flames.

“You exceptional at this too?” I teased.

“Watch and find out.”

The words were so close to what I’d heard in my dream, a dark whispered command in his deep voice, that I shivered.

He glanced over at me. “You cold?”

I blew out a slow breath. “Not particularly.”

Emmett swallowed, his eyes darting briefly to the V of my shirt, and my lips curled in a slight smile when the tips of his cheekbones bloomed pink.

“Whatcha looking at?” I whispered.

His eyebrow quirked. Emmett might’ve blushed at getting caught, but the way he was looking now, he wanted me to know. “I’m looking at you,” he said.

Something was different tonight, in the dusk around the fire.

After my nap, full of fevered dreams in snippets that I couldn’t quite piece together, I decided that I liked it.

I quirked mine right back. “Don’t burn my marshmallow. I’ll be very cranky.”

With a slight shake of his head, he shifted his focus back to the fire. “Whatever my lady asks for,” he murmured, his eyes staying on the slow turn of the marshmallow, “she shall get.”

All over again, it was like we were dancing at the ball. It held that same snap of tension, that razor-sharp edge of desire to every look, every movement.

Only this time, as we circled each other slowly with our words, we knew exactly who the other person was. And that made for a delicious burn under my skin.

“Whatever I ask for?” I asked lightly.

Earlier, something held me back, a muzzle around my heart set in place by my cautious brain.

It was gone now. Swept away like smoke.

Across the circle, Greer watched with a shit-eating grin on her face. She tapped something on her phone, and mine buzzed.

I slid it out of my pocket.

Greer: OMG just DO HIM already. If I have to watch much more of this, I’m going to scream from the wasted sexual tension.

Me: Do you know how many years it’s been since I’ve had flirting this good? A hundred. That’s how many.

Me: He’s here for another night. Who’s wasting anything?

Greer: Check your sources, sister. He was on his phone while you were napping. He has to go back to Florida tomorrow for some meeting.

In my dream, there’d been no ground under my feet while I balanced on the swing, and that’s just about how I felt reading Greer’s text. Everything steady and certain bottomed out, and what I thought were small steps that we might be able to do something with over the weekend suddenly felt like a jumping-off point. Like when you’re little and someone shoves you onto the big diving board.

I didn’t want Emmett to leave after one night. The thought was so clear, breaking past all the confusion I felt when it came to him. I didn’t want him to leave. Yet there was nothing I could do to make him stay. Our break from reality had an end point, and my mouth went a little dry at the realization.

Shifting on the bench to angle toward him, I studied the sharp lines of his profile. His tongue darted out to lick at his bottom lip, and I exhaled in a rough burst.

“You’re leaving tomorrow?” I asked, quietly enough that no one else could hear me.

His jaw clenched. I wanted to lick him right there, feel the bunch of muscle underneath my mouth.

“Yeah. I had an unplanned meeting with ownership come up.”

“Ahh. The burden of leading the team.”

Emmett’s eyes stayed on the careful rotation of the roasting stick, and I couldn’t fight the warm swell of affection at the absolutely perfect golden-brown color of the marshmallow.

I nudged his knee with mine. “I think they’re done,” I whispered.

He handed me the stick, his eyes only briefly settling on mine. I slid the first marshmallow off, hissing at the hot surface.

“Want one?” I asked.

He watched me blow on the surface of the sugary treat. “No, thanks. I rarely eat stuff like that.”

“Your loss,” I said feelingly, popping the entire thing in my mouth. I moaned when the flavor hit my tongue.

“I’d rather watch you eat it anyway.”

My fingers were sticky, and the husky tone of his voice had my stomach quivering while I sucked the marshmallow off.

I finished my bite. “What time do you have to be at the airport?” I asked.

His thumb came up, gently touching the corner of my mouth. Emmett wiped a fleck of marshmallow from my lip, his slowly darkening eyes unmoving from that spot. “About a day earlier than I’d planned,” he admitted with a wry smile. “This isn’t…” His voice dropped in pitch. “I’d hoped for more time.”

Then he brought his thumb to his mouth, eyes on mine, and sucked off the spot of marshmallow.

I blinked slowly, trying to get my bearings at the exchange, heavy with unspoken longing, dripping with the idea of crossing an invisible line.

“So we have tonight,” I said.

His gaze never wavered from mine, and finally, he answered with a slow nod.

I didn’t need him to say it because it was plain as day across his face. Emmett didn’t want this night to be wasted either.

I didn’t need him to promise me anything because it would only make it worse if he did.

I carefully set the roasting stick aside and stood from the bench. “I think I need more chocolate.”

Emmett’s brow furrowed.

Cameron gave me a weird look. “There’s an entire package right—”

Greer sat forward and slapped her hand over Cameron’s mouth. “I think there’s more in the house.”

Parker covered his face with one hand. Poppy laughed into her margarita.

I looked down at Emmett. “Help me look for it?”

Understanding lit his expression, followed very, very quickly by heat.

Before I could change my mind, before I could talk myself out of it, I made a sharp pivot and walked back to the empty house. Emmett was right behind me, and when I paused briefly at the back door, he crowded behind me, holding the door open with his arm above my head.

Like he had at the ball, he dropped his nose to the crown of my hair and inhaled deeply.

I breathed out a laugh, and my knees felt a bit jelly-ish

One of his big hands slid around my waist, anchored over my hipbone, and his pinky pressed hard into the skin underneath the waistband of my pants. My whole body was trembling.

Why did that surprise me? The sure touch without a single word spoken between us.

It was exactly what I needed, though.

If this was my one night to see what I’d been missing all these years, then I was ready for that night to start now.

He spoke against my ear, a delicious rumble that had my eyes fluttering shut. “Go inside, Adaline, unless you want them to see this.”
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I didn’t know what had changed.

I didn’t care.

My blood screamed hot, and dimly, I registered that if she really hadn’t moved, I might have pushed her against the wall of the house in plain sight of her brothers and sisters.

Adaline cleared the door and whirled, walking backward while I stalked toward her. Her hand hooked in the front of my shirt, and my chest heaved on great gulping breaths. Her eyes glowed dark, big in her face, and so full of sex and promise that I wanted to rip at my clothes and tear hers off.

When I told her earlier that I would’ve been a gentleman with a buzzed Adaline sleeping in my bed, I meant it.

Sex, for me, had never been about anything but a clinical release with the hope of more. That more had never been present, never thrummed in crazy pounding beats under my skin, aching and screaming to taste and touch and suck and lick.

But everything about this—without a single kiss—was the thing I’d been seeking.

With a quick glance over my shoulder, I made sure we were out of view of the fire.

Adaline ran out of space, the island halting her steps.

She licked her lips. “I feel like you’re chasing me.”

Hadn’t I been?

I set my hands on the island, bracketing either side of her hips, and I bent at the knee to drag my nose along her jaw so I could smell her skin in that soft spot just beneath her ear. “Don’t tell me you weren’t thinking about this when we danced.”

“I was,” she moaned, sliding firm hands up my chest and up into my hair. She tugged on the strands when I sucked her earlobe into my mouth. “Oh please,” she gasped.

I dragged my teeth along the line of her jaw and tried to temper the wild, snarling impulse biting at the edge of my reserve.

There was nothing gentlemanly about how I felt, and that took me by surprise. I never imagined my first time with Adaline—weeks of her face dancing at the back of my mind—might be like this.

My hands moved from the counter, gathering the globes of her ass in both hands so I could boost her up onto the surface of the island. Her mouth was higher now, her legs wrapping instantly around my waist. I brushed my nose against hers, our lips ghosting against each other’s mouths, and when she tried to tug me closer, I laughed under my breath.

“Have you figured it out yet?” I asked.

Her pupils were blown wide, her lips pink and inviting. “What?”

“What you want to do with me?” I growled. I tilted my head, studying the flush on her chest with interest. Her breasts were soft and full, spilling over the cups of her bra, and when she didn’t answer right away, I traced the tip of my finger down her chin, the length of her neck, and into the V of her shirt. “Because it looks like you have.”

“I…” Her voice trailed off when I dipped my finger over the warm flesh filling each cup. Goose bumps popped up, following the line where my finger touched.

I held her gaze captive. “I know, Adaline. I know exactly what I want to do, and I need to hear it from you before I start.”

Her body quivered, her breath coming in short pants. “You have to have a flaw somewhere,” she moaned.

I blinked. “What?”

“You haven’t even kissed me, and I am ready to explode,” she said. Her pupils were blown wide with desire, her cheeks flushed. Adaline’s hands skated over my shoulders, tugging at my shirt until I had no choice but to rip it over my head with one hand. She whimpered when I tossed it aside. “I mean … there’s something wrong with you, right?”

I grinned at the look on her face. “Give it time, pretty girl. You’ll find something.”

Her eyes tracked down my chest when I gripped her thighs in both hands, tugging her body tight against my hips. She dropped her head to my shoulder and swore. “Okay, so that’s one theory proven wrong.”

“What?” I rolled my hips, the hard ache unrelenting when I felt how warm she was against me. We hadn’t even kissed yet, and I was ready to take her right there, sprawled back on the kitchen island.

Adaline lifted her head. “You are very, very proportional,” she whispered, staring at my mouth. “And I am so happy about it.”

A booming laugh sprang deep from my chest, and Adaline’s laughter made her frame shake.

I cupped her face with both hands until the moment slid back into something sweeter, more serious.

We needed that.

A grounding breath to remind me exactly why I was here. It might’ve been different than her own reasons, but there was a history, a first attempt at a foundation that I couldn’t ignore.

This was the biggest gamble of my life. Doing it this way. There was no mere game on the line. No missed throw that might get replayed on a highlight reel. Making this move—this adjustment—tempted fate in a way that I was completely unused to.

She told me she wasn’t ready to start anything, and I understood why. She didn’t ask me to upend my life to have her in it, but I would. If I didn’t take this chance, I’d regret it for the rest of my fucking life.

A calculated risk.

And I knew, unequivocally, that she was worth it.

My thumbs slid over the silk of her cheekbones, and I laid my forehead against hers. For a moment, our mouths ghosted against each other.

This was bigger than anything I’d ever felt. And there was no going back once I took each piece of her that I wanted so much. Her mouth. Her body. And hopefully, her heart.

She curled her hands around my wrists, her eyes fluttering shut. “Please,” she whispered.

First, I tasted her bottom lip, a slow sip of the plump flesh. Her arms wove around my neck, gripping my shoulders tight. Then her top lip, sliding my tongue against both until she opened on a sigh.

She tasted like sugar, and I tilted my head, a long lick into her mouth that had her sighing.

Adaline’s kiss was exactly like her—giving and soft and sweet.

Everything slowed and stretched, the way she arched her back until her breasts pressed tight against my chest, the way she dragged her teeth against my bottom lip while I changed the angle to deepen the kiss.

Her fingers dug into my hair, her own need adding something else of Adaline into this. A sharp, enticing edge that lurked just under the surface. She only let it out around people she trusted.

And tonight, that was me. She trusted me to take care of this need, and I would.

Our hands gripped tighter.

Our lips pushed harder, pressing and seeking for more.

I took breath from her while we wound around each other, lips and tongues slipping and sucking and tugging. It was wet and hot, her lips soft and delicious. My hands fisted into the thin material of her shirt, and I worried for a moment that I’d tear it at the seams. She rolled her hips, and I sucked down the line of her neck.

It was—unequivocally—the best kiss of my entire life.

My hands dug into the silk of her hair, fisting it tight so I could angle her head opposite of mine while I devoured her mouth. Slowly, I bent over her, and Adaline lowered back to the counter.

“Wait,” she gasped. “Bed. Not here.”

I blinked at the sight of her—disheveled, wild-eyed, and fucking perfect. With a groan, I stole her mouth in another kiss, sliding my hand under her bottom so I could lift her with ease. She pressed her center against my stomach, and I growled deep in my chest as I walked us up the steps.

Somehow, I managed to stop only once, pressing her back against the wall and shoving my hand up her shirt so I could twist at the clasp of her bra. Her head fell back on the stairwell, and she whispered something I couldn’t understand.

But as I palmed the generous handful of her breast, ghosting my palm in a light circle over the tip, I realized she was chanting something.

“Need a bed, need a bed, please,” she whispered. “Now, now, now.”

I righted us again, and she attacked my mouth, sucking at my tongue and digging her nails into my scalp. I caught sight of her bedroom and strode in, kicking the door shut behind us with a violent slam.

I managed not to drop Adaline unceremoniously onto the bed, only because I couldn’t bear to pull my body away from hers. She tugged wildly at her shirt, and I did the same, ripping it over her head, shoving at the black lace bra with my other hand until her arms were free. Adaline stretched her arms over her head, a luxurious sigh leaving her mouth when I curled my back over top of her, pushing her knee against my side while I blew cool air over her nipple.

She was shaking, and I took pity on both of us, hollowing out my cheeks with a long, deep pull of my mouth, tugging with my teeth. Adaline palmed the front of my shorts, and I cursed against her chest, licking the flat of my tongue over her.

This was heaven… it was hell… something balanced on the fraying tightrope right between.

Torture and pain and mindless, keening pleasure, all tangled and knotted together until I couldn’t tell them apart.

“Oh,” she moaned. “Please.”

I yanked her hand away from my hard length, slamming it on the bed over her head. I knelt between her split legs, spreading my hand over the soft quivering skin of her stomach.

Curling my fingers into the top of her pants, I motioned for her to move up on the bed with a jerk of my chin.

“Good girl,” I murmured when she complied instantly.

I’d never wanted to praise someone for the smallest obeyed command, but she rolled her body sinuously while I tugged her pants off, and I wondered how many sides of myself had lain dormant.

I trusted her too.

I trust her with all the pieces of me that no one else got to see.

When her pants were gone, I realized with a pleased shock that nothing was underneath them.

Her legs split open around me again, and I kissed down the rounded edges of her ribs, sliding back up her body until I could sip at her lips and tongue again. My hand coasted down the length of her body, and when I pushed between her legs with my hand, she broke away from the kiss with a gasp. She gripped my wrist, our foreheads pressed together, her back arching, mouth locked open while I whispered against her lips how good she felt, how much I wanted her, how many times I wanted to feel her like this before the night was over.

She was moaning my name, and I glanced down between us, cursing at the vision she made.

If this moment played on a loop in my head for the rest of my life, I’d die a happy fucking man. And I hadn’t even gotten inside her yet.

Adaline panted, and when I pressed my thumb hard against her, fingers curling at just the right angle, she broke on a low, shuddering moan.

I kissed her through it, slow and delicious licks into the sweetness of her mouth. When she regained her breath, her hands sliding over my stomach, I knew I couldn’t wait.

I stood, tossing a condom from my back pocket onto the bed before I pushed my shorts and boxer briefs off.

Adaline licked her lips, eyes widening.

“Not one of my flaws,” I said without shame.

“I see that.” She exhaled rough and hard, unable to tear her eyes away as I prowled over her. Adaline raked her nails up my back when I settled my hips between hers.

But I didn’t want to rush this moment. I wanted to savor it, record in my subconscious how she felt when I slid inside for the first time. We kissed, hands roaming, hers doing more delicious exploration than mine.

Even though she’d already found her release once, Adaline wasn’t acting like a limp, sated participant waiting for more. Her hands were greedy, her kisses deep and wet and hot. We’d both come out of this with marks on our bodies, something I’d never craved before.

But I did now. I wanted to sit back and see where I’d been on her body. I wanted to know that someone else could see the evidence of what this felt like. In the red lines she’d leave on my back. The marks on her neck and chest and thighs from my mouth.

There should be proof that it felt this good. A record that chemistry like this wasn’t some unreachable, imagined concept.

We hadn’t imagined this.

I kissed her deep and slow, rolling against her in short teasing curls of my hips. She canted her body to bring me in, and I sucked at the skin under her jaw.

“Patience,” I whispered. “Let it drive you crazy first.”

“I’ve been so fucking patient,” she moaned. “So very, very patient. Please.”

I chuckled, and she gripped my ass in her hands, trying to tug me forward into the scalding heat of her body.

Again, I sat up on my haunches, kneeling between her legs as my hands wrapped tight around her hips, my fingers pressing down into the soft flesh of her thighs.

“Come down to me,” she begged.

“I will,” I promised, watching her face for a moment. “I want to see you, just for a second.”

My hands ghosted over the sides of her waist, up over her breasts, down along her ribs and to the tops of her thighs.

She was perfect. And tonight, she was mine.

It was that thought that had me taking myself in hand, watching with dark, roaring satisfaction as her eyes lit with mindless expectation.

I wanted this to ruin her for anyone else. It was a jealous thought, something proprietary and greedy that I’d never felt before. But I wanted to be ruined in the exact same way, more than I already was.

Adaline arched her spine in a helpless movement, sighing when I slow, slow, slowly pushed inside her.

It was relief stamped over the finely carved features on her face, a pinch of pain when I couldn’t go any further. Her stomach quivered, and I held my spread fingers over the soft skin there. My eyes closed as I let the sensation flood me, thundering through my blood while I held so very still.

“So good,” I whispered. From the tips of my fingers to heat rushing along my scalp, I could feel her. This is what I’d been looking for and never would have found anywhere else.

“Come here,” she begged.

I did. I stretched my full weight over her body, a groan tearing from my chest at how she fit underneath me.

I would never be able to resist her. Not anymore. And I should’ve felt a tug of caution when I realized it. But nothing was breaking through the mind-blistering pleasure of her body around mine when I pulled back, thrust back in one sure, hard stroke.

Adaline’s head tossed back, a gasp breaking free.

My arms curled around her shoulders, locking her in place, and I took her mouth in a furious kiss. It was messy, with teeth and tongues and a satisfied grunt that I couldn’t keep in.

Soft and sweet would come later, but it wasn’t now. With our bodies locked, her thighs tight against my side, I took her the way I wanted. The way my muscles screamed at me to take her.

Again and again and again, harder with each drive of my hips, until sweat slipped down my back.

She mewled with each snap of my body against hers, and when she tossed her head back again, teeth gritted, I knew she was close.

“You are perfect,” I said against her lips. “Show me again, pretty girl.”

Adaline rolled her hips up every time I thrust back into her, and with a throaty scream, she shattered again, a violent grip of pleasure that had white heat barreling down my spine.

I about blacked out from the force of it, and I wasn’t even sure what I shouted into her skin when I came.

I slowed my movements as we regained our breath, slumping over her body with a satisfied groan. She kissed my shoulder, humming as she did.

Words crowded my throat, things that were far too soon to say.

Like I wanted to do this forever, that she was the thing I’d been missing all these years, and I was an idiot for not realizing it sooner.

For thinking anything could surpass what it was like to be with her.

But I swallowed them down, fully aware of all the things she was afraid of. Fully aware of why she wasn’t ready.

Adaline’s mouth found mine, and I poured all those unsaid things into the kiss.

She let out a surprised moan at the fierce way I took her mouth. My hands tangled in her hair, and I stayed locked inside her, our bodies messy and sweaty while we rolled to our sides.

Tonight wasn’t the time to say them. I had one night to indulge my selfish pleasures, see how much I could wring out of this handful of hours before I had to return to the reality that wasn’t set up for any sort of relationship between us.

Outside of that room, an entire world existed, and we ignored it. There was no way her family didn’t know what we were doing, but behind the locked door and underneath the tangled mess of sheets, we focused on each other.

Adaline had a slight obsession with studying the lines and grooves in my chest and stomach, settling on my lap while I tucked my hands behind my head and watched her through heavy-lidded eyes.

All the hours I spent in the gym were worth it, with the trail of her fingertips over my stomach and the happy sighs slipping out of her kiss-bruised lips.

That’s how she stayed the next time, with slow rocking motions of her hips and my hands locked tight around her waist.

We fell asleep for a while after that round, Adaline’s back tucked against me and my arm anchored over her middle. My face was buried in her hair, and even though it was such a tangled mess I could probably choke on it with very little effort, I couldn’t bring myself to move it out of the way.

The hours passed too quickly, and I took her one more time before the sun rose even though my body ached, and she begged for a sweet, slow round with small, tiny movements and my hand between us to bring her to a peak quickly. My lips were bruised from kissing, as were hers.

Sprawled over my chest in a deep sleep, Adaline was sated and spent, blissed out on sex and the contentment of indulging in something that had lingered in the background for years. Maybe it was relief that had her sleeping so soundly.

This night was what she wanted, was all that she could handle. What we’d done had uncorked some of that tension she’d been carrying around for so many years, finally allowing it to breathe.

I, on the other hand, was completely fucked.

Certain moments changed the rest of your life—what you wanted from it and what you were willing to accept.

This was one of them.

When I woke after a few meager hours of sleep, I brushed her hair off her face and laid a gentle kiss on her forehead. I studied the long sweep of her dark lashes and the freckles over the bridge of her nose that I’d only noticed when I got this close.

“Adaline,’ I whispered. “I have to go.”

She woke slowly, blinking up at me with an exhausted smile on her face. “Morning,” she murmured.

My heart turned over in my chest.

I never want to leave her again. But I didn’t have a choice.

Skating a hand over the smooth length of her back, I wanted to say that I’d call her. That we’d figure something out. That I’d see her as soon as I could manage it.

But I saw it in her eyes.

She didn’t want me to. And she was afraid that I’d say it because if she felt even a fraction of what I did, she was already thinking through how hard it would be to make it work.

“Adaline,” I started, but my voice cut out on all the things crowding my throat.

“It’s okay,” she whispered. Her fingers traced the edges of my lips, and I gripped her hand, pressing a fervent kiss against her palm.

“Last night was…” My voice trailed off, and I shook my head.

“Perfect,” Adaline finished. Her smile was sweet. She braced on her elbow, pressing a soft kiss to my lips. She rubbed her nose against mine. “It was perfect.”

I slid my hand against her face, winding my fingers into her hair. “It feels strange to leave like this. I hate it.”

It was the only truth I’d admit, the tip of the fucking iceberg.

It didn’t just feel strange. It was so very, very wrong.

Her eyes were sad. “I know,” she admitted. “But you have a job to do, and that’s okay.”

But I didn’t want to leave for my job. Telling her that now, though, she’d think I was being rash. That I didn’t really know what I wanted.

I did know what I wanted; I wanted her.

I could wait, though. If that’s what she needed from me.

But if I’d known how long I would go without hearing her voice, I might not have gotten on the plane.
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It was strange to be sitting on my parents’ couch, my muscles still sore and aching from a marathon sex fest with Emmett Ward two nights earlier, when his face appeared on the TV screen in front of me.

My heart clenched immediately, an unconscious response that I’d probably never be able to rid myself of. Not now.

I knew too much.

I’d felt too much.

And I’d been banged within an inch of my life by that man. Like the kind of sex you don’t actually think is real until you have it, and once you do, there is no unknowing its existence.

Poppy was studying in Tim’s chair, and she snatched the remote, turning up the volume on SportsCenter when she noticed Emmett’s face too.

In the shot, he was standing next to Ned, the Ft. Lauderdale owner. But his frame was stiff and uncomfortable, his eyes flinching when someone snapped a photo.

The ESPN reporter smiled at the camera when the footage from the meeting showed Ned laying his arm around Emmett’s shoulders.

“A united front in Florida today,” she said. “The front offices in Ft. Lauderdale gave us some unexpected backstage access to a planning meeting between star quarterback Emmett Ward and new team leader Ned Benson—who took over the reins from his father last month in a surprising transfer of ownership. My sources tell me this is the first face-to-face meeting between Ward and Benson, who’s been traveling much of the off-season.”

The screen switched from her face back to Ned’s lushly decorated office. He was sprawled in a tufted leather chair, smiling at the cameras and gesturing to Emmett, who sat stoically on a matching couch to the side of Ned’s massive desk.

He looked tired. And I was the only person who knew why.

I wanted to climb in his lap. Smell the skin at the base of his throat. And I couldn’t.

“Emmett’s been the key to our success here in Ft. Lauderdale,” Ned said. “It’s been inspiring to watch him cement his legacy here in Ft. Lauderdale as his own man. Like me, he comes from football royalty, and I can’t wait to work with Emmett for the next couple of years—and hopefully longer if I have anything to say about it.” His grin turned smug. “Together, we’ll create a whole new dynasty that this league has never seen.”

My stomach turned over.

Greer settled on the couch next to me. “What do we think of this guy?”

“He looks like a turtle,” Poppy said. “With a daddy complex.”

I laughed weakly.

“Can you turn it off?” I asked Poppy.

Her eyebrows bent in a confused V. “You don’t want to see what they say?”

“Poppy,” Greer said quietly, shaking her head.

With a shrug, she changed the channel.

Greer angled closer. “Are we talking about this or not talking about it?”

“There’s nothing to talk about.” The words tasted like ash in my mouth. “I’ll be okay in a couple of weeks. It’s just … fresh right now.”

With a quick glance at my sister’s face, I saw how little she believed me. How sad it made her.

“This is what I wanted, Greer. We agreed to one night before we went into the house.”

It took a week for the marks on my body to fade, and I cried in the shower when I realized it.

Every time I picked up my phone to text him, I forced myself to remember how awful it was when he left.

I dreamed of him four times in the month of April. When I woke, and I couldn’t remember all the details, it hurt just as much as it had weeks earlier when I watched him leave my bedroom.

It didn’t get any better in May.
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“There’s something wrong with him.”

“I know. He only ate one helping.”

“What do we think it is?”

“Maybe he’s afraid to put on a couple of pounds.”

I gave Malcolm a dry look. “I can hear you.”

Rebecca cleared her husband’s plate, patting my shoulder as she passed behind me. “We know.”

Malcolm settled back in his wheelchair, hands folded over his stomach. He leveled his gaze on me. “You look like shit, Ward.”

“Thanks.”

Gabriela ran through the dining room, a rainbow unicorn headband over her dark hair, and she only paused to plop a matching one on my head. I straightened it when the horn fell sideways by my ear.

Malcolm shook his head. “I cannot take you seriously with that on your head, man.”

“Feel free to come take it off then.”

He grinned. “Give me a few more months and I’ll do just that.”

Since his surgery, Malcolm was able to stand with help and even take a few shuffling steps with a walker. The doctors were blown away, but those of us who knew him weren’t surprised in the slightest.

“I’ll still be able to outrun you,” I said.

“The only time in your entire life you’ll be able to say, QB.”

“Focus, Malcolm,” Rebecca called from the kitchen. “You were supposed to ask the thing.”

“What thing?”

“Why you look like shit and only ate one helping of her dinner.” His dark eyes never wavered from my face, and it was the same determined look he used to give when he lined up against the opposing team. “Is it Ned?”

“Dumbass,” Rebecca muttered from the kitchen. “Man doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

“Mommy said a bad word,” G sang from the living room.

“Mommy did.”

“So did Daddy,” Rebecca argued. “No double standards in this house, G.”

I smiled. I’d never envied the teammates who had families to balance. But these dinners at the Delgados since his accident, it wrenched something wide open under my ribs. It was small offhand comments, his wife calling the owner a dumbass, his daughter clambering up on his lap while we ate the tamales that Rebecca knew I loved.

Those were the things I wanted.

The things I couldn’t have yet.

Normally, I cleared my plate two or three times. But something about the passage of another month had my appetite hiding. My phone stayed quiet. And enough time had gone by since my disaster of a meeting with the dumbass in question that it became harder and harder to know whether I should be reaching out to her.

If it would help.

Or if I’d make things worse.

For how aware I’d been of the risk I was taking in Oregon, my position with Adaline felt just as precarious as it had before I showed up at the masquerade.

Malcolm cleared his throat, and I blinked out of my thoughts.

Right.

He’d asked if Ned was my problem.

Sort of. But not really.

“He’s not making my life easier,” I answered. “Let’s just say that.”

Malcolm studied my expression and gave a slow nod. “Anything you want to talk about, man?”

There was nothing he could do.

Nothing he could fix or change, and talking about how much I missed her didn’t seem like it would help either.

“Not yet.”

He took that answer with a slow nod. “Should I be worried about you?”

I managed a smile. “Nah. You just worry about getting stronger. I’ll figure it out.”

But as May faded, and June began, I wasn’t sure I believed that anymore.
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Emmett had his own ringer on my phone.

Just in case. A hundred times a week, I wondered about the chokehold he had on my thought process after so long.

I wondered why it was so hard to send him a message to let him know I was thinking about him.

And I wondered if he was having the same conversations with himself.

It was surprisingly easy to set up my day to be full of distractions.

Work was the most convenient place to throw all my energy. I hired someone new, and after her first week on the job, she asked if it was normal for me to work sixty hours a week.

I ate an entire row of Oreos that night and kept my phone on the opposite side of my apartment where I wouldn’t be tempted by it.

I went home to Oregon as much as I could.

In the middle of June, my brother Erik and his wife Lydia gathered us all together in the kitchen at my parents’.

Tucked against my brother’s side, my sister-in-law cried happy tears as he told us they were expecting their first child.

My mom burst into loud tears. Hell … we all cried. Even Cameron conspicuously cleared his throat and said he had something in his eye when Tim and Erik embraced in that man-back-thumping hug thing.

Emmett was a regular fixture on SportsCenter as the teams started mini camps and ramped up their training. Sometimes, I turned it off. Most of the time, I tortured myself by dissecting what they had to say.

For the first time in my life, I had a horrible sense of disquiet spreading through my days. Even stranger was the violently stubborn refusal to dig into why. Like something would fracture irreparably if I forced myself to look too hard in the mirror.

A good-looking single dad—a professor at UDub with nice hazel eyes and a deep-dimpled smile—asked me out after we finished cleaning up his daughter’s tenth birthday party. I said no and refused to pinpoint why my entire body recoiled at the way he looked at me all day.

I had a few meetings with Molly and Paige in the house where Emmett grew up.

Every time I saw his picture on the fridge, every time they made a casual reference to a conversation they had with him that week, hairline cracks spread over my composure.

And the times they mentioned him were frequent.

Did you see the picture he texted Isabel yesterday? Dolphins swimming when he was on a run at the beach. She and Aiden may try to go visit for a long weekend before the season starts.

He is spoiling the kids rotten. He sent Luna that monstrous dollhouse for her birthday, and he bought Asher the new PlayStation. I swear, when he has kids someday, payback will be a bitch.

Woke up to a text today. Just that he loves me and misses me. What twenty-six-year-old sends that to his mom? I swear, I don’t play favorites with you five, but he’s winning this week.

They didn’t know what each little nugget of information did to me, because how would they?

In a family as big as his, it was easy to get lost, especially as the youngest. It was something I understood well. But Emmett took care of his family in so many ways, and I wasn’t even sure they could see it. It was thoughtful gifts and perfectly timed texts.

Every time he came up in conversation, every time his face popped up on a TV screen or my social media feed, I felt those cracks spread a little further. A little deeper.

A clueless pundit behind a desk would mention his name, unaware that some girl in Seattle lay in bed and played her night with him over and over and over. It was those nights when I’d wrestle against the impulse to reach out. Not just because I missed the physical aspect of what we’d done, because it was getting harder and harder to lie to myself that a night with Emmett was enough for me.

But still, even knowing that it was so much deeper that one night, I’d end up sliding my hand beneath my sleep shorts until sweat beaded on my forehead, my eyes pinched shut while I remembered the way he moved between my legs and the expert way he pulled pleasure from my body.

It was hollow. Every time, I was left feeling just a little emptier.

On my next visit home, Greer found me sitting on the swings.

“This is ridiculous,” she said, taking a seat on the one next to me.

“Be more specific.”

She shook her head. “Call him. Text him. Something.”

I pinched my eyes shut. “It’s been over three months, Greer. I’m the one who told him I didn’t want anything. I can’t … I don’t blame him for giving me space.”

“And that made sense at the time,” she said gently. “You are allowed to change your mind about what you’re ready for.”

Her words knocked over a few well-placed bricks.

“I know.” My voice was quiet, but my heart was roaring in my chest. “And what am I supposed to say? Let’s do a FaceTime date with all the excessive free time we have?”

She didn’t argue with me, just reached her hand out and took mine. After a few minutes, we went back inside the house to help with dinner.

Tim was watching SportsCenter, and I ignored the way my mom and Poppy studied my face when the subject switched—yet again—to Emmett.

Rumblings of change in Ft. Lauderdale? Reports coming out of Florida today are that the new owner can’t wait to start negotiations on Emmett Ward’s contract, even though the extension on that contract doesn’t expire for another two seasons. It looks like the Golden Boy of the beach is getting an entire team built around his impressive arm, but some of those changes have industry insiders scratching their heads. Veteran players traded for flashy draft picks, and an inflated contract that would decimate anything signed by his contemporaries. Not to mention the strain it would put on Ft. Lauderdale’s tenuous salary cap. We’re not saying Ward isn’t worth a few extra zeroes, but unless he’s going to be there for the next decade? Might be a huge gamble by someone very new to taking the reins of a team.

The bricks that Greer toppled over with her simple question went right back into the wall, and it was the first time I wondered if that one night with Emmett would eventually morph into a painful memory. If it would become the only tangible glimpse of a future that wasn’t mine to have.

It wasn’t nearly enough. And in moments like that one, it was almost too much.

That was when I stopped watching ESPN entirely.

June turned into July, and as the start of training camps loomed, I knew he’d disappear into the regular season.

My mom called and said that Tim was going in for some tests. A cough that wouldn’t go away, and simple scratches on his arm that weren’t healing right. My stomach sank and my chest went tight—we’d done this before.

I cried in the shower again that we might have to do it again.

And I wanted to call Emmett. Tell him I was scared. That I wasn’t sure what my family would do if the foundation of it crumbled.

But I didn’t. Because it wasn’t fair.

After four months, I learned to live with the cracks, walk carefully over them so that I didn’t cause further damage.

But it was that month, at the tip of the heat of the summer, when everything shifted again
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“I don’t want to have this conversation again, Ward.”

I set my jaw, staring down my head coach and the GM. They both looked exhausted, and given I’d tracked them down every single week for the last four months, they would look exhausted at the sight of me.

“Neither do I,” I told him.

“Then how about you stop interrupting our weekly meeting and drop it?”

“We’re gonna have this conversation until I make headway,” I told them. “He is making bad long-term decisions, and he refuses to talk to me about my future here.”

Coach Lopez eyed me from the chair where he sat with his arms folded. “You mean the future you don’t want to have here,” he said.

I took a deep breath, clasping my hands tightly where they hung between my legs. “You have solutions for this position outside of me. You have two backups who would fit incredibly well into the system we’ve built.” I held his gaze. “If anything, Darius is a better runner than I am. Given our trades have weakened our O-line, he’d probably do even better than I can when the pocket collapses.”

“You trying to give someone else your job?”

I let out a deep breath. “No. As long as I am here and wearing this jersey, I will do everything in my power to win games.”

“We’ve won a lot together.”

At Coach’s statement, I nodded. There was no disputing it.

Don, our long-term GM, stayed silent, twirling his fancy pen and generally looking bored with the entire conversation. He probably was bored. The first time I asked if they would go to Ned for me and ask if he’d entertain offers from another team, I got an earful of choice four-letter words that just about blistered the paint off the wall.

Don, just like Adaline, did not like being surprised.

Coach Lopez pinched the bridge of his nose, and I recognized his expression. It was the look he got on his face when we did something stupid in practice or when a rookie ran the wrong route, and I threw an interception. It was the look of someone who couldn’t control any facet of what was laid out in front of him.

“What do you want us to do, Ward?” Don asked. He steepled his hands over his stomach and gave me a droll look. “We’ve acknowledged your request. Just like we’ve done every single week. There’s no motivation on our side to let you go, and we know you well enough that you’d never sabotage the team in order to get a bigger offer somewhere else.”

My chin rose a notch. “It’s not about the money.”

He raised a hand. “So you keep saying. But we’re not stupid. If Washington had the chance to get you wearing their home colors, they’d sacrifice half their roster.”

“No, they wouldn’t.”

His eyebrows rose in surprise, probably because my tone hardened beyond what I normally allowed when I talked to the people who ran our team. I had the utmost respect for the jobs they did. Balancing hundreds of personalities, billions of dollars of revenue, trying to piece together a winning team out of tangible data and intangible realities.

Coach sighed, sensing the tension shift. “We get why you’d feel defensive, but you’re hardly unbiased when it comes to Washington.”

“I’m not saying that because I’m biased. I’m saying it because it’s true.”

Don narrowed his eyes. “The owner, she’s your … aunt or whatever, right? Dad’s the defensive coach, and everyone knows he’s going to step into the head coach role as soon as this one retires. No need to feed us your brainwashed bullshit. They’re hardly perfect over there.”

“Allie Sutton-Pierson is my godmother,” I corrected. “And I never said they were perfect.”

“Yet you want to run back there.”

It wouldn’t help my case to explain anything. They wouldn’t care.

Coach might. He genuinely cared about his players. But like everyone else—except Ned—he had a boss to answer to.

My hands clenched, muscles tight with restless, angry energy that I’d need to work out in the weight room after this. “All I’m asking is a chance to talk it through with Ned. He’s never here when I am. I always check with his office, and they always tell me that he doesn’t have time to meet with me.”

“Why do you think that is?” Coach asked. His face was weary. “He doesn’t want you going anywhere. You’re the reason he took over a winning team when his dad passed him the reins. He’s pinning all his Super Bowl hopes on you.”

“So he avoids meeting with his quarterback? Springs the media on me when I do so we can’t have a private conversation? Solid leadership strategy.” I raised a challenging eyebrow. “What kind of brainwashed bullshit is that exactly?”

Don was unamused. “Listen, we sit and talk to you every fucking week, Ward. But the attitude doesn’t help.”

“Help what?” I spread my arms out. “I’m not bringing attitude anywhere else. Am I undermining the locker room? Am I sabotaging the team? I’ve been in that weight room more than any other person this off-season. My conditioning has never been better. I’ve taken more reps with the receivers than any off-season before this.”

Coach and Don shared a look.

Coach held his hands up. “We know. You look”—he shook his head—“stronger than you ever have, Emmett. My linebacker coach asked me last week if you were trying to make his guys look bad because usually, the QB doesn’t bench more than his line.”

I was trying not to lose my mind. Every day, I trained like I was pissed at the world.

And I wasn’t. Not exactly.

I just felt like I left something vital behind, and nothing I did chased that feeling away, no matter how hard I worked.

The more time that went by, my calculated risk was starting to feel increasingly like a death knell.

I missed her so fucking much. It was insane. I came back to Florida after my weekend in Oregon, thinking that I could return to some semblance of normal. But it was gone.

Coach and Don wanted me to return to normal too. But they knew by now it wasn’t happening. And despite how much they hated my weekly drop-ins, there was nothing for them to say. As the on-field leader of the team, they had nothing to complain about. Nothing they could cite as a lapse in my ability to produce a winning season.

There were no whispers anywhere that I wanted to leave because I hadn’t told anyone. My agent knew. These guys. And Ned.

No one on SportsCenter reported that Ft. Lauderdale’s star quarterback had his eye on the West Coast. I hadn’t breathed a word of it to my parents, my sisters, or my teammates. For all they knew, this newfound intensity was just another facet of my competitive nature.

I was working harder because I wanted to win.

And I did.

But now I wanted something else just a little bit more. And the only way I could even think about getting it was to try to move closer. Bring the game that I loved within reaching distance of the woman I couldn’t stop thinking about.

Coach and Don, they tolerated my weekly intrusion because it was their job to listen to what I wanted. My agent thought I was insane, but it wasn’t his job to change my mind. It was on him to make it happen in a way that made sense.

Don sighed. “Yeah, you’re working hard. We all see it. And every guy in that locker room respects you for it. It was a rough end to the season. All of us were shaken by what happened to Malcolm. Coming back with strength and resolve is admirable, Ward. But we can’t magically make Ned agree to listen to offers, just like we can’t magically make Washington produce a viable offer for you.” His eyes softened. “They may not want you.”

“I know,” I managed.

I didn’t need it to be Washington. The thought of playing there elicited such mixed feelings, and there was no hope of separating them. My dad had never been in the role of coach to me, and because we were both hardheaded and stubborn in different ways, I wasn’t even sure it would be good if I played for him.

The way I learned from him had been in our backyard, tossing the football back and forth. It was in watching games with him every Saturday and every Sunday, seeing the things he saw in the game because he explained them to me from the time I was old enough to understand. It was sitting on his lap as a child while he watched film in his office, and he’d ask me questions about what I was watching on his computer screen.

Learning football in that way from the man I admired most was one of my favorite parts of my upbringing. And it terrified me to imagine adding a different dynamic to our relationship, one that might cause friction.

Over the past four months, I learned a lot about what I really wanted.

I wanted to play football. My love for the game hadn’t lessened.

I wanted to be closer to Adaline. Going four months without hearing her voice hadn’t changed that. I knew, and respected, all the reasons she couldn’t leave. And I’d never, ever be the one to take her away from her family for the majority of the year.

But one of those things was more important. It edged its way up on my priority list because it was the thing I couldn’t stop thinking about.

I’d never paid too much attention to all the places in my life that were empty and quiet because I managed to fill them with my job.

But now, it was those quiet corners—the beginning and end of my days—that seemed the loudest. I couldn’t stop thinking about the simplest of things that I wanted.

Sharing a meal with her before we began our day. Bringing her coffee in bed so she could sleep a bit longer. Having someone there with me while I flipped channels and tried to decide what to watch when I had no plans for the evening.

I couldn’t stop thinking about her.

A couple of times a month, I allowed myself to check her social media. The pictures had become more infrequent, yet the longing hadn’t decreased because I couldn’t see her.

And I couldn’t stop thinking about what might have been different if I’d been capable of thinking in shades of gray when my career began.

Before it was so much easier to think in black and white.

This is what I need to do to prove myself.

This is what I can’t allow.

This is a distraction.

This can’t have space in my head if I want to be the best.

What was harder was admitting that I might not know any of those things after all. What might be a distraction for one person could be the thing that kept another player grounded. What seemed like a certainty in cementing my legacy might change as the landscape of my life changed.

Because now, I found myself answering in a different way when the idea of legacy came up at all.

What was mine?

Was it records? Wins and losses, marked in a black and white column? Was it hoisting a trophy over my head and knowing that I’d done it all according to the blueprint I’d created?

I didn’t think so anymore.

In another week, I’d try again, just to see if something could be done in the next year and a half of my life. If Ned wouldn’t allow any offers, I’d have to pivot again. Create a new blueprint for how to move forward.

Coach and Don said their beleaguered goodbyes as I stood from the chair, and I rubbed the back of my neck as I walked through the front offices.

“Thanks, Mary,” I said as I passed her desk.

She gave me a sympathetic smile. “See you next week, Emmett.”

If SportsCenter wanted the scoop, they’d do well to be on Mary’s good side. She knew everything.

I grabbed my duffel bag from the weight room and nodded at the few guys in there working out. This time of the year, there were players at the facilities almost every single day. We weren’t required to report in yet beyond the mini camps throughout the week, but the anticipation of a new season had the air heavy with the collective motivation of another team.

Don and Coach were right. I was there more than anyone. And not because I cared more than the rest of the team, but because right now, it was the only place I could funnel all this pent-up frustration, all the energy I didn’t know what to do with.

Football took up so much of my headspace and had for years. Sometimes in college, I used to think about the construction of a team in the same way that you’d design a building.

When you calculated the load bearings for a truss system—in the most basic terms—everything was supposed to balance out in order to withstand any forces that might come against it. When you’re designing a truss for strength, the load has to be divided equally within each bay.

Equilibrium. There are formulas and calculations to determine how much force each bay can withstand because if you don’t figure that out correctly, the roof may collapse if the load is too great.

It wasn’t so simple on a football team. Each position was vital, which is why you couldn’t have a great quarterback and subpar players everywhere else and still expect to win games. But not every team understood how to find the right balance. How to accommodate the flashier positions without sacrificing the rest of the load bearing that had to be done.

I was in one of the flashy positions, and I’d done well in the system that had been built. And until this year—this off-season—I felt like I could carry any weight that system needed me to.

It was how my family built me too—you do your part and you work hard and respect those making the decisions. But as I walked through the halls, it felt like there were cracks in the framework, and I didn’t know how to patch them up anymore.

Working harder, longer, wasn’t doing it.

My body had never been stronger. And still, I wasn’t sure my mind was anywhere close to where I needed it if I wanted to do my job and do it well. Because each week, I thought about Adaline, wondered what she was doing, if she was taking care of herself in the same way she took care of others, if she lay in bed and played our night through her head like I did.

More often than I wanted to admit, under the spray of my shower or in the dark of my bedroom, I closed my eyes and imagined it was her hand. Imagined it was her mouth. Imagined all the things we hadn’t been able to explore with each other yet. And every single time, with my chest thundering, as I came down from the high, I felt an increasing emptiness.

Because it wasn’t her.

It was such a cheap simulation, a Band-Aid over a gaping wound that I couldn’t quite close.

That was why I was in the weight room first every single day.

If I worked my body to the point of exhaustion, maybe I’d fall asleep easily every night instead of thinking about all the things I wanted.

Waking up with her tangled hair everywhere so I could tease her about it.

End the day with my head in her lap on the couch, feel her hands over my arms and shoulders.

Watch her eat all the sugary crap that I would never touch, but I’d keep on hand, just because she loved it.

That was what I’d missed all those years ago. It wasn’t the flashy moments that built a relationship. Maybe if I’d looked at love—the construction of a relationship—like a truss system, I would’ve seen just how perfectly balanced she and I were. There was equilibrium when I was with Adaline. A counterpart that made me feel like I could hold any weight and carry any load.

From where I was standing, I still wasn’t entirely sure what I could do about it. If I pursued her in the way I wanted, I’d put her in the exact same position that Nick had her in for so many years. Carrying extra weight so that I could have the best of both worlds.

The best way I could take care of Adaline right now was to bear the brunt of missing her.

With a loaded sigh, I shoved the doors open and felt the blast of heat.

The air was so humid, so thick, that sweat beaded along my back as soon as I cleared the building.

I clicked the unlock button on my key fob, and as I slid into the driver’s seat, my phone buzzed. My sister Isabel.

Isabel: You have lost your mind.

Me: Be more specific.

Isabel: You bought me a BUILDING for my birthday. What is WRONG WITH YOU?

Me: You’re welcome. Add it to the gym empire you and Aiden have. He told me it’s a fixer-upper, so I wouldn’t get too excited.

Me: You are turning forty. Mom reminded me ten times so I wouldn’t forget.

Isabel: Yeah, she’s making a whole thing of it. I hate parties. And I really hate parties when everyone is staring at me.

Me: You could always skip it. What are they going to do? Kick you out of the family?

Isabel: If they haven’t kicked you out yet for how little you come home, then I think I’m safe.

Me: Funny.

I wasn’t smiling, though. None of them knew why I didn’t come home for my normal pre-training camp visit. Mom and Dad came for five days at the end of March before Dad got busy with the draft. Iz and her husband, Aiden, were able to squeeze in a long weekend in April with their two youngest girls—Violet and Willa.

Claire and her husband, Bauer, came in May, their two boys and I crafting epic sandcastles at the beach.

Molly hadn’t been able to make it and neither had Lia. Their husbands traveled so much, so I understood.

And if any of them had wanted to ask why I didn’t come home, they didn’t. This was the closest anyone had come, and it didn’t surprise me at all that Isabel was the one calling me to the carpet on my shit.

Isabel: We miss you. Even if you buy obnoxious presents.

Isabel: But I guess if I made forty million dollars a year, I’d spoil my favorite sister too.

Me: Nailed it in one. Don’t tell the others.

Me: I miss you guys too.

Isabel: If you really wanted to prove your love, you’d stroll into my birthday party next weekend and pull all the attention off me. Just sayin’.

Me: I’m never buying you a gift again.

Isabel: I’m serious.

Me: So am I.

I sank my head against the seat and stared across the parking lot. I’d avoided the idea of going home because it seemed so much safer to bury myself in work. But this meeting, more than the other weeks I’d tried to have this talk with them, threw in stark relief the uphill battle I was facing. There were rules in place for a reason. Players, no matter who they were, couldn’t request to be traded without the permission of team ownership if they’re not in free agency.

Once the season started, and that date was looming closer and closer, it was almost unheard of for anyone to move to a different team.

Not because it wasn’t allowed, but because no one wanted to have their focus shifted to a new team dynamic in the middle of a season. Once that regular season started, I’d have to make peace with another year in Ft. Lauderdale.

If the last four months felt impossibly long, my skin crawled painfully at the idea of another five to six without her. And then another full season after that.

I wasn’t sure I could manage it.

The possibility of seeing Adaline one more time set my heart thrumming, the kind of racing, stuttering pace that made my ribs feel too small. In the distance, though, the practice facilities loomed. This close to the season starting, it was hard to get away.

But not impossible.

I set my phone aside without saying anything else. If I told Isabel I’d try to come, she’d tell my mom. And if my mom knew, the whole family would know, which meant Adaline would, too.

The last thing I would ever do was promise something to Adaline that I couldn’t deliver.

Imagining myself as the cause of any of her disappointment or pain was unforgivable. But I was past the point of ignoring what I was feeling too. I just needed time with her to see if she was anywhere close to the same place I’d been.

Maybe my mistake in my first attempt was not telling her how I felt. The shadow of Nick had still been hanging over us, his inability to understand why she wouldn’t move away from her family.

But I couldn’t keep doing this. And I had to know if she was suffering even a fraction of how much I was.

As I drove home, something foreign spread through my veins. It had been missing for the last four months.

Hope.
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Adaline

 

“A little help please,” I called at the front door.

No one rushed to my aid.

With the toe of my sneaker, I kicked at the solid wood a few times. My arms ached, wrapped around a box that was a bit too large and a bit too heavy to be carrying with all the other things I was balancing.

My purse was falling off my shoulder, loaded down with Lord knows what. My water bottle was in one hand, and in the other, the strap of another shopping bag filled with samples for my meeting.

I kicked again, a little bit harder, and I heard Paige Ward’s voice as she hustled toward the door.

“Coming!” she yelled. “Hang on, hang on.”

She wrenched the door open, an apologetic smile on her gorgeous face. Honestly, if someone told me she bathed in virgin goat blood to look like that in her fifties, I wouldn’t be surprised in the slightest.

Emmett’s mom—with her long red hair, big blue eyes, and mile-long legs—could be a case study on how to age well.

“Sorry, honey, I meant to help you with your stuff, but my husband called, and I got distracted.” She reached forward, grabbing the bag and water bottle from my hand. “I think Molly wanted to set up on the back patio table since it’s so nice today.”

My history with the Ward family was not typical, considering Molly had been my boss for a handful of years. But as my personal assistant job morphed into the party planning business—starting with Molly’s kids, then all her sisters’ kids, then their friends and friends of friends—it was clear that I couldn’t balance both for very long.

Paige was the one who approached me about investing in an event planning company. I was the face, the person who coordinated all the events, but Molly and Paige were the strategic brains who helped me grow. Without their guidance, I wasn’t sure I would’ve made it in Seattle after Nick and I broke up.

And because I was a de facto member of the family, I was still the one who planned every single big event they celebrated.

Molly came out of the kitchen, a wide smile on her face. “Hi. I haven’t seen you in forever.”

I gave her a look. “I was here three weeks ago.”

Molly sighed. “I know. Forever.”

With a laugh—and without looking at Emmett’s picture on the fridge—I followed her out into the backyard.

“I am very easy to miss. I get it.”

I said the words lightly enough, and Molly laughed because I knew she would. But saying them … in the house where he grew up. It hurt. It hurt more than I expected because it was supposed to get easier. It was supposed to hurt less as time passed, and I was finding the exact opposite to be true.

I’d gone over a month without watching SportsCenter. I turned off the Google alert on his name.

I’d only thought of him once the past week while I was in the shower.

Fine. Twice.

I hated that I still wondered if he did miss me. Or if I’d been fooling myself that I could do one night with him and be able to move on easily. He did what I’d asked of him, and like Greer said, it was the right thing at the time.

But that didn’t make the way I missed him any easier to deal with.

Maybe in a year, I’d be able to think about him without my entire heart flinching. What a very depressing goal to aim for.

“Luna colored a picture for you,” Molly said.

“I will add it to my collection. What are we obsessed with this month?”

Molly narrowed her eyes. “Sparkly superheroes.”

“Ahh,” I said. “Sounds like her.”

“We’ve gone through all the glitter in that art pack you bought her for her birthday.”

“Already?”

“It’s everywhere.” She grinned as she took a seat. “Noah showed up to film for Game Day, and pink glitter was stuck to the back of his neck.”

Paige laughed.

I took a seat next to Molly, pulling binders out of the box and handing one to each of them. Then the bottles of wine that would come after the meeting, because it was our tradition to end a big planning session with a couple of drinks. “Can she come for a sleepover sometime this week? I miss her face.”

“She’d love that.” Molly pulled out her phone. “Just tell me what works for you.”

“I’ll look when we’re done.” The first page of the binder was a list of what we’d need. “Did you get a chance to finalize the menu options?”

Paige nodded. “Isabel isn’t eating dairy right now because she hates joy, but I don’t think we’ll need to adjust much of what we already picked.”

I scribbled a note in my planner. “I’ll tell the bakery. Only other thing might be the breakfast stuff I was going to put in the fridge, but I’ll verify when I’m at the office tomorrow.”

Molly sighed. “I can’t believe she’s going to be forty.”

Paige pushed her bottom lip out. “Does this mean I’m old now?”

“No,” Molly and I said in unison.

Paige shook her head. “There’s no avoiding it. Two of you girls are in the forty and over bracket. I have a million grandkids.”

“Eight, but whatever,” Molly said.

Paige ignored her. “I have gray hairs that I have to color with regularity, and Emmett is an actual grown-ass man who will probably, maybe, hopefully add to that grandkid roster someday.”

Oh, okay.

My entire heart lurched painfully when she tossed his name into the conversation like that.

Emmett as a dad.

It was almost too much to think about. My ovaries screamed—somewhere deep in the place where ovaries existed—to be the one providing said babies.

If I thought it was bad before, when I was avoiding news stories and not looking at pictures, my brain was suddenly filled with a technicolor image of how he’d be with kids.

My whole body melted.

I might have made a whimpering noise.

Molly gave a look, and I cleared my throat, sitting up straighter in my chair.

“You’re not old,” I told Paige. “If I have half your energy when I’m your age, I’ll be thrilled. I’m not sure I have half your energy now.”

Paige smiled. “You work a lot more hours than I do, cupcake. And when you’re not working, you’re back home.”

I managed a smile of my own. “I know.”

“Did Tim get his tests back yet?” Molly asked quietly.

My chest felt heavy as I shook my head, the back of my neck tight with tension I’d carried all week. “They know something isn’t right. The tumor in his lungs is the same size, but they’re trying to figure out if his cancer metastasized somewhere else.”

“I’m sorry, Adaline,” Paige said, leaning forward to cover my hand with hers. “If there’s anything we can do to help, you just say the word, okay?”

I nodded. Molly gave me an understanding smile. Of all the things I was bad at—and there was a list—asking for help was just about at the top. I was the one who helped people, not the other way around. It was my job to anticipate needs, and I was good at it.

“Thank you, Paige.”

She let out a deep breath. “Okay. What next?”

I flipped to another page in the binder. “Let’s finalize the schedule. You’re sure Isabel has no idea?”

Molly nodded. “She thinks it’ll be a regular party. Just like we planned.”

Paige’s smile was so very conniving. “It’s evil genius. Make her suffer, thinking she’ll be the center of this giant event.”

“She’ll like this more, for sure,” I said. “A weekend up at the beach house with you guys is perfect. I’ll have everything set up and ready to go when you arrive.”

Molly scribbled something in her binder. “You think a day is enough for you to get everything set up?”

I nodded. “Should be. And all the spouses will be able to join you guys for dinner the last night?”

Paige gave me a thumbs-up. “Yup.”

“Kendall is getting the sleepover for the kids all set up here, if Anya is still okay to have them overnight by herself.” I showed them a mockup of the sleeping tents. “We’re doing a camp theme. I brought samples of the stuff so you can see it.”

“Cute,” Molly breathed. “Anya is insane for offering.”

“She loves Isabel so much,” Paige said. “If anyone can handle that many kids, it’s her.”

“How old was Anya when Isabel married her dad again?”

Paige made a considering noise. “Eight or nine? I’m old. I don’t remember things.”

Molly laughed. “You’re not old.”

We talked for a bit longer, finalizing all the details for Isabel’s birthday weekend. In two days, I’d head up to the family beach house—about a day and a half before Molly would arrive with Isabel. Paige and the other two sisters—Claire and Lia, would arrive about an hour before them, as long as everything stayed on schedule and no flights were delayed. Once they were settled, I’d take my leave, and they’d have a fridge full of prepared meals and quality time that they never got anymore, given the ages of their kids.

Paige gave me a warm smile. “You’re so good at this, Adaline.”

My face felt pink at her genuine praise. “Thank you. And thank you for trusting me with Isabel’s birthday weekend.”

“Are you kidding? We wouldn’t trust anyone else with it.” She got up, leaning down to wrap her arm around my shoulders. “Can we just keep you here until Emmett is ready to settle down? I always thought you two would be good together.”

“Paige,” Molly warned. “Leave it alone.”

I was just … gonna hide under the table. I gave her a tight, uncomfortable smile. She used to make comments like that, before Emmett got drafted. When there was easy flirtation between us, painfully obvious for his entire family. But nothing came from it, and eventually she stopped.

Maybe Paige was part psychic. Or maybe she could smell her son’s sex pheromones on me.

Because if any man could’ve left them behind four months after screwing me senseless, it was him.

Sometimes, when my thoughts got really dark about the future and my absolute lack of love life, I wondered if Emmett ruined me. If he ruined sex with anyone else. Ever. For the rest of my days on the earth.

“Sorry,” Paige sighed, holding her hands up as she walked away. “I can’t help it. I just want all my babies happy and loved.”

“She means you too,” Molly whispered dramatically.

I laughed. “I had no idea what I was getting into when I accepted your job offer all those years ago.”

My former boss smiled. “I’m glad you said yes. I can’t imagine my life without you in it.”

“You’ll never have to,” I assured her.

Molly licked her lips, and I could tell she wanted to say something. She’d never asked me about my crush on Emmett even though anyone with working eyes had seen it all those years ago.

I gestured with a wave of my hand. “Out with it.”

“You seem … sad.”

“Do I?” Gawd, I was bad at pretending. Even to my own ears, it sounded weak.

She smiled. “The last couple of times I’ve seen you, I knew something was off. I can see it in your eyes.”

I swallowed, motioning for the bottles of wine on the table between us. “Maybe we should open one of these.”

“That bad?”

With a shake of my head, I took the wine opener and started on the chardonnay. “No. But you’re not wrong either. I just … I thought I could handle something.” My throat felt tight with emotion, with the memory of his face when he said goodbye to me the morning he left. “I don’t think I can do casual, though. Now I’m just living with the reality of that.”

She poured a glass, her brow furrowed in thought. “How many questions am I allowed to ask?”

I took a long sip, my eyes averted. “Not many,” I said on a rushed exhale.

Honestly, I’d rather die than talk about the night I spent with her brother.

“Ahh.” After trying the wine, she hummed appreciatively. “And this casual thing,” she said carefully. “Is there the option for it to be not casual?”

The answer to that was as clear as mud. A giant knot of tangled string that had no clear place to start pulling it apart.

I gave her the only answer possible.

“I don’t know.”

Molly studied me for a moment, then nudged the wine bottle closer. “You take this one. I’ll take the other one.”

I laughed. “How are we getting home tonight? We both drove.”

“That is a problem for later,” she said. “For now, I want to hear what I’ve been missing in my friend’s life the last few weeks.”
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Emmett

 

The sky was dusky but not quite dark when the driver pulled up in front of my parents’ house. Every single window downstairs was bright with lights, and Molly’s car was parked in the driveway.

“Thanks,” I told my driver. Robert, as I’d learned, was in his forties, and started driving when he was laid off from a manufacturing job the year before. His son was a great football player but hated school. “Tell Matt to keep up his studies if he wants to play in college. It’s good to have the talent, but you can’t flunk out if you want a chance at the pros. And there’s nothing wrong with starting at a D2 or D3 school to hone his skills for the first couple of years. He can always transfer.”

“I never thought of that,” Robert answered, giving me an appreciative smile over his shoulder. “It was a pleasure meeting you, sir.”

“The pleasure was mine.”

“Do you mind if…” His voice trailed off. Then he held up his phone. “Is it okay if I grab a picture? My son will never believe me.”

“I don’t mind at all.” I leaned forward so he could snap a selfie, then clapped him on the shoulder. “Just don’t tag me in the next five minutes, okay? My mom has no idea I’m here.”

He smiled. “You got it, sir. Have a great night.”

Slinging my duffel bag over my shoulder, I waved as I climbed out of his SUV.

I took a second to stare up at my parents’ house. They’d lived there my entire life. When my dad played, he wanted as normal of an upbringing as possible for his sisters when he took custody of them. Because they were raised by my dad—and my mom once they were married—and I was the tag-a-long years later, I was always viewed as the little brother.

The brick house he purchased was in a tree-lined neighborhood, kids rode bikes on the sidewalk, colored in chalk all over the driveways, and neighbors knew each other. After he retired, started coaching, and the house emptied out of everyone but me, he and my mom could’ve moved. They had the money to buy something bigger, in a flashier, more elite neighborhood, but this was home.

It housed all the messes and tantrums and arguments and growing pains.

Five of us figured out life in those brick walls—raised by my parents and taught the value of hard work, fighting for what you want, treating each other with love and respect even if you disagreed—and as I walked up the driveway, I realized just how many of those lessons had carried me to the point I was at now.

It wasn’t just how to throw a football and read a defense and how to lead a team.

They taught us how to live life well, in the ways that mattered. Gripping the strap of my duffel bag in my hand, I wasn’t sure I could say I was succeeding in all those ways.

I was successful. I was admired. I’d proven the thing I’d set out to prove.

But I was also alone. And I didn’t want to be anymore.

This trip was a turning point, no matter how I sliced it. I wasn’t even sure Adaline would agree to see me, but I had to try.

The front door was unlocked, and I crept in as quietly as possible. I set my duffel bag down by the foot of the stairs and grinned at the sound of my mom singing in the kitchen.

Nineties rap, if I heard her correctly.

Through the slider out to the backyard, Molly laughed loudly, and I wondered who else might be out there with her. I leaned my shoulder against the wall and grinned at the sight of my mom. She tossed out a line with a few curse words, and I smothered a laugh.

“No wonder your grandkids are completely corrupted,” I said.

With a shriek, she whirled, eyes wide and a soapy sponge clutched in her hand.

“Emmett?” she whispered. The sponge fell to the kitchen floor.

I smiled. “Is there an open room for me this week?”

That was when my mom—the most unrepentant badass woman I’d ever met in my life—dropped her face in her hands and burst into tears.

I strode across the kitchen and wrapped her in a huge hug, smiling into the top of her head when she flung her arms around my back.

“These are happy tears, right?” I asked.

She nodded. “It’s a weird mom thing, and I can’t control it. It’s horrible.”

I laughed.

She pulled away, wiping at her face with the back of her hand.

“Hi.”

She smacked my chest. “Holy crap, kid. What are you doing here?”

“Isabel’s freaking out about turning forty. There’s no way I’m missing that.”

Mom laughed, her eyes sparkling. “She really is.”

“Is there food?” I asked. “I’m starving.”

“Of course, you are,” she muttered. “Five minutes at home, and you’re cleaning out my fridge.”

I opened the appliance in question, snagging a container of deli meat. “Bread in the drawer? I’ll make a sandwich.”

She snatched it from my hands. “I can do that. You go outside. But I’ll warn you, Molly will overreact because she’s had a bit of wine.”

I grinned. “I heard her laughing. Who else is out there?”

Mom’s head appeared from behind the pantry door. “Adaline Wilder.”

My entire body went hot like someone flipped a switch on a burner. “She is?”

Thank goodness my mom’s attention moved back to trying to find a loaf of bread because I swiped a hand over my mouth.

“We were meeting about Isabel’s birthday.” She set the bread and meat down on the island. “The wine started about an hour and a half ago,” she said on a laugh. “I was going to go back out but heard them talking about sex, and I just noped the hell out of that conversation.”

“Sex?” I said weakly.

Mom hummed in affirmation. “I’m sure they’ll stop when you join them.”

One thing that had not occurred to me—as I sat in Ft. Lauderdale, pining for four fucking months—was the possibility that Adaline might have moved on to someone else. She hadn’t posted about anyone on her social media, not that that meant anything.

“I swear, it was bad enough trying to get you five through teenage hormones, but the number of times that I’ve almost walked in on the girls with their husbands is enough to scar me indefinitely.” She shuddered.

“Now you know how we felt with you and Dad.”

Her brow furrowed. “I never thought about it that way.”

Even though my brain was racing, my heart pounding because she was in my backyard, I took a deep breath and nudged my mom with my shoulder. “It’s not like we didn’t know what you guys were doing every time you took a nap together.”

Mom raised an eyebrow. “Our door had a lock. We didn’t care if you knew. We just didn’t want you walking in. The other day, I was babysitting Violet and Willa for Iz. When I brought them back to their house, Iz and Aiden were in his truck in the garage, and I almost poured bleach in my eyeballs.” She nudged me back. “Grab the cheese out of the drawer, please.”

I did as she asked, snagging a water bottle while I was in there.

Mom handed me the sandwich, and I wolfed it down in about three bites. “Thank you.”

She rolled her eyes. “If you need another one, you’re on your own. I’m gonna go call your dad and see when he’s coming home. Noah should be here soon. I think he’s going to take Molly and Adaline home.”

My head snapped toward the slider at the sound of Adaline’s laughter. I pinched my eyes shut. Don’t get a boner in the kitchen with your mom, I thought desperately.

“He’s taking both of them?” I wasn’t even sure she wanted to see me. The last time I surprised her, she broke the land speed record in four-inch heels trying to get out of that ballroom.

“Neither one of them should drive. Adaline’s apartment isn’t too far out of the way.”

“It’s like, twenty minutes in the opposite direction.”

Mom eyed me. “You took the guest room, but I supposed if she wanted to crash, she could take the twin bed in the office.”

Adaline, drunk and in the same house as me and my parents, was not the way I’d imagined this at all. I planned on calling her in the morning. Asking if I could take her out for breakfast. Or bring food to her office and see what she’d been building the last four years. Give her time to prepare for my sudden arrival.

Mom shoved me. “Go. Say hi. They’ll be excited to see you.”

But as I turned toward the slider, the girls chose that moment to head inside.

Adaline walked in first, and she was so beautiful, my chest throbbed with a sharp beat of longing. Her cheeks were flushed, her hair tangled up in a ponytail perched at the top of her head. I took a deep breath, and when I let it out, she finally registered the sight of me in the kitchen.

Her eyes went wide.

She stopped suddenly, Molly slamming into her from behind.

“Holy fuckballs,” she breathed. “Did I manifest you?”

I laughed, my arms aching to hold her.

Molly, laughing helplessly behind Adaline, peered past the girl I couldn’t tear my eyes off. Then she screamed, running at me with the fervor saved only for children and a very drunk sister excited to see her brother.

She jumped at me, and I caught her with an oomph, laughing as she wrapped her arms tight around my shoulders.

“What are you doing here?” she said.

I pulled my head back. “It smells like a vineyard exploded all over you.”

Molly smiled sheepishly, setting her feet back on the ground. “Because it maybe did. I don’t drink very often anymore, but it was necessary tonight.”

“Was it?”

She nodded seriously. “I haven’t seen Adaline in a month, and that’s so long. We had things to catch up on.”

My eyes strayed to Adaline, who was watching me with a mixture of fear and excitement … longing on her face. Everything I’d been holding tight in my chest relaxed.

“So I heard,” I murmured. A splash of pink bloomed on Adaline’s cheeks.

When I glanced back at Molly, she was smiling widely.

I lifted an eyebrow. “You haven’t seen me in longer than that.”

“I know.” She clapped her hands to my cheeks and squeezed.

“Ouch.”

“That didn’t hurt.” Then she laughed. “When did you get so big? What are they feeding you down there?”

Carefully, I extracted her hands and looked at my mom over my shoulder. “Yeah, no driving for this one.”

She stood with her arms crossed, watching us with a pleased smile on her face. “Noah just texted he’s almost here.”

My eyes found Adaline’s.

Molly shoved at my chest. “How long are you staying?”

“A week.”

Adaline looked away, blowing out a slow breath.

“Yay!” Molly exclaimed and slapped my arm. “A whole week?”

“Can you stop hitting me, please?”

She laughed. “Sorry, I’m just excited. And a little drunk.” Molly looked back at Adaline. “Did you get all your stuff?”

I spoke up before I had time to think it through. “I can take her home.”

Adaline sucked in an audible breath. She didn’t argue, though.

Mom gave me a curious look. That look moved to Adaline. Then back to me.

Molly shrugged. “Okay. Do you need help loading up the box, Ad?”

Adaline blinked. “Umm…”

My mom waved her hand. “Just leave all that here. I want to look over that binder again. I’ll make sure you get it back tomorrow, Adaline.”

“Can I borrow your car?” I asked her.

She nodded. “Keys are hanging on the wall in the laundry room.”

Molly held her hands out. “Wait.”

Everyone froze.

Molly whirled around, finger pointed at Adaline. “Why did you ask if you manifested him?”

Adaline’s face went pale as a ghost. “B-Because…” Her voice trailed off. “I…”

My mom’s eyebrows popped up.

My stomach dropped into my feet. “Did she? I don’t think she said that.”

Molly frowned. “Didn’t she?” Then she rubbed her forehead. “I swear she did.”

I stared at Adaline’s face, and she looked like she was about to pass out. “Are you okay?”

She nodded.

“Do you need some water before we go?”

Her face softened into a loose, warm smile. “Probably.”

Mom walked into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle from the fridge. “Looks like you’ve got this one all taken care of. Get her home safely, okay?” Her eyes held mine meaningfully.

“I will.”

“We’re gonna have a conversation when you get home, son,” she said under her breath.

I blew out a breath. If my mom could be a little less observant, that would be great.

Molly flung her arms around me in another hug. “I am so happy you’re here. Can you come to Luna’s soccer game? She’d die to have her famous Uncle Emmett on the sidelines.”

I kissed the top of her head. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

Adaline watched us with a little smile on her face.

This was good. No running. No anger. No freaking out.

“Ready?” I asked her.

She nodded, giving my mom and Molly hugs, promising to call the next day to coordinate getting her car back. As we walked out of the house, my hand itched to settle on her lower back.

Adaline kept her face forward, no sidelong glances, no brush of her hand against mine. When I opened the door into the garage and waited for her to go through, she let out a shaky breath.

“You okay?” I asked once we were clear of the house, the night air cool and fresh in my lungs.

Adaline didn’t answer right away, but as I opened the passenger door for her, she gave me a pleading look. “Seriously?”

“What?”

Her hand gripped the top of the door as she stared up at me. “I wish I wasn’t drunk right now,” she said.

I smiled. “Okay?”

She whimpered.

“What is it?” I asked on a laugh.

Her eyes pinched shut, and she quickly got in the car. “Nothing. Ignore me.” She tugged the door shut and sank down in the seat.

“Oh, if that were possible,” I muttered as I walked around to the driver’s side.

When I climbed behind the wheel, I winced, my legs jacked up somewhere around my chin. When I got the seat back far enough that I could fit, I felt the weight of Adaline’s gaze heavy on my face.

I turned, staring openly at her in the darkened garage. “Hi.”

She smiled, shy and sweet, turning her legs to the side so she could face me. “Hi.”

“Still in the same apartment?” I asked.

Adaline nodded. Her eyelids looked heavy. “I can’t believe you’re here,” she said quietly. “I really thought I was imagining you.”

“I can’t believe you said that out loud.”

She sighed. “I have no filter when I’ve been drinking. It’s awful.”

The thing I didn’t realized until Adaline was how completely you could adore someone and still want them in a violent, visceral way. Carefully, I reached my hand out and tucked a loose strand of her hair behind her ear. My fingers lightly skated the soft curve of her skin, and her whole body shivered.

“Emmett bumps,” she mumbled.

I grinned. “What did you say?”

Adaline buried her face in her hands and moaned. “Nothing. Please ignore me.” Her fingers parted so she could see me. “Can we go now? I cannot handle dying of drunk mortification in your parents’ garage.”

“Whatever my lady asks for,” I said.

Her hands dropped from her face. Even through her wine-haze, she recognized the words I’d said unthinkingly as we sat around the bonfire months earlier. Her mouth fell open in a gentle O.

There it was again—the complete dichotomy of how I felt when I was around her. I wanted to trace the line of her lips with my fingertip. And I wanted to press her back into the seat and tear at her clothes.

I wanted to gather her in my arms and do nothing more than hold her.

And I wanted to rut her into the car’s upholstery like a wild fucking beast.

Neither one would happen. Not tonight, at least. Tonight, I’d keep my hands off her while I was sober, and she most definitely wasn’t.

I backed the car out of the garage, and we lapsed into silence as I pulled us out of the driveway and headed down the street.

That was probably for the best. There was no important conversation that could be had while Adaline was like this, and even with all that unknown hanging over us like a cloud, I found myself completely okay with that.

I got time with her. Something I’d been craving for months.

Without the ability to fill that craving, it grew and grew. Mushrooming into something bigger than I was capable of handling.

Did everyone feel like this when they found who they wanted to spend the rest of their life with?

Or maybe it’s because I’d known her for so many years. Because even before I was drafted, I liked her. But like … that wasn’t the fireworks and lightning and bigness that I always thought would accompany falling in love with someone.

Adaline wasn’t fireworks and lightning. She was something softer, sneaking up on me until I couldn’t look away. A sunrise, maybe. A beginning point that changed so gradually you hardly noticed until the brightest, most vivid colors you’ve ever seen dominated the entire horizon.

Adaline stayed quiet as we drove. And I was glad.

Her eyes never wavered from my face, and I didn’t ask her any questions. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to; I did. But if she was telling the truth and she had no filter when she’d been drinking, then it felt like pressing an advantage I wasn’t supposed to have.

By the time I pulled into her parking lot, the silence between us was thick with tension. Weighed down with all those things I wanted to ask, and things she probably wasn’t ready to answer.

I got out of the car and walked slowly around the front so I could open her door. Her eyes tracked me the entire time.

When she stood out of the vehicle, I noticed her green and gold sneakers with a smile.

“I like those,” I told her.

She pointed a toe out. “Thank you. They were an emotional purchase. I’m still not sure if they made me feel better or not, but they are really fucking cute.”

With a laugh, I closed the passenger door and gestured for her to lead the way to her apartment. That stray piece of hair fluttered across her face, and she slid it behind her ear as she gave me a curious look.

“You’re coming in?” she asked.

I shook my head. “Not tonight. Just making sure you get in safely.”

Adaline didn’t answer right away. We approached the door to the lobby, and instead of swiping her key fob in front of the lock, she turned and braced her back against the wall. Her eyes still held the look of someone happily buzzed.

I tucked my hands into the pocket of my cargo shorts and clenched my teeth against the desire to kiss her.

It was almost impossible to ignore, with the soft curve of her lips and the sweet scent of her shampoo in the air.

“Are you sure you can’t come up?” she asked. Her hand reached out, and she wrapped a finger into the hem of my shirt, tugging gently until I took a step.

I braced a hand on the wall above her head, settling my nose at the crown of her hair. Just once. When I pulled in a deep lungful of that smell, I hardly held back a ragged groan. “I can’t,” I growled. “Not when you’ve been drinking.”

“I’ve missed you so much,” she whispered. Adaline pinched her eyes shut. “I know I shouldn’t tell you that. I’m the one who only wanted one night.”

There was a devil on one shoulder, whispering all the things that I could ask her, could do to her. She’d be so sweet to kiss, so warm and soft and wet in the places I wanted to dig my hands and fingers and tongue.

“I missed you too,” I told her.

Adaline let out a shuddering breath, her hand skating up the plane of my chest. The button-down shirt I was wearing was flimsy protection, and when her finger toyed with the top button, the skin at the base of my throat, I rolled my neck to the side and fought through every snapping, snarling instinct to take her inside and find the nearest flat surface.

Adaline wanted me. Had missed me.

It was the single piece I hadn’t known until right now.

And with it brought temptation that held a sharp, molten heat. Something hot and wicked that sliced through every honorable intention threaded into my core.

She’d let me do anything to her right now. Would repeat the night we had in the spring.

And in the morning, I couldn’t bear it if she woke with widened, horrified eyes. Even the slightest tinge of regret would ruin my chance with her.

For that reason, I kept my hands on the brick. That was why I didn’t slide them up the back of her shirt and tug her body into mine.

I took a step back and let out a slow breath. Her eyes were liquid and dark, heated like I was already touching her.

“It’s probably good that one of us has restraint,” she said weakly, her hand fluttering lightly over her hair. “I will … I will probably owe you an apology for this tomorrow when I’m sober and I feel like a creep who couldn’t keep her hands off.”

My answering laugh was rough and uneven. If she only knew.

“No apology necessary,” I told her. “Not for this.”

She sighed. “I’m sure I’ll do something else then. I don’t know how to want what I want and have what I want and do the things I need to do.”

My brow furrowed.

“Does that make sense?” she asked.

“No.” I smiled. So did she. “But maybe you can explain tomorrow.”

Gently, I slid my thumb over her cheekbone. She sank into the featherlight touch.

“Okay.”

“You can get in okay?”

Adaline nodded.

“I’ll call you in the morning,” I promised.

Her eyes held mine. “Would you have done that if I hadn’t been there tonight? I wouldn’t…” She paused, swallowing roughly. “I wouldn’t blame you for not wanting to see me if you just came to see your family.”

You’re why I’m here.

You’re why I’m doing everything.

The words danced on the tip of my tongue. She might not even remember if I said them. But it was too soon. So I held them back.

“Yeah,” I told her. “I was going to call you. See if I could bring you breakfast. Something horrible and sugary.”

Adaline hummed, a happy sighing sort of noise. “I know this makes me horribly selfish, but I’m happy to hear that.” She closed her eyes again. “I shouldn’t have said that either.”

“Why don’t you go inside then?” I said gently. “Let’s talk when you have that filter back in place.”

But she didn’t move. My restraint was held back by a whisper-thin string.

“If I wasn’t drunk, would you have come in with me?” She lifted a hand, traced underneath my eye. “I see it … how much you want me.”

I set my jaw, refusing to look away. Adaline was the soberest drunk person I’d ever seen because she had no problem cutting right to the heart of the entire thing.

Reaching forward, I carefully took the key from her fingers. Her hand shook as she lowered it back to her side.

I swiped it in front of the lock, heard the high-pitched beep and the click of the door. Then I handed it back to her.

“Good night, Adaline,” I said.

Slowly, she nodded, and I didn’t exhale fully until she walked through the door, and it locked with a decisive click behind her.

She gave me a long look over her shoulder, and then smiled. When I settled back in the car, I let out a long, deep breath.

My phone buzzed.

Adaline: Thank you.

Adaline: For bringing me home. And for taking care of me.

I wanted to promise her that I always would, but I knew it was best for me to let her crawl into bed and sleep it off. Not engage when we couldn’t have the kind of conversation we needed.

Me: You’re welcome. Good night, Adaline.

She sent a heart, and I thought about that the entire drive home.

The house wasn’t as lit up anymore, and when I let myself back in through the garage door, I exhaled heavily.

My mom was curled up on the couch, and she muted the TV when I sprawled on the seat across from her. Her eyes were expectant and full of a million questions.

“You gonna tell me what the hell is going on?” she asked.

I sighed, clenching my teeth. Finally, I shook my head slowly. “Not yet.” I gave her a small smile. “I’m sorry.”

Mom screwed up her lips and gave me a considering look. “Fine. You’re an adult. I can’t pry it out of you.”

“Thank you.”

“One question, though,” she added on a rush. “I’ll make it easy too. Yes or no.”

I sighed.

“Were you or were you not looking at Adaline Wilder like you were going to toss her over your shoulder and drag her up to your room?”

The look I gave her was incredulous. “I’m not answering that.”

She kept going. “Like you would walk over hot coals to spend some time alone with her? Or like you have been hiding something very big and important from your family?”

“I beg of you to stop.”

“That is a yes in man language.” She turned the volume back on the TV, her smile smug. “I’m satisfied that I can still read the room. Your dad will be home any minute, and I promise I won’t tell him.”

“Why did I come home again?” I muttered.

She laughed. “Because you love us.”

“I don’t know why.”

“I love Adaline too, by the way,” Mom continued slyly. “If you were wondering my take on it.”

I stared her down.

She stared right back.

I cracked first. My dad might have taught me how to throw a football, but I learned how to stare down a linebacker without flinching from Paige McKinney Ward—and she damn well knew it.

“We can talk about it later,” she said. “We have all week.”
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Adaline

 

Wine-drunk me was very free with her feelings. If only that came with a clean slate the next day. Unfortunately, I also had a great memory for every single thing that I said.

I didn’t deserve how good I felt the next morning, and by the time Kendall picked me up on her way to the office, I was in the middle of the most epic negative self-talk I’d had in a while.

Idiot.

Idiot.

Idiot.

A selfish idiot at that.

For four months, I’d managed to keep a tight lid on my impulse to word vomit all my butterfly, goose-bumpy feelings to Emmett.

Four months.

Because he was so very skilled at catching me off guard, all it took was one night, and I’d blown all that discipline to fucking smithereens.

He was just there. With the eyes, so warm and happy to see me. And the smile, that crooked little curve of his lips that he probably didn’t mean to show in front of his family.

Four months, and the cycle had begun anew.

He still wanted me.

He’d thought about me just as much as I’d thought about him.

Throughout our morning team meeting, the four of us around the table in the center of the office, I managed to keep thoughts of him at bay. We discussed all upcoming events, updated each other on the progress for each, and covered decorating concepts for what was a bit further down the pipeline.

“Monica, did you ever circle back around with the photographer from Faith Pierson-Walker’s baby shower? We’re gonna need her again for Lydia’s.”

Monica nodded. “She’s booked and ready to go. Lydia signed off on the expense sheet yesterday.”

“Good.” I eyed everyone around the table. “That’s a big one. I know I don’t need to remind you of that.”

They all laughed because I reminded them every single time it came up in our meetings.

“It’s your brother’s wife, we know.” Kendall patted my hand. “It’ll be amazing, don’t worry.”

I blew out a breath. Yes, that too. Events for my own family were always more stressful, but there was also the fact that Lydia’s mom owned the Washington Wolves, so every single person there would probably be a bajillionaire.

Word of mouth had been the engine for my company since day one.

But every single woman I’d hired knew what she was doing. They were the reason I was able to drive home just about every other weekend.

The meeting dispersed, all of them gathering their things, and heading off in a dozen directions for the day. I was the only one left at the office by the time it hit nine thirty. My stomach growled, and I frowned into my empty coffee cup.

There’d been no time for breakfast because of how early Kendall picked me up, and with the whole team in the office, I’d hardly been able to stop and think about what Emmett had said the night before.

You know, when I practically begged him for validation that he was, in fact, going to reach out to me while he was in town.

My head dropped to my desk with an embarrassed groan.

I would’ve mounted him against the door if we’d stood there any longer. But even more than that, I wanted to bury myself in his arms, feel the heat of his chest, the steady pounding of his heart against my cheek. One night of that wasn’t enough, no matter how much I’d convinced myself it was. But I didn’t see a way around it.

Not now.

My phone dinged, and with a sigh, I lifted my head to check the screen.

Emmett: I don’t want to form a negative pattern, so this is your warning that I have your car, a dozen donuts, a really big coffee, and I’m five minutes away from your office.

I stood from my chair so fast that it fell backward. “Five minutes?” I hissed.

There was no wasting time to bemoan that fact that he was determined to throw me off. Snatching my purse off the floor by my desk, I hustled to the bathroom in the hallway outside of our office suite. We rented one corner of a small pod of offices outside of downtown. It was a small, squat brick building with nice big windows and plenty of parking, and of course he’d know where it is because his mother was the one who gave me the check in order to pay for the damn thing.

I ran a brush through my hair and pinched my cheeks. There were dark circles under my eyes because of how long I lay in bed thinking about him, but at least I looked … not horrible.

The red summer dress I’d thrown on was one of my favorites. It was on the short side, fluttering lightly around my upper thighs, and covered in small white polka dots. And because it was the arbitrary line for all the things I chose to wear—it could be paired with sneakers and still look just as good.

Today’s pair was a pristine white. He always seemed to notice, and I liked that too.

As I stared at my reflection, I couldn’t help but notice the way my eyes were sparkling with excitement. It only made things more complicated that he could elicit this sort of reaction on such short notice.

My phone dinged again, and this time, it didn’t give eye-sparkling excitement or a whirl of anticipation in my belly. I read the message as I walked back into the office.

Greer: How soon can you come home?

Me: I have to set up for Isabel’s party at the beach house on Thursday, but I could do the drive Saturday or Sunday.

Greer: As long as you’re here by Monday, that’s good.

Me: What happened?

Greer: Tim’s doctor called. He wants them to come in on Monday morning.

I fought a cold wave of panic. We’d gone down this road enough as a family. Getting called in for test results was the thing you dreaded. Tears pricked hot behind my eyes, and I tried to breathe through them.

In all the moments that we’d seen Tim, he was never scared. He was never sad. He was our family’s rock—quiet and steady and unwavering.

Greer: Mom didn’t ask, but I think we should all be at home when they’re done. Cameron cleared his schedule. Erik’s going to try to cancel his appointments, so maybe you could come down with him.

Me: What about Parker and Poppy?

Greer: He’s going to talk to his coach. But I think he’s going to be able to be home too.

Greer: Poppy has class. I don’t know if they’ve told her about the appointment yet.

I swiped a hand over my mouth and let out a deep breath. We all babied her even though she was almost twenty-two. The rest of us, we’d all lost something. It was the reason our ragtag little family had come together in the first place.

Erik and Greer and I lost our dad. To selfishness. He didn’t want the responsibility that slotted him somewhere behind a wife and kids.

Ian and Cameron and Parker lost their mom but to cancer. Before any of them had double-digit birthdays, they knew what it was like to bury a parent.

I didn’t want our family to lose anything else.

I swiped at my cheek and waved a hand in front of my face. There was never a good time for something like Greer’s text. But when I heard the door to the office swing open, my eyes closed in a tight pinch, I knew that it was a timely reminder of why I’d stayed strong for four months.

“Good morning,” he said.

I blinked all the remaining moisture from my eyes and turned with a smile. “Morning.”

His smile fell. “What’s wrong?”

Every instinct told me to lie, say it was nothing, but when I opened my mouth, the words didn’t come. It wasn’t nothing. Every part of my life revolved around the fact that I was able to roll with the punches. My business. My role in my family, with my friends. But I didn’t want to roll with this particular punch, and I certainly didn’t want to slap on a brave face with Emmett. Not with him.

Sighing, I sank back against my desk, unsure of how I was going to answer that. My hip pushed my phone where it sat next to me, and when I bent to pick it up off the floor, something snapped tight in my neck. I groaned, slapping a hand where the muscle screamed. I gave him a sheepish smile. “I’m falling apart.”

He gave me a tiny smile, lifting his chin toward my chair. “Sit.”

I eyed him suspiciously. “Why?”

Emmett set the bright pink box of donuts and large travel cup of coffee down on my desk, his chest brushing against my shoulder.

“So you can eat your horribly unhealthy breakfast, and I can look at your neck.”

Something about that offer should’ve worried me. The man was bringing me sugar and offering to stick his hands on my body when I was emotionally vulnerable.

Somewhere very, very deep in my mind, I heard a voice whispering that this might not be the best idea.

Naturally, I hit the mute button on that bitch and sat my emotionally vulnerable ass in the chair.

If I couldn’t snuggle on his lap or let him do naughty things to me, then this was going to be the thing I allowed myself.

Donuts and a neck exam. How very depressing.

When I opened the box of donuts, I sighed happily. “Oh my.”

Emmett approached from behind, the warmth of his big hands stealing through my shirt when he settled them on the back of my chair. “I wasn’t sure what you might like or if your employees would want some.”

I smiled. “In this office, anyone who brings donuts has our eternal love and admiration.”

It was said lightly enough, and I didn’t really mean anything by it, but nonetheless, Emmett and I lapsed into loaded silence.

“Where does it hurt?” he asked.

My heart, I thought. In so many different ways.

With a deep breath, I touched the spot just underneath the base of my skull. “I’m sure it’s nothing. Just a little brain teaser.”

It was very telling that I didn’t even attempt to grab a donut. I was a little hungover, a lot worried about my family, and in the presence of a man who had the uncanny ability to spin my head completely around.

He pressed his thumb in a gentle line down the edge of my neck, and my breath came out in a soft whoosh. “Oh, right there.”

“Tell me if it’s too much,” Emmett said. His voice was low and rumbly, and I pressed my legs together.

Emmett’s hands were magic. The perfect heat, the slight scrape of his callouses, and as his fingers dug into the aggravated muscle, everything in my body melted.

Months of holding myself in check seeped out of my frame, a tension I hadn’t even been aware that I’d been carrying around.

For the first time in four months, I could breathe.

My chin fell to my chest, my eyelids fluttering shut. He brushed my hair aside carefully, digging into another area, pushing the tension further out. The tips of his fingers slid over the nape of my neck, and my toes curled when he hit a particular knot of muscles.

I groaned, my hands falling limp into my lap.

He laughed under his breath.

“You’re really good at this,” I murmured. “I could fall asleep right here.”

“I’ve had a few sore neck muscles in my day.” He pushed his thumbs up the back of my neck and dragged them back down. “I wouldn’t be able to do my job without the team trainers working on all the places we get beat up.”

“Do they bring you donuts too?”

Was I slurring my words? What kind of black magic did he have in those fingers?

“They don’t.” Amusement was heavy in his tone. Maybe because I sounded as drunk as I had been last night. “How did you feel this morning, by the way?”

I hummed. “Better than I deserve to. I didn’t actually drink all that much. I just … have a terrible habit of saying things better left unsaid when I get a little bit of alcohol in me.”

“I don’t think that’s such a bad thing.”

Of course he didn’t. He got me to admit all the things I’d refused to say out loud for so many months. And those things involved me and him and tongues and no clothes.

And more than that too, which I think he knew too.

He got me to admit that I missed him because I did.

“It may not be a bad thing,” I said quietly. “But it wasn’t fair to you either.”

Emmett’s hands never stopped their slow, steady press on my neck and shoulders. Up the back of my neck, down the sides, over the slope of my shoulder where his thumbs would dig in deeper. Back up, this time his fingers tangled into the ends of my hair, and he worked on the base of my scalp.

“How about you let me decide what’s fair?” His voice was a delicious rumble, closer to my ear than it had been before. “I’m a big boy, Adaline. I can handle it, even if it doesn’t change anything.”

That was the problem, wasn’t it?

I wished it could.

Change that I had a thriving business I didn’t want to walk away from.

Change that Tim was sick, and I’d never leave my family to deal with that alone.

Change that Emmett was magically here.

None of that would change, and I desperately wished it wasn’t the case.

“You were crying when I walked in,” he said smoothly. “Wanna talk about it?”

The bridge of my nose got all tingly, which was never a good sign. If the nose tingled, then my eyes would get hot. If that happened, I was one strong breeze away from crying, and the splotchiness would spread all over my chest.

No. I didn’t want to talk about it. But I owed him something.

“I have to go home on Sunday,” I whispered.

For the first time since he started, Emmett’s hands slowed to a stop.

“For how long?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “At least a few days.”

The subtext of why I told him settled between us, heavy and frustrating.

I left tomorrow to set up for Isabel’s party. He’d leave for the beach house the day before I headed home.

Yet again, we were faced with the prospect of one night. Maybe two.

It was a tease. It was torture.

And it wasn’t nearly enough.

Emmett slid his hands off my neck and turned me to face him. He snagged a chair from the conference table and settled his big body into it, his legs spread wide around mine so that he could rest his hands on the armrests of mine.

Caged in by Emmett Ward. What a place to be.

I was surrounded by him, and all I wanted was to burrow further into all the heat and comfort he seemed to naturally emit.

It had always been like that. Emmett was the sun, bright and warm and life-giving. Whenever he was around, it was instinct to seek him out.

His eyes searched mine before he said anything, and I appreciated that about him.

He wasn’t one of those guys who talked for the sake of hearing his own voice.

I didn’t seek out watching his games in the past, not until my brother played with him for those couple of years, but when I did—it was the same way he led his team. There was no temper-driven screaming. No petulant outbursts if something didn’t go his way. Even when he messed up, or when a teammate messed up, Emmett always managed the game with collected calm.

“Did something happen?” he asked.

I nodded.

Before I answered, I turned in my seat and grabbed the donut in the corner of the box. I took a small bite of the glazed cake donut and sighed. “This is my favorite kind,” I told him.

He studied my face with affection bright in his eyes. “Noted.”

But there was worry there too. And maybe a little disappointment.

I broke off another piece of donut, smiling when he reached for a napkin and laid it in my lap.

“Thanks, Mom,” I told him.

“Can’t have you making a mess.” He picked up my hand and nipped at my glaze-covered fingertip.

“You bit me,” I said on a laugh.

“Just a little one.”

He released my hand, and I issued a stern command to the racing organ in my chest currently trying to bust past my ribs.

“I don’t want to cry at work,” I admitted. “And if I talk about it right now, I will.”

He considered that, finally opting for a slow nod. “You’re okay, though?”

“Yes. I’m fine.” I took the last bite of donut, sucking at the glaze left behind. His eyes tracked the movement hungrily. “But my family needs me, and I want to be there for them.”

“I get it,” he said.

And I knew he did. But that didn’t remove the edge of frustration from the whole exchange.

Emmett’s jaw ticked, that delicious muscle popping at the hard line of his jaw.

“I wish,” he started, then paused with eyes closed, seemingly reconsidering what he was going to say.

I moved my hand to cup his face. “I know.”

His brow furrowed as he opened his eyes. “No, you don’t,” he said, his voice a low, dangerous growl. “I can’t say any of the things in my head right now because it will only make things harder for you. For us.”

I wanted him to, though.

And I didn’t.

If he said the things in his head, it would be so much harder to leave. And I’d be put in a position where I had to choose where to shift my focus.

The fact that he understood that is what made him so damn irresistible.

“We just … we have shit timing, Emmett.” I shrugged. “We always have.”

He stood from the chair, hands on his hips, and paced away from where I sat. Frustration was stamped over his entire frame, in the way he held his shoulders and the set of his jaw.

Timing of my life.

My family’s.

Emmett’s.

I didn’t know how to reconcile any of it. He wouldn’t be a sort-of boyfriend. He was so much more.

And more was the thing I couldn’t handle.
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Emmett

 

If I thought my family was bad about NFL games, I was wrong.

There was a whole new level of Ward family competitiveness that emerged from a very unlikely source—my niece’s soccer game.

Molly’s daughter Luna (currently at striker) and Isabel’s daughter Willa (playing defense) were on the same rec soccer team—seven- and eight-year-old girls—and I almost moved to the other team’s sidelines so that I wasn’t associated with the people I was related to.

It was tied four-four, and the minutes were winding down to the final whistle.

There was no goalie at the Under Eight level, the point was to teach the kids the basic position and ball handling, but that did not stop my family.

They were screaming and yelling like it was the World fucking Cup, and I slowly edged about four feet away from Isabel when she and Anya yelled for a foul to be called.

Isabel snagged my arm and dragged me back toward them. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“I don’t think they call fouls at this age bracket,” I told her.

“They should.” Isabel put her fingers into her mouth and whistled. “Watch the forward, Willa. She’s coming up the edge. Don’t let her past you.”

Willa, all long dark hair and big blue eyes, sprinted forward and hip-checked the other player out of the way, snagging control of the ball. My mom hollered. My dad leaned forward with his hands braced on his knees and shouted encouragement.

“They are going to kick all of you out,” I muttered.

Molly and Noah clapped wildly when Willa passed to her cousin Luna, who barreled over a tiny girl with red braids. Luna screwed up her little face in concentration. Most professional players didn’t look that bloodthirsty when they eyed the net. She pulled her leg back like she was gearing up for a sixty-yard field goal, and when she swung it forward, it connected on the ball with a decisive snap. The ball went sailing, and the defender hit the ground to avoid a concussion.

It hit the back of the net, and our family erupted.

I’m talking Super Bowl-level cheering. Hugs and high fives and fist bumps.

The other team’s parents gave my mom a dirty look when she yelled, “Those are my babies!”

I swiped a hand over my face and tried not to laugh.

“Everyone hates you guys,” I said.

Isabel sighed, setting her hands on her hips. “They really do.”

Anya slung her arm over Isabel’s shoulders and grinned at her little sister. “Willa’s just lucky they don’t hand out red cards at this age because her ass would be benched just about every game.”

“These are the lessons we’re teaching the youngest generation, huh?” I asked.

Dad strode onto the soccer field and snatched both girls up in his arms. They hugged his neck, wearing wide happy grins on their dirty, sweaty faces. Luna had grass stuck in her hair, and Willa’s face was streaked with dirt from … somewhere. He kissed their cheeks, and they chattered excitedly in his presence. Luna snagged Dad’s favorite black Wolves cap and set it on her head. It was way too big, and my dad’s booming laughter was easy to hear over all the happy chatter around the field.

Molly and Noah joined them, and Mom wandered over by me, Isabel, and Anya.

“I heard you,” Mom said. “No one hates us.”

I gave her a look.

“Much,” she added. “I can’t help it. I never got to watch the girls in sports because they were over it by the time your dad and I got married, and watching you was so nerve-wracking because I could tell how badly you wanted to do well …” She shrugged helplessly. “But watching my grandbabies has brought about this savage side of me I never knew existed.”

“Really? You never knew?” Isabel asked dryly.

Anya snickered.

“I didn’t realize you felt that way when I played,” I said.

Mom slid her arm around my waist and leaned into me. “Yup. Being a parent is weird.”

In middle school and high school, football had always been my primary focus. But when I was younger, spring and summer were soccer and baseball. Fall was football and basketball. I dropped basketball and baseball as I moved into high school.

My mom was right, though. I’d always felt the weight of my last name every time I took a field or slipped on a uniform. Not because of my parents—they never made me feel like I had to play any particular sport. Any pressure I felt to be the best, to make a name for myself, came from me. But I never considered how my parents might have perceived it.

Willa wiggled to get down. Then she sprinted over to us, bypassing her mom and big sister. I stretched out my arms to catch her and swung her up high. Her delighted laughter had Isabel shaking her head.

“You’re almost too big for this,” I said, catching her easily.

Willa swiped at her sweaty face. “Did you see my pass to Luna? And how good I defended?”

“I did. Excellent job, Miss Hennessy.”

She beamed. “Uncle Jude helped us practice. He said…” She paused. “He said I need to watch the ball, not their feet.”

“It’s very helpful to have an uncle who used to play soccer.”

“They call it football everywhere but here,” she corrected seriously. “Too bad you can’t help me be a better soccer player. You only know how to play the other football, and I’m not gonna play that.”

Anya laughed. Isabel watched her youngest daughter with warmth in her eyes.

“Ouch. Why not? Girls can play whatever sport they want, and I’ll beat up anyone who says you can’t.”

She sighed. “That’s what Grandpa says too. But that’s not why I don’t want to play.” Her eyes got wide. “Concussions are very serious, Uncle Emmett. I don’t want brain damage.”

This was the stuff I missed out on living on the other side of the country. I’d always missed it, even before Adaline. And after my morning with her left us, yet again, on unsteady ground, it was hard for me to weigh whether I’d be ready to uproot my life without her as the main reason.

Willa cupped the sides of my face, and I held very still. She touched her nose to mine. “You wear a helmet, right?”

“I do,” I answered gravely. Her face was so close to mine she went a little blurry. “Why are we putting our heads together?”

“Because when Mommy has something serious to tell me, she gets down and puts her face close to mine and makes sure my eyes are on her, and I’m listening good.” Her eyes widened. “Are you listening good, Uncle Emmett?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Don’t get a concussion because your brain is important,” she whispered. Then she kissed my cheek and wiggled to get down.

When she ran off, I rubbed a hand over my chest. “How do you not give them whatever they want?”

Isabel patted me on the shoulder. “Because I’m a parent, and it’s so much easier to tell them no.”

Anya—Isabel’s stepdaughter, just slightly younger than I was—gave me an indulgent smile. “You, on the other hand, are the very best kind of uncle to have.”

“How so?”

“You’re single and make a ridiculous amount of money.” She spread her arms out. “Where else are you going to spend those millions but on your beloved nieces and nephews?”

Isabel sighed. “Yeah, like buying them bitcoin for their fifth birthday?”

I shrugged. “It’s a good investment. Maybe Uncle Emmett can pay for their college education that way. Or help them start their first business. Whatever they want to use it for.”

Anya laughed. “Fricken athletes. You guys are crazy.”

She would know. Isabel and her husband, Aiden—Anya’s dad—ran a chain of boxing and fitness gyms. Anya had been running around those gyms since she was a kid and knew just as many athletes—current and former—as I did.

A few of the kids around the field approached, asking me for pictures and autographs, and by the time most of the families cleared out, Molly and Noah had packed up Luna, and Isabel and Anya were on their way to pick up Violet from my sister Claire’s house where she’d spent the night.

My mom waited patiently because it looked like my dad was taking a few pictures too. It was so normal to us, and maybe that was weirder than anything.

I’d been raised in a household that didn’t glorify athletes, but everywhere we went, people glorified us for our performance on the field.

Normal people doing abnormal jobs, as my dad used to say. And after playing the game I loved for so many years, I knew just how true that was.

There were plenty of jobs that had demanding, life-altering schedules. People who worked just as hard for a lot less money than I was able to make. The difference was in the spotlight. The cultural weight of the job we did.

Because I was good at this one singular thing, my status was somehow elevated. I didn’t need the fame, but I still struggled with the expectations.

I wasn’t mad at Adaline for knowing her own limits. She’d dated someone in a position like mine, and as much as I couldn’t stand that guy, she would walk into any possible relationship with me with eyes wide open.

It was because of her prior knowledge that she was keeping her hands stretched out, maintaining that distance between us.

Her life would be the one that would have to completely change if she moved forward with me. There were no guarantees I could give her, not for a couple of years, at least. And I wasn’t ready to walk away from the sport.

But I wasn’t ready to walk away from her either.

I signed the last autograph and waved as the parents herded their excited kids away from me. Dad slapped a hand on my back. “Good to see you on the sidelines, Emmett.”

“Good to be here.”

He tilted his head toward a small set of silver bleachers next to the soccer field. “Wanna sit? I’ve hardly had a chance to talk to you. You were gone earlier when I came home between meetings.”

Gone at Adaline’s. After leaving her office, I just … drove around. Tried to clear my head of all the knotted, messy thoughts.

Mom rubbed Dad’s back. “I’ll wait in the car,” she said.

Dad cupped her chin and kissed her softly. “Don’t think I didn’t hear you curse out that ref,” he whispered. “They’re gonna ban us from the games if you keep that up, wife.”

She smiled innocently. “I would love to see them try.”

Dad shook his head as I laughed. Mom patted my stomach and left to give Dad and me some privacy.

He took a seat on the bleacher and groaned. “I swear, I jump around more at these games than during the playoffs for Washington.”

I grinned.

He gave me a sideways look. “Football or no football?”

It was the question he always started with when the two of us had a chance to sit down. Sometimes, I wanted to talk shop because I respected him so damn much as a coach and a player. And sometimes, I just wanted to talk about life with my dad.

I sighed, hanging my hands between my legs. “I don’t know, Dad.”

He studied my face, finally giving a slow nod. “Little of both, maybe.”

“Yeah.”

“You okay?” he asked.

Staring out at the emerald-green fields, I thought about how many years of my life I’d chased something intangible. Winning games wasn’t anything you could hold in your hand. It was mental. Emotional. We pushed our bodies past their limits. We tested the lines of what we were capable of, for something that was all in our heads—the feeling it gave us.

That was why some guys were shit losers and shit winners.

“Is it possible to have a midlife crisis at twenty-six?” I asked.

He laughed. “I think it’s possible any time, kid.” He glanced over at me. “Is that why you’re home?”

“Sort of.”

“Your mom may have mentioned some”—he winced—“vibes with Adaline when you got home last night. And I will deny it if you ever say I’ve used that word to describe anything.”

“No one will hear it from me,” I promised.

“You know, I thought it would be harder to talk about relationships with the girls. But it’s just as awkward with you, if that makes you feel any better.”

“A little.”

He took a deep breath. “How’s Malcolm?”

The change of topic had me blinking. “He’s … doing okay. We talked the other day. Doctor thinks he’ll be walking again by fall.”

“Good. That was tough to watch.”

The laugh that escaped was dry, devoid of humor. “Yeah.”

“Is that when this started?”

My head turned toward him. “How’d you know?”

“I’ve been on those sidelines for more than half my life, Emmett.” He shook his head. “It never gets easier to see someone seriously hurt. All you can do is imagine yourself in his position. Imagine all the ways it can change your life because one play goes sideways.”

“It was awful.” I ran my hands up and down my thighs. “You work day in and day out together, figure out how to work as a team, but when it comes down to moments like that … there’s nothing you can do for the guy next to you when he’s really hurt. It’s totally out of your control.”

“Hardest part of being a leader,” Dad replied. “Hands down.”

I nodded. “It was after, though. At the hospital.” I swallowed. “I was sitting in that chair, watching Rebecca pray when she thought no one was watching. She didn’t care if he ever took another snap. She just wanted him to be all right.”

“It has a way of putting things in perspective.”

I almost laughed. I had so much fucking perspective since that moment. More than I could handle sometimes.

“I’d be alone,” I said.

He turned on the bench, concern stamped on his face.

“Sitting in that chair, I thought about how there’d be no one there to hold my hand while they prayed. Adaline was the first person I thought of. I can’t even tell you why, after so many years. Like I just … knew that I’d messed up something good—something special—because I thought I had to pick. Thought I had to pick one thing to be the focus of my life.” I held up my hand. “And I know if it happened, you guys would come as soon as you could. It’s not about having people who love you or support you. I’m well aware I have that, and I’m grateful for you guys. But you all have your own lives.”

My dad leaned in. “Son, if you want to quit football and do something else so you can build a different life, do it. If you want to play for another decade because you love the game, then do that.”

“I know.” I rubbed my forehead. “And I don’t want to quit. I love it. I love playing football. But I want both. I want to build something with her because I can see that as the backbone of my life. I can see it in a way I never saw football completing me. And that is hard to admit when I’ve ignored everything that could distract me from the game.”

“The hardest part is done, Emmett. So many guys never quit chasing the idea of being the best. They sacrifice everything to that altar.”

“I did until now,” I said. “Because I felt like I had to chase down this legacy that you built, stamp my name on my own. Not because you and Mom ever made me feel like I needed to, but because of something in here.” I tapped my chest. “Like that was the foundation I was meant to build my life on.”

“Emmett,” he said incredulously, “football is not my legacy.”

My brow furrowed.

He settled his hand on my shoulder, his face hard and serious. “I love this game, just like you. I loved it when I played, and shit, I lucked out after retirement when I turned out to be a good coach.”

I blew out a breath because he was doing the scary intense eye thing that he only did when he was about to set me straight.

“But if I never stepped foot on a field again, it wouldn’t touch my legacy.” His hand tightened on my shoulder. “You, the girls, their kids, your mom”—his voice got rough—“that is my legacy. I might be good at football, but the only reason I am on this earth is to take care of the family that I love more than anything.”

My throat was locked tight, my eyes full of hot, pressing emotion, and I nodded slowly.

His eyes went red-rimmed as he tried to speak. “I hope I live for another forty years, so I can see your kids—your sisters’ kids—grow up. But if I died tomorrow, Emmett, I hope no one talks about a fucking game when they bury me. I hope they talk about the kind of husband and father and grandfather I am.” His voice cracked on the last word. “That is the only legacy I care about leaving behind.”

I cleared my throat and swiped at my cheek. A world without my dad in it—even as a hypothetical—was impossible to imagine. He tugged me in for a tight hug, pounding his fist on my back.

“I love you, Emmett,” he said into my ear. “I am proud of you, no matter what came before or what comes after this. And it has nothing to do with how well you play that game.”

I pulled back, taking a deep breath. “I love you too.”

“You’re so much like me, kid.” He gave me a rueful grin. “When you fall, you fall hard, and there’s no stopping it.”

“That sounds about right,” I sighed. “It’s the first time that I know exactly what I want, and I can’t do anything about getting it because there’s so much I can’t control. And now that I know, I hate the idea of waiting to start a life with her. Every chance I have feels like my last. If I don’t take it … I’ll regret it forever.”

“Ahh. That impatience comes from your mother.”

I laughed. He wasn’t wrong.

He smiled. “You hone in on the things you can control and do your damnedest to make sure she knows how you feel. You do yourself no favors by sitting on the sidelines in your own life, kid.”

“I know. I’m trying, Dad.”

“You want to leave Ft. Lauderdale?” he asked carefully.

When I was in college, my dad and I agreed that Washington would be a tricky place for me to start. I’d always be the coach’s son. Always have people who trusted me less as a leader, who’d doubt my abilities more.

Slowly, I nodded. “I need to be closer. She can’t leave her family.”

His face grew serious. “I won’t offer to step in because you don’t need me to. But you know we just want you to be happy, right? I trust you’ll let us know if there’s anything we can do.”

As we walked to the car, I felt better.

And I felt worse.

The things I’d chased for the last decade weren’t bad. I wasn’t wrong for wanting them. But it was hard to look back and see where I took some wrong turns.

Now I just had to hope I could right them.
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Emmett

 

“You’re not doing it right.”

“I know how to fix it,” Anya said, shoving me out of the way.

I shoved her back. “Look, if you hang the hook there, it won’t distribute the weight evenly, and the swing will fall.”

She mumbled something under her breath.

“What was that?” I asked.

With a hard puff of air, she blew a strand of her white-blond hair out of her face as she adjusted the drill. “Oh nothing, just bemoaning the presence of pushy quarterbacks who like to tell people what to do.”

I snatched the drill out of her hand when she didn’t move it where I told her.

Behind us, my mom, Molly, Isabel, and Claire laughed.

“This is fun,” my mom said. “I like watching the young, energetic ones fix everything around our house.”

The tree house in their backyard had been around since before I hit double digits and had undergone many rounds of fixes and upgrades to allow for my sisters’ kids to enjoy it like Anya and I had when we were younger.

Claire shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re adding a swing chair just because my son asked for a quiet place to read.”

Bracing my arm, I pushed the drill bit into the wood, holding out my hand for Anya to give me the correct bolt. “Cooper likes to hide from all the craziness here. How will I keep favorite uncle status if I don’t give him what he wants?” From inside the house, Luna screamed, followed by the whooping sounds of Claire’s son Brooks and Molly’s son Asher. “I may join him up there before the day is over.”

Anya snickered. “Like your giant ass would fit in that chair.”

I gave her a look. “Only one of us has fallen out of this tree house before, and it wasn’t me.”

She rolled her eyes. “I was eight. It doesn’t count.”

“Where are all your husbands?” I asked the grouping of women watching us work.

Claire smiled innocently. “We locked them up at home so we didn’t have to share time with you.”

Isabel nodded. “Aiden’s still handcuffed to the bed.”

“Boundaries, Mom,” Anya called. “No sex talk about my dad.”

Iz grinned.

Claire shook her head. “Bauer is still up in Whistler; he’s working on that snowboarding line launch. He should be back in a day or two.”

“Lia and Jude get back from London tomorrow before lunch,” Mom said. She leaned forward to poke Isabel’s arm. “Can’t miss the big day,” she added in a sing-song voice.

Isabel gave her a thin smile. “Let’s hope Lia is so jet-lagged that we just have to accidentally cancel everything.”

Molly rolled her eyes. “You are no fun.”

Anya handed me the bracket and the correct wrench attachment. While I mounted everything into the beam, and my family talked about Isabel’s birthday, I thought—again—about Adaline. She was headed up to the beach house today to set up everything my mom and sisters would need for the weekend.

She’d be there for a day, prepping food, setting up the house, making sure they didn’t have to think about anything other than enjoying their time together until the guys came up Saturday night for dinner.

Which meant one night where we overlapped in Seattle until she left. By the time she got back, I’d be gone.

Frustration had me pushing a bit too hard on the drill, and my finger pinched against the wood.

I cursed.

“Uncle Emmett said a really bad word,” Willa yelled.

“Sorry, Will,” I said, ruffling her hair.

“Easy there, killer,” Anya said, side-eyeing me.

I sucked at the spot where the skin throbbed. “Finish this one for me? Carabiner is in that bag behind the toolbox.”

She nodded, so I handed her the drill and climbed down the ladder.

As I opened the slider, Molly’s phone rang, and she excused herself to answer it, hustling behind me into the house.

“Hey, what’s up?” she said. “Did you get out there okay?”

Her eyes darted to me, and my brow furrowed when I couldn’t read what I saw there.

She hummed, settling her hip against the counter. “Did you try restarting it?”

The slider opened, my mom coming in with a stray child clinging to her back. Luna laughed happily when my mom whirled in a circle. I held my arms out, and Luna leaped from Mom’s back into my waiting hands. She was petite for her age but mind-bogglingly fearless, and I stood completely still while she hooked a leg up around my neck so she could sit on my shoulders.

Molly shook her head, unfazed by her youngest child’s antics.

“Who’s she talking to?” my mom whispered.

“I don’t know.” I winced when Luna gripped my hair in her fingers. “Do you mind, Lu?”

She let go with a laugh, clamping her hands onto the sides of my face instead.

“Better, thank you,” I said dryly.

“There should be a little red button-down along the bottom,” Molly said. “Sometimes it’s finicky, though, especially when it gets stuck.”

Mom and I traded a look. “The water heater,” we said in unison.

“Your father has said he’s going to fix that for the past three years,” Mom mumbled. “Must be Adaline. She got to the beach house earlier than I thought she would.”

Molly blew out a breath. “Let me call you back, okay? Mom probably has a number of a local plumber; I’ll see if they can come out. Or one of us will come up early and help.” Adaline must have argued because Molly smiled. “I know you’re not worried, but you can’t be up there overnight with no hot water, either. I’ll text you and let you know what I get figured out.”

Mom gave me a loaded look as Molly wrapped up her phone call with Adaline.

We might have shit timing, but there was something to be said for fate too. There were always openings and opportunities, and when the game clock ticked down to dangerously low territory, it was my job to figure out how to find those openings.

“That stupid water heater is off again,” Molly said.

“Stupid is a bad word,” Luna added. “My teacher said so.”

Molly smiled at her daughter. “Your teacher is very smart. But moms are allowed to call inanimate objects whatever they want. It’s a rule.”

“Oh.” She wiggled on my shoulders, and I clamped my hands down on her legs to keep her steady. The kid was going to give me a heart attack. “Is Asher inani-imaminate? He’s stupid sometimes.”

“Luna Paige Griffin,” Molly said sternly, “You don’t call your brother names, and you know it.”

She sighed, and I smothered my smile.

Mom tapped her fingers along the counter. “Emmett, how about you go up there and help her get it working again?”

“I can do that,” I said calmly like my heart didn’t jolt up into my throat at the idea of time alone with her. It was like hitting the peak of a roller coaster. I knew what was down on the other side, knew the anticipation was worth the climb to the top. “I don’t know if I should, though,” I admitted. “She may not want me to.”

Molly’s brow furrowed. “Why wouldn’t we just call that plumb—”

With a sharp clearing of her throat, Mom’s face stayed even, and she held Molly’s eyes long enough that recognition dawned.

“Ohhh,” she breathed. Then her eyebrows popped up. “Oh. Okay.”

My mom patted Molly’s arm. “Welcome to the club. There’s so few of us here.”

“I never told you anything,” I said.

“You told me enough.”

“I knew it,” Molly hissed. “I was right the other night, wasn’t I? I knew something was going on. When? How?” She bounced on her toes, just like her seven-year-old daughter. “When?”

“When what?” Luna asked, poking her finger into my cheek.

“Nothing,” Mom and I said. The last thing we needed was Luna running out in the backyard and blabbing to her cousins.

Molly gasped. “You’re the one-night stand guy?”

Mom’s eyebrows shot up. “What now?”

“What’s a one-night stand?” Luna asked. “I can do a handstand!”

My gaze sharpened on Molly. “What do you know? What did she say?”

She hooted. “Oh boy, I am not repeating anything said during the sanctity of girls’ night.”

“Molly,” I warned. “If you know something important, you should tell me.”

She crossed her arms. “Should I? Would you want me breaking your confidence with her?”

I exhaled in a short, frustrated burst. “No.”

Luna yanked on my ear. “Secrets are okay as long as no one’s getting hurt, but if someone’s getting hurt or asking you to tell lies, you should always tell an adult.”

Mom smiled. “That’s right, baby girl. And if someone is hurting you or your brother or your cousins, I know a thousand ways to get rid of their body.”

Luna giggled, and I wrangled her off my shoulders. “Okay, munchkin, time for you to exit the conversation.”

“Uncle Emmett needs to go to the beach house early,” Mom said. “Adaline needs his help with something.”

She bounced on her toes. “Can I go with you, Uncle Emmett? I wanna see Adaline.”

“Not today, Luna,” Mom said smoothly. “You’ll see her soon, though. She said she’d have you for a sleepover when she’s back home from visiting her family.”

When I glanced at Molly, she was studying me carefully.

I couldn’t help but wonder what she saw on my face. If it matched the racing tug of excitement pulling me out of the house, yanking my attention to where Adaline was.

Luna ran off into the backyard when her cousin yelled her name, and that was when Molly smacked my arm.

“I can’t believe she was talking about you.” She shook her head. “No wonder she freaked out when you showed up.”

I settled against the counter and gave her a level look. “I’m not asking you to break any confidences, but I also need to know that if I drive up there, she’s not going to be pissed.”

Molly sighed. “If she asked for space since you got here … you should respect that,” she answered carefully. “The overbearing caveman who ignores what a woman says is only allowable in fiction.”

“She didn’t ask for space when I was at her office,” I said. “It was more … acceptance of really shitty timing.”

Mom held her hands up. “I know what I saw on that girl’s face. You should go.” She patted my cheek. “And you know I wouldn’t say that if I thought she’d be pissed. I did not raise an asshole who disrespects women.”

“I wouldn’t have lived to the age of ten in this house if I did,” I muttered.

Molly smiled. “So very, very true.”

“You know her best,” I said. “Do I get your stamp of approval?”

Molly sighed, finally giving me a slow nod. “You do.”

“Then it looks like I have to go,” I told her, tapping her on the top of the head when I passed. She swatted at my hand. “Gotta get the water working for the party.”

My mom quirked an eyebrow before I left the room, and I paused to give her a quick hug.

“You didn’t sneak up there to commit water heater sabotage, did you?” I asked.

She smiled innocently. “I’d never do such a thing.”

As I left the kitchen to grab my bag, I wasn’t sure whose disbelieving snort was louder, mine or Molly’s.
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Adaline

 

The Ward family beach house was one of my favorite places on earth. When Logan and Paige celebrated their twentieth anniversary, they purchased it as a gift for the entire family. Nestled on a gorgeous five-acre plot on Camano Island, the house had six bedrooms, five bathrooms, and about a million windows facing out to Puget Sound. It was the place they spent holidays and birthdays and summer weekends together, where the grandchildren built sandcastles on the pristine stretch of sand in front of the big white house.

Over the years, between working for Molly and organizing their gatherings, I’d spend my fair share of nights in the house. If the entire family was there, I rarely stayed overnight, making the two-hour trip back down to Seattle when my work was finished. But when it was a smaller group, I always claimed the light-green bedroom in the basement—there were double doors leading out to the back patio and from the queen-sized bed, I could sit and have my coffee in a fuzzy white chair with a perfect view of green grass and blue water and towering trees. It was just down the hall from where the kids slept, and after dropping off my overnight bag, I stopped by the room with the blue bunk beds, missing my little hellions with a fierce pang.

Something about it, as I moved from room to room, reminded me of how alone I’d felt when I was at the masquerade. Not because I was lonely at the house—there were too many good memories there for me to feel sad—but it was more like I felt the absence of the people who were meant to be there with me.

Luna fell and skinned her knee on the patio outside the green bedroom, and she wanted to sleep with me that night because she couldn’t stop crying.

Asher and I used to cuddle in the big gray chair upstairs by the fireplace, reading his favorite graphic novel books, where he insisted over and over and over that I read it in the funny voices.

Molly cried to Paige and me in the hot tub, admitting that she’d had a miscarriage after Luna, and she couldn’t stop thinking about what color eyes he or she would’ve had. Or what they might have named it.

And it was in the kitchen where Emmett and I shared a glass of wine after everyone went to sleep. He told me stories about his least favorite professor at Stanford, built a house out of coffee mugs, dinner plates, and a cookie sheet, and when he made me laugh so hard that I wiped tears from my eyes, it was the first time he looked at me like he might want to kiss me.

I didn’t know how to be in any home where he’d been without thinking of him.

And I wasn’t sure what that meant for my future. Would I pine for Emmett Ward for the rest of my freaking life? It didn’t sound like any way to live.

But it wasn’t like I could place unreasonable demands on the man either.

He was in his life.

I was in mine.

And for the time being, those two did not overlap.

Which was why I took a deep breath, kept my head down, and focused on the task at hand. Which was the house. And the mile-long list of things I had to do before they arrived in about twenty-four hours.

If we could just get the hot water back on. Which, according to Molly’s text, we should know soon enough.

Molly: Help is on the way! Shouldn’t be more than a couple of hours.

While I waited for said help to arrive, I busied myself with trips back and forth from my car to stock the fridge and pantry with all the food they’d need. I made the beds with clean sheets, folded clean towels in each bathroom, and started hauling in the five-gallon buckets of flowers that my closest vendor had delivered onto the front porch just before I arrived. Each room would have a bouquet of Isabel’s favorites, with a small basket of items to pamper themselves—face masks, lotions, chocolate, fuzzy socks, and a plush robe that Molly splurged on with each girl’s name embroidered on the chest.

The kind of prep I was doing was admittedly outside of my pay grade. It was the sort of thing I used to do when I worked for Molly as her assistant, but even five years later, with a staff who should be doing it for me, I couldn’t bring myself to delegate the Ward family to anyone else.

I loved them too much to let anyone else take care of them. Kind of like my own family.

After chugging some water, with a splash or two onto my overheated face and chest, I set about cutting flowers and organizing the stems for each room. The sound of a car approaching had me peering out the window facing the circular driveway, but I couldn’t see anything.

I wiped my hands on some paper towel and waited for the plumber to knock. But a minute or so passed, and there was no sign of him approaching the door.

Molly had said a couple of hours, though, and with a quick glance in the mirror next to the front door, I winced at the mess of my hair. A few tugs of my ponytail holder only seemed to make it worse, and I gave up with a sigh as I heard heavy footsteps on the big front porch.

Before my hand turned the doorknob to let him in, a sweeping sensation danced up my spine. With a tilt of my head, I looked down at my arms and frowned when I noticed goose bumps.

The house, full of Emmett memories, was making me go a little crazy. It was the only explanation.

“Stop it,” I whispered.

With those words still echoing in my head, I pulled the door open.

In the shaded, cool air of the front porch, standing tall and too damn handsome for his own good, was Emmett fucking Ward.

I set my hand on my hip. “You’re the help she sent?”

His lips quirked in a tiny smile. “Nice hair.”

My hand flew to the top of my head, but honestly, what was the point?

With a disgruntled sigh, I dropped my hands to my side and sank against the doorframe. “Is there some cosmic conspiracy going on?” I asked. “Masquerades and girls’ night and my parents’ house and now this? Seriously, Emmett. Are you incapable of telling me when you’re going to pop up somewhere?”

“I like seeing your face when you’re not expecting me.” He tucked his hands into his pockets and rocked on the balls of his feet. “Can I come into my family’s house, please?”

“Not yet. What do you mean by that?” I crossed my arms. “What does my face do?”

With those mile-long legs of his, it only took a couple of steps, and he was standing over me.

“You’re doing it right now,” he said quietly. “Your eyes, they go all soft. And your cheeks…” He traced a fingertip over my cheekbones. “They turn this sweet pink color. Makes me wonder what you’re thinking about.”

“I’m thinking about plumbing.”

He grinned. “Liar.”

It was sort of true. I was thinking about how I’d have to shower later, knowing Emmett and I were alone in this big house. His eyes stayed locked on mine like he was waiting for me to back away.

I didn’t concede an inch.

Because he smelled good.

And looked like he wanted to eat me alive.

And he was here—yet again—when I least expected him. When I missed him most.

A dangerous stretch of time unfolded in front of us, no interruptions, no need for locked doors or quiet.

Emmett liked to surprise me because of what he saw on my face. If I looked at him for the same kinds of clues, they were all there.

His eyes weren’t soft, though. They blazed with something more than heat—brimming with searing intensity. His chest heaved on deep, steady breaths, and the muscles in his arms twitched from the effort to hold still.

There was a perfectly reasonable excuse why Emmett was standing on that porch, two hours away from anyone we knew. But that was not why he came.

Stamped on his face was a truth I couldn’t avoid—no matter what complications stood between us.

Emmett was there for me, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to dissuade him anymore. I definitely didn’t have the energy to fight myself.

He saw that in my face too, when a pleased, anticipatory smile curled at the edges of his lips.

I stepped back, and instead of brushing past me into the house, he took one more measured step and dropped his bag with a thud on the floor. His hand ghosted over the length of my arm until his fingers curled through mine.

My breath was coming in sharp pants. I couldn’t even be embarrassed about it.

He was holding my hand, and I was ready to strip to my fricken skivvies right there in the hallway. They weren’t even nice ones, and I didn’t care. That was another truth that was easy to accept. Emmett wanted me any way he could have me. No pretense, no lies, and no excuses of what would come next.

“You going to put me to work?” he said, mouth brushing the top of my head.

I felt drunk when I blinked up at him. “What?”

He smiled. His fingers worked into the stray, flyaway hairs at my temples. “You’ve got a house to get ready, right?”

“Oh. That.” I exhaled heavily. “Yes.”

“Where do you want me?”

I quirked an eyebrow, and Emmett’s deep laugh did all sorts of warm, tingly things to my body.

Goose bumps everywhere.

“Maybe you could fix that water heater first,” I said.

Or kiss me.

Or tell me what we were going to do about all this confusing shit.

How to manage these big, big things I was feeling for him.

“I can do that.” He dropped a featherlight kiss onto my forehead and pulled away.

It was astonishing how many conflicting tugs one person could feel in their gut.

Desire. It would’ve been so easy to melt in a puddle right there by the door because of how much I wanted him.

Confusion. There was no clear path out of this weekend for either of us.

Fear. I’d never figured out how to let go of him easily. And this would only make it worse.

Love. It was too soon to say it out loud, but it beat fiercely underneath all the other things fighting for the top spot.

If he felt any of them half as much as me, I wanted to do something to fix this thing for us. And there was no clear way to do it. Not without some sort of unbalanced sacrifice.

And in a relationship with someone like him—it would be me doing the sacrificing. We both knew it.

That helpless feeling followed me as I finished cutting the flowers and arranged them into the vases for each room. He emerged from downstairs, wiping his hands on a garage towel.

“Should be good,” he said. He flipped on the faucet for the kitchen sink and nodded when he stuck his hand underneath the water. “Not hot yet, but it’ll get there.”

I glanced over my shoulder. “That didn’t take long.”

“Nope. My dad has been saying for years that he’s going to replace the control panel because the reset button gets stuck.” Emmett slung the garage towel over his shoulder. “I’m glad he didn’t.”

There went all those feelings again, a giant arm-wrestling match in my jumbled brain.

“So,” I said slowly, “you drove up here to … push a button.”

“I did.” His answer was so steady and unrepentant. It was terrifying how clear he was being about what he wanted.

There were a lot of women—and men—who would jump headfirst into any chance with Emmett, who’d probably check my mental capacity for feeling any sort of hesitancy. Did this qualify me for a padded cell? Maybe.

A sane person would’ve jumped him as soon as he cleared the door.

As soon as he brought me donuts when I was hungover.

Hell, as soon as we danced at that masquerade.

But I swallowed all of that down. For now, at least.

“Help me put these in the bedrooms?” I asked.

He nodded, taking two of the vases, fighting a grin.

My evasion was so obvious, I groaned. Emmett laughed, disappearing down the first hallway where Paige and Molly would sleep. I took the other hall, sliding the flowers on Isabel’s dresser. The presents from her sisters were already wrapped in matching paper and settled on the gleaming surface. Tomorrow morning, I’d get a massive balloon arch delivery that would stretch over the front door, flanked by a four and a zero in a soft purple color.

She’d hate the fuss, and that was half the fun in trying to think of every little detail that would make the weekend relaxing and special for all of them. I was fixing the items in Isabel’s basket when I heard Emmett drop something loud in the kitchen.

I rushed down the hallway, sliding to a halt when I caught sight of him.

He’d dropped two of the large skillets on the floor. He was holding a carton of eggs in one hand, a paper grocery bag tucked between his arm as he stared down at the pans.

Emmett hadn’t seen me yet, and I settled my elbows onto the island, peering over the edge where he was picking up the spatulas that had fallen too.

“Whatcha doing?” I asked.

His head snapped up. Oh, yes. The pink crawling over his cheeks made me realize exactly why he loved surprising me so much. It was addicting.

“Uhh, making us dinner.”

“You’re not stealing from the food I brought, are you? Because that menu was meticulously planned, sir.”

“I know better than that. I stopped at the market down the road on my way in.”

My eyebrows rose slowly. “How do you know I haven’t eaten yet?” I asked, a grin spreading.

“Have you?” He set the eggs onto the gleaming stretch of counter, next to a package of goat cheese, a bright green bunch of asparagus, and a container of what looked like roast chicken.

I pulled the container toward me and opened the lid, taking an appreciative whiff. “No.” I smiled. “Omelet?”

He nodded, pulling down a bowl from the cupboard to the right of the sink. “About the only thing I can make well.”

“Asparagus?” I asked warily.

Emmett cracked the eggs expertly, tapping the side of the bright-blue ceramic bowl, using one hand to empty the shell into the bowl. “Veggies are good for you.”

I sniffed. “If you say so.”

His laugh was addictive, the man who was usually so serious, so focused.

While he pulled together our dinner, I moved through the other bedrooms, adding items to the baskets and wiping down the mirrors and bathroom counters until they gleamed. Tomorrow, I’d cut fruit, prepare their lunch for when they arrived, and make sure every meal was as ready as possible.

Speaking of meals…

The smell hit me first, and I followed my nose into the kitchen, but I found it empty. I tilted my head and looked out the windows overlooking the back patio. Emmett was setting our plates on the outdoor dining table. First, he had them opposite of each other, then he stood back and set his hands on his hips, pushing one of the plates to the seat next to the other.

I covered my mouth, trying to hide my growing smile. Almost like if I let that smile breathe, I’d have to concede something important.

But whether anyone saw that smile or not, the concession had already begun. It did the moment he took my hand.

In my grubby clothes and messy hair and with my bare face, I walked downstairs and outside, heading straight for him. He was still facing the table, and he started when I wrapped my arms around his waist from behind. With a huge sigh, he slid his hands over mine. I pressed my face against the broad expanse of his back.

He was so warm. The muscles of his back so firm.

There was no fighting it.

Emmett was impossible not to fall in love with.

He turned, wrapping his arms around me, engulfing me completely.

It was the first time we’d hugged like this—different from our dance, different from the night we spent at my parents’—and we stood like that for a long time. His hands coasted up and down my back, his nose in my hair.

“Thank you,” I said into his chest.

“You might want to try it before you thank me,” he said.

I laughed, lifting my face. With Nick, and my family, and my job … I was the one thinking about what everyone might need. It felt so foreign to have someone take care of me this way. And since the moment he reappeared in my life, it was all he’d done.

Showing up in exactly the way I needed him.

He wanted to kiss me. It was all over his face, in the banked heat of his eyes. Gently, I tilted my chin up, eager to feel the weight of his lips on mine and the slide of his tongue over my own. My stomach went weightless, thinking about the whole stretch of evening in front of us.

Emmett’s hand slid over my jaw.

“Not yet,” he whispered, touching his thumb to my bottom lip. “Eat first.”

I curled my fingers into the cotton of his shirt. “Okay.”

Another kiss to my forehead and he pulled back to slide my chair away from the table for me.

The omelet was incredible—melted cheese and rich meat and the fresh bite of the veggies. Maybe I should be taking nutritional advice from the man with the very nice body because he was onto something.

He had me laughing with stories from his time with Parker in Ft. Lauderdale, and I told him about the craziest parties we’d done in the last few years.

His particular favorite was the Louis Vuitton-themed birthday party—for a one-year-old.

We talked about college—his and mine.

He proved to me that he could still build a perfectly stable structure using rocks and woodchips, and I wiped tears of laughter at the sight of his big frame searching around the landscaping for the right kind of stone for the foundation.

When he managed it, the small little building perfectly stable on the table in front of us, he gave me a smile so smug that I almost ripped off his shirt and tested the strength of the chair where he sat.

Not once did we talk about the fact that we were both anchored on opposite sides of the country for the bulk of the year.

We didn’t talk about Nick and the years I spent with him because nothing was to be gained by it. It was because of Nick that I knew exactly what it was like to be with someone who’s life was dedicated to a sport.

It was why, at the end of the weekend, I’d have to say goodbye to him when I left for Oregon.

Emmett cleared our plates, refusing to let me help clean up. And when he returned outside, he had a plate with a single cupcake on it. The frosting was a light green, the cake white. Stuck into the top was an edible wafer in gold.

I’d moved from the table to the patio couch tucked underneath the shade of a towering fir tree. Emmett settled his big body onto the cushion next to me, and I watched him set the plate on the coffee table.

“That for me?” I asked lightly.

Emmett’s long arm stretched behind me, his fingers toying with the ends of my hair. He didn’t answer right away.

The temptation was too great, so I leaned forward and grabbed the cupcake. Carefully, I unfolded the paper and broke it into two halves. I sucked the frosting off my finger and settled back in my seat.

He was watching me with heavy-lidded eyes.

“You can have the other half,” I said, licking my lips.

He watched that too. “I didn’t bring it for me.”

I smiled. “So you’d rather sit here and watch me eat things you don’t like?”

“Yes.”

We were dancing around the rest of our night, but judging by the look in his eyes, we might not be dancing for much longer.

“Watching someone else eat dessert,” I mused. “That’s your kink?”

“It is when you do it,” he said.

I turned on the cushion, resting my bent legs on top of his thigh. He turned too, eyes unwavering, and he pushed his other hand up the side of my leg, his fingers firm and sure on my bare skin. The hem of my shorts felt flimsy and insubstantial when his fingers toyed with it.

“If it’s within my power, Adaline, I’ll always give you what you want.” His eyes locked on the place where his fingers tangled in my hair. “No matter what it is.”

It wasn’t always that way, though. And I still didn’t know what had changed. But I couldn’t bring myself to ask.

I wouldn’t.

Years ago, in this very house, I’d just wanted a chance for us. The thing I was thankful for, in hindsight, was that he’d never given me flowery, empty words or meaningless pleasure because he couldn’t offer anything else at that point in his life.

Did it make me weak that I couldn’t maintain the same distance with us now?

Or worse—selfish that I didn’t stop because of the pain it could cause.

Unaware of what I was struggling with, what line I was straddling in my own heart, he leaned forward and pinned me with his gaze.

“Tell me,” he commanded. “I see it in your eyes.”

“What I want,” I said quietly. I took a tiny lick of the frosting. Mint. I hummed, setting it back down onto the plate. “What I want is not to hurt you,” I told him. “I don’t want to be unfair.”

His jaw clenched. “Do you want me, though?” he asked.

My eyes closed softly.

“Adaline,” he said, a barely restrained edge to his voice. “I’m a big boy, and I knew what I was doing coming up here.”

His big hand threaded through my hair, and I hissed in a breath, a switch flipping somewhere underneath my skin.

“Do you want me?” he repeated.

In my mind, I was approaching the edge of a steep cliff. Something that had been slowly off in the distance during all those months we were apart. One more step and I’d tumble into a wild free fall.

I knew he’d catch me. It didn’t lessen the fact that I was scared of what came next. But it did force me to be honest. I’d never get this moment back with Emmett, and I didn’t want to waste it, no matter how scary it was to fall.

I hardly lifted my chin in a nod, and he surged forward, stealing my mouth in a ferocious kiss.
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Adaline

 

How stupid I’d been to resist.

The moment I saw him appear in his parents’ house, I should have dragged his ass into the nearest bedroom because we could have been doing this the entire time. We could have days of this blissed-out existence.

Emmett kissed me deeply, so very, very thoroughly, his body pressing mine back into the soft cushions. He gripped my thigh and wrenched my legs open so he could fit his body between them.

We were so good at this. At stoking this unspoken fire, knowing exactly how to move against the other person.

And he moved. So very well. He rolled his hips until I broke away from the hot swipe of his tongue with a ragged gasp.

Words choked to a stop in my throat because it was all I could do to breathe through the thick beating pulse of desire that drummed between my legs, in my belly, over my chest.

My whole body was thrumming, primed for him to send me over the edge with a single touch of his big hands and long fingers.

That hand tilted my face, a thumb pressed underneath my jaw to direct the kiss.

He tugged on my lower lip with his teeth, sucking at the spot when I whimpered.

“I have never wanted anything like I want you,” he growled into my neck.

I wanted it to be true. I wanted to believe it was true. Maybe, at this precise moment, it was. Emmett lifted, using one hand behind his head to tug his shirt off.

Endless golden skin, rippling lines of muscle banded over his chest and arms and stomach had me sighing happily. Sitting up so I could indulge, I slid my hands over his stomach, licking a line over his collarbone.

His body was so perfect, it was stupid.

When he started laughing, I knew I must have said it out loud while I explored the glorious expanse of skin laid out in front of me. The most dangerous part of indulging in this with Emmett was how easily it fed the addiction.

There was no such thing as just one kiss.

One kiss from him, and I’d want a thousand more. I’d want to know all the ways he could kiss me, all the places on my body I could feel the slide of his tongue and suck of his lips, the sharp edge of his teeth when he used those on me.

There was no such thing as just one touch.

One touch, and I’d always crave more. Always want to see the different ways he could touch me and drive me out of my mind.

And there was no such thing as just one night.

Before, I thought I could do it. But I was already trembling with impatience, ready to shred clothes and pull him on top of my body right there in the backyard, in plain view for anyone who might pass by.

His big hands dug into the back of my shorts, underneath the lace of my underwear, and he curled his fingers into my flesh, groaning into a deep, wet kiss. He tilted his head, devouring my mouth from another angle, sliding and sucking and tasting. My hands pushed up his chest until I could fist my fingers into his hair.

“Inside,” I gasped. “We can’t do this out here.”

Emmett closed his eyes, pushing his hand underneath my shirt until he palmed my breast. I dropped my head back and moaned. His thumb traced the tip, and my body shook.

“Someday,” he said, sucking at the skin by my jaw, “someday we’ll start where we can finish.”

Before I could say something—anything—about his casual mention of the future, Emmett pushed to his feet, left his shirt on the concrete, and whisked mine up over my head before I could form a full, cognizant thought.

His eyes traced hot over the basic black cotton bra underneath, and I set my hands on my hips while he stared. “You could’ve waited to take that off inside.”

He shook his head slowly. “No. I couldn’t.”

I took a step backward toward the house. He followed.

“Why not?”

I felt very much like I was being stalked by a lion. A great, big, hungry lion.

His eyes tracked over my face, my cleavage, my stomach. “Because for four months, I’ve thought about those.”

I tried to hide my smile. “These?” I asked, drawing a finger along the strap going over my shoulder. I tugged it down. Then the other. My hand disappeared behind my back, and he sucked in a breath.

“Yes,” he answered, a sharp growling answer.

There was a playfulness tonight, something we hadn’t had the first time at my parents’. That felt like stealing borrowed time, something we might never get again—a layer of delayed desire that wasn’t present between us now.

“I’ve thought about getting my hands on them again,” he said. “And my mouth. My tongue.”

I unhooked the bra and kept my slow, steady pace toward the slider. It loosened from my chest, and I took a quick glance out at the sound to make sure no boats were in front of their beach.

It was empty. Just us, and a great, vast expanse of the most beautiful view I’d ever seen.

The lake and mountains and shit were fine too, but Emmett put all that to shame.

He was absolutely breathtaking.

And tonight, he was mine.

I let the bra slide down my arms, and he sucked in a sharp breath.

“Look at you,” he whispered.

My back hit the slider, the cold glass pulling a shocked gasp from my lips.

He caged me in there, bending at the knee so he could pick me up with his arms underneath my ass. My legs split around his waist, and it reminded me so much of our first time together that I grinned.

“We seem to like this position,” I whispered against his mouth. Then I nipped at his lush bottom lip.

Emmett stole my mouth in a fierce kiss, a groan rumbling out of his chest. With my back braced against the slider and my chest naked, he was able to coast his hand and palm and fingers over my skin.

He made tight circles with his thumb, swallowing the whimpering moans I made into the kiss. My hips churned restlessly, and he broke away to suck at the skin on my shoulder.

“Here?” he asked.

I quirked an eyebrow. “You trust the strength of this slider?”

A slow, devastating smile spread over his face. “No.”

“Inside then, buddy. I’m not getting a splinter in my back from this house if you want to test the wall either. Your ass would be the one plucking them out.”

Emmett laughed, taking another sweet, lush kiss before he tugged the slider open.

We tumbled inside, my feet touching the floor when he set me down. Rotating our positions, I shoved Emmett back onto the couch, where he immediately shucked off his shorts and boxer briefs.

I tugged my underwear off and stood between his legs, stark ass naked. He leaned forward, settling his big hands over my hips, pressing featherlight kisses over my stomach and along my ribs. I wove my fingers into his hair and sighed. When he pulled back and spread his arms wide along the back of the couch, Emmett did nothing for a moment except look.

There were certain moments in a woman’s life when all it took was the expression on her man’s face, and she felt like a fucking queen.

I did this to him.

I had his restraint hanging by a thread. His hands fisted on the couch. His eyes hot and his jaw locked tight.

“Take what you want,” he said.

There was so much power in those words, something he was conceding to me. He might not be handing me all the control because I had a feeling once his hands were on me, the giving and taking and submitting would be a mutually beneficial arrangement.

But what I wanted—more than anything—was to make Emmett feel good. Take the same care with him that he’d taken with me this whole time.

When I sank to my knees, his chest expanded on a mighty inhale.

He cursed my name in a low moan, gathering my hair into a tight fist.

I explored his body, using my hands and mouth and tongue, and when my palm spread over the tight drum of his stomach, and I felt the muscles lock tight, I knew he was close.

I slowed my movements, my eyes locking with his.

He was so damn beautiful. His head dropped back for a moment, brow furrowed and teeth bared in a fierce clench. But his gaze never left mine.

Giving him pleasure, it was a high I’d never experienced before. Because I wanted to. I didn’t need to. It wasn’t expected of me.

I didn’t know how much of him I’d ever get or how long I might have to wait before I saw him again after this.

And that unexpected pang of tenderness had me climbing up his lap, splitting my legs on either side of his hips and gripping his face tight in mine so I could kiss him and kiss him and kiss him.

Emmett wrapped his arms around my back, the tight embrace making it hard to breathe.

Just like that, with his hand guiding me down over him, I took Emmett inside. When I settled fully over him, our foreheads pressed against each other, Emmett sighed my name.

I started to move, just slow rocking motions of my hips.

He kissed me, sweeping his tongue through my mouth. His hands locked around my hips, and he started to move along with me.

Up when I came down, again and again, his movements became more of a fierce snap than a gentle roll.

Sweat beaded along my neck as we rocked in that position, the pleasure building and growing and changing until my fingers tingled and my toes curled up. When he sucked at my chest, the sharp jolt of pleasure tossed me headlong over the first shuddering cliff.

He watched me with rapt attention, never stopping the pulse of his hips.

“Again,” he whispered.

Turning his great big body, Emmett settled me on my back on the couch, and with my hips locked high on his sides, he snapped his hips in a relentless pace, whispering all manner of things into my ears until I did as he asked, flung helplessly back into a white, sparkling explosion behind my eyes.

It wasn’t until he groaned my name that I realized he’d joined me there.

I wrapped my arms around him, kissing the sweat-slick skin of his shoulder.

Somehow, he pulled us up like that, sweeping me into his arms.

Emmett wasn’t done with me. Not by a long shot.

He carried me into the bathroom off my bedroom, depositing me onto the counter while he started the water in the shower. He kissed me while we waited, slow and sweet and decadent. My hands slid over his upper body, and my eyes pricked with tears when he hummed happily at the touch of my tongue to his.

When the glass was fogged with steam, he took me by the hand and led me into the shower. Instead of pushing me against the tile, Emmett directed me under the heat of the water. I tipped my head back to soak my hair while he poured soap between his big hands, creating a thick lather as he rubbed them together.

“Turn,” he said, and I complied instantly.

The man took his time, over my shoulders and down my arms, along the curve of my waist, and up over my breasts. But he didn’t make any move to instigate anything else. He kissed my shoulder as he made sure all the bubbles were clean from my body, pushing the hair back off my forehead so he could skim his lips over my cheekbones, my forehead, and the tip of my nose.

I wanted to tell him I was falling in love with him. That it was so much bigger, scarier, than the first time all those years ago.

Because now I knew what I’d be missing.

When I returned the favor and soaped him, he watched through heavy-lidded eyes as I trailed my hands over his chest and arms and stomach, then slid that hand down between his legs.

“You’re very thorough,” he murmured, with heavy panting breaths as I moved my hand. His fingers dug into my hips.

“Don’t want to miss a spot.” I nipped at his chin.

Somehow, I kept my tone light, even though something sad and desperate threatened to crack open inside my chest. It would be so messy, so complicated if I let it spill out now.

I was leaving soon. And with the start of his season looming over us like a giant six-month shadow, complications were the very last thing either of us needed.

I pushed up on my tiptoes and kissed him, relishing the hot, wet press of his body against mine as he turned us toward the tile bench at the back of the shower. If Emmett felt the edge of desperation in my kiss, he didn’t show it.

Why couldn’t this just be easy?

I couldn’t handle being under his scrutiny like this while some unnamed monster of a feeling prowled under the surface of my skin. But I wanted him.

I’d never not want him, no matter how much I couldn’t allow myself to have him. And if he saw that on my face, we’d have to have a bigger conversation than I was ready for. Even if he didn’t know, Emmett wasn’t ready for it either.

So I turned in his arms, arching my back against his chest while his hands coasted along my front and sides. He sucked at my neck and told me I was beautiful, that he wanted me, that he missed me while we were apart.

I settled my hands against the tile and glanced at him over my shoulder while I braced a knee on the tile bench.

He slid his hands over my hip, up my back, and down again. “Perfect,” he murmured. “You’re so fucking perfect.”

I wasn’t, though. I laid my head against one of my arms, sighing long and slow when he steadied my hips and pushed into me.

I was greedy for taking this time with him. It was the most self-indulgent thing I’d ever done.

I was stupid for thinking—again—that I could handle it.

And I had a feeling that I’d break my own heart again before the weekend was over.

The tile room echoed with the sounds of our bodies, the way he grunted my name, the soft whimpering that he pulled from me with the drive of his hips.

It wasn’t just sex. Maybe no one would believe me, given this pattern we’d created.

The sex was a symptom, something we could indulge in without all the other pieces of a normal relationship that we couldn’t.

When Emmett curled his big body around my back, pulling me tight against his chest. With one more snapping push of his body, my mouth opened on a silent sob, my chest split open, warm liquid pleasure filling me until I slumped back because my legs couldn’t hold my weight.

He followed, his hands locked on my skin, his mouth against my shoulder with a relieved groan.

While we caught our breath, Emmett turned off the water and wrapped me in a fluffy white towel. I smiled, watching him indulgently while he dried himself off.

Neither one of us said anything, and I was so fricken grateful. If he asked me if I was okay, I’d dissolve into a heap. While he gathered his bag from upstairs and locked up the house, I pulled my pajamas out of my bag with a soft laugh and a shake of my head.

When I packed, I certainly didn’t expect to be seeing him.

I’d expected to be alone. It was my only excuse. I pulled it over my head and waited for him to come down to the bedroom.

Emmett paused in the doorway, his eyes drinking me in.

“That is…” He shook his head. “Attractive.”

“Shut up.”

He strolled toward me in nothing but his black boxer briefs, plucking at the stretched-out sleep shirt that ended somewhere around my knees with long, skilled fingers.

“You could fit three people in here,” he mused, tugging at the sides. “Donut interrupt my sleep,” he read with a smile.

I yanked the shirt out of his hands. “I don’t like sleeping in tight clothes. It’s a thing, okay?”

“You slept naked the last time.” He nuzzled under my ear, dropping kisses along my jaw.

“Yeah, well, I’m not sleeping naked tonight.” I poked a finger into his chest. “It’s always cold down in this bedroom.”

“I’ll keep you warm.”

I snorted. “I bet.”

It was so very normal, the way we got ready for bed after that. Side by side, we brushed our teeth, and he borrowed some of my floss while he watched with fascination as I applied two different serums and lotion after washing my face.

“So many steps,” he said as we walked back to the bedroom.

“Not everyone has supermodel parents,” I said, pinching his stomach.

Emmett was quiet, pulling back the blanket and waiting for me to get in.

I settled onto my side and tugged at the pillow until it was in the position I liked. Emmett climbed in beside me, tucked his legs behind mine, and locked his arm around my waist.

I could practically hear him thinking.

“What is it?” I asked.

He made a humming noise, kissing the back of my neck. “Nothing. Just made me think about whether you look like your mom. But you must take after your dad.”

My throat went bone-dry as I tried to swallow. “I guess so,” I said lightly. “I don’t really think about it.”

That lie tasted bitter in my mouth. Of course I’d thought about it. But bringing it up during such a tender moment sounded like a great mood killer.

“Whoever you take after,” he said, kissing my shoulder, “you’re beautiful.”

Emmett tightened his arms, unaware of what casual comments like that did to me. How could he know?

“Good night, Adaline,” he murmured.

I said it back to him, but instead of happily fading into sleep with his arms around me, my eyes stayed open for hours. When I did fade into sleep, it was restless and light, my brain stretched tight with a rotating list of things I wished I could change.

One of the things I couldn’t change—especially after that night—was that I was in love with Emmett Ward. And I didn’t know what to do about it.
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Emmett woke me when it was dark, a gray blanket still dominating the sky, tugging one of his too-large sweatshirts over my head and kissing my sleepy mouth. Blearily, I pulled on some joggers and pushed my feet into slippers.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

He handed me a travel mug of coffee and gave me one of those crooked grins that made my heart somersault. “Wanna watch the sunrise with me?”

“Yeah.” I nuzzled into his chest. He was wearing gray sweats and a snug-fitting white T-shirt, and they looked so good on him I just wanted to set him up on a stage with a spotlight and stare for a few hours. “We’re not walking to the clearing, are we?”

“Why?” Emmett grinned. “You don’t like early morning exercise?”

“I don’t like any exercise,” I grumbled. “The only reason I work out is so I can eat the donuts and cupcakes.”

“So you won’t be joining me on my pre-breakfast runs anytime soon?” He kissed the tip of my nose. “I thought you liked getting sweaty with me.”

“Yeah, the fun kind of sweaty.” I quirked an eyebrow. “I will run for food and a good sale, and that’s about it.”

He laughed. “I don’t know. Try running on the beach with me at sunrise, and I’ll see if I can convert you.”

It was the second time he’d made a comment like that. I took a slow sip of my coffee, pondering it. I grabbed a spare blanket from the bed and shuffled down the hallway and yanked open the slider.

Emmett had pushed together the patio furniture into a new configuration, where it was clear of the trees, and we had a wide-open view of the Puget Sound. We could lay down side by side, and I grinned behind my mug of coffee.

“You’re spoiling me,” I said lightly.

“That’s the plan.” He climbed onto the makeshift bed, settling back against the pillows with his arm outstretched so I could nestle into his side. When I curled up against his chest, he tugged a blanket up over us as I shivered.

That was the plan, he said. Like we weren’t actively doing things to make our eventual parting about a million times harder.

We were quiet for a while, the sky in front of us morphing into colors like someone slowly poured out a can of new, vibrant colors over the grayish canvas.

First purple, then pink, then a stunning reddish orange.

A perfect new day might have been unfolding in front of us, but something about it had me feeling a little weepy.

I tried to imagine what it would be like this time to say goodbye to him, knowing we wouldn’t be able to see each other.

I tried to imagine the weeks of training camp, where long days and extra prep moved straight into preseason.

I tried to imagine the start of the regular season, where he’d practically live at the team facilities. Even their days off were spent getting their bodies worked on, watching film, meeting with coaches and coordinators.

Texts going hours unread.

Missed calls and attempts at video calls with a three-hour time difference. By the time I was done and home from my workday, able to talk or give him any amount of uninterrupted focus, he’d be in bed.

The discipline required to play at his level was insane. It didn’t only show in his records or wins. It was in the way he took care of his body and his mind. And all that discipline made it very, very hard to try to start a new relationship.

There would be no first dates or three-hour phone calls because neither of us wanted to hang up. There would be no joint showers or fighting over the blanket.

There would be no cooking dinner together.

No watching him build a little house out of sugar packets or something else equally ridiculous.

There would be no cuddling at sunrise.

The night before, in the middle of all that epically amazing sex, I had the thought that something was about to crack open in my chest.

And it did, right there, lying in his arms because I had one dangerous, terrifying thought.

I’d give up anything to do this every single day.

Nothing about that thought made me feel good. It wasn’t a relief. I didn’t feel at peace as the truth of it seeped through me. My bones went ice cold under my skin. My hands started trembling, and I turned my face into Emmett’s broad chest and fought against a crashing, snarling wave of absolute panic.

It was too big, too much, too soon.

“What are we doing, Emmett?” I whispered.

When he didn’t answer immediately, I knew he wasn’t oblivious to the deep root of my question. Maybe he didn’t know about the thousand pounds of pressure on my chest or the tightening of my throat, but he was aware enough to hear the tenuous thread in my voice.

“Will you look at me?” he said quietly.

I pinched my eyes shut. No. I didn’t want to look at him. I was terrified of the way he would be looking at me, and somewhere, deep down, I knew this was coming from the moment he led me out onto the dance floor.

It was that foundation shifting that I’d felt, and we’d never managed to fix it or address that it happened at all.

Slowly, I sat up, turning my back to the masterpiece in the sky.

His eyes were wary, and I couldn’t blame him. He drew a thumb over the furrow in my brow. “Tell me what’s happening up here?”

“I-I’m freaking out a little bit,” I admitted. My fingers knotted together, a tight grip to keep them from shaking.

“Okay,” he said. “Because it feels … big, right?”

I nodded, my eyes filling immediately.

“The biggest,” I whispered.

“Adaline.” He cupped my face. “We can do this.”

I exhaled a tremulous laugh. “It’s not that simple.”

“Yes, it is,” he said with complete confidence. “We can talk every day. FaceTime and chat and I don’t care if I have to buy a fucking plane to be able to see you every week.”

My stomach trembled. “Emmett, stop,” I said. “I can’t leave right now.”

“I know.” He coasted his hands up my arms. “And I know Nick made you feel like you couldn’t have your life and his. But I’m not going to ask you to sacrifice the things that are important to you.”

I shook my head. “This isn’t about Nick.”

“It was at first,” he said. “Don’t tell me it wasn’t.”

“At first, yes.” I let out a slow breath, trying to quell the rising panic. “I’d only been single for six weeks then, Emmett. The thought of diving right back into that life did not appeal to me, and I think you can understand why.”

“I did. I do,” he amended. “But you and I are different. We can do this.”

I was off the couch before I realized it. “No, we can’t.”

His jaw clenched, Emmett’s immediate tell that he wasn’t sure how to proceed.

“I know what your life is like,” I said. “I’ve lived it, and this isn’t about Nick. Sometimes your priorities don’t line up with what someone else wants or feels. Hell, what I want or feel. And you, of all people, should understand that. You felt like you needed to make a choice once too.”

He slicked his tongue over his teeth and regarded me cautiously. “Because five years ago, I didn’t guess we’d end up here? You said you didn’t hold that against me.”

“I don’t.”

“And you’re not feeling exactly what I’m feeling?” he asked, a challenging set to his jaw.

There.

Something flamed behind his eyes. Frustration.

“This isn’t going to help,” I said quietly.

“You’re not answering the question.” He cupped my face. His hands were big and warm against my cheeks. My eyes fluttered shut at the way he touched my skin. His voice deepened, rough with emotion. “Tell me you’re not feeling what I am right now, Adaline, and I will walk away.”

He meant it. It wasn’t an ultimatum, though. He was giving me an opening.

I didn’t want him to walk away. But I couldn’t see a way around all the obstacles. He had two years left in Ft. Lauderdale, minimum. Not once had he ever told me he’d leave.

Giving him shreds and snippets of my time, being able to get even less than shreds and snippets of his, facing down the reality of frustration and disappointment and it never being enough … it sounded like hell.

What we were together was nothing I’d ever felt. Didn’t know it existed. And that sort of half-relationship with those big, big feelings? I didn’t see it playing out well.

But I wouldn’t lie to him.

“It is not always that simple, Emmett,” I told him.

“It is.”

Unfair words clawed at my throat, and I choked them down.

That he’d never been in a serious relationship, so how could he possibly know.

That he’d never been in a position not to get something he wanted, and it was showing.

But nothing would be gained by saying them. It would only wound him, and I didn’t want to do that anymore than I already was.

“I know that in two weeks, you’re going to settle in for another season, and I cannot be there with you.” I sucked in a deep breath. A sob lodged in my throat as I said it, and the words almost couldn’t get past it. “I cannot give you what you want right now.”

That was what terrified me most.

I wanted to.

I wanted to hop on a plane with him and forget everything. Forget anything else existed except us.

“People make long-distance work all the time,” he said. His voice was calm, but his eyes were raging with some unspoken emotion. “I know you have a lot on your plate, but we can do this. I will fly you to me whenever you want. I don’t care if it’s one night.”

I pressed a hand to my chest and struggled to pull in a full breath. I was freaking the fuck out, and I didn’t know how to stop it, how to put into words what bubbled dangerously underneath all of it.

His parents had such an amazing love for each other, were such good fucking people, and he was the fruit of that love. It showed in his confidence and his kindness, his drive and his intelligence.

He couldn’t understand because he’d never had to. And I was so glad for that.

That same thought from earlier slipped through again. I’d give up anything to do this with him.

Anything.

Anything.

It was like someone had an iron bracket wrapped around my throat when that word echoed through.

Even thinking it felt like accessing some hidden side of me I never wanted to exist.

That I’d be someone who could walk away.

For years, I stayed with someone who’d never threaten that unspoken fear. Nick was no threat to my heart because somehow—even at the beginning—I knew he’d never tempt me in that way.

But Emmett was everything. And I wanted everything with him, to the point that I’d give it all up so I could have it.

I pulled in a slow, steadying breath. If I told him all that, he’d reassure me that I didn’t have to choose, and my fears were unfounded.

But even then, it was only one piece.

And I had to give him something true if I couldn’t tell him that he had my heart.

“Emmett,” I said, swiping at my cheeks, “Tim’s cancer is back. I think it’s bad, too. That’s why they asked us all to come home on Monday after his appointment. If I have spare nights, that’s where I have to be. My mom, my family need me.”

His face went slack with shock. “Oh shit, Adaline.” He exhaled, and his arms tugged me tight into his chest. “I’m so sorry.”

In that unthinking response to pull me straight into the comfort of his arms, I lost my hold on my emotions. The dam crumbled, and when it came down, it was a spectacular crash.

I cried. I couldn’t stop it. It was the release I’d needed, and this one had nothing to do with any of the physical pleasure he was capable of bringing me.

I wanted to tell him all the things that scared me. I wanted him to help me carry every single thing because he would.

He rubbed my back and didn’t say a word while I sobbed. I was terrified of what would happen to Tim, and how our family would react after all the grief and loss that tied us together in the first place. And I cried because I was in love with someone I couldn’t have. Not in the way we deserved.

I’d never done anything as selfish as take this time with Emmett, and I couldn’t escape it.

He was in love with me too. I knew it without him saying a word.

When I pulled back, his eyes were red, and he pushed his thumbs over my cheeks.

“I wish I could take this for you,” he said.

I nodded jerkily. “I know.”

Maybe he still didn’t fully understand why I felt like I had to choose, but I could see on his face that he respected it.

“I wish I could be there with you,” he said in a fierce whisper.

I wished that too. Another selfish thought.

I wanted to crawl in bed with him after a hard day. I wanted to talk to him about what he was going through and listen to all the thoughts he wanted to give me. Little and big and between.

“What if,” he said slowly, “what if I could be closer?”

I stared up at him, something impossibly warm curling through me. “Emmett,” I whispered. My mouth was desert dry. “What are you saying?”

His face settled into something firm, something determined. “What if I could be closer?”

My mind raced, my heart near to exploding from how fast it was beating. “I would never make you switch teams for me,” I said.

“That’s not what I asked, though.” He slid his hands into my hair, cupping the back of my head. “I know you’d never do that. Just like I’d never ask you to leave your family when they need you.”

“But you … your contract …” My voice trailed off.

He blew out a slow breath. “Yeah. My contract.” His eyes held no false promise, and I loved him for that too. “It won’t be easy. And I can’t guarantee anything.”

The momentary hope, that bright light he’d kindled under my ribs, it flickered ominously.

But it was still there.

I held my breath while he dipped his head and locked his gaze with mine. “I am in love with you, Adaline Wilder. And if it is within my power to give you what you want, I’ll do it.”

Tears spilled over my cheeks, quiet and steady, and he wrapped me in his arms again.

“I wish this was easier,” I whispered. “It should be easier to be with the person you want.”

He kissed the top of my head. “Someday,” he said quietly, “we’ll start this in a place we can finish it.”

Impossibly, through my tears, and knowing I was only a few hours away from leaving him again, I laughed.


[image: ]

Emmett

 

“You’ve been quiet all weekend.”

Isabel found me sitting on a lounge chair on the lawn, where I could watch my family gather by the water and still feel like I had some privacy.

The birthday girl—and the sister I’d always been closest to—settled into a chair next to mine and folded her hands on her stomach.

I closed my eyes and sighed. “Yeah. Sorry if I’m ruining the celebratory vibe.”

She snorted. “I hate being the center of attention, Emmett. You having the man-sads because Adaline left is the best thing to happen to me. Everyone in that house is so worried about the two of you that once the presents were opened, I’m off the hook. I almost invited all the kids just so there was a distraction.”

Despite the persistent ache in my chest, I found myself smiling. “Glad to be of service.”

Isabel and I sat quietly for a while, and she sat up to watch the shoreline as her husband, Aiden, spiked a volleyball over the net. My brothers-in-law Bauer and Noah both dove for it.

Aiden laughed when they immediately started arguing that he’d touched the net.

Isabel settled back in her chair, grinning when her husband looked over, and they shared some wordless communication.

“You all do that.”

She glanced over, eyebrow raised. “What?”

“The thing where you look at each other, and it’s like you can read their mind.”

Isabel hummed. “Yeah, I suppose we do.”

“I’ve had a front row seat to all your relationships,” I said. “Since like … ten years old.”

She nodded. “True. We all found our person. That’s pretty rare these days.”

There it was again. That throb behind my ribs, something I hoped would ease with time.

Adaline was my person. There was no doubt in my mind.

I was so glad I came up to the beach house early because I’d never regret any of the time I got with her. Every conversation, every kiss, every time I made her laugh or smile, every time I was able to slide my body in hers and settle deep into that sense of rightness—I knew what she was to me.

And still … I was stuck.

The frustration cranked the ache in my chest to something sharp and hot, and I let out a slow exhale to try to get rid of it.

“You can talk to me,” Isabel said steadily, “if you want.”

I closed my eyes and tried to think of what I even wanted to say.

“It’s not that I don’t want to,” I managed.

She cut me a quick glance. “We’ve got time. No screaming kids who are going to interrupt every other minute. Why don’t you just start at the beginning?”

The rest of the family must’ve sensed that we needed privacy because no one approached us as Isabel sat and listened to the entire story.

The times I noticed Adaline after we first met.

Draft night.

When I sat in the hospital and inexplicably thought of her.

The ball.

Her parents.

The four months between.

Ned refusing to meet with me.

And now, my trip home.

Isabel puffed out her cheeks and exhaled. “Well … I guess my birthday has been good for one thing,” she said wryly. “You’re welcome.”

I exhaled a laugh.

“That must’ve been hard for both of you,” she said. “That last conversation.”

When I thought about Adaline’s obvious panic, the slow tightening of tension through her whole body as I held her, I could pinpoint the moment down to the second when she realized the impossible position she was in.

The one I was in too.

I wanted to leave and couldn’t—unless I was willing to walk away from my team.

She wanted to be with me and wouldn’t—unless she was willing to leave her family when they needed her.

Part of why I loved her was how she took care of the people she loved. Part of why she loved me was my dedication to the people I was responsible to.

If either of us made those choices, it went in direct contradiction to what made us who we were.

“I’m so frustrated with where we ended up,” I told Isabel, “even though I understand why. I know that I’m in love with her, and even if she didn’t say it back, she’s in love with me too.” I ran a hand through my hair. “I can’t do anything about it, and it makes me feel so fucking useless.”

Isabel smiled.

“What?” I snapped.

That made her smile grow. “Kid, you’ve had a pretty charmed existence.”

I slicked my tongue over my teeth.

“It’s not something that should be held against you. People with good parents can go through really shitty things, but you just … breezed through your life, Emmett. You got into the good school and made the good grades, all while dominating a really hard game to dominate. And when you took the next step”—she shook her head—“it was amazing to watch you. You took to all of it so easily. It didn’t change you into some showboating asshole who only cared about making money and sleeping with supermodels.”

“Mom was a supermodel. You better not let her hear you say that,” I said.

She laughed.

While her words sank in, I shifted in my seat. “I know you’re right, but it didn’t feel easy at the time. Making the grades and playing the game, leaving my family to move across the country.”

“I know you worked your ass off. That’s not what I mean.” She turned in her chair. “But this is the first time in your life that you’ve truly wanted something—but couldn’t have it.”

“I just want,” I stopped and cleared my throat. “I want what I’ve seen my whole life. Mom and Dad, the four of you and your husbands. I took it for granted. Always assumed it would come down the road. But I never gave any thought to the why or how. The complications. It’s like, I shoved that part of my future away in some box that I’d open again. Eventually. Once I saw her again, once I knew how it could be between us, I can’t close it back up. I don’t want to.”

“Boy, do I know what it’s like to do that,” she mused. Isabel waved a finger between us. “Pot, meet kettle.”

“It shouldn’t be this hard to be with the person you want,” I said quietly, repeating Adaline’s words from the day she left.

I’d thought about them for the past two nights. Thought about her—missed her—for the past two nights. Because I was a glutton for punishment, I chose to stay in the green bedroom. If I pressed her pillow against my face, I could still smell that mango shampoo.

Someday, I was going to walk through the produce section of a grocery store, pass the mangoes, and pop a very inconvenient hard-on.

“I feel bad for both of you, Emmett. I do.”

Her eyes were gentle, which was not a word I ever associated with Isabel. Isabel was the one who kicked all our asses when we needed it. So I braced for when the not-gentle part would start.

“But…”

She smiled briefly, her face growing serious again in the next breath. “But this thing you’ve been waiting for? The eventuality of a great big love like the ones you’ve grown up with? None of them came easily. Not even a little bit.” I must have made a facial expression she didn’t like because she leaned forward in her chair. “You were a kid; it wasn’t your job to notice all the shit we went through to find our happily ever afters. But let’s start at the top, shall we?”

I blew out a breath. There was no point in stopping her, not when she was just getting herself wound up.

“Your mom and dad?” She ticked off one finger. “They got married when they were virtual strangers just so Logan could keep the four of us. Paige walked into a house with four teenage girls and a husband she hardly knew. Do you think that was easy? The fact that they survived the four of us long enough to even fall in love is a fucking miracle.”

I knew the story, but I’d never heard it from one of my sister’s perspectives.

Then she glanced over at her husband of a decade and a half, her face softening into a tiny smile. “All of us have stories like that. The details might differ, but none of us had a cakewalk to get to this point.” Isabel turned back to me and pinned me in place with her implacable gaze. “Emmett, you never saw our struggles, but they were there. Nothing about this”—she gestured to the people in front of us, all the people we loved—“came easy. And what makes our love stories so amazing is that we fought through all that shit to get here. None of us gave up when it was hard.”

“I’m not giving up, Iz.” I met her gaze head-on. “Not even thinking about it. Am I not allowed to be frustrated? Feel like there’s nothing I can do to fix this for either of us?”

“Oh, bullshit,” she said.

“Excuse me?”

“There’s always something you can do. And as much as it sucks, sometimes being patient while the person you love works through something hard is the thing you’re supposed to do.”

“I am being patient,” I told her. “I have been.”

“No, you assumed you could waltz into her life, and everything would magically fall into place. You’ve been patient because you had no other choice. This isn’t some offensive scheme you can plot out with Xs and Os before you take the field, and fucking hell, I hate that I’m using football clichés right now,” she said.

I smiled, despite the sting of her accusation. She wasn’t wrong. And that stung too.

“Loving her, and being patient, are good,” I said. “I can do that. I’m willing to wait if I have to. But they’re still not enough. I cannot force Ned to listen to trade offers, no matter what I say or do. He’s holding so tightly onto that golden fucking leash, and I can’t do anything about it.” I emitted a laugh, a harsh sound devoid of humor. “Except quit. Walk away from all my teammates and let go of every shred of integrity I’ve built in this league over the past five years. Do you think that’d make her proud?”

“No,” Isabel said unflinchingly. “It’s a dick move, and that is not you, Emmett Ward.”

“So then what?” I spread my arms out. “I’m still stuck.”

She gazed out onto the sound, narrowing her eyes in thought. “It’s a shitty situation,” she admitted. “But maybe you shouldn’t be approaching it—Ned—like the Golden Boy would.”

“What do you mean?”

“Maybe,” she said slowly, “you need to play a little dirty.” Her eyes settled on my mom, then Molly and Claire and Lia. Isabel’s lips curled into a devious smile. “You know how the saying goes?”

“What?”

“What would Paige Ward do?” she asked lightly.

“Oh fuck,” I muttered. “I don’t know if I’m ready to answer that question.”

But as Isabel laughed, a wisp of an idea curled through the back of my head.
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“Do these look good?”

Davonte, one of our rookie receivers, looked over at my phone screen. “No.”

“What?” I scrolled through the pictures. “Why not?”

“Too much frosting.” He pointed at something beneath the picture I’d shown him. “See … that’s the shit right there. You gotta have the right balance.”

Josh—a veteran linebacker—slung his arm over Davonte’s shoulders. “How sad is it that we have to tell him why a cupcake looks good or not?”

I rolled my eyes. “You know I don’t eat sugar.”

“No sugar,” Darius mumbled. “Saddest shit I’ve ever heard.”

“Who’re the cupcakes for then?” Josh asked. “Didn’t you ask us about chocolate fruit or some shit last week?”

I ignored him. “So these are better?’

“Yes,” they said in unison.

I clicked order and typed in the address for Tim and Sheila’s house. According to Molly, Adaline’d be there all week.

Once a week for the past four weeks, I’d sent something sweet to Adaline. To her office, or her parents when I knew she was there. Once, to her apartment so she didn’t have to share.

Maybe in the strictest sense, we weren’t in a long-distance relationship, but it was something. A tether, some small thing that made certain Adaline knew I was thinking of her.

And for the past four weeks, I thought over and over and over about what Isabel had said.

What would Paige Ward do?

First, it was a terrifying proposition because if I asked that question to anyone who knew my mom well, they’d either burst out laughing or wince.

There was nothing she wouldn’t do when it came to the people she loved. I’d heard my parents love story my whole life—and she knew almost immediately that my dad was who she wanted. He was more reluctant. He had more to lose. He was terrified of what she was capable of making him feel. And because of that, he’d held her at arm’s length until he couldn’t resist.

The parallels to my own relationship with Adaline were not lost on me.

Strangely enough, it was those parallels that helped.

I arrived back in Ft. Lauderdale with a clear head. Not because I was willing to sacrifice two years of my life to keep my position there safe. Because now, I knew what was going to build the foundation of the rest of my life.

And it wasn’t in Florida.

My first week back, I strolled into the weekly meeting between Coach and our GM, sat in the chair, and told them I’d leave them alone.

“Thank fuck.” Don sighed.

Coach eyed me. “What changed?”

“First chance I get, I’m going to tell Ned that he’s left me no choice but to walk away if he refuses to listen to trade offers before the window closes.” I met both of their incredulous looks unflinchingly. “He has until November second, right? That should be enough time for him to figure it out. Otherwise, you’ll play the last half of the season without me.”

I still wasn’t entirely sure that I was willing to do that, but this was me calling their bluff that I couldn’t get a meeting.

They sat in stunned silence for about ten seconds.

Then the explosion happened. Don was up out of his chair, yelling obscenities. Coach stood too but managed to direct his obvious frustrations at Don’s temper.

As they yelled at each other and yelled at me, I sat calmly in my chair and watched. After a couple of minutes, I stood, walked out of the office, and winked at Mary.

She laughed into her coffee mug. “See you next week, Emmett?”

I tapped the surface of her desk. “I don’t think so, Mary.”

Mary beckoned me closer. “Ned’s going to be back in town tonight. He’ll have VIP guests with him at all the training camp events.”

“All of them?” What a coward. If there was a crowd, he knew I wouldn’t approach him.

She nodded. “Every single one.”

My options were limited.

Every day in training camp, Ned waltzed through with his ugly sunglasses on, parading an endless line of celebrity guests along the field. He’d taken to using three security guards. The only good that came out of that was the locker room fodder it provided.

But I couldn’t come anywhere near him, and he knew it.

My agent was ready to have a meltdown because I refused to tell him what I planned to do.

So I kept my head down for those four weeks.

I did press. I practiced my ass off. I did endless hours of reps and routes with our new receivers and built the chemistry where I could. But in my head, there was a giant countdown clock over all of it.

Those were the moments I ordered things for Adaline.

She always thanked me as soon as she got them.

That tether to her, even for brief messages, kept me sane.

We were one week away from the season opener, and I thought I had all of it under control.

Or as much of it as I could, anyway.

Ned arrived at our last preseason practice before we’d travel to Green Bay for the first game of the season, but it was the first time I’d seen him without the entourage, without the fawning fans, without his full parcel of meatheads blocking anyone who came near him.

Coach and I were standing midfield, staring at the playbook.

“I don’t like how those would hold up against the blitz, though,” my offensive coordinator said, pointing at the page I was studying.

“Yeah, but if our blockers pull them to the right,” I said, “I can roll out to the left and get rid of the ball faster. Won’t matter as much if the pocket collapses.”

Coach nodded. “You’d have space to run too, if you needed it.”

“Five yards or less,” I said. “If we get caught on third and long, you know I’m not fast enough.”

My offensive coordinator laughed. “Your tall ass couldn’t sprint your way out of a paper bag if you got stuck.”

The guys around us laughed. I flipped off Darius when he mimicked the way I ran.

Ned was on the sidelines, and I eyed him underneath the brim of my hat.

Coach cleared his throat. “Not now, Ward.”

My OC looked between us. “Not now what?”

“Nothing,” I said, slapping him on the shoulder. We decided on a play, and Coach barked out his orders. I focused my attention on the task at hand, doing my best to keep Ned out of my mind for the time being. Coach was right. It wasn’t the right time.

The sun was relentless as it beat down on the practice fields. Often, we practiced inside where it was air-conditioned, but as we neared the start of the season, where we’d have less control over the elements, Coach told us to suck it up and drink more water.

I flipped my hat onto the bench and tugged my helmet on, lining up behind Roberts, my new center.

“Watch for the blitz,” I told him. Lining up against your own team always lessened the pressure but building trust with new players was key in finding success during the regular season. He and I were getting there, but it was a work in progress.

I yelled the play to my offensive line, motioning to my running back and receivers. “Watch the edges,” I snapped when one of the rookies focused in the wrong direction.

Our defense lined up, crouching down as I took my spot behind Roberts.

“Set,” I barked, “hut.”

The ball snapped cleanly into my hands, and I danced back a couple of steps.

The tight end blocked my right the way he was supposed to, and Darius took off in a dead sprint down the center toward the post. The O-line pushed the defense right, like they were supposed to, and I stepped out to the left, heaving the ball. If Darius cut over after fifteen yards, he’d line up exactly where the ball was supposed to fall, about thirty yards past the line.

He stretched his arms out, and it landed soft and pretty right in his hands.

Someone smacked my ass when he strode, fist raised in the air, into the end zone. I grinned.

The offense celebrated, and a few defensive linebackers shoved at my shoulders as they went to get some Gatorade.

These were moments my love for football was the clearest, the pure enjoyment of playing the game, separate from all the pressure I’d put on myself to chase wins and records.

It was easy to lose it in the tangle of all those other things, and it was a good reminder that there should be a way out of this so I could have Adaline in the way both of us wanted—and not have to walk away from something I loved.

As I walked across the field, I felt Ned’s gaze on me, and even though I couldn’t see his eyes through his sunglasses, I jerked my chin up in greeting. I didn’t smile.

Not like I normally would.

I used to see someone I couldn’t quite take seriously in his leadership role, someone misguided in trying to find a way to prove himself in a really fucking tough industry.

Now I just saw a coward who was in my way.

I didn’t want to send Adaline baked goods once a week, just so she knew I was still thinking of her.

I wanted to be with her. Wanted to marry her. Have kids with her. Wanted to love her, hold her, kiss her, take her to bed—every fucking day for the rest of my life—because I’d be just as good at that as I was playing this game. Better, actually.

For the first time in twenty-six years, I had someone who was mine to take care of. And that mattered.

Someone at the table handed me a bottle of Gatorade, and I accepted it with a smile. Halfway through my drink, an assistant coach approached with a large crate in his hands.

“Ward?” He was grinning widely. “I, uh, got a package for you.”

“What is it?”

Darius and Josh crowded around me. When the assistant set the heavy crate in my outstretched arms, they burst out laughing as they looked over my shoulder.

Inside the crate were carrots—dirty from the ground and still connected to the bright green stalks—heads of broccoli and sweet potatoes. Nestled on top of the fresh vegetables was a note.

 

Emmett, I’d send you something delicious, but you have terrible taste in snacks. Good luck in your first game.

XO, Adaline

 

Most of the guys looking to see what I’d been sent were thoroughly confused, but I couldn’t stop my grin long enough to explain anything.

She’d sent me a crate of fucking vegetables.

If I didn’t love her before, this might have done it.

I set it down on the ground and strode past all my curious teammates, heading straight for Ned. Coach pinched the bridge of his nose, muttering something underneath his breath.

On the sideline, standing next to his lone security guard, Ned fidgeted uncomfortably as I approached.

I stopped about two feet away from him, crossed my arms over my chest, and stared him down.

“I have a meeting in less than five minutes,” he said, throat catching nervously on the last word.

“I don’t care.”

His eyebrows popped up, and he ripped his sunglasses off. “You still work for me, Ward, and I think you’re forgetting that.”

“I haven’t forgotten anything.” I took a step closer. The security guard watched me, yawning lazily. “I’m asking you, with all the respect you deserve as the owner, to honor the time I’ve put in here by allowing me to move on to another team where I can be closer to the people I care about.”

“Running home to Daddy?” Ned tugged on the sleeves of his shirt with a derisive sniff. “I thought you understood what an awful place that is to be. Makes me respect you less.”

“That would bother me if I cared whether you respect me or not.” I smiled. “But I don’t.”

“Why would I let my best player go anywhere?” he hissed. “I’d be an idiot to allow you to walk away before I have to.”

“There’s a whole list of reasons you’d be an idiot,” I said easily. “I might work for you right now, but contract or no contract, you’re putting me in a position where I won’t have much of a choice to do something drastic.”

“Like leave your team right before the season?” he said loudly. “That drastic?”

Loudly enough that my teammates behind us went conspicuously quiet.

Coach swore under his breath.

A few players muttered things I couldn’t hear, speaking to the people around them. If I looked now, I wondered what I’d see. Distrust. Suspicion. It was exactly the kind of thing that could ruin a team before we ever took the field.

I held his gaze. “It’s gonna be like that, then?”

Ned smirked. “Good luck getting them to trust you now, Ward.”

What an idiot.

He motioned to his security guard and swept out of the practice like he hadn’t just dropped a bomb right in the middle of the field.

I set my hands on my hips and tried to breathe through the hot wave of anger that curdled in my chest. Someone gripped my shoulder.

Darius squeezed his hand. “Hey, we got you, QB. Don’t sweat him, okay?”

I nodded. “Thanks.”

He walked off, and I blew out a hard breath. Before I could think too hard about what I was doing, or what it meant, I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and pulled up a number I’d probably never called.

She picked up on the first ring.

“This is Allie.”

“Aunt Allie, it’s Emmett.”

Allie Sutton-Pierson, owner of the Washington Wolves and my mom’s oldest friend, laughed. “Well, not every day I get a call from the competition,” she said, a smile clear in her voice. “What can I do for you, Emmett?”

I scratched my face. “How do you feel about skirting a morally gray area for the son of your oldest friend?”

She was quiet on the other end of the phone.

“Pretty good, I think,” she answered slowly. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on.”
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Emmett

 

Days moved incredibly slowly when you were waiting for something big to happen. And Allie had warned me that what I was asking would take time.

It required patience.

But that was in short supply, especially as I stood in the tunnel at Lambeau, waiting to take the field to kick off the season. There was an edge to my mood, a weight that I wasn’t used to carrying.

Hearing the screams of the crowd, the music, the fireworks, the spectacle of another season … it felt like an anchor around my chest.

In the end, our three-point win against Green Bay was not the cleanest, most decisive victory. Our offense didn’t click until the fourth quarter, and I was thankful for a solid defense and great special teams for keeping the win within reach. I threw two interceptions, Darius dropped a perfectly thrown pass that would’ve been a touchdown, and I was sacked more times in a single game than I ever had been.

I was still sore from the beating I had taken.

As week two rolled around, the daily grind of practice and meetings and press and film study began again, I started to doubt—really, truly doubt—that anything could be done this season.

And no matter what I said to Coach and Don, I didn’t want to walk away.

The talking heads were having a field day with Ft. Lauderdale. Normally, I tuned them out because it didn’t help me do my job to listen to their opinions. Ned’s shouted comment had taken root, digging in deep enough that the press got wind of friction, even if they didn’t know any particulars.

I hated hearing about it. But I found myself unable to sit in a quiet house by the time I was done at work. So I kept it on in the background all week, tried to filter out their voices when they talked about how awful I looked in week one.

After practice and a few hours in the film room with my offensive coordinator, it was dark by the time I got home. I kept the lights dim in the kitchen while I made myself an omelet.

After tossing the eggshells into the garbage, I caught sight of the crate Adaline had sent me and smiled.

I ate every damn one of those vegetables. But it did nothing to blunt the edge of how much I missed her.

I’d received sparse updates on Tim’s health through Molly—Parker wasn’t really returning texts, and I could understand why. He was settling into a new team, and his dad was given less than a year to live, given his decision to opt out of treatment.

Sitting in my big, dark house, weekly deliveries seemed like such a paltry way to accomplish anything. As I wolfed down my dinner, I glanced at the clock on the wall of my family room.

It was just past six by Adaline.

Living like this—no matter how busy we both were—was not something I could stand anymore. I needed something.

Anything.

Me: I’m staring at an empty vegetable crate, but I can’t bring myself to throw it away.

She answered almost immediately, and a warm, contented feeling settled in my chest when I saw her typing a response.

Adaline: Does it match your décor?

Me: It’s a bit more ‘broken down farmhouse’ than I prefer.

Adaline: Maybe you could set it outside next to your fancy pool and a family of seagulls could roost in it.

Me: Are you kidding? That crate is precious to me. It deserves better than bird shit.

Adaline didn’t respond right away. I settled back in my seat, stretching my sore legs out onto the ottoman in front of the couch. It was like every other snippet of time we allowed ourselves … we knew better, and we still couldn’t resist. As long as she knew how much she was on my mind, I could get some sleep.

Me: I know we weren’t going to do this, but I’m sitting in this house that’s way too big for me, and I miss you. I wanted you to know I was thinking about you.

Me: I always think about you, though, so I guess it has nothing to do with being at my house.

Adaline: I miss you too. How was practice?

Me: Same as always. Hot. Hard.

Adaline: …

Me: What?

Adaline: I could take that answer in so many inappropriate directions. But I won’t.

I grinned.

Me: Weirdest thing you had to do for work this week?

Adaline: Omg the options I could pick from …

Adaline: A few days ago, I had to break Kendall’s fall out of a tree when she was trying to hang umbrellas in the backyard.

Me: Dare I ask why you were doing this?

Adaline: Because they wanted us to recreate some street in London. They got engaged there and wanted her wedding shower to look exactly like it.

Me: Are you guys okay?? I thought I’d be the most likely person to get injured between the two of us.

Adaline: A little banged up, but the umbrellas looked fucking amazing. That’s what matters.

Me: A worthwhile cause for sure.

Adaline: Speaking of injuries, Green Bay was not very kind to you. How are you feeling?

Me: Sore, but I’ll survive.

Adaline: Wish I could help you with that.

Me: I thought we were keeping this conversation clean…

Adaline: True. I’m too tired for text sex anyway. How are you supposed to type one-handed?

Me: An excellent question, Miss Wilder.

Adaline: Thank you for the cake yesterday. Tim ate half of it before anyone else got home.

Me: You’re welcome. Maybe I’ll switch things up and send broccoli next. He should probably be eating like me, not like you.

Adaline: Are you kidding? He was so happy. I haven’t seen him smile like that in a solid week.

Me: Were you smiling too?

Adaline: Yes.

Me: Then I’ll send a dozen more.

Adaline: You keep this up, and that big sleep shirt won’t be so loose the next time you see me.

Me: You with more curves sounds like a win to me.

Adaline: No text sex, Emmett! I’m sitting next to my mom. It’s awkward.

Me: So I shouldn’t tell you what I thought about this morning when I was in the shower?

Adaline: NO.

Adaline. Maybe.

Me: We were on the downstairs couch at the beach house. But this time, I was between your legs.

Me: Next time I get you in a bed, that’s how I’ll wake you up. You’ll think you’re dreaming it, but it’ll be real. Then you’ll grip my hair and do that thing with your hips that drives me insane.

My phone rang, and I took a second to steady my breathing before I answered.

“Hey.” My voice was rough, and I slid a hand over the front of my shorts. Five minutes earlier, I thought my body was too tired for this, but I was wrong.

“Holy shit, Emmett, Tim asked me why my face was bright red,” she said in a hissed whisper. “My mom looked over at my phone, and I almost broke my ankle trying to get off the couch too fast.”

I laughed, and so did she. That sound of her breathless, embarrassed laughter was a balm, something soothing and sweet, and I had to close my eyes as it smoothed the impatient edge in my chest. I’d carried it around for weeks, and it wasn’t until it was gone that I realized the full weight of it.

My head fell back on the couch, and I blew out a breath. “I miss you,” I said. “So fucking much.”

She went quiet on the other end of the phone. Then I heard her sigh. “I miss you, too.”

For a long moment, neither of us said anything. If Adaline felt anything close to what I was, just knowing she was there was enough.

It wasn’t enough, but it was so much more than what we’d had. I would’ve given anything, paid any sum of money, for the power to make her appear next to me. It made me think about all the moments I’d wasted. Years of her hovering on the edge of my life.

“Do you know when I first wanted to kiss you?” I asked.

Adaline didn’t answer. She simply pulled in a shaky breath.

“I was home for spring break. I think it was my junior year.” I closed my eyes and pulled the memory to the front of my mind. I’d never told her this because it only made the time we wasted that much worse. It made my choice not to explore something with her that much worse. “Noah and I had just come home from the Wolves training facility, and Molly ordered pizza for dinner.”

She hummed. “I was doing a swimming lesson with Luna.”

I smiled. “You were wearing a red one-piece swimsuit. It tied in a little bow behind your neck.”

“You remember?”

I groaned. “You looked like my Baywatch fantasy come to life.”

Adaline’s laughter was full of delight. “Shut up.”

“I stayed for dinner when I saw you there,” I added. “You brought Luna inside, and you were all bundled up in this big fluffy white towel, laughing with her about how she never closed her mouth when she tried to swim.” I rubbed at my chest, the memory was so vivid, so clear, and I hated my past self for thinking it wasn’t as important as it was. All the moments mattered when I looked back at them now. Every small, seemingly insignificant thing created the foundation for where we are now. “I was standing at the island, and you came to get something out of the fridge.”

“Apple juice,” she said quietly. “Luna always wanted apple juice with pizza.”

“That’s right.”

“That made you want to kiss me?”

“You smiled at me when I moved out of your way. I remember thinking you had the prettiest smile I’d ever seen. And I wanted to kiss you.”

“Oh, Emmett.” She sighed. “That was so long ago. A full year before the draft.”

“I know.”

Adaline was quiet for a minute. “Why did you shoot me down when I came to you?”

Despite her pause, she didn’t ask the question tentatively. No anger or frustration was coloring her tone. It was a genuine desire to understand.

“I guess it’s the same reason we’re here now, after all these years.” I ran a hand through my hair and let it drop. “It always felt like there was a choice to be made if we went down this road. At the time, I didn’t see how I could make it work.”

“And we went down this road anyway.”

“We did.” I sat up and sighed. “After all those years, I couldn’t shake those moments when I didn’t act. In the spring, when I knew you were single, I felt like I had to try.”

“So you did come to Oregon for me, you liar,” she said lightly.

I laughed under my breath. “If I admitted it right up front, what would you have done?”

“I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “I think … I think it was easier for me to look at that weekend as scratching an itch. Indulging in something that I’d always wondered about. And I thought you were looking at it that way too…” Her voice trailed off. “I think I would’ve been scared if I’d known how serious you were. I put you so far out of my mind when I started dating Nick. I couldn’t leave you in the back of my heart, couldn’t think about those moments because I was in a relationship with someone else.”

It was torture to ask more. When she wasn’t in front of me to act on any of what we were feeling.

Yet I asked all the same. “What moment would you have thought of?”

She went quiet, but not for long. “It wasn’t even between you and me. Sometimes, I think it’s when I knew I could fall in love with you. It wasn’t just attraction. It wasn’t a harmless crush even though I felt both of those things.”

My brow furrowed. “Tell me.”

“We were at the beach house on the Fourth of July before you went back for your senior year. After dinner, you and Lia and Molly were cleaning up the dinner dishes. I was on the couch with Luna and Asher, and Molly started crying, but she didn’t want anyone to see.”

“Her miscarriage,” I said quietly.

“Yeah. Do you remember what happened next?”

I hadn’t thought about that night for so long. “I asked Lia to turn some music on. And then I took Molly’s hands and danced with her in the kitchen.”

“It was the first time I’d seen her smile in a week,” Adaline said. “You sang to her and twirled her around, and when the song was done, you wrapped her up in this great big hug, and I remember thinking that you must give the best hugs in the world. You were holding her so tight.”

“And did my hugs live up to the hype?” I asked.

She sighed. “You did. I’d go for one of those hugs right now.”

If I hadn’t made the choices I’d made, I could’ve given her a million hugs by now. Two million kisses. Could’ve memorized all the ways she liked to be touched. Instead, I still had all those things to learn.

And I would. I’d learn them all. I’d know all the best ways how to love Adaline Wilder, because it was what I was meant to do.

“We’ve missed a lot of time,” I said. My voice was rough, my chest heavy again. Somehow, after all this, it still felt like we were just as far away from each other as we had been at the beginning.

I hated it.

I wanted to tell her how much I hated it.

How that frustration and missing of her clawed at the insides of me when I least expected it.

But it would only make things harder for her if I did. So I wrestled those words down and kept them locked tight.

We stayed on the phone for another hour. She talked about Tim, how the whole family cried when they gathered for an update after his tests. How excited the whole family was for Lydia’s baby to be born any day. It was the first grandchild in their family, and she secretly loved that Lydia and Erik didn’t find out the sex. She cried when she told me how angry Parker was that Tim decided not to get treatment. I talked about practices and my interaction with Ned. I didn’t tell her about my call to Allie because I still wasn’t sure what—if anything—could come from it.

I was still stuck. And she knew it.

My eyes started to get heavy, and she could hear it in my voice.

“Go to bed,” she said gently.

“I’m glad you called.”

“I am too.”

When she didn’t say goodbye, and I didn’t either, I smiled. “You hang up.”

“You hang up.”

I laughed. “It’s like we’re living out the adolescent version of the relationship we missed.”

“No sex and awkward phone call endings?”

“Yup.”

“Good night, Emmett,” she said quietly. “Good luck in your game this weekend. I’ll be watching.”

“Good night, Adaline.”

I kept the phone to my ear until well after she disconnected.

I love you. It was what I wanted to say.

When I set the phone down next to me, I dropped my head in my hands. There was an end to all of this. I just couldn’t see it right now.

As I thought it, my phone buzzed. My head snapped up.

Allie: I’m flying into Ft. Lauderdale on Monday. Reservation under my name at Mastro’s for seven p.m.

Me: I’ll be there.
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Adaline

 

Emmett looked exhausted.

It was the first thing I noticed when the camera landed on him during the national anthem. He stood, tall and handsome, with his hand over his heart and streaks of black underneath his eyes.

But that black didn’t hide how tired he looked.

There was sharp focus in his eyes, and anyone who didn’t know him probably wouldn’t see the tightness in his jaw or the lines around his eyes that weren’t normally there.

No one in my family said a word because they all knew not to poke this particular bruise.

Poppy slid her hand over mine where I was clenching my fingers together in my lap.

Mom gave me a sad look because seeing his face was just hard.

If I thought four months apart was hard after our first night together, then the last six weeks was absolute fucking torture. Talking to him on the phone the other night …

It helped.

And it made things worse.

Hearing his voice, hearing him laugh, hearing the way he remembered things, it only made me miss him in a far more visceral way than I had before. It was my fear in this whole thing, and now I didn’t know how to turn the faucet off.

Thoughts of Emmett flooded everything, and there was no way to turn it back to a manageable drip.

This time, though, I watched everything. All the commentary. All the talking heads breaking apart how his team had looked in preseason, how they looked during week one in Green Bay.

The anthem finished, and Emmett—stoic and stern—walked around to his teammates, smacking shoulders, slapping helmets, checking in with the guys who he was about to take the field with.

In the announcer’s booth, the first of the commentators chimed in. “Emmett Ward is looking razor sharp heading into his sixth season. They’ve come so close to the Super Bowl but ended last year with a loss and a devastating injury to defensive lineman Malcolm Delgado. With the changes to ownership in Ft. Lauderdale and some roster shakeups in the off-season, what do you think Ward’s chances are at leading his team that deep into the postseason?”

I sat forward, rolling my lips between my teeth as I listened. On the other side of me, Greer smoothed her hand over my back.

The other commentator, someone who’d retired a year or two earlier and played with Emmett at Ft. Lauderdale, shrugged. “Hard to say. A month ago, I might have had a very different answer to that question. But as you saw on SportsCenter earlier this week, we’re getting some reports from our sources citing major tension in Florida. Coming on the heels of that rocky start last week in Green Bay, it’s hard to ignore that it might be true. I haven’t been able to pin down the accuracy of it, but if a team starts losing faith in their leadership, it can make for an uphill battle.”

“Leadership on the field?” his partner asked. “Or off?”

“Both, I think.” He shook his head. “I hope it’s not true because Ward will be facing a challenge as it is, trying to create new chemistry with all these players who have been brought in to strengthen the weak spots on their O-line. The good news is he’s got a full season to do that, and hopefully, they can keep building that into next year.”

As each day went by, each week passed, and there wasn’t so much as a whisper of Emmett leaving Ft. Lauderdale, I settled a little bit further into a pouty little cloud of self-pity.

I was Eeyore, with a better rack and longer legs.

Even the hope he gave me at the beach house was a double-edged sword because I started imagining things.

That wasn’t to say that I regretted being available for my family. I’d been here more than I thought. Kendall and Casey had stepped up so much at work, I gave them both raises and added responsibility at the office.

With Greer and Cameron doing a huge job about two hours away, Poppy back in school, Parker starting his own season in Portland, and Ian still based in London, Erik and I were the ones coming home to help where we could.

And Erik was out of commission for long trips until Lydia gave birth. She’d started some Braxton-Hicks contractions on his last trip home, and it freaked him out so badly, he said he’d only go four hours away from her if it was an emergency.

But I didn’t mind picking up the extra slack at the house. If anything, it kept my mind off all the shit I couldn’t control. That list was about two miles long.

If missing Emmett wasn’t enough to have me all mopey, I was still trying to make peace with what Tim was facing.

His cancer was back—in his lymph nodes, some new growth in his lungs, and a few spots on his bones that they didn’t like. But that wasn’t why they’d called the meeting.

This time around, there would be no chemo. No radiation.

Poppy cried for two weeks straight.

Cameron and Erik and my oldest stepbrother, Ian—patched in on Zoom from London—all took the news with stoicism. Greer and I clutched hands on the couch. And Parker … he wasn’t handling it well. He’d hardly been home since Tim told us his wishes.

I’d never known my youngest stepbrother to be angry, but he sure as hell was now.

My presence at home wasn’t just about helping. It was trying to keep everyone together. And I did okay with that until Emmett’s face was plastered all over the damn TV. Or he was sending sweet, thoughtful deliveries that he knew would bring a smile to my face.

When that happened, I fought the mightiest of battles between my brain and my heart again.

The pundits kept talking, and when they switched the camera back to the field, I stood off the couch and disappeared onto the back porch. Tampa’s offense would take the field first, so I knew I wouldn’t miss Emmett’s plays, but I needed some air.

I sank into one of the rocking chairs and dropped my head into my hands.

The door opened, and when I heard the short, shuffling steps, I knew it was Tim. My eyes burned immediately. “You don’t need to come here and check on me,” I said quietly. Lifting my head, I watched him lower himself carefully in the seat next to mine. “You can stay in your chair if you want.”

He waved that off. “I’ve been in that chair for days. I think I’ll want to burn it by the time I finally croak.”

I smiled sadly. He was making those jokes more easily now, like it didn’t feel like a knife going straight through my ribs every time. “I think we’ll make a shrine of it.”

Tim groaned, settling his already thinner frame into the chair. “Please find something better than that ugly thing.”

Turning my head to the side, I watched him. I loved him so much. He was steady and serious, told the absolute worst dad jokes in the world, and he’d never been the most handsome guy in the world—slightly thinning hair as long as I’d remembered, and a belly he could never quite get rid of. Until he was sick, then it disappeared. But in him, I’d always seen the very best kind of husband and father.

He loved us so well.

“I think with all the builders in this family, we’ll be able to make you something good,” I said quietly.

He closed his eyes. “That sounds nice. Make sure Ian comes home for that, okay? And Parker doesn’t keep acting like an asshole.”

I snorted. “You think I can control my brothers?”

Tim opened his eyes and settled his warm gaze on me. “They all listen to you, Adaline. You know that.”

My face went warm. “No, they don’t.”

He hummed. “Sure they do. When your mom and I first got married, I remember thinking that she had such an easy way about her. She didn’t yell or scream or holler, but the people around her listened all the same because they could sense how much she loved them.” He smiled. “You’ve got that too. You took care of everyone, didn’t matter if they were older or younger, because that’s what you’re good at.”

“Everyone needs a talent,” I said lightly.

But he didn’t smile. “I just want to make sure you’re not here taking care of everyone to your own detriment.”

I forced a smile. “I’m not.”

“You’re a terrible liar, Adaline Marie.”

“I’m not lying,” I hedged. “I want to be here. I like cleaning up the house so Mom can take care of you. I like taking you to your doctors’ appointments. Making dinner so she doesn’t have to think about it.”

His eyes were so kind, filled with the type of wisdom that cut through every ounce of bullshit like a knife. “You love that boy, don’t you?”

“Maybe,” I whispered. My eyes spilled over.

“Maybe?”

I nodded jerkily.

“Then why aren’t you with him?” He spread his arms out with an incredulous shake of his head. “I’m sick, but I’m not dying yet, Adaline. The reason I’m not putting any of that shit in my body anymore is because it won’t make it go away. Not this time. And I want to enjoy my family with the weeks and months I have left. I want to go on walks with your mom and go up to Seattle and see my grandbaby whenever Lydia gives birth. I want to see you happy. If I get to walk someone down the aisle before I go, even better. And I can enjoy all that so much more when I’m not puking and sick and fighting the thing that’s supposed to be helping me.”

This time, the tears fell for a totally different reason. “I’m here because you have always been there for us, Dad.”

His eyes watered. I didn’t call him Dad very often. I never had.

I swiped fiercely at my face. “You were at every recital and every play and every sporting event. Taking obnoxious amounts of pictures before we left for prom. Teaching us how to drive way earlier than Mom wanted you to. Teaching us how to hold a gun the right way and how to kick a guy in the balls if he touched us inappropriately. You did everything. For all of us, and you didn’t have to.”

“I wanted to, sweetheart,” he said, leaning forward. “That was my privilege as your stepdad. When I married your mom, I was lucky enough to get you and Greer and Erik. I don’t think I can ever put into words what it’s like to have a second chance at love when you’ve already lost someone.”

“And isn’t my privilege to help take care of you now?” I said. “You … you chose to be there for us. Most men w-wouldn’t have. I’m not going to choose to leave you.”

He sat back in his chair and studied my face.

“What?” I asked.

Tim took in a deep breath before he spoke, and I got the distinct sense he was choosing his words very carefully. “Adaline,” he said slowly, “you don’t have to do anything to prove why I love you. Why I chose to be your dad for the last twenty-plus years. You’re worthy of all that love whether you’re here or not. Just like I love your brothers, even if they can’t be here right now.”

My chest felt tight, and I could hardly swallow around my words. “I know that,” I whispered.

“Do you?”

I couldn’t answer, and I pulled in a short, jerky breath.

“Talk to me,” Tim said.

I sat forward and pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes and tried to get my raging emotions under control. It was like trying to set a thimble over a bonfire and expecting it to extinguish.

“What does it say about me that I want to be with Emmett right now?” I said in a shaky voice. “I don’t…” I choked on a sob. “I don’t want to be like him. He left us when we needed him, and whenever I think about it … all I know is that I would never do that to the people I love.”

“Oh, Adaline.” He sighed. “My sweet girl.”

Then Tim was crouched in front of my chair, gently pulling my hands down from my face. “You are not your father,” he said fiercely.

I gripped his hand when he held it out.

“You have the biggest heart of anyone I’ve ever met,” he said. “The fact that you worry about doing what he did is why you’re nothing like that. You are worth a million of someone like him.”

I could hardly see Tim through my tears. “It feels so selfish to have something so good and amazing that’s … right there, and in order to have it, I’d have to leave you and Mom right now.” I pressed a hand to my aching chest. “I don’t know how to leave you, and I don’t know how not to love him.”

His fingers tightened around mine, his eyes brimming with unshed tears. “Loving him, being with someone who loves you in the same way, is the very best thing you could ever do for an old man like me.” He cupped the side of my face. “That is what I want to know before I go, Adaline. That my family is okay, and you will be.”

When my tears lessened, I gave him a short nod. “We will be.”

I stood and gave Tim a hug.

“Love you,” he told me.

“Love you more.”

Tim gave me a hug and dropped a kiss on the top of my head, shuffling back into the house when he could see that I needed to think. Inside, I heard the sounds of the game and took a deep breath.

No matter how carefully I’d tried to avoid causing any more pain, Emmett and I had fallen over that cliff together. I knew he’d be there with me when I did, but I didn’t anticipate my own family helping me find the footing I needed to be able to move forward.

It wasn’t selfish to love Emmett. And it wouldn’t give Tim any extra time if I put my life on hold. I pressed a hand over my heart and let out a slow exhale.

Life would happen at its own pace, and it was up to me to make sure I didn’t miss any of the best parts. I didn’t want one night here or there when fate managed to grant us time.

Emmett was meeting me halfway, as best he could. And it was my turn now.

I slid my phone out and sent a text to Molly.

Me: I need his address, please.
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“Does he know I’m going to be here?”

Allie Sutton-Pierson only laughed. “Absolutely not.”

Before we walked into the restaurant, I stopped to straighten the lapels of my jacket. Allie studied me with a practiced eye. She swept a hand over my shoulder, brushing off some imaginary lint.

“Do I look intimidating?” I asked.

“No.” She smiled. “But I’ve known you since the day you were born, so I’m biased.”

“Fair enough.”

“You do look very handsome, though. If I’m allowed to say that.”

“Thank you,” I told her, only the slightest warmth crawling up my cheeks. “I’m just trying to keep up with my date tonight.”

She shook her head with a smile.

Mastro’s Ocean Club was close enough to my house that Allie’s driver swung through to pick me up on her way. She’d made private reservations and called Ned personally to see if he’d join her for dinner while she was in town.

“I can’t believe he said yes,” I said. “Isn’t he suspicious of why you’re asking?”

“Men like Ned are appallingly predictable. Because he’s one of the newer owners, he still feels like he has something to prove. Because I’m one of the female owners who doesn’t have anything to prove, he’d never turn down the chance to impress me on his own turf. I told him I was hoping to pick his brain about a few things.”

“Can’t guarantee you’ll find much in there,” I muttered.

She smirked. Allie smoothed a hand down the front of her fitted red dress. Like she said, I’d known her my entire life, and even in her fifties, she was an absolute bombshell.

“You ready for whatever happens in there?” she asked. Tucked under her arm was a black leather portfolio, and I still had no idea what she was coming into this meeting with. Whatever it was, it was good enough she wanted to deliver it face-to-face.

“Beyond ready.”

“I didn’t tell your parents I was coming here. What you share with them is up to you.” She lifted her chin. “You had my complete discretion from the moment you asked for my help.”

“Haven’t decided on that one yet,” I said. “Does Uncle Luke know?”

At the mention of her husband, she grinned. “Yes. He’s the only one who gets all my secrets. It’s killing him not to be here.”

“Because of what Ned might do?” I tilted my head to the restaurant.

“Oh no, Luke knows I can handle guys like that. He just likes to watch when I eviscerate them.”

I laughed. “So I’m not playing bodyguard tonight?”

“I certainly hope not.” Her face grew serious. “I need you to trust me, Emmett.”

I tilted my head to the side. “I do.”

“I mean, once we’re in that room and I tell him why I’m there, I can’t have you interrupting me.” She held my gaze. “You have to trust me that I know what I’m doing.”

If I’d learned anything in my years of playing football, it was that gut instinct when it came to the right coach, the right captain, the right leader. And every single instinct was screaming that she was the person I could trust most with my career after this. “I got your back, Aunt Allie. No matter what.”

“Good.” Her eyes were sharp, focused. “Ready?”

I held out my arm. “Let’s do it.”

Allie tucked her hand into the crook of my elbow so I could escort her in. She’d reserved a private dining alcove in full view of the restaurant. He’d have no choice but to stay unless he wanted to make a scene, and we made sure to walk in about ten minutes after Ned. With any luck, he was enjoying his first drink of the evening and sweating the fact that she hadn’t arrived yet.

The maître d’ greeted us with complete deference, and only a few heads turned as we walked back toward our table. No one approached, and no one lifted phones for pictures or videos.

Ned was seated when we came around the corner, and his eyes widened. Because I was so much taller than Allie, he saw me first. He set his drink down and moved to stand when Allie greeted him with a wide, stunning smile.

“Ned,” she gushed. “It’s such a pleasure to finally meet you.”

His gaze bounced back and forth between us. “The pleasure is all mine.” He cleared his throat. “I wasn’t aware Emmett was joining us tonight.”

I gave him a smile and pulled Allie’s chair back. She sat gracefully, motioning for us to join her. “Please. Don’t stand on my account.”

Ned and I took our seats, and he tugged at the collar of his shirt.

“Tough loss on Sunday,” Allie said. “Tampa is hard to contain.”

I sat back in my seat and waited for him to answer with a raised eyebrow.

“Uh, yeah.” Ned blinked. “Looks like Washington is off to a similar start.”

She hummed, eyes locked on her menu. “Our division is tough this year, no doubt about it. We’ve struggled at quarterback since James retired, so that doesn’t help.”

“So that’s why we’re here?” Ned’s face turned an unattractive shade of red as he set his elbows on the table and leaned forward. “I’m not going to hand him over to Washington because you took me out to dinner and look good in a dress.”

“Watch it,” I growled.

Ned gave me a quick, nervous glance, his face leeching a little bit of that color.

Allie sat back in her chair and leveled him with an ice-cold look. “I’m not asking you to hand him over to my team, Ned.”

I gave her a quick glance. She ignored me.

Ned blinked. Then blinked again.

Allie pulled the black leather portfolio out and slid it toward him.

“What’s that?”

“The reason you’re going to allow trade offers on Emmett before the November deadline.”

His face leeched of color, the red disappearing like someone pulled a plug on a drain. “You’re blackmailing me?”

She tilted her head. “A man with nothing to be held over his head wouldn’t usually jump to that conclusion.”

I gripped my hands together tightly under the table. Mostly because I was trying not to sock him in the fucking jaw, but because this was the most nervous I’d been in my entire life. Allie sat perfectly still while Ned flipped open the portfolio. His brow furrowed.

“What does this prove?” He scoffed. “Strip clubs aren’t illegal.”

Allie took a slow sip of her water, then set it back down on the table. A server approached the table, and Allie gave him a polite smile. “How about a bottle of champagne in about ten minutes?” She turned her expectant eyes to Ned. “I think we’ll have something to celebrate, don’t you?”

I smothered a smile at the sheer annoyance that flashed in his eyes.

“Yes, of course,” the server answered smoothly.

When he’d left the dining alcove, Allie crossed her legs and settled her hands in her lap. “Of course, strip clubs aren’t illegal. That’s not my issue. But those next few pictures? The redhead with the very distinct tattoos who’s accompanying you into the VIP room?” The polite smile disappeared. Her eyes flattened. And if Ned’s balls didn’t shrivel up in fear at that moment, then he was a stronger man than I gave him credit for. “She was seventeen at the time.”

My head snapped in her direction, then his.

His mouth fell open. “Bullshit.”

“She lied on her application to the club. Management let her go when they found out a few weeks later.” Allie quirked an eyebrow. “Didn’t you wonder where she was when you went back about a month later?”

“That’s not my fault,” he sputtered. “I couldn’t have known that.”

“No but tell that to your father—all your ticket holders—when they find out you took an underage girl into a room where no cameras are allowed.”

My stomach curdled. My hands tightened, the skin going white on my knuckles.

Ned’s jaw clenched, and he stared down at the portfolio for a long couple of minutes.

“What do you want?” he whispered.

Allie gave me a loaded look. “I think now is a great time for you to email Emmett’s agent and tell him he can accept trade discussions. Can’t imagine it would take long for an interested team to put together an offer.”

Ned’s face wasn’t full of venom like I expected. He looked … exhausted. “I didn’t know.”

“I don’t give a fuck whether you did or not,” she said flatly. “You don’t deserve to be in a position where you hold power over people’s livelihoods. You’re a weak little man who didn’t stop to question whether she was legal or not because you got what you wanted.”

I blew out a slow breath. It was hard to feel victorious in any of this, but Ned slowly pulled out his phone and started tapping on the screen. He paused, pinning Allie with an annoyed look.

“I send this email and allow the trade discussions, these pictures are mine, right?”

Allie didn’t so much as blink. “They’re the only ones I have in my possession. You send that email, and they’re yours.”

He nodded. Ned refused to look at me as he typed out an email. Through gritted teeth, he smiled as he set his phone down on the table. “Email is sent. I’d imagine Emmett will be hearing from his agent shortly about what he wants.”

Finally, his eyes shifted toward me. There was the venom I expected. “Hope you’re happy.”

I didn’t say a word. I couldn’t. Not without launching across the table at him.

Almost immediately, my phone buzzed. It was my agent.

Mark: What the hell did you do to Ned to get him to accept offers?? I’m reaching out to all the teams you mentioned right now. Hold tight. We’ll get this squared ASAP.

I looked at Allie and jerked my chin up in a nod. She let out a slow breath. “Thank you, Ned.”

He made a sound of disgust. “Why would you let other teams make offers?”

She shook her head, pity filling her eyes. “This was never about bringing Emmett to Washington. I can’t stand bullies, Ned. You’re trying to puff up your pencil-dick insecurities by playing at some role you don’t understand.” She leaned forward, settling her elbows on the table. “Your mistake was using my best friend’s son in those little boy games of yours. If Emmett wants to come to Washington? Great. But if he wants to go somewhere else, I will be just as happy.”

Ned stood from the table and tucked the portfolio under his arm. “I’d stay for dinner, but I find myself without an appetite.”

Neither Allie nor I stood as he left, and once he was clear of the room, she slumped in her chair.

I gaped at her. “Holy shit,” I breathed.

She exhaled a laugh. “Holy shit is right. That was a first for me.”

I hooked a thumb over my shoulder. “You’re actually going to let him get away with that? I can’t stomach the thought that that’s the reason I can get what I want.”

Allie set her chin in her hand, studying me with a small smile. “You’d rather stay and have him take the fall for that, wouldn’t you?”

With a rough swallow, I thought of Adaline’s face. My sisters. My mom. My nieces. “Yes,” I said without hesitation.

She slid her hand over mine. “That’s why I’m doing this.”

“What do you mean?”

“I wasn’t lying when I said that was the only set of photos in my possession.”

My brow furrowed.

Her smile was devious. “My husband, however, has his own copies. And those will be going to the FBI—and the press—as soon as you sign the dotted line of whatever contract you accept.”

I sat back, mouth agape. But relief had my shoulders slumping, the iron knot in my stomach. “He’s not off the hook?”

“Hell no. Have you met me?”

I swiped a hand over my mouth, studying her with a newfound sense of awe. “No wonder you told me to trust you.”

“I know a thing or two about protective men who love the women in their life. They’d never want him to get away with it either.” Allie smiled. “Are you hungry? I’d be happy to have dinner with you, but if you’re ready to go home after this, I understand.”

“All I have waiting for me there is an empty house and SportsCenter,” I said. “But I’ll stay if you let me pay.”

“You’ve got yourself a deal.”

Two hours later, Allie’s driver dropped me off in front of my house, and before I left the car, I said my goodbyes, giving her my eternal thanks. Even though nothing was decided yet, and I still had to be patient to see what kind of offers might come in from someplace like Washington or Portland, I felt lighter than I had in months.

It was something, and I felt like the best part of my life was cueing up at the running block.

I tucked my hands into the pockets of my dress pants and looked up at the inky, bluish-black sky. More than anything, I wanted to call Adaline and tell her what happened. I grinned, striding toward the house, ready to do just that.

That was when she stood from the chair next to my front door.

Her dark hair was down around her shoulders, covering a worn Stanford T-shirt, her legs were bare underneath denim shorts. On her feet were white and gold sneakers.

I froze, hand settling immediately over my racing heart.

“Hi,” she said quietly.

“You’re … here?” I said. Like an idiot. I took a step toward her, unable to believe what I was seeing.

After the night I’d just had, it was almost more than my brain could handle. And that was nothing on what my heart was doing.

“I’m here.” She walked down the step, studying me with soft eyes and a sweet smile. “You look very, very handsome in that suit.”

“You’re here. At my house.”

Adaline grinned, coming to a halt just in front of me. My hands shook from the effort it took not to touch her, but I wanted to be very, very clear about why she was there.

But she didn’t make me ask. She didn’t make me wonder. Without any idea of what had unfolded just a couple of hours earlier, Adaline slowly slid her hands over my stomach, under my jacket, and around my back, where she burrowed against my chest with a deep sigh.

I wrapped my arms around her back and buried my nose in her hair.

Adaline’s head lifted from my chest, and she cupped the side of my face. “I love you. And I don’t care what we have to do, I don’t want to love you from far away anymore.”

My forehead dropped to hers, and I exhaled with all the weight of the last six months behind it. The last six years, really.

I took her hand, pressed a kiss to her palm, and led her inside.
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We only made it as far as my entryway, but we didn’t stop for the reasons I would’ve imagine.

It wasn’t tearing at each other’s clothes, or some irrepressible violent urge to take her against the wall or on the stairs or on the floor. Those were the urges that we’d allowed when our time together felt abbreviated.

And now, everything rolled out in front of us slowly. Her fingers trailed over mine, tickling the palm of my hand where we sat on the first landing of the stairs leading up to my bedroom. My back was against one wall, hers was on the other, her bare legs dangling over mine. I’d shed my jacket just inside the door, her dark eyes tracking my shirt-covered chest and arms as I tossed it over the bench by my front door.

As we sat on the floor and talked, I played gently with her fingers while she told me about her conversation with Tim on their front porch. Her eyes were shining with tears, but she didn’t cry.

“You are the least selfish person I’ve ever met, Adaline.” I kissed her knuckles, and she trailed her fingertip over my bottom lip. “I hate that you felt that way.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know that I ever thought about it, you know? He doesn’t take up a lot of my brain space every day. It was more like … when I had something truly pulling me away, it was the first time I’d ever put words to it.”

I nodded. There was a weight on her background that I didn’t understand. A father who left because he wanted something else. And the debt she felt to a dad who stayed when he didn’t have to.

“But you’re here,” I said.

She smiled. “Remember that jet you mentioned? It’s about to get a workout in the next few months. You sure you can afford dating me?”

With a laugh, I leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her waiting lips.

“Yeah. I can afford it.”

We were still smiling when I kissed her again.

Neither of us deepened it. Not yet. It was enough that she was here.

I didn’t fully realize just how important it was that she chose me too, until we sat on the stairs and talked about the big things that shifted in order for us to be there. We both made choices that led us here. Mine affected our relationship just as heavily as hers. But now that we were here, it felt like all those choices just made us that much more certain of how right we were together.

“We can do it,” I told her.

“We can.” Her eyes were soft and happy. “I know you won’t be able to travel much during the season. And that’s okay.”

“Speaking of the season.” I shifted to face her more fully. “I should probably tell you about my evening.”

Adaline’s eyes widened, her mouth falling open as I recounted the night and what Allie did.

“Holy hell,” she breathed. “I bet Ned was shitting himself.”

I grinned. “I’ve known it since I was a kid, but if anyone messes with the women in my life, they will regret it.”

“I have such a girl boner for Allie right now,” Adaline said. “I wish I could be like that.”

With a hum, I leaned forward to sweep the hair off her neck and place a gentle kiss underneath her ear. “I distinctly remember someone using a champagne bottle with terrifying accuracy.”

Her eyes gleamed bright when she smiled. “Oh, yeah. That was one of my finer moments.”

“How long can you stay?” I asked quietly.

Adaline moved to her knees, sliding them over my lap until she was settled on top of me. I smoothed my hands up the firm, soft skin of her thighs, letting my fingers drift underneath the hem of her shorts. She started unbuttoning my shirt, a small smile playing around her lips. When the first few buttons were undone, she ducked her head and sucked at the skin at the base of my neck.

“Two nights,” she whispered against the skin of my neck. “Then I have to get back to Seattle.”

My fingers flexed, pushing underneath the back of her shorts.

“I’m calling in sick tomorrow.”

“No, you’re not.” She kissed my collarbone, nipping at it with her teeth. “I have work to do in your giant beautiful house while you’re at practice.”

“Two whole nights.”

Adaline laughed. She sat up and looped her arms around my neck. Her fingers played with the ends of my hair.

“We’re going to have a lot more than that, Ward.”

I dropped my head back with a groan. “Say it again.”

She teased kisses along my jaw, on either side of my lips, and when I chased her mouth with mine, she pulled back.

“Wait,” she said.

“Hmm?” I started tugging at the hem of her T-shirt, and she wriggled one arm free, then the other. Her hair was a tangled mess when I pulled it over her head and tossed it aside. “What are we waiting for?”

Adaline gripped the sides of my face. “What kind of food do you have in that fridge?”

My hands froze at the hook on the back of her simple black bra. “Normal food?”

“Normal for me or normal for you?”

I exhaled a laugh. “I will order something for you.”

“Mmm, like what?” She wiggled on my lap.

“Cinnamon Toast Crunch,” I said against her collarbone. I slid the strap of her bra down her shoulder. “Cookies. Cupcakes.”

She moaned, her hands working on the buckle of my belt. I was laughing too hard to manage anything sexier. But the laugh died in my throat when she dug her hand into my pants.

“Adaline,” I growled. “I really didn’t mean to start here.”

She nipped at my bottom lip. “Then you shouldn’t have mentioned that you’d buy me cookies.”

I surged forward and took her mouth in a ferocious kiss, sliding my tongue into her waiting mouth. She curled her fingers into my hair, whimpering at the first real, deep kiss in weeks. She tasted so good and felt so good. Her lips were soft and firm, her tongue wet as it tangled with mine, and her hips rocked over me.

Adaline tilted her head, changing the angle of the kiss, and for a moment, I was afraid I’d take her right there.

But I wanted a bed. I wanted space. I wanted this forever.

My arms wrapped around her naked back, my hands moving restlessly over all the soft skin I could find.

I’d never get sick of her.

Never get sick of this.

And now, I didn’t have to worry about fleeting moments or missed opportunities. It was just me and her, and the rest of our lives.

It was impossible to believe that I’d gone so long in my life without feeling it because there was a warmth she spread, filling all the far corners of my life until there was nothing she didn’t touch. No place that I didn’t want her.

By the time we untangled from the stairs and tumbled into the California King dominating the center of my bedroom, I’d stripped off my clothes, and then littered the floor with Adaline’s.

We hardly spoke, between kisses and panting touches. I held her hands down on the bed with one of mine, her hips tilting as I filled her up. She tossed her head back, arching her back, and took every slow, rolling thrust with a sighing whimper. Sometimes, she said my name, sometimes we shared sweet, slow, long, licking kisses as we stretched out this first time.

Even when she rocked her hips and tugged her hand out to grip my back, I kept my pace measured because the thought of this ending was unbearable.

It was everything I’d ever wanted from her.

“I love you,” I said, my mouth brushing hers.

“I love you too,” she whispered.

Hearing those words, with our bodies locked together, it pushed the pleasure past a point where I could maintain control.

It didn’t take long for either of us when my pace turned sharper and harder, when her whimpering sighs slipped to moans and a body-wracking release. Toppling over the edge right after her, I shouted her name into the sweat-slicked skin of her shoulder.

I curled my arms around her as I settled on my side so we could catch our breath.

After a couple of minutes, Adaline nuzzled into my chest. “You know what I think?”

I glanced down with a quirked eyebrow. “You can think right now? I may have to try again.”

She pinched my chest, and I laughed.

“Tell me.”

Adaline sighed. “I think you should finish the season here.”

I pulled back to study her face. “What?”

She swallowed. “I mean, unless you don’t want to work for that guy anymore, which I totally get. But … he may get in trouble anyway, right? I can’t imagine you leaving your team in the middle of a season like that. That’s not you.”

The sincerity in her face was enough to break me. This woman could absolutely wreck me, given the chance. And I trusted, without a shadow of a doubt, that she never would. That was why it was so easy to love her.

Adaline laid her hand over my heart, her eyes locked on mine. “It won’t be fun to travel back and forth, and I’ll miss you terribly when I can’t be down here.” She inhaled and then let it out in one great big gust. “But I know you. I know what it means to you—to lead your team with integrity, to be the kind of man your father is. That’s who I fell in love with. And I think you should finish here, take the offers that might come in, and see if they’ll let you sign after the season is done.”

It was the right thing to do. I could see it in her eyes, feel it screaming in my gut.

I didn’t need to fight the impatient feeling anymore, that I needed to restructure my life for a chance with Adaline.

She was the thing that would keep my world upright and strong.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said, voice a fierce whisper. “And I know you’re not either. Missing you will be the best proof in the world that I’ve made the right choice. Because I could only miss you that much if you had my whole heart.” She laughed under her breath. “I think you always have.”

I wrapped my arms around her, burying my face into the silky softness of her hair.

Nothing needed to be decided tonight.

So many things needed to happen before I could even attempt to make a decision about where I wanted to play.

And tonight … the only thing I needed to do was love her.
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The ball was held in the air, all eyes glued to it, the mood celebratory and the air thick with stadium-shaking energy.

“This ball can only go to one person today,” Coach said, his gaze moving around the packed, sweaty, stinky locker room.

Darius shoved at my shoulder. “Only you, QB,” he barked. “He’s hiding back here.”

The guys around us started yelling, shoving me toward the center of the room.

“Get your ass up here, Ward.”

I dragged a sweaty towel over my soaked face, then walked through the yelling, cheering members of my team. They all took turns bumping my fist, shoving at my back, smacking my ass. When I was next to Coach, I set my hands on my hips and shook my head when I noticed Josh holding up his phone, recording the whole damn thing.

Coach set one big hand on my shoulder. “This guy…” He shook his head. “The most stubborn son of a bitch I’ve ever met.”

There were yells and whistles and more than one guy laughing.

“That’s the only way you can describe someone who’s down by eighteen in the fourth quarter of our last game of the season, and he refuses to give up on the game.”

I dropped my chin to my chest as the guys cheered.

“In five fucking minutes, he threw three touchdowns and ran more yards than his slow ass has managed all damn season.”

The volume around us erupted again.

The mood in the locker room was the kind of high that made all the lows of this game worth it.

The mood on the field after we won on a Hail Mary with the clock winding down made me so thankful Adaline insisted I stay through the remainder of the season. See it through to the end.

In the corner of the locker room, Ned’s father kept a low profile but smiled at the jubilant celebration. I gave him a deferential nod. Thanks to him, I’d been able to stay with Ft. Lauderdale without having to answer to Ned for a single thing. When he got wind of his son’s indiscretions—more that had come to life in the last few months—he wasted no time plucking the reins of ownership out of Ned’s hands.

Ned, at the moment, was in the middle of a federal investigation where the outcome had yet to be determined.

It allowed the team to finish the season with our heads up and our focus straight ahead—where it should be.

And without Adaline encouraging me to stay, I would’ve missed moments like this with them.

Coach’s hand squeezed, raising the ball again to ask for quiet in the room.

“And even though he almost drove me out of my damn mind a few times, the locker room at Ft. Lauderdale has never seen a leader like this one.”

Murmurs and shouted encouragements had my throat tight with adrenaline and emotion.

“He knows what he wants. He sees what he wants. No matter what is stacked against him, Emmet has never let that stop him. It’s what makes him a great quarterback.” Coach paused. “But it’s what makes him an even better man. So this game ball goes to Emmett Ward, and no matter what his future looks like, we will always have his back.”

His gaze held mine as he extended the ball. I took it, punching it in the air, and the room erupted. I was surrounded by guys, hugs, and high fives.

The room quieted again, and I stared at the ball while I tried to think of what I wanted to say to them.

“Thank you,” I said, moving my gaze from person to person. Coaches and coordinators. Trainers and teammates. “This isn’t my first game ball, but it will probably always be my favorite from Ft. Lauderdale.”

The door to the locker room opened, and a grin broke open on my face when I saw her being escorted in by Mary. Adaline’s cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright, and the jersey she wore had my name on the back.

If I had my way, it would be her name soon too.

Adaline found a spot in the back of the room by Malcolm—out of his chair now and using a walker—and Rebecca. Adaline caught my eye, blew me a kiss, and I let out a deep breath.

“Most of you know that this will be my last regular season game with Ft. Lauderdale, and I appreciate every single bit of support as to why I’m leaving. This has been an incredible place to play, and you’ve been the best team a guy could ask for.” I exhaled hard, tightened my grip on the ball, and tried to soak in every moment, every feeling. “A leader is only as good as the people around them. And if I’ve been a good leader, it’s because of you.”

I waited until their cheers quieted.

“But I’m not sure I can keep this ball,” I said quietly. I looked up. “Malcolm, I think you’ve gotta come get this one. Because if it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have figured out all the things I wanted to fight for.”

If I thought the room was loud before, the sound was deafening when the team opened a path for Malcolm to walk through. Rebecca stood with Adaline, tears streaming down her face, while Malcolm joined me in the center of the room. I handed him the ball, and he grinned.

We embraced to raucous cheers, and I smacked Malcolm on the back.

“Thank you, man,” I told him. “Glad to see your grumpy ass back in this room.”

He laughed. “Had to remind you who’s taller.”

With a slightly trembling hand, he took the ball and tapped his chest.

While our teammates surrounded him, I walked toward the back of the room. I held open my arms, and Adaline walked straight into them, pushing up on her tiptoes to lay a scorching kiss on my lips.

“You stink,” she said against my mouth.

I laughed. “Not all of us can smell like fruit salad at any given moment.”

She pinched my stomach. “Good game, Ward. You did all right out there.”

My eyebrow rose imperiously. “All right?”

Adaline shrugged. “Mildly impressive.”

With a glance over my shoulder to make sure no one was paying any attention, I walked her back against the wall and slid my hand down the curve of her back and over the curve of her hips. She bit down on her bottom lip, eyes sparkling happily. Her hands trekked underneath my shirt, fingers spread over the muscles of my stomach. I dipped down to kiss the spot under her ear that always made her knees weak.

“I still have to shower and do press, but when I get home, I’ll show you something impressive,” I whispered.

She laughed into our kiss, and when her tongue slid against mine, everything around us faded into a pleasant, muted hum.

The past few months hadn’t been easy. I’d seen her less than I hoped. But weekends like this, when I could fall asleep with her in my arms, wake with her sprawled over my chest, and kiss her any time I wanted, it was affirmation that we’d done things the right way. That no matter how the timing or fate or life seemed stacked against this ever happening … we ended up exactly where we were supposed to.

“Tim and my mom and Greer will be there too. Don’t forget.”

I nipped at her bottom lip. “Better keep quiet then, Wilder.”

She burrowed into my arms while I pressed a kiss to the top of her head. Her family came with her. Tim’s energy had stayed just high enough over the winter that he still felt like he could attend my last game in Ft. Lauderdale. We’d rolled out every convenience for him, a private cart that took them from the team’s parking lot up to a suite to watch the game. A chauffeur to bring him back to my house where they were staying during their visit.

And stocked in my fridge were about four kinds of cake.

“Last home game,” she said, lifting her head to study my face. “How’re you feeling?”

I took a deep breath. “Happy. It was the right thing to stay.”

She smiled. “Good.”

I cupped the side of her face, my thumb tracing over her cheekbone. “Next stop, Washington.”

Adaline’s smile grew. “Finally,” she breathed.

I kissed her again.

“You ready?” I asked her. “To go finish where we started?”

With a laugh, Adaline wove her hand through mine, laying her head on my shoulder while I settled my back against the wall next to hers.

“Yeah.” She kissed my shoulder. “I’m ready.”
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March

Emmett

 

Everything was going to plan, until I started playing with the paperclip that they used on my new contract.

As the pen flew over the paper, my signature appearing in a quick, messy scrawl, the room was completely silent save for the click of a camer shutter. I tried to take my time forming the letters, the large swooping E, the double Ts that came next, and the arches of the W that preceded the final scribble of my last name.

But it was over in a blink. I’d signed my name so many times that I could do it without thinking, could hardly take the time to process the enormity of what had just happened. When I set the pen down and grinned up at the faces watching me, the silence was shattered with applause and whistles.

“How does it feel?” One of the senior ESPN journalists asked.

I let out a deep breath, then picked up the black, red and white hat that was waiting on the desk next to the contract I’d just signed. I slipped it on my head, adjusted the bill the way I liked and smiled.

“Feels like I’m home.”

They asked a few more questions, and that’s when I picked up that small piece of curved metal and started fiddling with it in my hands. Media never made me all that nervous, but something about this day seemed even bigger than draft day had all those years ago..

The expectations were a bit different, I knew I was being signed to win a championship. Nothing less than that would do.

And I was coming back to the place where I’d learned to love the game, to start a family with the woman I loved.

My mom—standing at the back of Allie’s office—clutched in between Adaline and my sisters, was weeping endless, happy tears. I swear, she hadn’t stopped crying since I told her I finalized my offer to come play foor Washington. Adaline wasn’t crying, but her wide smile did an absolute number on my heart, just like it always did.

Every morning, I got to wake up with her next to me. Every night, I got to go to bed with her tucked against my side. Nothing had ever felt better, or more right.

It took the months of our long distance relationship for me to finally make peace with all the years we’d spent apart, the fact that it was my choice that kept us there. And as I eased into a daily routine that finally included her in it, I lost that frantic feeling to make up for all the time that we’d lost.

We bought six acres just north of Bellevue as soon as the regular season was over, and construction on our forever home was about to start.

I wanted a home like the one I’d grown up in. Not some fancy show piece that belonged on a magazine cover. Something that we could grow into. Something that Adaline and I could fill with love and family and more memories than we could count.

We’d already started doing that, and it was even better than I could have imagined when I spent all those months missing her.

Every single day since we moved in together—ditching her small apartment for a modest rental that we’d live in until our house was complete—, we talked about our future and what we wanted it to look like.

Given all the things on our plate at the moment—me starting in Washington, and her overseeing the building of our house, while running her business, Adaline and I were just happy to be together. To live through all the chaos hand in hand.

Despite how Tim’s health had declined, Adaline felt certain that we shouldn’t rush into getting married, and I agreed. It was too hard for him to come visit us in Seattle anymore, so she continued to trade weekends between Washington and Oregon.

And when it came down to where the rest of my football playing career would unfold—it was between those two places.

The expansion team in Portland came for me hard as soon as the season was over, just as my agent promised. Denver made a great pitch too, and I enjoyed my visit there, but it was too far away. Adaline came with me for all the meetings, all the visits, and when the two of us sat down with the final two offers—she told me she loved me and she’d be happy with whatever choice I made.

The money was pretty even, but that wasn’t what would’ve helped me decide in the end.

It had never been about the money.

With the contract signed, and some pictures snapped standing between my new coach and new GM, then a few with Allie—holding the Washington Wolves jersey with my name along the back, I felt that same urge to sprint forward into this next phase of my life.

The paperclip was still in my hands, and as I set down the jersey, I realized that I’d formed a small metal circle, something flimsy and insubstantial.

It looked like a ring, and as soon as I realized what I’d done, my mind raced.

With the press requirements done, I was able to move from behind the desk and go to my family. Adaline hugged me first, and I heard more pictures being snapped as I gave her a deep kiss. She smelled sweet and clean, and just like it always did—holding her in my arms settled something peaceful and warm through my whole body.

“I’m so proud of you,” she whispered into my ear.

I kissed her again, resting my forehead against hers for just a moment, then hugged each of my sisters. My mom. Then my dad—who was suspiciously bright-eyed.

“Don’t cry,” I told him, as he thumped my back in a bruising hug.

“I’m not crying,” he said, voice gruff. “Just … really fucking happy, son.”

It was a bit of a whirlwind after that—more press, and a few short meetings before Coach walked with me and dad to the locker room.

I’d still need to prove myself, but so far, every player on the roster who greeted me was excited to have me there. There was no hostility, no guarded looks, no reserved greetings for the son of the defensive coach.

I was their new quarterback, and in just a few months time, we’d take the field as a team—as a family.

The whole time I walked through the halls and fulfilled the signing day requirements, I kept that paper clip firmly in hand.

When I found Adaline, waiting with my mom and sisters in one of the front offices, I watched them from the doorway for a moment before interrupting. It was her sister-in-law Lydia’s office, and on Adaline’s lap was their one month old baby, Isla. Isla had a shock of black hair like her dad, an button nose and a scream that could wake the dead.

Everyone in the Wilder family adored her.

Was it terribly neandrethal of me that I couldn’t wait for her to be pregnant with our first child? Adaline and babies did something to me.

That paperclip ring felt like it was burning a hole through my hand.

Adaline was telling them a story that had my sisters cackling, something about when I cracked my elbow on the shower wall in our rental.

“So that’s why,” Adaline said, “our house will have the most obnoxiously large shower room that’s ever existed.”

“Because he hit his funny bone,” Isabel said with a shake of her head. “What a man thing to do.”

“Hey,” I interrupted. “I’m not even here to defend myself.”

Adaline laughed, standing from the couch and handing the baby back to Lydia. She gave the baby a kiss on the to of her head, and walked straight into my open arms. “I’m sure it hurt.”

I kissed her, lingering over the sweet softness of her lips. “I thought I broke it.”

“I remember.” Her eyes sparkled. “I think I did an okay job of distracting you from the pain though,” she whispered.

It was that sparkle in her eye, after the emotional magnitude of the day. I almost blurted it out right there.

Marry me.

But I held the words in, somehow.

“Walk with me to the field?” I asked her. “I want to take a minute there.”

“Ooh, can we come?” Molly asked.

“Nope.”

She sighed. “Fine. You’re allowed a moment alone without us.”

Adaline laughed, wrapping her arm around my waist as mine curled over her shoulder. We walked like that down the halls of the Washington front offices.

An intern from the PR department stopped us. “Wait … one more for social media, please.” Adaline and I smiled dutifully, and the girl gave us a thumbs up when she checked. “Perfect. Everyone will go crazy for this one.”

We continued onto toward the field, and I glanced over at Adaline. “You ready for all that?”

“I’m ready for every single second,” she whispered, tipping her chin up toward me.

I gave her a quick kiss, and then pulled away when a security guard walked past.

“Can we go in?” I asked him.

He laughed. “I think you do just about whatever you want today, Mr. Quarterback. The field is yours.”

The tunnel was quiet and dark, but the lights were on as we walked in hushed silence.

Adaline slowed as I did, at the edge of the field. Neither of us said a word while I looked around the the empty stadium.

She leaned her head on my shoulder and I pressed a kiss there.

“What’cha thinking about?” she asked quietly.

I didn’t answer right away, because I was still having a hard time processing that I’d ended up standing at the edge of that field, holding the woman who had my heart. Hardly a year earlier, something like this felt impossible.

All I had were the barest threads of hope—the thought of what could’ve been. And a crazy idea that shouldn’t have worked.

“About how long it took to get here,” I told her.

Adaline laughed under her breath. “You’ve earned it, Mister Quarterback.”

“No.” I pulled away so that I could face her. “I mean here,” I said, intertwining my fingers with hers so that I could kiss the top of her hand. “With you.”

Adaline’s eyes glossed over, her grip tightening in mine.

“None of this would matter half as much with you,” I told her. “You know that, right?”

She nodded, a tear escaping from her long lashes.

“I love you, Adaline.”

“I love you too,” she whispered.

“Remember how we had a whole plan of what made sense for our life?”

Her brow furrowed. “Yes?”

“I think I’m about to blow it to shit.”

She exhaled a laugh. “Now what?”

But it wasn’t until I lowered to my knee in front of her that understanding filled her eyes. She covered her mouth with a shaking hand.

“I did not plan this out well,” I admitted. “And I probably should have given you a little bit of warning.”

Tears streamed down her face as she laughed. “Then you’re right on track for how we’ve done everything else,” she said.

I pulled the small paperclip ring out of my pocket, and when she saw it, she tipped her head back and laughed.

I kissed the top of her hand again and tried to sift through all the millions of things crowding my mind, all the different ways I loved her, all the countless ways she was perfect for me. Her quiet sniffles had me taking a deep breath.

“I know that this isn’t the big, over-the-top romantic gesture that you might have expected from this moment.” I swallowed around the emotions crowding my throat. “But I don’t think you and I have ever really needed those things. We fell in love with each other in all the simple, day-to-day moments. And I think that’s what I missed, in the early days when I was trying to get your attention.”

She smiled, eyes shining and lips quivering as she tried to contain her tears.

“That’s what makes our love story my favorite, Adaline. Our life together is the legacy I want to build, and I want to start now.”

“I do too,” she whispered.

“The best part of any day is you,” I told her. “No matter what happens, no matter where I am, or what else is going on.” I slid the metal ring over her knuckle, grinning when it fit. “And I want to spend the rest of my life doing what I do best—loving you. Adaline Wilder, will you marry me?”

She sank to her knees and flung her arms around my neck, sobbing a yes against my skin as she pressed kisses all over my face.

I exhaled heavily, cupping the sides of her face so I could take her lips in a searing kiss.

When she pulled away, I brushed the streaks left behind by her tears with the edge of my thumb.

“You will never stop surprising me, will you?” she asked.

“That’s what makes us so good for each other.” I kissed her again, brushing my tongue against hers as we knelt in the grass. “Someone’s got to keep you on your toes.”

She laughed. “Then I’m glad it’s you, Emmett Ward.”

I rolled my forehead against hers and sighed. “Always.”

 

The End

 

 

If you’re curious how Logan and Paige Ward fell in love, then you should check out their epic love story (and how the Ward family got its start) in The Marriage Effect! Logan is a grumpy football player with legal guardianship of his four half-sisters, and he needs a wife in order to keep them. A feisty former model might seem like an odd choice, but Paige has reasons of her own for needing a husband. And the fireworks between those two? You don’t want to miss it.

 

The Marriage Effect is a steamy, marriage of convenience sports romance, and one of my favorite writing experiences I’ve ever had.

 

CLICK HERE to check it out on Amazon, Audible and with your KU subscription!
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If you’ve made it this far, there’s a good chance that you’ve read some of my other books. If not, welcome! Happy to have you here.

I never quite know what’s going to happen when I sit down to write a book, and that’s the truth. I’m a PLOTTER, but almost every single time, my characters end up asserting their will over the outline that I spent weeks agononizing over. That’s what happened with Emmett and Adaline. They knew the love story that was right for them, something warm and sweet and heart-happy, and I’m so thrilled with where it ended up.

And it’s also what happened with this series in general.

When I was finishing up the Ward Sisters series in 2021 and trying to decide where to go next, I imagined that this Wolves ‘next gen’ series might be longer—involving some of Emmett’s teammates at Washington. But as it often happens, my writer brain had different ideas. It was important for me to tell the stories of this generation—the daughters of Luke and Allie from The Bombshell Effect (Faith in The Lie, Lydia in The Plan), and Logan and Paige’s son, Emmett.

But beyond that, I didn’t have stories knocking around in my head. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned about myself in the last ten years of writing, it’s that I cannot force my brain when it doesn’t want to write something. I’ve also learned that I really like when I can settle into a family, tell their stories and see them all fall in love.

So that’s what I’m going to do next. I’ve been playing with the idea of the Wilder family since I introduced Erik (and Adaline) in The Plan, and I’m really excited to dive into them for my next series.

It’ll have all the elements that I love to write—crazy sibling dynamics, loving parents, sports, small town, and some loss and grief and pain that will have to be dealt with. In addition to the Wilders, I promise, you’ll see some other familiar faces in this series and I cannot wait for you to see what’s on the horizon. We’re going to start off with Greer in early 2023 (I don’t have a date yet, but I promise I’ll keep you updated in my newsletter!), and I have VERY EXCITING things planned for her (like … marriage of convenience to a bossy football player kind of things *cue screaming*).

If you want to make sure to stay up to date on all the things I might announce, sign up for my newsletter!

 

THANK YOU for reading! I wouldn’t be here without you. <3

Karla

 

Sign up for my newsletter
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(available to read with your KU subscription)

 

 

The Wolves: a football dynasty

The Lie (Faith Pierson’s story)

The Plan (Lydia Pierson and Erik Wilder’s story)

 

 

The Ward Sisters

Focused

Faked

Floored

Forbidden

 

The Washington Wolves

The Bombshell Effect

The Ex Effect

The Marriage Effect

 

The Bachelors of the Ridge

Dylan

Garrett

Cole

Michael

Tristan

 

Three Little Words

By Your Side

Light Me Up

Tell Them Lies

 

Love at First Sight

(Published by Smartypants Romance)

 

Baking Me Crazy

Batter of Wits

Steal my Magnolia
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To my husband—for never calling me crazy when I’m rocking in the corner because of what fictional people are doing to my sanity. Your endless support is about the only way I could keep doing this job.

To the handful of authors who talked about this book more than they ever, ever wanted to; Kathryn Andrews, Brittainy Cherry, Piper Sheldon and Amy Daws. I promise, you’ll never have to listen to me overthink this couple again.

To Qamber Designs (and the Cover Lab!) for the glorious cover.

To Michelle Clay for reading one last time.

To Maria Connors, Jenny Sims and Julia Griffis for editing and proofreading.

To Wildfire Marketing for the promo help.

To Tina and Michelle for keeping me sane (or as sane as possible!).

To all the bloggers and bookstagrammers and booktok readers for your endless creativity and dedication.

 

And above all these put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony.

Colossians 3:14 ESV
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Photo cred: Perrywinkle Photography

 

 

Karla Sorensen is an Amazon top 10 bestselling author who refuses to read or write anything without a happily ever after. When she’s not devouring historical romance or avoiding the laundry, you can find her watching football (British AND American), HGTV or listening to Enneagram podcasts so she can psychoanalyze everyone in her life, in no particular order of importance. With a degree in Advertising and Public Relations from Grand Valley State University, she made her living in senior healthcare prior to writing full-time. Karla lives in Michigan with her husband, two boys and a big, shaggy rescue dog named Bear.
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