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      “Hi, I'm supposed to meet Mr. Anderson in about ten minutes. Could you point me in the right direction?” I held my arms against my stomach, hoping it looked natural and not like my nerves were shot to hell. This internship was a dream come true.

      “You're going to want to head down this hallway; turn right once you pass the locker room.” The security guard’s smile stretched across his weathered face. His nametag read Barry.

      I liked Barry instantly. I waved, thanking him as I headed to meet my temporary boss.

      I checked my watch—I still had time. I probably looked like a damn lunatic, walking and smiling at everything. Despite being awful at playing sports, I loved them. I was clumsy and got way too winded when I walked upstairs, but watching football and baseball for hours? I'd do that for days. And now, I was going to be able to work with athletes. Learning from athletic trainers at the college level. Hell. Yes.

      I turned right after the locker room. The offices had names on them, and I looked until I found Brock Anderson. I reviewed what I learned about him before I knocked. He played college football but only three years in the NFL before suffering a career ending injury. He was fairly young—just twenty-eight, an alumnus of the school, and was known to whip athletes into amazing shape. He got his masters in Athletic Training. I was going to learn so damn much.

      Plastering on a smile that I had been told was too big for my face, I knocked on the door. I waited, hearing voices from within the office, and froze when the door opened.

      No. This couldn't be.

      It was The Asshole.

      From the bar a week ago.

      No.

      It felt like gravity had given up on me at that moment. Like my consciousness had separated from my body.

      He stared at me, those scary blue eyes seeing through me. Maybe he worked here. No way this was Mr. Anderson. The pictures showed a clean shaven, handsome guy who maybe didn’t smile. This guy had shaggy hair, a dark beard, no smile at all. My gaze darted to his polo, which stretched tight across his chest. And what a chest it was.

      Focus, Grace.

      Shit.

      Anderson was embroidered underneath the school’s logo.

      Shit. Damn. Balls.

      He was my new supervisor.

      My fist clenched.

      “Uh, hi. I'm Grace Turner.” I held out my sweaty hand, hoping the trembling wasn't too obvious. I needed to get off to a good start. My career goals were important. More important than this guy being a dick. So, I waited. And waited. And waited.

      His lips turned downward. So much so that it had to hurt his face. My hand still hung between us, awkward and a mixture of embarrassment to the tenth degree. He moved one of his hands to scratch his jaw, bringing my attention to his incredible jawline.

      I dropped my hand. I couldn't handle the flip-flopping going on in my stomach, and when I got uncomfortable, word vomit ensued. Hence, why I decided to attempt being friendly. “Are you Brock Anderson? I'm the one who received the internship for the season. I'm Grace. I’m so excited for this opportunity.”

      I’d introduced myself. Again. And, he still hadn't said a word. Someone moved into view from his office and gave me a small wave. I returned the gesture to the older gentleman, and that was when Asshole Anderson spoke.

      “Excuse me.” He motioned with his large wrist for me to leave the office.

      I stepped back, shocked, and gasped when he shut the door in my face. What. The. Hell. I pinched my nose, taking deep breaths. I counted to three a couple of times and calmed myself down, but then loud, angry voices carried through the door. It was him, his voice brasher and deeper than anyone else's. So, I did what anyone would do. I listened.

      “I refuse to train immature people. Look, Victor—” Someone interrupted him, Victor, my guess. I couldn't decipher what Victor said, but Brock Asshole Anderson didn't like it. Not one bit. 

      “She was the best option? I doubt it. Come on. Assign her to someone else. I don't have time for an attention-hungry, little girl. I want someone serious who works their ass off. Not her.” His voice carried through the door, stabbing me like a bunch of knives.

      Attention-hungry.

      Little girl.

      Not serious.

      Not her.

      Hell. No. My fists clenched at my sides, my heart raced way past the point of comfort, and I contemplated a million ways to kill him. But, that wouldn't help my goals, and I was that tenacious, annoying person who, when told they couldn’t do something, determined to prove others wrong.

      He’d judged me. Entirely incorrectly, but a judgment all the same. Maybe he remembered me from the bar. Sure, I tried flirting after a dare from my best friend, and he made it clear he wasn't interested. Quite clear. If he remembered me from that night, it didn’t bode well for me. It wasn’t like I threw myself at him. I just offered to buy him a drink, and after a quick look up and down, he laughed and said absolutely not. Shame and regret clogged my throat.

      Without waiting to hear what else was said, I took life by the balls. I had learned from a young age that I had to fight for what I wanted in life. Happiness? That was a choice I had to work at every day. I sensed my mom cheering for me from above when I pounded on the door, hard.

      The voices stopped, someone letting out a curse. Then, the door opened. Brad grimaced at my expression. I had been told I had a fire in my eyes when I got pissed. I had more than fire right now. It was a raging inferno. “As much as I enjoyed your polite, pleasant conversation, I earned the internship.”

      Brock Asshole Anderson stared me down.

      If he wanted to see me squirm, that was too damn bad. I crossed my arms and raised my eyebrows in challenge.

      Victor, clearly not the alpha in this situation, gave me a quick nod and strolled out. “We'll talk later, Brock.”

      That left me and him. He blinked at me, assessing me, sighing so deeply it took a minute for it to leave his lungs. He had to have massive lungs, right? He was massive. Or perhaps he was just a massive asshole.

      “Don't wear that here.” He scolded my carefully planned outfit—a professional black dress—and my skin tingled with embarrassment. “Wear team gear.”

      He continued, “Be here every day at seven. You'll have a quick lunch, and the time changes every day. You'll leave at four.” He moved from the doorway to sit at his desk, shuffling through papers.

      I cringed. My classes began at four Tuesdays and Thursdays, but I was not going to give him any excuse. I hoped my professors accepted me being tardy, or I would be screwed.

      “Okay.”

      “Once games start, you're expected at every home and away game. I'll have my secretary print you a schedule. If you're late once, you're done.” He looked up, eyes smoldering. “Absolutely none of the flirting shit or dating any of the players. Is that clear?”

      “Yes,” I croaked, still shocked at his crassness. His words erased any doubt over whether he remembered that night. But I wouldn’t acknowledge it. I remained at the door frame, awkward, uncomfortable, angry, and sweaty. I chewed on my bottom lip, unsure what to do. His jaw clenched, his gaze briefly going to my mouth. It was so quick, I almost missed it.

      He cleared his throat, darting his gaze to the chair in front of him. “Sit.” 

      I obeyed like a desperate, foolishly hopeful girl. I needed, wanted, dreamed of this chance. He would not ruin it. It was only four months. I could put up with the Asshole for four months. “We'll do a tour of the stadium today after we set some ground rules.”

      I nodded but twisted my hands in my lap.

      He stood, grabbed a radio and a clipboard, then marched out the door so quickly, I barely had time to keep up. “Ain't my fault you wore those shoes. I don't slow down for anyone. If you can't keep up, I'll consider you lazy.”

      And that was how I spent my morning.

      I walked faster than I ever had, my shoes clicking on the cement floor. He showed me the offices where the trainers, EMTs, and coaches spent most of their time. I visited the various gyms and weight rooms, the mats, the pool, and the film room. We walked around the track at least twenty times, going over where the water house was, the spickets, the hoses, and the water bottles. It was noon when we finished the tour, and blisters upon blisters formed on my ankles. But, I would not let him win. Not today.

      “The Special Teams group is out practicing. They need water. Consider this your first assignment.” He narrowed his eyes and had an innocent expression cross his face as I eyed the distance between the field and water house, then my footwear choice. The email from my counselor specifically said that I would only meet to talk today. There weren't supposed to be any duties until classes began. Joke was on me. This was an internship with the devil.

      “Okay.” I dug deep inside myself for my iron-clad determination. In high school, I’d filled countless coolers. Football games, volleyball tournaments, and baseball games—I’d been the goffer. When I wasn’t being someone’s “go get it” bitch, I’d taped ankles, cleaned wounds, held hands, and watched athletes cry. I could do this.

      He whistled at someone and strode off in the other direction.

      This was a test. And I would pass it.

      I made my way to the storage room back inside the stands. I pulled out all three and carried them to the water house. It was open, thank god, because I refused to ask for help. I began filling the first one.

      With it filled, I added ice. It was a blistering summer afternoon, and the players had to be dying. Hell, I was sweating my ass off, but my dress was so dark, sweat wouldn't be noticeable. The cooler was heavier than most trays I carried waitressing. I lugged it to the bench, sweat dripping down my face. One down, two to go.

      I did it again, and on the third one, my arms burned. Shit. This job required me to have more muscles, and more muscles meant gym time. Ugh. I was wiping my neck with the back of my hand when someone snuck behind me.

      “Excuse me, but I'm not used to seeing people dressed like this on the field.” I twisted to see a friendly, grinning man. He stood at least six feet, dressed in khaki shorts and a navy polo. What was it with football people and polos? They were not stylish, at all.

      “Ah, yes. About that. I was under the impression I would get a tour, and that's it. But I officially began my internship today. I'm Grace Turner.” I held out my hand, and he took it in his large one.

      “Hi, Grace Turner. I'm Logan Rice. Nice to meet the new intern. Congrats. I've heard it's hard as hell to get picked for it.” His voice was gentle and reassuring.

      I couldn't help but smile at him.

      “Thank you. I hate to brag, but I worked hard to get it. Spent last year shadowing the volleyball AT and did clinical hours at the rehab center. Hence, why I'm in this dress hauling water coolers onto the field. You’re the defense coordinator, right? Started two years ago and could be credited for having one of the best defenses in the Midwest?”

      “I like a woman who knows her stuff.” He winked. Aw hell. It was such an old-fashioned thing, but damn. “But yes, that’s me.”

      “You're so young, though.” Hello, word vomit. “When I picture defense coordinators, I picture a bunch of old guys with beer bellies. You surprised me. That's all. Good for you.” I hope that saved me from more embarrassment. I’d had enough for the day, thank you very much. But, karma enjoyed messing with me.

      He grinned, a twinkle in his eye. “You aren't entirely wrong. I am young, but, to quote you, I worked my ass off to get here.”

      “Good for you,” I said again, awkwardly repeating myself. We shared a smile. I glanced at the players on the field working on kicks and plays. The combination of the sounds, smells, teamwork from every staff member flowed so smoothly. The sense of belonging helped fuel the void of not having a family left. This already felt like home. “How long have you been working with the team?”

      “Oh, a couple years. I played in college and didn't want to go through the draft. Loved the sport and knew the coach. Voila.” He held out his hands in a gesture I used often.

      I laughed, my shoulders finally relaxing. “Well, I'm glad to find a friendly face here. I'm going to have my work cut out for me.” I sighed, looking around the field and found Asshole Anderson glaring, and I mean, glaring at me. His piercing stare hit me, hard. I forced myself not to flinch. 

      Logan followed my gaze and let out a slow whistle. “So you’re paired up with Anderson? How’s that going?”

      “Yup.” I popped the ‘p’ at the end of the word.

      He grimaced for a second. Then he ran a hand through his hair, scrunching up his face. “Damn.” He shook his head, this time smiling. “He's one of the best, but he's a real dick.”

      I burst out laughing. “I'm not sure if this is a test or not. If I agree with you, you might tell him and I'd be fired. If I defend him, I look like a brownnoser. So, I'll choose this moment to make my exit. Nice meeting you, Logan.”

      “You too, Grace Turner.” He winked at me again.

      I bid farewell and found Asshole Anderson walking my way. I tried to hide my wince. I refused to show him weakness. But damn, I needed ice. I began to ask him what else he wanted me to do, but he interrupted me. Rudely, crassly, and I wanted to punch him.

      His jaw tensed as his hooded eyes narrowed into slits, his rough voice hardly more than a growl. “You can go now.”

      That was all he said. No good job, or nice work. No critiques or directions for the next time to show up. He spun and walked away without a backward glance.

      Screw that.

      I strode after him, ignoring the awful sour feeling in my gut.

      “Mr. Anderson?” I yelled.

      He halted.

      I walked over to him, fists clenched. Should I call him Mr. Anderson? Brock? I had no freaking clue. “I did everything you asked without complaint. When do I show up next?”

      He whipped around, his teeth clenched for reasons beyond me. “Tomorrow.”

      “Seven?” Excitement and dread poured through me. I would get great experience starting early, but I knew without a doubt, this was going to be hell.

      He nodded, looking at me with disdain. “Wear more appropriate clothing tomorrow, and don't be late.”

      I nodded, not willing to feel guilty about my outfit. He was a mean, unhappy man. Screw him—I was here for football and a potential career.

      I checked my Fitbit app on my phone as I limped to my car. I walked over seven miles that morning. I groaned into my fist as I hobbled out the main gate.

      Gilly called and I immediately called her back, telling her everything. She gasped, moaned, and cursed at all the right parts. She demanded we go pick out new clothing. Of course, I gave in. I had no choice. The extra money I made waitressing was going to go toward a new wardrobe, and although the job was a dream, I wasn’t wild about my new uniform. There was no cool way to wear polos.

       Gilly assured me a push-up bra and tight pants would help, but I shooed her. I chose athletic yoga pants, reasonable khaki shorts, and five school football tees, polos, and tank tops. I was set clothing wise. Emotionally? I was a few tacos and margaritas short of a fiesta.

      “I can't wait to see you kick ass,” Gilly said over wine later that night. “You earned this chance, and you’ll prove him wrong. I know it.”

      Fritz, our third roommate and Gilly’s brother, sipped his beer, and nodded along with his sister. They were my chosen family, and their support meant so much.

      My email pinged with my new insane schedule. The internship was paid, but, due to Asshole Anderson starting me two weeks early, I had double shifts six days a week. I would work nine hours with him, and seven hours at the steakhouse. Goodbye social life. Goodbye world. It might be near impossible, but the challenge lit me up inside.

      He wanted to be a dick?

      Game on, Anderson.
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      I walked in fifteen minutes early on my third day because I was that type of person. Anderson checked his watch, twice, and a thrill raced through me.

      Regardless of my prompt arrival, he ignored me until the clock hit seven. “How do you feel about ice, tape, and rehab?”

      “Confident and willing to do it. Blood doesn't freak me out either,” I said, proud that I hadn't let him hurt my feelings, yet. Sure, he glared at me, refused to acknowledge anything good about me, barked orders, demanded things to be done, but I was still here. And that was what I focused on.

      “Can you work with the offense today? I have somewhere I need to be, and someone always needs ice or wrapped.” Brock looked up from his desk, his blue eyes darker than normal. Sue me for knowing that his eyes changed depending on his mood. I had observed three moods: annoyed, pissed off, and super dick. He bordered on annoyed and pissed off, but there was a slight new mood there, too.

      “Yes.” I had done that stuff in high school for three years. Plus, this sounded like a big responsibility and another way to prove myself.

      “Don't flirt with the players, and stay focused. I've heard reports you're getting too social. Knock that off. You're here to learn how to be a trainer, are you not?” His tone shifted from annoyed to super dick.

      I closed my eyes, releasing the negative energy he had the unique talent to evoke.

      “I am here to learn, but I thought it was important to establish rapport. Is that so bad?” My voice lost a bit of its normal gusto as I second-guessed everything I’d done.

      “It's embarrassing, that's what it is,” he barked at me as his fingers came up to pinch the tip of his nose. His expression told me what I needed to know. I was an annoyance, a pain, a nuisance to him. Shame burned my insides. It started in my neck, creeping down until I was nauseated. His hooded eyes, now a sea shade of blue, narrowed. “You're a reflection of my training staff. Remember that.”

      I stared at the floor, nodding.

      He stood and tossed me a clipboard. It had the schedule for the morning practice and the highlighted things I needed to do. Before I could ask a question, he walked out the door.

      I considered myself a good person, kind to everyone, loyal. Sure, I had a little temper. But I had no idea what I’d done to deserve this.

      Anderson ran a well-oiled machine when it came to the program, and that had to be enough to fuel me for the rest of the internship. I scanned the list and chewed on a hang nail.

      Water to the fields, bottles to the weight room, and ice for the offensive linemen. I nodded, more to myself than to anyone in particular. Water it was.

      I filled all seven water coolers to finish the list. And, one by one, I carried them to the field. I dropped two off, some of the players thanking me.

      “Girl, what the hell are you doing carrying those around?” An unfamiliar voice yelled at me. I set the third cooler on the bench, my heart racing from the movement. Scratch those plans to start a workout routine. Between this, waitressing, carrying bags of ice across the stadium, and walking, I did not need to go to the gym. Ever again.

      “Can I help you with something?” Shit, that came out rude. Asshole Anderson’s speech about being a reflection of his staff irked me. I had been nothing but polite until now. “I'm the new intern here, so if there is anything I can do to help, let me know.”

      “Yeah, I know who you are,” he said, his face emotionless. I had no idea what to do with that response, so I gave him a tight-lipped smile. “Why are you carrying those jugs around?”

      “Because I was told to.” I frowned. Shit—had I made a mistake? Did I grab the wrong ones? But no, I was sure I did it right. It was the same thing I had done the past two days. I doubted Anderson would mess with me, right? Not after his little speech.

      “I get your job duties. I did my time long ago.” He smiled, for a split second, then went back to the gargoyle. “Why aren't you using the cart?”

      “Cart? There's a cart?” My heart kicked up again, hoping, wishing, praying that I’d misheard him. If there was a cart or an easier way to do this, I was going to murder Anderson. Twice.

      “We have a cart for heavy lifting. There is one for the head AT, then two for the rest of us to share.” He ran his hand over his shaved head, a frown slowly forming on his stone face. “Brock should've told you that.”

      “He left that out,” I said, clenching my teeth.

      “Shit.” He released a long breath. “What's on the rest of your schedule?”

      “I need to finish the coolers. Then I have a short window for lunch before grabbing the afternoon assignments.” I cracked my knuckles, hoping to relieve the tension and anger building up inside of me.

      “Find me after you eat, okay? I'll get you a cart. I'm Chris, by the way.”

      “Sure.” I nodded briskly at him before heading back to get the other four coolers. My arms burned, my palms blistered from the long walk from the water house to the bench.

      He waved goodbye as I walked toward my boss, the gallows, and prison all wrapped up in a nice package. My imagination was having a field day comparing Anderson to anything evil. The Hitler of Hydration. The Napoleon of Ice Coolers. I kept my head high, chin out, and stride strong. I was scheduled for my lunch break, and I was starving, but I needed to win the war.

      “Follow me.” Anderson turned, leaving me no choice but to follow. I followed, not at all looking at his toned ass in his athletic shorts. He looked normal today. He wore an old college shirt, backwards hat, and black shorts. But, as soon as he spoke, zap. There went the attraction. We went into his office, and he pointed for me to sit in the chair. I refused and crossed my arms over my chest.

      “How did it go this morning?” he asked, looking rather bored.

      “Fine. I finished everything on the list.” I handed him the clipboard, showing him with a little bit of pride. I’d finished early, and I was damn proud.

      “The west equipment room needs cleaning. I bought more supplies. I'll show you how to mix chemicals, so it's not overpowering.” He stood up, grabbing a box behind his desk.

      We walked to the west equipment room, and he showed me the mixture and how to clean the machines. We began cleaning the machines against the windows, working in complete silence.

      It was about an hour into it when my stomach made the loudest, weirdest whale call.

      “Did you eat lunch?”

      “No. You brought me here on my lunch,” I said, keeping any emotion out of my voice. Sure, I was freaking cranky and hungry, but the need to prove myself was stronger.

      “Speak up if you need to eat,” he barked, throwing his towel on the ground. “Come on, then. Let's go.”

      Well, if that didn't sound like the worst invitation ever, then I didn't know what was. I set the towel down in the bucket and followed him out the weight room. Anger poured off him in waves, causing the anxiety bubble in my stomach to grow to massive proportions. Instead of his office, he continued past the office hallway, past the field, and onto the main entrance. “Uh, Mr. Anderson, sir, I brought my lunch. It's in your office.”

      “Generally, I take my interns out to eat once a week. Consider this a welcome lunch.” He still hadn't turned around or acknowledged the fact I didn't agree to it. He hopped onto a golf cart and started it. The reminder of the golf cart conversation I had with Chris stopped me. He looked at me, impatience clear as day.

      “Is it true that trainers get a golf cart? Even interns?” My voice rose a little too high.

      “Where did you hear that?” He raised one eyebrow, not looking the littlest bit guilty. A flash of amusement at my expense crossed his face.

      I clenched my fists at my sides. “Chris. He told me to see him at lunch to get my cart. I think I'll do that instead.” I turned, annoyed by the stinging in my eyes. I didn't want to feel picked on. Hated. A nuisance. Everything Asshole Anderson made me feel, pretty much. I didn't know if he cared or bothered to follow me, but I went to his office, grabbed my lunch and phone, and went off to find Chris.

      I shoved the peanut butter sandwich in my mouth before chugging my water. I needed to buy some energy drinks to make it through the night. Adrenaline alone kept me going now. I couldn't find Chris anywhere, or Logan, and I accepted defeat. I sighed and texted Gilly and Fritz that I needed whiskey ready for me after this.

      What I would give to be able to call my mom and ask for advice. I wanted to prove myself but at what cost? I still was majoring in sports medicine and made enough waitressing to pay rent and for books. But, I had no parents—hadn’t for six years since my mom lost her battle with cancer. My dad left when I was seven. I had no family to ground me or to go to for advice. The weight of everything hit me, and the silence and solitude of the weight room seemed like the right place to escape for a minute.

      I was so torn—miserably, uncomfortably, torn. I could walk out. Say screw it. Tell Anderson to screw himself. Or, I could keep going, pretending I didn't want to cry every time I saw him. I sent a quick email to my advisor, pleading to meet with him as soon as possible. I got an automatic reply that he was out of office until school began. Great. Perfect.

      I pressed my palms into my eyes, refusing to cry over a grumpy man. Nope. I sniffed, just once. But, it was enough to cover the sounds of shoes because I about screamed when I found Anderson standing over me in the weight room.

      “Jesus.” I stood, placing my hand over my heart. “You couldn't give me a heads up or something?”

      He stood a foot away, heat pouring off him. His eyes were unreadable, go figure. But, his frown was different. His brows came together, a little dent forming between them. He studied me, unblinking and unnerving.

      I closed my eyes, hands in the air. “Look, Anderson, I don't know what I did to piss you off or why you hate me, but I've done everything you've asked since I started. I haven't complained once.”

      I spoke to his neck, not his eyes. It was easier. His neck didn't glare at me or narrow in annoyance at me being alive. So, I continued. “I worked really hard to get this internship—and I could tell you about it if you asked—but you don't care. And that's your prerogative. Which is fine, I guess. This is your program. But, I emailed my advisor to transfer teams. So, hopefully I'll be out of your hair soon.”

      I dared to look up to his face. He opened and closed his mouth. Twice. But he didn't speak. He swallowed, the movement audible in the quiet of the room. And, I waited. I waited some more, but he still hadn't responded. I closed my eyes, exhaustion and adrenaline leaving me. My shoulders sagged, my sassy attitude leaving the fight.

      But then, he spoke.

      “I don't hate you.” His voice sounded pained, like it hurt to say it. I just shook my head, giving him a fake smile.

      “I’m so glad.” I laughed, even though nothing was humorous. “Look, I'm not looking for anything here. It's not working out. It happens. Life goes on. But, I plan on finishing with you until I get approval to transfer. So, I'm going to finish the list for the afternoon.”

      I took the clipboard from his hands without making eye contact and kept cleaning the room. I sanitized the east weight room then the training room. Sure, it was bitch work, but I had a point to prove. He was going to be a dick, and I was going to work harder until I could leave.

      At ten minutes before four, I went to grab my bag from his office and found him at his desk, his baby blues swirling. Whatever.

      “Are you in a hurry to leave?” His voice was rough, deep like the first time I heard it, but hesitant. He stood and leaned against the door frame with his muscular arms crossed.

      I eyed my watch. I had an hour to get back, change, and make it to the restaurant. “Uh, sort of. I have a thing.” Why couldn’t I say work?

      “A thing?” he asked, one teeny side of his full lips curling up. Woah. His face transformed into something dangerously good-looking. “What sort of thing?”

      “An obligation,” I answered, mirroring his crossed armed stance. His arm muscles bulged, the veins popping out. But I made a Herculean effort to not notice.

      “Well, can I take up ten, maybe fifteen, minutes before you leave?” His momentary smile disappeared. His eyes, framed by long dark lashes, searched mine. It was the first sign that he didn't want to kill me.

      “I guess. I do have to leave at ten after though.” He nodded, closing the door and moving to sit at his desk. I hesitated, not sure if I should sit at the chair or run out. He must've seen my face because he smiled at me.

      “Please, have a seat.”

      I was surprised I didn't faint. He’d smiled, first off. He was a damn beautiful specimen. But then he’d used the word, please. I sat, looking at everything but him in the office. He cleared his throat, putting both of his hands on the top of the desk.

      I met his gaze and waited.

      “I think I owe you an explanation—”

      My sassy side emerged without warning. “And an apology. Multiple apologies, actually.”

      Oh my god.

      I said that.

      To him.

      I closed my eyes, rubbing my temples as regret flowed through me. All color left my face and pooled onto the floor. I held it together for three days. That was it. I hated my lack of control. “Please tell me I didn't say that out loud.”

      “You did,” he said, something like a laugh coming out at the end of it. I opened one eye, peaking at him, and damn near gasped. He was laughing. The asshole, Adonis, Anderson was laughing at me. His entire body chuckled, his face lighting up. What. The. Hell.

      He was a different person with the laugh. I stared at him, open mouthed, wide eyed.

      His brows came together. “What's wrong?”

      “You laughed. You didn't bark at me,” I word vomited.

      He ran a hand over his jaw, concern and guilt crossing his face. “Shit.”

      “Yeah. Shit.” I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath. “Look, I shouldn't have said any of that, but I've gotten five hours a sleep the past three nights. You gave me no warning that we would start early, so I still had two weeks left at my other job. When I'm tired, I get word vomit. Terrible, ugly, often embarrassing word vomit.” I stood up, fifty shades of red. “I should go. Hopefully, I'll hear back from my advisor soon.”

      “No.” He stood and shook his head at me. “You won't transfer. You'll stay here.”

      I sat back down, trying to gage my next move. His chair squeaked with his weight, and he sighed.

      “This is awkward. Did my advisor call you? Did you complain about me, so I can't go to another team?” I asked.

      “No. No one called. You don't need to transfer. You're doing great work here, and everyone I've talked to has said great things.” He tapped his fingers on the desk, waiting for me to meet his eyes. I took my time, not sure why my heart was beating fast or why I was secretly glad he was saying this. When I met his gaze, his eyes were softer? Kinder? I had no idea. “As far as this being awkward, I do need to apologize.”

      I waited, picking at imaginary fuzz on my new shirt.

      “Grace.”

      Holy balls.

      The way he said my name was different. Tender. No. He was still an asshole.

      I glanced up at him through my lashes, and he furrowed his eyebrows as he fidgeted with a pen on the top of his desk. I tilted my head, letting him know I was listening, and waited.

      “I can be a dick,” he said, his tone tight and raspy.

      I nodded, a little too aggressively. He bit back a grin and continued. “I have some anger issues; none that have anything to do with you. That's not an excuse, but it is what it is.”

      “That was your apology?” I stood, feeling ballsy and angry. That was not an apology at all. Oh, sorry I'm an asshole. K, thanks, bye. Nope. Unacceptable. “That's bullshit.”

      He jerked his head back. His eyes widened, and he did that open mouth, close mouth thing. I shook my head. “Look, Anderson, we don't have to be friendly. You don't have to like me. Honestly, I don't like you. But, you run a hell of a program here, and I want to learn. I'll be here, tomorrow ready to work, but if I hear back from my advisor, I will see what other options, if any, there are.”

      And then, I exited—because I was feeling like a boss ass bitch.
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      Despite my numerous complaints about being so tired, I couldn’t think straight, my two roommates dragged me to a local coffee shop situated in the heart of downtown nightlife. I adjusted my dress to cover more of my thighs and yawned for the tenth time.

      “We shouldn’t have forced you, huh?” Fritz reached out and squeezed my shoulder. “You look wiped, Grace.”

      “I am.” I rubbed my make-up free eyes with my palms and frowned. “I appreciate your intent to get me to socialize, but I need to head back home. You two go out, make terrible decisions, and tell me about them tomorrow.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to stay a little longer?” Gilly asked with a slight whine to her voice. “It’s good to distract you from your workaholic lifestyle.”

      “Again, appreciate your thoughts, but I need to sleep for twenty-four hours.” I stood and exited the green velvet booth. Fritz followed me. “No, you stay. I know you were excited to go out. I’ll take an Uber home.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely.” I smiled at the man who chose to be my brother. “Go. I’ll catch up in the morning.”

      He frowned, but I didn’t give him or Gilly a chance to change my mind. I exited the coffee shop and pulled up the app just as a familiar deep voice caught my attention.

      Anderson.

      He laughed with a guy I hadn’t seen before.

      I could not move my gaze away from him. The joy on his face was new to me. Heat spread through my body.

      No. I shook my head. I blamed my lack of sleep on my delirious thoughts and headed the opposite direction. The less contact, the better. My lack of filter and sleep would not bode well to meet my asshole boss who gave half-ass apologies.

      “Grace.”

      Shit. I stopped walking and waited. Maybe it was my imagination.

      Footfalls approached, and his familiar cologne teased my nostrils. Nothing could have prepared me for the curiosity and kindness on his face. “Hey.”

      Hey?

      “Uh, hi.” I crossed my arms over my stomach, suddenly aware how much skin I showed. His gaze briefly dropped to my legs before returning to my face, and I hated how it sent a shiver of awareness through me.

      “Where are you headed? I’ll walk with you.”

      “Uh, that’s okay.” I gulped. His face was serious as hell, his eyes wide and unblinking. He had the strong, silent, and scary look down pat. “I’m heading back.”

      “I'll walk you home then.”

      “I can take an Uber. Don’t worry.” I waved my hand and almost flinched at my sore muscles. The app said at least a twenty-minute wait, and that wouldn’t do.

      “It's my fault you’re working two shifts. The least I can do is make sure you get home.”

      “Unnecessary, but I won’t stop you.” My feet and my back ached, making my twenty-four years feel like fifty.

      “Where is your place from here?” He caught up with me in no time thanks to his long, long legs. They were clad in jeans that had to be personally made for him. Damn his strong, sexy body. And, to top it off, he wore a loose baseball tee. I was a sucker for baseball tees.

      “It's a fifteen-minute walk.”

      “And you were going to do this alone?” His tone changed to the one I was used to. “Are you kidding? Don’t be an idiot.”

      “No need to be a dick about it,” I snapped. “I can take care of myself. I have for most of my life.”

      He grunted instead of responding. Fine by me. I was in no mood to talk. So, I kept walking as fast as I could in my stupid heels. I admitted I was clumsy, but karma wanted to laugh at me again by having a branch stick out from the sidewalk. I hit it, losing my balance and flailing like an inflatable tube man at a car dealership. Then I fell. To my knees. In a dress. Next to Asshole Anderson.

      “Aw hell.” My knees were scraped, and my body hurt even more.

      Not my knee. Not again. Not now.

      “Are you okay?” He bent lower, his hands going to my ankle. His large hands almost covered my entire foot. “Shit, Grace.”

      He rubbed his hand over my ankle then all the way up to my knee. The rational part of me knew he was checking to see if I’d broken anything. That was his job. He was good at it. The irrational part of me enjoyed how freaking large his hands were and how they warmed my skin. He gripped my knee, and I winced, pulling my leg closer to my body. “Right here? Is that where it hurts?”

      I gritted my teeth. “Yes.”

      He stayed with me on the ground, kneading the area around my kneecap and using two large fingers to press into my muscles. I jumped, but he used his other hand to keep me still. “Hmm. Looks like you twisted it real good. Ibuprofen and ice will help.”

      “Thanks, trainer.” I flinched, trying to stand up. He crouched down and instead of helping me up, he scooped me into his arms as though I weighed nothing. Before I could protest, he had me pressed to his chest.

      What. The. Hell.

      If heaven had a scent, it couldn’t be better than the one radiating off Anderson. A mixture of soap, wood, and something I would forever associate with him. Part of me wanted to nuzzle his neck, bite him, enjoy his arms. The other part was confused. It was weird to feel attraction toward him and pain shooting up my leg. This was the same man who literally was the rudest person I had ever met earlier that week. Talk about mixed signals.

      “I can walk, I think,” I croaked out.

      “Doubtful. It's already swollen. Is it still pretty far?”

      “Yeah. Let's call a car or something,” I suggested, hoping he would take it. He couldn't carry me for a mile. Hell no. “It'll be easier.”

      “Sure. I'll ride with you, though.” Then, he set me on the curb as I pulled out my phone. The Uber was still twenty minutes away. Twenty minutes of sitting next to him on the curb. All I wanted to do was fall asleep. “How many more double shifts do you have?”

      “Five. Five more.” I closed my eyes with my phone in one hand, my knee in the other. I was thirsty, tired, and disordered. “Every day this week, then it's just the internship.”

      He hummed in response. That was fine. I liked docile and calm Anderson. “Is your hand okay?”

      “My knee, you mean?” I questioned, unsure what he was asking about.

      He chuckled softly. Oh, that chuckle could do things to the female population. It was slow and had a wonderful rumble. My rational brain slapped the other half and stopped that thought from forming. “I meant that night I saw you at the bar. You knocked your hand against the wooden stool.”

      “You do remember that night. I wasn't sure.” My eyes remained closed, the memory of that night still fresh. Embarrassment hit me again, hard. Gilly insisted I try flirting. I did. And he dismissed me with barely a shake of the head. And I didn’t recognize him. That’s the worst part.

      “Yeah. I remember,” he said it with a hint of resolve, like it pained him. “Anyway, you've worked as a waitress for long?”

      “Almost three years.” I yawned, my eyelids becoming heavier by the second. “I'm taking a leave of absence to complete the internship, but afterward I'll go back.”

      “Good money?”

      “Oh, yeah.” I yawned, again. “I'm struggling.”

      “I can see that.” He chuckled that warm sound again. “If you need to rest your head on me, I won't object.”

      “That wasn't an Asshole Anderson thing to say.” I smiled as I dropped my head to his shoulder. His large, strong, meaty shoulder. “Nice Anderson is different. Harder to read.”

      Then, the sleep took over.

      I woke up, however longer later, with my head resting on my boss. My arm was asleep, dangling awkwardly. My knee throbbed with each beat of my pounding heart. Holding my breath didn’t help because the pain only increased. It was like someone had pounded a hammer into my bone.

      “Shit. Sorry.” I sat up, wiping my mouth just in case I had drooled.

      “I had to wake you. The car pulled up. Come on, I'll help you.” He stood, using one hand to hold my hip and the other to hold my elbow. It was such a kind gesture, it made my head spin.

      “Where to?” the old driver asked, a smoker’s voice clear as day.

      I buckled in to the Uber. I glanced over at Anderson and sucked in a breath. His expression was soft. Like he was gazing at me instead of plotting my demise. I must've imagined it, though, because I barely made it two blocks before falling asleep again.

      “Grace.” Something light touched on my arm. Then, my face. “Grace, we’re at your place.”

      “M’kay.” I opened my eyes and slid out of the Uber, thanking the driver. I tried to step on my knee and winced, but then, strong hands gripped my arms, holding me up.

      “Come on. I'll help you up. Which door is yours?” Anderson looped one arm around my waist and helped me up the flight of stairs.

      “23A.” I totally ignored his scent and the way he kneaded his fingers into my hip. Yup. Totally ignored it. So, up the stairs we went. Me ignoring his body.

      “I'm hoping you have your keys, yeah?” His mouth was really close to my ear. His breath hit my delicate skin. But, that didn't matter. Nope.

      “Duh,” I managed to get out, rolling my eyes in the process. I found my keys and held them up. “Ta Dah!”

      He laughed, taking them from my hand but somehow keeping hold of me. “Don't put weight on your knee. It'll swell worse.”

      “Yes, sir.” I saluted him. Jesus. I saluted Asshole Anderson. Dear world, take me now please.

      “Almost there.” He opened the door, helping me hobble inside, and I went straight for the couch. I plopped down and covered myself with a fleece blanket.

      “Thanks, Mr. Anderson,” I mumbled, hoping he would get the hint to leave.

      “Not so fast. You need ice and Tylenol, Grace.” He walked right past me, into the kitchen. I opened my eyes, unsure how to act. He yanked and slammed cabinet doors, muttering several curses.

      “Aspirin is next to the microwave.” The sooner I obliged, the sooner he would leave. “Ice is in the freezer, you know, where people keep their ice.”

      Good one, Grace. Really, really good one.

      “Your humor is something else.” Asshole Anderson walked into the living room with a grin, transforming the infamous scowl. He had a hell of a smile. “Take two. Here's some water.”

      I took the glass of water and the medicine, still not sure what the hell had happened. Then, he sat on the couch, lifting the blanket off me. “What are you doing?”

      “You need to ice your knee. Fifteen minutes.” He took the pack and lifted my leg from under the warm, warm blanket. Once again, his large, overbearing, sexy hands wrapped around my knee and kneaded. “It hasn't gotten worse or better. This will help the pain for tomorrow. Trust me.”

      I kept my thoughts to myself on how much I trusted him, but my joints would trust him. He knew what he was doing. I nodded, wincing when the cold hit my skin. “Damn it. That does hurt.”

      He lifted a lip slowly into that precious smile. “Don’t be a baby.”

      “Thanks for the encouraging words,” I said with a little chuckle. I had maybe three minutes before it was lights out Grace. I already had woken up two times, and the slumber I so desperately craved was so close. So close I could taste it. I took a sip of water, building myself up for doing the right thing. The right thing meant saying thank you even though I would rather eat dirt.

      “I have no idea why you are being nice to me, but I'm thankful. So, even though I hate saying this, thank you.” I avoided his eyes when I said it.

      He cleared his throat. “Grace, look at me.”

      No thanks, my rational brain said. We're good.

      “Grace. Quit being stubborn. Look at me.” The commanding tone was back. I did not miss it.

      I glanced over at his amused expression. “There. Now, what?”

      “I can be a real dick.”

      “So you've said, and I've heard before.”

      He grimaced, regret crossing his face. “I'm sorry I acted poorly around you.”

      “Why did you? Do you?”

      “It’s easier, pushing others away. If I've had a shit day, which has happened quite often the past couple of weeks, it’s easier than being nice.” He meant it, too. His eyes were blue orbs of truth.

      “That's terrible. And unfair.”

      “I know. I'm a dick.” His mouth went flat again. “I have to admit something. I made a bad judgement call. I stereotyped you. I remembered you from the bar, and you were wearing that prissy dress. I thought you were someone's daughter who just got handed the internship. I assumed you were lazy and a bit entitled.”

      The sincerity in his explanation wasn’t lost on me, but it still felt like a punch to the gut. Prissy? Entitled? I was none, absolutely none, of those things. Anger rolled down my spine, warming it. I bit the inside of my cheek, but then thought, screw it. I added fuel to the fire. “Don't forget you called me incompetent and said I just wanted attention.”

      “God.” He ran his hands through his long, shaggy hair. Sighing for so long, I wondered how he breathed. Then, he nodded a couple of times to himself, his full lips turning down. “My judgement was incorrect. I did some research and chatted with one of your professors. You’ve had a tough bout, losing your mom so young. I’m sorry. No wonder you called me Asshole Anderson.”

      Shit. Did I? I must've. No point hiding it now. I shrugged. “AA if I'm feeling lazy.”

      His mouth twisted before a small smile came out. “Well deserved, then.”

      “Yup.” I turned onto my side, so my knee was in the air, but my ass was still covered by my dress. “Thanks for helping. And for apologizing. I still don't like you, but I don't hate you either.”

      “Fair enough. I’m sorry, again, for assuming things that are not true about you.” He stood and patted my leg. “Goodnight, Grace.”

      “Bye, Anderson.”

      Then, lights out.
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      I slept for fifteen hours. Fifteen, long and wonderful hours that put an extra spring in my step the following Monday. Beside the fact I limped slightly because my dumb ass fell onto the ground, the normal trepidation and anxiety I experienced whenever I walked into the stadium bright and early was missing. I waved at the security guards, like I had every day before, and they smiled. “Morning, gentleman.”

      “Mornin’ Ms. Gracie. How are you today?”

      “Fabulous. Just fabulous.” I waved and turned to head toward the office but ran into a hard, strong wall. No, it wasn't a wall. It was a chest. “Shit.” I clutched my nose, wincing against the stinging.

      “Sorry. Definitely thought you heard me,” Anderson grumbled, his voice raspy and deep and just-rolled-out-of bed-sexy. “Let me see.”

      He put his hands on my shoulders, pushing me back, so he could look at me. He lowered his face, releasing a deep breath as he scanned my face. I removed my hand from my still-stinging nose. “I'm fine, Anderson.”

      I didn't like how close he was to me, or the way my body totally betrayed my brain.

      His cheek twitched, right below his eye, but then it went away. “So, Grace, how's your knee?”

      “Ah, I rested it all day yesterday. It hurts a bit.”

      He nodded and motioned for me to follow him.

      “Are we starting early today?”

      He kept walking, like he was on a mission.

      I tried to keep up, but my knee didn't allow it. We entered the clubhouse area, where vehicles and golf carts were stored. My heart rate picked up.

      He rounded the corner and went to a small grey cabinet on the wall, picked out a set of keys, and tossed them to me. “Nineteen is yours. It doesn't matter where you park it, but don't block anyone in. You can take it anywhere in the stadium, except the main entrance area. They tend to frown on that.”

      I held the keys in my hand, nodding. He still hadn't looked at me, but his tone was light, kind even, and happy. I followed his voice as he searched for nineteen. He hit the hood of the cart with his hand, the other on his hip when he turned to face me. I wasn’t sure what he saw when he looked at me, but the lines around his mouth grew tight, and his blue eyes narrowed. “Why is your mouth open?”

      “Is it? I just, I'm glad I don't have to walk on this thing all day,” I said, looking down at my knee. “What's on the agenda today, boss man?”

      His gaze switched back and forth between my eyes, his mouth parting slightly. I didn't know what he was looking for, but I also didn't care. He took his sweet ass time answering my question and took a seat in the golf cart. “We are going to be on the field most of the day. They are scrimmaging. We need to get water out there, first. Let's get on it.”

      “Yes, sir.” I hobbled to the driver’s side, grinning like a Cheshire Cat with my new keys. “Let's do this.”

      The scrimmage went well. There were no major injuries, just swollen joints and lots of ice. Lots and lots of ice. I had to make four trips to get more, so damn thankful I had the golf cart. I met two other trainers, part-timers, that day—Lisa and Matt. They were both super kind, hardworking, and students at the university. We were all so busy we were unable to talk, but there was a comfort in a group of people working together silently.

      The midday sun hit the back of my neck. I winced, having forgotten to put on sunscreen. I went to the water station, wetting my hands to put on the back of my neck. I hissed.

      One of the players nodded at me, and I smiled, hoping it came off as professional. He wore a helmet, so I wasn’t sure who he was. I made a note to myself to learn all of the players’ names.

      Then, I started the pickup process before sneaking off to grab lunch. I dumped the coolers, picked up the water bottles, and loaded one on the cart when Anderson walked up to me from the edge of the field. He generally worked with the major players, the quarterback, the defense line, the bigger guys. He wore his typical uniform again, somehow pulling off the polo look. I waved, half-assed. “Hey, boss.”

      “Are you friends with Chip?” Sunglasses hid his eyes.

      I hesitated, not sure where he was going with this. “Chip? Why?” I faced him, crossing my arms. Chip was one of the tight ends if I remembered my research.

      “He's bad news.”

      I almost laughed. Bad news? Who said that? Bad news were the druggies in high school. “Stay away from him.”

      “Woah.” Talk about inappropriate. “I can make my own decisions. Thank you very much.” He didn’t need to know I had never spoken more than a hello to Chip.

      His assumption and warnings were rude. I did not say anything when I went to go drop off the supplies to the cleaning area to finish after lunch. My stomach growled, and I hopped in the front seat. I loved my new cart. But, Anderson chose that moment to jump into the passenger seat. “Uh, need a ride?”

      “I'll help you clean.” His tone was clipped.

      I whistled. If he wanted to be a grump for no reason, he could be my guest. So, we drove in silence. I tapped my fingers against the steering wheel, Logan waving at me as we passed the coaches. I smiled, earning a grunt from Anderson. Jeez Louise, he was cranky.

      I pulled into the parking spot and began unloading the large coolers first.

      Anderson flicked his wrist for me to get out of his way.

      “Why must you do that? It is so damn rude.”

      “What?” he asked, his voice turning high. “I'm helping you.”

      “This motion.” I mimicked his wrist flick. “It is rude. It's dismissive, and people do it at the restaurant, and it makes me see red. I'm not a dog.”

      His brows furrowed, the dark lines coming together. He ran a hand over his strong jaw with his mouth twisting. I wasn't in the mood to hear some bullshit excuse about him being a dick, again. So, I grabbed the water bottles and took them to the washer. I rinsed each one, then placed it in the rack. I shook my head, releasing a frustrated breath. I went back, grabbing the rest of them and noticed all the coolers were already taken care of. At least the big oaf had helped with those.

      “Grace.” His voice broke my trance. He was leaning against the wall of the kitchen area.

      I lifted a shoulder as a way of reply. He removed his sunglasses, putting them on his forehead in a way that only athletes could pull off. His blue eyes were sharp, cold, and dangerous.

      “No one has ever told me that before.”

      “That you're rude?” I scoffed, somehow braver than before. I had no problem speaking my mind now. “I doubt that.”

      “No, I've been told that.” He sucked in his bottom lip, slightly, before continuing with his harsh unblinking eyes. “I meant no one has told me that hand gesture was rude. I do it all the time and think nothing of it.”

      “It's dismissive and insulting.” I crossed my arms, daring him to argue with me. “No one has told you probably because you're scary.”

      “Scary?” His eyes widened, a brow raising up in the process. Then, his tone turned all sugary sweet and soft. “I scare you?”

      I sighed, releasing my arms and leaning back against the counter. Maybe I shouldn't have said that, but I wasn't one to back down. “You're intimidating with your muscles and blue eyes that don't blink. You're intense, and that intimidates most people.

      His frown deepened. “I'm not scared of you, not like you'd hurt me physically or anything.”

      His nostrils flared, and his hand stroked his jaw again. He took a breath, shaking his head, then he said something that shocked me. “I'm sorry.”

      My mouth opened, my brows disappearing into my hair. “Uh, what?”

      “I'm sorry I gestured to you like that. I never thought about it being rude before. I didn't want you to pick up the coolers. Your knee looks swollen still, and I wanted to help you.”

      My voice left and flew out the window. Mr. Asshole Anderson apologized, tried to help me, and was concerned about my knee. Color me pink. I stared at him, now being the creepy unblinking one. One of his lips quirked up, a small dimple popping out on one side. Damn that dimple.

      “Did you bring lunch?” He fought a smile. “I have a couple of sub sandwiches back in my office. Come on.” His hand twitched, like he wanted to do the wrist gesture, but he stopped.

      “I like sandwiches.” I broke out of the weird spell he put on me. Sure, I still hadn't forgiven him for being a total dick, but he’d gained some points back. “Also, calm that wrist down. I saw you almost do it.”

      “I told you, I always do it.” I walked side by side with him, leaving the cart in its spot. “But, I appreciate your honesty. You can speak your mind around me, you know.”

      “I'm surprised I'm still here, actually. I thought for sure I would be gone after insulting you.”

      “I found it refreshing.” He glanced at me. “Have you heard back from your advisor?”

      My heart picked up. Shit. Did that mean he wanted me to transfer? A sinking feeling took over. “No. Not yet.”

      “Good.”

      Well, that settled that. We entered his office, and he bent over to get the sandwiches from the fridge. I did not have enough self-control to not look at his ass.

      He pulled out a long sub and set it on the table.

      “Thanks for the food.”

      “Generally, I feed my interns.” He took a bite on his own sandwich, watching me again with those hard-blue eyes. They narrowed at my neck, and I hoped I didn't have food on my face.

      “What?” I asked, unsure. I only had taken one bite so far. “Is there food on me?”

      He shook his head and took something from a back cabinet. “Put this on after eating.”

      It was aloe vera. I sighed, the forgotten sunburn now on the forefront of my mind. “Thank you. I got a little burned today.”

      “I see that. You need to put sunscreen on.” He used the same commanding tone, but the harshness of it was gone. It was more a demand to help me. I could take that.

      “Will do, sir.” I took another bite of my sandwich, my thoughts drifting to this man in front of me. He was a freaking puzzle. He knew every player, coach, worker there by name, something I spent time after hours doing. Athletes respected the hell out of him, all of them loyal.

      “Did my secretary, Jen, email you the schedule?” he asked between bites, the silence somewhat comfortable.

      “Yes. I got it.” I inwardly groaned. I was going to have no life. Zero. Except for Sundays and maybe a Saturday night if we had a home game.

      “Any conflicts I should know about?” He wiped his mouth, the gesture causing me to shiver. His mouth… mmm. I needed to take care of this sexual tension tonight because I was totally not thinking my boss was hot.

      “None that I could think of.”

      “Most interns take a three-day weekend to go home at least once. Do you think you will take any time off?” It was a simple question, but it hurt to hear. That question insinuated many things—one being I had a home to go back to, the second being I had family somewhere to visit. I had neither. I shook my head.

      “No. I'll be here.”

      “Good. It drives me nuts when people don't take their commitments seriously.” He finished his sandwich without having any idea how my mood plummeted.

      It wasn't his fault. He didn't know.

      Very few people, besides Gilly and Fritz, knew that I didn’t have any family, anywhere. It was just me. Grace Turner, party of one. It took me a year to fully accept what happened and get my shit together. Hence, why I was older than most college seniors. I thought I had the grief under control, but sometimes it snuck up on me.

      The radio crackled, one of the coach’s voices coming through. “Anderson, we need you on the field. We have blood.”

      He snatched it from the desk, his commanding tone assuring them he'd be right there. I wasn't sure what to do, but he stood, head raised. “Let's go. This is how you learn.”

      He didn't flick his wrist. He didn't bark orders at me. Progress.

      I followed, excitement replacing the sadness that took over, however brief it was. He picked up a first aid box from the corner of his office and answered the question brewing on the tip of my tongue. “I have about ten of these all over the stadium. You never know when you'll need one. I'll show you where the rest are hidden later.”

      We then jogged, him significantly faster than me, to the field. One of the coaches was kneeling next to a player, the radio on the ground next to him. I couldn’t see his face, but the red jersey meant he was a quarterback, which wasn’t good at all. When I got closer, the pain and anguish on his face was evident. It was Q, the starting quarterback. I gulped. Blood didn't bother me, but I didn't like it. I wasn't a damn vampire.

      “Brock, Q got cleated bad. Dumbass didn't follow the play, and Louie stepped on him, all three hundred pounds,” the coach with a headset barked. Everyone barked at each other as the severity of the situation was assessed.

      “All right. Q, let's see it.” Anderson bent down, the fanny pack he wore hanging low on his hips. Anyone else besides him would've looked stupid. But no, he wore that fanny pack like it was his job.

      I bit back a laugh because it was his job. Not the time, Grace. Not the time. I stood off to the side, watching.

      Anderson lifted his head, meeting my eyes, and nodded in the direction of the player. “Q, this is Grace. She's working here this season.”

      He lifted Q’s lower leg. Yuck. Blood poured down as he removed the soaked sock. I put on gloves from my own fanny pack, handing second pair to Anderson. He thanked me, put them on and continued to check out the injury. “Grace is going to start cleaning this up. I'm going to run back and get the cart.”

      Q grunted, slamming his eyes closed. “Thanks, Anderson.”

      Brock then took off running. I stood there, the cleaning kit on the ground with Q looking at me. Coaches looked on, nervous and concerned.

      “So, Q, is that your entire name? Just the letter?” I asked, spraying the wound with disinfectant. It stung, so, the best way to distract him was with questions.

      “Quentin. Everybody calls me Q, though.” He hissed as the spray hit the wounds. I unwrapped gauze, wiping the injury up and discarding the mess in a red plastic bag.

      “Q sounds pretty good. My friends call me G sometimes, G-thang, OG, but Q is way cooler.” I rambled, not caring if the coaches heard.

      Q laughed through clenched teeth. He squeezed his eyes shut. “Shit. G-Thang. That's funny.”

      “Sorry, Q, but I have to clean the rest of the blood up. It will hurt. Can you tell me something about you when I do this? Focus on that.”

      “What should I say?” He grunted when I placed the gauze on the wound.

      “What is your favorite TV show? I like The Office. I could quote it every day. Have you seen it?”

      “Funny shit.”

      “Hell yeah, it is.” I finished cleaning the wound as I continued to ramble on about the show. I quoted it at least ten times, making Q laugh. Once I was done, I noted he hadn't cursed or yelled out. “Nice job, champ. You're cleaned. Anderson will cart you back and look at the damage. I think it's a surface wound, honestly. The cuts are deep, but not enough for stitches or scarring.”

      He opened his eyes, looking at his calf and at me. His tanned leg was covered in a handful of shallow gashes, despite the amount of blood that had covered it minutes earlier. “This don't look that bad.”

      “Sometimes the blood makes it seem way worse. You handled it like a pro, though.” I took off the gloves and threw them in the red bag, too.

      Anderson walked up with the coach.

      I raised my brows at him before turning back to Q. “I'm glad this wasn't your arm. Take care.” I squeezed Q’s shoulder and stood.

      Anderson had smiled at me. He freaking smiled.

      “Nice job on the clean.” His blue eyes sparkled in the sunlight. It couldn't be with pride. That would be stupid. Then he laughed. A belly laugh that reached my heart. I decided right then that as much as I wanted to hear his laugh again, it would be a terrible idea. “Follow us back to the rehab room, G-thang.”
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      “Thanks, ass wipe.” I hit the back of Fritz’ head.

      He’d done an impression of me falling on my ass after I mentioned what happened with Anderson, and I flipped him off right when Tony, the restaurant manager, marched up to me with a stupid smile on his face.

      “Why are you grinning like that, Tony? You seem suspicious,” I said, eyeing my manager.

      “Head home, Grace. Brandy and Fritz can handle your shift. It's dead. You have bags under your eyes. Go rest.” He then, out of total Tony character, patted my shoulder. Twice. “You have a lot going on, kid. Take a night off.”

      And I did. I only made thirty dollars that night, which wasn't an entire waste, but it wasn't worth my while. I had two choices at that point. Go home, and go to bed, or text Gilly, and grab a drink. Her coffee shop job closed around this time, and due to sleeping so much the day before, I wanted a beer. A tall one. Then, I would pass out like a baby.

      I texted her, asking her to meet me at one of my other local favorites. Curly’s. It was off campus, more downtown than on campus. For a small Midwestern town, Foxhill was a great town for families and college students. Situated in central Illinois, we were a combination of rural and small city. We never ran into students at Curly’s, and that was fine with us. She responded almost immediately. I grinned, waving to Fritz. He winked, and I blew him a kiss.

      “I owe you, Fritz.”

      “Yeah, you really do, G-baby. Have fun.”

      I drove to the bar, the location on an old, beautiful street downtown. The trees had lights hanging from them year-round, giving it a hipster look. I parked, thankfully finding a spot almost immediately. It must be a quiet Monday night all over town.

      Gilly was still fifteen minutes away, so I walked up to the bar to order a tall dark stout. Guinness was my bread and butter. Always had been. The bartender, who was cute but a little too pretty for me, winked and slid it toward me. I thanked him, enjoying that first sip. I had no issues sitting at a bar alone. There were other single people sitting around the bar, lost in their own thoughts and enjoying a drink, too. I had a couple of sips and felt, more than saw, someone's gaze. The hair on the back of my neck stood up, an awareness coming over me but for what, I had no idea. I turned around, looking for the source of the discomfort, but didn't see anything. I shrugged, probably imagining it.

      I remained alone until a rancid smell hit my nose. A man reeking of alcohol, sweat, and vomit, leaned against the bar next to me, waiting for me to make eye contact. I didn't.

      “Can I buy you a drink, sugar?” he asked in a croaky, gross voice. I cringed, pissed that Gilly was late. I hated this sort of confrontation. My pulse raced, and my palms sweated.

      “No, thank you. I'm meeting someone here.” I still hadn't looked at him, instead focusing on the bar in front of us. “I'm good alone.”

      “Come on, one drink won't kill you.” He leaned closer.

      I backed away, now looking at him. His eyes were yellow, his hair greasy. I gagged.

      “I said no.” I made a face of disgust at him, getting up to head to the bathroom or something when he reached out to touch me. Hell. No. I was a half a second away from punching him when a strong, demanding, very familiar voice barked at him with a fury that scared me.

      “She said no. Leave now.” Anderson’s voice had a ring to it. A ring that told anyone they were stupid as hell to disobey it. He stood behind me, one of his hands on my shoulder. His grip was strong as his fingers dug into my skin.

      The drunk widened his eyes, stuttering an apology and backed away. He tripped over a stool but didn't look back. I closed my eyes, making a raspberry with my mouth. Anderson released his fingers as anger came off him in waves.

      I turned to look at him, his blue eyes lethal and his jaw clenching every two seconds. He was going to yell at me, so I spoke first. “Thank you for doing that. I appreciate it.”

      He opened his mouth and closed it, his throat bobbing. Those hooded eyes glowed with anger, but for the first time, I wasn’t sure it was all directed at me.

      I braced myself.

      “Are you here by yourself?” His voice wasn't what I expected. It was soft, controlled, yet still dangerous.

      I nodded. “My friend is on her way. I’m meeting her here.”

      He gave me a brisk nod, his nostrils flaring again. “This isn't the best spot for you to be alone.”

      Hold up. Was that anger now being directed at me? His eyes looked back and forth between my green ones. He was searching for something, so I masked my face. “I come here every once in a while. I've never had a problem before.”

      He nodded, briskly again. His eyes searching around the bar, presumably for the drunk. “Will you be okay on your own?”

      “Uh, yeah. I'll be fine,” I said, a little attitude seeping in. Then, I felt bad. I had no idea why he was there, but I was really glad he was. I reached out, putting my hand on his strong forearm, smiling sincerely at him. “Thank you for doing that. Again. I'm not used to people doing things for me.”

      At the contact, he tensed. But, he gave me something of a smile with tight lips before saying, “You're welcome.”

      Then, he walked away toward the other side of the bar.

      I shook my head, confused, per usual when it came to Anderson. I didn't know if he left or what, but I didn't see him the rest of the time I waited for Gilly to arrive. Her laugh cued her entrance. She totally rocked her barista outfit. “Gillyweed.”

      “G-Spot. I see you started without me.” She pressed a kiss to my head because she was even more touchy-feely than I was. “Sorry, I was late. My boss is an ass. Kind of like yours, but ugly. Actually no, yours is more of an asshole.”

      I nodded, taking another sip. “What did Pablo do?”

      Pablo was short, crude, and cranky. His eyebrows were long and bushy, his face old and crabby. Both Fritz and I told her to find a different part-time job, but no. Gilly liked the place, her coworkers, and secretly had a soft spot for the old guy. She flagged down the bartender with a wave, not a snap or a wrist flick. Anyone with eyes was drawn to Gilly. Her face radiated happiness. She let out a long groan, dramatic as hell before telling me what he did.

      “Pablo made me count sugars. Literally, counting the individual sugar packets at every table. Then, take inventory of all of them. Do you want to know how many sugars there are at every table? Fourteen. Sweet and lows? Fourteen, and oh, the other one that is fake sugar? Fourteen. It took me twice as long to close.” She sipped her beer, taking a large chug. “Then, he tells me he's cutting back my hours. I'm one of the only ones who does all the work without bitching. But me. Less hours.”

      “Sorry, Gil. With school starting though, you'll be able to get ahead,” I added, still not understanding her and Fritz’s need to work despite their inheritance. I admired them for it. Money was not a part of who they were, and while they had a large nest egg, they were determined to earn their way through life.

      “On the other hand, I didn't have to carry seven three-gallon coolers with blisters on my feet or be insulted. God, if Pablo called me incompetent, I would walk out on the spot.” She shook her head and held up her beer. “I admire the hell out of you, G, for putting up with Asshole Anderson. I'm glad you're sticking it out.”

      I was going to correct her, tell her that things were better. But, she kept going. “Are you going to tell him your classes overlap his schedule? Please tell me you are. Those classes are important to you, and you don’t need to be suffering like this for some prick.”

      I bit my lip, my stomach souring at the thought. I hoped I didn't have to tell him because I refused to show weakness. Just because he helped me last weekend and drove away the drunk man, it did not mean I trusted this new behavior. “I reached out to my teachers, and they are okay with my late arrival.”

      She made a humming sound as she searched the patrons around us. Then she elbowed me like we were in high school again and her crush winked at her. “Ohmigod. How is he so good-looking? Shit. It’s not fair, really, to be that attractive and awful.”

      I turned to look to see who she was talking about. I sucked in a breath, shaming myself. I should've known it was Anderson. He sat at a back booth, his arm loosely hung around the back of it. His tight thermal shirt stretched across his impressive chest. Did I think about that chest often? More than I should.

      He laughed, the sound carrying across the bar, and it hit me in the solar plexus. Then, his gaze met mine. The blue, that sweet sky blue, set a shiver down my spine. This wasn't good. It was a shiver of attraction, warning, and unknown. I couldn't see who he was with, but his eyes stayed a little bit too long on me.

      Gilly squealed. “Ohmigod, he just checked you out. Oh shit. Gracie, he's so hot.”

      “Gil, there’s no—”

      “He's walking over. Right now. Holy shit.”

      She hit me. Then, she hit me again.

      I looked up and saw, in fact, that he was walking over toward us. His hand was clasped to a woman, a drop dead gorgeous woman. Her legs were long. Her perfect hair flowed. My stomach dropped from the stool to the floor, and that made no sense. None at all. I didn't like the guy. Why did this bother me?

      His attention stayed on me the entire walk toward the stool, and he stopped. His jaw tensed, the blue eyes dark now. Shit, this wasn't good. “Grace, I'm sorry to interrupt, but Anna wanted to meet you.”

      “Uh, hi.” I gave him a puzzled look, smiling awkwardly at said Anna. “I'm Grace.”

      “Nice to meet you. I'm sorry to ask this of you, but I didn't quite believe Brock here that he had to scare off a drunk guy from you.” Her pretty eyes softened, making her look adorable. “Is that true?”

      I looked at him, trying to read his face. It was a mask. It was a vault, giving nothing away. Just the nostril flare. I shrugged, hearing Gilly gasp. “Yeah. It happened before my friend got here.”

      “What?” Gilly yelled. “You weren't going to tell me?”

      “I might've. It wasn't a big deal, Gillyweed,” I told her, not taking my eyes away from Anderson and his date.

      “The guy ran out of here, so it worked,” I said, hating how his intense stare made me nervous all of a sudden.

      Anna smiled, relief in her eyes. “Damn. I'm so sorry that happened to you, hon. So, you work with Brock?” Her voice was sweet, sickly sweet, and endearments like hon were one of my pet peeves. It was condescending, letting me know she thought I was a young kid. I bit back a mean response. Two scenarios ran through my head. A, I could tell the truth and ease the poor insecure woman's mind. For whatever reason, she didn't trust Brock. The thought made me laugh. Or B, I could make this hard for Anderson.

      Goals. Put my goals first. Being an athletic trainer. Rehabbing athletes.

      It was difficult, but I swallowed down all the retorts going through my brain. “Actually, I work for him.”

      “Aw, how cute. Isn’t he just the best?” she said, snuggling into his bad arm. He winced, but he made no move to adjust her position.

      “Sure,” I said, making sure to not meet Anderson’s eyes.

      “I was telling him how I wish I could work with athletes. I have a knack for helping those who get hurt, you know? I’m really friendly and not afraid to get down and dirty. You are so lucky you get to work with him. How did you get selected?”

      It took so much effort not to roll my eyes. Why was this lady saying this to me and how dare she question my position? I gave her my best smile. “I have a gift for recognizing injuries, even when that person is trying to be a tough guy about it. And I know not to put unnecessary strain on an old injury, for instance hanging all over someone’s arm when ”

      Her face paled, and she jumped away from Anderson, issuing apologies in a high-pitched voice that could’ve caused glass to shatter.

      Anderson’s mouth flattened, and he glared at me, but I could only shrug. I wasn’t wrong, and she hurt him. I saw it.

      He didn’t say anything—nor did I—then he ushered his date away back toward their booth.

      I took a long swig before acknowledging Gilly. I was sure she had thoughts. “Well?”

      She pursed her lips, sucking in her bottom one, deep in thought. She always took her time spitting something out, and this was no different. She frowned.

      I made a face at her, looking back toward Brock, but it looked like an empty booth. He must’ve scooted further in, out of view. Fine by me. “Babe, I think he's attracted to you.”

      I paused, waiting for the punchline. Then, I cackled. I cackled so hard I snorted. “Jesus, Gil, there's no way in hell. Why would you say that? He dislikes me.”

      “I don't know. I saw the look beforehand. And, if he came and helped with the drunk? Most men wouldn't do that.” She pursed her lips, her eyes lightening with an idea. Great. I hated, and I mean hated her ideas. They bordered on crazy, sometimes illegal, and often something we would regret the next day. “Tell me about last Saturday. Every detail.”

      So, I did. I told her about the carrying, the ice, the medicine, the change in attitude. She pursed her lips, tilted her head, nodding, and humming. If she paid this much attention in her classes, she would have straight As.

      I finished, and the bartender dropped off the bill. I went to grab it, but she stopped me with her voice.

      “Babe, I think there is something going on between the two of you. Seriously. There is major sexual tension there.”

      “You. Are. Crazy. Did you reread 50 Shades again? I know how you get when you read that. Life is not that way, Gil,” I scoffed at her and opened the check. I offered to buy, as it was my turn, but felt my stomach drop again. Instead of the bill, there was a note written in all caps. The writing was hard, aggressive, and totally Anderson.

      GAME ON.

      I showed Gil with shaking fingers.

      Her mouth transformed into a wild grin. “Told you sister, sexual tension does that to a person.”
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      Neither one of us brought up the occurrence from the bar Monday night. I didn't know what to expect Tuesday morning, but it wasn't indifference. It was back to that, and for the rest of the week, it was business only. He kept me so busy I fell asleep the second my head hit the pillow after I waitressed. I spent more time cleaning than doing things on the field, and I hated to think I was being punished for my antics, but, if he wasn't going to bring it up, then I wasn't either. I finished up my assignment before lunch on Friday, my final double shift day, when a familiar pain started in my knee. I’d had knee issues since the accident when I was seven, hence why I wasn't athletic, and if I overused it, it hurt insanely bad. Like right now.

      I checked my watch, knowing my twenty-minute window for lunch would be spent slamming down a granola bar and icing my own knee. I bagged some ice and found an empty weight room, using the weight bench for support. I pulled out my phone and watched a stupid dog video thread and laughed. They were so funny, and always cracked me up. A startling voice caused me to fall off the bench and throw my phone at the same time. “Jesus, a warning next time.”

      Wonderful, blue eyes spewed fire at me. Great. Anderson frowned, cursing, and bent to help me up. His hands were rough, but his touch was gentle as he slid me back to the bench. I went to grab the ice, but he beat me to it. He picked it up, eyeing my knee, the same one from the week before. “Is it still hurting?”

      “It's always sore. It’s not just from last week,” I admitted, my neck turning red. I hated admitting any sort of weakness, no matter how big or small.

      He chewed on his lower lip, that damn hand scratching his jaw. I loved and hated that gesture. He didn't ask and instead put his hand on my knee again. He kneaded it, bending low to look at it causing my heart rate to spike, which was stupid because I've seen him do this to every guy on the team.

      “What are you doing?” I managed to get out in a semi-normal voice.

      “It's inflamed more than normal.” He squeezed the area around the knee cap, where the rod had been placed causing me to flinch. “Right here is where it hurts?”

      “Yes,” I gritted out, my teeth clenching. “I have a metal rod in it. When I overuse it, it gets like this. Ice will help. It always does.”

      His gaze snapped to me, those blue laser beams turning dark with anger.

      “It's no big deal,” I said, hoping he’d let it go.

      “Why do you have a rod?” His voice was too calm, a clear warning sign.

      “An accident from childhood.” I hoped he didn't ask. I hated talking about it and kept the information from my closest friends. “It was a long time ago. I'm fine.” I tried to pull my leg back, but he gripped it, the heavy hands sending tingles up my leg.

      “You’re on your feet too much,” he said. “Do you have to work tonight, too?”

      “Yes. Tonight’s my last night.”

      He stared at me, going between my face and my knee. I had no freaking clue what his mind was reeling with, but I felt exposed, overwhelmed, and as always, confused. He had a way of doing that. Hot and cold, nice and mean. It was a damn headache.

      “You shouldn’t work with how swollen it is. Can you call in?”

      “Um, no. I wouldn't do that. I'm fine. I've powered through worse.” I tried to move my leg out of his grasp again. “I'll take more aspirin, and I'll survive.”

      “You're stubborn.” He removed his hands and stared at me.

      I laughed, snorting at the end.

      “Yeah, I am stubborn. But, you’re bossy, so that's worse.” I stood. The ice had helped a bit, and I hoped I didn't wince. “What's on the agenda for the afternoon?”

      “Go home, Grace.” He stood, his expression softer.

      My eyes stung. I hated pity. I hated the look people gave me when they heard about my childhood, and I refused to deal with it here. “No. Do not send me home, please.” I shook my head, meeting his intense stare. “I’m not sick. I can work. I want to be here.”

      He ran his hand over his hair, the brown shaggy hair that made him look good regardless of how it was styled. He bit down on the inside of his lips, then exhaled. “Fine. Change of plans.”

      “What are we doing?” I asked, hope sprouting in my chest. “Something new?”

      “Yes. You're stubborn, but I can appreciate that. I am, too. We’ll do something that keeps you off your feet.”

      “Don't baby me,” I snapped at him. “I'm fine. I don't need your pity.”

      “Pity? You think I'm pitying you? You stubborn, naive girl.” He shook his head, scoffing at my statement. “I don't pity you. Not. At. All,” he said between clenched teeth. He strode off, waiting for me to follow him.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, my voice on the verge of hysteria. Of course, he didn't answer but walked faster. Damn him. “Anderson, wait up.”

      He turned around, fire in his eyes. Then, the fire went out. His face transformed as he saw me hobbling after him.

      Yes, my knee throbbed all crazy types of pain, but I wouldn't give up. Not ever. I caught up to him, and his cheek twitched again. It must be an annoyance meter. “Thank you for waiting. I'm sorry I can't walk as fast as I normally do today.”

      “Sure,” he said, in a voice so kind I gasped, my mouth open in shock. He shrugged it off, gently putting his hand on my shoulder. “This way.”

      My stomach did not swoop at the contact. Nope. Or the way he kept it on there as we walked to a golf cart. Not. At. All. “Golf cart?”

      “Yup. Technically, the players are done for today. There is a scrimmage tomorrow, the final one, so we actually could leave for the day. But, I doubt you believe me.” He started the golf cart, giving me a sly smile. “I got creative. We're going to do a tour of all the sport facilities, see their training rooms, and you can ask any question you want.”

      “Any question?” My brows rose.

      “Any.”

      “You won't bite my head off or make me feel stupid?” I asked, not willing to meet his eyes.

      He released an exaggerated breath, his eyes burning into my profile.

      “Grace.” That slow, rough voice coaxed me to look at him. “I won't bite your head off. And, I won't make you feel stupid.”

      “Then, coolio.” Yup. I added the use of the word coolio to the list of stupid things I had done in front of Brock Anderson.

      He smiled, his eyes warming at me for a second before driving away. We drove past the tennis court and the campus graveyard, which freaked me out. Did people like their college so much they wanted to be buried there? Why? Who’d want that?

      “What's that face for?” he asked, cruising down the sidewalk. I didn't like how he took his eyes off the sidewalk, but I was busted. There wasn't another human in sight where we were. The southwest part of campus was empty.

      “Would you ever want to be buried in the school’s graveyard? I don't get it. Are they all alumni? What if one parent was, the other wasn't? Are they allowed in?” I asked, not really expecting an answer.

      “You know, I've never thought about that.” He hummed, gazing at the cemetery. “Those are good questions. But, no, I wouldn't want to be put there.”

      “Me neither.” I thought about my mom’s funeral, the lowering of the casket to the ground. Nope. I hated the ground, the tombstone, all of it. I hadn't been back. I had enough memories of her in my head and heart. My mom was religious, but I wasn't. I went through the process for her, not for me. “Have you ever lost someone, Anderson?”

      “Call me Brock. It's time.” His reply wasn’t happy or angry. Just another command.

      I rolled my eyes, but then he added, quietly, “Whenever you say Anderson, I automatically hear Asshole in front of it now.”

      I laughed, somehow the sad mood leaving again. Man, today was an emotional one for me. I blamed the lack of sleep. “Okay, Brock.”

      “You said it like my name is poison.”

      “It feels like it is. Brock.” I did it again. I was not flirting, nope, nope, nope. I was not. “But, you avoided the question.”

      Surprise colored his face, and I was glad I asked him instead of assuming everything I read about him online was true—how he lost a sister and niece in a career-ending car crash. The accident played no part in him getting this job, and so I considered it too personal. Too off-limits.

      “Ah, yes I did.” He looked out at the graveyard and slowly nodded. “I have.”

      I forgave him, a little, for that. He had the same look I did at that moment, like both of our souls suffered a great loss that we hadn’t accepted. My curiosity wanted to ask who, when, how, but I knew better. People didn't ask about death. It was too inappropriate and considered sad. To hell with social rules, I blurted out, “I lost my mom about six years ago. I can't go a day without thinking about her. That's why I hate cemeteries. Burying her was the hardest thing I've ever done in my life. It was just us.”

      He met my eyes, slowing down the cart. He turned, his hard body facing me entirely, and something passed between us. Understanding? Sympathy? His mouth opened, his tongue wetting his bottom lip quickly before hiding back inside his mouth. “I'm sorry. I can't imagine my life without my mom.”

      “It sucks.” I gave him a small smile. “Some days are better than others. I'm a workaholic. People admire my ambition, which is there, and it's easier that way. Then, I'm tired or busy, and I don't have time to feel sad. It’s worked well so far.”

      He nodded like he understood and kept driving. We pulled up to the baseball stadium, and the place was almost empty. He explained that most of the players were at a boot camp of sorts until next week when classes started.

      “Do you have keys to every building here?”

      “Training facility, yeah,” he said, flippantly. “Come on. Heidi runs a hell of a program here. Maybe you'll meet her.”

      Heidi was the athletic trainer for the baseball team. I had heard about her—anyone in the major had. She was tough, intelligent, and quick as a whip. Anderson had a reputation for himself too but not like hers. Being a woman in the field was pretty badass. Plus, Anderson was one of the bros.

      I followed him inside and eyed the set up. It was smaller, nicer, and more organized. There were less players on the team, but that didn't seem to matter to Heidi. Shit was nice. I walked to the back room, eyeing the rehab area and a pair of eyes met mine. I about jumped out of my shorts. “Oh, hi.”

      “Hey there,” a deep, smooth voice with a slight southern accent answered me. The voice came from a head, a head that was sticking out of an ice bath. The head was attached to a firm, tanned chest. I had no idea where my chest fascination came from, but I needed to get a freaking grip. “You lost, ma’am?”

      “No, I'm touring the place. I'm Grace.” It was my inner waitress, always introducing myself to people regardless if it was necessary or not. I was an idiot. Freaking idiot.

      “Well, nice to meet ya, Grace. I'm real glad you stopped in,” he said in that twang, and I blushed... and giggled. Oh my god. I giggled.

      “Thanks, what's your name?” I asked, feeling heat rise to my cheeks. “I don't really follow baseball that much. I apologize.”

      “Aw, hell honey, you're ruining my healthy ego.” He stood from the bath, his strong forearms supporting him, and I sucked in a breath. He was ripped. Freaking ripped and his short, tight shorts left nothing to the imagination. “Feel free to look. I don't mind.”

      “Shit. My bad,” I admitted, backing out of the room before embarrassing myself. But, no, that would be too easy. Karma wouldn't allow it.

      Anderson walked in, looked from my face to the ripped guy in small shorts, and frowned. The guy hadn't seen Anderson yet and chuckled.

      “Baby, you can check me out anytime you want.” He turned with a big ass grin, but it fell a little when it landed on Anderson.

      Brock's voice broke the small silence, his hand going to my shoulder. I doubted the touch meant anything, but to southern accent guy, it was territorial as hell. Then, he said in a voice I had never heard from him before, “G-thang, are you flirting again?”

      Oh. My. God. He said G-thang.

      He cock-blocked me.

      I glared at him, shoving his hand off my shoulder, ready to tell him off. But, he must've read my face because he put his other hand on my other shoulder, boxing me in. “Sorry, Ricky, she's a natural flirt. Ignore her.”

      “Ain't nothing, Brock.” Ricky, the sexy beast, gave me a small smile. “Nice to meet ya, Grace. I'll see you around.”

      He walked out of the room, firm legs and all. I turned to yell at Brock, but he released my shoulders and burst out laughing. I hit his good arm. Hard. “What?” The asshole asked between laughs. “You deserved that.”

      I began to argue, but then I remembered. I remembered the girl from Monday night. I sucked in my breath, shaking my head. “Damn it, Anderson. You're right.”

      “Brock, and yeah. I am right.” Humor danced in his eyes, an easy smile falling on his face now. “I told you game on.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. You cock-blocked me.” I laughed, rolling my eyes. “I'm guessing you didn't have a happy ending Monday, then?”

      Oh my god. Filter. I needed one now. I asked the question so naturally, like I would've with anyone else but him. I didn't know how he would react.

      He ran that damn hand over his jaw and laughed.

      My nerves calmed, but I needed to watch what I said to him. He was my boss.

      “Anna wasn't entirely fond of me after the bar.”

      “No offense, Brock, but if a girl doesn't believe you and needs an explanation, she's not a keeper.” I shrugged and began walking around the room, taking in the differences.

      He followed me, silently.

      “Have you worked for every sport?”

      “Yes. I have a multi-sport degree. But, I played football, so I feel more confident and comfortable with it. Plus, I prefer to be around it.” I wondered if he would talk about the injury, but he didn't.

      He cleared his throat, pulling me from my own thoughts, and said, “I spend some time with track and tennis when the season is over. But then it's training in the off season.”

      “That's sweet you can pick the sport.” I went over to the window, looking out at the field. “I don't know what direction I want to go after this year. I like football, baseball sometimes, basketball sure. I always wanted the internship to see what happens next. See what my options are. The entire process of rehabilitation is incredible. I met some pretty amazing trainers growing up and want to give back like they did.” I ran my fingers over the window sill, feeling stupid for admitting that. “Anyway, can you show me the place?”

      He looked at me with those deep sky eyes again, jaw muscle twitching. “You'll know what to do when the time is right. Don't worry about that now. You're so young. You have time.”

      “I'm twenty-four. I'm not that young, old man,” I teased, and his body went stiff. “How old are you, anyway?”

      He cleared his throat, leaving the room to hopefully show me more of the baseball facility. He didn't answer until I poked again. “Brock, don't be an asshole. You said I could ask any—”

      “Twenty-eight.”

      “Psh, you aren't that much older than me, boss man.” I’d already known he was only four years my senior before I took the job, but I wanted to remind him there wasn’t a huge age difference. I followed him out to the field and ignored the attitude he was carrying. It wasn't my fault he was twenty-eight going on seventy. “I don't have that much time to figure shit out. I graduate in December.”

      His response was a grunt. Awesome.

      I huffed, ignoring him the rest of the walk. I eyed the field, the equipment, and mentally broke down the injuries that happened in baseball. I recalled one class said that it is mainly throwing arm injuries, fingers, and an occasional leg muscle if they don't stretch. Sure, they could get nailed with a hard line-drive, but thankfully that was rare. Football was the most challenging, had the most injuries besides hockey, and they had the shortest season. My mind swirled, not sure what to do.

      Anderson found me eyeing the field and talked about the experience he had there. He talked about why baseball was great and how he'd hook me up with Heidi to see what that path would look like.

      Then, we went by the tennis courts. I asked tons of questions, unfamiliar with tennis injuries.

      He showed me how to tape an elbow so it could move, fingers that wouldn't get in the way of the racket, and how to install a backup brace.

      “You just carry these things around?” I asked, eyeing the plastic monstrosity with concern. “It looks like it's from bionic man or something.”

      His gaze flicked to mine, his eyes crinkling on the sides with humor. “I don't carry them around often. The majority of ankle injuries are here or baseball. Sometimes at football, but we get more funding, so we have casts and braces. This is only used during the middle of games or matches. Have you not used one before?”

      “Nope.” I looked at it, annoyed I had no experience with it. “Can you show me how it works?”

      “Sure. Hop up on the table.” He pointed to the bench where athletes get wrapped before games, and I removed my shoe. I hoped it didn't smell, and thank god, it didn't. I hadn't been outside all day, so I was fine, but, then I felt stupid. Anderson spent time with athletes who smelled worse than balls. Balls that were inside jock straps for hours a day. “You've worked with braces before, right?”

      “Yeah, basic ones.”

      He placed the brace around my foot, only there wasn't a bottom to it. It was just two sides, metal and bionic looking. “So, the point of this one is to stabilize the bone and joint, making sure it remains straight.” He used one hand to keep the brace around my ankle, his fingers touching my bare skin in the process. “When I tape it, it'll be at the base. Going around the heel.”

      He wound the black tape around my ankle and heel, his hands working fast and magically. His fingers accidentally brushed against my skin a couple of times, and I considered it a damn near miracle I didn't make a noise. Once finished, he looked up at me with a smug smile. “Now hop down. Can you feel the difference?”

      I balanced on it, feeling my ankle unbendable. I smiled, “I sure can. That's awesome and good to know.”

      His grin matched mine, a rare moment of truce we rarely had. And of course, I ruined it. His hands ruined it, really, if I was placing blame or anything. They felt too good, and I didn't like the warm, constricting feeling my stomach got at our proximity. We both had a passion for sports injuries, and this shared bond got too real. So, my usual absent filter decided this would be the perfect moment to bring it up. “I can't believe you called me G-thang.”

      The truce evaporated, and his eyes narrowed, his mouth twisting up into a grin of sorts. It wasn't a nice smile, more like one of disbelief. “I can't believe you told Q that in front of coaches.”

      “Yeah, not my finest moment. But, really? To that kid? I wasn't flirting, not really,” I lied, I lied so hard through my teeth. And, he laughed.

      “Bullshit, Grace. You were.”

      “I guess this is as good as any time to say this. I am sorry about Anna. I don't know why I did it, maybe just to ruin your night.” There, I apologized. I meant it and regretted it. I closed my eyes at his blank face. And, I kept going. “Not ruin your night, but make it awkward. I don't know. It wasn't a great idea. I see that now. So, I'm sorry.”

      “Why do you close your eyes or avoid mine?” he asked, throwing me off my game. I was expecting a verbal lashing or more questions. Not… Not that. He lowered his gaze, so his face was a foot away. “I noticed you do that a lot.”

      “It's your eyes. They are intimidating,” I said. “Also, I know you sort of apologized, kind of explained, but I still worry you're going to go back to being that jerk to me you were that first week. So, I avoid your eyes. Those crazy blue things are intense, Anderson.”

      “You are unlike anyone I've ever met,” he said, deadpanned and expressionless. “I won't snap at you again unless it's necessary. I have a hard time when people don't… What's the best way to say it?” He paused, eyes narrowed in thought. “When people don't take care of themselves? Or when they hurt themselves.”

      “Was that your way of saying I can't take care of myself?” My voice rose, not liking what he was insinuating. “Because that's what I just heard.”

      “Shit.” He stood, hand on the back of his neck again, rubbing it. His eyes clouded, his jaw clenching twice before he spoke again. His voice was softer, the deep timbre of it hitting me square in the chest. “Grace, that's not it. I've seen you hurt yourself, three times now. It pisses me off. I don't want to see you hurt. It drives me crazy that I couldn't prevent it.”

      Oh.

      Oh my.

      That was why he got so damn cranky? He didn't like to see me hurt? That was romantic? Kind? A normal human emotion? I had no idea. “Okay.”

      “Okay? You generally talk way too much, and that's your response?” he asked, one full pink lip tilting on the side in a beautiful grin.

      “Yup.” I raised my brows at him, his odd answer mollifying me. “Now, let's go check out the basketball training room. I've never been in one.”
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      “Gracie May! You're being requested at booth four.” Brandy’s voice carried, causing four men to turn in my direction.

      I gulped, giving the foursome an awkward wave.

      Brock’s eyes met mine, slowly raking down my body to land on my knee. His eyes turned ten degrees colder, a tight frown overtaking his mouth for a split second. Oh, jeez. Was he worried about my damn knee, again? Is that why he brought three coaches with him on my last night working at the restaurant?

      I walked over to their table and ignored Brock the entire time. “Hey, you guys, what's going on?”

      “Grace, glad we got your section,” Logan said, smiling at me with too much charm. I returned the gesture and took in his polo, loose shorts, and sunglasses. “We just got out of a meeting. Tomorrow’s the big scrimmage, where we determine the starting lineup. You going to be there on the field?”

      I looked at Brock to respond, but he beat me to it. His deep voice made me want to bottle it up and listen to it later. Preferably at night, in the dark. “She'll be there.”

      “Sweet. We missed ya down on the field this week,” Logan drawled, looking at the other two guys at the table, a tanned, black haired man who smiled at me. “This is Bryan and Kris. They are coaches, too.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said, hoping my face showed genuine interest and not worry. I tended to look constipated when I fought a frown. It was a lose-lose situation, so it was best if I avoided it. Like right now. Shit. Bryan gave me a half smile.

      “How's it working for this asshole so far?” Bryan asked, shoving Brock in the shoulder.

      My gaze flew to meet Brock’s.

      His eyes danced with humor, narrowing on the sides and his lip curved up. “He can be a real bitch sometimes, especially if he's hungry.”

      “That explains it, then,” I said, without thinking. Oh god. I just called him a bitch, passively. I bit my lip, but then the four of them burst out laughing. It was so loud, other tables around us looked on with confused expressions. “Just kidding?” I added, because yes, that would make it better.

      “I'm not that bad,” Brock whined. He freaking whined, his bottom lip sticking out in such a playful way it shocked me. Broody Brock, hot; Asshole Anderson, hot but rude; but playful Brock. Shit. There was no match for that. “Am I really?”

      I pursed my lips at him, a slow smile forming. “I prefer not to answer. So, gentleman, drinks?” While they ordered, Brock’s gaze stayed locked on me.

      I took my time on my way back to the serving station. Fritz leaned had spotted me coming and leaned against the station with one eyebrow arched.

      “Yes, nosey?” I asked when I reached him.

      “What makes you assume I was going to ask anything?” He chuckled and leaned his head on his hands. It made him look five, not twenty something.

      “Because you're you.” I punched in their order for beers and brought the pitcher of water to fill their glasses.

      “Okay. Fine. It’s like fucking pulling teeth with you.” He rolled his eyes, then laughed when Tony barked his name. Fritz had gotten written up countless times for language, yet, he was never fired. “Tony has ears like a goddamn shark.”

      “Do sharks have ears?”

      “I think so. Or maybe noses. His ears are like shark noses to smell blood.” He nodded, proud of himself for his comparison. “Did you know someone once told me dolphins had retractable nip—”

      “Shh.” I grabbed his lips with my hands. “No. How I haven't throat punched you, I have no idea.” I released his mouth and slowly walked backward. I warned him with my eyes to be careful. It was then, I realized how much he reminded me of a dog. He was loyal as hell, one of my best friends, but he humped a lot, barked, and thought the world revolved around him. Plus, he left messes everywhere.

      “So, Grace, are you liking the facility?” Kris, the guy with a thick neck asked as I dropped off beer. His intensity almost rivaled Brock’s, but his attention caused a blush to creep up my neck. “You've been busting your ass from what I've seen.”

      “Yeah, you're killing it, girl.” Logan said. God, did these guys just produce testosterone every second of every day? Did girls throw themselves at them every hour? I was sweating just trying to maintain a conversation with them. “One thing concerns me though, Grace. I think it concerns all of us.”

      My face blanched. What the hell could it be? I despised blanket statements like that. Like, when Gilly texted me we needed to talk immediately, I thought of every possible thing I could've done wrong. Maybe I loaded the dishwasher incorrectly or burnt the place down with my curling iron. I hated—freaking hated—the lack of clarity. I looked at him, then the other three, seeing furrowed brows. Brock’s eyes were a normal blue, the beautiful shade that didn't have a mood named to it yet. My frown must've spoken enough for me because Logan hit the table, shaking his head. “Grace, you look guilty as hell. I wanted to talk about Chip, that's all.”

      Oh. Chip. That's what this was about. I sighed, the tension leaving. For some reason, I feared they knew about the semi, sorta, major crush I had on Brock. I raised a brow. “What about Chip, exactly? That's an odd statement.”

      “He's a major player, Grace,” Logan said, his eyes darkening.

      I waited for the joke or the rest of the story because that couldn't be it. I looked at Bryan and Chris, both wearing confused expressions. Then, I looked at Brock, and his face was like granite again—nostrils flaring, mean eyes, and tight jaw. He needed to chill out. “Are you warning me? What are you saying, exactly?”

      “Don't mess around with a guy like him. He's all fun and games. You're too damn sweet, Grace,” Logan said, patting my hand in the process.

      “Thanks for that warning, Logan, but I got it under control,” I said, a small flair of annoyance in my tone. “He’s so not my type. Don’t worry.”

      And we’ve said ten words to each other ever.

      “Ah, so you have a type? Do tell.” Logan’s eyes lit up, dancing with mirth.

      “Uh, no way. I’m not doing this with you guys. Bye.” I took off, laughing softly. I was used to Fritz taking on that older sibling role, warning off guys and what not. But, Logan? I was good. I punched in their food order, still replaying the conversation over in my head. First, why did Brock look so mad? Second, they were talking about me and a player? That couldn’t be good. I wanted to be respected at the internship, not known as a side piece or something like that. I cringed. I had never been that girl.

      An hour later, after I’d delivered their food and avoided more questions from them, I stood at the booth adjacent to theirs. An older couple sat, all smiles and full of joy. I loved those tables. They wanted a nice meal, were pleasant, and they always left me in a good mood. I enjoyed chatting with them, learning they were new grandparents. The guys were talking at the next table, but I couldn't catch the exact words until I dropped my booklet, and it slid underneath the booth attached to theirs. I bent down, sighing as my knee throbbed, and before I picked the black, sleek folder up, I heard them.

      Logan’s voice scoffed, his remark stopping me. “Grace is fine as hell. You can't deny that.”

      “She's nice to look at; that's for sure. The guys are all digging having her around,” Bryan or Chris said. “Logan here has been after her ass the entire time.”

      Logan laughed, saying something I couldn't make out. My heart raced, knowing I shouldn't listen. But, I remained there, on my hands and knees, frozen. “I don't know how you can work with her all damn day. How you do it, man?”

      When Brock spoke, my breath caught in my throat. His hard voice was harsh and like a shot straight to my heart. “She’s okay, I guess.” He sighed. “She’s young and is too much work, guys. Leave her alone.”

      “I want to ask her out,” Logan said, but Brock’s words pounded in my ears, unwelcome and unwanted.

      “Nope.”

      “Why, you have a thing for her?” Logan fired back.

      “Absolutely not. Not my type.” Asshole Anderson struck again. His deep, masculine tone felt like a slap in the face.

      “Then, why the hell can’t I? If you aren’t into her, what’s the issue man?” Logan’s voice rose.

      “She works there. That’s inappropriate.”

      “She works for you. Not me,” Logan said, ending the conversation.

      Not my type.

      Not my type. It rolled around my brain like it scorned me.

      Why did I hate that expression? Why did I care? Why was my stomach swirling with regret and shame, and why did my heart clench? I somehow snuck out from the booth without them seeing me. My eyes stung from the smoke from the grill, and not at all because of what I overheard.

      It was stupid to be hurt. We weren’t friends. We weren’t anything, really. He was a mentor I was assigned to. I needed to remember that and rid myself of the feelings that snuck in there. My future depended on it.

      It wasn’t until later, when we slowed down and the good-looking group of four decided to leave, that my newfound hurt came to life. I dropped the checks off, able to avoid him for the most part.

      But Brock was perceptive. I took their booklets, running their credit cards through the machine. I dropped them off when his honey smooth voice forced me to look at him. And I did, because I wasn’t a quitter. “Are you all right, Grace?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine.” Shit. Fine was the one f-words that men knew didn’t actually mean that. I tried adding more to it. “I’m just tired from the week.”

      “Mm.” He nodded. That twat. God, I was conflicted as hell. I wanted to confront him, make a scene, and never talk about it at the same time. I was a freaking head case. “It’s your last night. You won’t be working yourself to exhaustion after this.”

      “Yup.” I gave him a tight smile that hopefully didn't say I wanted to punch his throat. “It's been fun seeing you guys. I'll see you all tomorrow. Have a good night.” I nodded at them, feeling foolish. It wasn't a cool nod either. It was the tight nod you gave to someone you knew from church but didn't remember their name. And, thankfully, I had another table sit down. I used that as an excuse to not look back at all. After taking their drink orders, I met Fritz by the host stand in the front. He put his arm around me, his fingers going into my long ponytail. “Fritz, what are you doing?”

      “Sending a message,” he said so seriously, I felt bad for laughing. “I'm not kidding, Gracie. You work with a bunch of guys, and you're a cute, little thing. I'm putting out the protective vibe.”

      “Because you’ll fight all of them off? Please, explain how that would happen.” I goaded him, his stupid face already lifting my spirits.

      “I'd bully them. I can be tough.”

      “Yeah, like cyber bullying or something,” I mumbled under my breath, eliciting a growl from him. I threw my head back and laughed, loving every moment he was in discomfort. He was too good looking for his own good, and it was Gilly’s and my service to society to keep him in check. My neck suddenly began to tingle, awareness causing me to look up. Brock’s face was way closer than I expected, my heart shooting to my throat.

      His blue gaze darkened as it traveled down my face to Fritz’ arm, then he narrowed his eyes at my hand resting on Fritz's hip. His gaze looked like I did him wrong, and I had no freaking reason to feel guilt. It was freaking Fritz, a guy who I saw as a brother. Ew.

      “Hi, Brock. Everything go alright tonight?” Fritz asked, his tone way too flirty and light for it to be real. Oh, Jesus. Now Fritz was against Brock?

      “Yes.” The one syllable answer barely left his lips before he turned that dark stare at me. “Can I talk to you for a second, Grace?”

      “Uh.” I began, biting my lip while looking at Fritz. I gave him wide eyes, not sure if I could leave the restaurant or not.

      “I'll run your food, girl. You have the two tables, right?” he said without missing a beat. He still hadn't removed his hand from me.

      “Yes. 31 and 33.” Well, that answered that. I had to go have a chat with a brooding Brock. My favorite. “Whatcha need to talk about?”

      “Come on. Let's go sit outside for a minute.” He pushed open the door, gesturing me to go first. At least he was chivalrous.

      “Where did your group go?”

      “They took off a couple of minutes ago.” He pushed the second door open for me, holding it wide enough for me to fit but also tight enough that my arm brushed up against him. His sculpted arms called out to me, toned, muscled, tanned. I wanted to bite into them if I was honest. But that fire burned out real quick as I remembered the conversation I’d overhead. We walked to the bench located right outside the restaurant. It was dusk, and the street lighting made it look romantic as shit.

      Great.

      “Do you need any more Advil or anything? I saw you limping a little bit. How is your knee?” he asked as we sat, his hand reaching out to touch me, but he stopped.

      “No. I'm good,” I said, crossing my arms and nibbling on my bottom lip. His face told a different story than his words, and I didn't know what to do with that information.

      “I can run and grab you any ice if you need it.” He tried again, his blue eyes now softer and pleading with me for something. His dark brows lowered, a frown forming on his face. “Did I do something to make you upset? I know I was a dick for a while in the beginning, but I thought we’d moved past that.”

      “What makes you say that?” I reversed the question, unsure how to answer. I couldn't tell him I overheard their conversation, could I?

      “Your face is an open book, Grace,” he said, no emotion in his voice. “I worry about you. It's ridiculous. It's been two weeks, and here I am, worried about your knee and if you're mad. I don't know what the hell got into me.”

      He stood up, both hands in his hair and a weird look on his face. He didn't look at me, more at everything around. “Are you ready for tomorrow?”

      I nodded, buckling in for the ride because his thoughts were changing direction like crazy. “Yeah. I'm excited for tomorrow.”

      “You're going to get your first look at the game atmosphere. It's one thing to do it with an empty stadium, but with the fans shouting and the field full of people. It's unlike anything in the world.”

      “I can't wait.” My excitement took over despite the confusing conversation. “My favorite part about all of it is the sounds and smells. When I did sports medicine in high school, I loved the smell of the fresh cut grass and the smoke from the concession stands. The sounds of the pre-game playlist and the buzzer. It's magical.”

      “That's exactly it. It is magical.” He grinned at me, a small smile forming on my own face. “Okay, then. I'll see you tomorrow.” He put his hands in his pockets.

      I stood, raising my eyebrows and took a step to the door when he cleared his throat.

      “I forgot, let me give you my number just in case something happens and you can't make it.”

      “I won't miss a day.” I pushed through anything and didn't believe in sick days unless it was contagious. No one would want me getting a player sick.

      “I don't doubt that but just in case. What's your number? I'll text you so you have mine.” He pulled out his phone and looked at me expectantly. So, I told him my number. He typed something out really quickly and smiled at me. “It's done. Well, have a good night, Grace. I'll see you tomorrow.”

      He waited for me to head back into the restaurant before walking away. I stood, dumbfounded at his mood swing once again. But, I wasn't going to waste any more time worrying about him. He was a great mentor, and that would suffice.

      Hours later, finally diving into bed to sleep soundlessly for eight hours, I pulled out my phone to see an unexpected text from Brock.

      
        
        
        Hey, it's Brock. I think you're going to be great tomorrow. Feel free to text me if you have questions.

      

        

      

      I sucked in my lip, reading it a couple of times. There was no hidden meaning or message that I could decipher, so I sent back a smiley face and a thank you. That was simple and appropriate.

      He responded within seconds.

      
        
        
        Brock: I'll bring breakfast tomorrow. Come 30 minutes early. Bacon or sausage?

        Grace: Bacon. Forever.

        Brock: Good choice. I know a place with the best breakfast burritos.

        Grace: Best breakfast food ever. Let me know how much I owe you.

        Brock: Consider it the lunch I never bought you.

        Grace: Fair enough.

        Brock: Good night, Grace.

      

        

      

      I flicked through the other text, debating on accepting the date invitation for the following night. I met him on the dating website Fritz and Gilly made me sign up for, and he seemed polite and cute. But, it was online. That was eh to me. Gross. What if he was old and lying? A stalker? I shivered. Shit. I needed to man up.

      
        
        
        Grace: Hi Stephen, I'd love to meet up for drinks. Can I pick the place tomorrow?

        Stephen: Absolutely. Pick wherever you're comfortable. It'll be nice to meet in person. :)

        Grace: Hannagan’s is one of my favorites. Is eight okay?

        Stephen: Perfect!

      

        

      

      I had my first scrimmage and my first date-date in a long time. Tomorrow was going to be a great ass day. As Gilly liked to preach, the day is only as awesome as you make it.
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      There was something about how the sunlight glinted just the right way to make Brock look like an angel in a devil’s body. His tanned skin shone, and the weather was so damn hot I had to grab a cold, wet towel to pat my neck. It was only noon and it was a cooker.

      “Grace, we need to refill the coolers. Hop on with me to get them,” Matt, one of the other trainers, said.

      “You got it.” We retrieved the empty ones and refilled them within ten minutes. It was faster with two people, and I liked Matt. He was younger than me, majoring in physical education and had worked part-time there for two seasons. It was hard not to be jealous of his work experience—but I didn’t have a choice. All the internships before this one didn’t pay enough, and I had to continue waiting tables. He showed me the easier spigots to use and the quickest route around the stadium. Both great things to know. We’d barely dropped the coolers off when our radio went off.

      “Grace, grab the first aid kit with the ankle braces. Forty-yard line,” Brock’s voice cracked over, my adrenaline kicking in. I would never wish for an injury of any sort, but there was something exciting in knowing someone needed your help.

      “On my way,” I said, waving to Matt and then taking off. I threw the items into the empty seat and headed toward their location. The field was packed with people, despite it only being staff and the team, and that was one thing I never understood about football. There were so many damn people on the sidelines between players and coaches and trainers. I weaved through the crowd and athletes to find Brock kneeling next to a kid with a grimace. “Here, boss.”

      He looked up, briefly making eye contact, and took the pack. “Thanks.”

      Then, he got to work. “Let’s see, here. I know it hurts, but it’s not too bad.”

      The athlete, Nando Rodriguez, groaned into his fist and then slammed the ground. “Give me the damage, Anderson.”

      “Left blocker left you open for the taking, huh? You didn’t break anything, so take a breath. You’ll be back on the field kicking ass and showing Billings you’re prettier on the field than he is.”

      Nando laughed at that statement, and I glanced up to Billings, a huge linebacker with an even bigger future in the NFL. He was smiling.

      Brock knew these players, their personalities and their physical skills.

      “I am better with my feet,” the kid said.

      “You’ll be faster with this. Hold still for a minute, would you?” He quickly fastened the brace, securing it with confident motions.

      I stood there, watching. I didn't know if I should leave or continue staring, so I became more awkward. Shit. I stood there, sweating, tapping my fingers against my side.

      Brock got up and spoke to me in a kind voice I’d rarely heard as we walked off the field. “What did you learn there, Grace?”

      “In what way?”

      He patted the kid on the shoulder, gesturing me to walk with him back to the cart.

      I followed him, his long legs making me take two steps for his one. “You showed me the ankle brace earlier this week, but I really liked how you spoke to him during it. You kept his mind off the pain and made him laugh.”

      “Good. Glad you noticed that.” His nod filled me with all sorts of pride. “Now, what would you have done differently?”

      “I don’t think I would do anything differently.” I frowned, the momentary pride changing to confusion. “Why did you ask that?”

      We sat in the cart, the first aid box on my lap. All around us the whistles, the huddles, the coaches, and helmets clashed, yet I waited for him to speak. “I use my experience to bond with them. I played my whole life. I can use that knowledge to make them feel better. I talk about plays or things I've done. You can't do that. That's not me being an asshole, it's the truth. So, what would you do then?”

      Those piercing blue eyes stared at me.

      I nibbled on my lip, trying to think of the correct answer. He was right. I couldn't talk like he did, making football jokes like one of the bros. I wasn't a bro. I would never be a bro, so what did I do? I sighed.

      “Why the sigh, Grace? I'm not harping on you for anything. I want you to think of a certain bedside manner tactic to use and learn as this goes on.”

      “I'm a perfectionist. I need to think about the question because I don't want to half ass that answer. I don't have one right now.” I pursed my lips. He nodded a couple of times, and I continued, the ideas coming to me when I started to relax. “I'm very charismatic. I always have been. I could talk to a wall and hold an entire conversation. I've never felt uncomfortable talking to anyone.” Besides him, but my filter let me hold that comment back for once. Thank god. “I'll work on that.”

      “Yes. You're incredibly friendly. You seem to get along with people well.” His brisk tone gave me no feeling of accomplishment.

      What every girl wants to hear, friendly. I laughed, and he gave me an odd look. “Yeah. I'm friendly.”

      “Was that sarcastic? I can't tell.” He frowned, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. “I've watched you at work, and you always make your customers smile and laugh. Athletes are a bit more entitled at times. They want to lash out when they are in pain, and I want to teach you how to handle that.”

      “I've dealt with some entitled people before. I'm not worried about it,” I said, thinking about all the customers I had had in the past who made me want to spit in their water. I shook my head in disappointment, hating how some people treated others so poorly. How one treated a waiter or waitress said a lot about who they were as a person. “How do you plan on teaching me that?”

      “Teaching you about the game, the muscles, the movement. That sort of thing. No one can talk shit when you know your stuff. That's the first step. You'll build a reputation for yourself.” He paused, looking at me with a small smirk. It grew, the sides of his mouth curving up into that beautiful smile I had grown to love and hate. “Now, rookie, you have the shit duty today. You ready?”

      “Bring it on. Bring it on, baby.” I clapped my hands, hoping I didn't look worried. I mentally flinched, praying it wasn't cleaning jock strops or the locker room bathroom. That wouldn't be a trainer’s job, right? “What is it?”

      “When the water bottles are turned in, you have to hand wash all of them.” He sucked in his bottom lip, trying to stop his smile.

      “You're enjoying this.” I crossed my arms, scoffing. “You're sick.”

      “It's a rite of passage.”

      “I'm going to ask Matt about it. If it's not true, then… Well, I don't know what I'll do, but it won't be good.” I jutted my chin out, my stubbornness coming out in waves. The players had shitloads of water bottles. Shitloads. It was a real measuring unit.

      “Matt likes to lie.”

      “Meaning, he didn't have to do this. I see how it is.” I hopped out of the cart, beginning the walk to the cleaning room. “This is cruel.”

      “Our washer broke yesterday. You're new. It's an easy choice,” he said, humor dancing in his eyes. “Nothing personal.”

      “Of course not.” I narrowed my eyes to look scary. I had been told I looked like an angry marshmallow, but I still tried. “If you need me, I'll be cleaning for the next six to eight hours.”

      “Sorry, Grace, you can't start yet. There's still thirty minutes of practice, and you need to collect them.” His sorry was worthless. He enjoyed all of this, that sadistic power-hungry man. “Have fun.”

      Then he took off in that damn cart. I sighed, rubbing my temples and popping more Advil. I never shied away from work, regardless how much it sucked. So, I watched the rest of the scrimmage, picked up the shitloads of water bottles, and brought them to the cleaning room.

      Thankfully, there was an old-school boombox there, and I cranked that shit up. I found a hip-hop station, created a work station with a drying area, and got to work.

      Rinse, soap, scrub, rinse, repeat. And then again, again, and again. My hands had never been cleaner in my entire life, and I wasn’t even halfway done. Good freaking lord.

      “This looks miserable.”

      I turned around, smiling when Logan leaned against the doorway. “It's not so bad when you get used to not feeling your hands because the hot water ran out. Really, besides the fact I'd rather stick knives in my face, it's fun.”

      He laughed, his cackle echoing in the small room. “Want some help?”

      “Are you for real?” I asked, sounding all sorts of mature. “It sucks.”

      “Anderson’s work, I presume?” he asked, his handsome face twisting. “I'll help for a bit. See if we can't knock out thirty of them.”

      “Your call, Logan. But, I'll warn you, you'll get wet.” I blushed. Shit. That sounded bad. I hoped he wouldn't—

      “That's what he said.” And he nailed it.

      I laughed, flicking soap at him. “I deserved that. Yup.” I turned back toward the sink, feeling his arm touch mine as he joined me on the other side.

      He picked up the bottle, not going in the assembly line order I had been doing for an hour already. “No, no, no. Rinse first, then soap, then scrub. There's an art to this.”

      “Okay, crazy.” He laughed, eyebrows disappearing into his hair. “Boss me around then.”

      I eyed him, not trusting the joy on his face. “You said that like you say it often. I don't like it. Nope.”

      He laughed again, nudging his shoulder against mine. It reminded me so much of Fritz that I felt more comfortable with him than I did with anyone else. “So, Grace, how was your day?”

      And we talked, cleaned, and laughed. We chatted about his past, his family, his love of football. Then, we talked about his nieces and nephews. Conversation was light and easy, talking about his career and the past couple of seasons. He nodded, asking question after question, and before I knew it, we’d finished the entire shitload of bottles.

      “I survived,” I said, looking around the room like there were bottles ready to jump out from their hiding spot. “I didn't know if this moment would ever come. Am I dreaming?”

      “Drama queen,” he said, laughing and putting his wet hand on my shoulder, squeezing. “My hands feel so moisturized. They are so smooth.”

      I laughed, showing my hands pruned to the bone. “At least you don't look eighty years old.”

      “True. Gross,” he teased, winking at me. “You know, Grace, you're all right.”

      “Wow. Thanks so much for that raving endorsement. I promise I won't let it go to my head,” I said without missing a beat. I grabbed the towel and dried off my hands best I could. It was like they were permanently wet. “Thank you, Logan. Seriously. I owe you a beer sometime.”

      “I'll take you up on that.” He flashed a flirty grin. “Want to grab one tonight? We could head down to Maggie's. It's my favorite place in town.”

      I scrunched my nose, ready to tell him about my date that night, but then a familiar figure appeared in the doorway, drawing my attention. “You two heading to Maggie's?”

      Logan cleared his throat. “I was hoping she would say yes.”

      “A beer sounds good.” Brock walked in, grinning at the stacks and stacks of water bottles. “Nice work, Grace.”

      I rolled my eyes and showed him my hands. Logan’s frown deepened, my stomach souring at turning him down. Not just because I had a date, but the electrifying attraction wasn't there. I opened my mouth to speak, but Brock’s strong voice interrupted as he took in Logan’s wet shirt.

      “Did you help her?”

      “For an hour, and it sucked ass.” He laughed, then shared a look with me. “We had fun though, didn't we Grace?”

      Uh oh. Was he flirting again? I ignored the ball of guilt and smiled at him. “Yeah. It wasn't as bad as it could've been.”

      Brock’s face tightened, his jaw clenching a little bit. “I see.”

      “Bro, she would've been here for hours.” Logan bit back.

      Brock turned his eyes to me. They narrowed. Great. We were back to pissed off Brock.

      I did what I always did when things got uncomfortable; I tried to break the mood. I held up my hands, walking toward Brock. “Look at my granny hands. Look at them! Please tell me I passed the hazing test. These babies can't take anymore. I'm going to smell like Dawn dish soap for months.” My voice rose, my crazy coming out a bit. But, it worked. Brock’s face softened, his lips curving more than they were seconds before.

      “I planned on stopping in here earlier, to help or relieve you of it. But, I should've known. You work hard, kid,” Brock said, jutting his chin out at me in a nod. My blood chilled at the use of the word kid. I hated that word. “So, is Maggie's happening or no?”

      I shrugged. “I can go for one drink. I have a hot date tonight, so I have to leave to get ready.”

      “A hot date? Oh, do tell.” Logan slung his arm around me. “Did you drive here? I can drive you to Maggie's. But, you're buying.”

      I don't know why I chose to look at Brock at that moment, but his expression was so annoyed it sucked the breath out of me. It made no sense. Absolutely nothing would've caused that look of misery. His eyes looked tortured, lost, and sad all for a second. Then, he was back to normal. What the hell?

      “I, uh, I drove here,” I answered Logan while looking back at Brock. “I'll meet you both there, yeah?”

      “Sure,” Logan said, then mumbled something to Brock.

      I didn't hear what Logan said, but Brock’s voice carried down the hall. The words were clearly understandable, and I could hear every syllable, but they didn’t make any sense.

      “Leave her the fuck alone, Logan.”
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        * * *

      

      Maggie's was a short drive from the stadium. The lone Irish bar in town was known for their amazing drinks and authentic food. I found some old body spray in my bag and used it to cover the sweat from the day because I had definitely sweated. I was un-showered, sweaty, had prune hands, and no make-up on. But, I didn't care. A nice cold beer was just what I needed to mentally prepare myself for the date. My neck got all tense just thinking about the entire thing, even though it was good for me.

      I wiped under my eyes, then about shit myself when someone knocked on my window. “God, Brock, you scared me.”

      “I saw you sitting there. I'd figure I'd walk in with you.” He stood, hands in his pockets and not at all looking like the hot mess I was. I locked my car, only taking my phone and wallet with me. “How's your knee?”

      “Honestly, no pain today.” I smiled at him, noticing his relaxed shoulders and easy smile. I liked this banter with him. “Now that I'm done serving until the season is over, I'll be fine.”

      “I hope so. Tell me if it's hurting though and I'll see if I can help.” He pushed open the door, holding it for me, so I had to walk by and brush his arm in the process. I didn't suck in a breath to smell him. Nope. That would be weird.

      “No promises.” I found us a booth. “I probably won't tell you. I hate feeling weak.” I slid into the seat, expecting him to sit across from me, but no. He slid right next to me. His thigh pressed against mine, causing my heart to hammer so hard I swore he could hear it. I took care of my body, I ate well, enjoyed drinking from time to time. Why did she betray me?

      “You are anything but weak, Grace.” His low voice hit me in the feels. “You're impressive.”

      “Did you just compliment me? Wow. I'll put that in the calendar,” I said, wishing I could take it back. “Uh, sorry. I'm tired, and my filter left for the day.”

      “Do I not compliment you?” His brows came down, and his head tilted slightly to the left. It was so endearing and innocent, like he had no idea he rarely gave praise.

      I wet my bottom lip before speaking. “I don't need praise. I know I work hard. However, it would be nice to know if I'm doing things correctly. But before you say anything, I know you'd let me know immediately if I did something wrong. I don't know. It wouldn't kill you to say good job.”

      Technically, he was my boss. But, he needed to hear the truth. His response was to rub his hand over his sexy jaw, his fingers coming up to pull at the side of his lip. God, why did everything he do look sexy?

      “I'll work on that.” He hit the table a couple of times, nodding to himself. “Grace, you work harder than anyone who's been assigned to us. I kept waiting to see if the girl who wore that black dress the first day would quit or break a nail, but you are so much more than that first impression.”

      “Ah, well, technically, boss man, it was at the bar.” I didn't like the black dress and stereotyping he did, but he had admitted he was wrong. I couldn't hold that grudge for long.

      “Shit. Yeah, that too.” He turned his head to look at me, a smile breaking out on his face. “You're something—”

      “Hey bitches,” Logan interrupted, and a surge of annoyance flashed across Brock’s face. “I ordered us three Guinness’s. That cool?”

      I nodded, Brock mumbling a yeah. His timing was awful. I wanted to know what Brock was going to say.

      Logan didn't wait long to talk again, the mood from seconds ago gone. “So, you have a hot date tonight, eh? Dish it.”

      “I'd rather not,” I said, tight lipped.

      “Come on, we're all friends here,” Logan baited, sharing a look with Brock. “You dating someone?”

      “No. It's the first one with this guy,” I said with as little as enthusiasm as possible. “You don't want to know this, really?”

      “Our lives are boring. Humor us. How'd he get you to agree to the date? You don't look excited about it.”

      “It's not that. Well,” I stammered, hating to admit to the online dating, but screw it. I didn't think they would care, but I found both men, good-looking men, staring at me with expectant faces. “My best friend made me an online dating profile.”

      “No way!” Logan said, laughing. “You're not someone who strikes me as a Tinder lady.”

      My face heated, turning bright red. “This is why I didn't want to say anything. Forget it.”

      Logan’s face paled, realizing he upset me, but Brock beat me to the punch before I could yell at him. His tone darkened, genuine anger in it. “Don't be a dick to her man. A lot of people use dating apps.”

      Oh.

      Oh my.

      Brock stood up for me.

      Logan’s gaze flew between Brock and me, an apologetic grimace taking over. “Shit. I'm sorry, Grace. I was teasing you. I didn't mean to hurt ya.”

      “Thank you for apologizing.”

      “So, who is the guy?” Logan had the balls to ask.

      “You expect me to answer that, now?” I said, eyes widening. “Yeah, not happening.”

      “I'm curious. Sue me.” He shrugged. “I’ll go wait for the beers and bring them back.” He got up, leaving just Brock and me at the table. I wished I’d had my drink, so I could distract myself with that and not this silence. It was maddening.

      “If I may ask, how did you end up online? You're young, friendly, and uh, pretty. I'm sure you meet lots of guys.” He kept his face blank, like he was talking to a distant cousin. The ball in my stomach grew, the reminder of his conversation about me still fresh in my mind.

      Friendly, pretty, young. I rolled my eyes. “You know, despite you thinking I’m too much work, too young, and definitely not your type, I do meet guys. But, they don't have patience to deal with the fact I’m busy all the time.” My heart rose in my throat, and my palms sweated. I refused to look at his face after that, his neck being a better option. I regretted sitting on the inside of the booth, because now I was trapped there. By his body.

      “Look, can I get out?” I asked in a small voice. “I should leave.” I tried to move, but he put his arm out, blocking me. I looked up, finally seeing his face and I gulped. I gulped hard. His face was stone. He looked seriously pissed off. And it was all directed at me.

      He stared at me. Nostrils flaring, tightening jaw, and tight lips.

      I tried again, feeling uncomfortable, stupid, tired, and so sexually aware of him I wanted to die. “Can I—”

      “Shut up for a damn second,” he barked at me, putting his fingers on the bridge of his nose and pinching. “I'm pissed off right now, Grace. Give me a minute.”

      I had no idea why he was pissed. Sure, maybe he was annoyed with me. But this goddamn mad? Drama king. “Brock, I don’t have time for your Asshole persona to come out. I'm sorry I said that. It was out of line.”

      “You heard us.” He didn't need to specify what he was referring to. We both knew.

      I nodded.

      “Fuck.” He ran his hand over his hair, looking back and forth between my eyes. I knew they showed how hurt I was. I didn't care. I wore my heart on my sleeve. However, I didn't want pity. “Grace, look— “

      “No. I don't want an explanation. There is none needed. I acted out of line to prove a point. I might not be your type, and that's fine. I'm not trying to be. I'm embarrassed about using dating apps, and I handled it poorly.” I laughed, well more like coughed, dramatically. “I really need to go. I won't bring it up again. Thanks for today—it was truly an incredible experience being on the field like that.”

      He looked at me, hard. Then, he sighed, getting up from the booth to let me leave. I felt no reason to say goodbye, but he reached out and circled my wrist with his large hand. I had no choice but to turn around. His tortured eyes were back, wreaking havoc on my lady parts. “I'm sorry you had to hear it.”

      “But not for saying it,” I finished for him. I knew it. We both did. “I get it.”

      “It's not like that.” His blue eyes pleaded with me, but I had no energy for it. I took my hand out of his grasp and left.

      Feelings were stupid. Even the little ones, the ones you didn't want and the ones that crept on you. I wanted to put them in a little box and lock that shit up.

      But, no. I didn't have that choice. I had to go on a date with a guy who was the wrong height, missing my favorite mix of soft and sweet, and didn’t have amazing sea blue eyes.
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      I preferred working.

      I had enough to focus on that had nothing to do with the opposite sex. They made my head spin and my heart hurt.

      My date sucked. His comments about my appearance should’ve bothered me, but rather, I counted the seconds until I could leave. Too athletic. Too driven. Not like my picture. Steven was a loser—and to get over the sting of a bad date, I threw myself into my homework.

      But, the universe liked messing with me. It was probably my mom, bored out of her mind and wanting a laugh, who sent the massively built, perfect haired, gorgeous eyed Brock into my favorite coffee shop. He had done his best to avoid me all week, and I was okay with that. I rubbed my temples.

      He held a laptop bag over his shoulders, the combination of his glasses and messenger bag almost too much to handle. Be still my heart. Nerdy glasses, thick rimmed. I about melted. I accepted I would never be able to control my heart and brain at the same time, so my heart went bonkers. I told my mind to shut the hell up and went back to studying for my two incredibly hard anatomy classes. I had to get A’s to continue one of the scholarships I got. So, I was nerdy, broke, alone, and sporty. I’d clearly RSVP’d to my own pity party and had no plans to leave early.

      “Grace?” Brock’s voice had an element of surprise. He seemed just as uncomfortable as I was. Shit got weird between us. Thanks to my mouth. “Whatcha doing here?”

      “Studying my face off,” I said, enjoying his small smile. “What about you, Clark Kent?”

      “Oh, these.” He touched his glasses, blushing slightly on his upper cheeks. “My contacts dried out. Didn't pick up more.”

      “I hate when that happens.” I ran my finger over the mug of coffee, waiting for the end of the conversation.

      He lingered then motioned to my book. “I hated that class.”

      “It’s definitely not my favorite.” I laughed and showed him my notes. “One day of class and I have hours of homework.”

      “Wait, I thought your internship replaced your classes?” His head tilted, a little bite to his tone now.

      “Typically, yes. But, I had to sign up for two on top of the internship.” I scrunched my nose. “It won't affect my work. I promise.”

      “No, I know that. You kick ass. But, how do you manage that? What time are your classes?” He frowned, pulling out the chair across from me. Oh. Okay. He was joining my table. Cool.

      “One is Tuesday, the other Thursday. Four until Seven.”

      “You stayed until four today,” his reply was curt, pissed off. A spark of happiness shot through me that he even noticed I was there today. But, not the time I left. “What's going on, Grace?”

      “Hmm. Well. I worked it out with my professor to let me arrive late, and stay late, so I wouldn't have to ask you to leave early.” I stared into my coffee mug, like the words to stop this uncomfortable conversation to end were in there.

      He blew out a breath, another verbal slap to come from him, I was sure. “God. Grace. You're killing me.” He put his laptop on the table, shaking his head with a pained expression. “I'm getting some coffee. Then, we need to chat.”

      He left me alone, unable to focus on anything at all. I read the same paragraph three times, not getting anything from it. I tried making a grocery list, but I wrote salad four times before giving up. I didn't want to chat. It wouldn't end well. Keep it work related. That’s it.

      Brock came back and smoothed down his vintage baseball shirt. “This place has the best coffee.”

      “I think so, too. What do you get?” Coffee was a safe topic.

      “French press. Only way to drink it.” He raised his mug. “What about you?”

      “Roast of the day.” I thought of a random article I read and blurted out, “Did you know if you drink three cups of black coffee a day, you're less likely to get Alzheimer's or heart disease?”

      “You know, I might've heard that before,” he said, smirking at me. “Now that we have the awkward small talk out of the way, can we talk?”

      “Ugh. Fine.” I closed my book, notes, and put them in my backpack. “I can't focus at all right now anyway.”

      “I can be a hot head.”

      “You think?” I blurted out, shaking my head. “Shit. I'm sorry.” I held up my hands. “I won't interrupt again.”

      His eyes danced with humor, the earlier anger in them long gone. “You're right. I am a hot head more times than not. I am sorry for reacting poorly. It bothers me you didn't think to ask or tell me about your classes. From now on, unless it's a game day, you can leave around three, if you need to. Is that something we can agree on?”

      I nodded, pressing my lips together, so I didn't say anything rude or out of line. He wet his bottom lip, continuing. “Good. That's settled then. Now, let's talk about last weekend.”

      “I would prefer not ever.” I closed my eyes, squirming. “Not my best weekend, I'll say that.”

      “The rest of your weekend bad, too? I'm sorry I haven't been around much this week. I'll admit I kept my distance.” He frowned.

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah. I might've noticed that, but I know it's my fault. I'm sorry—”

      “Don't apologize, Grace. You spoke your mind. I like that about you. It's refreshing.” He grinned sheepishly. “I take a long time to apologize. I'm working on it.”

      “Well, I won't stop you if you want to apologize. I can always use a nice groveling,” I joked, the tension leaving the table.

      He smiled and took a slow sip of his coffee.

      “Grace, I am sorry that you overheard a conversation between a bunch of assholes. To clear the air, you are not too young or too high maintenance. You are more mature than most people my age, and you get along with everyone you meet. I have a hard time letting people in, and I try to push people away.”

      I nodded, appreciating his words. “Thank you for the honesty, and everything is good. Clear air and all that.”

      He grinned, the one that changed his face. “You're real laid back about this.”

      “Brock, we get along more or less. Excuse my frankness, but you're a dreamboat, and I was having a moment of being a girl and felt hurt. But trust me, I'm done worrying about men for at least three months.”

      His eyes widened, my words having a different meaning. I held up one hand, shaking my finger at him. “No. No. Not that, I like men. I really like men, but I'm done letting them affect my mood. Does that make sense?”

      “Is this because of what you heard me say?” he asked once he wiped the smirk off his face, a frown replacing it.

      “No. My date that night was like a two out of ten.” I ran my hand through my hair, knowing I looked dramatic but not caring. “It was cringe-worthy at best.”

      “Damn. At least it wasn't a one?” he said, looking pleased with his comeback. I flipped him the middle finger, causing him to bark out laughing.

      “It wasn't a damn one because he bought the meal even though he insulted me at every chance.” I made a face of disgust then took another sip of my coffee. “I deleted that awful profile. Never again.”

      “He insulted you? I don't like that.” He narrowed his eyes and leaned over the table.

      “Calm down, Rambo. I will never see that ass weasel again.” I laughed, thinking about the entire date. “Have you ever seen The Office?”

      “Of course,” he scoffed, his eye roll looking cute as hell in his big glasses.

      “Well, you know how Jim Halpert always looks at the camera and makes that face of defeat and shock when something crazy happens? That was me, the entire two hours. I looked off into the distance, like someone set me up with this guy as a joke.”

      Brock laughed, his face transforming into pure beauty when he smiled. “I can picture you doing that.”

      “Yeah, it was like this.” Then, I looked off toward the bathroom and pressed my lips together. I must've done it well because he laughed again, harder this time. “Make me feel better. Tell me a crazy date story.”

      “Besides the shit you pulled with Anna?” he asked with a raised voice, one eyebrow up and all. He looked like a detective.

      I stuck my tongue out at him.

      He shrugged me off and frowned. “I don't date a lot. But, once a girl tried taking pictures of me when I was sleeping.”

      “Ew. Boundaries. Some people don't have them.” I would die if someone did that. I'd punch them and burn their phone. I was so not part of this sexting generation.

      “Yeah. She didn't.” He stuck his tongue out and pretended to gag before sipping his coffee again. “If this is any consolation, when men insult women, it's usually because they are intimidated. And if a guy is intimidated by you, then screw them. You don't need someone like that.”

      “Can't believe you just made sense saying that, but thanks. I think.” I tilted my head, copying his move. “Are we good, now? You’re way more fun when you're like this.”

      He bit back a smile and just nodded. “We're good. I'll try to be more fun as you said.” He used air quotes. The asshole used air quotes.

      “Don't mock me. People love you, boss. You're respected and run such a good program, but, you rarely show people this fun side. It makes people feel more comfortable.”

      “You know, no one speaks to me the way you do.”

      I groaned, putting my head in my hands. “Shit. I ruined our truce, didn't I? I'm an idiot.”

      “No. I didn't mean it that way at all.” He looked at me with an intensity I hadn't seen before. “People talk to me like they know about my accident. They feel bad for me. They pity me. They see me as a young star who lost it all.”

      “That's ridiculous. You lost a professional sports career, not your life,” I scoffed, damn well knowing that injuries are a reminder that you didn’t die.

      “I know that, now. It took some time. But, I appreciate how you talk to me. You don't hold back or aren't afraid to say something that might offend me.”

      “Look, I don't know if your compliment was front-hand or backhand. Could you be clearer?”

      He laughed. “See, that? I need more of that. It's a compliment, albeit an odd one.”

      “I'm an odd duck, bro.” I shrugged, noticing a binder he had with him. “What's the binder for?”

      “Oh, uh, I'm exploring the option to apply for some NFL positions. Maybe. I want to volunteer with some youth programs first though.” He refused to meet my eyes, a light pink tinging his cheeks again. “I don't know if I'll do it.”

      “Why the hell not? Brock, you would be amazing at any level. You know the sport back and forth. You played it really well from what I hear. I have no idea. I don't care, honestly. I can totally see it.” My voice rose, my words slurring together because I spoke so fast. Brock would be an amazing NFL trainer.

      His face didn't look convinced, though. His serious look was back, his eyes pained and clear blue. “I'm not sure.”

      “Brock Anderson. You better not be feeling self-conscious right now. You are so great with the athletes. I've seen you interact with them. You have real life experience, and you love the sport. I know it's not my place, but hell, I don't have a filter, so it came out anyway. You have my vote, boss. Don't let the fear hold you back. I can see it on your face.”

      “How do you know?” he asked so quietly, I wasn't sure I’d heard him right. But his face looked so damn vulnerable.

      “How do I know you'll be amazing, or how do I know the fear?”

      “The fear.”

      “Because everyone has things that have happened to them in their life and only a few people have the tragedies that shape their view for the rest of their existence. I had one, and I use that experience in every choice I make. I can see it in your eyes.” I shrugged, knowing I’d opened a can of worms.

      But, he didn't push. He sat there, a serious expression on his face and hand rubbing back and forth along his jaw. “It’s a different level, the NFL. I’m not sure I’m ready for it again. Being back in that world, not able to play.”

      “You can talk about what-ifs for the rest of your days. Just do it.”

      He smiled, shaking his head at me. “Are you always like this?”

      “Like what?”

      “Able to use humor in any situation.”

      I gave him an exaggerated nod. “Oh yeah, all the time. I like to bottle up emotions until they overflow, and it's awful for everyone around me. I’m bilingual—English and sarcasm.”

      “You're such a trip.” His warm voice practically purred at me. It was smooth, soft, and spoken with praise and without a trace of cynicism. “I’m really glad I chose to come here tonight.”

      “I am too, but if I don’t study for at least an hour, I’ll hold it against you.”

      “You know, I did exceptionally well in that class. I can help you.”

      “Why would you do that? We've had truce for, oh, thirty minutes, tops.” I looked at my watch, tapping the face of it.

      “First, because you make me laugh. Second, because I can be a semi-decent guy. Third, if I do this, then you owe me a favor, and if the washer breaks again...” The bastard winked at me.

      “Hell to the no. I still smell like soap,” I said but didn't really mean it. I would do anything he asked at the stadium because I freaking loved it. “How do you plan on helping me if I decide to take your offer?”

      “I know you have a presentation you’ll have to do. You’ll need a real life example to use as your resource, and if you have Thomas as your professor, I may have old notes.”

      I eyed him. I did have Thomas and would love help, but my pride didn’t want me to accept it. I wanted to do it myself. “How about we see what happens? I have this whole pride issue going on. I’m working through it, but if it gets real hard, I’ll ask.”

      “I expect nothing less from you,” he said, his eyes soft again. “Do you mind if I work here with you?”

      I bit back a grin at his expression. He looked so unsure. For somebody with his confidence, looks, skills, and attitude, the vulnerable look did him wonders. “Sure, boss. But, I will physically harm you if you interrupt me once I get into the zone.”

      “I’ll do my best.” His mouth curved into a panty dropping smile. “You are kind of a dork.”

      “I came to terms with that years ago.” I held up my hand with my fingers split into two, giving the live long and prosper sign from Star Trek. “Loud and proud, baby.”

      He chuckled, pulling out papers from his folder. I followed his lead and dove back into one of the books. Despite his proximity, my racing heart, and exhaustion, I completed two brutal chapters from the book without acknowledging Brock sitting across from me. My colored highlighters sat aligned by rainbow order because how else would anyone organize their highlighters? It made the most sense.

      My coffee turned cold, my nose scrunching when I took a sip. I took the time to study Brock, his attention entirely on his laptop. His brown hair curled up at the end, one curl falling onto his forehead. I had the urge to pull it or name it. I did neither and continued the perusal of him. His teeth poked out, lightly biting his bottom lip as his long fingers flew across the keyboard. He made the simplest tasks look good.

      “Are you done studying me, Grace?” he asked, not looking up from the computer.

      I blushed, thinking of the first thing I could use as an excuse. “You have a booger.”

      His gaze shot to me, widening in disbelief. “Really?” He scratched his nose, his fingers attempting to clear something that wasn’t there. “Did I get it?”

      “Yup,” I lied. I lied so hard, embarrassed at something so stupid. I looked down at my notes and sighed. It was nine, the need to sleep hitting me hard. I yawned then caught Brock staring at me. “Do I have one, too?”

      “Nope.”

      “Thank God,” I said and began putting my stuff away and stood up. “I should head back. I’m exhausted.”

      “Yeah, me too.” We packed out stuff in silence, the peace between us comforting.

      “Did you walk here?” His low voice came from right behind me, his chest almost touching my back as we headed out of the place.

      “Yeah. My class is just a block away or so.” I frowned, knowing it was semi-late to walk back to my apartment, but the path I would take was well-lit. “It’s a beautiful night.”

      “Come on, I’ll drive you back.” He walked to his car without waiting for my response. I couldn’t decide if it was presumptuous, bossy, or kind. Maybe it was a little of all three. “Grace, get in the car.”

      I sighed, rolling my eyes. “Sure, boss man.” I walked toward the car and bit the inside of my cheek to prevent a smile. He opened the passenger door of his Jeep, jutting his strong chin at me to hop in. I took a deep breath once inside. It smelled like him—masculine, tough, clean, and if bossy had a smell, it was him.

      “Thank you for not fighting me on this. I feel better knowing you won’t walk home.” His large body took up almost the whole front of the jeep. His arm grazed against mine as he started the car. We drove in silence, not an uncomfortable one either. It let me relax and enjoy the cool air. It wasn’t more than a couple minutes before he pulled onto my street.

      I went to grab the door handle when his hand reached out, stopping me. I sucked in a breath, turning to look at him. His face went from laughing seconds earlier to serious. Ah, shit. Another mood swing. My brows came down. “What is it?”

      “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way.”

      “A really great way to begin any sentence,” I said, preparing myself for the worst.

      His frown deepened with two dimples popping on the sides of his face. He opened his mouth, releasing a breath before closing it.

      My nerves doubled.

      “I still don’t feel right about what you overheard last weekend. I’m not a great liar, but more, I want you to understand why I said those things.” He looked like he would rather eat dirt after fertilizing it, but I waited him out. “Shit. I’m bad at this. Okay. This doesn’t mean anything, okay? I need to make sure you know that.”

      “Okay?” I said more as a question. “You’re freaking me out, by the way.”

      “I don’t mean to. Look, Grace. I said that shit to the guys because if I showed even an inkling of interest in you, they would make our lives hell. So, I lied.”

      My lady parts woke up ready to party all night. Did he say he was interested in me? Did I hear that correctly? No way. I tilted my head, my lips pressing down hard. “You lied about what?”

      “About you. I hope you realize how beautiful you are. You’re so happy, and I didn’t want you to continue thinking I thought you were anything but amazing. That’s all. But, this means nothing, okay? It’s just a compliment,” he rambled, his words blurring in a rush.

      “Thank you.” I avoided his eyes, looking at my hands instead. “Thanks for the ride, too.”

      “You’re welcome. Have a good night, Grace.”

      Sure, yeah, okay. I’d have a good night all right, thinking about his sweet words and heated eyes.
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      It was an away-game day. Fritz gave me a pep talk and made sure I packed everything I needed for the weekend. He even dropped me off at the stadium with players scattered everywhere. I didn’t know what to do. Did I find Brock? Logan?

      I glanced around, deciding to stand off to the side and wait and see what happened. Nerves danced down my spine, sweat pooling right above my waistline. Great.

      I didn’t wait long when Brock walked up to me, serious as hell with a frown plastered on that angelic face. He looked like someone had stolen his breakfast burritos.

      I thought about it for a second and decided I would be grumpy, too, if someone stole mine. I went with a cheery smile, waving like a dork. “Hey, boss. You ready for this awesome road trip?”

      One side of his mouth twitched, which changed his expression from grumpy to mildly amused. I would take it.

      “Four hours. I hate the bus ride.”

      I wondered if it had to do with his injury but didn’t ask. I clasped my hands together, whistling the theme song to Friends. I binged watched an entire season that morning.

      “That guy, Fritz, is your roommate, right?”

      I jerked my head. What a random question. “Yeah, why?”

      “He works with you at the restaurant, too?” The infamous frown came back, somehow deeper and more profound.

      “Yeah, again,” I said, narrowing my eyes. My heart picked up, analyzing the reasons he was asking these questions way past the point of being healthy. “I love the question game, but these are random as hell.”

      “Are you involved with him?” His voice was even, calm, and nothing like the one I was used to. His blue eyes stared intensely at me, but then again, his eyes only had three moods. They were either soft, angry, or intense. I didn’t know how long I just stared back at him until his brows raised, a little annoyance flaring in them. “Well?”

      Instead of answering like the mature person I pretended to be, I burst out laughing. “Me and Fritz? Oh, no, no, no.” I laughed, putting my hand on his forearm, the thought of being intimate with Fritz made me gag. “Hell to the no.”

      “Does he always touch you?”

      Woah. His sharp tone drew me from my laughing fit. His face was so serious. Mad. Intense. Pissed. And was that a hint of jealousy? No. Couldn’t be. I stopped laughing, finding the words to appease his sudden questioning. “Fritz is a touchy person. I am too, actually. He’s always been that way, but it has never meant anything. Ever.”

      “He touches you a lot.” He scratched his jaw, torn at whatever he was thinking.

      I gave him a break and kept talking, so he wouldn’t have to. “Fritz and I have lived together, with his sister, for three years. They are, in every sense of the word, my siblings. My family. They are super Italian and super touchy. I got used to it.” I laughed, seeing the lines on his face relax a little. “The thought of kissing Fritz makes my stomach turn a little bit. I mean, sure, he’s good-looking, but I know way too damn much about him.”

      He didn’t respond and, instead, gave me a curt nod. Then, he walked away. I closed my eyes, shaking my head at myself. It was always so hot and cold, nice and not nice. Freaking Brock was a head case.

      Lips pursed, attitude amped, I waited there alone, like I had all the confidence in the world. Everyone seemed to be busy doing something and standing by idly when I could help didn’t sit well with me.

      I found Anderson bent over near piles of luggage that needed to be loaded onto the busses. I watched, not at all being creepy, as he went over a checklist. I hustled over there, dropping my bag on the ground. “Anderson, can I help?”

      “Sure. We can load this into the bottom storage area.” He stood up, giving me a small smile. “Glad you wore comfy clothes.”

      “I own two dresses, max. Why do you think I chose this route for a career? It’s all for comfort and the awesome style.” I picked up the first box and headed to the loading area. “So, Anderson?”

      “We’re back to that, then?” He carried two boxes in his arms and raised his brows.

      “You have many, many names in my head. Anderson is one of the safer ones,” I said immediately.

      He let out a quick laugh before he shoved equipment boxes into the bus. We went back to grab more supplies, water bottles, and first aid kits.

      “What is to be expected during this? I have no idea what to think? Am I sharing a room with someone? Do I get a couch? The lobby? Because I’m a wild sleeper and might draw attention if I’m in public.”

      His lips curved up, his tongue wetting his bottom lip. “You’re ridiculous. You’ll get your own room since there aren’t any other female staff going. Tonight, there is a team dinner, and we’ll eat with them, just off to the side. The players are assigned rooms and are required to be in the room by midnight. They can’t have alcohol, drugs, or girls the night before a game.”

      “Damn, there goes my plan to sneak into their rooms.”

      He froze and gave me a long look before releasing a sigh. “You’re joking.”

      “Ah, yes. Now, you get it.”

      He rolled his eyes in a very unlike-Brock gesture. He put his hands on his trim hips and spoke to the ground instead of my face. “I’m going to get my stuff. Go ahead and find a seat in the front. Go on bus two.”

      I nodded, grabbing my bag and pillow, and headed toward the second bus. No person had ever given me such whiplash before, and it was exhausting. I forced my confusion deep down, determined not to think about him the entire weekend. Well, except about the athletic trainer part. I needed him for that.

      With willpower I was proud of, I walked on the bus and was assaulted with the smell of football players. My heart raced at the attention. Players I had never seen before out of their helmets sat in the back, eyeing the only girl on the bus. Shit. I quickly found a seat in the second row and shoved my stuff into the ledge above it. I squeezed myself as close to the window as possible and hoped no one sat next to me. I wanted to read and nap, all without drawing attention to myself. I got my phone out, picking my playlist filled with old school hip hop.

      Someone spoke my name. One of the players who I treated a couple of times before—Chip.

      I smiled. “Hey.”

      “Want a bus buddy?”

      Anderson walked onto the bus at that moment and looked at Chip like he had a disease. My heart pitter pattered, my stomach somersaulting. His face turned lethal, and his words were sharp as hell. “Nope. Move in the back, Chip.”

      “All right, Anderson.” Chip nodded, respect evident on his face, and gave me a small smile before moving down the aisle.

      Brock took his seat right next to me without uttering a word. Fine, if that was what was happening, then so be it. He smelled nice. Actually, he smelled heavenly, but I shut down that part of my brain. Plus, he appeared to avoid conversation.

      Fine by me. Hello nap time!

      I closed my eyes, resting against my pillow, but the players were so damn loud with their chants and stupid raps. I jerked awake a handful of times before giving up. What was even more depressing was that we hadn’t even left yet. I sighed, accepting the fact I would have to look out the window and remain lost in my twisted, unhelpful thoughts.

      “What was that sigh for?” Brock’s voice interrupted my attempt at daydreaming. I glanced at him from the side to see him looking intently at me.

      “Is it possible to sleep on the bus with all these rowdy guys?”

      He smiled, looking younger, and shook his head. “Not likely. They like to rap, chant, and yell.”

      “Oh, great. Can’t wait.” I held the book in my hands, flipping it back and forth. I could still try and read it, but then, the bus filled with blaring, loud, trap rap music.

      Trap rap was not for the weak. It was intense, loud, offensive, and prevented anyone from focusing on anything.

      Brock met my eyes, raising a brow with a smirk.

      “You knew this would happen, didn’t you?” I asked, but his brows furrowed, and he pointed to his ear. I leaned closer to him as he tilted his head toward me, and my lips were inches from his ear when I repeated my question.

      He nodded and moved his mouth, so I could hear him, goosebumps breaking out on my neck when his breath tickled my skin. “Yup. Hence, I don’t like the bus ride.”

      “You saying hence makes me laugh,” I said, leaning even closer to him, so he could hear me. That was the only reason I pressed my side into his and scooted closer.

      His eyes danced with humor, and the damn dimple came out.

      “How do you deal with it?” I asked.

      He stretched his arms over his head and his large, muscly, bulging, did I mention large, thigh touched min. The casual touch felt like fire. I tried scooting closer to the window to control my urge to climb him, but I had no more room. His massive legs had nowhere to go. “I try to relax. Think about things I have to do. I don’t know. Zone out.”

      “With this noise? I mean, music?” I yelled as the music got louder.

      He bit his lip and nodded. Damn him. That lip. God, it annoyed me how good-looking he was.

      I flirted with a dangerous line when I tilted my torso toward him to talk. “Good luck zoning out. I’m going to try and listen to my music and read if I can.”

      He reached over and put a hand on my forearm before answering. “Good luck.”

      Then, he closed his eyes and leaned back in the seat. His hands rested on his lap, his face so freaking peaceful with his eyes closed. There were no mood swings. It was a pure, sculpted face of beauty. I stared. Stared a little more, the book in my hand not doing its job distracting me. He stirred a bit, making my gaze snap to my hands. I didn’t want to get caught ogling my boss, mentor, and tormentor all wrapped up into a beautiful package.

      I read the first page three times and retained nothing. Fine. I put my book back in my back, annoyed at the music, Brock’s body, and the inability I had to relax. I shifted, crossing my legs.

      That didn’t work.

      I tried a different position, putting the pillow on my lap and resting my face on it. Two trap rap songs later, I lifted the pillow, moving my legs again, and froze when Brock’s hand went out and pressed on my knee. I gasped at his sudden touch.

      “Grace, sit still.” He squeezed my knee before releasing it. “Your squirming is driving me crazy.”

      He still hadn’t opened his eyes and spoke lazily like he had no care in the world. It was so not like him. “I’m sorry. I can’t get comfortable.”

      “Here.” He moved, grabbing the pillow so it leaned against him. We wouldn’t be touching, but, it had a certain familiarity in it. I wouldn’t do this to a stranger on a public bus, but he wasn’t a stranger. “Don’t worry. It’ll be okay. I want to use your pillow, too.”

      “Ah, your hidden motive,” I joked, moving around so my head could rest on the pillow, which rested on him. It was a cuddle by the transitive property, but that was my nerd talking.

      “Pretty much. Now, relax. I promise it doesn’t get better or worse.” He laughed at his own joke, and the action charmed me.

      “You’re a goofball.” I closed my eyes, not taking in his scent or heat at all. Nope. I focused on relaxing and thinking about anything but our proximity. He shifted his position, so our faces were even closer together on the shared pillow. We didn’t need to lean into each other to talk over the music.

      “No one has ever called me a goofball before.” His voice held a tone of incredulousness and a little sadness, too. The fact we weren’t looking at each other made it more intimate.

      “Well, I ain’t a liar.”

      “I ain’t callin’ you a truther.”

      I sat up, wide-eyed and on the brink of laughter. “Did you really just quote back Drake and Josh at me?”

      “Um, yes. Why are you laughing?”

      “Because that’s awesome!” I held out my hand for a high five. Why? I had no idea. But I did. And he looked at it for a second before following through and hitting it. “No one should ever turn down a high five. It’s plain rude.”

      He snorted and blessed me with a beautiful smile. Whatever crankiness he had was gone, and I was proud I had a part in it. I hit the pillow to fluff it up a bit before lying back down. “You just went up a hundred points.”

      “What do the points mean?” he asked, his voice sleepy and husky and dangerous.

      “Absolutely nothing. But they are good points.”

      He didn’t reply but patted my leg with his hand. It was comforting and cute. I fought down the wave of attraction that was coming full force. Only three hours and forty minutes until arrival. I could survive.
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      I waited in the corner in the lobby of the hotel as Brock grabbed the room assignments from the head coach. It was freaking packed. The hotel had to be booked solid for the game with alumni from all over coming into town. We had already waited in line thirty minutes to check in.

      Logan joined me moments later with an easy smile that oozed confidence. “You get your room number yet? I’m on the second floor.”

      “I have no idea. Brock went to grab our cards. I still haven’t spoken to the head coach one on one yet. He’s a bit intimidating.” I looked over the head coach. He had dressed in all black and orange, with a pullover shirt that fit the coaching persona and a hard, scared face that told stories. He looked badass, and I was a little glad he was on the other bus.

      “I get it. But ask him about his daughter. He turns into a softie.” Logan winked at me. “I’m probably stuck with Brock, so I’ll see you later.”

      “See ya.” My stomach clenched when I glanced at Brock. His expression. Holy shit. If what I had seen before on him was anger, then this was past that. I went through everything I could’ve done wrong. Did I forget equipment? Sweat broke out on my forehead, and my pulse pounded.

      He walked toward me, stopping a few feet in front of me and fisted his hand at his side. His nostrils flared, his lip curling up on one side as he barked at me. “Let’s go.”

      “Woah, Anderson. What happened?”

      “I’ll explain when we get to your room.” He brushed passed me, going straight for the elevator. “Come on.”

      I followed him, pillow in my hands and preparing for whatever bomb he was going to drop. But, I knew him well enough to know he was stirring. When he was ready to say it, only then would he say it. It didn’t help the situation when we were squished into the elevator, both of us in the back corner. Our arms touched, all fifteen of us pressed together. I swore Brock’s arm tightened, pulling back from me, but there was nowhere to go. Whatever. He was too much head drama.

      Up we went. We were on the seventh floor when he marched out, dropping his bags in front of the first door to the right. He turned to me, nose pinched, exhaling way too deeply from an elevator ride.

      I’d had enough. “Brock, you’re being really weird. What is going on?”

      “Coach misread your name as Grant,” he said, only then opening his eyes to look at me. I waited to hear more, because surely that wasn’t enough to get his panties in a knot. I crossed my arms, raising an eyebrow. He exhaled, staring at the door before looking back at me. “The hotel is sold out of rooms.”

      “Yeah, it looked packed downstairs.” I rolled my eyes, shaking my head in frustration. “What is the damn problem? Spit it out.”

      His eyes widened at my tone, but damn him. He was more dramatic than the old biddies who came into the restaurant and argued over the fifty cent ranch cost. “Well?”

      “We’re stuck rooming together.” He said as though informing me someone had died.

      Oh.

      Oh.

      Oh.

      I opened my mouth to respond, but I had nothing. Instead, I found some badass attitude deep inside me and chose to ignore how upset he was about it. Hands on my hips, I laughed. “You’re all bent out of shape because of that? This isn’t the 1800s, Brock.”

      His jaw tightened, and his cheek twitched.

      I mirrored his stance, making a face at him with wide eyes and an exaggerated chin movement. I repeated it, waiting for him to crack. It went on for a solid minute before he broke down, opening the door. He held it, forcing me to go in first.

      “You know, Anderson, I never took you for being so pure at heart.” I threw my bag on the bed closer to the window and turned to see him, but he was gone.

      “Great. This trip is really great,” I said to no one, falling onto the bed.
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      Life hadn’t prepared me for many moments. One, being orphaned at 18. Two, an injury to my knee that would never heal. Three, having no room key and no idea what to do. After three hours of hanging out in the room alone, my stomach was past the point of being uncomfortable.

      I was downright hangry. And, that was not a pretty look for anybody. The first signs were normal. A grumble here, a grumble there. Then, little things pissed me off. Shit, they didn’t fold the toilet paper into triangles? Rude. No TV guide? Barbaric. No guide to the city with the best food and sights? What kind of third world country was this? We were based in central Illinois, and Ohio shouldn’t be that much different.

      After washing my face, changing my shirt to an old football jersey, and putting on comfy jean shorts, I left the room with my backpack to find food. The hotel had a bar and restaurant that sounded perfect because I didn’t have to leave the hotel. I ordered a tall beer because one, I could, and two, fuck Brock Anderson. My blood boiled over how he had treated me. Why did he throw a bitch fit? I had no idea. I wasn’t awful. But, a grown ass man not responding to a text or giving me any information about what to do? Rude. As. Hell.

      “You look a little young to be here by yourself.” The smooth faced bartender winked at me, sliding a shot my way after I finished my beer. “This is on the house. You’re wearing a Packers jersey, and I respect that about you.”

      I eyed the shot, smelling it and realizing it was straight brandy. “Thanks, I needed this.”

      I threw it back and welcomed the burn. I shook my head, cringing at the awful taste that reminded me of regret. Gilly had stories for days about drinking and regret. I had maybe two stories that were eh at best. But regardless, the bitter memories came with the familiar taste.

      “You wantin’ something to eat? We have some specials.” He slid a menu toward me. “It's happy hour.”

      “Hmm.” I hummed, looking at all the options. I wanted chips, salsa, pretzels, bread, steak. I wanted it all. I also knew the more complicated the meal, the longer it would take. I kept it simple. “Pretzel sticks, boneless wings, and a salad.”

      “Sure thing.” He smiled again, jutting his chin out at me. If I wasn't entirely giving up on men, I would've enjoyed a nice flirtation. But I was hungry, annoyed at Brock, and not willing to make the effort.

      I must've been giving off the signals, the ones that said leave me the hell alone because he didn't try flirting again. I welcomed the silence, devouring the pretzels and wings within fifteen minutes. It was a public service, really, for me to eat. Everyone was much happier when I was good and fed.

      The next problem stemmed from finding a room to crash in because Brock, the gentleman he was, hadn't given me my copy of the room key or responded to my texts. I was roomless, and so not a Grant. The front desk attendant didn’t think I was being honest. Apparently, fans always tried to get into the players hotel rooms. Who accidentally thought Grace was Grant? The head coach, that’s who. Maybe I should introduce myself.

      Bottom line: I was screwed. I took a deep breath, realizing the situation wasn't as bad as it could've been. I could've been outside in the rain and cold. So, I found my big girl panties and put them on nice and tight. I had to go find Brock, get a room key, and teach him a lesson on manners. Where would he go? The bar?

      No, he wasn't there. He had to be with some of the coaches or players, and the thought of causing a scene made me want to throw up. I hated confrontation, and Brock was a hunky form of pure confrontation.

      Thank my lucky stars, Logan appeared in the lobby, dressed to the nines and freshly showered. I ran up to him, not caring I clearly intruded some of his plans. “Logan, have you seen Brock?”

      “By your tone I guess this isn’t for a good reason,” he said with a smile that changed to a frown when he took me in. “I haven't within the hour, no. You look flustered. Are you okay?”

      “I'm okay. He took off without giving me my room card. I don't really know what to do. The coach had me down as Grant, which would be funny as hell—”

      “If you weren't stranded right now. Yeah, I agree.” He scowled. “At a later time, I'm going to make fun of you for this. But right now, I'm going to kill Brock. God.”

      “Do you know what's going on?” I asked, my muscles all clenching in response. It was a risky move, putting Brock on blast, but come on. I hadn't seen him since we arrived hours ago, and I had no room key. He’d crossed a line. “I hate feeling stupid.”

      “Grace, don't feel stupid. I'm seriously going to punch him.” He sighed then grabbed his wallet from his pocket. “Here, I'm giving you my card. I'm rooming with Chris—you know, that big guy who coaches with us. Use my bed tonight if you don't find Brock soon. Chris is a decent guy, and I probably won't make it back tonight.”

      “You look nice. Hot date?”

      “I got hoes in different area codes,” he said, looking all sorts of confident. “Don’t tell anyone I said that. That was a little disconcerting even for me.”

      “I won't right now, but I will later. Thank you, Logan. This is nice. I'm so out of my league, and I feel ridiculous.” I held his room key tightly in my hand, like he would try and escape if I didn’t keep a hard grasp on it.

      “Give me your number. I'll text you, and if you are totally screwed, let me know. I'll come back and help you out.”

      We exchanged numbers, and I sighed in relief knowing I had some sort of ally there. I did not understand what the hell had happened and wasn't sure if I wanted to figure it out. People needed to treat each other with respect. Screw this.

      I went to Logan’s room on the second floor and knocked. If Chris was in there, I would explain the situation and hopefully figure out where Brock was, and they could switch roommates. I waited, heart racing. We’d chatted a handful of times, but he was still all sorts of scary. Footsteps approached the door, and my heart sped up. Chris opened the door and gave me a friendly smile.

      “Hey, Gracie. Logan texted me you'd be by. You all right?” He leaned against the frame, not quite letting me in but not shutting me out. I sighed and fought the urge to cry in frustration. It felt like I was being bullied for no damn reason. It was like high school mean girls but worse. Mean boys were stupid. Especially when I’d thought things had changed.

      “I have nowhere to stay tonight. Logan offered up his bed. Can I stay here? You can stay in the room with Brock. I don't know where he went, and I'm tired as hell and roomless,” I rambled, words bleeding into each other. Then, another thought occurred to me. “Is Brock okay? He took off, and I'm beginning to worry maybe something happened to him.”

      A look of regret came over Chris’ face. He looked down before pushing open the door further. Brock was sitting at the desk, totally fine. The momentary concern I had for him flew out the damn door. It would be so much better if he had an accident or something. But this, downright ignoring me? That was a new low for him.

      He seemed real relaxed watching TV, and my mind went two places at that moment. I wanted to tackle him while punching him in the face. Then, the other part went to how uncomfortable confrontation was for me. My palms sweat, my heart raced, and my eyes stung with tears purely induced from anger. I froze, unsure and awkward.

      “Uh, want to come in?” Chris asked with hesitation. I stood there, speechless, waiting to see what Brock would do. He still hadn’t looked up, and that pissed me off more. He had to know it was me. I made up my mind—I walked right by Chris and up to Brock. His only reaction was a quick intake of breath.

      I fumed. The anger and sexual frustration combined into a dangerous place in my mind, and I smacked my fist on top of the desk. My voice reached an icy level, one I didn’t know I had. “You are such an asshole. You couldn’t text me back? Give me a room key? I waited hours for you to come back or text me. I have no way of getting back in there. Why? Tell. Me. Why.”

      He opened his mouth, closed it, and repeated the action. It would look endearing to anyone who wasn’t fuming mad at him. I jutted my chin out, shaking my head. “Fine. You don’t want to be an adult? Then either get out, so I can crash here, or give me a key.”

      He scanned my body, lingering a little too long on my legs, but I didn’t react to it. My anger took over every emotion. Then, slowly, he slid a room key out of his pocket and handed it to me without saying a damn word. I yanked it and marched out of the room with a quick goodbye to Chris.

      What. The. Fuck.

      I arrived at my original hotel room and put the chain on the door. Brock could stay with Chris; I didn’t care. Remembering Logan, I sent him a quick text saying I was fine. He had to have known he was there, but I let go of my annoyance. Whenever I felt sad or frustrated in the past, I would take a shower— a long, incredibly hot, and steamy shower. I would think about everything, weigh the positives of my life and only focus on those. Because life was full of disappointments if you chose to look at only the negative. It was hard, but finding the positives made all the difference.

      Positives—this amazing internship, the networking, and pay.

      The negatives—Brock. Brock Anderson.

      I was ten minutes into the shower when a loud, disruptive banging scared me. It sounded like someone was fixing the air conditioning unit right outside my room. I ignored it. Then, it happened again, louder. I stopped the water, peeking my head out of the curtain. It was coming from the hallway.

      “Grace. Open the damn door right now.”

      I froze. Shit. I quickly wrapped myself in a towel and tiptoed to the door. It was pushed open as far as the chain would allow. I gulped.

      “I swear to God, Grace, I know you’re in there. Open. The. Door.”

      I couldn’t see his face, and that made me braver. I stayed out of view. “No.”

      “We need to talk. Let me in.”

      “I said, no. You crossed a line tonight, Anderson.” I leaned against the wall opposite the door, resting my head against it with my eyes closed. I craved the hot water in the shower again. “I’m busy right now and have nothing to say to you.”

      “Look, shit. Just let me in.” He spoke again, his voice getting softer.

      “I’m showering. No.” I pushed to shut the door, but it wouldn’t go far with his hands in the way. “I’m finishing. Then, maybe we can talk.”

      I went back into the bathroom, locking the door because if anyone could break into a hotel room, it would be Brock. However, the relaxation part was nonexistent. Sighing, I stepped out of the shower finding my oversized t-shirt and old running shorts. I took more time than usual, braiding my hair into two sides. It would be easier to deal with braided hair if we were going to be outside all the next day. It was then, and only then, after going through my entire bedtime routine that I contemplated opening the door.

      And, he wasn’t freaking there.

      I laughed, not finding it funny, but more laughing at my joke of a day. Fine. Another point for you, Brock. I looked up and down the hallway, spotting no sign of him. Perfect. Guess we weren’t having that conversation. Sitting alone in my room sounded awful, so I grabbed a bottle of water and headed down to the lobby where they had computers. Might as well get ahead on a project instead of watching TV. A couple hours went by without any interruptions, but then the air shifted.

      My neck broke out in goosebumps. I glanced at his large frame standing behind me and almost winced at his expression. He looked mad, which was absurd.

      He didn’t have any right to be mad over what I’d done.

      I hadn’t broken any rules.

      I was nothing to him.

      He was nothing to me. Nothing.

      “Let’s go talk about tomorrow,” he said, not smiling or doing anything to calm my anger.

      “Now? Because it suits your schedule?” I swiveled in the chair back toward the computer, preferring to not see his face.

      He reached out and spun me around, causing me to yelp. “What the hell, Anderson?”

      “Anderson again, huh?”

      I didn’t answer.

      “Let’s go. It’s getting late, and tomorrow will be busy. I mean it.” He crossed his arms and waited until I shut the computer down. He hmphed and made all sorts of stupid, annoyed noises like I was in trouble.

      Why did I feel like I was going to be in timeout? Or punished? Or spanked?

      Oh, lord. Why did I think that? My face turned red as heat spread from my face down my neck. We walked to the elevator, not saying a word to each other on the way. He demanded I leave, so I wasn’t going to start a conversation.

      “Tomorrow we’re going to head out around eight for breakfast and head straight to the field. Can you be ready by then?”

      I looked at him, exasperated. My mouth hung open, disbelief apparent. How could he not acknowledge what happened? “Yes.”

      “Good.” His tone was curt, like I was a freaking pest. We waited for the elevator in an angry silence. It arrived, the tension between us so thick it hurt a little bit. I walked in, going to press the button, but he went for it at the same time. It was like a scene from a movie. Our hands hit, an electric current flowing between the two of us. I sucked in a breath and jerked away.

      He did the same.

      I breathed faster, my chest heaving.

      He mirrored me. He pressed the button, turning to look at me with so much passion and desire in his eyes, I got wet. Holy shit. Those eyes were something before, and now, they were dangerous. His nostrils flared, his eyes bouncing back and forth between mine, and I waited. I waited, patiently and confused and ready. But, nothing happened.

      The elevator stopped, and the doors opened. “After you,” he said, his voice all sorts of gruff, like he was in desperate need of water.

      I nodded, ducking out in front of him and heading to the room he abandoned me in earlier. With shaking hands, I used the keycard and went in.

      He followed, closing the door behind him.

      My heart pounded in my throat, the heat between my legs throbbing unlike anything I had ever felt before. He leaned against the door, his bottom lip sucked into his mouth as he looked me up and down.

      Then, he did it again. There was so much heat in that stare. So. Much. Heat. Every bit of advice I had ever given Gilly or the girls I worked with went out the window. I was pissed at him in twenty different ways, but the look he gave me lit me up more than anything I had ever experienced. There was no way I was imagining this. No freaking way. My heart frantically tried to escape my chest, but my brain tugged her back in. I refused to give into this sexual cloud looming over us. It was absurd. I crossed my arms, putting my battle panties on. “I’m pissed at you.”

      He released a breath, pushing off the door and walking slowly to the chair. He walked like he had all the time in the world. “Yeah. I’m getting that.”

      “Glad to see your brain is up to speed.” I moved to lean against the headboard, arms crossed. I gave him my nasty stare, the meanest one I could.

      He gave nothing away besides the smallest quirk of a lip. His massive frame filled the chair, his elbows on his knees with those blue, blue eyes staring at me.

      “Why did you act like you just picked me up from my babysitter’s?”

      “Do you like annoying me?” he asked, ignoring my question entirely.

      “Are you going to ignore my question?” I fired back, the tension in the room suffocating me.

      “Are you always this belligerent?” He tilted his head, running a hand over his jaw. His voice wasn’t angry or nice, it just was. It annoyed me he was so unaffected; any proof of our weird sexual tension in the elevator was long gone. Now, it was a battle of wills, but I didn’t know what for. And, the asshole had the audacity to call me belligerent. So, without the filter most people had, my mouth took control.

      “Are you always such an asshole?” I barked, making a face at him. “Or, do you specially reserve it for me? You’re hot and cold. I don’t get it.” I slammed my eyes closed, making an elongated raspberry with my lips. I stood, pacing the small carpeted area between the two queen beds. I hadn’t looked at his face yet to see his response, and I was okay with not knowing. “I don’t get why you hate me sometimes.”

      “I told you I don’t hate you.” His words sounded pained, forced. I laughed, turning to face him. His dark brows were drawn together, his lush lips turned down in a hard frown. He grimaced when I met his eyes, making me feel marginally better. “Grace—”

      “Then what is it? I want to know,” I shouted, holding up a hand. “I can’t get another room. I damn well can’t tell the coach about being Grant and sounding like a whiner because in all honesty, Anderson, you’re the one with the problem.” I paused, pointing to the bed. “I’ll stay right here, won’t make a sound.”

      “Look, I told you I can be an asshole.” He groaned, standing up and went to grab his bag from the other side of the room. “I don’t hate you. Not at all actually. You make me laugh.”

      I sighed, closing my eyes in resignation. “Then, why are you such a dick to me?”

      “I don’t know.” His voice came out dark, deep, and laced with something I couldn’t name. He shuffled around for something in his bag and waited until I met his gaze. “Is it okay if I stay here?”

      “Yes. I told you that before you stormed out of here.” I pointed at him, adding fire to my voice. “Change. Afterward, we are going to talk.”

      “Great. What every guy loves to hear,” he said, rolling his eyes. Damn the playful eyes. He raised his brows at me, hitting the wall lightly before heading into the bathroom. That gave me time to think about what the hell had happened.

      He’d abandoned me. Hid from me. Ignored me.

      Then almost kissed me. He totally almost kissed me, right? I had no freaking idea. The sexual tension was almost painful, but it was gone as quick as it came. I needed to get a grip.

      Just as I began to relax, Anderson walked out of the bathroom in loose shorts and a cut off shirt. Oh. My. God.

      The glasses, wet messy hair, and the outfit.

      I gulped.

      He set his bag on the ground and carefully laid on the bed. He winced when he was on his right side, his jaw tightened before he looked over at me. I hoped my mouth wasn’t hanging open. But, I couldn’t be sure. He cleared his throat, looking all over the room before settling on my face. He swallowed, slowly blinking before he began speaking. I didn’t know what I was expecting, but it sure as hell wasn’t what he said.

      “I may have overreacted about the room situation.”

      “May have? May have?” I raised my voice, sitting up in the bed. Laughter roared out of me, tears coming from my eyes. “God, from your reaction I thought you were going to tell me something crazy, some sort of reason why you’re an asshole. But no, that’s what I get. Holy balls.” I paused and took a self-soothing breath. “You are a trip, Anderson.”

      “I’m glad I amuse you.”

      “Oh, you do, but you also anger me like no one else. I want to punch your face every ten minutes.” I leaned back on the bed, rubbing my temples. He shuffled around, turning the lamp off and leaving us in darkness.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sure, it’s easy to apologize when the lights are off.” The rustle of covers and the click of the light startled me. “Hey now!”

      “Shit. You’re right.” He threw his legs over the bed and faced me.

      I counted to three, not wanting to do this now, but my mouth got me into the situation.

      “Grace. Look at me.”

      “Ugh. Fine.” I met his passionate expression and clenched my teeth together. The small swirl of desire floated in the air between us. We were alone. In a hotel room. The lone lamp the only lighting. It was the perfect scene from a movie. “Yes?”

      His eyes danced between mine, only briefly dropping to my mouth. “I’m an asshole, and you don’t deserve it. I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you for apologizing. It doesn’t excuse it, though. I don’t understand why.” I crossed my arms, thankful I wore a loose shirt that wouldn’t push my boobs up. I didn’t need to give anything away.

      “I, uh—” He sighed, running a hand through that thick mane of curly hair. “I was annoyed we got paired together. I took it out on you.”

      “You realize I don’t moonlight as a Grant, right? I didn’t do this.” I raised a brow at him.

      “Yeah.” He grinned, quickly before a somber look took over. “I know. I didn’t want you to get the wrong idea or anything.”

      “About what?” My nerves were shot to hell with those words. Was he…did he think…wrong idea about what? My spine stiffened.

      “Us.” He met my eyes, daring me to challenge him. “Nothing will happen between us. I hope you know that.”

      A tinge of embarrassment mixed with fury as it flowed down my spine. I growled in response to him, “Okay? That has nothing to do with this.”

      He sucked in one side of his cheek, his eye twitching slightly as he watched me. My jaw hurt from grinding my teeth, but he clearly didn’t care. “You’re interning, and we have this,” he paused, waving his hand back and forth between us, “I don’t know.”

      “Look, Anderson.” I sighed, rubbing my fingers on my brows. “Stop.”

      “I need you to understand that nothing will happen,” his voice deepened, his gaze dropping to my mouth.

      “You made your position clear. Thank you,” I said, lips pressing down firmly. I laid back down and counted to ten. I had no reason to be pissed. None. He was my boss. His role in my life would be over in November, regardless if they made it to a bowl game. My internship would be complete, and he’d be out of my life.

      “Are we good?” His trepidation pissed me off more. I wasn’t an overdramatic girl who would cry because her boss hurt her feelings.

      “Yes, boss,” I said, ending our fantastic conversation. Sleep soon took over, and I welcomed the mental escape from his mood swings.
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      I needed to remember that I wanted this as a career—especially when I had to work with Brock and be near him every second of the following day. Every. Single. Minute.

      In my analysis of my crazy boss, I came up with two things. One, he had some shit to figure out. And the second thing, I wasn’t going to wait around or try to change him. I had enough to focus on.

      We were in the fourth quarter into the game, and we were up by three points. The game was rough, filled with dirty plays and lots of injuries. Brock barked at me over the sounds of whistles and the cheering fans to wrap joints and bag ice. We stood shoulder to shoulder most of the game as our players got beat up. Brock ran off when one of the linemen complained about shoulder pain, and I watched in awe at the intensity of the players.

      On our third down, with twenty yards to go, Peter, the team’s punter, ran up to me with an expectant face. “Grace, right?”

      “Yeah. You need ice or something?” I asked, not sure if I needed permission from Brock.

      “I need you to stretch me out. Anderson is helping Freddie.” I nodded, motioning for him to get on the grass. I had always seen trainers stretch players out, not many of them females, but it was still so freaking cool. It was a rush. “My left leg has been tight lately. I’ve been kicking daily and working on building muscle, but it's tight as hell. If we get in field goal range, I’m going in. I want to be ready.”

      “You got it. Lift up your left one.” I lifted his ankle, pushing the leg high and straight. He bucked, hissing at me. “Yeah, you are tight. Push back. You need this looser.”

      “Argh.” He groaned, doing so. “This ain’t helping.”

      “Tough shit, Peter. If you want to nail that field goal, you need both legs loose. I don’t care that you kick with your right. You need your balance and transfer of weight to be smooth. Come on, push back.”

      He did. Then, his leg went to both sides, me using my body weight to push down. It had a slight awkwardness to it because I overthought every position. I pushed it away, focusing only on the part of getting him ready to play. I patted his leg, getting up to grab the net. “Now, I want to see three straight run-throughs. Got it?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He grinned, setting the ball on the ground and going through the motions. He did it, successfully, three times. “It feels shit loads better.”

      “Good. You’re gonna sink it.” I held out a hand for a high five. He slapped it before heading back to the rest of the team. I bit my lip, smiling. This was my first live game experience, and I freaking loved it. I closed my eyes, savoring the feeling.

      Brock joined me in complete business mode. Despite my issues with him, I respected his professional mindset. Game day was game day—no distractions. I needed to model his behavior. Whatever happened with us had no place on the field. I started explaining what I did with Peter. He nodded, sparing me a brief glance.

      “Well done, that’s exactly what you should’ve done. How did he look with the net?”

      “Smooth. Much looser. He’s been the kicker for two years, yeah?” I asked, still learning a lot about the players and their pasts.

      “This is his second year. He’s talented but gets in his head. He thinks he’s injured, and sometimes you need to placate him.” He frowned, squinting his eyes at the field. “Do you see Zach? See how he is favoring his left side more than right? He might have cracked a rib, that dumbass. Go prepare some ice, please. He’ll need it when he comes off. I want you to work with him.”

      “Got it.” I went to grab the ice and soon enough, Zach came off the field with his hand on his rib. I ran up to him, handing him the ice. “Put this on it. Stand up straight. Can you make it through the rest of the game, or do we need to look at it now?”

      “Shit. I’m not leaving this fucking game right now. I’ll tough it out. Give me that ice,” he demanded, sweat pouring off his face and hitting the ground like rain. I nodded, unsure of my place. He walked like he was in pain, and I had to obey what Brock told me to do.

      My palms sweat and heart raced. It was a ballsy move, but I said, “Zach, if your rib is cracked, it’s not worth it.” We had no way of knowing unless we did a scan, but I knew he wouldn’t do it. “You need to sit out the rest of the game.”

      “Are you fucking with me right now? You don’t know shit,” he yelled, the exact moment the game became silent, and the people around us all looked our way. With shaking hands, I fisted them at my sides and stood firm.

      “I’m not Anderson, but I know my shit, Zach. First off, if you have a cracked rib, then you won’t be playing in any of the next three to four games. And guess what? That freshmen who matches you in size but not experience? He’s going to start all those games. But, the last three minutes of a game that is going to come down to a field goal? Let him play. You need to rest and prevent anything worse from happening because three to four games can turn into the rest of the season,” I yelled, my voice growing more confident as I went on. My hands were no longer clenched on the side, but instead, waving around as I kept talking. “You being pissed at me has no affect. My job is to make sure you are good for the entire season. So, go pout if you want, but until Anderson clears you, you’re out.”

      I stopped. I waited. I took two breaths, waiting to see how he would respond. If he wanted to cause a scene, then I would deal with it. His eyes narrowed briefly at me before he nodded. Then, he turned around to slam himself onto the bench. I sighed and turned to see Brock standing next to me with a big ass smile on his face. I raised an eyebrow and shrugged, “What?”

      “Nice work, new girl.” The smile, that beautiful smile, met his eyes and danced off his face. He patted my shoulder, like a good dog, and laughed. “Way to stick it to him. You handled that perfectly.”

      “Phew. I wasn’t sure,” I said, shaking my head and looking over in Zach’s direction. “I mentally prepared myself for push back, but I get defensive when people question my intelligence.”

      “You handled it well. And, if any of the players disrespect you again in any way, you need to tell me. They know it is unacceptable, and he has one day to apologize. One day, and that’s it. If he doesn’t, hah, it won’t be good for him.” He met my eyes, holding my gaze. Little did he know I wouldn’t look anywhere else when all his attention was on me. “That was awesome.”

      I smiled, holding out my hand for a high five. He slapped it, squeezing my hand. I felt like a million bucks. “Thanks, I guess.”

      He nodded one more time at me with a smile and walked over to talk to Zach, and I was flipping glad I couldn’t hear their conversation. I was okay with backtalk. I got it all the time waitressing. But, don’t insult what I know because mama will grow some claws.
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      The difference between the bus ride to the game was huge compared to returning home. The players wanted to sleep, so there was no rap music blaring to the point my teeth shook. It was quiet, peaceful, and it even smelled better since they’d all showered. I put my headphones in, put on a calming playlist, and snuggled into my pillow all before Brock got on the bus.

      It was lights out within minutes—exhaustion didn’t cover how tired I was, and dreams arrived instantly. My mind floated from football fields to visions of my mom and her wonderful crooked smile. The dream showed me as a young girl sitting in our small living room together. She was braiding my hair—something she did often, and in the memory, I smiled up at her as she tied two bows into each braid. She tugged on the ends and told me I was the light of her life. She pulled me into a soft hug, and a wave of sadness so deep and powerful hit me. It wasn’t fair I’d lost her. I jerked up from the dream, confused and sad at how she wasn’t there.

      My eyes stung, and I sniffed at the harsh reality slap. The salty taste of tears touched my lips, and I used the sleeve of my sweatshirt to wipe them away.

      “Grace, what’s wrong?” Brock’s concerned face frowned down at me.

      “Hmm?”

      “You’re crying,” he stated, handing me a napkin. “Why?”

      I sucked in a trembling breath, fighting the emotions I always tried to keep buried. “I dreamed of my mom. It felt so real. I haven’t had a dream like that in months.”

      He nodded and a look of understanding crossed his face. He grabbed my hand and squeezed it. It was a simple gesture, but it spoke volumes. It was the act of him trying to comfort me and give me strength, and that made my heart pitter-patter. “Do you miss her? Shit, that’s a terrible question. Of course, you do. What do you think brought this on?”

      “Today. It was all kinds of wonderful. I had a moment where I swore I felt her presence, and I wished more than anything I could call her and tell her about the entire experience.” I chose to look out the window instead of at him. “I miss her every day. Some more than others.”

      “I’m so sorry. How old were you when she passed away?” he asked, his voice softer than I had ever heard. He spoke like I would break into pieces. Normally, I’d hate the pity. But, it fit the mood. We were in the middle of nowhere, in the middle of the night, and he was offering comfort.

      “I had been eighteen for about three months.” I remembered the day, so vividly and so clearly that it was the one day I took off work every single year. It was too powerful, and I needed the entire day to grieve my brutal way into being an orphan.

      “What about your dad?” he asked with a hopeful tone. “Are you two close?”

      “My dad left my mom and I when I was seven. Haven’t seen him since.”

      His body tensed, his grip on my hand tightening. “Jesus.”

      “I’m over it. My mom was all I needed.” I stopped hating him or being bitter that he left us. However, no one knew that he was the reason I went through years of physical therapy. That was one family secret I refused to share.

      My dad hit me with his car, shattering my leg and our family. Sure, it was an accident, but he couldn’t deal with the guilt, so he left. He broke my mom’s heart. Mine, too. It was a shitty seventh birthday.

      “Your mom sounds like a strong woman.”

      “She was. She was the bravest, kindest, strongest person I knew.” Another intense emotion flew through me, my throat closing in that awful way when I fought tears. I cleared my throat to help the words come out.

      “Losing my sister and my niece almost destroyed me,” he said so softly, I had to lift my head to hear him correctly.

      “Oh, Brock.” I now gripped his hand, turning to face him. “I’m so sorry. I heard about it, but events like that are the last thing I want to read about.”

      His voice had an eerily, monotone change to it. Like he had to distance himself from it to talk about it. “I had been in the NFL for a couple of years, living life like I always wanted. Leslie, my sister, was my number one fan. More than my parents. God, we were close. I’m pretty closed off, but she had a way to make me open up to the world.” He paused, and his voice got darker. “I needed a ride home one night.”

      My stomach dropped, oh my god. Was this the career changing accident? My blood turned to ice, wishing I could change his story.

      “It wasn’t even a drunk driver or anything. I was at the airport that was close to her place. She brought Dina with her. On the ride back, a driver hit her side of the car, causing us to spin out and smack into a light pole. We bent around it, trapping me and crushing my arm.” His voice trailed off, becoming rougher and filled with an emotion I was very familiar with. “Her and Dina died on impact. I had to, uh, I watched them remove their bodies from the car.”

      “Oh my god. Brock. No.” I wanted to crawl into his lap to hug the sadness away from him. Anything, anything but this. “You don’t have to finish.”

      “I want to.” He sniffed, clearing his throat. “My arm was trapped in the metal of the car, but I had to get to them. I ripped it out. But, it was too late. They were already gone. If I hadn’t called her that night, they would still be alive.”

      I sucked in a breath, shaking my head. Survivor’s guilt. It had the potential to be soul-crushing. “Don’t think like that, you can’t.”

      “I lost my best friend, niece, and career in one night. People think I was upset about my career ending, and I was, but it was nothing compared to the despair I had about my sister and Dina.”

      “I hate that this happened to you,” I whispered. Shit like this changes a person.

      “Every time I’m laughing, or having a good time, I remember, and it goes away. How is it fair if I get to live my life when they lost theirs?” His voice sounded tormented, and suddenly, it all made sense.

      People hurting themselves.

      The need to care and help others.

      The frown lines permanently scarred into his face.

      The mood swings.

      He felt he didn’t deserve to be happy. My heart broke for this man. I scooted closer to him, resting my head on his shoulder and squeezing his middle. Screw the lines he drew earlier. He was my temporary boss who had suffered a loss. We could support one another.

      Greif did different things to people, and when it was shared, even a little bit, it was comforting. So, I cuddled up next to Asshole Anderson, and he put his arm around me, squeezing right back. It was dark, late at night, and felt right.

      We stayed like that the entire ride back, taking comfort in each other. Sure, lines were blurred, and things changed, but I couldn’t complain. We had our broken pieces put together, even if just for one night.
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      Summer turned to fall, and while nothing had changed between Brock and I since our shared night in a hotel room, things were fine. We worked together and kept every single thing professional. Sure, when I got him to laugh from time to time, it felt like I’d won a million dollars, but there were no lingering feelings I had for my boss—at least, I told myself that every day.

      There was a small break room where a shitty coffee machine sat, and that was where Logan and I had met every day before work the last couple of weeks. Today was no different. I walked in and saw him sitting there with his mug of coffee. “Morning, Grace. I went on a Tinder date last night. I swear, I thought she left, but when I woke up, she was still very much there, and she’d made sock puppet lookalikes for both of us.”

      I laughed, pouring myself a mug and joining him. “Did you make her leave when you left to come here? Please don’t tell me you left her there, in your place. That would be a real, real bad move.”

      “I’m not completely an idiot. Fuck. But, I wouldn’t put it past her to make a copy of my key in the middle of the night. Should I be worried?” His brows disappeared into his hairline.

      “Did you wrap that shit up?” I gestured to his crotch, scrunching my nose in disgust. “If you didn’t, get your shit checked out. ASAP.”

      “First, Gracie, don’t call my dick shit. It’s rude.” He rolled his eyes, sipping his coffee. “And yes. Thank you for your concern.”

      “You’re a hot mess, Logan,” I said, fighting a smile. He had become a nice ally in the stadium. Sure, he was easy on the eyes, but we’d formed an easy friendship, and for that, I was thankful. Friends were hard to make when all I did was work, so having him was a little perk. “I’m glad we’re friends, but you are a lot to handle.”

      “Oh, I’m aware.” He looked way too smug about the fact, too. “Listen, I’m texting you if this chick shows back up. I might need you to pretend to be my girlfriend or something.”

      “Let me know. I might be up for it. Just once. Then, you’ll owe me, majorly.”

      He rolled his eyes, and I took off to get my schedule from Brock. We didn’t need to meet and talk before my shifts anymore because I knew enough to get started on my own. So, it was odd when I found him sitting at his desk, glasses perched on his nose as he typed on his computer. I knocked on the already open door. He looked up, smiling when he saw it was me. A welcome smile for no reason was an odd sign.

      “Morning, Grace. Here. Sit down.” He motioned to the chair across from his desk. “How was your weekend?”

      I sat, confused as hell. I looked around, making sure no one was around us. “Um, yes?”

      “Why the hesitation? Is there something you don’t want to share with me?” he asked, a dark tone hiding beneath the calm words.

      “No?”

      His eyes narrowed, lips pursing before he shook his head. “You don’t sound confident, but it doesn’t matter.” He grinned, full force at me. It startled me how much his face changed. God, he was outrageously attractive. It wasn’t fair. “Today is going to be awesome.”

      “Yeah? Why’s that?” I held back questions about why in the hell we were doing small talk when that was something we never did. Ever. For any reason.

      “Because we have four thousand dollars to spend on equipment.” He clapped his hands and looked expectantly at me. I raised a fist in the air, waving it around.

      “Yay!” I said, sarcastically.

      “We are going shopping,” he mocked, making a squeal at the end. It was careless, goofy, and endearing. “This is the best day ever.”

      “Your valley girl is showing. Can you tuck her back in?” I joked, earning another grin in response. “Where do we shop?”

      “Oh, just you wait and see. You’re going to love it.” He stood up, clad in athletic pants and an old team shirt. God, he made the simplest things look good.

      “I don’t enjoy shopping,” I admitted, but he had already left the office. Okay, then. I followed in the direction to the supply closet and let go of my filter. “You’re more strange than usual today.”

      He didn’t reply. He just laughed and opened the door to the closet. “I appreciate the kind words. I really do, but trust me on this. You’re going to freak out.”

      “Whatever you say, boss.” He ushered me into the room and shut the door, so it was just the two of us. The air cackled. "Uh, what are we doing in here? Don’t get me wrong, I like hanging out in Harry Potter type spaces, but this is sort of dingy.”

      “Dingy?” he said, his voice way closer to me than I remembered him standing. “I cleaned it out this summer. It is not dingy.”

      “Sort of, no offense. You have one grainy light bulb, and the shelves aren’t organized.” I took a step away from him, grabbing the clipboard from his hand. “Are we doing inventory?”

      “Step one is always knowing what you have and what you need.” He stepped toward me again, his arm brushing mine. “Look, this is what we ran out of first. I want you to rank what we need as a priority before a want.”

      He pointed, impressing me with his organization and tracking skills. “Doesn’t Jess do this?”

      “No. I handle the equipment. She works part-time for me, part-time for the front office guys. I prefer to handle everything. I’m a control freak.”

      “Shocking revelation,” I mumbled under my breath, getting a chuckle from him. I looked up, eyes wide at his laughter, and he winked at me. What the hell? Flustered, I shook my head and went back to the list. “Anyway, I think we need gauze, wound wash, Neosporin.” I checked the list and looked back at him. “There isn’t a whole lot we need.”

      “Hence, the reason for my excitement. We have fun money.” He clapped his hands again, grinning wildly. “I thought we didn’t need a lot, but I still want to do a full inventory in here before we go. Plus, stores aren’t open for another hour.”

      “Sounds good.” I turned and went to the back corner to check the cleaning supplies to make sure none were expired. I squinted at the furthest one, seeing the date scratched out. “Hey Brock, when was the last time you bought this?”

      “This summer,” he said, his voice directly behind me. I froze, going stiff as a board. Then, he put his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry about those. I had to check those last week when I needed a can of disinfectant. I would start with the blood clean up.”

      Then, he squeezed my shoulder, twice, letting his hand drag down my arm.

      Once the goosebumps disappeared, I went to the next shelf and saw all the dates were for at least another year. I marked it on the chart, seeing him bending down real low. God, his ass. I couldn’t imagine how many women threw themselves at him when he’d played football. It had to be constantly, even now. Suddenly, I had a thought. “You were quarterback, right?”

      He laughed, turning around to look at me. “You really don’t know?”

      “I’m messing with you, Brock Anderson, QB for the Illinois Railers for three years.”

      “Okay, well, why do you ask?”

      “Thought just came to me. I did some more research on you, and you were phenomenal.” I raised my brows and went back to the list. “Honestly, I’m curious. What pushed you into Athletic Training?”

      “When I was playing at the college level, Jeff Tillman changed my life. He knew how muscles and bodies worked when playing the game, and I’m most comfortable on the field, so when my parents forced me to have a back-up plan, I chose AT.”

      I smiled. “That’s nice. Do you want to stay at the collegiate level or go to the NFL?”

      He tensed, those strong back muscles clenching underneath his tight shirt, and his expression clouded. “I’m comfortable here.”

      “That wasn’t an answer to my question,” I said, crossing my arms and narrowing my gaze at him. He didn’t like being challenged by people, and I considered it one of my favorite hobbies.

      He rubbed his hand over his face for a second before giving me a serious look. “When I’m ready.”

      “When you’re ready?”

      “Yes, Grace. For now, I’m comfortable. Running a program for a team is an end goal, but I’m not sure when that will be. I’d have to be able to throw, model movements, be in good physical condition, and I don’t feel that way.”

      I digested his words, not imagining the vulnerability in his tone. “Fair enough.”

      We went back to doing inventory, and I found a football wedged into one of the shelves. “Brock, could you teach yourself how to throw left-handed?”

      “Uh, not likely.” He rolled his eyes, and I picked up the ball. Brock had hundreds of footballs all over the damn place. It was amazing how one person had so, so many. I walked to the door, motioning for him to follow. “What are you doing, Grace?”

      “Let’s go. I want to see something. It’ll just take a second.” I took off down the hall, the ball in my hand. “Throw it back, left-handed.” I clasped the pigskin with my small hands and chucked it at him in a semi-good spiral. He caught it, eyes wide.

      “Damn, Grace. Nice toss.”

      “Do it. Stop wasting time,” I barked back, getting a goofy grin from him. “Do it.”

      He tightened the ball in his left hand, his brow set in determination. I could tell this was hard for him. His body tensed with his jaw clenching and eyes turning a dark shade of blue. I cupped my hands around my mouth, catcalling him.

      He looked up with fire in his eyes. He threw it left-handed. I reached up to catch the perfect throw, but, for a second, I forgot I wasn’t athletic. It flew by my hands and hit my stomach before bouncing onto the ground. I doubled over and rolled onto the floor. “Shit.”

      “Grace!” He ran up to me, putting his hands all over my body. God, they felt good. “Where did it get you?”

      “No. I’m fine. Embarrassed, but fine. I can’t catch well. I can throw, but no catching. Ever.” I stood up, with his help, of course. He dusted me off, in a friendly but touchy sort of way that totally did not send shivers down my body. “Nice freaking throw, Brock.”

      “Yeah?” He grinned, the lines reaching his eyes. “It felt really good.”

      “Do it again. I’ll catch it this time.” I picked up the ball, handing it to him.

      So, he did. We threw back and forth for a half an hour, his tosses much softer as time went on. I even caught most of them. I ran up to him, going for a double high five, but no, Brock couldn’t handle it normally. He picked me up, swinging me around with a manic expression. “Thank you. Thank you, Grace.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, put me down, crazy.” I hit his hands, cupped under my arms like I was a child. “People will stare.”

      “I don’t care.” He set me down but kept his hands on my shoulders. “That felt real good.”

      “I can’t believe you’ve never tried that before. Why?” I picked up the ball, grabbing the clipboards from the closet before heading to his car. He didn’t reply. His smile shifted to a frown.

      “Let’s talk in the car. The stores should be open now.”

      It was better than no answer which I’d sort of expected.

      It wasn't until we sat in his car, the windows down that he brought up the subject again. “I went to a bad place after the accident. I wanted nothing to do with football. I blamed it for the accident. I mean, if I wasn't flying back from the airport, why would my sister pick me up?” He blew out air, his lips making a raspberry sound. He tapped his fingers continuously on the wheel, but that was his only sign he was nervous. He seemed much more relaxed. “I have a very limited range of motion in my right arm. I can only lift it a certain height without getting massive pain.”

      “Then, why in the hell did you pick me up on multiple occasions?” I had to ask because it didn't add up. He never seemed in pain, ever.

      “Grace,” he said, glancing at me with a sly smile. “You’re small. You never have to worry about hurting me.”

      Hmm. I bit my lip, questioning the hidden intentions of that statement. Did that mean he would pick me up again? Did I want him to?

      He pursed his lips, frowning at my awkward silence, so I cleared my throat and said, “Good to know. You never know when I'll fall and bust my ass again. It happens way more frequently than I'd like to admit.”

      He grunted as a response, turning left onto one of the busy roads. For someone who survived a major accident, he didn't seem hesitant about driving. I still had nightmares about the night my leg got crushed, but they weren't as bad as they used to be.

      Plus, no one died in mine.

      I just had an absent father.

      “Want to meet at the coffee shop tomorrow after your class? I might need some advice cleaning up my resume if I’m going to seriously consider next steps. It’s been a long ass time since I’ve made one. And I'm shit at writing fancy emails. Can you help?”

      Then, he dropped a bomb that went straight to my sad, pathetic heart. “I trust you. I don't know when or how it happened, but I don't talk about this stuff with a lot of people.”

      That swooping, dancing feeling began in my lower abdomen as I took in his words. “Yeah. I can help. We can meet there tomorrow. But I require ice cream.”

      Pretty sure we had a weird, semi-date set up. Did he realize that? No, there was no way the thought crossed his mind. He wanted help with the application. That was it.

      “Shit, ice cream sounds good. I'm a sucker for sweets.”

      And, then, suddenly we had official plans to hang out that wasn't a date or a work-related function. I wasn't going to overthink it. Nope. Not at all.

      There was no reason to worry or sweat or panic as I planned my outfit for the next day.
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        * * *

      

      My class flew by while it also seemed to take forever. It made no sense, and I blamed Brock entirely for it. I couldn't focus on the discussions and presentation. I always answered questions and participated, but all I could think about was the coffee shop meeting. I refused to call it a date even though we agreed to eat food and hang out together. That had date-potential, but he was my boss, and he said nothing would happen.

      Screw this. I was an idiot. We were friends. Colleagues.

      “Grace, are you still with us?” my professor asked with a stern look on his face.

      “Yes. I'm sorry.” I shook my head, hoping the thoughts would leave. My face flooded with shame as other students stared at me. “I've had a long day.”

      “Haven't we all?” he said, not politely. “Anyways.” And he droned on about the application of athletic training into the real world. I’d already submitted the midterm project for the semester—a breakdown of all the injuries I had to do with the internship. It was real world, met all the guidelines of the assignment, and had to be the coolest project in the class. My confidence in the class was pretty strong until the end of the class when my professor said my name.

      “Grace, can you stay after for a couple of minutes?” the professor said while the rest of the class was still present. It was so quiet you could hear a pin could drop. I swallowed to wet my painfully dry throat. This couldn't possibly be good.

      I took a calming breath, biting the hell out of my lip so much it chapped. The students left, and I slowly approached the front table. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

      “Yes, it’s about your midterm project that you submitted last week. The file is corrupt. It won't open.” He pulled out his laptop, opening it and going into his email. “You don't strike me as a lying student from what I can tell. But, you were distracted today, and I can't help but feel this is a trick.”

      What? No way. “Excuse me, did you say it didn't work?”

      “Look. I'm trying to open it right now and nada.” He clicked the link I shared with him to my google drive. It came up blank. Nothing was there. “I know you've been working the internship and must have multiple experiences you could present. I thought this was odd.”

      “I swear to you sir, this was an accident. I saved it. I know I did.” My eyes began to sting, small sobs trying to escape my throat. If I lost that fifty-slide presentation, I would cry. I would cry so hard. “What do I do?”

      “Don’t panic. Take a breath. You have full marks in everything here. I know your work ethic.” Mr. Davidson smiled, patting my hand in a fatherly way. “I spoke with Mr. Anderson about you, and he had nothing but raving remarks. Take until Thursday, try to email it to me again, or bring it on a jump drive.”

      “Okay,” I said, breathless. “Thank you. Thank you so much. I'll go do it right now.” I swallowed the tears back, the pit in my stomach growing at an alarming rate. I needed to work, right freaking now. “I'll be here Thursday.”

      I waved, running out of the room with my backpack and anxiety. The file. It was on an external hard drive. It was at the apartment. That was at least a thirty-minute walk. Shit. Deep breath. Nothing too serious happened, just the potential to fail a class needed to graduate.

      No freaking big deal.

      My phone dinged as I started my route home, and I completely forgot about the coffee date with Brock. I stopped walking as it hit me—he had a car! I could beg him for a ride home. I took off toward the quaint coffee shop.

      I chose to wear simple skinny jeans and a funky sweater. It was so different from the athletic gear I normally wore. Brocks eyes about popped out of his head when I opened the door. To be fair, it also could've been the sweat on my face and my wild eyes.

      “What happened?” he asked, standing up and looking around like I was being chased. “Grace, what's going on?”

      “Can you drive me home right now?”

      “What?”

      “I'm freaking out. My professor-lost-my-project-and-I-have-a-zero!” I yelled in one breath.

      “Hey. I got none of that, okay?” He reached out then pulled his hand back. His voice lowered, like he was talking to a child or sick person. “You need a ride back to your apartment right now?”

      “Please. I'll pay you or repay you or something,” I whined, walking out of the shop. “I'm sorry I'm acting crazy. A project I submitted last week didn't work. The document is empty. EMPTY!”

      “Do you have your laptop with you?” he asked patiently, not at all rushing to the degree I needed.

      “No! That's why I need a ride. Please.” I pressed my fingers to my eyes, sighing. Part of me knew I was being irrational. I knew. But, my emotional side gave no shits to being rational. I wanted to punch something. “I can call a cab if you can't.”

      “Grace, get in my car. You don't have to pay me, by the way. I don't mind helping you.”

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” I shouted, laughing myself into the passenger side of the vehicle. I buckled in, arms crossed, bag at my feet before he positioned himself to start the engine. “This has never happened to me before. I am always so careful when it comes to school work. I save it all the time, not quite trusting auto save. If I can’t find it...” I gulped. “No, I can't think like that.”

      I bounced my knee at an aggressive pace. I needed to do something. Sitting in the car, waiting for Mr. Gramps to drive was killing me. “Put it into gear five, bro. Please.”

      He started the car, giving me an odd look before pulling out of the parking lot. “Do you know where you saved your project?”

      “Yes. My dropbox and my Google Drive, and my external hard drive. The original should be there. Right?” I chewed my lip nervously, the taste of blood almost there. “I've never missed an assignment in my entire life.”

      “Now that, I believe.” He smiled, putting his hand on my knee and pushing down. “If you don't chill the hell out with that knee, you're going to dent my car. Seriously. You're losing your shit right now.”

      I sighed, closing my eyes. “I'm aware of the mess I am in right now. Thank you.”

      “Anytime.”

      He kept his hand there. On my knee. While he drove. It was so warm, and big, and perfect. I looked at it the rest of the ride back. While walking took quite a bit, it was a short ten-minute drive if we hit a light or two. He pulled up, parked the car, and followed me inside as I dove for my laptop. It took a few seconds to turn on, and each moment felt like a day. “Come on, come on, come on.” I groaned, putting my head into my hands.

      “It'll be there. I know it will.” Brock’s voice spoke a little too closely to my ear. It gave me shivers, and they were the good kind of shivers. Then, he put one of those large, sexy hands on my shoulder and squeezed. “Do you have a jump drive with it, too?”

      “No. I thought I covered my ass enough to not use one. I lose those tiny things.” My laptop finally turned on, and my heart raced like I sprinted up five flights of stairs. I clicked on the file I had saved to my desktop.

      Nada.

      Then, I checked the recent documents.

      Nada.

      “No,” I whispered, panic sinking to an entirely new low for me. The project had taken me weeks. Weeks and countless hours after working all day to complete. This couldn't happen.

      “Any luck?” He lowered himself to squint at the screen. “Have you checked your Google Drive?”

      I opened it, wishing on a prayer it was there. I sorted through my files and found an old, old version of the project I drafted the first week of the class. I clicked it, seeing the beginnings of an entire nine-week project. I sucked in a deep breath just as tears spilled down my face.

      “Hey, hey, look at me,” Brock said, putting his hands on my shoulders. He spun me around, giving me a great view of his handsome face. “The Grace I know wouldn't admit defeat.”

      My lip trembled, my nose becoming harder to breathe through. My fists clenched, my stomach hollowed, and I took a deep breath. Brock wiped under my eyes with his large hands. The gesture was so sweet it shocked me.

      He pulled back, waiting until I met his serious yet compassionate eyes. “Tell me what you need.”

      “What do you mean?” I sniffed, unable to move because his body trapped me.

      “If you have to redo the project tonight, I'll help you.”

      I thought he was joking, but his jaw was set in that hard line, his chin jutting out daring me to challenge him. “Put me to work.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. This was major. It would take almost no sleep tonight to finish. “You don’t even like me. Most days, I don’t like you.”

      He chuckled, a dimple coming out. “I want to help you.”

      “You don't have to.” I shook my head. “Seriously.”

      He cupped my head in his hand, his other one gently grazing my arm in such a sweet gesture. “I know I don't, Grace, but I want to.”

      I closed my eyes, nodding at his kindness. “You don't know what you're getting into.”

      “I'm okay with that. I'm happy when I'm with you. You sort have become one of my best friends.” He grinned lazily, like those words didn't slay me.

      Walls crashed down around my heart at his admission. My face flushed, and my throat got dry. I wanted to overanalyze the best friend comment, but I needed to compartmentalize my emotions. So, I tucked it way in the back and clapped my hands. “Get comfortable. I'll make the coffee and grab all my notes from my room.”

      “Sure.” He leaned against the counter, looking real comfortable. “What's the project about, anyway?”

      “A real-life application of what we've learned. I used countless examples from the internship.” I started the pot of coffee and found him grinning at me. “Why are you smiling? I'm having a midlife crisis right now.”

      “Nah, you're not.” He rolled his eyes—playful Brock, my favorite kind. “I've never seen you wear something like that. I like it.”

      “Oh, this?” I blushed, head to toe. “It's nothing.” I turned around, pretending to clean the already spotless counter.

      “You look different. Nice, but different.”

      “Yeah, I’m more of a tomboy if you haven’t figured that out yet,” I said without emotion.

      It was easy to assume he hung out with models and women who had more confidence than I did, but I swallowed back the self-doubt. There was more than enough to worry about than if my damn outfit was cute enough. “I’ll be right back.”

      After grabbing the notes and changing into sweatpants and an old shirt, I headed back to the kitchen to see Brock sitting near my computer. “What are you doing?”

      “Oh, hey. I was doing an extra search on your computer for the project. Sometimes they end up in the downloads file.” He scrunched his nose but shook his head. “No luck.”

      “Thanks for trying.” I sighed, joining him at the counter with all my notes and materials. “I feel hopeless. I don’t know where to start, and you don’t need to be here. Seriously.”

      “I’m here because I want to be. End of discussion,” he said with a deep voice.

      Okay, then. “I’ll calm my stubborn ass down and accept the help.”

      “Good. Now, shut up. I’m typing.”
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      My eyes stung so bad—red, watery, and strained from looking at my laptop for hours on end. Everything in life happens for a reason, so my mother always said. Why did this have to happen?

      “I think I’m going to warm up the coffee again.” Brock stood, wiping his hands over his face with an audible yawn. “You need a refill?”

      I looked at my mug, empty, but the adrenaline from not passing this class was enough caffeine for me. “I’m good.”

      “I forgot how much I don’t miss this shit.” He put the mug in the microwave, pushing himself up to sit on the counter. I took in his eyes, the bags under them and saw the clock read four thirty in the morning. We had to be at work in five freaking hours.

      “Brock, words cannot tell you how much you’ve helped me tonight. You’re amazing. A freaking life saver. But, you can go. You look exhausted, and we have work soon.”

      “Grace, you’re not coming in.” His face twisted. “I know you won’t like my answer, but too damn bad. Your education is significantly more important than one day at the internship.” He shook his head, biting his bottom lip. “You need to finish this.”

      “I can do both. I’ll—”

      “No. I hate to play this card on you, but I’m vetoing you.” He narrowed his eyes and set his jaw in determination. “I can find the contract I have with the school. Technically speaking, I can tell you to stay here. Don’t force me to play dirty.”

      I eyed him, then nodded, covering my own mouth with a yawn. “Although I hope to never say this again, you’re right.”

      He grinned, lazily, and grabbed his mug from the microwave. I rubbed my temples at the pounding there and went through the stack of notes and lists we had accumulated over the five hours we had been working. “Come to think of it, I might even take a half day tomorrow.”

      “Can you do that? Whenever you want?”

      “I guess, yeah. There is never a slow day during the season, but it’ll be a film day for the offense and morning practice for defense. I’ll head in and make sure nothing happens. But this afternoon? Hell no. I can leave because no one will be practicing, thus, no risk of injuries happening. Plus, one of the part-timers will be there for ice.” He sipped the coffee, grabbing the nearest book. “You have your sources all listed on notecards, right?”

      “Yeah. I think. I left them somewhere.” I pushed my chair out, standing up and looking at the mess on the table. It all blurred together, my eyes straining passed any point I had ever experienced. I reached over Brock’s arms, seeing the stack of notecards buried under textbooks. Our arms brushed, but it was enough to send a thrill through me. Geesh. I was exhausted if an arm touch got me all hot.

      With my luck they had probably vanished. “There they are. Everything is starting to look the same.”

      “You should get some sleep.” His rough voice quieted, his hand going on my upper back. It made small circles, feeling all kinds of amazing. His large hands worked on players every day. I was no different. “You can get up early, refreshed and with a sound mind.”

      “Mm,” I said, sitting back down with my eyes closed. “Damn, that feels good.”

      “You’re tense. Understandably so. But, you feel like a board back here.” He continued with his hand, kneading and hitting my muscles in the exact spot where it felt oh so good, and oh so painful. I grounded my teeth, welcoming both sensations. “Face the window for a minute.”

      I turned, my back and neck entirely exposed to him as he added a second hand to the massage. One went to my neck, squeezing and rubbing the spot that connected my neck to my back. It. Felt. So. Good.

      The other went up and down my spine, pushing into the muscles on either side and began undoing the knots that formed throughout that night. I jumped, the sensation almost too much. Those hands worked on my shoulders, squeezing and rubbing down the tops of my arms. I shivered, a small moan escaping my mouth. He froze and let go within a second.

      “Grace, get some rest.”

      I cleared my throat, turning around to meet his eyes. Those baby blues gleamed at me. They were easy to get lost in, and words suddenly seemed hard. My thoughts were not coherent as I was exhausted and worried, turned on and giddy. I nibbled my lip, his gaze darting to it with flared nostrils. His eyes remained there for one second, then another. I held my breath, desperate for whatever he wanted to give. “I should probably go. You look like you’re about to pass out.”

      I nodded.

      Neither of us attempted to move. Our knees touched, his strong and large legs dwarfing mine. His hands slowly cupped my face without breaking eye contact.

      My heart beat widely.

      He moved his head toward mine, and my lips tingled with anticipation.

      I closed my eyes and waited.

      Something metal jingled on the table, and I opened my eyes to a small smirk.

      His hand reached out behind me to grab keys on the counter, and I deflated.

      “Uh, want coffee for the ride home?”

      “Sure. It would help not falling asleep at the wheel.”

      I pushed off the chair and felt slightly smug at how raspy his voice was. It was the only sign he felt anything around me. Best friend? Please. I never had these types of thoughts about Gilly or Fritz, and they were my best friends. I grabbed an old Harry Potter themed mug and filled it with some java. He watched me with those intense eyes. I smiled as I handed over the mug.

      “Thank you.” He held it up. “This will help.”

      “If anyone deserves thanks, it’s you.” I gave him a pointed stare just as the front door crashed open. I jumped and slammed my hip into the corner of the counter. “Shit.”

      Brock moved to stand in front of me as Fritz wobbled down the hall whistling in a drunken stupor. Fritz stumbled upon us in the kitchen and glared at Brock. “Grace girl, why’s he here?”

      “Fritz. How did you get home?” I walked up to him, checking his eyes. He was three sheets to the wind. Great.

      “I took a cab, sweet Grace. I would never drink and drive. Nope. Never. Sad. Stupid. Fucking wrong.” Fritz swirled on one foot to point at Brock. “Why are you here?”

      “Fritz, look at me.” I directed his attention back to me for two reasons. One, Brock looked pissed at him, and two, I didn’t want Fritz spilling anything to Brock. My crush, for example. “My major project, you know the one I’ve been working on?”

      “The pictures and shit?” he slurred, still giving Brock the mean eye.

      “Yes. That one.” I stood closer to him, and he slung his arm around me. “It deleted. I have to redo the entire thing.”

      “No!” he yelled, almost making us both fall. “How? You’re…Grace. You’re always prepared.”

      “I know, I know.” I sighed, risking a glance at Brock who stood with a somber look. His gaze was directed at Fritz’ arm hanging from my shoulder, but I didn’t have time to worry about that. “Brock was helping me. He’s taken this class before.”

      “How noble of him to help you,” Fritz slurred his words again, sliding across the floor. “Want me to babysit him for you?”

      “I’m good. Go to bed.” I pushed him off me and directed him to the stairs. “Go.”

      “Yes, Gracie. Only because I love you.”

      “I love you too, baboon.” I smiled, getting a huge bear hug from him. “You’re going to hate yourself tomorrow.”

      “Do or do not. There is no try,” he said, not making a lick of sense.

      I laughed, turning back to face Brock to see his head tilted at me.

      “What’s with the face?” I opened the front door, holding it for him.

      “Am I an awful guy?” His mouth turned down in a frown, the seriousness of the question combining with my delirium.

      I laughed. I laughed really hard, leaning against the door.

      His frown deepened, fueling my hysteria.

      “Sorry. Oh my. I’m sorry.” I got out between laughs. “It’s just that, yeah. You can be an asshole. We take three steps forward and five backward. Tonight, you took twenty steps forward, but I never know how you’re going to be.”

      “I don’t like that answer.” His mouth flattened. It opened and closed again, but he didn’t say anything else. He walked to the door, giving me a curt nod before stepping outside. I went to say goodbye, but he spoke again. “I hope you know I’d do anything for you.”

      I gulped and couldn’t form an appropriate response before he waved and left. His words were heavy and made my chest feel a little funny.
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        * * *

      

      “I have to work now. Go away.” I shoved the earbuds in, hoping Gilly and Fritz would get the hint. But did they? Nope. They took seats at the table the next morning with their own laptops and gabbed about stupid drama. I had gotten pretty good at tuning them out, but when they started talking about Anderson, I paused my music. “You two are relentless, aren’t you? He helped me with a project, like a good mentor. That’s it.”

      Gilly put her head on her hands and batted her eyes. “Did you guys do it?”

      “No. God.” I hated how my face burned with embarrassment. “Friend-zoned, remember?”

      “Slow down!” she said, mocking me as joy filled her eyes. “If he really stayed here that late helping you, it’s a big sign, girlie.”

      “He says things that make me question everything, then shuts it down. He told me he would do anything for me. He massaged my back when I was tense. And, he stayed here for hours on end to help me. But, we are just friends.” I sighed, shaking my head. “It’s all confusing.”

      “Not that I have any say here, but feelings tend to be confusing until someone admits how they feel,” Fritz said, causing Gilly and I to give him weird looks. He never talked about feelings, ever.

      “Wow, Fritz. That was insightful.”

      “I’m not just incredibly good looking. I have stuff going on in here, too.” He pointed to his chest and laughed at his own joke before standing up. “You deserve to be happy, Grace. I’ll probably hate any guy you fall for regardless of who he is, but if Anderson makes you happy, then wouldn’t it be worth trying?”

      I frowned. “He said nothing would ever happen though.”

      “Actions always speak louder than words.” He stood and shrugged. “At least, that’s what I’ve experienced.”

      I shared a look with Gilly, and we both snickered at how sentimental Fritz was. She reached out and put a hand on his arm. “You okay, bro?”

      “Jazzy. Can’t a guy want the best for the two most important ladies in his life?” He made a pointed face at both of us before heading down the hall. “I’m going for a run. Feel free to talk about how great I am.”

      I threw a pencil at him and got a middle finger as a response. “I hate it when he makes sense.”

      “I know.” She groaned but her annoyed face changed when she eyed my phone. “Oh, looks like someone is coming over. Again. After staying here all night.”

      I quickly yanked my phone from the table and ignored the instant butterflies exploding in my stomach.

      
        
        
        Brock: I’ll bring pizza for lunch. Don’t argue.

        Grace: Okay then.

      

        

      

      If he was coming over, then I needed to make more progress on the project. Thus, my cram session from hell began. Notes, sources, highlighters and note cards blurred together as I began the start of the fifty-slide presentation. I had pictures saved on my phone from the internship and the types of injuries dealt with. Airdrop saved my life. After three straight hours, my back ached, my eyes burned, but I had a good three quarters of the project done. I stretched, taking a quick shower to wake up for round two. If I was going to work all day, I was going full comfort mode—baggy sweats, an old Bulls sweatshirt, and hair in a ponytail. I put on a pair of my favorite fuzzy socks, a tradition my mom and I always had. My throat burned as I thought of her and what she would think of me right now.

      Would she be proud? Happy? Would she tell me I was doing the right thing with Brock? Would she call me careless and unfocused? I never had much fun in high school. It was always work and taking care of her when she got sick. Before that, it was therapy to help my knee.

      “Get the door, G!” Gilly yelled from her room, causing me to jump. I hadn’t heard anything but ran down the stairs to check and saw the massive outline of Brock holding a pizza box. I smiled with a fluttering heart. I opened the door and took in the light in his eyes, as well as the exhaustion.

      Actions speak louder than words.

      “Hey, Brock. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until right now. Thank you,” I said, taking the box from his hands.

      “Good. I had a feeling you hadn’t eaten. When you focus on something, nothing else really matters.” A small smile formed on his lips. “I got meat lovers. I took a chance.”

      “Great freaking guess.” I motioned for him to come inside. “Holy shit, this smells good.”

      He chuckled, running a hand quickly down my arm in such a sweet gesture. “I forgot how much you love food.”

      “Your mistake, then.” I took a piece and took a huge bite, crossing my eyes. With the piece still in my mouth, I went to the fridge and grabbed two bottles of water. “Come on, you have some, so I don’t look like a total scarf hound.”

      “Scarf hound?” He tilted his head just slightly.

      “Ah, it’s something my mom always called me,” I said, the sadness of earlier creeping back in. “I’ve always had the metabolism of a teen boy, and when I would eat two or three burgers as a thirteen-year-old girl, she began calling me that. I realize now it could’ve done major damage to my self-confidence.”

      “I love that you eat.” His blue eyes sparkled, reminding me of my favorite crayon color of all time—cerulean blue. He grabbed a piece of pizza but not before giving me a quick, heated stare. “No one should starve themselves to feel attractive. You’re perfect just the way you are. So, eat away. No judgment from me.”

      I gulped, the food hard to swallow now at the way he was throwing compliments my way. I squeaked a small “oh” at him. “Well. I’m blushing now. Thanks.”

      He laughed,then took a bite of the pizza and leaned against the counter in his gray running shorts and black pull over. That outfit, paired with a backwards hat, was the death of me. Well, maybe not me but definitely my morals. “How is your project coming? I worried about you.”

      “Me? I worried about you!” I pointed at him, enjoying the perusal of his long torso. The pullover fit him tight enough to get the outlines of amazing muscles. “You got zero sleep last night. You have to be super tired. And you brought me pizza. You get a gold star for today.”

      He set his piece down on a napkin and walked toward me. I gulped, backing into the counter. His eyes darkened, dropping down to take in my outfit. He laughed, bringing one of his hands up to my face. “You work so damn hard all the time. I enjoy helping you.”

      Oh.

      Okay.

      Shit. That was a good line. A really good one. I bit down on my lip, my legs quivering with need at his proximity. He smelled amazing, and the need to run my nose along his neck was way too strong. His jaw tightened when I leaned toward him. “I am tired, but I wanted to get back here to see you. Once I got here, I forgot I was tired.”

      I blinked. I blinked again, unable to find words. Those amazing blue eyes lingered near my mouth for more than a minute, so long that I hoped I didn’t have pizza sauce on my face. “Is there something on my face?”

      “Nope. You’re good.” He grinned, breaking the stare down and moving to sit at the table. “Did you get a lot done?”

      Whiplash. Again. I shook the cobwebs from my head and joined him at the table. “Yes. I have about thirty different slides entirely completed. I need about twenty more, real life examples and sources on why it is or isn’t the best practice. But, I need a break right now.”

      “Anything you want to do? I took off the rest of the day, so I’m all yours.”

      Was it me, or did his voice drop in that innuendo? I gulped, avoiding his gaze. “I want to pound a couple more pieces of pizza and go on a coffee run. It’ll be another late night because I’m a perfectionist.”

      “Done and done. Now, pound that pizza, woman.” He nudged his shoulder with mine, earning a laugh out of me. He dug into his pizza and held my gaze. I didn’t feel self-conscious, more confused as hell. Were we flirting? Was this best friends hanging out? Ugh. I hated this shit.

      “So, how was it today?”

      “Eh, it was okay. If you are wondering, I had about fifty people ask where you were. I’m beginning to wonder if they know I’m the one who actually works there all the time.” The tone of his voice let me know he was joking. His words warmed me. People missed me. That was pretty cool.

      “I am awesome,” I said with a little shoulder wiggle. “What did you tell them?”

      “To mind their own damn business.” He laughed, giving me a shocked look. “What?”

      “That’s the old Anderson coming out again. You couldn’t have told them I was working on a project?” I asked between bites. “People appreciate the truth.”

      “Sure, but how is it their business?” His brows furrowed, like he didn’t get how he was rude. “If I wanted to tell people, then I would’ve. I wanted to keep your business private.”

      “Okay, then,” I said, sighing under my breath. “You’re…what’s the word—loyal. That’s it. You’re a loyal guy.”

      He scoffed, setting his pizza down and staring me down. “Why do you sound surprised?”

      “Uh, I don’t know?” I grimaced, avoiding his stare. “Sorry?”

      “Don’t apologize. I’m incredibly loyal to those I care about. That goes without saying. I thought you knew that.”

      My heart skipped a beat again, but I hid any reaction. “Now I do.”

      “Good. Glad that’s settled.” He gave me a curt nod, going back to his pizza. I tried not to watch his jaw with every bite he took. I failed, miserably so. It was perfectly sculpted, and my fingers itched to touch it. Shit.

      Focus, Grace.

      Friends, remember?

      Oh, and he is your boss. Keep it classy.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      Brock’s hesitancy made me nervous. I gulped. “Of course.”

      “Do you think you would ever work at the stadium again?”

      “Hell yeah. I love it more than I thought I would. No, it’s exactly what I hoped it would be. It’s challenging, yet not so hard I’m frustrated. It’s exhausting, but I leave happy every day.” I smiled like a goon as the truth of my answer settled around us.

      “That’s a hell of an answer.”

      “It’s the truth.” I pursed my lips. “Why do you ask?”

      “If a position opened up, I was just curious.” He looked away, his shoulder sagging a little bit. “Would you uh, work with me again?”

      I wanted to shout “duh” at him but held off. Did I? Did I want to battle this attraction to him every day when it was clear he wanted to be friends? I must’ve waited too long to answer because he tensed. He sat up straighter, and the smile was nowhere on his face. My stomach dropped, and I coughed. “Yes. Yes. I would work with you again. You’re amazing at what you do, and I think we generally have a good time. Right?”

      “Right,” he answered with a clipped tone.

      I rolled my eyes, hitting him in the shoulder with my hand. He looked at me with disbelief. I made my eyes go wide and grinned when one side of his mouth lifted just enough. “Did that hurt?”

      “Did what?”

      “Smiling. You act like it’s a chore sometimes. You’re temperamental.” I stood, grabbing his plate and napkin from him to set in the sink. I had to reach up to grab an extra towel from the cabinet and groaned as my hip hit the counter. The bruise from the night before throbbed a bit. But, before I could do anything, Brock stood right next to me with a huge frown. “What?”

      “Let me look.”

      “Look at—hey!” I swatted at him as he lifted the end of my shirt up. He lifted it maybe two inches, exposing the purple bruise on my hip. “What are you doing?”

      “Examining this. I saw it from the table.”

      His breath hit my face as he eyed the bruise. He touched around it, pushing on the skin slightly, and I flinched. “Sorry. Just checking. You eat a lot. I check injuries. We all have our quirks.”

      I laughed nervously as he kept his fingers on my bare skin a second longer. I prayed he couldn’t see my heart beating furiously in my chest because it was going at an embarrassingly fast rate. “Is it true putting a banana on a bruise heals it?”

      “Um, it won’t heal the injury but maybe change the coloring of it.” He didn’t look affected by me at all. Calm, cool, and collected Anderson turned me into a damn fool.

      “Let’s go get some coffee, handsy.”

      “Handsy?”

      “Yeah. You. You don’t just lift people’s shirts and check their hips.”
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      Brock stayed over until after dinner and coffee, helping me finish the project and clean up without muttering a single complaint. He refused to let me pay for the coffee, and I made a mental note to think of a way to pay him back. There had been zero Asshole Anderson moments the entire day, and when that happened, my heart had a hell of a time forgetting we were friends with a side of colleagues. I needed an intervention.

      We cleaned off the kitchen table because I’d let myself go. Pens, paperclips, candy wrappers, and water bottles filled the table. I liked to nestle when I worked, and boy, did I nestle the past two days. I observed him as he organized everything into piles. His attention to detail had always impressed me at work, but he was meticulous at everything: cleaning up the kitchen, organizing notecards, stacking the pens in a way that made more sense than I could’ve imagined. He was a neat freak, but it fit him. For someone who needed control in every aspect of his life, it made sense.

      I finished the entire project, collapsing onto the couch with exhaustion after emailing it to my professor. Brock joined me, his legs touching mine as he sat. “I can’t believe I did it. We did it. Thank you.”

      “I said I didn’t miss this shit, but I enjoyed it a bit.” He grinned, putting his arm around me for a quick hug so casually I almost missed it. My body broke out in goosebumps whenever he was near, and when his fingers dangled on my shoulder, I shivered. “Your project kicks ass, if I do say so myself.”

      “Yeah, probably because you helped write some of it.”

      “True. I did. And, I can be a genius sometimes.”

      “Yeah? You did have a creepy smile on your face when you browsed the notes. I’ll admit, it was amusing watching you work.” I pulled my legs up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. My fuzzy socks poked out.

      “You were watching me?” he asked, laughing a bit. “I like that.”

      “Please,” I scoffed. “People watch you all the time. You must know that. You’re this presence that people like watching. I don’t know. You’re fascinating.” He blinked slowly a couple times, making me feel all sorts of nervous. “Nevermind.”

      “No, finish your thought. I’m curious.” He nudged me with his leg and raised his dark brows.

      “Fishing for compliments, Brock?” I teased but stopped when his expression turned serious. My stomach soured, empathy taking over. This was a guy who thought very low of himself since the accident. As tough and intelligent as he was, he was a little broken inside. “You handsome, silly man.”

      One side of his lip curled up, but those dark blue eyes waited for me to continue. I put my small hand on his arm this time, squeezing him. “No one watches you with pity, Brock. If that’s what you’re thinking. They watch you with awe and pride. Here you are, in the prime of most men’s athletic years, working your ass off for a sport you were forced to give up. You’re amazing, really. You’re intelligent, everyone who works around you admires the hell out of you, and you refused to let life get the best of you. You help the dumbasses like Q and Chip, make sure your staff is treated fairly, and you helped me with this project which you had no obligation to do. You’re a good guy, Brock. Sometimes, I think you forget that.”

      My heart pounded as his face fell slightly, his lips pressing together so hard they turned white. His eyes shattered me, and I panicked, needing to ease the tension. I patted his knee with a shaking hand. “Although, you can be a bit grumpy.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been told my nickname was Asshole Anderson by this smartass I know,” he joked. He freaking joked.

      I shook my head, laughing. “Was?” I raised my brows. “More like, occasionally is?” Suddenly, I remembered why we were even supposed to meet the night before. “Shit!” I yelled, causing him to jump. “Your resume! We never got to do it. I’m sorry!”

      “It’s okay. Your project was more important.”

      “No. Well, for me, yes. But, you! Do you want to spend a little time on it?”

      “I have to admit something to you. I sort of lied.” He looked at the ground, my body tensing. I hated lies. Hated them. I had enough of them with my dad and the doctors giving us false hope. I needed the harsh, cold truth every single time. I scooted back, my expression tight. Brock’s eyes widened when they met my face, and he shook his head, smiling a little. “It’s not what you think.”

      “I hate lies,” I said, barely above a whisper. “No matter how small. If you have them, I need to know.”

      “Grace, look at me,” he demanded. “I only meant, I don’t need too much help going over my resume. I’d rather hang out with you. You make me laugh. The resume was a nice way to make it happen. I’m sorry.”

      Oh.

      He wanted to hang out with me? Swoon. That wasn’t a lie, not really. “Well, why didn’t you say that?”

      “I’m not sure. Next time, I will.” He nodded, more to himself than me, and I rolled my eyes.

      “You are odd. I don’t get you sometimes.” I leaned back into the couch, forgetting his arm rested there, and froze when he repositioned himself so his arm was around me. “For future reference, I generally never pass up food, coffee, or a good beer.”

      “I’ll be sure to remember.” He smiled, yawning in the process. “Why don’t you get me? I think I’m a simple guy.”

      “Sure. You can be. But, you’re hot or cold. I’ll be honest with you. You help me out and bring me food, and I love it. I do. It’s great, but I never know when the switch is going to go off, and you’ll go back to being a jerk.” I shrugged, ignoring his pained expression.

      He sighed with a resigned look on his face, wiping his hands on the fabric of his shorts. “I understand.” He stood up, yawning again and meeting my eyes. “I think I’m going to head out. I’m exhausted.”

      “Okay. I’ll walk you out.” I went to stand, but he held out a hand for me to take. It was entirely unnecessary, but I put my hand in his anyway. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He motioned for me to go first, which I got a wonderful whiff of his cologne. It was subtle, wearing off most of the day, but I hummed in response. He walked through the doorway and took a couple steps down.

      “Wait,” I barked.

      “What’s wrong, Grace?” His face immediately went into concern, and my heart broke a little bit at his expression. It was perfect. I continued to hold up my hand and build up my courage. I stood to face him entirely, but my height forced me to look up to meet his eyes. “I wanted to thank you. Sincerely. You went above and beyond what most people would do. I owe you, majorly.”

      “I had a good time. So, you’re welcome.” He grinned, and his eyes widened when I wrapped my arms all the way around him. I squeezed him tight. I always hugged like it would be the last one, and he hesitated at first. Then, he enveloped me in an embrace that somehow put some pieces back together that broke throughout the years.

      He took his time pulling away and put his hand on my shoulder with a squeeze. “You give a hell of a hug.”

      “Yeah. Sorry.”

      “No, I liked it.” He smiled sheepishly before yawning again.

      “Go home. You’re dead on your feet.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He ran a strong hand over his jaw as his eyes pursued my outfit. “You rock the sweatpants and fuzzy socks look, by the way.”

      “Bye Brock!” I yelled, shutting the door on him. His chuckle made my chest get warm, and I leaned against the door scolding myself. I was not falling for my boss. Not at all.
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        * * *

      

      I slept like a damn baby. I woke up before my alarm and decided to walk to work since it was beautiful outside that day. It was my favorite weather in the Midwest, cool and crisp in the morning but perfect in the afternoon. Days like this only lasted for maybe two weeks before winter took control of October. So, I chugged my coffee and left early enough to enjoy the walk.

      I didn’t expect to see Brock sitting in the breakroom with a steaming cup of coffee and a crossword as soon as I walked in. He somehow made crosswords sexy.

      “Hey.” He set the paper down, turning to face me. He wore the pullover, damn him. His eyes danced like he knew exactly what he was doing.

      “Hey, Brock.” I stared at him a second longer with one brow raised before grabbing my mug and getting my own cup of steaming coffee. Yes. It was a two-coffee day because I’d lost so much sleep the past two nights.

      I took up my normal spot, the chair closest to the door, and waited for Logan to arrive. It was our routine, and I wouldn’t give Brock the satisfaction of including him. I took a sip, damn well noticing his lack of movement. He did not write anything with the pen, nor did he take his eyes off me. I felt that piercing stare and forced myself not to react. There was no way he was doing that damn crossword, and we both knew it.

      “Grace, you cannot ignore me like that again. I was worried,” Logan said, coming in hot. His eyes darted from me to Brock with questions brewing. “Hey Brock, what do we owe this pleasure? You a part of our gossip coffee talks now?”

      “Yeah,” he said, his gaze finding mine. They were serious and protective. Ugh. Logan shrugged and soon joined me at the table like it wasn’t totally weird.

      I winced as the meaning of his words took root. “I’m sorry for ignoring your text yesterday, Logan.”

      “Where were you?” he asked, and I tried to fight a smile at how proud Brock looked.

      “I was finishing up a major project for my class. The original file was corrupt or something.”

      Logan nodded. “The one with the nice professor or the asshole?”

      “Nice professor.”

      “Oh, that’s right. Your boss is the asshole.” He got that jibe in, my face breaking out into a smile. I glanced at Brock, amusement dancing in his eyes, but other than that, he had no expression.

      “Can be, that’s for sure,” I added, causing Logan to chuckle. “Any new stories for me? Still need me to pretend to be your girlfriend?”

      Brock stiffened at my joke, but I had no inclination to explain.

      “Yeah, God. Tuesday night, was it?” Logan stared off into the distance earning a major eye roll from me. He was so over the top. He chewed on his lip when he said, “Yeah, I found this girl on Tinder, but she ended up being an ex from high school. Talk about awkward. I showed up at her place, bolting as soon as she opened the door. Hell to the no.”

      “You’re a mess, Logan. A mess.” I laughed, taking a large sip of my brew. “Did she say anything?”

      “Yeah. As soon as she saw me, her squeaky ass voice chirped my name. My dick shriveled up and went inside my body. I had to go.” He hit the table with a face of horror. “My life should be reality TV.”

      “Or an ad campaign for condoms. You’re the walking definition of an STD risk.”

      “I could get them to sponsor me. That’s not a bad idea. Hey, I’ll pitch the idea. Former football player coaches during the day and plays the field at night. Would you watch it?”

      “Eh, I don’t like smut. It would be interesting as hell. But, you’re smut.”

      “True.” He sighed and tipped the mug all the way back to finish it. “Well, we are grabbing lunch today, Grace. You can’t ignore me and get away with it.”

      “I have to work, so we’ll see.” I flipped him off as he walked out, but he winked at me and pointed to Brock with a confused expression. He had to know something was going on. I eyed Brock, who still sat there with the puzzle and his mug being all sorts of silent. “So?”

      “So, what?” he said, those delicious lips curving just for me.

      “Did you enjoy my morning chat with Logan?” I took a shot, almost positive that he’d had some motive.

      His blank expression had me questioning myself. He eyed me over his mug, shrugging.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      I blew out a raspberry with my lips and shook my head in disbelief. His grin widened before he wet his bottom lip with his tongue. “Have you even done any of the puzzle?”

      “Doubting me?” He put a hand on his chest and let out a dramatic gasp. “Rude.”

      “Prove it.” I walked up to the table, leaning over to see the puzzle, but he was quick and moved it out of sight. “Lack of evidence seems to prove I am right. You’re a poser.”

      “Nah, I did some.” He stood up, his tall frame preventing me from seeing a thing. “Trust me.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Whatever you say, boss man.” I nudged him before walking toward the door. “Well, big guy, I need to do some work. I can’t sit around and gossip all day.”

      He rolled his eyes, the action so unlike Brock, I had to walk away to hide my grin. Shit, shit, shit. That was flirting. It had been going strong for three days. Three days, and I’d turned into this stupid, giggling love-struck teenager. Who was to say he wouldn’t regret it hours later like he did back in the hotel? No one. That’s who.

      Good, my brain built up the base of the wall he’d torn down. That was a start. I needed to protect myself.

      I went through the normal Thursday morning routine, the game being two days away, so the guys were running plays and studying the opponent. It wasn’t too hot out either, the water not being consumed at shocking rates. It was about midday when I walked into the training room and found Brock verbally sparring with Chip.

      “Clowns? Hell no, Anderson,” Chip said, his face lighting up with a challenge. “You want to go, old man? Think you still got it?”

      “I could still out run you and catch one-handed.” Brock’s words rang true. “Want to put some money on it?”

      “Hell yeah. Twenty bucks.” Chip grinned, holding out his free hand. “You’re on, Anderson.”

      “After practice?” Brock asked, meeting my eyes as I came into view. They were lit up, sparkling and excited for the challenge.

      “Yup. Sprints?”

      “We’ll do some drills.” Brock smacked his hand, shaking it. “Ready, Grace?”

      “Do I have a choice?” I mumbled, getting a grin from Chip. “Want to race there?”

      “Please.” He dismissed me, raising a hand to the players. When we were outside the training room, he spoke in a softer voice. “I don’t want you to hurt your knee.”

      “Ah, here I thought you were afraid of my speed. But no, you’re being all chivalrous and shit.”

      “Chivalrous and shit. That sounds like a good start of an online profile.” he said, the tone of his voice rising at the end in question. “Bad joke?”

      “Not your best, not your worst.” Our shoulders bumped as we walked the stadium. “Where are we off to, boss man?”

      “Creating workout programs for individuals. Have you had to do that in any of your classes?”

      “Uh, not that I can think of. No.” He pushed open the doors to one of the weight rooms, the room filled with around ten athletes. I recognized most of them from the sidelines. I almost knew all their names. “Do you do that?”

      “It isn’t required for being an AT. However, it makes you significantly more useful to any program if you have experience doing it. I’m certified to create meal plans and do individual workouts. Want to learn?”

      “Hell yeah.” I beamed so wide it hurt my face. “Of course, I do.”

      “That a girl. I figured you would.” His grin matched mine as he led me to a wall of clipboards. “Let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon flew by, and the new information fascinated me because I had little experience with it. We went through chart after chart, numbers and measurements and reps. I worked with Andre, Conner, and Dylan. They all had massive gains in resistance and strength training. Brock yelled and pushed and bossed them around. But the best part was watching the athletes’ faces when they did it. It was pure elation at pushing yourself past the point you thought you could go.

      It reminded me again why I wanted to do this career. Moments like this. The deep passion ingrained in our DNA that made us want to be better despite our odds. I wanted to find that passion and exploit it to push them. As Brock debriefed with the athletes, my brain raced. Could I ever be as good at this as he was? Probably not. But that was okay. I would try and try again.

      I didn’t enjoy football as much as baseball. I needed to begin researching workout programs for those sports. Then, go through ones per position and how they differed by body type. I wanted to do it all at that moment.

      “Grace?”

      Brock’s voice woke me from my whirling day dream. “What did ya think?”

      “So freaking cool. I want to do that. I wouldn’t even know where to start. How do you get trained? God, you were awesome. You knew how to push them and what to say,” I gushed, totally fangirling over his talents. “I must say, I’m glad you didn’t get hit too hard to lose that brain of yours. It’s impressive.”

      “I don’t think anyone has ever complimented my brain before,” he said with a smug but pleased look coming over his face.

      I waited until we went back into his office before replying. “Big brains are awesome. The bigger the better.”

      His eyes darkened, and he sucked in one of his cheeks. “What else are you into?”

      “Uh, are we still talking about big brains right now?” I looked at the door to ignore the lines between us blurring. Were we flirting still? Or did he mean career wise?

      “We can be talking about anything you want.” He sat on his desk, his chest bulging out. “So far, I’ve calculated you like big brains, ice cream, coffee, and working. What else are you drawn to?”

      “Challenges. I love someone who challenges themselves and those around them to be better.” I stood, a wave of passion and pride going through me. “You were amazing with those athletes, and when their faces contorted with pain right before they broke through. Man. I love passionate people. It could be about comic books, their family, dogs or knitting. Having a passion is one of the luckiest things in the world.”

      “What’s your passion, Grace?” he asked in a soft voice.

      “I’m figuring that out.” I smiled, crossing my arms and eyeing his large body. “But, I really like learning from you.”

      “Yeah, I like teaching you.” He looked pleased as he glanced at his watch. I, too, saw it was already past three. Time flew when I was here. He sighed, running a hand through his thick hair. “You ready to head out? You have class now, yeah?”

      I shouldered my backpack and pulled my headphones out of my front pocket. “Yes. It hardly seems fair I have to go to class after all that work.”

      “Are you walking?” He eyed my appearance as he frowned. “I can drive you.”

      “I appreciate the offer, but I can walk. It’s beautiful outside.” I gripped the backpack and fought the urge to click my heels. His offer was so cute.

      “Come on. I want to drive you.” He grabbed his keys and gave me a sheepish smile. “Please?”

      “Ugh.” I rolled my eyes. “Only because you asked nicely. Oh, and because of your brain.”

      “A guys gotta do what a guy’s gotta do,” he said, cheerily opening the door for me and leading me down to the garage. “I forgot how exciting it was to do this stuff.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked as I hopped into the front seat.

      “I got forced into it, really. I thought I would be playing in the NFL right now, not working as an athletic trainer at my alma mater. It became a way to be around the sport I was unable to play. It wasn’t a passion or a dream. It just was. But, watching the joy on your face and answering your questions is reminding me I’m lucky. It’s a pretty cool job.”

      I smiled at him, patting his arm and squeezing it. His face held no resentment or sadness; just acceptance. “I’m also super dorky.”

      Instead of answering with a joke, he dropped a bomb on me. A major feels bomb. “Your joy and positivity are contagious.”

      My face warmed in the most pleasant way. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      We drove in silence to my class. It wasn’t that long of a drive, and when I went to unbuckle my seatbelt, Brock put a hand on my knee. I froze, his body turning toward me with wild eyes. Oh, hot damn. “I didn’t have the best intentions when I demanded to drive you.”

      “Oh? Why’s that?” I gulped, my heart picking up as he slowly closed the distance between our mouths. I held my breath, suddenly needing him to kiss me.

      “Want to get ice cream after class? I won’t lie and come up with something. We can talk about the training part, meal plans, or why you own weird socks.”

      I snorted. “I do not own weird socks.”

      “Yes, you do. They had gold balls on them.”

      “They are snitches. From Harry Potter.” I tilted my head, looking at him like he spoke another language. “You’ve read them, right? If you say no, I’ll quit.”

      “Shit. Uh,” He paused, running his hand through his hair with a grimace. “No. I haven’t.”

      “Good lord. You had a shitty childhood.”

      “I played football. I didn’t read,” he said, like that explained everything.

      “That is not an excuse, Brock. You’re missing out on an entire generation. I can’t have my boss not understand my references. Nope. I’m officially angry,” I joked, seeing his brows come together with worry. I left the car, giving him one more wave. “Brock, you look worried. I’m just joking with you.”

      “Will you curse me with a magic wand if I don’t read them?” he had the gall to ask with a cocky smile.

      “Asshole. Bye, Brock.” I laughed. He might annoy me, but he could really make me laugh. Damn him.
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      “Grace, come up here for a minute.” My professor greeted me without a frown. That had to be a good sign, right? I shoved my phone in my pocket, making the short walk up to the podium.

      “Please tell me you received the completed project. If not, I might throw up.”

      “I did. Don’t worry.” He laughed, shuffling some papers on the stand. “It was a hell of a project. You seem to be doing incredibly well working at the stadium. You’re halfway done there. How is it working out for you so far?”

      My thoughts immediately went to Brock, but I didn’t think a college professor would appreciate that answer. “It has been amazing. Really helping me narrow down what I want to do.”

      “Have you contemplated teaching?” He raised a brow, chuckling at my bemused expression.

      “Uh, no.” I looked at the ground, holding back a cackle. “What makes you say that?”

      “Your presentation was phenomenal, and clearly you’re passionate about the subject. It was just something I thought of. My sister is the athletic trainer for a high school in Ohio. She does everything you do at the internship, but she also gets to teach classes to kids interested in the field.”

      “Yeah, I took a sports med class in high school. I liked it. But, teaching?” I scrunched my nose. “I never thought about it.”

      “Don’t stress yourself out. I thought I’d ask. I could see you doing quite well there. I have a contact at the high school in the area if you want to check it out. You would just need to get an emergency certification. Let me know.” He patted the podium, ending our conversation, and I went to sit at my normal seat right in the front. I was a nerd like that, but now my mind was bouncing all over the place.

      Teaching?

      High schoolers?

      Gilly always talked about the stress of teaching little ones, and I never thought of myself as teachery—if that was even a word. There wasn’t a lot of money in it, but then again, you had to make it to the best of the best schools to get a good salary as a trainer, and that wouldn’t happen for years. Ugh. More questions about the future, just what I needed.

      Thankfully, the lecture was interesting enough to capture my attention. I took notes, made a list of homework to complete that night at the coffee shop, and before I knew it, class was over.

      A new bubble floated through my stomach, pure nerves about seeing Anderson. I shoved my notebook into my backpack and went to leave the class when my professor shouted at me, “Think about it, Grace!”

      Brock texted me he was parked in Lot B. I groaned. Lot B was on the other end of the quad and not at all close to where I was.

      
        
        
        Grace: I’m on my way. It’s a bit of a walk.

        Brock: Shit. I can come closer?

        Grace: I’ll walk, no worries. But if I get kidnapped, it’s on you.

        Brock: Damn it.

      

        

      

      I put on my favorite playlist for the walk and tuned out all the swirling thoughts about the future and focused on the lyrics. It wasn’t until I saw his car in the distance when the first clap of thunder boomed, jolting my senses. I jumped, ripping the headphones out of my ears. The sky was a bluish green and getting darker by the minute.

      It was the Midwest. We could experience every season in a week. February could be in the sixties, and the next day could be a blizzard. It had happened, and the beautiful fall day was no different. Lightning danced across the sky, zig-zagging and lighting up the dark campus. I stood, mesmerized by the flashes.

      I remembered one summer, some pre-teen age. It was like this, a sudden thunderstorm, and my mom and I were drawing with chalk and designing our dream house. Mine had purple shutters because it was princess themed. I went through a phase, but it was very short lived. We stood watching the rain fall and let it hit us in the face. We danced. We laughed. The thunder cheering us on instead of scaring us. I smiled, the memory one I hadn’t thought about it years. It was sweet and felt like a hug from her.

      “Grace! What the hell are you doing?”

      Brock jogged over to me with a hat. I shrugged, holding my bag tighter to my chest. “Enjoying the rain.”

      “It’s a bad storm. I just got an alert. Come on, let’s go.” He gripped my elbow, motioning to the direction of the car. His voice had the right amount of incredulousness. I may have looked a bit crazy. I still hadn’t responded, or moved for that matter. “Grace,” he said again, with a voice more firm.

      “Yeah. Let’s head in.”

      “Do you find it a habit to stand outside in a severe storm?” he asked, jogging at a slow pace with me. The rain came down harder, the lightning becoming more aggressive. The first inkling of fear crept it. How long would I have stood there?

      “Typically, no,” I answered, sliding on the wet pavement. “I was in a daydream of sorts.”

      He shook his head, opening the passenger door for me and motioning for me to get it. I obeyed because it was raining, hard, and because the frown lines on his face became more apparent by the second. Before the door shut, he released a string of cuss words. I buckled myself in and felt the tension in the car rise about ten thousands degrees when he entered.

      “Damn it, Grace.” He shook his hair out, and wet drops landed on me. Then, he started the car, ordered me to turn on the radio.

      I obliged, sensing his worry.

      If you are outside in any of the central counties, take cover. There has been a tornado sighting ten miles southwest of the city. It is moving toward us and is expected to arrive within ten minutes. This is a tornado warning people. Find shelter.

      “Jesus,” I whispered, clutching the edge of the car. “What do we do?”

      “I live two minutes from here. We’re going there,” he barked.

      I gnawed on my bottom lip, tearing it to pieces. We had watches all the time, even severe storm alerts. But tornados? They were a different sort of fear. No sooner than he told me the plan, the sirens went off.

      I gulped.

      Regardless of the monthly tornado drills I did in school growing up, the sound of the siren, piercing and terrifying, went straight to my gut. I gripped the sidebar harder, clenching my fists. Brock sped up, his hands tense enough to break the wheel.

      That was the longest two minutes of my life. The wind whipped the trees around us, and the rain came down so hard it was hard to see. I remembered how heavy rain meant the tornado wasn’t there yet because when the funnel was near it sucked up all the rain. If we saw hail, though, that meant it was close.

      “Shit,” I whispered as golf-ball-sized hail hit the windshield. “Brock?”

      “Almost there. Hold tight,” he said.

      I sat there, helpless and scared shitless. I wasn’t super religious, going through the anger and blaming phase when my mom went through her sickness. Yet, I found myself praying and promising to be a better person if we made it safely.

      It felt like a year had passed when he pulled into a bricked driveway, and he threw the car in park. “Let’s go!”

      I dove out of the car, slamming the door shut and getting pelted with hail. The rain hit my face, my arms, everything. Hail clinked off the car and bounced on the ground making it look like snow. Brock grabbed my hand and dragged me toward his back door while shielding me with his body.

      “Almost there. Shit,” he mumbled, finally getting the door open. “Basement is on the right. Head down there. I’ll grab a flashlight and radio.”

      I had no intention of disagreeing. Feeling for a light switch, I eased down the carpeted stairs in the dark. My fingers connected with a switch at the bottom and flicked it on. Nothing happened. I fumbled for my phone and used the flashlight to guide my way. An old couch, a foosball table, and unpacked boxes. On the creeper basement scale, it wasn’t a ten, but it was somewhere between a three and four. I pulled up my weather app and saw the severity of the storm was on us now. Sharp red and yellow took over the radar and fear took root. Brock still wasn’t downstairs. I counted to one hundred, taking deep breaths and just as I was about to go upstairs to find him, the stairs creaked.

      “Grace?”

      “Yes!” I said, a little too desperately. “God, you worried me.” I held up the phone light and saw him carrying blankets, candles, and an old boombox. “Is that from 1995?”

      “It might be.” He chuckled, dropping the blankets on the floor and lighting a couple of candles. If I wasn’t scared shitless, this could be romantic. But, I was terrified and wanted to get past the storm. “Don’t judge. I went through a RUN DMC phase.”

      “I can see it,” I said a little too loudly. “Sorry, I’m freaking out.”

      “Here, put this on. You’re probably freezing.” He handed me a sweatshirt, which I gladly took.

      I shoved it over my head and was blasted with his smell; masculine, musky, and Brock. It fell below my knees, and I had to roll the arms up at least five times. I looked ridiculous.

      “Th-thank you.” I hugged myself, teeth chattering.

      “You look absurd.” One eyebrow raised as he put on a sweatshirt for himself. It had our school’s logo on it, and a desire to cuddle the shit out of him went through me. “Shine that flashlight over here, would ya?”

      “Sure.” I stepped toward him as he got the radio set up. “Smart thinking.”

      He grinned, the minimal light making him look sexier than hell. “You have to be prepared when you live here. Weather is a bipolar bitch.”

      I giggled, nodding at him like a love-struck dumbass. God, get a grip. “She is.”

      “Are you okay?” His brows furrowed, grabbing one of the blankets and throwing it over the old couch.

      “I’ll be fine,” I managed to get out and moved to the couch. “I’m a little cold.”

      “Well, shit, use this.” He handed me another cotton blanket. “My adrenaline warmed me, but I froze my ass off when I found you staring at the sky like a weirdo.”

      “Yeah. Not my best moment.”

      “It pisses me off to think of what you would’ve done if I hadn’t been there,” he said, tone gruff and possessive? “What would you have done?”

      “Probably headed back into one of the buildings. Some of them are open twenty-four hours.” I gulped, placing my hand on his arm for a quick second. “I’m incredibly thankful you were there. Thank you.”

      He grunted in reply, shaking his head at me. “What were you doing anyway?”

      “I was thinking— “

      BOOM.

      Thunder louder than I had ever witnessed in my life shook the whole house. “Oh my God.”

      “It’s okay. Shh.” He joined me on the couch, putting his arm around me in a comforting, brotherly sort of way. He rubbed my arms up and down, saying sweet things about thunder and lightning and angels bowling. “We’re safe here. This house is old but has a sturdy base. Even if we get hit, which we won’t, we’ll be okay. Do you prefer to go sit in the bathroom?”

      “N-no. Here is f-fine,” I stammered, leaning into him a little more. “I don’t know why I’m shaking. I like rain. I’m okay with storms.”

      “This one is nasty. It’s been a while since we’ve had one. We were due.” His mouth was close to my ear, his breath hitting it. My shivers worsened, but it wasn’t the cold this time. “Tell me about the first movie you saw in theaters.”

      “Movie? Why?”

      “I’m distracting you. Answer the question.” His tone left no room for argument, and I appreciated the gesture.

      “A Bug’s Life.”

      “Yeah? That’s a good one. Mine was The Lion King. I loved that shit.” He laughed, running his hand up and down my arms again. “It’s sad though. But I loved the music.”

      “Do you still know the words?” I asked, unable to prevent myself from laughing .

      “Hell yeah. Don’t ask me to perform them now, though. I need a drink or three.” He chuckled, turning to face me. “I have an idea.”

      “Okay?” I frowned as he stood up abruptly and rummaged through one of the old boxes. “What is your idea?”

      “Cards.”

      “Cards? Like, war?”

      “No, Grace. Like Egyptian Rat Screw.” He pulled out an old deck and gave me a wicked grin. “Trust me. This is a great game.”

      “That cannot be the name.” I rolled my eyes, pointing my finger at him. “You’re pulling my leg.”

      “Nah, I shit you not. It’s a legit game, and I’m going to kick your ass in it.”

      “Well, yeah. I don’t know how to play it. Not fair, asshole,” I quipped, moving from the couch to the floor. “But, I like games.”

      “I figured you would.” He grinned at me, sitting criss-cross on the rug and somehow looking adorable. “Here are the rules.”

      And we played for an hour. He kicked my ass every time. Every single time. I stood no chance, but when I lost for the consecutive tenth time, I realized it was past ten, and the storm had passed. I sent a quick text to Fritz and Gil, both who were worried about me. “Damn. I hate to admit it was fun, but I don’t like losing that much.”

      “It took your mind off the storm.” He shuffled the deck and put them back in the box. “Mission accomplished.”

      “Thank you. I didn’t realize you were so selfless, picking a game I couldn’t win,” I said, pushing myself off the floor.

      “Yeah. I’m a real stand-up guy.” He stood, stretching and making noises that should be illegal. “Seems there still isn’t power.”

      “I know. Gil said there isn’t any at our place either. Must’ve been a hell of a storm.” I ran my teeth over my lip, debating on what to do. Did I stay? Did I ask to go? I had no idea, and the unease at the situation caused tremors of discomfort to go through my body.

      “Want to go sit on the porch and enjoy the aftermath? I’ll grab ice cream or beer. What would you prefer?” He held out his hand, putting it on the small of my back as we walked to the stairs. God, he was polite.

      “Who says we have to choose between the two? On their own, both are extraordinary. Together, I haven’t tested that theory yet.”

      “Great suggestion.” He laughed, guiding me to a glass door. “Take a seat out there. I’ll be right out.”

      I nodded, going onto the screened porch and admired the view. It was a stunning backyard, fully grown landscape and huge. It was covered with branches and debris—nothing too large, but despite the mess, it was impressive. The brisk after-storm air smelled fresh, and I imagined Brock throwing a football around with some kids.

      Don’t go there, Grace.

      “You look like you’re trying to solve the world’s problems. What’s up?” He joined me on the porch, setting down two bowls of ice cream and two Coronas. “If this combo sucks, I blame you.”

      “Fair enough.” I took a bite of ice cream and moaned into the spoon. “Okay, this is good.”

      “Mm,” he said with a curt nod and narrowed eyes. “Glad you like it.”

      I ate another bite, enjoying the flavor and probably making weird noises, but eating for pleasure had to be the best gift in the world. “So, my professor suggested something to me tonight that has my mind spinning. He mentioned his sister teaches at a high school, doing sports medicine and works with high school kids doing the same things I do with you.”

      I paused, waiting to see his reaction before continuing. He nodded a couple of times, no real emotion showing on his face besides his infamous frown. He had resting-frown-face. The close relative to resting-bitch-face. I guess his was better, but it still wasn’t ideal. I couldn’t read him when he did it. “So, what do you think?”

      “I think the better question is, what do you think?” He raised his beer to me with an eyebrow raised. “This better not suck.”

      He took a long slow, his throat muscles working.

      My legs squeezed together. I waited, not having a damn clue if beer and ice cream would work or not. My guess was no.

      He swirled it in his mouth, narrowing his eyes at me.

      I jutted my chin out, following his behavior and taking a large sip. It took all my power to not gag. The mixing of flavors did not go well together. Not at all. But I wouldn’t cede to him.

      “I think it tastes great.” I held up my beer, taking another sip. “I did good.” I took another, watching his eyes dance with amusement. We were in a stare down. We both knew it sucked, but I refused to give him. “Didn’t you like it, Brock?”

      “Hmm.” His half-assed answer annoyed me. His jaw twitched, those blue eyes locked on my face until he broke out into a grin. “You are the worst actor I have ever seen. Admit it.”

      “Admit what?” I blinked up at him a couple of times, tilting my head to the side to act like I had no idea what he was referring to.

      “It sucks ass.” He clapped his hands, laughing louder. “It totally sucks.”

      “I think it’s fantastic,” I said again, hoping my voice sounded confident. I took another bite of ice cream and sip of beer and cringed. He saw it. “Fine. You win.”

      “Ah, I enjoy hearing that.” He leaned back into the chair, grinning at me way too widely. “I’m on fire tonight.”

      “Asshole,” I mumbled under my breath but gasped when he grabbed the beer from my hands. “Woah!”

      “Did you still want to drink it?” He tilted his head.

      “Uh, I don’t waste beer.” I made a face that hopefully said ‘duh.’ He guffawed at me, sitting back down with those intense eyes watching me. “I know I’m an odd duck. No need to tell me with your eyes.”

      “You are something else. I’ll tell you that.” He sighed, leaning forward on his knees. “Now, about this teaching thing, what are your thoughts?”

      “It rattled me. I never thought about it. Ever.” I deflated, the confusion of the future taking over me again. “I know what I love to do, and teaching would encompass it.”

      “Try it, then. What do you have to lose?” He shrugged, and his gaze had a way of making me feel like I was the only person in the world to exist.

      “Failing,” I said, looking at the ground. My finger clenched around the bottle uncomfortably, and I hated admitting my fears to anyone, but Brock was the right person. He made me feel alright admitting my dark thoughts. “I have no experience with kids. None. What if I suck, and I can’t find another job?”

      I waited for his reply, but it never came. I looked up to see his eyes still on me, assessing whatever the hell he saw. I pursed my lips, but he kept staring. My patience ran thin, and I probed him, “Well?”

      “I have an idea.”

      “I’m all ears.” My heart beat faster, hopeful for some guidance. He wouldn’t steer me wrong.

      “Volunteer with me.”

      “Uh, I’m gonna need more details than that. With what, where?”

      “November has a recreational football league with kids aged seven to fifteen. They play games on Tuesday and Thursday nights, and I volunteer to be there just in case there is an injury.”

      “Uh, maybe?” I said, taking another sip. My racing heart laughed and laughed inside my body. Volunteering with him outside of work? More time with him?

      He chuckled, shaking his head at me. “No pressure. I suggested it because this could be an easy way to acclimate yourself with the youth. It would be similar to a high school football program, I imagine.”

      “Damn that youth,” I joked, getting a smile in return. “I guess it depends on my classes.” I frowned, letting some insecurities take over me. “College athletes are different. Younger kids? I might be awful at it.”

      “Grace, you know your shit. You have no problem telling people when they aren’t doing something right. You’re nice, enough. You’ll be fine. Kids need the truth.” He nodded, like he wouldn’t let me turn down the offer. “It’s perfect.”

      “I don’t see how this is perfect, but I’ll consider it.”

      “You should consider it. We get along well. We work great together. Plus, you owe me. I let you stay here during the storm.”

      “Oh, you were going to leave me in the wild then? That’s what you’re saying?” I punched his arm in a playful, not touchy sort of way.

      “I could’ve. Just saying. You owe me.” He stuck his tongue out at me.

      I set my bottle down and pointed my finger at him. “You are bullying me into this.”

      “I don’t care. You want to explore the potential to teach. You’ve admitted you aren’t sure what your passion is besides working with athletes. Teaching lets you work with athletes, teach others how to do what you love, and you’ll fit right in with the high schoolers. You look just like them.”

      “I do not!” I scoffed, eyeing my athletic outfit. The sports bra underneath the sweatshirt gave me a uniboob. “Okay, I might look young.”

      “You look young.” His gaze flicked to my hair, neck, chest before coming back to my eyes.

      “I’m not wearing makeup. With makeup, I look older.” I pouted, hating myself for allowing him to get the best of me.

      “You don’t need makeup, Grace. And there is nothing wrong with looking young.” His blue eyes warmed at me slightly, before he dropped the bomb. “Plus, you could probably sneak into prom.”

      “Asshole.” I gave him the meanest face I could. “Women don’t like to hear how young they look until they are in their thirties. Come on Casanova, surely you knew that? You were a hot shot back in the day before you lost your game, right?”

      He rolled his eyes, slowly licking the fudge from his spoon. “I still have game.”

      “Sure. Sure. Whatever you say.”

      “I do,” he said, looking around the yard. He tapped his pointer finger on his chin a few times before pursing his lips and narrowing his eyes. “Okay, next time I’ll prove it.”

      “I don’t think you can prove having game. You either have it or don’t.” I shrugged, annoying him becoming one of my favorite things to do. “If you have to prove it, you don’t.”

      “Please.” He scoffed before continuing. “I’ll add your name to the list of volunteers.”

      “You’re relentless. I’ll think about it. How about that?”

      “Fine. But, I know you’ll accept it.”

      I stood, collecting my bowl and half full bottle. I arched a brow. “Overconfident much?”

      “I mean, you get to hang out with me on your free nights. I don’t see the problem.”

      “Then you, sir, are delusional.” I laughed, following him into the kitchen. The power wasn’t on, but it was time to head out. He turned to look at me after setting the dishes on the counter, and his eyes smoldered. Like, pure fiery attraction smolder. My stomach danced in circles and circles. Wow, I got hot again, and the need to take off the sweatshirt increased.

      “I’ll uh, drive you back now. It’s getting late.” He cleared his throat, avoiding my gaze. “You ready?”

      “Yup,” I said a little too cheery. “Thank you again for letting me stay here.”

      “Of course.” He shook his head, putting his hand on my shoulder as we walked out to his car. “As I said, it worries the hell out of me to think you could’ve been walking home alone when that hit. Hey, promise me something.”

      He turned around, putting both hands on my shoulders. Gone was the heat, and now some unknown emotion swirled in his eyes. “If you ever need anything or find yourself in a shitty situation, call me.”

      “Okay?” I said, just above a whisper.

      “No, promise me. Say it.” He tightened his grip on my shoulders and a slow understanding took over. His insane need to help people, his helplessness because of his sister, a slow warmth crept down my spine.

      “I promise I’ll call you,” I said, holding his eye contact.

      “You better.” He released my shoulders like they’d electrified him, and we continued the walk to the car. “No matter how big or small, I’ll be there.”
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      After agreeing to help volunteer with Brock in my free time, the thought of seven hours on a bus with him should’ve scared me. He infiltrated every part of my life, and while each moment was great, when the internship ended, a small part of me would remain with him.

      Fritz dropped me off, so my car didn’t have to sit outside for the weekend, and the difference between this away trip and the last was that I didn’t feel out of place.

      The familiar routine of loading the busses and checking off lists felt normal—almost like a second home with the sounds of engines running and players shuffling their heavy feet. I had my bag over my shoulder and scanned the crowd for a familiar face.

      “Morning, Grace.”

      I smiled as Logan approached me with a large cup of coffee in his hands. “Hey, you ready for this seven-hour trip?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” He ran a hand down his face and gave me a small hug. “Still got to sit with Anderson?”

      “Pretty sure I do. Ain’t that right, Anderson?” I said, spotting him carrying a cooler a couple of yards away.

      He looked up, searching for the voice, and when his intelligent eyes found mine, they softened. After setting down the cooler and clipboard, he strode over, looking all sorts of delicious in a pullover and jeans. He pursed his lips, hand on one of his hips as he eyed me up and down. To anyone else, it would look normal, but to me, I felt that stare in every cell of my skin. “What did you say, Grace?”

      “You heard me, big guy. Do I have to sit with you on the bus ride?”

      Brock’s gaze flicked to Logan’s arm over my shoulders for a second, and he tightened his jaw. It was slight, but I caught it. He cleared his throat, raising an eyebrow while still only looking at me. “Yes.”

      “Fine, I’ll accept it. But, you brought clothes to go out, right?” Logan asked and made no effort to remove his arm. “We tend to hit some clubs if we win.”

      “Hell to the no.” I frowned and felt Brock’s gaze on my face. “I don’t club.”

      Logan looked at Brock for a second before grinning sheepishly at me. “Well, you’re missing a huge part of being on the team. It’s all about the experience.”

      “She doesn’t need to experience all that,” Brock fired back, showing me a new side from him. I wasn’t sure if it was jealousy, a power statement, or arrogance. I liked it, though. My grin widened.

      “What? The partying? The women?” Logan laughed. “You were quite the ladies’ man, weren’t you, Anderson? Throwing touchdowns, breaking records and hearts.”

      Brock’s expression tightened, and he dismissed Logan with nothing more than a wave of his hand. “Grace, you ready?”

      He’d changed subjects so quickly I bit back a laugh. Someone didn’t want to go down memory lane.

      “See you later, Logan.” I wiggled my eyebrows at Brock, who looked way too serious for this early in the morning. “Everything good?”

      “Don’t listen to him,” he said, his words harsh. “He’s making my past into a bigger deal than what it was.” He put his hand on my lower back, his signature gesture. I went up the stairs to the bus and felt a tug on my long braid.

      “What was that for?” I asked as we took our normal seats in the front area of the bus. “You pulled my braid, right?”

      “I like this. It’s…what’s the word? Cute?” He reached over, tugging it again. His use of the word cute stirred some emotions in me. Unwelcome emotions. I nodded at him, not looking up but rather fidgeting with my hands. I sensed his eyes on me and stiffened when he stood closer to me. “Hey, look at me.”

      I did, tilting my head. His tongue pressed against his cheek, his eyes searching for something on my face. I made a face, sticking out my tongue. That broke his façade, and a smile cracked out.

      “You know, Logan made me sound like a dog out there. I wasn’t, not really.” He frowned, taking the seat next to me. He was defending his prior life to me. It was endearing. “I’ve always respected women. Always.”

      “You don’t have to defend yourself to me, big guy.” I chuckled, ignoring the inappropriate sour feeling in my stomach imagining him with another woman. “You were a hot, young, starting QB for a major university.” I cringed for dramatic flair. “I cannot fathom how easy it was for you.”

      He sucked in one of his cheeks, chewing on his bottom lip as he stared at me. I had never realized how intense eye contact could be until I met him. “I don’t want you to think of me like Logan or the players on the team.”

      I heard the words, saw the torment on his face, and the need for me to accept his truth in his eyes. For whatever reason, my response mattered to him. I smiled, patting his forearm. He might’ve been a playboy type back when he played, but life had a funny way of changing parts about ourselves that we may not have liked. Or, the opposite could happen. But with him, his maturity, he chose to focus on areas that mattered, and there was no shame in that. I cleared my throat. “Brock, do you think you are remotely the same person with the same wants, desires, needs as you were seven, six years ago?”

      “No.”

      “Then, why would it be fair to judge you or associate you now with that Brock? I don’t hold you in the same category as I do with Logan or any of the players on the team.”

      “Good.” He gave me a stiff nod, tilting his head to the side. “You sure know a lot about life sometimes.”

      “We both have had things happen to us that most people don’t go through. That changes and shapes you in a different way.” I patted his arm again, pinching it at the end. “Also, Logan is pretty. You aren’t pretty.”

      “I don’t know if that’s insulting or not.” He frowned, giving me a hard look.

      “Ah, now you know how I feel most of the time.” I chuckled, fluffing up my pillow to get ready for a long, peaceful nap. I splurged and bought better headphones that would hopefully block out the shitty music.

      “I don’t insult you. Do you really think that?”

      “Brock, you told me I look like I’m in high school.” I tilted my head to the side and widened my eyes. “That is an insult.”

      He ran a hand through his hair and looked worried. “You have a fresh face.”

      “Hmm.” I eyed him, deciding if I accepted his words or not. “Once again, fresh is not a compliment or an insult. It’s confusing, actually.”

      “It’s a compliment. Damn it, woman. You’re beautiful,” he said, jaw tensing as his eyes widened. I blushed, the admittance causing an awkward giggle to escape my throat.

      “Thank you. However, you look like that was the hardest thing you’ve ever said.”

      “You are,” he paused and shook his head. “I’m watching something funny.” He dismissed me, pulling out an iPad.

      I chuckled at his discomfort. I closed my eyes, leaning against the pillow and only managed to sleep an hour before laughter woke me up. It was robust and contagious. I opened my eyes, a smile forming from the vivacious sound, to see Brock shaking with laughter at whatever he was watching on the iPad. I leaned over, peeking at his screen but couldn’t tell. He saw me, pausing the show and removing his earbuds. “What’s up?”

      “What has you cackling like a hyena?”

      “Did I wake you?” His lips turned down a bit. “My bad.”

      “You did, but it was a hell of a laugh. What are you watching?”

      “Key and Peele. They are this—”

      “Yes. I know them.” I smiled and quoted one of their best comedy sketches of all time. “A-A-RON.”

      “Yes.” He laughed, holding out an earbud for me. “Want to watch?”

      “Now, I do.” I scooted closer, our thighs now pressed together entirely. I kept the pillow on my lap as a shield. It didn’t protect me from anything about him, but it did give me a piece of mind. “What had you laughing like a lunatic, though?”

      “Have you seen the sketch when he goes to buy a mattress?” His eyes danced, and his mouth curved into that perfect smile again. “Holy shit, I lost it.”

      “No. I don’t think I’ve seen it. I want to watch.”

      “Let me rewind it.”

      And, we watched it. I laughed a normal amount where Brock lost his ever-loving shit again. He howled, eyes watering at the stupid sketch. “Good lord, are you all right?”

      “Yes. Sorry.” He laughed again, his eyes widening.

      “You should watch the one where the dude can’t laugh. Trust me.” He handed me the device, and I scanned for the specific episode. Once it played, Brock lost his shit all over again.

      I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. “You have the best laugh.”

      He took a couple of breaths before looking at me again. “I do not.”

      “You do,” I said, not leaving any room for argument.

      His expression softened for just a second before he said, “I’m glad you’re volunteering with me.”

      My heart warmed again, and I matched his grin. “I think I’m glad, too.”

      “Yeah?” His brows raised. “I knew you would.”

      “Don’t ruin the moment, Brock.”

      “Nah, I won’t. Honestly, I’m getting excited for it. I think my dad is going to help out too. I hung out with him yesterday and told him all about it. It would be only about eight nights. All these talks we have keep making me think about my next steps, moving to the NFL level. I don’t know. It’s crazy to think about.” His gaze darted from my face, to the window, and back to me.

      “I’ve never considered it a legit possibility. It might suck. I might not be ready.” He sighed and closed his eyes.

      “One step at a time, my friend.” I put my hand on his arm, the injured one and gently squeezed it. “It’s not like you could make any major changes this season, so take the next year to think about next steps. You’re ready, Brock. The question is if you want to take that leap or not.”

      “Yeah.” He scratched his head, looking uncomfortable and happy at the same time. “Okay. Enough about that. More about you. What experience do you have with young athletes?”

      “Little to none besides some clinicals in high school. I like the concept of observing younger athletes, seeing them from the beginning stages to the more advanced. I’ll be able to witness progress in different ages,” I said, noting his rapt attention. It made me nervous when he looked at me like that, like every word I said mattered. I needed to ease the tension. “

      “Brock, I was teasing you. You looked tense.” I rolled my eyes. “You baboon.”

      “You seem to insult me a lot.” He frowned, fluffing the pillow in between us. “I’m not sure I like it.”

      “It’s good for you. People are too nice to you.” I sighed, positioning the pillow so I could lay down. “I’m attempting to nap again. Don’t interrupt me with your ridiculous giggle.”

      “I sure as hell don’t giggle, and no promises.”
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        * * *

      

      I screamed. I jumped up and down, not giving a shit about my knee or how cool I looked. We won, with ten seconds left on the clock. Forgetting this was a job, I shouted and threw my fists into the air. I wasn’t alone. The entire staff was in the air with the players, chanting and screaming echoing as they made their way into the locker room. Screw getting ice and checking arms, I was celebrating.

      The adrenaline poured throughout the locker room and leaked down the hall. It was testosterone central. Coaches cheered, hugging everyone in sight. I had never seen grown men look so stupid. Most of the players were jumping up and down with chants and in various stages of dress. It was unreal. I took it all in, the smell of Gatorade and sweat, the echoing of their voices, and the pure joy that radiated from them all. It was a memorable experience, that was for sure.

      Voices carried down the hall, and Brock brought bags of ice and wore a huge smile.

      I ran up to him and took some of the bags off his arm. He was carrying too many with his right arm even though his face showed no pain. “Where you dropping them off?”

      “Over there.” He tilted his head back toward the locker room. “Heads up, this will be insanity.”

      “Wait, really? Everyone is so happy.” I bit my lip, not seeing at all how this was going to be difficult. The atmosphere was ecstatic. What could go wrong?

      “Yeah, you’ll see in a second.”

      An hour and a half later, I was annoyed beyond my wits measure. It took twice as long to make sure everyone was iced, taped, and checked up. They talked, danced around, undressed in slow stages that made me blush at least ten times. I had seen more chests, asses, and front junk than I ever needed to see. The joy and awe I felt walking into that locker room seemed like a distant memory. My hands were numb from holding ice for an hour, and I sat on one of the empty benches. Even after that shit show, the coach still had to meet with all of them before they set free these amped up college guys on this poor town.

      “So, how you doing?” Brock’s voice held nothing back. He was laughing his ass off at my expression.

      “Piss off.” I wiped my hand on the back of my black athletic pants. “You knew.”

      “Oh, yeah.” He joined me on the bench with our legs touching. His scent overwhelmed me again, my body wanting to crawl into his lap. “You handled it well.”

      “Ha!” I turned to see his amused eyes. “I almost threw myself on Q to have him stay put. Then Cooper took the bag of ice and dumped it all over another player. Zach. God. He kept dancing the entire time I tried to wrap his ankle. It was a freaking mess.”

      “Always is after an amazing win.” He patted my knee, letting his fingers linger a little too long.

      My stomach swooped.

      “Now, they are all going to hit the town, get drunk, and be pieces of shit tomorrow morning.”

      “And the coaches?” I winced, unable to believe the drinking was allowed or that they didn’t care their players were going to make asses out of themselves.

      “It’s more of a don’t ask, don’t tell sort of thing. He knows they drink, but they also know if they mess anything up, they can lose it all. Most of the guys want to go hook up with a girl and have a couple beers. It’s not like the movies where they go clubbing and sleep with five chicks.”

      “First off, no one thinks that.” I made a face of disgust. “Plus, no guy could get it up that many times.”

      His face blanked at my challenge, and I stood up with a laugh. I put my hand on his shoulder, the left one, and tsked. “I have no doubt some of your past stories could prove me wrong, but you’re all into being gentlemanly and shit, and frankly I don’t wanna hear it.”

      “You know, you’re kind of an asshole, too, Grace.” He chuckled, standing up with me. “Are you going to go hang out with your buddy tonight?” He sneered the word buddy, damn well knowing I was not going clubbing with Logan.

      “I still don’t get your reservation with my friendship with him. He is good people.”

      “He is young and stupid,” he said, grim face.

      “He’s allowed to be young and stupid. He’s single, working for a college football team, and has no responsibilities. I’d be stupid, too if I had that luxury.” I gave him a pointed look and continued. “Plus, he’s also fun and kind.”

      “Fun and kind are the things you’re into?” he asked, his face way too serious for this conversation.

      “In friends, yes,” I answered, skeptical of his intentions. “That does make me question my friendship with you. You do make me laugh, but kind is hit or miss.”

      He grunted in response and turned away. Score one for me. The ongoing battle we have had going for months had to be somewhere in the middle now, right? He picked up the bags of equipment, and I took two of them myself. I was not excited about the bus ride to the hotel. Crazy was going to be the tame end of it. So, without talking we walked to the bus and were assaulted with dance moves, chants, clothes being thrown, music blaring, and a lot of high fives and bro hugs. I found my seat in the front and took in the atmosphere. Did I want this? Or did I want to help kids? Or did I want to be a waitress and not worry about this? I had no idea.

      “You never answered my question,” Brock said as soon as he sat, his thigh touching mine because he was so massive.

      “About what, exactly?”

      “Are you going to hang with your buddy?”

      I decided to toy with him because, hell, I was kind of an asshole, too. Plus, it was so much fun. I sucked in my bottom lip, frowning and taking my time answering. “I think I might. He said the party he was heading to was going to have Jell-O wrestling, and it wouldn’t be weird if I wore this. I heard girls do it naked anyway.”

      “You’re joking.”

      “I don’t know. I’m just looking for a good time.”

      “I know you’re teasing, but I still hate every word that you just said,” he said, humor gone.

      “Um, I’m a three-time champion of Jell-O wrestling.” I bit back a laugh, loving his frown. “I really found my calling my freshmen year. It was cherry Jell-O, and I only had a swimsuit.”

      He leaned toward me, eyes blazing. “Do you like frustrating me?”

      “Immensely so, yes.” I laughed. “I’m clearly lying. You’re too easy.” I searched my bag for my phone to put on my music, and he released a long groan. “Honestly, Brock, who cares if I wanted to do that? I can still be young and free. I’m sure you’ve done stupid things.”

      “Of course, you can, Grace,” he mumbled. “And yeah, I have. You’re better than I was at your age, that’s for damn sure.”

      I snuck a peek at him and saw his pained face. I felt a little bad then, but he had no right to act all fatherly. “Note to self: Anderson is sensitive about Jell-O wrestling conversations.”

      “I heard that.”

      “I meant you to,” I said, nudging his shoulder. He slowly took off the headphones, giving me a lazy look that sent waves of heat through me. “So, do we head back to the hotel? If you have plans you can go do what you need to do. I’m a dork and looked up beforehand that this hotel has a hot tub.”

      His head jerked to mine, his expressive face stone serious. “You brought a swimming suit?”

      “Yes?” I asked, unsure why he looked like I told him pigs fly. “You know, the thing you wear when you go in water?”

      “Smartass.” He laughed, his cheek twitching a bit before he turned to look at me. “I was going to say we should go grab a beer somewhere.”

      “Oh, I like that idea, too.”

      “I figured you might. We can walk to a pub or just hang out at the hotel bar. I’m laid back despite what you think, so it’s your call.”

      “Hotel bar it is. Anything to stay in my yoga pants wins for me every time.”

      “I knew there was a reason I liked you.” Playful Brock was back, lord help me.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, after surviving the bus ride back to the hotel, Brock and I sat with Logan and Chris at the bar with tall amber ales in big glasses. I took a swig, moaning at how cold and good it tasted. My neck tingled, and I met Brock’s stare. I winked at him over my glass. His surprised reaction made it totally worth it.

      “I feel high as fuck right now,” Logan said loud enough for everyone to hear. “I need to find a pretty girl and release all this energy.”

      “Why didn’t you head out to the clubs?” I asked, earning a grin from Brock. “I’m sure you could use Tinder or whatever apps you use for ass.”

      “Yeah, yeah, of course, I could Grace.” Logan huffed, then turned his full Logan charm on me and lowered his voice. “Sometimes, the chase is more fun than the action. Tinder is too easy. Have you seen my face? Very few people don’t accept me.”

      “God, you’re cocky.” He did make me laugh though. He was quite pretty for a man, almost every woman that passed by did a double, or triple take.

      “Please. You know what it’s like with a face like yours.” He motioned to my face with his beer, and my entire body turned red. “I’m sure you get hit on all the damn time, and you don’t even know it.”

      “Uh, I don’t know.”

      Chris and Logan shared a look and snorted. I looked up to see Brock’s jaw tight as hell, but his eyes were on the gentleman standing at the bar looking right at me. I gulped. Wow. He was good looking. Logan whistled and said, “Twelve o’clock, girl.”

      “Uh.” I blinked a couple of times, unsure what to do. “This isn’t a norm for me.”

      “Normally, you go talk to the poor bloke,” Logan said, laughing and hitting the table. “Come on, Grace. Don’t be a chicken.”

      “I’m not a chicken. I’m content hanging with you guys,” I said, avoiding Brock’s eyes. They burned into me, and that awkward zing came back. Logan’s mouth parted in disgust, and he hit my shoulder.

      “Grace, you’ve been single like a Pringle for a while. Are you still on that babble of switching to the girls’ team?” Logan asked.

      Chris spit out some of his beer.

      I gave them both a pointed look. “You’re the worst. No. I’m not.” I had nothing to lose. Brock radiated anger. I still had yet to look at him, but his silence and stiff posture told me enough.

      “I’m not the worst. What are friends for? To push you. To challenge you. Now go, you butterfly.” He waved his hand in the direction of the good-looking man and shoved my stool out from my ass.

      I regretted looking at Brock the moment I did. He had no right to look at me like that. Like I meant something to him as more than a friend. Those haunted, blue eyes pierced my soul, but it was not the time. I smoothed down my jacket, put on a fake smile, and walked over to the guy at the bar. He nodded encouragingly at me as I approached. My shirt felt too tight, and my palms sweat. “Hi.”

      “Hi yourself,” he said with a blindingly white smile. “I’m glad you came over here. I have to say, you are with a group of intimidating men.”

      I looked back at them, avoiding Brock’s eyes and focusing on Logan’s thumbs up. “Yeah, they are a bunch of intimidating guys. They are goofballs though.”

      “I’m Rick, by the way.” He held out his hand. I shook it, blushing at the perusal he gave me. “Do you work for the football team?”

      “Sort of,” I paused, awkwardly albeit. “I’m interning for them this year as one of the athletic training staff.”

      “Wow. That’s impressive.” He smiled warmly at me, eyeing the bar. “Would you like a drink?”

      “Sure. Thank you.” I joined him on the stool, feeling out of my element. “I’m Grace, by the way.”

      “Hmm. That fits you,” he said way too smoothly. “You have a face for a Grace.”

      “Wow. Did you just come up with that one, or was it waiting on the backburner?” I asked without thinking how that made me look.

      He winced for a second, then recovered with a practiced move. Strike one.

      “You’re witty.” He ordered me a beer, without asking what kind. I didn’t like that. “So, Grace, is football what brings you to this town?”

      “Yes. We just won a game here.” I eyed the pale ale, not a huge fan of them, but I also didn’t know the lines of what was rude or not. I wish I made a signal with Logan to come save me. “What brings you here?”

      “Work,” he said, downing the rest of his drink and leaning on the bar with his elbow. The bartender passed him another.

      I looked back at the table when Rick took a swig and saw Chris and Logan talking, but Brock’s gaze was on me. I made a face at him, making my eyes go wide and jerking my head toward the bar, hoping he knew that it meant I wanted to be rescued. I hated that I needed an out, but I felt way too awkward to end this. “Ah, beer is the remedy for life.”

      “That’s what they say. So, what do you do?”

      His eyes kept drifting to my mouth and face, and my stomach soured. He licked his lips with a gross exaggeration.

      “I’m in sales.” He took another swig. I twisted my hands, still not taking a sip of the beer because I didn’t feel comfortable and wanted to get the hell away. I sighed, pushing myself off the bar and noticing his eyes widen. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to head back to my friends. This isn’t working. I’m sorry. Thank you for the drink though.” I squirmed, turning to walk away, but he reached out and grabbed my wrist. Hell. No. “Excuse—”

      “Let go of her. Now.” Brock’s wide frame stood behind me, his chest touching my back. Rick released his hand from mind with his face paling. Brock didn’t wait another second before pushing me out of the way, behind him. “Touch her again and I’ll break your face.”

      His hand went to my back, but this time his fingers dug into me. I understood he was pissed, beyond pissed at that moment. Instead of going back to the table, he directed us outside of the bar. “Brock, where are we going?”

      “Give me a minute, please,” he said, voice tight and pained. It was unlike any tone I had ever heard from him before. He led us outside to the front entrance where a large bench sat away from any other people. He plopped down, dragging me with him. He threw an arm around me, taking deep breaths.

      “Brock.”

      “Shh.” His leg bounced up and down, the tension in his body worrying me. I turned to face him, putting my hand on his scruff. It was the most I had ever touched him, and his reaction was enough to distract him from his thoughts. His gaze darted to mine, his eyes wide with worry and anger.

      “It’s okay,” I said calmly. I kept my hand on his chin, using my other one to put on his bouncing leg. His magical, toned, hard leg.

      Focus. “Thank you.”

      “I wanted to beat his face in,” he admitted, looking at the ground. “Why did you do that?”

      I thought about my answer, removing my hand from his jaw. “I felt like I had to prove myself to you guys that I wasn’t just this tomboy. I don’t know. I feel foolish and regret it.”

      It wasn’t until later that night, after I went up to my room and fell into bed exhausted, that I realized it wasn’t just worry in his eyes. There was more.
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      The following morning was exactly how I imagined it would be. The football players stumbled onto the bus exactly at the time required, smelling like shit. Coaches turned the other way when a couple of them threw up in the parking lot. The entire ride was silent. No music, no chatter, just silence. I welcomed the peaceful ride, reading a solid ten chapters in my book.

      I forced myself to read a few pages before sneaking a look at him, but when he wore his glasses, it became increasingly more difficult. It went on repeat: read, look at Brock, think about him, repeat. He was gorgeous.

      He was kind, patient, and passionate.

      He was a survivor, something that hit home with me.

      Loyal, hardworking, family-oriented.

      He set my soul on fire. After taking an incredibly relaxing shower and thinking about what transpired at the bar, I came to two major realizations… First, I was falling hard for Brock. I didn’t know what he felt or how much, but those haunted eyes were more than friendly.

      But second, we worked together. He was my boss. He was in charge of my grade.

      I closed my eyes, thinking back to a conversation with my mom when I was a junior in high school about boys and all her fantastic advice.

      “Sweetie, there are two types of people you can fall in love with. The first gives you sweaty palms, heart racing kind of excitement. The passion will fizzle in time. Trust me. The second kind, this kind is the best. Your soul is set on fire, your mind is challenged, and most importantly, you feel safe—”
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        * * *

      

      “Grace, wake up.” The voice of an angel stirred my dreamless sleep. The angel had soft feathers running down my face. I grinned, enjoying the sensation very much. “Aw, hell. Don’t smile like that.”

      The feather moved from my face to my side, poking me. I didn’t like being poked. I jumped, the harsh reality of sitting on a bus for hours on end crashing down on me. I wiped my eyes, seeing Brock’s incredible blue ones gazing at me with a bemused expression. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “’cause you had this stupid grin on your face in your sleep.” His eyes danced as he jutted his chin toward the window. “We’re pulling into the parking lot now.”

      “Huh.” I followed his gaze and shrugged. “Fast ride.”

      “It was.” He cleared his throat, a small smile tugging on those magical lips. “Did you enjoy using me as a pillow for the majority of it?”

      “Sure did. Sorry about that.” I yawned, stretching a bit and saw his eyes take me in. “You could’ve moved me.”

      “Nah, it was okay. You looked peaceful. It was a nice change of pace to not hear you talk all the time.”

      “Asshole,” I fired back, thankful he let me sleep. “I probably won’t sleep tonight, but it was a hell of a good nap.”

      “Yeah? Why the goofy smile?”

      “I dreamt of my mom. It was a good dream.”

      He nodded, like he knew exactly what it meant when there were good dreams instead of the bad ones.

      “It made me happy.”

      “I’m glad. You have a wonderful smile.”

      “Thank you.” My face warmed. Heart pitter pattered. Stomach galloped.

      He sighed, putting a hand on my knee with a quick squeeze. “Do you need a ride home?”

      I froze, forgetting to text Fritz for a ride. “Shit.”

      “Don’t worry, I got you.” He smirked, clearly pleased at my predicament.

      “I don’t want to keep you from anything.” Pulling out my phone, I began typing out a text to Fritz and Gilly. I didn’t get to press send because his hands went to my phone, taking it.

      “Let me rephrase. I want to take you home.” He paused, a vulnerable look coming over his face. “Could I bribe you with dinner?”

      “If I ever say no to that, kill me.” I joked, my heart and body burning up around him. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Barbeque. There is an amazing hole in the wall place not too far from here. The bread dissolves in your mouth and the meat, oh baby. This place is one of my favorites. It’s always crowded except for early evening on Sunday afternoons. I know that sounds weird, but trust me.”

      “Barbeque sounds great.” I grinned, my stomach growling like it heard us talking about food. She was temperamental and needy, but she was so ready for some barbeque. “Also, when you talk about food like that, it is kind of sexual.”

      “Yeah?” He grinned, slowly dragging the tip of his tongue over his top lip. “Brisket.” He dragged the word out, making it four syllables instead of two. “Barbeque.” His voice lowering to an octave I didn’t recognize. “Corn muffin.”

      “That’s it! Enough!” I laughed, swatting his arm. “Corn muffin? No. No one can make that word sexy.”

      “I thought I did excellent, thank you very much.” The corners of his lips were turned all the way up, his megawatt smile almost blinding me. “You try and make it sexy.”

      “No way in hell. I would look absurd.” I laughed, wiping a tear from my eye. “You are,” I stumbled for the right words, searching the length of his face, “ridiculous. Utterly ridiculous.”

      “I think you meant to say charming. Wonderful. Awesome. Any of those words.”

      “No. I meant what I said.” I rolled my eyes, my stomach doing cartwheels at flirty Brock. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you today, but you are a handful.”

      “Thank you.” He grinned, putting his hands on the seat in front of us. The bus came to a stop, he stood, and I was face to face with his crotch. It was inches away, his arms stretching up to touch the roof of the bus. I gulped, my face turning red as hell. I forced my greedy eyes away. I had never been this tempted. Ever. And now, I was panting like a damn dog who ran in the park all because I was eye level with his magic stick. “Grace. My face is up here.”

      “Asshole,” I mumbled, then flicked my eyes up and met the smug smile that drove me mad. I punched his arm, the good one, earning a small chuckle from him. We got off the bus, carried our bags to his Jeep, and if anyone thought anything of me hopping into his car, no one said a word. I was pretty sure everyone knew we were friends and hung out. I had no idea why the idea of what people thought bothered me.

      When he buckled up seconds later, his playful tone changed. “Where do you see yourself in five years?”

      My eyes flew to his, but he was focused on the road. I wanted to read his mood. I had no idea if this was casual conversation or something deeper. I exhaled, tapping my fingers on the console. “I can’t imagine living anywhere else but here. If the right opportunity came up, then I would explore it thoroughly with T-charts and pros and cons. It would be totally insane.”

      “So, you’ll probably be here?” he asked, an edge to his voice. “Doing what?”

      “That is the final question, isn’t it?” I said, now studying the cuticles on my hands like they held the answer. “I want to have a stable job with great insurance. I want to work in rehabilitation or athletic training. I don’t know if that means at a high school teaching or at a college or a minor sports team. I need to be on my feet and challenged. I refuse to settle, so I’m still searching for that one perfect opportunity or answer.”

      He hummed for a second, pursing those lips. “You do not strike me as someone who would ever settle for anything in their life.”

      “Thank you.” I snuck a glance at his strong profile, and the feelings I had pushed down for months came out. “I’m stubborn and always searching for that feeling of belonging. I know it’s because I’m alone in the world and have no family to ground me. I don’t want a job that just pays the bills. I want a career, a passion, and a way of life to help ground me. Does that make sense?”

      He didn’t answer. The silence grew in the car, my anxiety annoying me. My leg twitched. I nibbled on my lip so much it needed a severe layer of Chapstick. I’d bared my soul to him, like I had countless other times, and his stoic silence drove me up a wall. He pulled into the parking lot and held up a hand to me. “Wait here.”

      I had no choice, really. I sat there as he got out and walked to my side to open the door. He held out a hand, a small smile on his lips. “Ready?”

      “Uh, yeah.” I took his hand to get out of the car but released it as soon as I was on two feet. “Brock, did I say something wrong in the car?”

      “What?” He gave me a baffled look, an eyebrow raised. “Why would you think that?”

      “Because I told you something really personal, and you remained silent when I asked you if it made sense.” I stared at the asphalt.

      “Grace, look at me.” He stopped walking, just the two of us on the sidewalk near a deserted street. I only looked up because he’d purred my name. My body warmed. “Sometimes, it takes me time to digest things. Specifically, when you say things like you’re alone in the world.”

      “Oh?”

      He brought his hand up to my face, cupping one side of it not different from what I did the night before. My body betrayed me on every level. “You hungry?”

      My poor body was going to have whiplash. He was sweet, then confusing, then swoonworthy, then a typical man, wanting food. I snorted, raising my brows at him. “Yeah.”

      “Good. Me too.” He gave me a wicked grin that I did not return. I was now taking my turn, digesting or whatever crap he’d said.

      We walked up to the barbeque place, and his hand moved from my face to my lower back as he pushed open the door. I walked past him like I had hundreds of times before, but this time his fingers grazed my neck. I jumped, the sensation unexpected and not unwelcome.

      “Hey, now,” I protested, giving him my meanest stare. His face was unreadable except a little tick in his cheek. I rolled my eyes and went back to focusing on the hostess, but his fingers remained on my skin. I tried not to react to the amazing, light touch. “Table for uh, two, uh, please,” I stammered, distracted by his hands.

      “Sure, right this way.” The hostess gave me a weird look, and then her gaze settled on Brock’s face. Her eyes lit up before she walked away.

      “Well this is cozy as hell,” I said, as our legs bumped together.

      His lip lifted up on one side, but other than that, he gave nothing away.

      “Okay then, good talk.”

      “Sometimes, silence is golden.” He picked up the menu, eyeing me over it. I mocked him, putting my menu higher, so he couldn’t see my face.

      “I’m all about free will here, but you must try the platter, Grace. Trust me.”

      I ignored him, keeping the menu in front of my face. It was childish, it was immature, but I didn’t care. I read through the appetizers, not sure what I wanted. I was content on ignoring him until his hand grabbed my calf under the table. I yelped.

      “Oh, good. You didn’t fall asleep.” He grinned as I set the menu down. “Now, as I was saying.”

      “You know, oddly enough I hate when guys order for their dates. It drives me bonkers. But, you know how much I appreciate food, and you would never dare to order me something bullshit. I trust your food order.” I set the menu down, seeing his smug smile. “That was strike number one from that asshat at the hotel.”

      His smile disappeared, and his eyes turned hard. “Let’s not spoil the mood, shall we?”

      “Ah, you’re right. My bad.” Shame consumed me.

      “What’s another strike for you?” he asked, the ice in his eyes melted. “I’m curious.”

      “Hmm, ordering food or drinks without consulting the person is a major strike. Also, judging what a person eats is another strike. You’d be surprised at some looks I’ve gotten from ordering ribs.”

      “I would love to see that. Shit.” He laughed and looked at me warmly. “What else?”

      “I hate mind games or being passive aggressive. The, ‘Are you really going to wear that?’ sort of thing.” I waved my hand about. “Being late, loud chewers. You know, the normal deal breakers and stuff.”

      “Interesting.” He bit down on his lip, narrowing his blue eyes at me.

      I couldn’t read his mood and chose to keep rambling. “I also hate that some people don’t realize that I’m going to put my career first. I can’t let my dream go. I told you before I’ve ruined dates by talking about work or people telling me I work too much. I hate that. I mean, if I want to spend time with someone, I’ll find the time. It’s not my fault the people I dated before were as interesting as an almond cookie.”

      Brock snorted into his hand and cackled. “You are ridiculous.”

      “Hey, you can’t steal my lines.” I pointed at him, my chin jutting out in a challenge. His eyes rolled so dramatically I found myself smiling again. “If you’re stealing my lines, I’m stealing some of yours. Where do you see yourself in five years, and what are your strikes?”

      “Hmm.” He frowned, his gaze turning serious. “Thirty-two. Not sure. I don’t really make plans beyond a year. At least, I didn’t before.”

      “Year by year then. You want to remain at the University and volunteer with the youth of our great nation?”

      His lips quirked, a small chuckle escaping. “Yes. I would like to be exactly where I am in a year. After that, NFL, maybe.”

      “You’re determined and badass, Brock.” I tilted my head in his direction. “You’re going to be successful no matter where you go. You were an amazing teacher to me, still are actually.” A light blush spread on his cheeks, how cute. “You’re very patient after you tuck away the asshole persona.”

      “Gee, thanks for the rave review.”

      His smile grew before he changed his tone to a more serious one. “Thank you, for the compliment. It somehow means more coming from you. Your opinion matters to me.”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was incredible. He was right—they had the best barbeque I’d ever experienced. I groaned into my food, getting a weird look from Brock. I didn’t care though. The food was too damn good. He didn’t even glance at the waitress the rest of the night. We talked for an hour about dogs and flowers and storms and weird things to collect. I thought it was odd he collected spinning tops as a kid. He thought it was weird I collected yo-yos. They were totally in style back in my elementary school days. I’d been the definition of cool.

      “You never walked the dog?” I threw my hands up, unable to believe him. “It is literally the coolest thing.”

      “I beg to differ. I think it’s dorky.” A smile danced on his perfect lips. “You were a dork.”

      “Everyone was a dork when they were kids, Brock. I bedazzled the shit out of my backpack, decorated my pillow cases with puffy paint, and wore monochrome outfits. Don’t act like you were a normal, cool child. My guess is you weren’t.”

      He shook his head, giving me a weird look. “Bedazzled your backpack? You? I can’t see that.”

      “I told you. I went through a princess phase for a while. Then I discovered sports and dirt.”

      “Well, I’m glad you aren’t in a princess phase anymore.” He laughed and stood up. “Want to head out?”

      “What about the bill?” I searched, our waitress nowhere in sight. “We need to pay. Let’s go halvesies?”

      “Already took care of it.”

      “Brock!” I yelled, annoyed at him. “Come on, I hate that.”

      “I told you I feed my interns. Can it.” He motioned for me to head to the door, and I did but with my arms crossed in defiance.

      “I feel bad.”

      “Don’t. I don’t mind, seriously.” He reached out with both his hands and placed them on my shoulders, giving them a light squeeze before releasing them. “Don’t make a fuss.”

      I laughed. No one under the age of sixty used that expression. “Then promise me you’ll let me buy ice cream next time.”

      “Sure.” We got into the car and sat in a comfortable silence that was built on trust. I wasn’t overanalyzing the quiet. It was peaceful. I was content, full, and tired. I leaned against the headrest, smiling with my eyes closed.

      “Don’t fall asleep yet. We’re almost there,” he said softly above the car radio. “This weekend was exhausting.”

      “Exhausting, yes. Fun, too.” I patted his arm as he pulled into the driveway. He turned off the car, and I waved him off. “Stay in the car. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Nonsense. Stay there.” He held up his fingers, giving me his don’t-mess-with-me-stare. I obeyed, waiting as he opened the door for me again that night. He held out a hand again, and my chest got a heavy, funny feeling in it.

      We walked in sync with me up the path. “You didn’t have to walk me to my door, Brock.” I rolled my eyes, grabbing my keys from my pocket. “I appreciate it, but it was unnecessary.”

      “You trip more than anyone I know. It really is a safety hazard. And, what are good friends for?”

      “Right,” I said, the worst f-word to ever reach my ears. I put the keys into the door, sliding inside without touching him. I looked up into those deep blue eyes, and the air left my lungs. He was perfect. With a shaky voice, I mumbled, “Good night, Brock.”

      “Have a good night, Grace. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He gave me a small, almost sad smile and walked down the stairs. I shut the door and slid down it like I would in a damn rom-com movie. The unfairness of my situation brought me to tears, but I sucked it up. Sure, I had grown massive, massive feelings for someone I couldn’t be with. That happened all the time, right?

      “Girl, what the hell is wrong?” Gilly had a bottle of wine and wore pajamas but marched over to the door with a concerned look on her face. “Shit.”

      “It’s nothing. Well, nothing I can do anything about,” I said but knew she’d see right through it. “Brock dropped me off. We got dinner.”

      “Holy shit, you’re in love with him.” A smile formed on her cherry red lips.

      I sighed, wide-eyed with my emotions swirling all over the place. “Give me some of that wine.”

      “Fuck wine. We need something stronger. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in love.” She trailed off, walking into the kitchen to come back with two glasses and amber liquid.

      “I’ve never been in love before,” I admitted, the unrequited feeling haunting my insides. “He’s my boss. He’s my friend. He’s made that clear.”

      “I think it goes both ways. Look at how he reacted about the guy in the bar.”

      “It’s because the guy put his hands on me, Gil.”

      “It’s more. Patience. Give it time, G-spot.” She handed me a glass and joined me on the floor. “Good things come to those who wait.”

      “Don’t quote some bullshit at me.” I leaned against her, downing the drink. “Let me pout.”

      “Message received. Pout away.”
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      The date snuck up on me. It hit me hard in the face the day before as I went to the calendar to see how many weeks were left until the end of the internship because my life had become a blur of working, Brock, sleep, repeat. October 23rd flashed at me, the numbers growing larger and spinning in my mind. “Shit.”

      I gripped the edge of the desk, putting my hand behind me until I found the chair. I scooted onto it, clutching my chest right above my heart. It beat her blood, her love, her words, and I’d almost forgotten about her. Tears poured down my face, pooling on my chin and falling onto the desk making wet spots. I stared, trying to figure out how I almost got the worst date in my life? How selfish was I? My eyes stung, and my body became numb as I sat there, unmoving, for hours.

      “Grace, God. Are you okay? I tried calling and—” Fritz walked up to me and put his warm arms around my middle. “Jesus, you’re ice cold. You’re freaking me out, G.”

      I pointed to the date and let my head fall onto his shoulder. “The date, Fritz. I almost missed it.”

      He grimaced and squeezed me tighter. “What do you need? Chocolate? Wine? Disney movies? Tell me.”

      I shook my head. “What time is it?”

      “Nine,” he said, continuing to rub my arms. “Let’s go to the couch. Gil should be home soon.”

      I didn’t respond. He pulled me into the living room. He set me on the couch with a deep frown and handed me a blanket. I knew he was worried. I had never acted like this before, a blithering hot mess. Well, I had, but it had been a good while since I’d had a breakdown. My normal routine used to be walking around like a zombie and disappearing for hours at a time. The sobbing and numbness was new. I blamed my exhaustion.

      Fritz came back with some water and sat on the couch next to me. I appreciated him, but I needed to deal with this myself. The guilt of enjoying my life too much to forget my mom? I swallowed the bile. It was an insult to her memory. A wave of self-loathing shot through me, and I gulped it down, welcoming the grief.

      “You left your phone on the counter.” He handed it to me, but I just turned it off and set it on the table. “You know, I don’t think your mom would want her death to paralyze you.”

      I let his words hit me, like small punches. Rationally, I knew he was trying to help. “I know that,” I snapped. “I forgot. Who does that?”

      “G, you’ve been so busy having fun, working, and hanging out with Brock. It’s okay.” He spoke softly, putting his arm around me for one of his famous hugs. I leaned into him and laid head on his shoulder. “I personally think it’s healthier that you were busy and not moping weeks in advance.”

      “You don’t understand— “

      “Yes. Yes, I do. Because I love the shit out of you. I know how you work. You feel guilty, fine. We all have things that make us feel guilty on our own. I can’t blame you for that. But, Grace, you aren’t expected to be miserable year after year. I only know your mom through you, and I know for a damn fact she wouldn’t want you being this body-wracking sad. No one would.”

      “I forgot her, Fritz. I’ve been in my own bubble.” My lip trembled and his arm tightened to support me. “What kind of daughter am I for that?”

      “One who is living her damn life and enjoying it. Hello. Isn’t that the point? Why would we be put on this earth just to work and pay bills? We should be able to enjoy each moment. God, can you imagine life without food?”

      I sob-laughed. “No.”

      “Exactly. Life is made up of moments that are varying levels of flavor.”

      “Are you comparing my grief to bad food?”

      “Yes. Not all food is going to be as fantastic as chocolate or pizza or slow cooked ribs,” he paused, moaning at the thought of them. My stomach growled, too. “You’re going to get stale bagels and zucchini or poorly cooked chicken sometimes. Will that stop you from eating?”

      “Uh, never.”

      “Then, I rest my case,” he said, smugly. “I would’ve made a hell of a good lawyer.”

      “Fritz, I love you, but I don’t think comparing life to food works.”

      “It does. You’re going to have the best slow cooked ribs sometimes, and other times it’s going to be the salmonella chicken. It makes perfect sense, but you’re irrational right now. You can congratulate me tomorrow.”

      I rolled my eyes, appreciating his ability to cheer me up. “I love you, you wacko. I think I’m going to try to go to bed.”

      “Let me know if you need anything.” He patted my leg, watching me with worried eyes as I shut myself in my room. I needed to deal with myself. The guilt, the unwarranted feelings toward my boss. I was a flipping mess.
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        * * *

      

      Time does not heal all wounds. That is an utter, bullshit lie. I learned to live despite the wounds. It was what made humans so complex and troubled. I sat, cross-legged on the roof of my car. I couldn’t build up the courage to enter the graveyard just yet, and my pounding headache didn’t help. My crying jag had messed with me, majorly. Forgetting her even for a moment was unacceptable. I clenched my eyes shut and listened to the crinkle of the bouquet of roses I gripped.

      My phone sat in the front of my car, turned off, and I needed it that way. Every year, on this day, I shut off from the world. Thankfully, it wasn’t a game day, and I could miss work. I thought nothing of texting Brock to say I wouldn’t be in. Today was my day of mourning. Fritz and Gilly left me two beautiful bouquets of flowers outside my room that morning, letters telling me how much they loved me. Fritz also wrote something that kept swirling around and around my head.

      Loving and living happily IS your mom’s wish. Stomach the bad chicken today; get the ribs tomorrow.

      Some days their kindness and love was enough family for me. Others days, like today, it made me sad that I wouldn’t smell my mom’s lotion or have her laugh with me again. I pulled my legs tighter up to my chest as the wind picked up, and my body trembled. The freezing cold didn’t deter me. I promised myself I would never forget even for a moment all my mom had done for me. Dry sobs took me again, and I slipped off the hood of the car. I didn’t stumble onto the ground, but I did lose my balance and shouted when strong arms surrounded me. “Gah!”

      “Hey, it’s just me.” The familiar, deep voice warmed my heart. His scent enveloped me. “It’s just me.”

      “Wh-what are you d-doing here?” My teeth chattered, and his hands held my head against his chest. “How d-did you know?”

      “Shh. Take a breath. I’ll tell you; don’t worry. Relax.” He positioned himself behind me on the hood of the car, moving my body between his strong legs with a gentleness that almost caused another round of tears. “Your skin is like ice. Do you have a blanket?”

      “No. I didn’t th-think that far.”

      “Crazy, crazy girl. Stay here.” He squeezed me tighter, something soft touching the side of my head before he set me back on the car. It disturbed me I’d never heard his car enter the lot. To be fair, I was lost in my own demented thoughts. If I hadn’t fallen, I doubt I would’ve known he was there. “I have one. Here.” He held out a fleece blanket, and I ran to him. He wrapped it around me like a burrito before he picked me back up and repositioned us, so we sat on the car. It took several minutes for my body to warm up, and when it did, I leaned back into him with a deeply satisfying sigh.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” His arms circled around me, and his hands rested on my thighs. We had never touched like this before. Ever. My heart hurt, the pain and grief of the day taking its toll. But, when his hands brushed against my legs, an entirely new feeling took over. I sighed, closing my eyes and living in the moment. In Fritz’ terms, this was a slow-cooked rack of ribs moment.

      “If you want to talk about it, I’m here. If not, I’m here, too. I brought cards, but with the wind, I don’t think that’s possible.” His soothing voice penetrated the mental walls I had built in the past twelve hours. “The first time for me, we uh, came out to the plot and sat there all day. My dad brought cards, and we ended up playing rummy for hours. It helped, somehow.”

      I sniffled into the arm of my sweatshirt, the story breaking out a small, tiny wave of laughter. “Did you win?”

      “No idea. We all were a blubbering mess.” His voice lowered, our shared grief not making it better, just a little easier.

      “Do you play Egyptian Rat Screw with your parents, too?”

      “We all used to play. My sister and I learned it when we were young. While you were dressing like crayons in one color and playing with yo-yos, we were playing cards.” His calm, steady voice reassured me like the blanket. I focused on it. He told stories about him and his sister fighting over who won and how they both got grounded from cards for an entire summer. I sniffled, laughed, and a little tension left my body. It was a small break in conversation when he pulled me tighter against him. He lowered his head, so his mouth was near my ear, causing my pulse to race.

      “Do you want to go in?”

      “I never do,” I said, looking at the gate. It was a gloomy, chilly October day, and I wanted to go in. I really did, but would it be worse? Harder? Did I want to see the awful stone that was supposed to represent my mother’s decaying body? I didn’t know. Another wave of guilt and nausea overtook me.

      Brock simply held me. I’d never needed anyone else before. Not like this. When I settled down enough to take a normal breath, I wiped my eyes and looked up at his face. My heart constricted at the emotion swirling in his blue eyes. I swallowed, loudly. “Do you go visit your sister’s and niece’s graves?”

      He nodded, slowly and ran his hands over his face with a pained expression. “Yes. I like to bring flowers. They loved daisies. I know my parents don’t like to come. They only do on the anniversary.”

      “Do you come more than that?” The thought nauseated me. I could barely handle one miserable week a year, let alone opening the floodgates more than that.

      He gave me a sad smile. “I go a couple of times. When it’s nice out, I like to come out here. You know,” he stopped and cleared his throat. “My sister and niece are in here too. Some day—not today—I’d like to take you to their spot.”

      I didn’t respond, instead I admired him. I remember during a counseling session Fritz forced me to go to where the counselor said people grieve in different ways. There was no right or correct way to grieve. Some people never went to the gravesite, some went every day, some had their loved ones cremated and put into jewelry or released into a storm. This wasn’t multiple-choice. There was no right answer.

      He broke the silence. “It’s your decision, but I’ll go in with you if you want me to.”

      I nodded, closing my eyes and enjoying the feel of him. The sound of the wind and leaves the only thing intruding on our moment. Until my stomach growled. I hadn’t eaten since the night before. Brock’s hands went to my stomach, patting it with a laugh. “Did you bring any snacks?”

      “No. I didn’t plan anything out. I just needed to be here.” I shifted my weight and slid to the asphalt, an unfamiliar pang of curiosity coursing through my veins. “I think,” I paused looking at the gate. “I want to try.”

      “Do you want to go alone?” His kind, sweet voice made my eyes sting again. He waited with all the patience in the world. I shook my head and held out my trembling hand for him to grab it. He gave me a pained smile and joined our hands. “I’ll be what you need me to today.”

      I squeezed his grip and took slow tentative steps toward the gate. I gulped, pausing at the entrance. I had no idea where her gravestone was. I blocked out the funeral years ago and tried to survive. “I don’t know where. I can’t remember.”

      “Can your stomach handle walking around?”

      “Y-y-yes.” My teeth chattered harder than ever, and my heart pounded. “I ne-need to.”

      “Okay, let’s do it.” He fit me right underneath the crook of his bad arm. It was oddly poetic; the injured arm was giving me strength. “Let’s just walk.”

      And we walked. We walked around the outside then circled the inner portion. My heart hadn’t calmed down yet, but I felt ready. It wasn’t until we reached an inner row by an old oak tree that I knew it was there. A solid black stone with familiar lettering stopped me. I read the name, and it was like a hand reached into my body and tore out my heart. I froze, not sure if I could go further. I could see them lowering the casket as neighbors and friends looked at me with pity. The sheer panic might’ve gone away, but the pain of missing someone so essential to my life hadn’t.

      Brock didn’t say a word. He gave me a silent strength, one that reverberated through my body, battling the sorrow. “Th-th-that’s it.”

      He squeezed me tighter, pulling out a pen and paper from his pocket. “You might be angry with me, but I’m going to leave this with you and stand back here.”

      I looked at the paper he shoved in my hand like it would give me advice on what to do. Tears blurred my vision, but he grabbed my hands and reassured me with his voice. “Write to her. If you can’t talk or are unsure what to say, write. Leave it there. Throw it in the wind.”

      “Have you done that before?”

      “More times than you’d imagine.” I met his gaze as he admitted it and saw caring. I gulped to stop all emotions coursing through me. He continued to stare, so I nodded, hoping that was what he was looking for. “I’ll wait however long you need.”

      I took a breath and a new resolve came over me. He was right. I needed to do this alone. I gripped the paper so tight it crinkled, but I didn’t care. I put one foot in front of the other until I stood at the edge of her grave. Her name mocked me, such a lively name for an amazing woman.

      KLARISSA ELIZABETH TURNER.

      THE BEST MOM A GIRL COULD ASK FOR, KEEP BEING THE LIGHT

      Tears streamed down my face and fell on the ground that covered her coffin. I had multiple thoughts race through me. Was the coffin okay? It rained a lot; was it ruined? Was it stupid to talk to her? Could she really hear me? Would she be mad that I got distracted? I fell to my knees, staring at her name and twirling the pen. Brock’s words made sense then. Leaning against her stone, I decided to write to her.

      I’m sorry.

      I’m so sorry.

      I can’t believe I forgot, Mom. I’m sorry.

      I miss you, Mom, every day. Every time something good happens, I send a prayer of thanks to you because I know you’re up there, cheering for me. Work is good, school too.

      I have a make-shift family who love me like their own blood. Don’t worry about me being alone. I’m not. I have all these wonderful people in my life, filling it with color and noise, making me laugh and roll my eyes. I got my dream internship with the school’s football program, and Mom, I met someone who lights my soul on fire.

      I would give anything to talk to you, to hear your voice, to hold your hands and listen to your guidance. I could teach, work with kiddos, or go into the sports world. How do I know what’s the right decision?

      Your voice is getting harder to remember, and that kills me. When I dream about you, it’s a gift because I can see you and hear your voice again, even if it’s temporary. I wish I could tell you how I might be in love with someone. It’s all consuming and terrifying, yet it fills my stomach with butterflies because so much could go wrong. But you taught me that life without hurting is a life without joy or love.

      I love you. I miss you. You’ll always be a part of me.

      I wrote until there wasn’t any room on the paper, and I folded it up into a little ball and set it on the spot right above the grass. It shouldn’t blow away, and it was perfect for the first time seeing her grave. I suddenly remembered the roses on the car, and I turned to get them.

      Brock stood there, holding them out.

      My forehead wrinkled.

      “I had a feeling.” His blue eyes were dancing with emotion. They were shining brighter than normal, his face twisted in concern. I took the flowers from him and laid them on the grave. The roses made it look better. Happier. Once I got them situated, I turned back to face him and threw my arms around him. I hugged the living shit out of him, and he squeezed me.

      Time didn’t heal wounds, but Brock’s presence stitched mine back together to aid in the healing process. I spoke to his chest, my voice coming out awkward because my mouth was filled with his shirt. “Thank you so much.”

      “I told you before, there isn’t a damn thing I wouldn’t do for you.” His lips touched my head. If I hadn’t been so sad, I’d have relished the action. “Let’s head back.”

      He tucked me into the side of his arm again, and I sighed in contentment. I was sad, guilty, worried, anxious, but also, content. He fixed the little pieces of me that were broken.

      We walked back to the cars and once we arrived, he cleared his throat. “Are you good to drive right now? We can come back later to get your car?”

      “What about work?” I asked, frowning. “Wait, how did you know I was here? Don’t you have to get back?”

      He looked up at the sky. “You didn’t reply to my texts last night or this morning. You don’t strike me as someone to not respond unless something happened. I uh,” he paused, rubbing his hand over the back of his neck. “I became slightly more concerned when you didn’t show up to work. I got Fritz’s number. He refused to tell me, and insisted if I knew you, I wouldn’t have to ask where you’d be.”

      That earned a small smile. “That’s Fritz for you.”

      “I looked up some dates and put it together. I’m sorry, Grace.”

      “Did you come straight here?”

      “I was worried about you being here alone.” His voice lowered, his eyes slowly caressing my face with an intense stare.

      I relaxed. “Thank you. That was really nice.”

      “Really nice, eh? That’s a new one.” A light tone entered his voice. “I like the compliment.”

      “Shut up. Don’t ruin the moment.” I gave him a half smile. “Sensitive Anderson is definitely moving up on my list of your moods.”

      “Don’t tell anyone. It would ruin my rep.” He grinned, running his tongue over his bottom lip. “How about we go get coffee and pancakes?”

      My stomach growled more aggressively. “Did I hear my second favorite word?”

      “Coffee?”

      “No, pancakes.” Life began flowing back into my veins. I was hungry, emotional, and grateful for his support. “I love me some pancakes.”

      “It’s settled then.” He patted my shoulder with a firm nod. “We’ll get pancakes, and we’ll drop your car off at your place.”

      “Drop it off?” I said, like I couldn’t understand English. “Why?”

      “I’ll drive you wherever you need to go today,” he said, leaving absolutely zero room for any argument. “I’ll follow you to your place, and we’ll go to IHOP.”

      I nodded at him, getting into the car and resting my head on the steering wheel. I. Was. A. Mess. “Sure, Grace. Lose your heart entirely, that’s a great freaking idea. That will surely end up well for you.”

      I about shit myself when he knocked on the window. I looked up at Brock’s face all tight with concern. I rolled down the window, pretending like everything was fine. “I was not talking to myself.”

      “Oh good. It didn’t look like that at all.” He shook his head, eyes wide.

      “I was singing,” I said, turning red all down my neck.

      “I don’t hear a song.” He fought a smile but lost. A beautiful smile, but on the edge of turning into a barking laugh. I recognized the signs.

      “I create my own music. I write songs,” I added, rubbing salt in the freaking wound. “I’ll sing one for you one time.”

      “I cannot wait to hear it.” His body shook from laughter. “Can I have a preview?”

      “I’m shy. I need to practice it.” I groaned into my wheel again. “I need to eat. Let’s go.”

      “I would hate to have you practice without an audience. Sure you don’t want to leave your car here?” His grin took over his whole face, so I pushed him out of the way and shut the window. He waited a second longer than normal before getting back into his car. I focused on driving and not making an ass of myself.

      It was a real challenge.
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        * * *

      

      Brock scooted across the booth and thanked the waiter. He poured us both a mug of coffee, using the carafe on the table while assessing me with those eyes. I exhaled, giving in to his intrusive stare. “What do you want to know?”

      He pursed those delicious lips and tilted his head. “Was this year harder than others?”

      I gulped, shame returning in my core. I nodded.

      “I wonder why.” He raised a brow, deep in thought.

      I knew why. The guilt had made this anniversary so much worse. “I forgot about it. I hate myself for that.” I sipped the coffee and searched his gaze. “Do you ever find yourself happy or laughing or enjoying life but suddenly remember what happened? It feels like the floor underneath me gives out. I’ve been so caught up in school and the internship. My friends, and well, everything.” I caught myself before saying he had been a distraction. “I’ve been so happy that I forgot about today. I can’t,” I paused, running my hands down my face, “I can’t let myself forget her. Ever.”

      He nodded, running his fingers over the mug. “Whenever something good happens to me, I question it. I analyze the shit out of it.”

      “That’s what happened to me.” His response made me feel a tinge more normal.

      “I’ve learned the past couple years to think of the good moments as signs. You, for example.” His eyes warmed, his teeth grazing his bottom lip quickly before continuing. “My sister always wanted me to be happy. You make me happy. I’m not going to feel guilty for finding joy.”

      I swallowed uncomfortably. His words hit home. I did feel guilt-ridden and ignored his comment about making him happy. Nope. Not enough emotions in the day to deal with that little bomb. I looked down at the table, processing his words when his voice lowered. “You can’t let your guilt rule you.”

      “How are you so good at this?”

      He scoffed. “I’m not good at this. I fortunately lean on my parents and do the same as you…I work a lot.” He chuckled but not with joy. “I’ll go back to being a raging asshole when it’s my turn. The anniversary of their death was the first week you started. Promise me you’ll be there for me then next year.”

      “Oh, Brock.” My already wounded heart constricted for him as his voice took on a slight tremble. I definitely understood this kind of grief.

      “Yeah, I’m sure you remember, I turn into even more of a miserable asshole.”

      “You could’ve told me, said something,” I said, sad about not learning this earlier. “That’s why you were so mean?”

      “Part of it. But next year, I’ll tone it down.”

      “You better,” I said and froze at the realization August was ten months away. Ten months. Would we even still hang out then? Maybe he’d meant because I’d be working for him then. Yeah, that must be it. Brock must’ve sensed my trepidation because he cleared his throat and lowered his voice.

      “What is it?” His frown deepened, and his hand on the table went to mine for a quick squeeze.

      I dared to look up at that beautiful face, and a warmth flooded my body. “Who says we’ll still be hanging out?” I gulped, blinking rapidly. Surely, he didn’t realize how far away that was.

      He sighed, not meeting my eyes.

      I felt stupid. I shouldn’t have said anything because that’s what ruined things. Shit. I cleared my throat, causing his gaze to flick to mine.

      “I trust you more than I trust anyone else. I know today is a rough day for you, so I won’t lecture you.”

      I gulped, feeling the hurt and mild anger in his voice. He continued, nostrils flaring every so often. “I sincerely hope we’ll still be hanging out then because if not, I’ll be in a hell of a mood. And you know how I can get. It would be your fault, and that’s not really fair, is it?”

      Humor danced in his eyes, his effort to diffuse the tension admirable. “It would be a disservice to society.”

      “Damn straight, woman. Now, enough talk about us not hanging out then. Eat your food, and then we can go anywhere you want.”

      “Anywhere?”

      “Yup. My treat. What would make you happy today? Well, happier than you were this morning? And nothing work related is allowed.”

      “Well, shit.” I realized how sad I was that my first two ideas were, in fact, work related. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you do on off days or when you have free time?”

      I released a long, exaggerated breath. “Uh, watch entire seasons of TV shows. What do you do?”

      He leaned forward onto the table with his elbows almost knocking over the mug due to their size. “I, too, binge watch TV shows. I spend time with my parents. I read. I read a lot, actually.”

      “Really?” I leaned back into the booth, my curiosity taking over. “You read?”

      “I’m slightly offended at your tone. Yes. I read.” He moved to cross his arms, battle stance ready. “Are you stereotyping me?”

      “What do you read?” I ignored his question, excitement taking over. “Romance? Adventure? Mystery? Oh! I know. Young Adult?”

      “Asshole Grace doesn’t have the same ring to it, but you are being an asshole.” He narrowed those cerulean eyes. “That settles what we’re doing next.”

      “What? Reading out loud together?” I goaded, an inexplicable feeling warming me.

      “Going to my favorite used bookstore. You’ll fall in love there.”
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      Here I was, Thursday afternoon, sitting with my feet propped up onto a cooler next to Anderson at the town’s public sports complex. There were baseball fields, football fields, basketball and tennis courts, and even two volleyball courts in the park. The rec league had officially started—Brock and I the trainers on call—and that left us sitting less than a foot apart in the cold.

      It wasn’t the worst.

      “Need anything? I might get some hot chocolate,” Brock said, standing from the chair and showcasing his impressive build. He wore a winter hat and scarf, the look almost too much for me, and I felt smitten. I was smitten over my boss.

      “Uh, you said chocolate. Yes. Please.”

      He grinned before heading toward the concession stand. We had been there an hour already without anything happening. I wouldn’t go as far as to complain because no one wants injuries, but it was less eventful than I’d planned for. Two bags of ice and a sprained finger, that was it.

      “Here you go, Grace.” Brock returned and handed me the Styrofoam cup. Our fingers touched, and it was stupid to feel all tingly about it.

      “Thank you.”

      “What do you think so far?” he asked, mirroring my position, so our legs were inches apart. He repositioned himself deeper into his chair and looked so damn snuggleable, I avoided looking at him. My hormones were almost killing me.

      “It’s slower paced than college football.”

      “No shit,” he said with a laugh. “This is a unique situation, too. If you’re at a school, you’re going to know the kids and their pasts. If an athlete has a concussion, you’ll check in with them. Stretches before a game, warm-ups, taping, and wrapping, too. From my understanding, high school ATs work with all sports, not just football. That’s a hell of a lot of kids now that I think about it.”

      I forgot about my tactic to not stare at him. His eyes seemed bluer in the cold wind. “I like being busy, so the numbers don’t worry me. This is good though. Seeing how they interact with each other, how they move at different ages. It’s interesting.”

      “It is.” He leaned forward onto his knees, making it so our arms touched. “Next kid that comes up is yours.”

      “Wait, are you sure?”

      “Yup. I’m going to be an observer. Won’t say a word.” He held up his hands, like he was surrendering to something, and jutted his chin toward the south. “You’re up.”

      I stood and set the hot chocolate on the small table just as a teenager walked up to us with his arm pressed against his stomach. “What’s going on? You hurt your arm?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Fell on it funny, coach sent me over to you guys.” The kid winced when I reached out to see it.

      “I’m going to feel if anything is out of place, okay?”

      He nodded and squeezed his eyes shut as I carefully pressed my fingers along his forearm, his wrist, and elbow. There was no evidence of swelling, and the kid only winced when I pressed on the bone near his hand. “This hurts, huh?”

      “Yeah. I fell on it.”

      I clicked my tongue and grabbed a bag of ice from the cooler. “Put this on it. I think you knocked it pretty hard and could’ve bruised it. But since you don’t have swelling and it’s not turning any funky colors, I think you’re in the clear. Keep an eye out, though. If it gets worse in a day or two, have your mom take you to the doctor.”

      “You don’t think it’s broken?” he asked, looking at me with wide, worried eyes. It was cute.

      “Nope. Your bones feel strong to me. Do you drink milk, eat a lot of protein?”

      “Yes, ma’am. My parents force me.”

      “Good, make sure you listen to them.” I smiled.

      “Will do, thanks.” He took off back toward the southwest field.

      Brock gave me a smile so warm, my toes curled in my fuzzy socks.

      “Well,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “How did I do?”

      “Excellent. Not a single critique.”

      “Yes!” I twirled around before returning to my seat. “I hate to say you were right, but you were maybe kinda right for suggesting I do this.”

      He wasn’t smug this time. He shrugged. “I wanted you to experience different ages. That’s all. Hey, my dad just got here.” He stood and waved over a man who looked just like Brock, only thirty years older.

      His father had black hair tinged with gray, the same playful smile, and similar blue eyes. Brock introduced him as Ryan, and I jumped to my feet to shake his hand. “Hi! I’m Grace Turner.”

      “Hello, Grace. I’ve heard about you,” he said, clapping Brock on the shoulder. “We coerce him into coming over every Sunday night for some dinner, and under this tough exterior, he likes to talk. Told us lots about you.”

      I blushed head to toe.

      Brock didn’t stop his dad from embarrassing him. If anything, he added to it. “I talk about work a lot. Sue me.”

      “Work? Okay, son,” his dad said. “I’m sure we’ll catch up later, Grace, but I’m going to walk around and watch some games. Holler if you need anything.”

      I wanted to ask Brock about his father’s comments, but I didn’t. Was it fear? Fear that he would deny it and make me feel stupid, or fear about what it would mean if it was true?

      Thankfully, a stream of kids showed up with pulled muscles, sprained fingers, bruises from falling, and we were busy on opposite ends. The rest of the time flew by, and Ryan returned to help us pick up the materials. Brock brought a handful of items from the stadium for us to use, and we went through all of them.

      One of the kids who sprained a finger returned just as the crowd started leaving the complex to their cars, but this time, the kid was with a woman who I assumed was his mother—only she wasn’t dressed for a windy evening. She wore tight leggings with an even tighter sweater and waltzed up to our tent. “Mr. Anderson? Could I have a word with you?”

      “Sure?” he said, giving me a helpless look. He followed her a couple of steps outside the tent.

      Who wore Stiletto boots to a sports complex? I fisted my hands on my sides. I wanted to hit her smug face as her hand went straight to Brock’s arm. His injured one.

      “I have to agree,” Ryan said, making me jump.

      “Shit. I didn’t realize I said anything out loud.” My face blushed.

      “You didn’t. I was commenting on your facial expression.” He smiled, nodding in the direction of the woman and Brock. “It won’t go away, but it will get easier.”

      “What will?”

      “Dealing with leeches and people who always want a part of him. It sickens me, seeing people use him. They see money, or fame, or an NFL player.”

      “Sure, he might have all that, but none of it defines him. He is so much more than what people might assume.” I squinted in their direction, sensing Ryan’s gaze on my back. “How does he handle it?”

      “Hell of a lot better now.” His eyes looked down, the instant grief shadowing the conversation. We both knew what he was referring to. “I heard you defend him.”

      “Well, yeah. He’s—he’s a really good friend,” I said, biting down on my lip to prevent myself from saying anything else. I avoided his gaze and chose to admire the parents in the bleachers. With all the avoiding tactics I had exerted that day, I could recreate the scene at the park from memory alone. Maybe I would put on some Bob Ross and do just that rather than analyze my emotions.

      “He’s told me quite a bit about you. In fact, he’s never talked about anyone else as much as he has about you the past couple months. I see the worry in your eyes, but don’t worry. Timing is everything sometimes, don’t you think?”

      I turned, Ryan giving me the same half smile Brock gives me when I do something dorky. I swallowed, the uncomfortable feeling in my throat having nothing to do with the cold. I nodded at him. “Timing is important.”

      “You strike me as a patient girl. Be patient.” He patted my arm, and the urge to hug him struck me as odd. He was so genuine and kind. His words were cryptic and had some hidden meaning. “I’m going to bring the equipment into the car.”

      “I’ll help you.”

      “No, no. Go save him. He might be better at handling it, but he still needs a wingman every now and again. Ask him about the Rodeo night if you ever need a good laugh.”

      I chuckled, deciding to go save Brock. With an urge to karate chop the woman, I walked up to them with a big ass smile.

      Brock’s eyebrows disappeared into his hairline. “Hey guys, sorry to interrupt, but I need to steal him for a minute. We got a situation.”

      The blonde gave me a sickeningly sweet bullshit smile but put her hand on his arm again. “Thank you for the chat. I’m so excited my boy will be in your hands this month. Bye now, Brock,” she purred, sauntering away with hips that couldn’t possibly swing that much. I eyed her, trying not to laugh.

      “You owe me, big guy.” I looked up at him to see his eyes directed right at me. I nudged his good shoulder. “I just saved your ass from her claws.”

      “I was handling it just fine.” He grinned, his eyes crinkling at the sides. “She asked for my number in case of emergencies about six times.”

      “And you said no.”

      “Clearly,” he said, not hiding his smile. “Hey, where’s my dad?”

      “Loading some stuff into the car,” I said. “I offered to help, but he sent me to come save you.”

      “Yeah, he likes keeping busy.” He looked over the complex toward the parking lot to his father’s lean figure carrying a duffel to his black SUV. “How did he look out here today?”

      “What do you mean?” I turned to look at him, concern etched on his face. “Physically or emotionally?”

      “Being around kids. Dina would be eight now. These kids are a couple years older, but how did he handle it? I tried to keep my distance and focus on the injuries as they came.”

      “Your dad was happy with how happy you were helping out. Every time I saw him, he was watching you and smiling. I think he handled it just fine.”

      Brock just nodded at me.

      I understood. This was an emotional day for the both of them, and I didn’t want to intrude. “Why don’t you go help your dad finish with the equipment, and I’ll make sure we got everything picked up?”

      “Sure.” He smiled at me, eyes warming the softest blue before he took off running toward his dad. I felt someone clench their hand around my heart as I watched the two of them. It reminded me of my mom and I, the close unbreakable bond. Damn it, emotions were taking control of my life, and I needed to get them on lock.

      After making sure there wasn’t a thing left behind in the park, I headed back to the parking lot to find Brock carrying a large, heavy box from his dad’s car to his own. “Hey, I can help!”

      “Shut up, Grace. I got it,” Brock answered with a strained voice.

      I shared a look with his dad. Brock was overdoing it. I released a breath, going to Ryan’s trunk.

      “Anything else heavy in here?”

      “No, he managed to pick up the exact thing I tried to help him with.” He sighed, shaking his head. “He’s going to hurt himself.”

      “Stubborn ass,” I mumbled, earning a chuckle from Ryan.

      Brock came back, breathing heavier than normal.

      I pointed to his chest, “Chill out. Go sit in the car.”

      “Excuse me?” One of his lips curled up in a shocked grin.

      “Your dad and I will get the rest. Go sit.”

      “I don’t think you remember how this works. You don’t get to boss me around.” He crossed his strong, perfectly sculpted arms. “Dad, come on.”

      “No, son. She’s right. Go sit your stubborn ass down,” Ryan said, fighting a smile. “Let the strong ones handle it.”

      “I don’t like you both teaming up on me. It’s bullying.”

      “You’ll get over it, big guy.” I patted his chest before going back to the car. “Now stop chatting. I’m hungry.”

      “You’re always hungry,” Brock mumbled, but he obeyed and went to wait outside his car. Ryan and I loaded the final six boxes into Brock’s SUV, and Ryan shook my hand and hugged Brock before heading out for the day. It was already nine p.m. on a Thursday, and we had a long day the next morning. I planned on drinking warm beverages and relaxing for the rest of the night.

      “What was in those boxes, anyway?” I asked as Brock opened the door for me to get in. He insisted on driving me there. He had a thing about driving me places. I needed to find out why.

      “Old football stuff from their storage. They want to downsize their house and are trying to get rid of it. I have probably ten boxes of shit there.” He started the car, the familiar route to his house only taking ten minutes. “I don’t know what to do with it, honestly. I don’t want to throw it away, but I won’t use it.”

      “Is it old equipment or trophies?”

      “Some of it, yes. Old posters, cleats, newspaper clippings and stuff like that.” He exhaled, glancing at me briefly at the stop light. “Were you in any hurry to get back to your place?”

      “I’m in a hurry to eat and sleep, but no. I have no plans tonight.” My heart skipped a beat. We hung out all the time. During work, after work, at night, on weekends, but we were not dating. We were friends. Did I want to hang out with him more? Hell yeah.

      “How about this. You help me unload these into my creepy basement, and I’ll cook you a late dinner?”

      “Deal.”

      As soon as we arrived, we each took a couple of boxes down the creepy basement stairs. He chose the far corner to stack the boxes, but when one fell over, all sorts of colored jerseys fell out. “Oh my gosh!”

      “It’s nothing. Just old stuff,” he grumbled, already heading back up the stairs. I ran right to the fallen jerseys and picked a couple up.

      “You should totally save these for when you have kids! I can totally picture little Brocks running around playing with these. Brock, you have to keep them!” I held up an old jersey, the sheer size of it looking silly on me. “This is so cool. All of your old jerseys? Why would you ever want to get rid of them?”

      His eyes widened, staring straight at me burning a hole through my chest. I froze, unsure what I said wrong. “Brock?”

      “Sorry. You mentioned kids. I hadn’t—I don’t—”

      “Brock, I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m sorry.” I blushed so hard even my insides heated. Then, I quickly put the old jersey back in the box with shaking hands. “Ignore me.”

      “No, it’s…I always assumed I wouldn’t have any after what happened to Dina. I don’t know. I couldn’t survive if something like that happened again.” He gulped, avoiding my eyes. “Let’s go get the rest of the stuff.”

      I followed him up the stairs to the car to get the final, heavy box he shouldn’t have lifted. He bent low, wrapping his arms around it, but I beat him to the other side to help. “Stubborn. Let me help.”

      “No, I got it.” He grunted, carrying the way-too-heavy box to the basement. I was pissed, knowing he hurt himself, so when he came up the stairs with a pained expression, I snapped.

      “Take care of yourself. I could’ve helped you.” I hit his chest. “God.”

      Instead of yelling back, he grinned at me. “I like seeing you fret over me.”

      “You’re the worst. Seriously.” I shoved him again without real force and went to plop down on his kitchen island. “I’m ready for my late dinner now. I like breakfast for dinner, don’t you?”

      He laughed again, cringing when he moved his arm to the side. His face transformed. The laugh lines disappeared, the strong set of his jaw tensed, and he slammed his eyes shut.

      “Damn it, Brock. Go sit on the couch.”

      “What?” He opened his eyes, confusion dancing in them.

      “You always help me out or take care of me. Now, it’s my turn. Go. Sit. Down.” I found an old bag and put some ice in it. He still stood there, watching me with an unnamed expression. “If you don’t go sit your ass down, I’ll throw knives at you.”

      “Damn. Okay.” He laughed, finally heading into the living room. I made an ice pack, found some Advil and water for him, and snatched a damp kitchen towel from the side of his sink. He sat on the couch, looking relaxed and amused as I approached him. “Take off your shirt.”

      “Excuse me?” Amusement was gone, now something else was there.

      “Did I stutter, Anderson? No. Follow directions,” I barked and bent over his large knee to look at his shoulder. He took his sweet time sliding the pullover off his chest. I watched, with an open mouth I’m sure, as his chest came into view. It was the mac-daddy of chests. Toned, sculpted into perfection by years of hard work. I gulped. His skin was the perfect golden tan and shit. My fingers trembled.

      His wicked, protruding, awful, twisted scar caught my attention. It began above his right shoulder, swirling almost like an “s” all the way down past his armpit and almost to his ribs. It was nasty, angry, red, and irritated.

      I touched it without permission. I dragged my finger from the start to the finish, my heart physically hurting at the brutality of it. Millions of emotions traveled through my brain fighting for dominance, and I almost missed the way he brought his hands to rest on my hips. I was amazed, no, flabbergasted at how Brock survived the gruesome injury. His skin broke out into goosebumps as I trailed my fingers down the scar, and his quick intake of breath was the only clue I had at how he was feeling. “Brock,” my voice broke a little as I finally looked into his eyes. They were tortured. “I’m going to put the ice on it, okay?”

      He nodded. I knew him well enough to know he would lash out if I showed any signs of pity. So, I masked my face and focused on his shoulder. Treat him like a player. And I did for a full minute without wanting to wrap myself around him and protect him.

      “You need some medicine,” I said in a rough voice.

      He nodded then put his hands back on my hips. It wasn’t sexual, not at all. But it felt like something more.

      I attempted to reposition my body, but he tightened his grip, keeping me straddling his legs. I used one hand to hold the ice and grabbed the bottle to dump out a couple pills. “Here.”

      He swallowed them without needing water, and I tilted my head. “I’m used to taking pills.” His voice was hoarse, and his nostrils flared the longer I looked at him.

      “I see,” I whispered, looking away from his eyes before I said something stupid. I focused on the scar again. “Your scar is beautiful.”

      “Beautiful?” his voice came out in a whisper.

      “I know that’s an odd thing to say, but look at it. You’ve survived so much. It shows your strength, not your weakness.” I released the ice bag and let my fingers hover over it. “Can I?”

      He nodded with hooded eyes. I ran my hand over it, not just my fingers. It was raised and wicked. I wanted to cry for what he’d gone though. Never in my life had I ever felt so much compassion for another person. He trembled beneath my fingers, and when I opened my eyes again, his blue orbs were swirling with emotion. My heart hammered in my chest, so much it went up my throat to the point of pain.

      I wanted to tell him everything.

      I wanted to kiss him.

      I knew he wanted it, too, but the fear of rejection held me back. I looked at his mouth, hating myself for not taking the chance, and I scooted away. “Uh, be right back.”

      I panicked and ran to the bathroom in a total escape. I was being a chicken, but I didn’t care. I leaned against the sink, running some water on my hands to cool my neck down. Thirty seconds of deep, soothing breaths did nothing to calm the pitter-patter of my heart, and I slammed my hips onto the sink when he knocked on the door. “Grace, are you okay?”

      “Y-yeah. Are you?” Shame had my entire body heating. He thought I wasn’t okay. Like, I had some wicked scar that cost me everything.

      “I know it’s not. I know it’s hard to look at. I put my shirt back on.” His defeated voice felt like a stab completely through my heart. Good lord. He thought the scar made me run away? I whipped open the door so fast my hair blew in my face. I hated the sadness in his eyes.

      “Brock. I didn’t run in here because of your scar. I told you, it’s beautiful.” I elongated each syllable, so he would understand. He nodded, slowly, but recognition entered his eyes. “You’re kind of dense sometimes.”

      “Dense?” He blinked at my insult.

      “Yes.” I turned the light off and went up to him with arms wide. “I know you hate pity. This isn’t a pity hug. It’s an I’m glad I met you hug. That’s all this is, okay?”

      “Okay.” He smiled at me, pulling me into his chest with his arms. I closed my eyes, desperately wishing I could change his past. “I’m glad I met you, too.”

      We stood there, arms wrapped around each other with feelings left unsaid, and my uncomfortable defense mechanism kicked in. It was too much, too fast, and he was my boss. Crossing that line meant risking my future. “Tell me about the Rodeo.”

      “Ah, hell. Did my dad tell you about it?” He pulled away from the embrace, but he kept his arm around me and guided us back to the living room.

      “Yup. I’m curious.”

      “Fine.” He grabbed the remote and ice and gave me a pointed look. “Get The Office set up, and I’ll start. It’s a long story, and you may never look at me the same again.”

      “I can’t wait.”
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      Internship. Class. Football. Sleep. Repeat.

      I was so damn tired, I’d thanked elevator doors for opening. God, I needed more sleep. Or coffee. Or both. I yawned, running my hands down my face and digging deep down to find more energy. It was a Tuesday, so I had class right after work, and it was transcript and resume time. If I wanted a job or career after graduation, I needed to kick my ass into gear.

      “Grace!” Brock’s voice boomed down the hallway. “Got a minute, or am I interrupting you from talking to someone important?”

      “Shit.” I closed my eyes, embarrassment flowing through me. “I have a minute.”

      “Do you often talk to inanimate objects, or is this a one-time thing?” He put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed it.

      “Can it, boss man.” I shrugged his hand off and fell into step with him. It was barely noon, and most of the players were watching film. The first high stakes game was Friday, and tension was high. No, it was worse than high. It was almost stifling. The only people not walking around with a stick up their ass were the training staff. Logan looked like he had been trying to hold in a fart as he walked by and barely gave me a small wave. They all had resting-fart faces with the stress of the game. “Are you here to make fun of me, or do you need something?”

      “Why limit myself to just one of those?” He chuckled again, motioning me to head into his office. His hand went to my lower back again, the warmth spreading through my work shirt. Damn his large hands and the inappropriate thoughts they evoked.

      “I refuse to believe you haven’t apologized to a chair or said excuse me to a piece of furniture before. Everyone has,” I scoffed, taking the seat across from his desk.

      His light blue eyes danced with humor. And, it was all directed at me.

      “Okay. From your look, I’m taking that as a no. You are much too cool to admit it.”

      “I am cool,” he said with a lazy grin. I rolled my eyes and leaned my elbows on the desk. “Anyway, I got an email from your professor with an end of internship assessment. We are supposed to go through it together. I figured today is a lazy day around here, so it would be easy to knock out.”

      My heart sunk at the harsh reminder that my time was ending. A bittersweet pang went down my spine, making my smile twist into a grimace. I loved working here, and I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to the internship or to Brock. “Okay. Sounds great.”

      He tapped his hand on the desk twice and spun around to grab some papers. “Let’s see, first question. Has the intern exceeded, met, or did not meet the job expectations? What do you think, Grace?”

      “I exceeded,” I said, giving him a stern look. “Do you agree?”

      “Without a doubt.” He grinned, writing some comments down. “You are one of the hardest working people I have had here. But, did you demonstrate mastery of the course objectives? That is the real question.”

      “Does it really say that?” I moved, walking up to stand next to him. I bent down to see the form and shook my head. “Wow. This isn’t a typical evaluation.”

      “I thought the same thing,” he said, his voice closer to me than before. “I circled fives for all the previous questions, if you want to take a look.”

      “Sure.” I leaned against his desk and scanned the first page. He did circle all fives and added a little comment here and there. I read through his neat, font-like handwriting. Takes initiative. Quick learner. Able to make quick, safe decisions. Earned respect from all staff members. “These are nice, Brock. Thank you.”

      “Of course. I know it started off rough, but you really proved yourself, kid.” He elongated the last word, making it sound flirtatious and insulting at the same time.

      “Kid?” I whipped around, mouth open. “You did not just use that word on me. Haven’t we discussed this?”

      “Yup. Sure did. I ignored your dislike of it.” He smirked, crossing his arms and looking way too damn pleased with himself. I did it without thinking, but I reached out and hit him. He pretended to look injured, but I ignored him and went back to the form.

      “Next question, what are areas of strength for the intern?” I read out loud, looking back at Brock. His eyes were not on the paper but instead my face, and a small blush crept up at his attention. I waited until he met my eyes, and he slow, slow, slowly opened his mouth.

      “Time management. Charisma. Work ethic,” he said with a lazy, rough voice. “Weakness. I wouldn’t say you have a weakness besides lack of experience. You’ll get there in time.” He took the pen from my hand, our fingers grazing each other briefly. He jotted down some notes and read the next question. “Any additional comments?”

      I eyed him. He said the words like a wonderful threat. “Well?”

      “None at this time. I’ll figure that out later. What is more important, though, is talking about your end of the year reflection. If I recall from my classes, you have to do an overall summary of all your hands-on experience. I figured we could start at the beginning and come up with some bullet points.”

      “All right, if you can handle it,” I teased, leaning over to grab a pen and notebook. “Not sure if you can remember it all, old man.”

      “I keep it all up here.” He pointed to his temple and gave me the most playful smile.

      “Sure you do.” I rolled my eyes. “If I recall, you weren’t the nicest person when I started learning how to clean millions of water bottles.”

      “Well, smart ass, what did you learn during that?” He bent over and checked something quick on his phone. The motion caused his arm to bump into me, and I tensed. He was so damn close to me. “Sweat and tears build character, and while it might not have seemed like a glamorous task, it’s important to know every facet of a program.”

      “Uh huh,” I said, but my mind was on his arm. His body protruded heat, and I wanted to snuggle all up in that. He rambled on about other character building tasks, like washing the coolers and organizing the equipment closet, but I focused on not breathing heavily. Slow breath in, slow breath out.

      “Did you get that?” He nudged me with his elbow.

      I nodded, but the look in his eyes stopped me. Oh my. Our bodies were inches apart, my chicken scratch notes spread out on his desk. His gaze dropped to my mouth, and the intense, heated blue eyes bore into me. I knew he felt it. I knew it with everything I was. Our chemistry was off the charts. I gulped, and he inched his hand closer to mine. But, as fate would have it, a knock sounded at the door. I jumped like we had been caught doing something horrid, not looking over notes with our arms almost touching. Not that scandalous.

      Brock cleared his throat and smoothed down his shirt before opening the door. His voice changed into a soft, kind tone I had rarely heard from him. He leaned toward whoever was at the door. “Angelica, hey.”

      A drop-dead gorgeous blonde stood at the entrance to his office with a smile that was meant for people you cared about. Brock pulled her into a hug and a sour, unwanted feeling crept up my chest.

      She wrapped both of her arms around him and closed her eyes as they embraced. It was an intimate hug, and it was one I wanted for myself and myself alone. I stood there as they gazed at each other with a recognition I loathed. I felt creepy watching them, like I had no place in the room anymore.

      “God, you look good Brock. It’s been awhile.” She laughed, prolonging the hug that would never end. I gulped, clenching my teeth down together. “Are you busy?”

      “No. No. Come on in. Care if we finish this later, Grace?” He looked at me briefly, like I was a complete afterthought. It was irrational. It was so, so, so uncalled for, but it was still there, the sting of being tossed aside. He tilted his head at my silence. I stood a little too quickly and hit the side of the desk with my hip. I winced but rushed to find my bag and to get the hell out of there. He paid me no attention when I glanced at him one more time. He was looking at the blonde with a smile on his lips and kindness in his eyes.

      “See you later,” I mumbled, walking out of his office and hating the way he looked at her.

      I barely made it out the door when she asked him about me. His response was, “My intern.”

      Technically, I was his intern, but the tone was off. This woman meant something to Brock, and I didn’t like it one bit.

      Food. Food always helped. I scarfed down a snack before moving onto the next task. I busied myself with chores and nuisances to not think about Brock and the woman in the office. The worry and pain had no place at work, and I was disgusted with myself for getting distracted. He was my boss. It was my fault my heart crossed the line.

      Sure, my brain understood the words, but my heart didn’t comprehend the inappropriateness of it. Things changed somewhere along the way and my eyes prickled, like I might cry, and I took a long, thoughtful breath. No. I wouldn’t be upset. Work. I needed to distract myself and get busy. I threw on headphones and made sure everything was set for the guys in the weight room.

      “Gracie,” Logan’s bold voice distracted me from down the hall.

      “Logan, hey.” I set the towels down. His normal relaxed expression with an easy smile was gone. Instead, he scowled and narrowed his eyes at me. “What’s going on? You don’t look like your normal-self right now.”

      He sighed, putting his hand on my shoulder. “I need advice. It’s serious.”

      “I’m all ears.” I motioned toward the bench, and he followed. “What is it?”

      “Feelings.” He put his head in his hands and looked helplessly at me. “I might have caught them. I don’t know though.”

      I chuckled. “Logan, do you hear yourself? You’re ridiculous. We have a play-off game determining if we get to go to the bowl this weekend, and you’re worried about feelings?”

      “Yes,” he shouted, shaking his head. “This girl wants nothing to do with me. Nothing. I can’t handle the rejection.”

      “Are you interested in her?” I probed, positive the chase interested him more.

      “I think so. She’s cute. I like hanging around her, but she won’t return my texts or acknowledge my existence.” He looked at me with wild eyes. “This has never happened to me before.”

      “This is a learning experience for you, bud.” I laughed. “The chase is exciting. Work harder.”

      “I don’t have the energy with playoffs.”

      “Yeah, it has been a different world this past week. It’s crazy to think it all comes down to one game. You handling it okay?” I asked, grateful for the distraction he provided.

      “Yes, but Coach turns into a monster during league championship games. We haven’t had a winning season in two years, and the man is hungry. He’s been here a decade without a title. A lot is on the line this weekend.”

      “I get it. I’m fighting my own emotions about this potentially being my last week here,” I admitted. I’d yet to talk to anyone else about it. I was going to miss the hell out of this place, and I didn’t just mean Brock. “We better make it to the Rose Bowl because I’m not ready to say goodbye yet.”

      “Shit, Grace.” He put his arm around me, squeezing. “You’ve grown on me. You graduate in December, right?”

      “Yeah.” I squeezed him back, his easy friendship one of the perks of interning here. “Then, it’s deciding what the hell to do.”

      “What are you leaning toward?” All his attention was on me. “You going to try and find a job here?”

      “I’ve thought about it, but it doesn’t seem like the team needs two full-time trainers. I don’t want to be part-time, I want the full shebang.” I had been looking the past two weeks for all jobs related to athletics in the area. There wasn’t anything posted where I could apply.

      “That makes sense. There are what, two community colleges right? Have you looked there? I’m sure Brock would give you a hell of a recommendation. I can be a personal reference if you need one.”

      “Aw, thanks, Logan. Did Brock tell you we’ve been volunteering for a recreational football league together?”

      “No shit! That’s awesome!”

      “Yeah, I’m really liking it. I’m thinking of looking into teaching sports medicine. It’s a career course, so I wouldn’t need all the teaching classes. I could also be the athletic trainer for a high school.”

      “You would be a hot high school teacher. Is that wrong to say?” he asked, grinning ear to ear. “I’m not hitting on you, by the way.”

      “Wow, subtle Logan.” I hit his shoulder. “You don’t think it’s crazy? I was going to maybe ask Brock what he thinks about it, but I don’t know. This is a huge decision, and I can be a bit of a commitment-phobe.”

      “Look who you’re talking to, Grace. I’m the walking definition of a commitment-phobe. Do what makes you happy or something you think will inspire you down the road. That’s why I coach. I love the sport. I breathe it, but I didn’t want to play it after college. The challenges of coaching are always changing with new talent and new seasons. Teaching would be like that. It’s similar to coaching, actually. You get new players with the same material. Each year is different but also the same. Does working with the youth of our generation and inspiring them with your awesome story sound like something you could commit to?”

      I took in his words, and a slow warmth filled my stomach. “Yeah. I think I could.”

      “Then do it, girl. Plus, you could always leave to come back to this. Maybe work somewhere during the summers to fix the itch if you get it. I don’t know. I think this is the right path for you after seeing how you work with the players. But, what do I know?”

      “Thanks, Logan. I needed this talk today.” I tapped my fingers on the bench and relaxed—my feelings about Brock might be a mess, but I’d made my decision, and that felt pretty damn good. “It’ll be hard to find a job but—Shit!”

      “What?” he said. “What is it?”

      “My professor has a connection in the area teaching sports medicine. Ah! I need to email him right now.” I stood, grabbing my phone from my pocket. “Help me type this out.”

      Logan and I typed out a professional, hopefully not desperate email, to my professor who had a sister who taught sports medicine. He reread it after I did, and I sent it. I leaned back, stretching with a buzz of excitement going through my stomach. “I need to head back, but let me know what happens, okay?”

      “Will do. Thank you, Logan.” I stood, giving him a huge, bear hug.

      He chuckled and patted me on the head. “You give the best hugs, Grace.”

      “I’ve been told.” I pulled back, and the smile slid from my face as I spotted Brock, jaw tight and mouth pressed in a firm line, leaning against the weight room door. I did nothing wrong, but the look he gave me scolded me like I stole all his money and burned down his house. “Anderson.”

      His jaw ticked at my use of his last name, his voice flat. “Grace.” His gaze flicked to Logan then back to me. The twitch came back in his jaw, but before I could do anything, he barked at Logan. “Let’s go. They need us down there now.”

      “Sure thing.” Logan then winked at me. “Let me know what your professor says.”

      “Will do. Thanks again.” I smiled at him, feeling Brock’s eyes burn me. Shit. They walked away. I chose that moment to escape to the training room. There wouldn’t be a huge need for ice, but it was cooler in there and away from whatever the hell just happened. He dismissed me in front of some bombshell and then acts pissed for hugging Logan? Ah, I hated drama. I turned off my brain and ignored everything related to Brock until I left for class. It was a futile attempt because he entered my mind every ten minutes.
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        * * *

      

      I left class, putting my headphones in for the walk back to the apartment, not feeling any better about the afternoon. Instead of overthinking it, I focused on my future. It was officially resume and application time. My phone buzzed in my hand, and the sinking feeling in my gut only increased.

      
        
        
        Brock: I don’t know if you remember we were going to meet at the coffee shop, but I can’t tonight. Sorry.

        Grace: No worries.

      

        

      

      I clenched the phone in my hand for two seconds—jealousy did not look good on me. We hadn’t had plans to go to the coffee shop, but for the past month we’d never made plans. We just ended up doing everything together. It was fine that he was hanging out with the beautiful blonde who made his face go soft and voice get mushy. Totally fine.

      The internship would be officially complete after this weekend—regardless if we made the Rose Bowl or something lesser—since Brock was going to send in my review. Not getting to see him every day was becoming my reality quicker than I was prepared for.

      The thought depressed me.

      More than depressed me. It made me want to cry. I tugged my jacket closer around me and walked home. Overanalyzing should go on my resume because I barely made it twenty steps before questions popped in my head. Who was she? An old lover? An ex? A current fling?

      He’d never said the words that he was single. What if he had a girlfriend? My stomach plummeted, but my brain perked up. How could he have time? He was with me almost every free second after work.

      He could be a really good liar. I pulled out my phone, desperate to shut my mind off and use the awful excuse of alcohol to help with a distraction.

      
        
        
        Grace: I need a drink, or five. You guys free?

        Gilly: For a weeknight? For you? Hell yeah

        Fritz: I’m with some friends but we could meet you somewhere.

        Grace: Ollie’s. I’ll be drinking straight whiskey.

        Gilly: Damn girl, I’ll head there now.

      

        

      

      I quickened my pace toward the dingy bar not far from campus. It wasn’t the best or the worst bar in the campus town, but it did the job. They had whiskey specials ,and that was all my mind was focused on because Brock could do what he wanted. He could do anything. He wasn’t attached. Definitely not attached to me, his intern. Nope.

      I pushed open the cracked wooden door and bee-lined toward the bar top. Turning my phone face down and on silent, I ordered a Jameson on the rocks and downed it in one gulp. The bartender widened his eyes and grabbed the green bottle again.

      “Would you like another, dear?”

      I nodded, pushing my glass over to him. The burn felt good, but it didn’t rid the worry and anxiety that rattled my brain. Did people feel like this all the time? The anxiety and pain and worry all combining into irrational thoughts with no solution?

      He slid the drink over to me again just as the doors opened and Gilly’s voice carried. “G-Spot, you have me worried.”

      I spun around and fell into her offered hug. “I’m in trouble Gil, so much trouble.”

      “Money? Sex? Love? Drugs? I need more specifics.” She patted my head before hopping on the stool next to me. “For you to need whiskey on a weeknight, that’s a big deal. My bet is on your hot as hell, off-limits boss, huh?”

      I closed my eyes, hoping the tighter I squeezed them the image of him and the blonde would disappear. She elbowed me, making me open them to face reality. “Yeah. A woman showed up today. Beautiful. Blonde. They hugged.”

      Gilly frowned for a second before ordering a tall beer. She stared at me with her mouth twisting. I waited. I waited another minute before she finally spoke. “I have two things to express to you. Are you ready?”

      I nodded, apt for her hopefully wise, helpful words.

      “First, you aren’t familiar with jealousy. It’s adorable, actually.” She laughed, putting her hand on my arm. “This is what happens when people date. You get upset because guys are assholes. This worry is normal.”

      “People feel this way all the time? That’s awful!” I moaned, vowing to not date for two years to prevent the anxiety.

      “Yeah. It sucks, but you get used to it and don’t catch feelings.” She pursed her cherry red lips and continued. “The second thing though is being devil’s advocate. You hug people all the time. You have good looking friends.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “No. You don’t know his relationship with this blonde. See my point?”

      “Eh, not really,” I groaned before taking the final sip of my second drink. I held the glass against my cheek and appreciated the coldness of it. The first drink was already warming me up. “Gil, I think I love him.”

      “I think you do, too.” She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. She blinked a lot and ran a hand over her brow a couple of times. “My point was that you don’t know the situation unless you talk to him about it. If people didn’t know you and Fritz were basically siblings, people wouldn’t understand your relationship. Don’t assume and worry yourself until you know.”

      “That is so much easier said than done.”

      “Shit. I know.” She put her arm around me again and enveloped me in her perfume. “How about this? We get drunk. Order late night food and watch scary movies. Sound good?”

      “I have to work tomorrow.” I lowered my forehead to the bar and rested it there in defeat.

      “Everyone has been to work hungover at least once. Tomorrow can be that day. Do you have a lot going on tomorrow?”

      I thought about and shook my head. “No. Not really.”

      “Then it is settled. If Fritz shows up, he can join, but until then, let’s get started.”
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        * * *

      

      Regret. That’s what my mouth tasted like. It was a fierce, sour regret taste sitting in my sandpaper mouth when I woke up the next morning. My head was next to Gilly’s, her bare legs sprawled over me. I played back the night like a slideshow.

      Ollie’s whiskey.

      CO’s blue dragon night.

      Gucci’s club.

      Pizza.

      Bed at 1:30.

      I hated myself. I officially had the hangover from hell. I reached out my hand to look for my phone, the cold metal hitting my fingers. I prayed I didn’t text anyone. I scrolled through, back to front, and didn’t find a thing. “Thank God.”

      My voice croaked, the need for caffeine motivating me to get up and throw on clothes. I found an old hat and called it a day. The hat concealed how much of a hot mess I was, and I somehow hobbled to my car to drive to the coffee shop. Eating was the fastest way to cure a hangover, even though the thought of food made me want to vomit. Vomit big time. I covered my mouth with my hand and shoved a piece of gum in it.

      Why did I do this?

      Oh, because I had a moment of insanity about Brock. It’s his fault. Yeah, blame him.

      I pulled into the parking lot and set my head on the wheel, taking breaths. I could do this. Worse case, I would throw up and never drink again. It took a full minute of slow walking and deep breaths before I ordered the largest coffee they had and a warm, buttery chocolate croissant. I waited patiently for it when the entrance opened. A familiar laugh floated through the shop. I glanced at the door just as Brock and the blonde walked into the shop together. His arm was around her shoulder, both of them smiling.

      I put my hand over my mouth, running to the bathroom. I threw up as soon as I got in there. My eyes watered, and my throat burned. The worst of it was the weight nestling itself in my chest, right by my heart. She’d slept over. The sickening feeling crushed my soul. I had no right and yet, I felt every ounce of it. I pushed myself up and wiped under my eyes. I washed out my mouth in the faucet and manned the hell up. I wouldn’t let him see me cry. Nope. I would not give him that.

      My drink and croissant were sitting on the table, and the barista yelled out, “Grace!” I refused to look at him. I grabbed the stuff, smiling as best I could, and turned to leave. As luck would have it, I had to walk past him to the exit. With my eyes faced down, I tried to make a clean escape. But, nope. He saw me. He had to say my name in that tone that made me want to wiggle my toes.

      “Grace? Hey.” He had no right using that soft tone on me. His blue eyes sparkled, and the smile I loved formed on his lips. “Fancy seeing you here.”

      I clenched my teeth together as the blonde stepped forward to talk to the barista. I managed a nod and a quick smile before stepping to the side, but he was quick. He matched my movements, his brows furrowing as his stare deepened at me. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” I said in a clipped tone. “Just trying to get to work. See you later,” I said way too quickly and practically ran out of the café. Jesus.

      Once I got into my car, I could feel him watching me through the window. I had no reason to believe the sincerity in his eyes was real. He looked happy to see me. Truly happy. But, he could’ve gotten lucky last night, so that was why he was happy.

      I sped to work and grabbed the to-do list he normally placed on his door and chose the assignment the furthest away from his office. I couldn’t face him. Not yet. I needed to work off the hangover from hell and mask my emotions. So, I cleaned. I iced. I cleaned again. I swept and scrubbed equipment. I taped ankles and cleaned wounds all without seeing Brock directly. He was there, I could feel him watching me, but I made it to lunch before having to look at him head on. Players were leaving the field, and the afternoon would be spent watching film and counter acting plays the opposing team would use. We were both left on the field picking up coolers when he walked toward me. I took a long, exaggerated breath and found my professional side. I couldn’t react. He was my boss.

      “Everything going okay?” He frowned, standing a little too close. “I realized I never asked how your class was last night.”

      “I’m good. Yeah, my class was the same as usual,” I said, hoping my voice sounded normal. Logan watched in the distance, and I sent him a mental signal to come over. I wanted the buffer. I couldn’t contain my feelings, and I had to, now, more than ever. The awkward pause hurt; we had never experienced an awkward pause before.

      “Good. Good. You, uh, sure you’re okay?” He cleared his throat, stepping closer to me. “I know you, Grace, and you aren’t your normal self. You haven’t made fun of me or done something goofy yet.” He smiled, those blue eyes warming me.

      I ignored his charm and pinched my nose. “I’m hungover. That’s all.” My voice came out raspy again, the evidence helping prove my case. “Late night last night.”

      “Really?” He frowned deeper this time. His gaze traveled to my mouth for a split second before returning to my eyes. “What did you do?”

      “Grace!” Logan’s voice chose the perfect time to yell at me. I jumped, making my head pound. “How you doing, girl?”

      “Gah, not so loud, you clown.” I shoved him, putting my hands back on my head. “My head feels like a trainwreck.”

      “I imagine it does. What time did you guys get home last night? I’m sorry I didn’t leave with you guys.” He grinned sheepishly. “I tried again with the girl, but no luck.”

      “You’re fine. Gil and Fritz were a handful enough. I was the most sober, or I guess the least drunk, and I feel like death.” I ignored Brock and the way his entire body tensed the more Logan and I talked. Logan’s friends grouped up with us for an hour or two the night before and were a blast. They partied all the time, so they probably weren’t hungover like me and Gil.

      “Yeah. Fritz was plastered.” He laughed and looked at Brock. “Dude, you missed a killer night. Why didn’t you come out?”

      “I had someone visiting.” He frowned, meeting my eyes again. “Sounds like a good night?”

      “Yeah,” I said, Logan’s head tilting just enough to know he noticed something. “Hating myself today though.”

      “You’ll be fine, Gracie.” Logan laughed and put his hand on my shoulder. “Have you heard from your professor yet? Any job information?”

      “Job information?” Brock’s tone turned annoyed. “What job? Grace?”

      “She didn’t tell you yet, man?” Logan said the worst thing to say because Brock’s jaw hardened. Those eyes shot fire at him. He was fuming. Logan didn’t notice because he just laughed and rambled on. “You’ll make a hell of a teacher, Grace. Let me know if you hear back from him. I need to go watch films. See you guys later.”

      Logan walked away, leaving me with a fuming Brock. I needed to get out of there, fast. My heart beat way too fast, and my palms sweat. To top it off, I was still hungover as hell. “Well, I’m going to go grab some food.”

      “You talked to Logan about being a teacher?” he barked, shooting daggers at Logan as he walked across the field. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “When would I have told you, Brock?” I fired back, my fists clenched. “You were a little busy for me yesterday, boss.” I regretted the words as I said them. I sounded needy. Pathetic.

      Recognition crossed his face. Shit. He knew. I stepped back with my racing heart. My voice shook. “I need to go. Forget it.”

      “Grace.”

      I waved him off. I had no destination in mind, but I walked further from him. I couldn’t leave. No. But being near him was not an option. The storage closest would be safe. Yes. I opened the door and sat on an old box.

      “Hell.” I rubbed my temples. I was mortified. I acted like a child and had no idea what to do. No freaking idea. I closed my eyes but jumped off the box when the door slammed open. “Brock, what the hell?”

      His chest heaved as he locked the closet door. His cerulean blue eyes held so many emotions I shivered. “You don’t get it, Grace.”

      “Get what?” I stood up and crossed my arms. My pulse throbbed in my toes it was so strong.

      He laughed, wiping his hand over his face. “Do you know how long I’ve been holding on? Do you know how hard it’s been?”

      “What are you talking about?” I stammered. Something clogged my throat, making speaking difficult. “What’s been hard?”

      “Fighting this.”

      Then he closed the distance between us. He cupped my face with his large hands and brought his lips to mine. They were better than I imagined, soft and strong, warm, and perfect. Time stopped at that moment. Minutes, seconds, hours disappeared when his mouth was on mine. He tilted my head back, taking his time exploring my mouth with his tongue. My legs turned to noodles when he moaned into my mouth. Oh my god. He tasted like coffee and chocolate. His tongue claimed me. Ruining me. Fixing me all at the same time.

      I groaned, fisting the end of his shirt as he kissed the hell out of me. “Brock—”

      “Shh.” He kissed the spot right below my ear. I shivered. My knees shook. I’d be melted onto the floor in no time. “You’re all I think about. Every second of every day.”

      I moaned when he tightened his grip around my waist and bit down on my ear. He chuckled and continued pressing light kisses down my face. “I…I don’t understand.”

      “It’s been you. Only you.” He lifted my face, so he could look at me. I gulped. “Life has been black and white for me for quite some time. Then you came along and added all these damn colors and thoughts. I want to be with you all the time. You make me happier than I deserve to be. That woman, God, I’m sorry, Grace. She was my sister’s best friend. There’s nothing there, and I didn’t even think how it would come across.” He pressed his lips on my forehead, resting his against mine for a few seconds. “I’ve almost crossed the line a million times, and I’ve waited for this moment so damn long.”

      “Why not make a move then, huh?” I tried pushing at him a bit, needing a little distance to digest his words. His wonderfully warm words that sent tingles all over my body.

      “I had to be sure.”

      “Be sure of what? That you had feelings or sure that it wouldn’t affect your job? Why keep me at a distance this whole time when we could’ve been more.” My throat dried up, and my voice came out all scratchy.

      He pulled me into his strong arms, gripping the back of my head. “It’s been hard as hell not to do anything about this the past four months. It wasn’t about my job at all, Grace. I know what this internship means to you, and I wouldn’t forgive myself if I did anything to jeopardize it.

      My heart melted. My eyes stung.

      But he kept going, taking pieces of me I would never get back. “I submitted the evaluation. It’s over. We can be together now.”
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      I had never been in such a predicament in my entire life. The team lost that night. The sobering mood caused frowns and some tears from the players. They wouldn’t make it to the Rose Bowl. In December, they would play in a less recognized championship game, but I wouldn’t be around by then. I gulped, aware it was my last night in the stadium. I wouldn’t be back on Monday, and it depressed me. I watched the players head into the locker rooms for the last time as I finished icing Q. My eyes stung again.

      My stomach clenched at the sadness and anxiety over saying goodbye. I left the locker room area and found myself heading toward Brock’s office for a final something. We didn’t make explicit plans, but he asked if he could give me a ride home, and it would be a lie if I hadn’t thought about that kiss a million times. We hadn’t had time to be together since the supply closet, but now there was an uncertainty in the air.

      Approaching his doorway and seeing Brock leaning against the door to his office with his damn pullover stretched tight across his chest took my breath away. “Hi.”

      “Ready to head out?”

      “Is there anything else we need to do?” I looked around, hoping for something to keep us there. Nerves danced in my stomach. I had never been this nervous in my entire life. He smiled at me.

      “No. Come on, Grace.”

      “Okay.” I gulped, and he placed my hand in his. “Is this okay?”

      “I don’t give a shit. You have no ties here anymore, and I am not your boss.” He kissed the back of my hand, my belly swooping. “I’ve been waiting pretty damn long for this.”

      We walked toward the parking lot, still holding hands, and not one person seemed to pay any attention to us. It was relieving, but my palms sweat because we hadn’t talked about that kiss at all.

      “Wh-what are we doing?”

      “No idea.” He laughed. “What do you want to do?”

      I had no clue. Did we make out like teenagers? Did we go on a date? Did we talk? Did we go at it like rabbits? “Um, well—”

      “Grace, calm down.” He opened his passenger door and lowered his face to mine. “I can see your brain smoking from overthinking. We won’t do anything you don’t want to. I just want to hang out with you without pretending I don’t love you.”

      He shut the door.

      My world spun. What? What did he say? He loved me? No. I gripped the handle of the door and took a long breath. Then, my heart danced. He loved me!

      When he got into the car on his side, I flung myself at him without a care that we were still in the parking lot of the stadium where anyone could see us. He laughed and caught me, placing my legs over his lap. Those blue eyes were my favorite blue. “I didn’t scare you saying that?”

      “No.” I grabbed his stubble-covered chin and kissed him. “Not at all.”

      He tightened his grip on me, digging those fingers into my skin with his eyes burning. I bit my lip the longer he stared. He nipped at it with his teeth, and I giggled. Flirty Brock was my all-time favorite. Our kisses were sloppy and hurried, and I broke our embrace for a second to catch my breath.

      “Say it again, Brock.”

      He traced my bottom lip with his thumb, causing my entire body to tremble. Then he said, “I love you. I fucking love you, Grace. It’s ridiculous, honestly. I didn’t want to.”

      “Yeah?” I grinned ear to ear. “I love you, too.”

      He smiled. His face radiated a joy I never witnessed on him before. “As much as I like you sitting on me, would you like to head back to my house? We can order pizza.”

      My stomach growled. “Busted.”

      “Pizza it is.” He helped me into the passenger seat before putting the car in drive. We held hands for the duration of the drive while we talked about nothing and everything. It didn’t matter. He loved me. I could breathe. A light rain began as we walked up to the back of his house. I laughed.

      “What’s funny?” he asked, giving me a playful smile.

      “The night of that storm? I wanted to rip your clothes off.”

      He stiffened.

      “What?”

      “You have no idea how hard that was. You wore my sweatshirt, and all I could see were your long legs. I had to jerk off twice that night thinking about you.”

      I gasped. “Brock—”

      “Grace, you have no idea how much you affect me. You snuck your damn way into my heart, and you’re all I think about.” He opened the door and locked it as soon as I entered. “Did you think of me while touching yourself at all?”

      I swallowed hard as my back hit the door. His large frame towered over me, but his size and power turned me on. “Y-yes.”

      “What did you think about?” His husky voice had me clenching my legs together. “Did you imagine me touching you?”

      “Y-yes.” I shivered as he slow, slow, slowly grabbed the edge of my shirt. His fingers grazed my abdomen, and I groaned.

      “Can I take your shirt off, Grace?” His heated eyes were a shade of blue I had never seen. I nodded. “Thank God.”

      He removed my shirt like he had all the time in the world, and my nerves lost their damn mind. He sucked in a breath as I stood there in a bralette I borrowed from Gilly. “Damn.”

      I giggled but stopped when he traced the outline of my perked nipples. “I’ve dreamed about this for so damn long. This might be embarrassingly quick for me, okay?”

      He slid one of my straps off to the side and bit his fist after he undid it. My pink nipples were directed right at him. He pinched them both, and I slammed my head into the wall. “Shit.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t wait until the bedroom. Come on, I’m a desperate man.” He picked me up, and in a couple short strides, he set me on his bed. “Now this. This is what I’ve been dreaming about for months.”

      “Me?” I whispered.

      “You. In my bed. But I need to see all of you.” He grinned, biting down on his lip. “Goddamn your tits are perfect, Grace.”

      “Yeah? Stop staring, and do something.” I shocked myself at my crassness. It worked though. His jaw set in determination, he slid my pants down my legs. He traced the outline of my soaking wet panties. I jumped. “God.”

      “Does this feel good, baby?” He traced it again and slowly slid his fingers back up to my chest. “I’ll get back to that.”

      He brought his warm tongue to my breasts and teased the shit out of them. His hands were magic all over my body when his mouth did things that set my blood on fire. I bucked, and he bit down. “Your body is so responsive. I love it.”

      “You’re so good; don’t stop,” I pleaded. He stopped and stared at me. A full minute stare. I blushed before his eyes warmed.

      “You’re beautiful. So fucking beautiful. Here.” He kissed my mouth. “Here.” He kissed the spot right above my heart. “And here.” He the edge of my stomach and slid my panties down. “Are you doing okay?”

      “Y-yes. So okay.” My pulse raced in my body.

      “God, you’re soaked. Is that all for me?” He slid a finger inside of me. I moaned into the blanket.

      “Yes. You.”

      “I love that.” He slid a second finger inside. He thrusted in and out. “Does this feel good?”

      I shook, tightening my stomach. “So close.”

      “Open your eyes, Grace. I want to see your eyes when you come.” I obeyed and watched his slack jaw. He added another finger on my clit and within a minute of a perfected rhythm, an orgasm so strong, so powerful, so everything slammed through me. I cried his name over and over. His eyes burning with need. I rocked against his fingers until it stopped. “Jesus. Christ. That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      I laughed, feeling drunk on him. “I doubt that.”

      He flicked my nipple, and his eyes hardened. “You moaning my name over and over as your pussy comes all around my hand, yeah. Hottest thing ever.”

      I gulped. “Oh.”

      “Yeah.” He put his fingers into his mouth, and I gasped. “You taste so sweet.”

      “Wh-what… why did you do that?” I flushed. It was so crude. So dirty.

      “Grace. I’m going to taste every inch of you tonight. Don’t get shy on me.” His eyes told me the truth. He meant every word.

      I bit my lip, nervous and satisfied and curious. “Okay.”

      “Good answer.” He stood up and took off the rest of his clothes. His cock sprung from tight boxer shorts, and I panted. He. Was. Huge. “Don’t worry. We’ll go slow, okay?”

      “How are you sure?” I gulped, eyeing the length of him. I reached out to touch him, but he turned away. “I want to touch you.”

      “I know, baby. I know.” He positioned himself on top of me and kissed me so tenderly my eyes stung. “I want to spend all night showing you how much I love you. But this first time is going to be quick. I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

      “Okay.” I giggled and moaned when his fingers began playing with my folds again. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m getting you ready. You’re so tight.” He lowered himself down my body, biting my stomach with little kisses. When he reached my center, I tensed. I had never had a guy go down on me before and nerves took over. He read me like a book, stopping and gazing tenderly at me. “What’s going on in your pretty head?”

      “Uh, well. I’ve never,” I stopped and gathered a little courage. “This is new.” I closed my eyes and prayed he left it alone. But he didn’t. Of course not. He remained between my legs but waited until I opened my eyes. “What, Brock?”

      “Are you a virgin?” His tone held no judgement or assumptions. Straightforward and kind.

      “No.” I hated this conversation. Hated it. “I’ve been with one person, once. Years ago.”

      He stilled. His cheek twitched and jaw tensed.

      I had no time to respond before he licked me. Licked me back to front, his long tongue sending shivers down my body. His scruff chaffed my inner thighs, but the sensation made it better. He sucked. He twirled and bit down on my clit. I jumped into the air, but his hand on my stomach pushed me down. “Brock, oh my God!”

      “You taste like heaven.” He hummed, the vibration making me buck against his mouth.

      He added his fingers again. Stretching me, thrusting into me. So many sensations and feelings hit me, I cried when an orgasm burst through me. He licked up every last drop and grinned proudly at me minutes later. “Best day ever.”

      “You could say that again.” I wiped a tear away. “Holy shit.”

      “Grace,” he licked his lips and joined me on the bed. “I love you. I love your body. Your tastes. Your sounds. I can’t wait to learn everything about you. Where you like to be licked, touched, caressed, anything. Don’t feel embarrassed.”

      “Well, shit.” My eyes stung again. “When you say things like that, I shiver.”

      “I love that I’m the only person who gets to do this to you. Fucking love it,” he growled into my neck and put a condom with quick, awkward movements. “I’m going to go in slow. Tell me if it hurts, okay?”

      I nodded.

      He stared down at me, waiting for me to nod, before he slid inside of me. “I’m not going to last two minutes.”

      It took a few strokes before I moaned, and when I did, he kissed me. He slid in and out, letting me get used to his size, all while finding different places to kiss me. He made love like he did everything else in his life—passionately and without holding anything back. Sweat pooled between our chests. I made sure to not hurt his injured arm when I held onto him tighter. It was unlike anything I had ever experienced in my life, having his weight on me and him inside of me, filling me and pleasuring me like we had all the time in the world.

      Which, we did.

      He lifted my hips to provide a better angle, and a burning sensation started at my core and spread through me like electricity as another orgasm shattered me. I bucked and cried out his name, but he just held on tighter and quickened the pace. His back muscles got tight, and his voice went deeper when he spasmed, finally releasing himself into me.

      I loved all the different moods and expressions of Anderson, but hearing him groan my name with nothing but heat and love in his eyes was my absolute favorite. My heart pounded from the orgasm and feelings, and my eyes stung at the immense waves of reciprocated emotions pouring through me. He quickly removed the condom and joined me back on the bed, tucking me into the crook of his arm. He let out a deep, contented sigh as he ran his hand down my bare back, and I don’t think I had ever been happier in my entire life.

      “My body might be in shock,” I said, feeling drunk on him and how he made me feel. “I can’t believe this happened. You and me, it’s wild, huh?”

      “You came into my life for a reason. Your annoying, pain in the ass attitude is about the only person who could put up with me.” His laughter warmed me. “I watched you. In the beginning that is. Not in a creepy way, just how you handled yourself. I was such a dick ,and you kept your head high. I think that’s when I first became attracted to you.”

      “Interesting.” I pinched his good side. “It wasn’t at the bar?”

      “Oh, that,” he grumbled. “I had a shit day and took it out on you. You were cute as hell.”

      I blushed, not fond of the memory, but we had come so far since then. “When did you figure it out?”

      “Figure what out?”

      “That you had feelings for me?” I bit a hangnail, curious to know. “I think I started really falling for you when you helped me with the project, or the night of the storm. You know what? I don’t know when it happened, but I know it hit me hard, and I resisted it as long as I could.”

      He squeezed me tighter. “After you fell and hurt your knee.”

      “Wait, really?” I twisted my head to face him. “That’s when?”

      “Yes.” He grinned sheepishly. “You were exhausted. You had black circles under your eyes and yet you still smiled all the damn time. It annoyed me at first. But I found myself wanting to be around you all the time. Your smile. Your joy. I wanted to see it all the time. It was addicting. And when you fell. This sweet, charming girl came out from under the badass determination you have. I was a goner.”

      I blushed at his words and hid my face. “That was a cute answer.”

      “So, as you can imagine, the past four months have almost killed me. The hotel room, your friendship with fucking Logan. Can we talk about that for a second?” His tone changed.

      I put my finger to his lips.

      “Nope. Nothing to talk about. I love you, Anderson. Everyone else dulls in comparison to you.”

      “Okay, then.” He grinned, and I sighed into his arms. “Hey, we’re both completely free tomorrow, yeah?” he whispered as he kissed all the way down my neck.

      I groaned,the desire coming back almost instantly. “Right, hey—aren’t you worn out?”

      “Good. And no. I’m not. Your naked body is pressing against me, and I’m a weak man. I’m not letting you leave my bed.” He kissed lower. “Well, maybe to eat.”

      “I like food.” My pulse raced again. My body became hot.

      He chuckled and went lower. “We can eat, and that’s it. Now, that I’ve had you babe, I won’t be able to get enough.” He dipped his tongue lower and lower. I arched my back. So this is what he meant by eating. Good to know. His tongue brushed my center and coiled around it. I lost all thoughts. “You’re going to kill me, Grace.”

      I trembled around him some time later. Time seemed to stop, and that was fine by me. I was with the person I wanted to be with. He rejoined me at the top of the bed seconds later. His erection pressed against my side, and I wiggled against it. “What about you, Brock?”

      “I wanted to give you pleasure. Nothing more. Now go to sleep. I’m doing that again as soon as you wake up.”

      And he did.
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Six months later…

        

      

    

    
      I stood at the edge of Brock’s counter, desperately waiting for the phone to ring. Maybe if I stared at it harder, it would ring. I leaned on my right elbow, eyeing it from the side. Nope. Nada.

      “Staring at it will not help.” Brock walked in wearing a backwards hat and old gym clothes, looking all sorts of sexy. “Now, staring at me will definitely help.”

      “Funny, funny guy.” I turned back to the phone, and he wrapped his arms around me. He pressed his lips against my neck, my favorite spot to be kissed. I shuddered a bit, his knowing laugh telling me what his plans were. “You know, I’m expecting a life changing call. I don’t know if hanky panky is appropriate.”

      “Hanky panky isn’t used anymore. They cancelled that phrase.” He laughed, dragging his lips down my neck to my shoulder. He slid the loose tank top strap to the side. “I missed you.”

      “I was out of town for one day. One day.” I faced him, and his gaze flicked to my mouth. “Eyes up here, buddy.”

      “But your mouth is perfect, and I missed it.” He cupped my face and dragged my mouth to his, kissing the hell out of me in his Brock way. I sighed, leaning into the kiss as I always did. He was the best damn kisser in the world. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” I grinned, never tiring of the words.

      “Marry me.”

      “Brock.” I laughed, “You can’t ask me that every week. My answer hasn’t changed since the last time.”

      “Why not? I love you. Only you. You’re it for me. I want to start the rest of my life with you. Is that so bad?” He dragged his tongue down my neck now, damn well knowing it was a weakness. I could agree to just about anything when his tongue was on me. Specifically, my neck.

      “Because my future is in shambles. I don’t have a job yet. I still work at the restaurant. I don’t know.” I moaned, my train of thought disappearing as his fingers went under my shirt and trailed up my stomach along my rib cage.

      “Who cares? I want you to be Mrs. Anderson.” He nipped at my ear.

      “I’m young—your words.” I leaned back into him, his body perfectly forming against mine.

      “Not relevant.”

      “I might be homeless soon,” I whined.

      “Good. You can move in with me.” His fingers slid under my bra and teased my nipples. He traced a circle around each one before carefully pulling on the ends just enough to make me squirm. I loved how he teased me and brought me daily orgasms. He had shown me repeatedly how good he was with his hands. “Move in this weekend.”

      “Brock,” I began but stopped when he pinched my nipples harder. “Oh, God.”

      “Give me one reason why. Your lease is up in two weeks. Gilly and Fritz might buy a house. You’re over here every weekend.” He lowered his other hand and dipped it into my waistband. “I know how to get you to agree to it.”

      I moaned then laughed. He’d convinced me to go to a bed and breakfast this exact way. “This is more serious than a weekend away.”

      “I want to see you first thing in the morning and the last at night. You give my life purpose, Grace.” His wonderful words mixed with his wandering fingers had me lusting for more. “Don’t you feel that way, too?”

      “Yes,” I whispered. My stomach tightened as he slid two fingers inside of me, leaving his thumb on my clit, circling it excruciatingly slow. “Oh, my God.”

      “I can guarantee you two orgasms every day.” He slid his fingers in and out, adding his thumb to the mix. He swirled my clit, the tight bud sending waves of desire through me. “Do you like this? My fingers inside of you in the middle of our future kitchen?”

      “Yes, Brock. Please,” I gasped, bucking as release was so close. So damn close. He increased his rhythm and bit down on my earlobe, giving me the final push. I gripped the side of the counter. The warm sensation started between my legs and spread through my body. I shook, moaning Brock’s name as waves of pleasure shot through me. “God.”

      “I could hear that sound every day for the rest of my life. You’re beautiful.” He kissed my temple, humming into my ear. His arms felt like home. He was my home. And suddenly, I felt giddy. I turned to face him, my hands on his shoulders.

      “Okay.” I smiled, I smiled so damn wide. “I’ll move in with you.”

      “Fuck. You’re not joking, right?” He backed up, his eyes larger than I had seen them.

      “No. I feel home when I’m with you. I’m sorry it took me so long to realize it.”

      His jaw tightened, eyes turning dark before he slammed me into his chest. He trembled. My beautiful, broken, kind man held onto me so tight, I couldn’t breathe. “God. I didn’t know it was possible to be this happy.”

      My eyes stung at his words and I squeezed him tighter. “I love you.”

      “I love—”

      My phone rang, and I jumped out of his arms. I had been waiting for this call for three hours. “Hello?”

      “Hi, is this Grace Turner?” a stern male voice asked.

      “Yes, this is her.” I faced Brock, my body tight waiting for the news.

      “Good morning, Grace. It’s Tim from Human Resources. I’m happy to say we are able to offer you the sport medicine position at Green Valley High school. We want to talk to you about being a part time athletic trainer as well. When would be a good time to come in?”

      “I’m free any day this week before three.” I grinned. I grinned so hard my face hurt.

      “Great. How about tomorrow at nine?”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “See you then. Bye.”

      I hung up the phone and jumped in the air. “Brock! I got the job! I got the fucking job!”

      “I’m proud of you, babe.” He picked me up, and I burst into tears. “Wait, what’s happening?”

      “I’m so happy.” I sobbed into his shoulder. “I can’t believe it. The job. You. I got so lucky.”

      He grabbed my face in his hands and had the warmest, softest look in his eyes. “I know what you mean. So, let’s go into the bedroom and talk about it?”

      “Smooth, Brock. Real smooth.” I half-laughed, half-sobbed.

      “You answered that phone and left me with the raging boner.” He put my hand on it, and I gulped. “I’m trying to be a good guy here, but—”

      “Say no more.” I ran into our future bedroom and threw my clothes at him. “Let’s christen our bedroom.”

      “God, I love the sound of that.”
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      An hour or two later, he traced lines on my back with his fingers. My soul felt on fire with him. My body, mind, and soul loved everything about him, and I knew without a doubt my mom was happy for me. This is the person she’d want for me. “You still awake, big guy?”

      “Yes.” He kissed the top of my head. “You wore me out.”

      I blushed. “So worth it.”

      “Agreed.”

      I pushed myself up and waited until he looked at me. I took a long breath, the tightness in my core lessening as I said the words. “Not right now. Not anytime soon. But, I will marry you.”

      “I know you will.” He grinned, and his damn dimple came out. “But thank you.”

      “Why are you so damn confident I will?”

      “Because, Grace.” He rolled over on top of me and framed my face with his arms. “You show me every day how much you love me. I’d wear you down eventually.”

      “Uh. Way to ruin the moment. I worked myself up to that, asshole.”

      “Mrs. Asshole Anderson.” He pressed his delicious lips on mine. “Grace Anderson. God, it sounds good. You sure you don’t want to wear a ring?”

      “Brock.” I sighed into his mouth. “Mm. You always taste good. Stop distracting me!”

      He laughed and shook his head. “What were you saying?”

      “I wouldn’t even know what kind of ring I would want. I’ve never thought about it.”

      Something shifted on his face. A look of guilt.

      “Brock, what did you do?”

      “Nothing.” He got off me and went into the bathroom. I followed because I was nosy and persistent. He grimaced when he saw me.

      “Spill it.” I crossed my arms over my breasts. He tended to get distracted from them.

      “I feel stupid.” He let out a sound that rivaled a pout before continuing. “Fine. Here. I found this a week ago, and I foolishly bought it. Don’t make a big deal out of it.”

      He handed me a red box. My heart hammered in my throat. “Brock.”

      “Shit.” He tried to take it from me, but I didn’t let him. “Never mind.”

      “Oh, my god.” I opened it to see a quaint silver ring with a pink diamond inset into the band. It wasn’t showy. No, it was dainty and beautiful and perfect.

      “I chose pink because you brought color back to my life. I chose the smaller one, with it set inside the band, knowing you’d be working with your hands a lot, and I didn’t want it to get in the way.” He paused and wiped a hand over his face. This time, his voice shook. “Look, Grace. I love you. I’ll love you as long as my heart beats. We can have a long engagement if you want. I already talked with Gilly and Fritz about it. I just want you to be mine.”

      “Gilly never said a word all week.” I stared at the ring. “I-I’m yours, Brock.” I put it on my finger and grinned. “Goddamn it. It’s perfect. Yes. Yes, to everything.” I jumped on him.

      “You said yes?” He grinned the biggest smile I had ever seen. He buried his head into my neck and sighed. “Fuck. I’ve never been this happy. Thank you.”

      I closed my eyes, sending a silent prayer to my mom. This was the life she wanted for me. This was what I wanted for myself. “I expect monogrammed towels that say Mrs. Asshole Anderson, just so you know.”

      “Of course.”

      “Good. It’s settled. I’m going to be an Anderson.”
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By Ashley R. King

        

      

    

    
      Amalie scanned the bar, looking for Romina’s raven hair beneath the dim lights. For a Tuesday night, quite the crowd had gathered inside Oakley’s, a trendy hangout in midtown Atlanta.

      “Can I get you something else?” Bryan, the cute bartender, asked with a boyish smile.

      Amalie looked at her watch again. Romina was already fifteen minutes late. Tonight of all nights, when Amalie needed her best friend most.

      Amalie’s father, mega-billionaire Andrew Warner, had just dropped the hammer with his latest ultimatum, and Amalie needed Romina’s sage advice, help, magic—anything that might help her figure out what to do. Her father had been pushing her to work for the family business, something she had no interest in doing. If she didn’t, she’d be disowned and disinherited from the great Warner Hotel fortune. To some that might not be a huge deal, but to Amalie, who had no back-up plan, it was everything.

      She sighed and took one last sip of her daiquiri. “No, that’ll be all. Thank you.”

      With a quick nod, Bryan moved to the other end of the bar, where a seat had been claimed by a man who, even sitting down, was still taller than most. Amalie couldn’t help but give him a once-over. He had a powerful frame, even if soft around the edges, like the forgotten build of an athlete lived under his skin. But something else snagged her attention.

      Amalie watched with interest as the bartender seemed to contemplate cutting the guy off for the night even though it was only eight o’clock. The man bristled, spine stiffening, fingers tightening around the empty tumbler before him. But in a half-second, his eyes flicked up to one of the flat screens suspended behind the bar and he leaned forward, completely enraptured, his face oddly serene.

      As a writer, or well, washed-up writer on the hunt for her next idea, Amalie was captivated by this guy’s body language. One minute it looked like he might shatter his whiskey tumbler with his bare hands, and the next his eyes were glued to the television.

      Amalie glanced at the screen, surprised to find a replay of the US Open tennis finals from several years ago. She knew enough about tennis to know the names of the Grand Slam tournaments and some of the cute players (hello, Rafael Nadal), but other than that, she was clueless. Her father, who loved tennis and watched it religiously, had tried to inspire a love of the sport in her, but…it just wasn’t there.

      Her eyes slid back to the enigma at the end of the bar. There was a catlike tension in the way he studied the battle between Rafael Nadal and Novak Djokovic, his entire focus narrowed to the game, his muscles twitching with restrained energy. Her writer instincts screamed that there was far more going on here than a bar patron watching the rerun of an old match. Cheering and clapping erupted on the screen.

      “I could’ve done that! Easily!” The man pounded his fist on the bar and exploded from his seat with such force that his barstool tumbled backward. He was just as tall as she imagined, well over six feet.

      Amalie gasped and took a step back. The man downed his drink, slamming the empty glass onto the bar with a thud, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “Another,” he growled at the bartender.

      He shifted slightly and when he turned, she caught sight of his lovely eyes in the dim light, but they were marred with heavy bags beneath them.

      “Hey, man. Julian, come on. You’ve got to chill,” Bryan pleaded.

      Julian. Amalie rolled that name around in her mind, tasted it on her tongue. She supposed he looked like a Julian, though to be fair she hadn’t met a single Julian in her twenty-eight years. She studied him, his calves and thighs muscular beneath his khaki shorts. Yes, shorts, despite the cold. Even his arms looked like they had once been powerful, but judging by the slight beer gut he was rocking, Julian had missed a workout or two. He was ridiculously attractive, though, even if Amalie struggled to reconcile that fact with his brutish behavior.

      She studied him further, imagining his story and committing his features to memory, a memory she would later take out, dissect, and piece together into one of her fictional heroes. Romina always teased that Amalie was more voyeur than participant in life. Perhaps that’s why writing was so important to her.

      Julian’s burnt umber hair fell in unruly waves across his tanned forehead, his nose almost too flawless. But no, when he turned, she noted a slight bump, perhaps hinting at a fight at one point in his life? Or maybe, if he was like Amalie, a pretty nasty run-in with a suspiciously transparent sliding-glass door.

      Julian’s profile, with his sulky lower lip, was a thing of beauty, and she found herself wondering why such loveliness had been wasted on a staggering mess of a man.

      As if feeling the levity of her gaze, or rather her judgment, Julian met her stare. Now that was completely unfair. His eyes stood out against his dark skin, a stunning green that reminded her of lush trees in the spring, and there were tiny lightning strikes of sparkling gold darting from the pupils.

      Wait…

      Holy crap, she was standing directly in front of him, having gravitated towards him without even realizing it. It didn’t matter how hot he was, how big he was, she didn’t want any part of this.

      As if he heard her thoughts, he raised a perfect, dark eyebrow, a quirk she was sure was meant to be sexy and had probably worked on dozens of other women, but at that moment it only came off as sloppy and awkward.

      “Like what you see?” he challenged. His sultry voice would’ve made her panties melt if not for the slur accenting it.

      Amalie recoiled, cheeks hot as she leveled the behemoth with a sneer. “Excuse me?”

      Julian tilted his head, studying her with a drunken intensity that made her squirm. “I said, do you like what you see? My place isn’t that far…if you think you can keep your hands off me that long.”

      Bryan snickered as he shook his head, pretending to be mesmerized by the cleanliness of the beer mug in his hand.

      “Can you believe the balls on this guy?” Amalie hooked a thumb toward Julian as she looked to Bryan. For what, she had no idea.

      “A filthy mouth, too.” Julian shot her a wink and sat back down at the bar. “My favorite.”

      “You are out of control.” Amalie huffed. “I can’t help it that I naturally gravitated toward this”—she waved her arms around, motioning and flailing at Julian—“train wreck. I thought I might’ve had my next book idea. But yet you disappoint, something I’m sure is very common.”

      There. She hated to be a mean girl, but he’d totally asked for it.

      Julian reared back as if she’d slapped him but quickly recovered. “Enough of the spoiled little rich girl act. It reeks.”

      She faltered, the sting hitting home. “You don’t even know me.”

      “Right, and you don’t know me either, princess.”

      Princess? Anger burned inside her as she poked her finger into his surprisingly hard chest. “You have no idea who you’re messing with, mister.”

      He puffed up, straightened his broad shoulders, and gave her a scalding once-over. “Yeah, I’m shaking in my boots. Listen, I’ll have you know that you’re looking at a US Open contender.” He leveled her with a hard glare, daring her to argue.

      Interest piqued, Amalie remained in place, her finger falling away. “You’re a tennis player?” she asked through gritted teeth while mentally berating herself for continuing this conversation.

      Julian paused a beat too long before answering with a shrug. “You could say that.”

      “Okay…” Amalie stretched the two-syllable word into three and cocked her brow as if to silently say, I call bullshit.

      Julian blinked, but his gaze was still hazy as he responded with a surprising amount of vindication in his voice. “Actually, I’m going to qualify for the US Open.” His eyes widened, as if his words were a revelation to him as well.

      Interesting. Amalie’s nails tapped the bar in an easy rhythm as she assessed him. “So I gather you used to play?” She almost mentioned his fading physique, but he was being oddly civil now, and she feared an observation like that would bring out the pig in him, again.

      Julian averted his gaze, studying his hands, which now gripped the edge of the bar. He gave her a tight nod, then he seemed to slowly deflate. “I used to be the best. Before it all went to shit. Now I’m just a has-been, stuck selling pharmaceuticals day after day. I had everything I ever wanted right here”—Julian lifted a hand, palm open, his stare searing into his own flesh—“then I let it all slip away.”

      It was a surprisingly coherent statement, one that echoed and mirrored things Amalie felt about her own life. But before she could dwell on it, electricity hummed in her veins, the wheels in her head spinning wildly.

      A tiny spark of sunlight filtered through the cracks of the prison that had slowly become her life as an idea quickly formed. Ever since New Year’s Eve, she’d been mulling over goals, and writing a book was at the top of her list—this was perfect. The threat of having to work for her father receded as she pulled in a deep breath and let the realization settle over her bones. This could be her next hit, a novel that chronicled the rise to the top of a former tennis great. Hadn’t her agent, Stella, recently hinted that sports romances were making a comeback? Besides, everyone loves a good underdog story. She could see the headline now: Washed-Up Tennis Player Makes Run for US Open.

      What were the odds that he played the only sport she knew even a little bit about?

      Right now, it didn’t matter that she hated tennis. It didn’t matter that her father always rubbed it in her face that her older sister, Simone, was such a great player. It didn’t matter that he’d tried to force Amalie to take lessons even though her instructor was the meanest person on the planet and cut her down every time she made a mistake

      Her past with tennis was exactly that the past. An opportunity had presented itself, and she was hellbent on taking it. Stella had been adamant that Amalie write something “real and honest,” something more along the lines of her debut, Breaking the Fall, the story that shot her into the next-big-thing stratosphere at the ripe age of nineteen. Of course, Amalie didn’t want to let her down. Stella Frenette of Frenette Literary had been a hard win after Amalie lost her first agent for being a little twit high on fame and her own wealth. She’d bailed on so many commitments and haggled over stuff so stupid it made film and book people walk away. Yeah, film—that’s how close she’d been to the big time.

      Somewhere along the way, Amalie also lost the gift of natural storytelling. Every time she set pen to paper or fingers to keys, it felt forced. Her words read like See Jane run. See Jane jump. See Jane suck at writing.

      Her last two novels fell flat because the characters weren’t realistic. To fix the problem, Stella suggested Amalie study real people. Her bestseller had centered around a heroine based on none other than her sister, Simone. The intimate knowledge shared by sisters had given Amalie the means to create a three-dimensional character readers adored, which was really no surprise. Who didn’t love Simone?

      Amalie’s follow-up books hadn’t had that benefit and suffered because of it. She struggled to craft characters who leapt off the page, and she had no doubt the reason was because, other than Ro, she hadn’t let anyone get close. Not even her ex-fiancé, Maxwell. Not really. Amalie failed at human connection because people broke hearts, and her heart already had enough cracks. It couldn’t survive another quake.

      She cringed as she thought of her early writing days, trying to reconcile that person with who she was now. Sadly, though she was ready to write again, the human connection thing was still a problem. But maybe Fate had given her a workaround. Readers—and Stella as well—would love that this novel was based on a real tennis player—one who was gorgeous and, with some training, would have muscles popping by the time the tournament rolled around. It would be so easy to capitalize on his looks and to even use the momentum of his rise to the top for promotion of the book.

      She couldn’t let fear get in the way of her dream this time. She just needed to get this Julian fellow to the US Open.

      Just as Amalie was about to open her mouth, Julian slumped over the bar, passed out cold. The bartender dipped his head and smiled. “From what I hear, he does this all the time. He’s pretty popular with the ladies, so usually he’s already secured one or two to go home with. Looks like he didn’t get that far with you.” He had the audacity to smirk.

      “Hard to imagine that he’s popular with the ladies when he acts like a Neanderthal.”

      Bryan leaned forward on the bar conspiratorially, his voice hushed. “He was different tonight. Besides, I think you got under his skin because you called his bullshit. But hey, that’s just my opinion.”

      Amalie sized up the situation and Julian, her mind calculating a million possibilities at once. “Was he really a great tennis player?” she asked Bryan, needing to know for sure before she made her next decision.

      Bryan nodded. “Hell yeah. You never heard of Julian Smoke? They called him ‘The Smoke’ in college because he was a beast. He was even pegged as the next tennis great of his generation.”

      Amalie studied Julian’s face, willing herself to remember him from one of her father’s endless tennis ramblings. “What happened?” she asked, bringing her gaze back to the bartender.

      “That’s his story to tell. You’ll have to ask him.”

      Amalie drummed her fingers on the smooth surface of the bar one last time before releasing a deep breath and making a decision she was sure she’d regret. “Help me get him to my car, will ya?”
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      Could he be more?
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