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      “I’m not a matchmaker.”

      “I know that, Molly.” Claire—my roommate’s best friend—is leaning her hip against my dining room table, looking polished and glamorous as usual—basically the opposite of how I look. “I’m not asking you to play matchmaker, but…” Her voice trails off as she trails a finger along the silver platter on my dining room table.

      “You’re not? That’s good because I’m into computers, not people.”

      Claire doesn’t take the hint, looming longer than I prefer, graceful fingers now grazing the edge of the table.

      She tries again. “You’re better with famous guys than I am.”

      This time, my head rises. Better with famous guys?

      What is she even talking about?

      “Who on earth told you I was better with famous guys?” I stop picking at the vegetable tray and gape at her incredulously.

      Famous guys? Who on earth is she talking about?

      I don’t know any famous people, let alone famous guys, and why would there be any at this party?

      “Posey told me your neighbor plays football.”

      My neighbor? I rack my brain. Football player, football player, football play… Finally, it clicks.

      “Ah.” She’s referring to my parents’ next-door neighbor, Tripp Wallace. “Was my neighbor. Past tense.”

      Claire is impossible to ignore, breathing up my ass, invading my personal space with her questions and her perfume, and her froofy skirt keeps touching me, too.

      “Still—you have experience with these sort of guys, yeah?”

      Not in the real world.

      “Claire, what on earth are you talking about? Why would you ask me that?” I laugh. This whole conversation is getting on my last nerve.

      “I just need an introduction.” She snaps her fingers, gold bangles on her wrist clinking. “Easy!”

      “An introduction with who? Cut to the chase.”

      “With…” Her eyes scan the room, and she leans close so no one can overhear us. Not that anyone is trying. “Elias Cohen.”

      Who the hell is Elias Cohen?

      “I hate to be the one to break it to you, Claire, but you hardly seem like the type of woman who needs my help flirting. Or with an introduction to some random guy.”

      “Some guy?” She snorts. “How long has it been since you’ve had a proper date?”

      I snort back before popping an olive in my mouth. “That’s none of your business.”

      She’s done lost her damn mind. Can’t she see that I’m busy filling a plate?

      In sweatpants?

      And when I say sweatpants, I don’t mean cute, sexy athleisurewear; I’m talking straight up sweatpants, the kind with the drawstring and elastic around the ankles. Stole them from my dad, actually, during my last visit home—along with a few candles from my mom’s secret candle cabinet.

      Ha ha.

      “Don’t you want your friends to be happy?”

      I turn to face her dead on. “Are you gaslighting me, Claire?”

      Her expression is blank, so I assume she doesn’t know what gaslighting means. But she’s still so close I can feel her breathing.

      “I’m shy and awkward, and plus, I’ve never hit on anyone who was a sports agent before.”

      A sports agent? Big deal.

      “No offense to him, but just because the man has famous clients does not make him a celebrity himself.”

      Very few agents are famous in their own right. Their job is to fade into the background, not hog the spotlight.

      Right?

      But Claire? She’s clearly seduced by any brush with fame, and I have to shimmy around her to steal a slice of red pepper off a tray, dip it in dill, pop it in my mouth, then chew.

      “Just because my neighbor growing up was a famous football player,” I explain again, “doesn’t mean I’m better with famous people. That’s one person, that was ten years ago when I was a teenager—and I drove the man bonkers.”

      Still drive Tripp Wallace batty, but that’s neither here nor there.

      Constantly skirting around her to graze at my own dining room table, Claire is like a bad rash or a pet that’s underfoot, too small or too big to avoid. I change direction twice, moving to the opposite side of the table, uninterested in socializing at a party taking place within my own home.

      This isn’t my shindig—it was the brainchild of my roommate, Posey, and I’m imprisoned here because this is my house. I love Posey to death, but I’m trapped amongst her yapping friends (like I typically am when she decides to throw a gathering), one of which has me cornered at a round table.

      Game night.

      Wine night.

      Date night.

      Christmas parties, Valentine's parties, Easter egg hunts.

      POSEY LOVES IT ALL!

      The woman is ridiculous—she even insists on decorating a tree for each holiday and displaying it in the front window, much to my chagrin. The last thing I need is our neighborhood thinking crazy cat ladies live here.

      I can feel Claire creeping in. She won’t let the matter of Elias Cohen rest.

      I should amend Posey’s rental agreement and tack on an addendum about midweek parties or any kind of midweek cheer that interrupts my inner peace because her friends are clingy.

      Or at least add a stipulation giving me carte blanche to approve the guest list.

      Guests who have it in their heads it’s my duty—as someone who lives here—to set her up with some guy I don’t even know—have never even spoken to—all because my parents’ next-door neighbor was the star of the Chicago Steam professional football team in his heyday.

      Yeah.

      Not happening.

      Makes no sense that she wants me to make an introduction.

      She must be high.

      My goal here in the dining room—where all the food is laid out—was to grab some sustenance. Now, my goal is to get the hell out of here. I’m not a hermit, but I am exhausted, plus I have a video conference at five in the morning with a client who lives in London, England.

      I’m going back upstairs to my office to prepare, snack, then sleep.

      In that order.

      “Claire, I appreciate your enthusiasm—I really do.” Not. “But all I want to do right now is make a plate for myself and hide in my office.” I don’t mention the part where I pop a sleeping pill so I can crash early.

      My roommate decided Thursday was the perfect night of the week to host a wine and charcuterie get-together, not considering the fact that some of us have to work at the ass crack of dawn.

      Sure, I work from home.

      And yes, normally I don’t fire up my laptop until at least nine in the morning, which gives me plenty of time to sleep in—but still, I have that meeting at the ass crack of dawn because:

      It’s Thursday.

      We’re not in college anymore.

      We’re full-fledged adults.

      We’re also not teenagers in high school who make their friends approach their crushes on their behalf. So juvenile and immature.

      “Will you at least go up to him and tell him I’m interested?”

      Oh my god.

      I stop piling cheese and sausage on my plate long enough to glance up at her. “Are you being serious right now? What is this, sixth grade?”

      “I’m shy! I need help!” Claire does a whiney stomp with her heeled foot—why she’s wearing heels during the week is beyond me. It’s not as if this is a bar or a restaurant with a dress code.

      She’s in my dining room, and it’s not fancy.

      “You’re pouting,” I point out, with a summer sausage slice hanging from my mouth. “I’m deducting points for that.”

      “Please—Posey said you’re the best wingwoman.”

      My roommate said that? “Was she drunk?”

      Can any of us recall the last time I spoke to a living, breathing man in a romantic sense and had any success?

      I’m the opposite of a wingwoman—I am outspoken, blunt, and least likely to swoon. I do not simper, I am not coy, I can barely flirt my way out of a paper bag.

      Claire’s confidence wanes. “No, she wasn’t drunk. All she said was you’re good at everything, including small talk, with men.”

      Aw—a compliment! “She must have confused the term wingwoman with cockblocker.”

      I’m good at small talk with men for one reason and one reason alone: because I don’t care what they think of me. I keep that information to myself. It would be the perfect argument for Claire to further insist I march over and strike up a conversation on her behalf with—

      Suddenly, Claire stands up straighter, tall and poised and beautiful, pushing a long strand of blond hair behind her ear so a large, golden hoop can wink and shine at me.

      “Elias Cohen.” She’s practically whispering. “He’s in the kitchen.”

      “Huh.” I shrug, biting into a carrot stick. “Never heard of him before you mentioned him. What’s his deal besides being an agent?”

      “He’s Jack Jennings's sports agent.”

      She fails to impress me as that name also has no meaning for me. “Sorry, I don’t know who that is, either.”

      Her mouth drops open. “You don’t know who Jack Jennings is?”

      I roll my eyes. Apparently, I’ve committed a grave foul, not knowing who these guys are.

      Nonplussed, I shuffle around her to resume loading up my plate.

      “No. And I don’t care.”

      The goal right now is to fill it with one pass so there’s no need for me to come back. Once I’m locked in my office, I’m locked in my office. It has an en suite bathroom—thank god—which will eliminate a possible run-in with any party guests downstairs.

      They mingle around us, the decibel of chatter echoing through the halls of my downtown brownstone loud enough that I may have to wear noise-canceling headphones while I work.

      “Just come with me.” Claire gives my arm a tug. “No one else will help, and I’m too chicken.”

      I bite into a piece of summer sausage. “Obviously.”

      “Obviously, you’ll go with me?”

      “No. Obviously, you’re a chicken.”

      She scowls. “You’re being mean.”

      I chew the sausage thoughtfully. “I’m not being mean. I’m being honest.” Sorry, I’m not willing to automatically follow you into the next room and embarrass myself by introducing you to some man even I have never met.

      How weird is that?

      Claire has lost her damn mind.

      “You know there's nothing wrong with being single, right?”

      Her face contorts. “Why would I want to be single?”

      Okay, clearly, we have two extremely different mindsets when it comes to dating, relating, and relationships—where I am content with single life until I find someone I click with (which I haven’t), Claire feels better about herself when she’s dating someone.

      I’m no mind reader, but that’s my professional opinion based on this painful interaction.

      I actually feel bad for her.

      Also, I’m desperate to get away from her.

      “Oh my god, there he is.” Claire is literally, dramatically clutching my arm. “Don’t look.”

      I look. Of course, I do. It’s human nature to look when someone says not to look. At least it is for me.

      A man has joined us in the dining room at the table as he puts together his own plate, and I’ll be the first to admit he’s good-looking—in an “I think I’m good looking” kind of way.

      Tall.

      Stubble from not having shaved, which I do not exactly hate.

      Sandy brown hair. Bright white smile.

      Button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, a tattoo sleeve in stark contrast to the pale-blue dress shirt.

      Bit of chest hair peeking over the top button that I try not to stare at.

      My chin tilts.

      Hmph.

      Whatever.

      Claire catches me looking. “I said don’t look,” she hisses through clenched teeth, still gripping my arm.

      “What am I supposed to do? Stare at the ceiling? He’s at the table.”

      “Oh my god,” she groans. “Lower your voice.”

      “I thought you wanted to stalk to him. I mean talk. Talk to him.”

      I laugh at my own joke, pleased with the sour expression on her face. If she’s trying to get Elias Cohen’s attention, she’d do well to turn her frown upside down.

      “How’s my hair?” She’s practically gritting her teeth, and I bet her ass cheeks are clenched, too.

      Poor thing.

      “Great. Very Texan.”

      “Huh?”

      Huge hair.

      Big. Puffy. Bouffanty.

      She looks like a pageant queen about to make her grand entrance.

      “It’s perfect. Not a hair out of place.” Because she’s used too much hairspray. If I lit a match, her head would go up in flames.

      Claire continues to trail me.

      “I have work to do, you know. I’m not going to stand around this table forever yakking with you.”

      “What kind of work?”

      Waving a fork around aimlessly through the air like a wand, I smile mysteriously. “Stuff and things. Important things.” So skedaddle. “I’ll get Posey in here so she can help you.”

      I chomp down on a celery stick, and it’s so loud that even I recoil at the sound.

      Oops.

      Claire’s gaze is shooting past my shoulder at Elias, who’s getting so perilously close I can smell his cologne. Or aftershave lotion, or whatever it is good-looking men slather on to smell nice. In normal circumstances, I’d be disgusted by how much he’s wearing if I’m able to detect it, but it’s so good it’s making me hungry. Not in a sexual way, but in a way that makes me add more cheese and a few crackers to my heaping plate.

      I swear I see him side-eye the gluttony. He looks directly at it. Don’t ask me how I know, but I can feel his judgment.

      I shift my body away from him and give Claire another push in his direction.

      “What, Claire? You said you couldn’t stop watching the Chicago Steam because you were so impressed with the new coach?”

      I have no way of knowing whether or not the professional football team has a new coach, but that’s the first team that pops out of my mouth when I open it—and I say it loud enough for Elias to interject and correct me, thus joining the conversation, thus giving me a chance to introduce Claire and get her out of my hair and fade away.

      Boom.

      I just solved my own problem.

      “Who was the old coach?” she asks dumbly, scratching her head and scrunching up her nose.

      Okay. Clearly, she’s horrible at role-playing because she isn’t catching on.

      “Uh. You know—the guy with the gray hair?” I make an eesh face at how stupid I sound, but it’s lost on Claire, who’s fluffing her hair and doing her best to pretend a hot guy isn’t standing nearby.

      Still, Elias doesn’t interject, though it’s obvious he can hear us.

      That sneak is listening to our conversation!

      Scowling, I make fast work of grabbing what I want.

      “Alright, Claire, you’re on your own. I have work to do.” I’d pat her on the back or the shoulder, but my hands are full, and I don’t want to drop anything on the dining room floor since I’d be the one cleaning it up.

      “Don’t leave me,” she hisses desperately.

      “No can do. Me gots work to do.” I now have a pickle dangling from my mouth as if it were a cigar, zero sympathy for her situation. I mean, it’s a man, not a life-changing job interview.

      No offense to this guy. I’m sure he’s a lovely, er…person.

      But if she wants to have a conversation with him bad enough, she’ll grow a pair of lady balls and get to it. No more of this dicking around, as my childhood neighbor used to say.

      Dicking around. Ha!

      Smirking, I give Claire a nod as I skirt by, her mouth falling open at the audacity of my departure. The nerve of me!

      I don’t look back as I take the stairs to my second-story office, dashing up them in record time and managing to balance my plate and not spill my water at the same time. A marvel.

      Using my ass, I close the door, sighing with relief as I sink into my desk chair.
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      The way that woman brushed off the other woman was genius.

      Pure genius.

      Or pure aggravation was more like it.

      I could hear them as soon as I walked up for food, the pair of them sidling around the table, one ignoring the other, the blonde desperate for the brunette's help.

      It became obvious they were talking about me.

      “What am I supposed to do? Stare at the ceiling? He’s at the table.”

      “Oh my god,” the blonde had groaned. “Lower your voice.”

      “I thought you wanted to stalk to him. I mean talk. Talk to him.”

      Stalk, not talk.

      That almost made me laugh out loud, especially when I’d glanced up and caught sight of the blonde’s horrified expression.

      This was a house party for the friend of a friend—I wasn’t here to pick up women, though any other night I’d be up for it if she was my type.

      The thing is: I had a bet to win.

      We were at the Super Bowl in one of the swanky suites I’d rented for the occasion, hosting a slew of my current clients and their partners, a few television executives and sponsors—it was a giant room. Lots of hob knobbing, rubbing elbows, shaking hands.

      Ass kissing.

      One of my football stars—Jack Jennings—was there because his team hadn’t made it to the big game, and he’d brought his new girlfriend, Penelope. A real sweetheart trying to spread love, she’s all about happiness and bliss and all that bullshit now that she and Jack found love for themselves.

      The conversation turned to me, going something like this:

      “You’re so domestic now.” I’d told Jack over a beer after he’d shown me the new, blindingly large emerald on Penelope’s finger he’d given her for Christmas. They’d also just bought a house and had moved in together, blah blah blah.

      “I wasn’t domestic before?”

      “No, before you were a hermit. I wouldn’t call that domestic.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being home all the time. I find nothing interesting about going out and partying and meeting random women.”

      Little does he know how much fun it can be going out and partying and meeting random women.

      Dude is missing out.

      “I get it.” Not really, but whatever. “I get it. All I’m saying is, you’ll never see me tied down.”

      “You know what we call boasting like that? Famous. Last. Words.”

      “Ha.” I’d drunk from the amber bottle and stole a shrimp kabob from the server passing by. “Can you see me with a dog, a white picket fence, and a kid?”

      This is where Penelope had piped up, inserting herself into the conversation as if we’d been friends for years.

      That’s what I liked about her; she wasn’t loud or even that outgoing, but she was sweet and caring and only wanted the best for people.

      “Do you know what they call men like you in romance novels?” Her eyes definitely sparkled with mischief.

      “What?”

      “A rake. You’ll make the best boyfriend when you’re reformed.” She’d taken a dainty nibble of the cake pop she’d been holding, and I watched her pink mouth chew and chew and chew. “Reformed rake.”

      “You can’t compare me to anyone in your romance novels. It’s not the right time for me to be dating.”

      “It’s never the right time.” Penn had nodded her head sagely. “If everyone waited for the right time, we’d be waiting around forever.”

      “So wise.” Jack kissed her on the temple, pulling her close, not giving one damn about PDA. “But he’s right, babe. Elias, here, would make a shitty boyfriend.”

      “Hey!” I remember replying. “I never said I would make a shitty boyfriend. I said I couldn’t be tied down.”

      Jack glanced around the room. “Who’s trying to tie you down? I don’t see a line forming.”

      “Screw you.” I laughed, looking down at Penelope. “How do you put up with him?”

      “Easy. He’s my best friend.” The ring glitters and sparkles like nothing I’ve ever seen, especially beneath the overhead lights in this room.

      I feign a gag. “Don’t say he’s your best friend so loud. You’ll make everyone jealous.”

      “But not you?”

      “No. Never me.”

      Penelope wasn’t convinced. “The perfect girl will sweep you off your feet, Elias, and you won’t even know what hit you.”

      “Sweep me off my feet? That’s not how that works.” Had I sounded disgusted? One-hundred percent yes. “If I was going to meet someone, I would have met her already.”

      It’s true; I’m surrounded by women everywhere. Every game, every party, every city I visit to sign new players. I get hit on constantly by mothers, sisters, and team owners’ daughters. Publicists and reporters.

      The list goes on and on.

      Not once has a single one of those women caught my eye.

      Penelope tilts her head, nonplussed. “Want to bet?”

      “You’re trying to bet me that I’ll meet someone?”

      She nods. “Yes. You’ll meet someone, and it’s going to hit you like a Mac truck. Then you’ll come crawling to Jack and me for advice.”

      I laughed and laughed again but maybe it was because of the beer. “You sound way too confident for someone who has no idea what she’s talking about.”

      Penelope has no idea what my track record is and how many women I’ve dated that I had no actual interest in.

      “You sound scared you’ll lose,” she taunts.

      “Fine.” I’d held out my hand to hers and clasped it. “You have yourself a deal.”

      And that’s how the bet was born.

      We hadn’t laid any stakes on it, Penelope and I—but we will the next time we’re in the same room together.

      I had a bet to win, and woman swarming me wherever I went. Okay, fine—they don’t swarm me, but it sure feels like everywhere I go, some thirty something year old female is doing her best to make her presence known or hits on me. Which normally I wouldn’t mind, but this time I have a clear focus:

      Win that bet.

      Don’t get me wrong; I’m not even hyper competitive. I just think this is fun, and a diversion from reality: babysitting jocks and celebrities all damn day and night, with little time for myself, which is one reason I’ve never committed long-term to a woman.

      I won’t be tied down.

      My mom and sisters hate when I use that term, as if being in a relationship were a negative thing.

      But they don’t know how much pressure I’m under and how much little free time I have.

      Sure, I make time for the people who are important to me the same way I make time for my family. If they need me, I’m there—but there’s never been a female that’s attracted my attention enough to make me reprioritize my commitments to work…

      …unless I count Laura.

      My clients—most of whom are giant pains in the ass—I love like family, too.

      Those are the people I go to bat for.

      Those are the people I worry about.

      Not random hookups I meet in the club or at parties because they want to date someone close to fame.

      I’m not famous but most of my friends are, or were. Retired athletes. Football, hockey, and baseball superstars. Tennis pro’s. Several sports commentators, and child golf prodigies.

      I watch as the young woman from the dining room takes the stairs to the second level two-by-two, plate piled full of vegetables and other snacks, wondering who she is and why she doesn’t seem interested in socializing with the rest of us.

      I don’t know Posey all that well—she’s a friend of my sister Kate’s, from college, and Kate begged me to come tonight after finding out I had no plans and was going to be in town.

      Nothing like a younger sister exploiting my weaknesses and taking advantage of the fact that I cannot tell her no.

      She’s in the kitchen, head tipped back, laughing at something the dude in the navy polo shirt is saying; he looks rather douchey, if you ask me, so I scowl at her nervous giggling.

      I can hear it from here.

      Jeez, Katie, ease up on the enthusiasm. “He’s probably not even funny,” I mutter.

      “Excuse me?”

      It’s the blonde—she’s still lingering nearby, refusing to give up her post or the chance to make small talk.

      Pointing at the kitchen with a cracker, I force a smile. “My sister. I can hear her laughing.”

      “Who’s your sister?”

      “Kate. The one in the pink sweater.”

      The blonde nods. “I didn’t realize!” She’s overly enthusiastic and smiles too wide. “Your sister is here!”

      Her voice is too high-pitched and excited to be genuine.

      Cringe.

      I back up a few inches, stepping away. “I’m only here tonight because she thought I needed to get out of the house.”

      House?

      Pfft. Penthouse, to be exact, but whatever.

      Don’t want to sound like I’m bragging, but yeah—I’m on the top floor of a fucking fantastic forty-story building with a doorman and concierge and the best view in the city.

      Ask my real estate agent, who pocketed two hundred and fifty thousand dollars’ worth of commission because of that view.

      “I can keep you company,” the blonde says, and it occurs to me that I could introduce myself… which would open me up to actual conversation… which would mean I’d be stuck here talking to her… which would give her false hope.

      It’s clear she’s been dying for a reason to speak to me, and I confirmed it by eavesdropping on her conversation with the woman who has completely disappeared.

      My eyes dart toward the stairs, then back at the blonde, who’s watching my every movement.

      “Thanks. However, I’m not staying long.”

      Not anymore.

      Another young woman approaches, setting her hand on the back of the blonde’s shoulder, leaning forward to rest her chin there as well, smiling at me with bright white teeth she can’t possibly have been born with.

      I’m her prey.

      Doesn’t matter if the blonde is her friend. She smells my single status and knows I’m an eligible bachelor.

      I may not be a star or a celebrity, but I was voted Chicago’s Most Eligible Bachelor two years in a row by CHI magazine and had a feature spread last year in ESPN magazine.

      These women may not have read those articles, but they certainly know who I am, what I do, and who I know.

      Normally, I wouldn’t care.

      Normally, I would make chitchat, connect with one, and perhaps even go back to her place for sex.

      But for whatever reason, it—meaningless sex—holds no appeal to me tonight. The last thing I’m thinking about is banging someone with no strings attached, and the idea of that skeeves me out even more.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      Penelope and her daughter and my client, Jack Jennings, with their domestic bliss and disgustingly cute display of family.

      Gag.

      I don’t need that in my life. Not now and probably not ever.

      Once upon a time, maybe, but not anymore.

      What I do need is room to focus, not women breathing down my neck for me to take them out. Randoms I’d gone out with already still messaging me. Randoms I’d gone for drinks with who were still showing up at my penthouse, buzzing to get in at all hours of the night. Random chicks I’d met at clubs who knew my name, where I worked, and who my clients were, dropping into my social media messengers with nudes.

      Obviously, nothing is wrong with a casual fling. The problem is: these women don’t want to keep it that way. They want commitment. They want big, sparkly rings. Babies. Mansions in the sky and weekends at the lake, or New York and LA.

      Do I want that too?

      I did.

      But I was a different person years ago, and I’m not going to dwell on what could have—should have—been.

      My mother always told me (and now my sisters do, too) that when I meet the right someone, everything will fall into place, and I’ll know what I want.

      “It will happen when you’re not looking for it.”

      Super.

      Can’t wait.

      The blonde in front of me is talking, shrugging the friend off her shoulder, and while they’re bickering, it’s my time to extricate myself from this trio.

      “Someone was saying you’re a sports agent,” the brunette blurts out, wineglass gripped between long, lithe fingers. She’s pretty—they both are—but I can see her calculating things up in her pretty head.

      My contact list, my friends, their jobs, their salaries.

      Who can she get to by dating me?

      The bags, the cars, the trips.

      “Yup.” I employ the same tactic as the girl in the sweatpants, popping a carrot into my mouth and chewing to give myself time before having to answer again. “My sister is Kate, by the way.”

      “Which one is Kate?”

      I nod toward the kitchen. “She’s in there.”

      Let them figure out which one my sister is. We look nothing alike, and the room is packed with people. Plus, Kate will kill me if they start hounding her the same way the blonde was hounding… Sweatpants Girl.

      “So you’re an agent?” She repeats it again because I hadn’t given her an answer. This kind of hunter is a different breed.

      Relentless.

      “Yup.”

      The brunette nods. “That’s so cool. Represent anyone I would know?”

      I nod. “Probably.”

      She can google me if she wants to know. I’m in no mood to tell her.

      I take another carrot, this time popping the entire thing in my mouth, then another, even though I fucking hate carrots. They’re orange and boring and taste like lame wads of vegetable.

      “My brother’s friend from college knew a guy from the next town over where we grew up who played division one football in college, and he was drafted into the NFL.”

      Oh jeezuz. I can hardly make sense of what she just said. “You know someone who knows someone who knows someone from the next town over who plays football?”

      She beams back proudly as if I’ve just solved her riddle. “Exactly.”

      She winks.

      In goes more carrot, and at the rate I’m going, I’ll have 20/20 eye vision by the time I walk out the front door.

      Ha ha.

      The brunette waits for me to finish chewing before asking me another question.

      She’s no dummy.

      “What kind of car do you drive?” I must look surprised because she backpedals with a nervous laugh, briefly covering her mouth with her hands. “I mean—I’m in the market for a new one, and I’m looking for recommendations.”

      A dozen responses are on the tip of my tongue, but I bite them back. Instead, I  grab the plate I’d made from the table and let my legs do the talking for me as I head for the stairs, not knowing what I’ll find at the top.

      A cozy little nook perhaps?

      A lofted study?

      I’m surprised to find what appears to be both. A loft at the top of the stairs with a small couch, television, and bookshelves. A small desk. Ottoman with a tray on top.

      Huh.

      From what I’ve gathered from Kate about her friend who lives here, it’s only Posey plus her best friend, who owns the house.

      The girls in the sweatpants?

      I’m not a creep, really, although I am curious. And bored. And in need of a temporary reprieve before jetting out the front door.

      My excuse for being curious enough to come up here is self-preservation and not wanting to get roped into the drama unfolding downstairs.

      Three closed doors.

      One half bathroom.

      Which door do I choose to knock on?

      Eenie, meeny, miney, moe…

      I knock on one door. Wait. Listen.

      No answer.

      Move to the next door. Knock. Wait.

      Repeat.

      “Excuse you?” a voice from behind me asks, startling me. Turning, I see the door across the hallway cracked a hair, the young woman from the dining room peering at me with a scowl. “Can I help you with something? Are you lost?”

      I smile. “I was just exploring.”

      “Exploring?” she deadpans, still not smiling back even though I’m being charming. “Meaning what? You’re just being nosy?”

      I snort. “Nosy? Hardly.”

      The door inches open, and she crosses her arms. “Oh? What are we calling this then?”

      “I’m hiding.”

      “From who?”

      “The blonde.”

      “The blonde?” That makes her laugh, and her shoulders relax. “Her name is Claire, and…” She pauses. “She’s lovely.”

      Lovely?

      Yeah, she’s cute. But I wouldn’t describe anyone as lovely. Flowers are lovely. Fields are lovely.

      Sunsets and kittens are lovely.

      Claire? Was hot.

      “She and the brunette were closing in on me, so—” I shrug, plate of food suspended in my hand. “Here I am.”

      She cocks her head to one side. “And?”

      And… “Why couldn’t you be convinced to introduce us?”

      Arrogantly, I lean against the doorjamb opposite her, crossing my legs and arms, knowing it’s a flattering pose for me. It shows off my arms in this tee shirt.

      “Convinced to introduce you?” She rolls her eyes. “I don’t know you, sir, so why would I introduce you to Claire? And by the way, this isn’t a bar. This is my house, and it’s a Thursday.”

      “This is my house, and it’s a Thursday,” I mimic her, not purposely being an asshole though I’m coming off as one.

      “Let me be clearer than I was with Claire. I couldn’t be bothered to introduce you.”

      Ouch. Way to take me down a peg or three. Her tone says it all: she’s irritated, and here I am, trying to be cute and clever.

      My hand go up defensively. “Point taken.”

      She remains in the doorway a bit longer, arms crossed, not feeling the need to fill the gap of silence with idle chatter—a skill few people acquire. Police use it. Therapists use it.

      I use it when I’m negotiating to get people to ramble.

      I stand silently.

      She stands silently, face impassive.

      Finally, she sighs, unfolding and slowly refolding her arms. Her eyes never leave my face.

      I don’t notice her foot at the base of the door, not until she’s giving the wood a nudge forward. The door closes ever so slowly, the gap getting smaller and smaller like an elevator door sliding shut.

      “Hey!” I blurt out, shocked that she’s about to shut the door in my face. “We were talking!”

      A stifled laugh comes through the inch-wide crack. “We weren’t talking. You’re being weird.”

      I’m being weird?

      “I’m not weird!” I indignantly argue, mouth falling open. Not a single soul alive has ever called me weird. “I told you—I’m hiding.”

      Her face is barely visible through the gap, but I see her brows lifting.

      “Whatever you say, Jack.”

      “My name is Eli. My client is Jack.”

      Another laugh. She knows damn well what my name is but probably doesn’t care, the brat.

      “I’m shutting the door,” she announces. “Bye.”

      Slowly…

      Slowly…

      It’s like she’s melting into lava.

      “What am I supposed to do? I can’t go back downstairs.”

      “Don’t be a baby.”

      My mouth gapes, and I can’t see it, but I swear she’s rolling her eyes. I can practically hear it.

      Loud sigh. “There’s a couch right there. Make yourself comfortable.” She pulls the door open a hair. “Do not be there in the morning, or I’m calling the cops.”

      The door clicks closed.

      Crossing the floor, I knock.

      It slides back open. “What.”

      “Uh.”

      That’s it. That’s all I got.

      A man who negotiates two-hundred-million-dollar contracts is at a loss for words over a woman wearing sweatpants, who now has her hair up in a messy bun and is wearing glasses.

      She squints at me through the narrow opening. “Just something to ponder while you’re creeping on my stoop. I’m seriously considering getting out the taser and zapping you with it.”

      If it’s possible, my mouth gapes farther. “Excuse me?”

      I sound prissy because no one has ever threatened me with a taser. Have I had people threatened? Absolutely. Have I seen people get tased? All the time at the stadium. Overzealous fans—super fans who turn to stalking will almost one hundo get zippy zapped.

      “Dude. I’m trying to work, and you don’t seem to possess boundaries.”

      I don’t seem to possess boundaries? I AM THE KING OF BOUNDARIES!

      I INVENTED BOUNDARIES.

      “Yeah but…but…” I stutter. “That doesn’t mean you should zap me with your taser.”

      The brows shoot up farther. “Doesn’t it?”

      “Okay, fine. Point taken.” I step back a few feet. “I came up here for a reason, and it wasn’t just to hide, although I’m definitely hiding. My sister, Kate, made me come because she doesn’t think I socialize enough with normal people, but her girlfriends are hounding me. I didn’t come here to pick up chicks.”

      “Chicks?”

      Oh shit. Bad choice of words.

      “Er, I mean—young women. Women. Er, a date. I didn’t come here to find a date.”

      Shit. I’m fucking this up so bad, and I can see by the glint in her eye that she’s the type that would shoot me in the ass with a tranquilizer dart on a lark the first chance she got.

      “Get to the point.”

      I thought I had. Multiple times.

      “I heard you tell the blonde—uh, Claire—that you’re not a wingman. And I watched how you fended her off, and I thought to myself, “Eli, you need a girl like that in your life.”

      “Girl?”

      Ugh, fuck. “Young woman,” I amend. “Female. I need a female like you in my life. You would literally be the best wingman—er, woman—I’ve ever had. I need you.”

      “For what?”

      “To fend off women like Claire and the other one.” I motion with my thumb toward the stairs. “And possibly one or two more who were in the kitchen undressing me with their eyes.” I don’t tell her this, but one of my sister’s friends actually groped my ass when I was passing through the kitchen to get to the food in the dining room—which I’ve had happen at bars, but never in someone’s home. I pause. “What’s your name, by the way? It feels rude going on and on and asking you for a favor when I don’t know your name.”

      Her head is a slow shake. “You’re in my house, and you don’t even know my name?”

      “Forgive me?” I plead.

      “You’re in my house, you don’t know my name—and you’re asking for favors. Tsk, tsk.”

      “My name is Elias.” I don’t bother sticking out my hand for her to shake it because she’d just smack it away.

      She shifts on her feet on the other side of the threshold. “I know.”

      I pause, disconcerted. She’s got me feeling a bit off my game, or—self-conscious even.

      The woman sighs heavily. “I’m Molly.”

      I don’t bother giving her my megawatt smile—the one that wins hearts from coast to coast and men and women alike—because I already know she’s nonplussed and unimpressed by me.

      “Hold on one second.” When she disappears from sight into the room, I try to get a peek inside. It’s an office, alright, with a large desk and bookshelves lining the walls and two computer monitors glowing from within. “I’m hungry.”

      I glance down at the offering—the plate that was once laden with food has now mostly grapes on it and a handful of almonds.

      Her gaze is expectant, arm extending the plate as I pluck a grape off and pop it in my mouth.

      Chew.

      Molly stares.

      “What?”

      She has a poker face that reveals nothing. “Would you be a doll and grab me more cheese?”

      “You want me to fetch you more cheese?”

      Her head tilts. “And maybe some more bread. I know I said I wasn’t going to eat carbs this week, but I’m under a lot of pressure.” The plate gets thrust through the crack in the door farther, her eyes leveling mine with a hard directive. “And you did want me to consider that favor…?”

      Slowly, I take the plate.

      “Thanks.”

      Then the door clicks closed.
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      Smirking, I go back to my desk, the look on Elias’s stunned face the perfect end to a semi-productive night.

      It’s almost impossible to accomplish anything with the noise from downstairs, but I’ve been giving it my best. And the last thing I expected was for some random guy to come sniffing around where he wasn’t invited—the upstairs of the house—so putting him in his place feels amazing.

      This isn’t a fraternity party, dude, I wanted to say. Stay where you’re welcome.

      And he’s not welcome up here.

      This is private—especially my bedroom and office.

      “I wouldn’t just wander around someone’s house that I was invited to!” I mutter, stalking back to my desk and flopping down in my chair. “Freaking rude.”

      Still. He was eager to fetch me more food, and it worked out rather conveniently having him arrive at my door, as intrusive as he is.

      Elias Cohen isn’t a man woman often turned down—that much is obvious.

      I mean—downstairs, Claire and Alexa couldn’t keep their eyes off him and even wanted help approaching him. Who is this guy?! A sports agent, that’s who.

      In front of me, my computer comes to life when I scroll around the mouse pad with my hand, typing in a search engine and “Elias Cohen agent."

      Enter.

      Images of him pop up on the screen along with a biography, and I click on the images in the top search bar to see more.

      Elias at the NFL Football Draft, year after year after year, with various athletes. Elias at the ESPY Awards with a woman in a black gown. Another one with a woman in a red gown, this one blonde. A redhead. Elias at the Super Bowl with Jack Jennings and his girlfriend. With tennis pro Whitney Bondlander. With soccer player Mia Goodall.

      Coming out of a restaurant with a leggy brunette, who’s hiding her face with a designer purse.

      I snort.

      “No one cares, honey,” I mutter, clicking the images gallery closed and going to his bio on Wikipedia.

      Elias Cohen (36 years old) is an American sports agent, founder and CEO of CGM (Cohen Global Management), a global sports, events, and talent management company headquartered in Chicago, IL.

      One of the highest-paid agents in America, Cohen grew up on the south side of Chicago, attending South Bay High School before attending Boston College on an academic scholarship, where he earned his business degree. Cohen then obtained his law degree. His career began as a junior agent at PDM (Phillip Davis Management) before moving on to form his own firm at the age of thirty-two, CGM. Among his current and previous clients are two-time world wrestling champion Elliot Camp, three-time Super Bowl champion Walt White, and two-time Wimbledon champion Venus Cartwright. Cohen lives in Chicago, Illinois.

      Country: America

      Born: Elias Grant Cohen

      Parents: Grant and Susan Cohen

      Siblings: Kate Cohen Davis (30)

      Spouse(s): None

      Children: 0

      Awards: Click here for full list

      I’ll admit, I’m not exactly unimpressed by his list of clients as I am a huge fan of several of them. That doesn’t mean I’m going to fall for his charm or be taken with his words.

      Swiveling in my chair, I cross my arms and wait for another knock on my office door, chuckling that I sent the man to fetch me things, and he went willingly, without an argument.

      He must be desperate!

      A man who’s dated models and athletes and other beautiful, successful women.

      Ha.

      Big deal.

      I snort, tapping my fingers on my desktop, stomach growling.

      Elias does not disappoint.

      Not ten minutes after I sent him on his errand, he returns with a quiet knock on my door. I wait a few heartbeats before standing and going to the door, pulling it open far enough so that he can hand me my newly laden plate. He’s added a few things; snap peas and tomato and some dill dip—which is my favorite, but I’ve been trying to quit dairy.

      Still, it’s very nice that he put more effort into it than I’d asked him to.

      “Thank you,” I say with a smile. I’m not a complete asshole even though he probably thinks I’m one, given my brusque behavior. I mean, listen—I’m tired and beat down and in no mood for a house party. I don’t mind Posey having parties. It’s just… sometimes I don’t want to participate in them.

      “Now,” Elias leans against the doorjamb. “About that favor?”

      I yawn. “I don’t need to do you a favor just because you got me food.” I put a piece of celery in my mouth and crunch down.

      It’s good and loud and distracting.

      “All I’m asking is for you to think about it,” he says.

      “Dude, I have no idea what you’re even asking me to consider. You weren’t specific.”

      “I need you to be my wingwoman,” he tells me, grinning like a fool. “You saw how those two women were downstairs. It happens everywhere I go. And I made a bet with someone that I intend to win.”

      His wingwoman? Never in my life has anyone suggested such a thing unless you count Claire down in the dining room—which I don’t.

      I set my plate down on a nearby table and cross my arms back at him. “What kind of bet?”

      I may not be willing to participate, but I’m certainly intrigued enough to ask questions about it.

      “My client’s girlfriend bet that I would settle down—or at least get a girlfriend of my own.”

      “You bet against a relationship? Ew.” My nose wrinkles.

      “No, I didn’t bet against a relationship. I just said that I wasn’t going to settle down. I’m not going to be tied down like he is.”

      Well, aren’t those pretty words.

      Not.

      “You consider being in a relationship being tied down?”

      “That sounds awfully cynical.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “First of all, you don’t know me. You’ve been in my house all of an hour, and you’re here eating my food. Just because I’m not tripping all over myself like Claire and Alexa doesn’t mean that I am not a relationship person.” I stiffen my stance. “I’ll have you know that I’ve been in a relationship since about five months ago—and I’m not the one who broke up with me. He broke up with me, not the other way around. So yeah.”

      He stares at me, and it’s clear he has no idea how to respond to my retort, whether it’s because I’ve just provided too much information or because it’s not what he was expecting.

      Nevertheless, Elias tries again.

      “I’m not a commitment phobe—I’m just surrounded by gold diggers. And the last thing I want is to lose a bet against my buddy and his wife. I mean, girlfriend.” He laughs. “They’re attached at the hip, so sometimes I forget they’re not married yet.”

      “Ha ha.” I nod, uninterested. “That’s nice. They sound lovely.”

      “They’re so happy it’s disgusting.” Elias feigns a gag, and my brows go up.

      “Wow, you really hate relationships, don’t you?”

      “No! I just… My parents have been together for forty-five years, and it’s clear I’m not going to meet anyone this late in life.”

      “You practically have one foot in the grave, you old man you.” I roll my eyes so heavy toward the ceiling it almost hurts. “But what you’re saying is—you’re a quitter.” I study my nails. “Is that what I’m hearing?”

      Elias’s mouth falls open, and he sputters, “They are not the same thing. It’s not like I’m quitting a sport. I just don’t think I’m going to meet anyone who isn’t grasping for something I’m not willing to give. Like full financial stability because that’s what they want from me. Does that make sense?”

      Yes. Even though he’s making a muddle of the explanation, what he says makes sense. But that still doesn’t detract from the fact that he sounds bitter and jaded. It makes me wonder how many bad relationships he’s been in and how many times he’s been in love with someone using him to climb the social ladder. It’s a common theme among the crowd he moves in; celebrities and famous athletes and professional players.

      Male and female.

      I sigh, knowing he’s full of shit. From the looks of the photos I saw online, he had no issue dating vain women in the past.

      “I’m confused. What’s your motivation here? Keeping gold diggers away from you or winning a bet with your friend?”

      “Both.”

      I study his face for a few moments, not believing his motives for a second. He’s lying to himself if he believes he’s doing this as part of some bet or because the women he’s dated weren’t with him for the right reasons.

      I uncross my arms. “Who hurt you to make you like this?”

      Elias scoffs. “Pfft. No one made me like this.”

      I begin to close the door. “You’re wasting my time.”

      “I’m serious!”

      “The answer is no.”

      “You’re not even trying to hear me out?”

      Nope, I’m not. “No.”

      Frustrated, he shifts on his heels. “Once you hear me out…”

      “Elias, you said everything you needed to say. You want to win a dumb bet. What are you, in college? You’re acting like a frat boy. You said yourself you haven’t even laid down terms. So it’s not really a bet.”

      I’m right, and I can see from the look on his face he knows it.

      Boom, roasted.

      “So you’re not going to help me because we haven’t laid down terms?”

      I shrug. “I’m not going to help you for three reasons. One, I don’t know you. Two, this bet sounds stupid and was clearly devised so your friends could manipulate you into giving your personal life more thought and consideration.” I hold up a third finger. “Three, it’s immature.”

      “It was Penelope’s idea, not mine.”

      “That’s a technicality. It’s still immature.”

      Betting on your personal life?

      Dumb.

      His mouth opens as if he were about to speak, but I don’t give him the opportunity.

      “Have a good night and good luck.”

      And with that, I shut the door in his face.

      Again.

      Is it just me, or did it feel oddly satisfying to do it not once but twice in one night?

      Strutting back to my desk, I bring the plate along with me and pick at a slice of cheese before my phone begins vibrating, my mother’s face popping up on the display screen.

      She’s video chatting me, so I answer it on my computer. Might as well since I haven’t gotten any work done tonight anyway. The universe is obviously conspiring against me.

      "Hey, Mom!” If I’m not cheerful enough, she’ll automatically assume something is wrong.

      She frowns anyway. “Hey, sweetie. What are you doing in your office? It’s nine o’clock at night.”

      “My plan was to get some things thrown together for a client before our meeting in an hour, but…I keep getting sidetracked.”

      “You’re so busy.” She’s smiling at me, so proud as usual.

      I could light a bag of shit on fire and sell it for a dime, and my parents would think it was the greatest thing on earth.

      It’s a lot of pressure, being the only child and the apple of their eye. They’ve literally focused all their attention on me since I was born, and some days? It’s too much.

      “Your dad and I are making lasagna for dinner tomorrow night if you want to come home and eat with us. I know it’s your favorite.”

      Shit.

      Lasagna is my favorite, and although I try to be an adult and not mooch off my folks, the temptation for a free meal may be too resisting to pass up.

      “With garlic bread?”

      Mom nods. “And Caesar salad.”

      “Sold!” I sing-song, twirling in my chair. “You planned this on purpose, didn’t you?”

      “Dad and I miss you!”

      Obviously. “Why else would you be making a ten-pound lasagna for just the two of you?”

      On the other end of the line, I see her holding up a box of flat noodles. “Well. To be honest, I was going to make two pans. One for us and one for the neighbors.”

      “Mr. Wallace?”

      “Yes, he and Chandler are expecting their second baby, and I thought it would be nice if she didn’t have to cook this weekend. He’s been doing a lot of traveling now that he’s retired.”

      My next-door neighbor growing up was a professional football player and has since retired. He’s a sportscaster now, which makes him just as busy as he was before, with just as many television appearances.

      We thought the dude would be a bachelor forever; grumpy, moody, and anti-relationship. Just so happens, all it took was the right woman to come along and turn him into a lovesick fool.

      “When is Chandler due?”

      “I think she’s thirty weeks, so a few more months.”

      “That’s really nice of you, Mom, taking them dinner.”

      Mom demurs.

      Since I graduated high school and left for college, I haven’t lived at home. Frankly, my parents have never been more present in my life, making it a point to arrange dinners and help out with projects here. Dad did most of the trim work in the dining room, and Mom helped me decorate.

      Correction: she did all the decorating, and I paid her back for it.

      My phone lights up with a text from my client.

      I peel my eyes off it so I’m not distracted. “Tomorrow?”

      “Six?” Mom asks.

      “Sounds perfect.”
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      “Who hurt you to make you like this?”

      “Pfft. No one made me like this.”

      Molly Summervale thinks she’s so smart, doesn’t she?

      I googled her to see what her deal was but didn’t find much—just a company website with a short bio. Nothing like the information about me that’s floating around the internet.

      The metal slinky—a child’s toy—is cold and coiled in my hand as I move it back and forth between my two palms. I’m still stewing about our conversation hours after it happened, wondering why I even give a fuck in the first place.

      I don’t.

      My business is none of Molly’s business.

      Then stop thinking about it, asshole.

      This is about the fact that she slammed the door in my face because no one slams the door in my face. They do not hang up the phone on me. Sure, some of the professional athletes—who are used to everyone telling them yes—will do it from time to time, but that’s to be expected.

      “Who hurt you to make you like this?”

      Laura.

      Laura made me like this.

      I gaze out the window of the apartment I shared with my ex-girlfriend, the woman I thought I was going to marry and have babies with. Smart, funny, and brilliantly beautiful Laura—who had a penchant for cosmetic procedures, expensive purses, and being on camera as often as she could. None of that made me love her any less.

      Her love of flashy, pretty things didn’t stop me from pursuing her. Her eagerness to cling to my arm during interviews on television only solidified her steadfastness and wanting to be by my side always.

      When Laura would get introduced to my clients? Yes, she laughed a bit too loud, and yes, she fluttered her eyelashes too eagerly—but that’s just how Laura was.

      I really fucking loved her.

      Or—thought I did?

      My sister couldn’t stand her and neither could my mom, but I assumed that once we got hitched, all that would change, and they would grow to love Laura the same way I did: unconditionally despite her “flaws.”

      It’s not a crime to want to be in movies or to be a model, but I’d be lying if I said she fit in with the Cohen family dynamic. The truth was, Laura hated being at my parents’ house as much as they dreaded me bringing her there.

      “Why are we going to your parents' house for the playoffs? Why can’t we go to the stadium and sit in a suite like normal people?” she’d asked the weekend of the football playoffs. It was the game that would determine which teams would go to the Super Bowl.

      “Because it’s my parents’ house?” I couldn’t figure out why she was being so weird about it. Granted, they weren’t close, but my family is fucking awesome, and I loved spending time with them. “My mom decided she wanted to have a party instead of going out. No big deal.”

      Wrong choice of words.

      “No big deal?” Laura set whatever she had been holding on the kitchen counter and braced one arm on the granite countertop. “No big deal? This is the playoff game, Eli—of course it's a big deal. What will people think when we don't show up at the stadium, huh?”

      What will people think? “I hate to break it to you, babe, but no one is even going to notice we're not there.” I laughed. “There are far more important people than us in that room.”

      She stared at me, face getting red with anger, a tantrum brewing.

      “That is my point, Eli,” she seethed, nostrils flaring.

      I shrugged nonchalantly, refusing to engage in whatever this was becoming. “If you don’t want to come along to my folks, then don’t.”

      “Folks?” She snorted. “You sound like a hick.”

      “I sound like a hick?” Where was she going with this and why was she pissed?

      I’d picked up my phone from the table and tapped open the notification center, scrolling through a few from my clients, a rookie that had just been drafted with a professional baseball team, and my dad.

      “You’re not taking this seriously,” Laura continued. “Elias. Look at me.”

      I glanced up. “It’s a football game.”

      “You have clients at that game. You’re not even going to network?” She threw the sentence out like an accusation. As if I were a horrible human being for not taking her to the stadium.

      And news flash: Laura never even watched the games. She was there to see and be seen, with her high heels, rhinestone-studded team shirt, and tight jeans. What attracted me to her in the first place was the one thing we argued about the most: her constant need to see and be seen.

      “What do I have to network for? I want to spend the day with my family.” I’d gone back to text my dad, who wanted to know what beer to buy, but I volunteered to grab it for him on our way over.

      “Listen, babe. I don’t understand why you’re acting this way, but I have to get going—we have to get going if you’re coming with.”

      Laura crossed her arms defiantly. “Everyone is going to be there, Elias. Everyone. Vander and Lexi Ryan. Karl and Marie. Keith Dwyer.”

      She spouted the names of couples we enjoyed hanging out with and women she found amusing, the only single one amongst them being Keith.

      Keith Dwyer had been a client of mine, and last year, he had been on the opposing team at the playoffs and hadn’t been in the game that day. Whoever had won that day (it had been the Detroit Panthers) had played Keith in the Super Bowl (his team had won), and for whatever reason, my girlfriend had wanted to see him.

      I hadn’t thought much of it at the time. It was common to hang out with my clients, many of whom were single. Single players on a professional level, but whom I was friends with and socialized with behind the scenes.

      Keith was one of them.

      He was always at my condo. We’d go to dinner—we were friends, Keith and I. Keith and Laura. Genuine ones or so I thought.

      We hadn’t been friends long. We’d met when I signed him as a rookie only two years prior, but he quickly rose among the players that America adored and found it hard to trust new people, finding trust in me. Young, good-looking, and rich, Keith never dated anyone, male or female—not that I knew.

      But my girlfriend adored him as much as I did, so I thought nothing of the fact that she wanted to see him during the playoff game and had thrown a fit about it.

      What a fucking clueless idiot I had been.

      Blind.

      I’d seen the situation plenty of times. Fame-hungry women who used my players and clients for their money and power—I just hadn’t thought I would ever be in one of those relationships.

      Hindsight was always twenty-twenty, wasn’t it?

      I had gone to my parents alone that day. Neither my father nor mother nor sister asked where my girlfriend was. Most likely, they were relieved she hadn’t shown up. I’ll be the first to admit that she acted like a shrew on most occasions, petty and demanding, and hated the fact that my parents were middle class and lived in a subdivision of modest homes and not mega mansions.

      My sister, Kate, loved to tell me after the breakup what I was too blind to see for myself—that Laura treated my sister and mother as if they were her servants, having them fetch things for her like food and drinks and bragging about the material things I bought her—none of which were important to my family.

      Trust me, I tried plenty of times to buy my parents a newer, bigger home, but they were happy where they were. In the same house where I’d grown up.

      Sure, they were cool with occasionally letting me pay for vacations, but that was as far as it went. I wasn’t one of those people who supported their families like many of my clients did, although I tried over the years.

      Kate? She was a different story. When she needed a new apartment, I was the one who paid her first and last month’s rent.

      Her security deposit.

      When she moved out of her apartment and into a house, I paid to have the carpet replaced and new lighting fixtures put in all the bathrooms.

      I was happy to do it, and I would do it again, but it drove Laura absolutely crazy. I could buy her a four-thousand-dollar purse, but I couldn’t spend two-hundred dollars on a ceiling fan for my little sister?

      So fucked up.

      She did me a huge favor by cheating on me.

      What she didn’t do was let me move on quietly. I just see it every goddamn time I turn on the television, her and Keith in the news, her flashy engagement ring and giant new tits.

      And eight months after she left? The baby bump.

      I lost my girlfriend and a client at the same time.

      The feelings associated with that whole mess were shame, embarrassment, anger, and sadness. I felt it all. And the fact that the media latched on to it, making it a feeding frenzy for entertainment purposes.

      Laura may have moved on, but it took me months.

      And when Keith dumped me as his agent? He hadn’t had the balls to deliver the news himself. He had his lawyer do it, taking no responsibility for breaking up my…

      My…

      Relationship.

      Was it loving and caring? Not really.

      Was Laura physically my type? She used to be, one-hundred percent. Back when she was natural; back before she had fillers. Back when she used her brain and her personality and was amusing.

      Was she a good fit for my family? No.

      Such a mismatch between us it became laughable. Still, I saw glimmers of sweetness, er, every once in a while that made me loyal, and I thought she was loyal, too.

      Ha.

      What a joke that turned out to be.

      I pour a glass of wine and walk to the terrace. The wind blows my hair in a million directions, and the wineglass in my hand remains full from when I poured it.

      I’m no longer in the mood to drink anything.

      No longer in the mood to savor the view I earned through hard work and dedication.

      What did that even get me?

      Nothing.

      No pets, no life partner, no children. Just a confirmed bachelor who, apparently, comes off as bitter and jaded.

      Great.

      Fucking great.

      Here I thought I was doing fine…

      Now that all this is fresh on my mind, I shoot Penelope Halbrook a text.

      Me: Alright—one thing we didn’t do when we were making this bet is lay down terms. Let’s name some.

      It takes her a good ten minutes to reply.

      Penelope: Well. Considering the goal here is to see you happy, with someone who MAKES you happy… let me think about this.

      Me: Why does everyone keep saying I’m not happy?

      Penelope: What do you mean? Who else called you miserable?

      Me: I never said anything about miserable—I said “not happy.”

      Penelope: Is there a difference?

      Me: YES! BUT WHY DOES EVERYONE THINK I’M SO UNHAPPY?

      Penelope hasn’t known me long. She’s only come back into Jack Jennings’s life recently after breaking up with him in college seven years ago and reconnecting just recently.

      But I knew as soon as I met her that she had a pure heart and wouldn’t hurt a fly.

      Pure heart? Yuck.

      I gag in my mouth before reading her reply.

      Penelope: Fine. Maybe you’re doing fine outwardly, but don’t we all want someone to love us?

      Me: You read too many romance novels…

      Penelope: Um. Romance novels are fuel for the soul, didn’t you know that?

      Me: Sure. Whatever you say, Penn…Now. About those stakes?

      Penelope: Let me have a quick chat with Jack and see what he thinks.

      I wait an entire hour, going back into my penthouse to get ready for bed. It’s early still, but I have meetings in the morning and have to be at the office long before, so I go through the motions of brushing my teeth and doing my face and avoiding my reflection in the mirror.

      “I’m not miserable,” I grumble to myself miserably. “What an insult.”

      Hmph.

      Penelope: Alright. Are you ready?

      Me: As I’ll ever be…

      Penelope: Okay so—at the Super Bowl this year, you told me that you would never be tied down, and I said “want to make a bet?” Correct?

      Me: That is correct.

      Penelope: And you said yes—you liked a challenge, so here we are. I consider you officially dating someone as “being tied down” or at least being committed to one person. Not necessarily engaged or in love or walking down the aisle—but committed. You don’t want to sleep around, and you don’t want her seeing other people, either.

      Me: That sounds reasonable.

      Penelope: Good. So. In the event that you find someone and are SMITTEN—

      Me: No one says smitten anymore, but carry on.

      Penelope: In the event that you find someone and are SMITTEN, it would be cheating for you NOT to tell Jack and me about it because you don’t want to lose. Agreed?

      Me: I would never lie to Jack.

      Penelope: Great. I’ll hold you to that because now we have it in writing.

      Me: You’re being a real pain in the ass about this, do you know that?

      Penelope: That was Jack telling me all that—not me. Ha ha.

      Me: I never

      Penelope: If we win because you find yourself in a relationship, we want the entire suite to ourselves this year for the Super Bowl—no other people.

      Do they have any idea how much that fucking suite costs? Hundreds of thousands of dollars!

      They’re out of their damn minds, but then again, I don’t plan to lose, so does it matter?

      Penelope: Do we have a deal?

      Me: What about a smaller suite—not the one that holds a crowd of people?

      Penelope: Please hold. I’ll consult with Jack.

      Two minutes later…

      Penelope: He said that’s fine as long as it’s fully stocked with food and beverages.

      Me: Oh, he said that did he?

      Me: And what if he ends up at the Super Bowl?

      Penelope: He said “then Penn and Skipper have the place all to themselves. You can come up and say hi.”

      I do the mental math and run down a list of contacts who could get me the suite, knocking some of the price down so I’m not in the hole two hundred thousand dollars.

      My butt cheeks clench.

      Me: Fine. You have a deal.

      Penelope: **screenshots**

      Me: AND WHEN I WIN…

      What do I want when I win, what do I want when I win…

      Me: The keys to your house in Turks and Caicos for the entire month of August.

      Penelope: Please hold.

      She’s gone much longer than she was before, no doubt consulting that rat bastard Jack, who was once my favorite client.

      Penelope: He said “no problem because he isn’t going to win.”

      Me: Does he realize I haven’t dated anyone seriously in two years?

      Penelope: I don’t think he cares. LOL

      Me: Great. Then we have a deal.

      Me: Question for you…

      Penelope: Go

      Me: Is it cheating if I try to hire a wingman to keep the ladies at bay?

      Penelope: Yes? But I think you misunderstand the definition of what a wingman is…

      Me: Fine. Technically it’s a wingwoman, and she’s tough as nails. I’m hoping she relents. I need a first line of defense.

      Penelope: What do you mean “I hope she relents”?

      Me: She told me to piss off when I asked.

      Penelope: She told you to PISS OFF??? Oh dear.

      Me: She didn’t say it literally, but she did tell me no, and she slammed a door in my face.

      Penelope: Ha! Who is this person?

      Me: Just a friend of my sister Kate’s—you don’t know her.

      Penelope: Ah. I might not know her, but I like her already.

      I toss the phone onto the bed when I wander back into my bedroom, pulling back the covers and sliding beneath them.

      A man can be happy alone, can’t he? I was happy before I met Laura, who destroyed me, and I can be happy again. I don’t wanna be bitter and jaded. I just want a life where I am fulfilled.

      And right now, the only thing fulfilling me are my clients, my friends, and my family. No woman will come between that—not if I can help it.
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      Dinner at my parents’ house is always a treat, and I’m not being sarcastic in any way. Not only because they feed me and make plenty for me to take home, which keeps Posey and I fed for days—but I get to see other people who I love. Like my neighbor Tripp and his wife Chandler, their toddler Ruby, and their new dog Chewy 2.0 who I haven’t met. I walked the OG Chewy as a job when I was a teenager; he was such a good dog that when he passed Tripp and I took it pretty hard.

      As I listen to my dad drone on and on about a case he’s building for the law firm where he works, my eyes go to the back window, where I spot the Wallace’s dog playing in their backyard.

      They used to have a dog named Chewy, a stout little bulldog with a giant personality and horrible breath, who loved to lick and play fetch.

      My mom catches me watching.

      “You should go over there and see if they want you to take the dog for a walk,” she suggests, setting down her fork. “She looks so much like Chewy, doesn’t she?”

      “The house was a tomb when that dog died,” my dad intones, biting into a piece of garlic bread. “You would have thought they’d cut off Tripp Wallace’s nuts.”

      “Dad! Don’t say that!” I chastise, feeling guilty, eyes straying to the dog who ambles toward a ball lying in the grass at the back of the yard. Its little nub of a tail wags, but I don’t see anyone else outside.

      I remove the napkin from my lap and push my chair back. “You know—maybe I will. We could both use a little exercise.”

      I’ve eaten all my dinner, so I might as well go next door to see if this pup I’ve never met wants a trip or two around the block. I could stand to walk off the lasagna.

      Standing, I head for the front door, turn left once I’m down all the steps, stride across the yard, squeeze through the hedge row, and over to the Wallace’s, the same way I’d done as a teenager.

      The hedges are higher now—and the path I used to take not as worn, but it’s still there and puts a smile on my face to see it.

      I knock instead of ringing the doorbell.

      Thirty seconds later? Chandler, Mr. Wallace’s wife, opens the door.

      The pair of them had just started dating while I was in high school, and I wasn’t around much once I left for college and didn’t see their relationship flourish the way my parents had from next door. But I am really happy for Mr. Wallace— Tripp as he tells me to call him now that I’m a grown-up, too—because it seemed as if he was going to be a bachelor forever.

      Grumpy.

      Cynical.

      Bitter.

      Like someone else I just met…

      Elias’s face flashes through my mind.

      “Hey, Molly,” she says, moving in for a hug and wrapping her arms around my shoulders. “It’s been forever since you’ve been around!”

      It hasn’t actually been forever. It’s just been a long time since I’ve knocked on their door when I’ve been at my parents’ house.

      “I know!” I quickly agree with her because suddenly, it does feel like an eternity has passed since I’ve graced their doorstep or made the walk over uninvited. “I think the last time I was here was Ruby’s baptism? And that was a year ago?”

      She ushers me inside. “Where does the time go?”

      I don’t follow her into the house, but rather, stand in the foyer because I’m wearing shoes and don’t want to get her tile dirty. “I was eating dinner with my parents and saw the dog in the backyard and thought it might be fun to take him for a walk—for old times’ sake since it used to be my job?”

      “Oh, she would love that!” Chandler heads for the kitchen, then the back patio door to let the dog inside. “Wanna go for a walk?” I hear her coo. “Molly is here to take you for a spin.”

      The dog stampedes into the foyer as if it were auditioning for a rodeo, skidding past me in her haste and backtracking.

      She immediately begins jumping on me—or trying to, anyway.

      “I’m so sorry, she has no manners yet. We’ve taken her to dog class three times.” Chandler makes the dog sit. She does so reluctantly, itching to lick me to death. “Molly, this is Molly.”

      “You did not name your dog after me!” I laugh. “Stop it.”

      Chandler shakes her head. “Nope—no joke. Tripp insisted we name it after the coolest kid we know.” She’s petting the dog behind the ears. “Obviously, he still thinks you’re fifteen. He’s going to die when he sees you.”

      “He’s really something.”

      Chandler rolls her eyes. “Yeah, tell me about it.”

      A leash is produced—one attached to a harness—and I get the dog—my namesake—situated so we can go on our adventure.

      Who names the dog after the neighbor?

      Tripp Wallace, that’s who. The man gives zero fucks; never has, probably never will—and that’s what I love about him.

      He was my idol growing up. I would watch him struggle with the dog from my side of the hedgerow, staying put on my side of the soil because my parents always told me not to be a pest. I was incredibly precocious as a kid, even more so as a teenager, offering my opinion where it wasn’t wanted.

      Not much has changed, I don’t think.

      Both Molly the human and Molly the dog begin walking down the street through the same park I used to take Chewy when he was young and spry and full of little bulldog life. I don’t let Molly play in the park. Instead, we do the bike trail around its perimeter so she can at least see the people and the children and the families playing.

      A few other dogs are running around—some of them on leashes, some of them not—and I can see Molly shaking with excitement, wanting to play.

      “Sorry, little girl, I don’t trust you—we just met. You have to earn it.” Who’s to say she’s not going to take off and disappear and not come when I call her back, considering Chandler couldn’t even get the dog to calm down and sit back at the house.

      “I wasn’t born yesterday. You have a wandering eye.”

      While we walk, I regale Molly with a few facts about myself: how I went away to school as far as my parents would let me travel (five hours, tops) for business but decided halfway through my second year that I’d rather focus my time and attention on sports marketing, one hundred because I idolize the neighbor.

      Teenage me thought Tripp Wallace was an awesome dude with an awesome job and had cool friends.

      That was what I wanted.

      My parents had wanted me to follow in their footsteps and become an attorney. Tripp had agreed—and the truth is, yes—I would have absolutely made an excellent one, but that’s not at all what I wanted for myself.

      Not then and not now.

      I think, in some ways, I’m still figuring the whole life thing out even though I’m in my early thirties, own a home, and run my own business. And after majoring in sports marketing, I put my efforts toward manifesting that one day, I would be in the sports industry.

      Perhaps even an agent, like Elias Cohen.

      That didn’t happen, either.

      I ended up starting my business after finding a niche and, well—here we are. I glanced down at the neighbor's new dog only to find her grinning back at me. Amused by my story, perhaps?

      The dog is full of energy and wants to be petted by every person passing by or within petting distance or within any distance.

      “You need more practice,” I tell her as she tugs on the leash.

      With a bit of work, she could be a really well-behaved dog, but it’s clear that Tripp and Chandler don’t have the time to spend with her. They probably just assumed this dog would behave exactly the way Chewy behaved because they’re the same breed, but little Molly is nothing like her predecessor.

      For one, she sniffs everything.

      It’s almost as if she has a retriever’s nose, pulling me toward stinky garbage, gum on the ground, and bits of food that ordinarily a bulldog may not be prone to smelling.

      I got her along and turn us around so we were heading back in the direction of home; hers and mine.

      When we arrive, I see Mr. Wallace on his front porch looking off into the distance, one hand shielding his eyes from the setting sun. Waiting for me?

      Eventually, we’re close enough that Molly begins to pull on the leash, excited to see her owner, ready for our walk to be over.

      “I can’t help but feel a bit rejected that she’s done with me already. We’ve only been gone fifteen minutes.” I huff, clearly affronted that the dog doesn’t love me above all else the way Chewy did.

      Tripp takes the leash from my hands and wraps me in a hug; more fatherly now and less rough around the edges. Guess a wife and a kid can change a man for the better.

      Make him whole or whatever.

      He laughs. “Chandler told me you stopped in. I’m glad I didn’t miss you this time.”

      The dog wants my attention again now that she’s no longer tethered to me, and I bend to scratch behind her ears, this fairweather friend.

      “Yeah, my mom made lasagna—a pan for you and a pan for us. I’ll probably steal some myself so I don’t have to cook, ha ha.” Now Molly is at my feet whining for Mr. Wallace to pet her head. “Is this dog ever happy?”

      “No. She’s a huge pain in the ass, but she’s still in the puppy stages, and it shows.”

      “She’s a good puppers,” I lament. “But I cannot believe you named your dog after me,” I say with an eye roll befitting of my teenage self.

      “It was literally the perfect name. I could tell right away that she was gonna be stubborn.”

      We both laugh at the accuracy of that statement.

      “Me? Stubborn?”

      “Yes, you.” He hefts the dog up into his arms and cradles her as if she were a baby, rocking back and forth, coddling her. Which could be a part of the reason the monster doesn’t listen to directions. “What have you been up to these days? I hear bits and pieces from your parents, but even they can’t keep tabs on you.”

      “Ugh,” I bemoan. “I wish I could tell you that I’m up to something exciting, but I’m so boring. I feel sixty.” I lean back against the column of the front porch. “Still doing IT work for overseas clients, and lord knows how I got so many of them. Do you know how inconvenient that is?”

      “What kind of IT?”

      “Well, it’s shifted. In the past, I did a lot of coding for businesses like Google and some banks, but now, it’s more…online management consulting. Social media. You’d be shocked at how everything works together in tandem.” I catch his eyes glossing over at my long-winded explanation. “I sound nerdy, don’t I?”

      He nods. The dog licks his chin. “You’ve always been a bit nerdy.”

      “Hey!”

      His massive shoulders shrug. “What? It’s true. You didn’t even go to your own prom because you couldn’t stand that they didn’t choose your theme, Pixels.”

      I feign a gasp. “Okay, first of all—that was a great idea. Secondly, no one saw my vision.”

      Tripp Wallace smooches his dog, giving her tiny pats on the head as he chats. “Do you like it? IT, I mean.”

      Shrugging is the only way I know how to reply when anyone asks this question. And they do.

      I get asked a lot. “It pays the bills, I guess.”

      “You should become my manager.” He laughs.

      “I’m not qualified to manage you. I can hardly manage myself.”

      “Oh, I doubt that. Even as a teenager, you were smarter than half the grown-ups I know.”

      He’s not wrong. As a teenager, I loved hanging out with adults and learning what they do. I blame my parents for not always treating me like a child when I was growing up. They told me things my peers didn’t know and explained shit I had no business knowing.

      I open my mouth to reply, but Chandler pushes us through the door and joins us on the porch, hoodie and leggings and hair in a messy bun. She smells like cinnamon rolls and delicious food.

      “Your mom brought over that pan of lasagna while you were walking Molly. We’re definitely having that tomorrow because it looks incredible.”

      “I’m stealing some to take home, too. She didn’t make me my own pan, so I have to resort to theft.”

      Lucky for me, I got to eat some while it was fresh.

      “You guys, it was so good seeing you,” I say, stepping down onto the sidewalk after hugging them both. “I won’t be a stranger next time. I’ll just come waltzing in like I did when I was a kid.”

      “Yeah—don’t do that.” Chandler laughs.

      Tripp sets the dog down and holds her by the leash. “You know, Big Molly, I’ll be at the stadium on Wabash Avenue tomorrow filming a chip commercial. You should swing by and watch me in action.”

      A chip commercial?

      “Did you just call me Big Molly? Don’t ever do that.”

      “What? Big Molly and Little Molly? What’s wrong with that?”

      “Soooo many things.”

      “Yeah, I agree.” Chandler grimaces. “So much no.”

      “Anyway. As I was saying—you should swing by the studio tomorrow. You can see an old man at work, and maybe I can convince you to come to work for me.”

      “Old man? What are you, forty-three?”

      He hunches forward as if he can’t stand straight. “Worse. Forty-four.”

      “One foot in the grave.” I shake my head solemnly. “Sure. I’d love to pop into the studio tomorrow and watch you in action. Do you think they’ll have any free bags of chips?”

      “Eh. You don’t want these chips. They taste like shit.”

      “Tripp!” Chandler nudges him with her hip. “You can’t just say they taste like shit! You’re getting paid four mill—” She catches herself. “You’re getting paid a lot of money to pretend you love them. Yummy yummy chips.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah—yummy chips.”

      “What time is this commercial you’re shooting?”

      “Call time is ten. Think you can make it?”

      I nod, feeling excited. “Absolutely.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            six

          

          
            elias

          

        

      

    

    
      “…And nothing tastes better than a Zingle!”

      Crunch.

      Grimace.

      Things I learned today: Tripp Wallace is a horrible actor.

      Like, so bad.

      The guy can’t fake a happy expression as he chews for two entire seconds. How the hell are we going to get him through three more lines?

      But Eli, he’s a football player, not an actor. Cut the guy some slack!

      Right. I would, but this is taking way too long, and he has more lines to memorize—easy ones that he cannot learn.

      If there was a table to bang my head on, I would be banging my head on it right now.

      “Again,” the director says. “And this time, try not to look constipated. You like these chips, remember? They’re your favorite.”

      I look up at the ceiling, which is more warehouse than not, at the rafters and exposed beams, cables, and lighting.

      Nearby, I hear the distinct sound of a snicker, one that’s not so polite and not so stifled, and glance to my left. Then to my right.

      “Well, well, well. Couldn’t stay away, could you?”

      “Ew,” she replies, crossing her arms and ignoring me, facing front watching Tripp Wallace.

      “Fan of his?”

      She ignores me.

      “How did you get in here? It’s a closed set.”

      She rolls her eyes, then lifts the lanyard hanging around her neck, flashing her credentials with a loud sigh.

      It’s not actually a closed set. It’s barely a set at all—not like the movies or anything, but they are filming a commercial, and it is costing the chip manufacturer a fuck ton of money.

      Money Tripp Wallace has been paid for chips he needs to like.

      Say the first line.

      Eat a chip.

      Say another line.

      Crush the bag between his hands like he’s crushing a football. Chips explode, he says another line.

      The end.

      We can all go home.

      Trouble is he can’t get past that first bite, and they refuse to give him something else to eat, something I’ve seen done on plenty of sets when working with health-conscious athletes and fitness experts—like Suzie Kit, the celebrity trainer I represent. Does she endorse chocolate fiber shakes? Yes.

      Does she drink them?

      No.

      Would she drink them for the commercial?

      Also no.

      Huge pain in the ass coming up with an alternative for her to drink that resembled the actual sludge she gets paid a fortune to hock.

      My gaze shifts toward Molly Summervale as she continues pretending I do not exist, and I still can’t think of a viable reason she’d be standing here, watching Tripp Wallace unless she worked for the station?

      That can’t be right. Wouldn’t Kate have given me that information when I’d pried her for it after the party last week? My sister said she thought Molly worked in computers but wasn’t sure what that entailed.

      For a few minutes, I forget why I’m here in the first place; to guide my client along and make sure he gets through the process without losing his temper. The last thing I want is for this to take an eternity. We all have shit we need to get done today, and they were only budgeted for a few hours to wrap this entire production up.

      So if Tripp could eat the chips and say his goddamn lines without looking like he’s going to barf, that would be great. Then he can go home, and I can get on with my day, and all will be right with the world.

      Still, my eyes stray back to Molly.

      It’s obvious that she is well aware of my presence. She’s staring way too hard ahead of her, but I swear I can see her ears twitching. It’s not as if there is anything exciting to see—just a retired football player and a bag of potato chips.

      Big whoop.

      An entire half hour goes by without us speaking.

      Forty-five minutes.

      Fifty-six.

      All these minutes feel like an eternity, but eventually, Tripp hits his mark and nails the lines with a smiling face—the way he should have done to begin with. And when it’s over, he heads in my direction, arms wide, big dopey grin on his face.

      Oh.

      He wants a hug?

      That’s different, but okay—the guy gives me ten percent of his endorsements contract, so I think I can stand to hug him for—

      His arms go around Molly. “I’m glad to see you showed up. I was hoping you wouldn’t get too busy and change your mind.”

      I watch dumbfounded as Tripp Wallace envelops her in a hug as if they were long-lost friends.

      “I wasn’t going to pass up the chance to see you film a commercial. You’re a horrible actor.” She laughs. “Really, seriously, the worst.”

      “Ahh, stop—you’ll make me blush.”

      What the hell is going on?

      “Uh, do you two know each other?”

      “Mr. Wallace lives next door to my parents. I used to walk his dog.”

      The football legend cackles. “Dogwalker? Nonsense. Molly was my life coach when I was single,” Tripp tells me, putting his arm around Molly in an affectionate hug. The way a dad would do with his daughter. Undoubtedly, they’re close and have a history I know nothing about.

      Pfft. “I was not your life coach.”

      The retired football star scoffs. “Listen. You were the only one who gave it to me straight when I was single—you basically played matchmaker between Chandler and me. You’re the one who made me realize I had my head up my ass.”

      Molly ducks her head, blushing. “I was fifteen years old. I said a lot of random shit back then. You probably shouldn’t have listened.”

      “Nonsense.” Tripp grins. “You were wise beyond your years and have more wisdom than…this guy.” He points at me, and I bat his finger away with a laugh. “Molly, this is my agent, Elias Cohen. Cohen, this is Molly Summervale, one of our family friends.”

      Molly clears her throat. “We’ve met, actually.”

      “Oh yeah?” Tripp looks back and forth between the two of us. “When?”

      He never has been one for subtly or one for letting things go.

      “At a party.”

      Molly’s chin tilts up. “Elias was at my house with his sister for a party; one in which he proceeded to follow me up to my office—uninvited—and ask if he could hire me to be his wingwoman.”

      “Hire you? I never said I wanted to hire you.”

      “So you’re trying to get me, a stranger, to do a favor for free?” She snorts. “Rude.”

      “How is that rude?”

      “Because you don’t know me!”

      You know, she’s kind of cute when she’s gotten her panties in a twist.

      “Plus,” Tripp adds. “He could totally afford to pay you.” He looks at my suit. “Didn’t you just sign Beaumont to the Mountaineers for two-hundred-million dollars?”

      My face flushes. “Yes.”

      “What does a wingwoman do, anyway?” My client cocks his head to the side and waits for an answer. “I’ve heard of a wingman, but what the hell do you need a wingwoman for?”

      “I need her to fend off females for me,” I mutter, embarrassed.

      Molly’s brow goes up as if she’s shocked I answered honestly.

      “Isn’t that the opposite of what a wingman is?”

      “Yes. There are no rules when it comes to dating. Or not dating.”

      Tripp rubs his freshly shaved chin. “And why are you trying to fend off females?”

      “He’s trying to win some dumb bet he made with a friend.”

      I tsk. “Correction. I’m trying to win a dumb bet I made with Jack Jennings and Penelope Halbrook.”

      He nods because he knows exactly who I’m talking about. “What kind of bet?”

      Molly yawns, speaking for me for a second time. “They don’t think he’s boyfriend material.”

      “Excuse me? That is not what they said.” I look at Tripp for help. “They think I’m going to fall in love—which is ridiculous—allll because I told them I couldn’t imagine myself being tied down.”

      “Not in the metaphorical sense.” Molly chuckles under her breath, a secretive grin on her face.

      “And since I can’t keep showing up to events without a date, I thought I would align myself with someone I have zero interest in. Then Jack and Penn will forget about the bet, and we can all move on with our lives.”

      Molly crosses her arms and taps her foot, nostrils flaring with annoyance. “Someone you have zero interest in? Gee, thanks.”

      “I meant no offense. I meant it as a compliment.”

      I’ve never heard a snort come out of a woman so petite in all my life, but one comes out of her that makes my eyes go wide.

      “Whatever you say.” She notches her head and looks away.

      “Oh my god.” Tripp laughs. “I could watch the two of you go at it all fucking day.” He checks his watch. “Hey, listen. I want the two of you both at the Sportscaster Awards this weekend if you can swing it. My parents are coming to town to watch Ruby and the dog so we can have a night out. I want you both at my table.” He glances at Molly. “You can ruin his whole evening while I watch. It’ll be hilarious.”

      “I’ll put you both on the list.” He slaps me on the back. “Well, bud—gotta run. This took way too long.”

      “No.” Molly is already shaking her head, and Tripp isn’t even out of the room yet. “No. Whatever you’re thinking, the answer is no. I will not be railroaded into attending some cockamamie event with you.”

      “Oh, come on! It wouldn’t kill you!”

      Molly starts laughing. “Actually, it could. And obviously, he’s lost his damn mind over the past ten years. No way am I going to be your date for some gala.”

      She doesn’t have to sound so adamant about it.

      Jeez. She’s going to give me a complex.

      I’m a catch!

      “I mean, it’s not the worst idea in the world.” And maybe I’ll be able to convince her to actually help me out. Kill two birds with one stone? Those galas and big awards ceremonies aren’t immune from gold diggers and cleat chasers hanging around trying to win themselves a rich, famous husband.

      How they get inside is beyond me, but it happens.

      Molly scrunches up her face. “Eh.”

      I sigh. “Come on. Plus, are you actually going to tell Tripp Wallace that you’re rejecting his invitation?”

      My smug smile is swiftly wiped off by her comeback.

      “His invitation? First of all, that wasn’t an invite. He was being bossy. And secondly, Tripp Wallace won’t give a shit if I don’t show up. He’d get over it the second I dropped by his place to walk his dog and give his daughter home-baked chocolate chip cookies.” She rolls her eyes and begins walking toward the exit.

      I trot along like a puppy with its tail between its legs, and since when do I chase anyone anymore?

      “Thirdly.” Molly holds up a hand with three fingers. “If Tripp can be bossy, so can I.” She tosses her ponytail. “No one puts Baby in the corner.”

      “Fine. Point taken.” I move quickly to catch up with her. “What would it take to convince you to humor an old man and do me a solid at the same time?”

      Molly stops.

      Pivots slowly on her heel to face me, giving me a once-over, eyeing me up and down.

      “I’m telling him you said that.”

      My eyes widen. “You’re going to tattle on me?”

      She shrugs. “You called him old. Aren’t you like—the same age?”

      I burst out a laugh. “You think I’m in my forties?” My stance widens arrogantly. “I’m flattered, but no, I’m only thirty-six.”

      “I wasn’t trying to flatter you.”

      She wasn’t? “Oh. I thought you were implying that I must be old because I’m so successful.”

      Molly laughs, more to herself than out loud to me. “Wow. The ego on you.”

      “Please.” I scoff. “Don’t stand there and tell me you didn’t do an internet search after I left your house the other night.”

      “Of course I looked you up. I know damn well how old you are.”

      “Again.” I place a hand on my chest. “Flattered.”

      That makes her laugh. “Would you stop saying that?”

      She’s pretty when she laughs. Dark hair, dark eyes, rosy cheeks. Clever and smart.

      A man could do worse than spend an evening with her, fake as it would be.

      “I dare you to go to the Sportscaster Awards with me this weekend. It won’t be a date, and it’ll be fun, I swear.”

      “You dare me?” Molly yanks the door of the studio open, sunlight streaming in at a blinding rate. “What are you, a twelve-year-old boy? I don’t cave to peer pressure, and I’m not a teenager who will take a dare.”

      “Ah. So you’re a chicken.”

      “Excuse me?” She spins on her heel. “Are you gaslighting me?”

      I rear back, hands going in the air. “What? Whoa. No!” Is my mouth gaping open because I think it might be. Molly has me by the balls, and now I’m floundering. “I’m not an asshole. I’m just trying to be funny, I promise.”

      She’s walking again, away from me, toward a gray sports car. It’s small and looks wicked fast, a new model I’ve only seen on television.

      I let out a low whistle. “Dang, Molly. You don’t fuck around when it comes to cars, do you?”

      Hands on her hips, she glares at me. “No. And I don’t fuck around with fuck boys either.”

      “Fuck boys? What the hell is a fuck boy?” Is she talking about me?

      “Are you being serious?”

      “Yes, I’m being serious. I have no idea what you’re talking about.” But it doesn’t sound as if she’s paying me a compliment. Not with the tone of her delivery.

      Her phone gets pulled out of her back pocket, and I watch her furiously type. When her search yields its results, she holds it out of the sun and reads out loud. “This is from the Urban Dictionary.” Molly clears her throat. “A guy who dates a girl, or several, at a time with the sole intention of fucking them. Wants you to believe you are the only person he’s sleeping with but usually isn’t. A fuck boy is often a liar and can be identified by the following: One. Calls you babe so he doesn’t have to remember your name. Two. Hates condoms. Three. Good-looking or not, they think they are God’s gift to earth. Four. Tells you you’re the only person he’s talking to.”

      I hold up my palm to stop her from reading more. “Whoa, whoa, whoa—who the hell wrote that?”

      Molly shrugs, stuffing her phone back into the back pocket of her jeans. “Someone brilliant.”

      “You can’t honestly believe I’m a fuck boy. For one—I’m not trying to sleep with you. I’m trying to do the opposite.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      Oh. So now she’s insulted that I don’t want to bang her? What the fuck?

      “You have some nerve making assumptions about me.”

      Another shrug. “You’re the one who has women chasing after him at small intimate gatherings.”

      That makes me chuckle a little. Small intimate gatherings? Who talks like that?

      “How is it my fault if I’m a magnet for women with questionable intentions? Not my fault—it’s also not my fault I have a job that makes me a target. I love what I do, I won’t apologize for it, but it’s also hard to do when I have fans trying to get through me to date my players. You think that part doesn’t suck?”

      That gives her pause, and she makes no farther move to climb inside her fancy little sports car, one foot in, one foot on the ground.

      Molly pivots, leaning her arms on the top of her driver’s side door, gnawing on her bottom lip. “Fine. I see your point.”

      “So does this mean you’ll go to the awards show with me? Not for me, but for Tripp?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Could we both not pretend Mr. Wallace isn’t playing matchmaker. He knows me well enough to know I’d eat you alive.”

      Ha! “Please.” She’s a tiny thing, and I would bet a million dollars her bark is worse than her bite. My sister loves her roommate, Posey, and Posey has great taste—so Molly can’t be all that bad, can she? Not if she lets Posey have parties in her house on a Thursday night for no good reason. “You? Eat me alive?”

      Molly ignores me and slides the rest of the way into her car, pulling the seat belt and buckling it, adjusting her mirrors.

      “You almost had me feeling sympathetic.” She pops her sunglasses into place. “Almost.”

      I stay rooted to my spot, watching as the minx starts her ignition and revs her engine, giving the gas a few pumps for dramatic purposes.

      I catch her grinning at me in the rearview mirror, and I shift on my heels. “Cute. Very cute.”

      And she is—cute, that is. Very, very cute.

      An odd sensation lands in the pit of my stomach that feels a lot like rejection and excitement balled into one, both feelings I’m familiar with. However, typically when I’m being rejected, it’s during a business deal and not related to a woman.

      There’s a first time for everything.

      But how can I feel rejected by Molly when we’re not a thing? We’ve only just met, and it’s not as if I were asking her out on a date. I was asking her for one blasted favor.

      I expect Molly to put the car in reverse and drive off without a backward glance, but she doesn’t. Instead, she sits in the car while it idols watching me through the mirror. Maybe she’s waiting for me to say something more? Maybe she’s waiting for me to stand behind a vehicle so she can run me over with it?

      That seems fitting and exactly like something she would do, the little brat.

      I cross my arms, waiting, though I actually have a meeting to get to that I will most definitely be late for now that I’m pissing around in the studio parking lot.

      I hear her loud sigh over her engine.

      “Do you know how much shit I’ll get if I don’t go to that awards show with you?”

      She taps on the steering wheel with long, deft fingers.

      “Well, do you? I’ve known Mr. Wallace for twenty years. If I don’t go to that ridiculous awards show as your date, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

      My pulse quickens, heart racing with something unidentified. What’s that smell? Victory, perhaps?

      I can smell it in the air.

      “You don’t seem like the type of person who cares what other people think, let alone your parents’ next-door neighbor,” I point out.

      She turns her head to stare at me. “Listen, that man gave me my first job. Granted, it was walking his dog and picking up dog shit out of his backyard—but still, a job is a job. I feel…like I owe him.” She tapped on her steering wheel again. “In a weird way, he’s kind of… my grandpa. Don’t you dare tell him I said that.”

      Oh, I’m one-hundred-percent telling him she said that.

      “Do you have any people in your life you consider mentors?” she asks.

      I nod, stuffing my hands inside the pockets of my dress pants. “I definitely do.” Although it would take me all day to list them off, I owe a slew of people thanks for the opportunities they’ve given me.

      “Well, he’s one of mine.” Her eyes move up and down my pants to my dress shirt. Down to my shoes and up to my eyes. “I’ll text you.”

      Molly slams the car door before I can get another word in, backing out of her parking space and peeling out of the parking lot.

      “But you don’t have my number!” I shout after the gray car, dismayed, tempted to race after her if only to prove I can outrun her stupid, fancy car.

      Her taillights disappear around the corner building before I walk to my own stupid, fancy car, hitting the unlock button and listening to the bleep bleep echo against the block walls of the surrounding studios.
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      212-555-4494: It’s Molly. What are the specifics for this ESPN thing we’ve been railroaded into attending together?

      She doesn’t mince words or beat around the bush.

      I like that about her.

      No foreplay—she cuts right to the chase.

      Grinning, I reply.

      Me: Hey! Glad you found my number. I wasn’t sure how you’d manage.

      Molly: It wasn’t difficult—your sister was just at my house. I got your number from Posey, who got it from Kate. *shrugs*

      Me: Did you just shrug at me via text?

      Molly: Yes. I rolled my eyes, too, in case you were wondering.

      Me: You roll your eyes a lot for a grown woman.

      Molly: No one has accused me of acting like a grown woman, so—I’m very young at heart.

      Before I can reply, my phone pings again with another message.

      Molly: Are you stalling with the ESPN information?

      One-hundred percent.

      Me: First of all, it’s not the ESPN Awards—it’s a broadcasting banquet—and cocktails are served from 6:00 to 7:00, and then the ceremonies start at 8. There’s a reception and Step N Repeat, blah blah blah the whole media song and dance.

      Molly: A song and dance we can SKIP, yeah? I don’t need my face plastered on social media when this isn’t an actual date. We are not friends, and this is not romantic. I don’t need reporters hounding me for no reason or Tinder dates getting the wrong idea. ROTFL

      Her Tinder dates? Is she online dating?

      If she’s dating random dudes on the internet, then what the hell is so wrong with going on a date with me, fake or not?

      Feeling sulky, I reply: Oddly, I feel butt hurt that you don’t want to be photographed with me.

      Molly: It’s not you, it’s me.

      Me: Hey, that’s my line. You can’t use it against me.

      Molly: Using it ON you isn’t the same as using it AGAINST you…

      Molly: Alright, so let’s shoot for cocktail hour. We don’t have to arrive together, do we?

      Me: If you don’t want to arrive together, how were you planning on getting in exactly?

      Molly: Um—won’t there be a list at the door or something?

      Me: That’s not how this whole thing works.

      Molly: Bullshit. There’s a list at the door. Tripp said he’d put us on it. THAT WAS A TEST, AND YOU FAILED.

      Me: Why are you like this?

      Molly: *Sigh* Why is everyone always asking me that…

      Me: Because you’re a tiny terror?

      Molly: Story of my life. I’ve been like this since I was in grade school. This is also why everyone thought I would be a defense attorney. Or a federal agent LOL.

      Me: I…could see that. But instead, you’re in Information Technology.

      Molly: Less stressful.

      Me: I should try having less stress in my life. I can start with a cocktail this weekend. Ha.

      Molly: Alright, alright. We can start with the cocktails, and I’ll even give you my address so you can pick me up.

      Me: I have your address already.

      Molly: Oh shit, that’s right. DAMMIT.

      Me: Don’t sound so thrilled.

      Molly: Sorry. I’ll dial it down a notch.

      Me: So. Five o’clock? It’ll take some time to get from your place back to downtown in rush-hour traffic.

      Molly: Lovely…

      Molly: Wait. Do you live downtown?

      Me: I do.

      Molly: Then it makes no sense for you to come all this way only to double back. No sense at all.

      Me: Trust me, I’m happy to do it.

      Molly: Ugh. That’s so much driving…

      Maybe she doesn’t feel comfortable being in a car with me. I’m a great dude, but what if she’s one of those women with major stranger danger?

      Me: Would it make you feel better if I sent a car instead?

      Which makes no sense because the driver will be a stranger, too?

      Molly: Yes. Let’s do that.

      Molly: And what’s the dress code…?

      I feel like a black-tie dress code would be obvious, but maybe she’s never seen an awards show broadcasted on television before? Or attended one? Still, seems like something everyone would know.

      Me: Black tie. Will that be a problem?

      Molly: No. I have a few ball gowns I can dust off for occasions like this.

      Me: Seriously?

      Molly: No. But do not worry your pretty little head about it. I’ll find something to wear and send Old Man Wallace an invoice.

      Me: Old Man Wallace? He is going to HATE that you’re calling him that.

      Molly: Do not tell him I said it! Don’t you have a moral code?!

      Me: Fine. I promise I won’t rat you out—THIS time.

      Molly: You know who you remind me of?

      Me: The most interesting man alive?

      Molly: No, LOL. When I was in fifth grade, I was best friends with this kid named Max. He used to live in the neighborhood, and we grew up together but went to different elementary schools.

      Molly: Anyway, I used to have to bribe him not to rat me out to my parents—or the people who lived in Tripp’s house before he bought it.

      Me: The difference between Max and I are vast. 1. He was a child. 2. I haven’t bribed you.

      Molly: No, but I have a strange feeling you’re going to try.
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      “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

      I pop a piece of cheese into my mouth and moan, hungrier than I thought I would be, considering it’s only six o’clock.

      “So you keep saying,” Elias mutters.

      I must have been eyeing up the brie on his plate because he passes it to me without my having to ask.

      All this cheese is going to constipate me, and I don’t even care, not even a little.

      “God, I love cheese.” I make love to it while he watches, eyes wide.

      “You’re supposed to be my partner tonight, not ignoring me for the floating appetizer tray.”

      “Am I, though?” I’m here because of my old neighbor, not because of some obligation to Elias Cohen, and we both know it.

      “Yes. What does the cheese have that I don’t?”

      Together, we drift through the room, mingling, smiling, and talking to no one and everyone all at the same time. It’s a strange vibe—upbeat but vibrating with phony friendships and odd pairings of people.

      Massive dudes with their hair in buns, the women on their arms botoxed and dripping in jewelry. Athletes, sponsors, and team owners floating around with fake, cosmetically enhanced smiles.

      What a weird night.

      “She’s only called you old about four times—but who’s counting?” The statement is surrounded by laughter, but the champagne inside my mouth almost comes flying out at Elias’s announcement when he throws me under the bus to Tripp Wallace, humor crinkling at the corner of his blue eyes.

      Ugh.

      Why is he so good-looking?

      It’s so annoying.

      When the shrimp tarts come around, I grab two, popping one after the other in my mouth as if I’ve never been let out in public before, and I’m storing up for the winter.

      Dial it down a notch, Molly.

      You’ve had good food before!

      Right, but food is better when it’s been prepared by other hands…

      I won’t admit this to anyone, and I’ll probably take it to my grave— but I’m actually having a great time. Not only with Mr. Wallace and his wife, Chandler, but with Elias as well.

      Who knew he would turn out to be a fun date? Correction: not a date—but you know what I mean.

      Currently, he’s lingering at the bar to fetch me another drink. I watch as he leans against the wooden counter, one leg propped out, hand on his hip while he chats up the bartender. I can see that they’re sharing a laugh. Something witty Elias has told him, perhaps? It makes them both grin from ear to ear.

      The bartender slides two cocktail glasses across the counter into Elias‘s hands. Elias, in turn, puts a few bills in the tip jar, earning himself another grin. I can see the bartender telling him, “Thank You,” as he wipes the smooth stone countertop.

      I turn my back, knowing it won’t be good for him to catch me staring. The man has an ego bigger than this room, though he hides it well.

      I pretend to be interested in selecting another appetizer whizzing by me, (they’re everywhere!) some sushi whatchamacallit. It hardly looks appetizing, but I steal one anyway, popping it in my mouth to occupy it by the time Elias makes his way back to me.

      Chew.

      Chew.

      Swallow.

      Gulping down what tastes like caviar and dreams, I smile around it and point at my mouth as if to say sorry, can’t talk, mouth is full. All the while, my hand reaches for the drink in his.

      Tuxedo clad.

      Newly shorn hair.

      Fresh shave.

      Intoxicating cologne.

      A girl could do worse when it came to being a man’s plus-one.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch my neighbor watching us both and shoot him a look that can only mean would you stop watching us, please before giving my attention back to Elias, who was kind enough to fetch me a beverage without my having to ask.

      The perfect fake date.

      In fact, he’s been extremely chivalrous for the entire night, even waiting for me on the curb upon my arrival—then taking my wrap to the coat check, handling the entire thing. Immediately Elias offered me something to drink and hasn’t left my side once.

      Not when several people interrupted us to say hello while we were circulating or when several clients wanted to drag him off to other regions of the ballroom to introduce him to one player or another—one agent or another.

      Honestly? I’m surprised.

      I’m not sure what I was expecting, but chivalry wasn’t it.

      Yes, I’m operating on assumptions.

      Is that wrong? Also yes.

      But I can’t help myself! I wouldn’t say I’ve sworn off men, but I’ve come close on several occasions, mostly after horrible dates that end with me banging my proverbial head against the steering wheel.

      So Elias isn’t behaving the way I was expecting. I assumed he’d be brusque, too busy to be attentive, and… I don’t know—rude? He was rude enough to slink around my home uninvited and interrupt me while I was trying to work. Obviously, one would assume he’d have little time to play host to me tonight. Even as his “guest.”

      Well.

      I was wrong.

      So far, so good, I’m not searching for the nearest exit.

      Tripp Wallace—big, brutish, and looking dapper in a black tux—shoots me a wink when he catches me glancing at him a second time, raising his glass in a toast. For once, he doesn’t resemble a lumberjack, a caveman, Paul Bunyan, or any other hyper-masculine icon.

      Considering he’s the reason I’m here tonight, I expect nothing less than a bit of heckling, and he has not disappointed.

      His wife, on the other hand, is the height of feminine beauty, small and delicate but can land him on his ass in a pinch.

      Back before they were dating, they were at the same wedding—not together as a date, but his brother’s wedding. It was her cousin. They were dancing, he said something that pissed her off, and boom, she had him flat on his back. It was the first time anyone other than a rival teammate had bested Tripp Wallace, and after that moment? He was smitten.

      Men do love a woman with balls as big as theirs.

      I smirk into my glass, eyes on Elias as he sips his own drink. It appears to be the same as mine—a sweet, pink concoction serving as a fundraiser for breast cancer, one of the charities for the evening. One of many.

      Elias and I haven’t much to say.

      We’re too dressed up and too posh to throw barbs, and we both know it. Besides, we’re surrounded by too many people, and the one thing an event like this is full of is the media.

      Cameras.

      Microphones.

      Photographers.

      Best be on my best behavior…

      Elias is most certainly on his, which is taking some of the fun out of it, but thems are the breaks.

      During the one hour we’ve been forced to stand here gabbing idly, he is bombarded by people, but I won’t bore you with those details. Let me just say, I’ve never seen a man so fake happy to see so many people in my life. It’s exhausting.

      It reminds me of when I went through sorority recruitment during the open house round and had to stand there and watch girls squeal and shout about how excited they are to meet you/see you/so glad you’re there.

      Barf.

      I hadn’t realized grown men do it too.

      Big, strong, grown men.

      Famous men and women. Men I’ve only seen on television covered in protective gear, and women I’ve only seen in glossy magazines promoting athletic appeal or the Woman’s Basketball League.

      Interesting.

      This is as much of a business networking event as it is to honor the award recipients, as well as raising money for worthy causes.

      It’s exhausting, and it’s been one hour.

      Oof.

      Not my cup of tea.

      No wonder my parents have always demurred or turned Mr. Wallace down when he’s invited them to things like this. Although there was one time my dad went with him to the ESPN awards because of his man crush on Derek Norlander, one of the quarterbacks—and living legends—from whatever team he played on.

      Dad totally had a boner for the dude a few years back, and Mr. Wallace was kind enough to bring my dad as his plus-one to the event.

      Dad still talks about how incredible it was, but also a chaotic affair.

      I keep expecting Tripp and Chandler Wallace to meander over in our direction, given that he’s the reason I am here tonight—but they haven’t. Not really. I suspect it’s for a good reason, and that reason is matchmaking, but I push that idea out of my mind.

      I don’t need help finding a partner. Thanks, though.

      I go to toss my hair, forgetting it’s been coifed and teased within an inch of its life, extensions added to create fullness because my stylist couldn’t resist the temptation.

      Now don't get me wrong. I don't mind getting dolled up every once in a while, but I certainly feel more comfortable wearing sweatpants and old sweatshirts from Goodwill than I do wearing couture designer gowns.

      The one I'm wearing tonight I actually borrowed from a department store where my friend Christine works as a retail manager in the woman's department.

      It's black because I hadn't wanted to stick out like a sore thumb and wear a bold color like pink or red (two of my favorite colors), but it also has plenty of beading and sequins, which I guess levels the playing field.

      It's elegant and a bit sexy, too.

      Off the shoulder.

      Lower cut than the norm.

      Long with a slit up the side, mile-high heels.

      I feel like I’ve stolen the entire outfit or have to race out of here by midnight lest it disappears.

      You are nothing like Cinderella, Molly, not even a little. Nan’s voice pops into my head, and I grin around my glass big enough that Elias notices, tilting his head.

      “You look like you have a secret.” He leans in to whisper but still gives me personal space.

      Nonetheless, I catch a whiff of him.

      He smells like he’s just taken a dip in the ocean, fresh and cool mixed with a hint of mint? Is that a thing?

      “Me? A secret?” Hardly. “Maybe I’m trying to be mysterious.”

      He snorts. “Mysterious for me? I doubt that. You hate my guts.”

      Hate his guts?

      A ball of guilt forms in my stomach. Hate his guts? The idea spins itself around in my mind like that little rainbow wheel on my computer, round and round and round, causing frustration.

      I hope that's not the impression I've been giving because it couldn't be further from the truth. Do I wanna be bamboozled into doing favors for him? No, but I don't know him enough to hate him, and I certainly don't have the time to.

      Shit.

      I may be blunt too often, but there is one thing I’m not, and that is insensitive.

      “Hate your guts?” I set my glass down on the table next to us. “Elias. I don’t dislike you at all, let alone hate you. I’m sorry if I gave you that impression.”

      He shrugs. “I mean, you haven’t. Not really. But I get the impression that you wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t felt morally obligated by Tripp Wallace, and that you’d rather walk on broken glass than help me out.”

      Hmm. “Truthfully, I’ll help an old woman in a grocery store parking lot get her bags into her car, but am I willing to start bar hopping with some dude who came knocking on my office door to fend off women? Er. No. But that doesn’t mean I detest you.” I pause for dramatic flair. “Bro.”

      Bro. Nothing keeps a man in the friend zone like bro-ing him or calling him dude.

      Write that down.

      Elias blinks back at me. Whether it's because he’s confused by my reference of an old woman in a grocery store parking lot or because I just blatantly made his dick shrivel up by calling him bro, I can't be certain. But the look on his face has me giggling inside.

      “So the thing that put you off was me approaching you upstairs at your office door?”

      My nod is firm. “Yes. If I had wanted to socialize, I would have stayed in the kitchen or dining room with everyone else.”

      “Fair enough. I apologize for that.”

      I nod again. “Cool.”

      There’s a long moment of silence between us as he searches for something new to say. “Have I mentioned tonight how lovely you look?”

      Yes, he has mentioned it. Told me when I got out of the fancy black SUV that I looked stunning, though that was probably an exaggeration.

      “Thanks, so do you. You clean up nice yourself.” As if the man didn’t always look put together? He is the type of man who shaves each morning, wears a crisp button-down shirt with a matching tie, irons his slacks, and shines up his dress shoes.

      I can’t picture Elias Cohen in joggers or sweatpants or a baseball cap, which is what I wear most days.

      Yet my eyes linger up his form, imagining something casual and enjoying how I picture it in my mind.

      “I’m not just telling you so you’ll compliment me back. I’m being sincere.”

      No. He doesn’t seem like the type who would.

      My shoulders relax. I hadn’t realized I was feeling so tense, but in a weird way, I think I’m nervous being here. Not just because of the celebrity-filled crowd but because of Elias.

      Whatever weird friendship this is becoming began with tension. Now I’m having trouble turning the ship in a new direction; a fun, upbeat vibe as opposed to this…tiptoeing around one another.

      “Thank you.” I tilt my head demurely. “Perhaps we should raise our glasses in a toast? Get the evening started off right.”

      The evening started over an hour ago, and we’re just about to sit down for dinner, but that’s just semantics. He knows what I mean.

      Elias raises his glass. “I’ll let you do the honors.”

      “To…new friendships and old friends.” I nod in Tripp Wallace’s direction. “Although technically, he’s your client.”

      “There you go calling him old,” Elias teases.

      I roll my eyes. “To new friendships and old friendships,” I amend cheekily. “I’d really like to start fresh and pretend I wasn’t a complete asshole the night you knocked on my office door. Because—believe it or not—I’m fun.”

      “You don’t say?” Elias pauses. “If we’re going to be friends, you should call me Eli—all my friends do.”

      Eli.

      It suits him.

      “Eli, hey?”

      “Yup.” He glances around and notices at the same time that guests are filtering into the ballroom for dinner. “You see that woman there in the purple dress? When I went to the bathroom before, she tried to follow me inside. Then I come back to find my date moaning over the fondue.”

      “I mean, I love chocolate.”

      “You’re not going to have any room left for dinner.”

      There is always room for dinner. Doesn’t he know that?
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      Out of all the people I was expecting to see tonight, the last person I expected was Laura.

      Keith Dwyer has been traded so many times since they hooked up that I wouldn’t have thought he’d have an invitation to the event tonight. But then again, maybe his new agent was good at pulling strings.

      In any event, Laura was the first person standing inside the ballroom when we walked in, and I almost fucking froze in my tracks.

      She has her back to us, but I’d recognize that blonde hair anywhere.

      I’d recognize the way she stands with her hands on her hips, judging people.

      I’d recognize—

      She turns.

      “Holy shit,” I blurt out as people funnel into the room around us, the words caught in my throat.

      Laura is pregnant.

      Rubbing her belly, she smooths her gloved hand over her bump, a pleased smile spreading across her red lips.

      Well then.

      My feet won’t propel me forward.

      “Eli?” Molly uses my new nickname, her hand giving my forearm a squeeze. “Is everything alright?”

      “Sure.”

      Her gaze follows mine. “Do you know her? Or is she someone we’re trying to keep away from you?” She laughs.

      Oh, we’re trying to keep her away from me, alright, but not for the reason she’s thinking.

      We were supposed to get married and have babies, but it looks like she’s busy having babies with someone else.

      “Who hurt you to make you like this?”

      Laura.

      Laura made me like this.

      What would Molly say to that nugget of information?

      “Do you want to leave?” Molly’s eyes haven’t left Laura, and to be honest, neither have mine.

      I nod.

      “Yes.”

      Yes, I want to leave. I want to get the fuck out of this room and get the hell away from this thing I’m running from.

      Rejection.

      Hurt.

      Molly nods, face taking on a serious expression. She takes the drink out of my hand and sets it on a passing tray, then follows it with hers.

      “Alright. Let’s get the hell out of here then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            nine

          

          
            molly

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank god he wanted to leave.

      I hadn’t wanted to be there in the first place. And although I’d been enjoying myself, I sagged with relief when Eli had nodded his head that he wanted to go.

      I pluck the drink out of his hand and set both of ours on a roaming tray, then grab his hand and head toward the exit, nearly forgetting I had my wrap checked at the door. We grab it before exiting, Eli weaving his way through the lobby that’s still crowded despite the event being in full swing and dinner being served.

      “Half these people don’t even have tickets,” he mutters over his shoulder, grumbling once we’re on the sidewalk. “It’s always a zoo. Everything is always a zoo.”

      Clearly, he’s been triggered, his bad mood hanging over him like a cloud, and I wonder who that woman was—the tall, pregnant blonde who had him stopping in his tracks and wanting to retreat.

      Who was that woman?

      A client’s wife?

      A competing agent?

      I put a pin into my questions because now is not the time.

      Following him on the sidewalk, we walk toward the nearby parking structure.

      “Didn’t you valet when you got here?”

      “No. The line was too long. It was quicker for me to park myself.”

      Ah.

      I like that about him; efficient.

      Why waste time waiting in a line to have someone park your car for the sake of having someone else park the car when he could do it himself?

      No frills for Eli.

      I do a mental tick in the pro column as he leads us to the elevator, Punching the up button, he stares up at the numbers above the door and doesn’t look down at me.

      His cheeks are flush, but that could be from the wind, not the mood.

      Soon, we’re on the fourth floor heading toward a sleek black convertible sports car parked in a gore point that is definitely not an actual parking spot. Its brake lights blink when Elias hits the unlock button on his key fob.

      I’m surprised when he beats me to the front passenger side door and opens it, waiting until I’m settled into the beige leather before closing the door and going around to the driver’s side.

      The car is clean and smells like new leather.

      A man's deep voice comes on the radio within a few seconds after he starts the engine. He’s talking about a field full of prairie grass and planes flying overhead, the sun casting long shadows on the ground below.

      “Sorry. I just started a new audiobook.”

      An audiobook?

      I’m interested, being a keen listener myself, but I prefer those over listening to music. Books and podcasts, mostly humorous ones, though I wouldn’t expect a man like Eli to listen to pop culture news and re-telling of reality television shows as entertainment in the car.

      Not that I know him, but whatever he’s listening to now sounds more like his speed than mine.

      I see on the center display console that the book is titled Drifts of Time and is written by a famous fiction writer my father also happens to be a fan of.

      “You don’t have to turn that off. I don’t mind listening to it.”

      He shrugs. “I’m a few chapters in, so you’d probably be lost.”

      Without him having to tell me, I sense that this car is his sanctuary, and he does a lot of his thinking here. Therefore, the audiobook is private, feels private, and he wants to keep the new words he hasn’t listened to yet for himself.

      I get it.

      I respect it.

      Eli cuts the volume and glances over as he backs out. “I’m starving. How about you?”

      “If I don’t eat something soon, I’ll die.”

      That makes him laugh. “You’ve literally been eating all night.”

      “True. And I ate before I left the house, but they were tiny bites.” I hold my fingers to demonstrate how the bites were minuscule. “Those don’t classify as a meal.”

      “Do you eat burgers?”

      I snort. “Hell yes, I eat burgers. Does it come with french fries and a vanilla shake?”

      He makes a right-hand turn on the street after the security arm goes up, stepping on the gas. “Obviously.”

      Ten minutes later, we’re back on the road, a steaming bag of food in my lap of the gourmet burgers Eli ordered on the phone while we drove toward Soho House, an exclusive, members-only club in the middle of the city. A doorman brought it to the car, and off we went.

      “Where’re we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Another ten minutes pass of companionable silence, and we’re exiting at the airport, exiting at the departures at Terminal Three. Driving past that, I shoot him a sidelong glance but zip my lips shut. Clearly, he’s not jetting me off somewhere exotic, yet here we are at the airport, cruising past the weary travelers, lugging their bags—all of them headed somewhere.

      There’s a driveway a quarter mile past all this, and Eli pulls in, flashing a badge at the guard gate.

      The chain-link fence slides open.

      Eli drives forward.

      The hot burgers and fries simmer on my lap, heating my legs through the bag and sequins on my black dress.

      I clutch the brown paper bag tighter when Eli puts the car in park at the edge of a runway, then hits a button for the convertible's roof.

      “There are blankets in the back if you get cold.”

      He gets out and removes his suit jacket, tossing it on the driver’s seat. He gets into the back, hoisting himself up onto the tail end of the car so his feet are on the seats but his rear is on the retracted roof.

      “Wanna join me and bring the food?”

      “Oh, my god. Are we going to watch planes land and take off?” I’ve always wanted to come to an airport and do this—ever since seeing it in one of my romantic comedy movies growing up.

      I scurry from the front seat and join him in the back, taking a blanket that’s spread over the leather and pulling it up and over my lap.

      I swear this is on my bucket list.

      “This is where I come to blow off steam.”

      Ha. “And how often is that?”

      “Not often enough. Not like it’s easily accessible, but at least the company has a jet and this private hangar, so I can come in and out whenever I want and just…”

      He shrugs.

      For the first few minutes, all we do is sit on the back of his convertible, gazing out onto the runway as planes taxi to the runway and takeoff. It’s a sight to behold, to be sure, and something I’ve always wanted to do. It’s incredible. Amazing.

      “I never thought I would be doing this,” I finally tell him. “It’s so cool to watch the planes take off. I wonder which one I think is neater—the takeoff or the landing.”

      “Neater?” That makes him laugh.

      I rifle through the brown paper sack so I can give him the cheeseburger he ordered, removing mine, too, before taking both cartons of fries and dumping them into the bag. I fold down the brown paper so we can easily stick our hands inside.

      We sit idly munching and gazing at the sky.

      “Do you wanna tell me what happened back there? I know it’s none of my business, but if we’re going to be friends…” My voice trails off because honestly? I doubt he’s actually going to tell me what’s on his mind, but he finishes chewing and sucks down a large swig of cola before he speaks.

      “That woman back there—the blonde back at the event?”

      “The pregnant one?”

      “Yes,” he says with a laugh. “The pregnant one.”

      I wait, sensing that this is a sensitive subject, judging by the way he stuffs another fry into his mouth.

      “Laura and I actually went to law school together. She’s changed a lot since we first started dating, though,” he begins. “I thought we were going to get married.”

      He thought they were going to get married?! Were they engaged? I stuff the sandwich into my mouth so that I don’t blurt out an insensitive question, nearly choking on my own shock.

      Married?

      Eli?

      “Anyway, I found out we weren’t getting married when she was photographed with one of my clients on a weekend I was traveling. It was a compromising position they were in.” He’s quiet for a few moments, wiping his hands on a napkin. “It’s a shitty way to find out that the love of your life is cheating on you. I had everything planned out, you know? I had an engagement ring.” His laugh is bitter. “Keith Dwyer beat me to it, I guess.”

      “Who’s Keith Dwyer?”

      “Some hotshot football player.”

      Of all the things I was expecting him to confide—of all the things I was expecting him to tell me—this was not it. I thought perhaps he would tell me she was a rival sportscaster or head on a story about one of his players in the past, and they had a bitter relationship. I wasn’t expecting him to tell me that the pregnant woman at the event was his ex-girlfriend/ex-fiancée/the woman he was going to have babies with.

      For a while, I just let him look out at the runway. It’s a busy night for travel, and planes are coming and going at regular intervals.

      “I’m sorry,” I say at last. And I mean the words—I am sorry. It’s obvious he’s hurting, and no one deserves to be shit on like that. Certainly not by someone they loved. It makes me wonder what that does to a person, being cheated on like that. What it means for their future relationships.

      The guy must have some serious trust issues.

      No wonder he doesn’t want women hitting on him all the time. He’s still healing.

      “You’re not the one who has to apologize.”

      True.

      But since meeting him, I've gone from having my guard up and letting that imaginary wall stand between us to feeling some kind of emotional... something toward him. It's definitely friendship if I had to give it a name. I’d even go as far as to say I’m feeling somewhat sisterly toward him.

      Look. I’m a sensitive person. The last thing I want is to see a person hurt when it could have been avoided.

      All a woman like Laura would have had to have done was tell Eli she wasn't happy in their relationship and that she wanted more. Whether it was more of that she wanted: more fame or more attention or more money.

      Doing that would have saved him a lot of grief and embarrassment.

      I groan.

      Embarrassment.

      In the profession Eli is in, it must have been brutal watching his girlfriend flaunting her new boyfriend in the media, a boyfriend she kept a secret from him until it couldn't be kept a secret any longer.

      And now she's pregnant?

      Oh my god.

      “When was the last time you saw her? In person?”

      Eli doesn’t look at me. “Seven, eight months ago? I’m not sure, but it’s been a while since I’ve seen her in person. She was at my apartment packing her things, and I only saw her briefly in the lobby so the doorman would let her up. Before that, I’d only seen her on television. It’s not like she broke up with me in person.”

      “So…she technically never broke up with you?”

      “No. She tried to apologize and begged for forgiveness, but was she expecting to come back from being photographed and filmed for national television in the arms of the guy she’d been cheating on me with? He was my client.”

      Jesus.

      “So what happened with that relationship?”

      “He dropped me, obviously.” Eli pauses. “Well. He didn’t do it himself. He was too big of a pussy. He had his manager drop me.”

      I get the feeling that he has more to say about the subject, but he lets it drop, his hand digging into the bag of french fries that sits between us. They’re so delicious they don’t need ketchup.

      “Well, I’m sorry that you had to run into her tonight. Did she see you there?”

      “I’m not sure. I don’t think we waited around long enough for her to realize I was in the room.”

      “But she would’ve known you were going to be there? I mean, isn’t that your thing? Don’t you attend this event every year?”

      “Sometimes. Not always—depends on whether or not some of my rookie clients need hand holding and actually want me to be there with them. I’ve taken a pass on the invite on occasion.”

      “Oh, I see. So you probably wouldn’t have gone this year if Tripp hadn’t invited you?”

      He shrugs. “Probably not. I’m getting to that age where I appreciate the downtime and would rather stay home and rent a movie—or go to the theater— then rub shoulders and be fake for an entire night.”

      “What’s your favorite movie? Do you have one?”

      “Eh, I don’t know if I have a favorite movie per se. I like mysteries I have to solve. Documentaries and other shit you would probably find boring.”

      “I don’t find that boring at all. In fact, the last show I watched was a docuseries about horrible roommates. Like—horrible. The kind who murder you and take the doorknobs off.”

      Eli laughs. “I think I saw that. Did it just come out?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What is it about con artists and shady shit that we love watching?”

      “We’re sick, that’s why. And bored?”

      “Are you? Bored?” He swallows the food in his mouth before continuing. “I would say that I don't have the time to be bored, but I wish sometimes that I did.” He leans back, bracing his arms against the car and staring into the night sky. “I think I need to cut back, but I'm not sure how. Sometimes, I feel like I'm on a hamster wheel that won’t slow down.”

      “My dad always told me to make hay while the sun was still shining.” I laugh. “So I know what you mean because…while I have the energy to kick some ass, I don't want to slow down, but at the same time, I'm exhausting myself by not taking more time for me. Myself.” My sigh is loud. “I watch my roommate, Posey—you met her. She’s so fun, throwing these cute little parties, and I don't even take the time to mingle when I have a house full of people.” I pick at the bun on my burger. “It's not that I would rather work. It's just that... I don't know. Sometimes being social is hard.”

      I realized I just said a lot and feel like I'm babbling.

      “I was the same way, especially right after I graduated. I was dating Laura, and she was hyper-motivated, wanting to work at this big law firm downtown before we'd even passed the bar exam. Her goals were always lofty—not that mine weren’t, but as we got older, I realized our goals weren’t the same anymore.” He takes a deep breath. “I think I just realized I probably didn't know her as well as I thought I did. If I knew her at all? Clearly, she had goals that didn't include working anymore.”

      “You were today years old when you realized you were two different people? Or that you'd grown apart?” I say it gently. “People grow apart who have been together a long time,” I tell him. “That's why divorce rates are so high. So technically, you could count yourself lucky?”

      “I don't know. I feel like maybe I'm too good at my job, and that's what pushed her away. Like, really fucking good at my job. I swear, Keith Dwyer is the first athlete to drop me. Usually, it's the other way around.” He glances over at me. “I'm not trying to brag. It’s just a fact.”

      “Listen, it's not your fault she was cheating on you. Sure, maybe the two of you could have spent more time together. But maybe that wouldn't have saved your relationship either. I wouldn't beat yourself up trying to rehash and relive moments you're not going to get back. It's best to move forward.”

      “I am moving forward. I literally haven't thought much about her until I saw her tonight.”

      In the distance not too far in front of us, a giant jet is gaining speed on the runway, moving faster and faster until the nose tips up and it lifts off the ground. Together, we watch it soar into the sky.

      “I’m sorry.” Eli’s shoulders slump. “I wasn't planning on sitting here talking about Laura. I just needed to think, and this was the first place I thought of to come when I turned out of the parking lot.”

      “Don't worry. I know how good it feels to get something off your chest.”

      He glances over at me again. “Do you have anything you need to get off your chest? Any confessions you want to tell Uncle Eli?”

      I smack him. “Ew! Don't call yourself that. It makes you sound like a creepy old man.”

      “So should I take that as a no? You don't have any confessions? We have client confidentiality. I won't tell a soul anything you've told me here tonight.”

      “I'm not your client.” I laugh. “I have zero marketable skills.”

      “None? Not a single braggable skill, hey?”

      That gives me pause, and I stop to think for a second. “Well, I used to be a patent twirler in middle school, does that count?”

      “Absolutely not. There's no market for that.” He laughs.

      “I'm really good at calligraphy,” I blurt out. “I went through a phase recently where it calmed me. Do you happen to need any invitations handwritten? I’m your girl.”

      “I've literally never heard anyone tell me they were good at calligraphy. Normal people brag about their tennis match or how they can throw a perfect spiral football. Or that they played soccer in high school and could run the mile in ten minutes.”

      “I can't remember the last time anyone called me normal,” I announce with pride in my voice. “I tried it once—worst two minutes of my life. Ha ha.”

      “What are your skills?” I ask him. “What are you really good at?”

      “Kissing,” he says with a laugh.

      “Oh, brother.” An unladylike snort leaves my nose. “I should have known you’d have an answer like that.”

      I surreptitiously let my eyes stray from the runway to Eli's lips.

      I mean, can you blame me?

      The man just told me he was good at kissing. You can't fault me for being curious. As far as lips go, they're pretty nice—a full bottom lip and pronounced Cupid’s bow. He's freshly shaven, and he has a beautifully sculpted jawline.

      “When was your first kiss?” I ask out of curiosity. It’s a question I’ve asked many of my girlfriends but don’t think it’s one I’ve ever asked a man before.

      “Penny Rainamacher, ninth grade—she was a knockout after she got her braces taken off.”

      I laugh at that.

      “Who was yours?”

      I barely have to give this any thought. “Brian Warner, sophomore year.” There’s a grin on my face. “It was horrible. He was the worst kisser.”

      “How was he the worst kisser?”

      “Way too much tongue.” Ugh, the slobber. “And he was so cute, too. That was the dilemma.”

      “Where was it?”

      “Back of his car in the parking lot of the high school. We were there to see a play but never made it inside.”

      “Huh. That sounds super…small town.”

      “Yeah, I guess. Everything about my childhood was pretty vanilla. I did everything by the book. Just ask Mr. Wallace.”

      He laughs. “What’s so funny?”

      “It kills me that you call him Mr. Wallace.”

      I stuff fries into my mouth. “Force of habit, I guess. He moved into his house while I was a teenager—thirteen, I think—and my parents taught me I had to call grown-ups mister or missus until they gave me permission to call them by their first name. And, well—he did at one point, but I still call him Mr. Wallace.” I chuckle around a mouthful of fry. “Now I do it because it annoys him and makes him feel old.”

      “Aren’t you a sweetheart?” Eli lifts the bun from his burger and removes one of the pickles. “Do you want this?”

      I reach for it. “Sure. I love pickles.”

      We eat in silence as I ponder over the fact that he’s a good kisser. I’ve heard men proclaim this before but never typically believe it. For some reason, I do with him.

      Elias Cohen seems like the kind of man who’s good at everything he does or sets his mind to, and I respect that.

      My parents taught me to value ambition but not let it rule me, and it seems that’s where Eli is in his life right now. Too bad the woman he chose didn’t feel the same.

      Poor dude.

      “So you’re good at kissing? You must have gotten a lot of rave reviews to brag about it like that. Most people would have said they’re skilled at cooking or can bike fifty miles.”

      “Sure, that would have been the basic response, wouldn’t it?”

      “But there’s nothing basic about you?”

      “Nope.” He picks at the fries but doesn’t take another one. “I mean, I’m also good with the law. I know it inside and out and back again.”

      He has that in common with my folks, both of them lawyers.

      “Besides handwriting and calligraphy, what else are you good at?”

      I have to give this some thought. I’m talented with many things, but they are all common and not in the least bit interesting.

      “I can play the guitar. And…I make the most amazing risotto.”

      “The guitar, hey? Acoustic or electric?”

      “Both, obviously.”

      That makes Eli laugh. “Oh—obviously, she says.”

      “I taught myself last year, then took a few lessons via Zoom.”

      Via Zoom.

      I sound like the biggest nerd.

      “Any sports?”

      “Mmm. I love to swim, but that’s not a skill. Played soccer in middle school and high school but wasn’t good enough to play in college. I hated it actually. I just kept at it because all my friends played it, and I didn’t want to feel left out.”

      “That makes sense.” He laughs again. “I played baseball.”

      I glance over at him, checking out his arms in the little light we have. He’s removed his jacket and is wearing a dress shirt, but his biceps are firm enough to strain the fabric.

      I clear my throat. “You look like the baseball type. What position?”

      “Shortstop.”

      “Oh la la. Bet you were popular with the ladies.” I wad up my napkin to dispose of it. “Where did you go to school?”

      “Arizona for my undergrad.”

      Arizona sounds lovely. “I’d always wanted to go there, but my grades weren’t good enough. I remember flipping through a college issue of Cosmo as a teenager and seeing the Arizona State campus and just…wanted to go so bad. But it’s not like my parents were going to take me there. They were successful but didn’t travel much unless it was for work.” I sigh. “My dad literally took a compass on a map and drew a five-hour circumference around our town, and that’s as far as I was ‘allowed’ to go for school.”

      “That sucks, but you turned out just fine.”

      True.

      I look over at Elias again, suddenly wanting to know more about him. Personal stuff.

      “Besides ‘she who shall not be named,’ have you been in any other relationships lately?”

      “No.” He glances over at me. “Nothing I would call a relationship. I don’t even have anyone I sleep with on a regular basis.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugs his broad shoulders. “It gets complicated. I tried it, and it didn’t work—not for me, not for them. At some point, feelings always get involved, and it’s typically not my feelings. I have no interest in a relationship with someone who starts asking for gifts and money and apartments.”

      Ouch.

      I nod, though I can’t relate.

      The last man I officially dated cried too much. He cried about his mommy issues, cried because I didn’t tell him I loved him, and cried when he got frustrated.

      And we only dated three months.

      Then he wanted closure, so we went to dinner where he cried some more. Ugh.

      After that, the man showed up a few times on my doorstep unannounced—which was not cool.

      The guy before him was a fuck boy.

      Exhausting.

      And men think it’s hard for them to find romantic partners?! Ha. Try being a single female in the dating pool. At one point, I let Posey set me up with her boss, Victoria, thinking a softer, feminine touch would be the change I needed—but after three dates with her, it hadn’t worked out, either.

      I haven’t given up, but…I have given up on dating apps.

      For now, anyway.

      There doesn’t seem to be a point when each and every date has been a bust, and there have been plenty. It’s not as if I didn’t give it a fair chance…

      Planes go by. It's peaceful here, and I understand why he finds this so soothing and relaxing, his solstice. I typically will go to a park when I need a reprieve. Sometimes, it's as simple for me as taking a bath. One with steaming hot water and lots of bubbles.

      “I want to help you,” I say at last, breaking another bout of silence.

      Eli looks confused. “Help me? How?”

      I roll my eyes. Is he forgetting he begged for my assistance not one week earlier? “Being your wingwoman. I’ll do it.”

      Eli shoots me a sidelong glance. “Why the change of heart?”

      I decide not to sugarcoat it or lie. “I feel bad for you.”

      He looked pathetic back at the ballroom, staring off at the woman who had broken his heart and left the pieces scattered for him to pick up.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      I chuckle. “That’s a first for you, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. And you don’t have to look so pleased with yourself.”

      I lean back, my hands resting on the back hood of the car. “So what does this job entail? What are the details?”

      “Actually, I hadn't thought it all the way through. When I went up to your room, it was mostly because I wanted to escape the kitchen and the chaos and the noise. My intention in following you wasn't to proposition you in any way. It just sort of happened.”

      I can still be of use to him, though, especially now knowing he's just… antisocial. He hasn't said that is the case—and I’m no doctor—but I get the feeling that's what's going on here. Eli wants an emotional support system when he’s out in public: this has little to do with winning a bet with his buddy and his buddy’s wife.

      “What were the stakes again on this wager with Jack Jennings?”

      “If I lose—or find myself in a relationship—I have to book them a suite at the stadium for the Super Bowl.”

      Er. “That sounds easy enough.”

      “It would probably cost me more than one-hundred thousand dollars.”

      Ouch.

      Also. He has that kind of money?

      Damn.

      I knew the players were rich, but their agents?

      I’m totally in the wrong business. Maybe I should take Mr. Wallace up on his offer to do more career management. Boss him around as a side hustle, make a cheap buck or two.

      “What do you get if you win?”

      “The keys to their house in Turks and Caicos.”

      Holy shit. These people with money don’t fuck around. When my family makes a bet, usually it's to see who has to cook dinner the next night, or the loser has to take the trash to the curb for an entire week. We’re not betting on keys to vacation homes and hundred-thousand-dollar rooms to watch a football game for one night.

      “How will they know if you win or not? Can’t you just lie?”

      He shrugs. “One, I’m a horrible liar. Two, as my client, I’m contractually obligated to disclose all information to him. This is personal, but considering we made a bet and shook on it, I would consider it a verbal and written contract. Penelope has the screenshots to prove it.” He laughs good-naturedly.

      “Either way, those are some stakes.” I give him a sidelong glance, my eyes half on the runway in front of us. “Do you even care about either of those things?”

      Another shrug. “Not really.”

      “You’re just what. Bored?”

      “Yeah. I guess.”

      “Alright. As long as you’re honest, I can live with that.” I tip my head back and look up at the sky. The stars aren’t easily visible given the lights from the nearby city and the runway landing strips, but several of the fighters are peeking through. “So where do we start?”

      “I have a picnic to attend this upcoming weekend. One of my clients is a jockey, and he’s got a race in Kentucky. You game?”

      “Kentucky? You mean like—we’d have to fly there?”

      “Uh. I’m not driving.”

      My head gives a shake. “I’m just clarifying. I thought you were going to say you had a picnic at like, a park. One that’s in town.”

      “My clients are scattered around the world. Technically, he’s with another agent, but I own the place, and Aaron’s wife is scheduled to have a C-section the night before, so I’m filling in.”

      “That’s nice of you.”

      “That’s the job. These people need hand holding—the bigger the contract, the more money they make. The more money they make, the more money we make. I have a handful of clients who aren’t happy with the percentage paid out to ECG; showing up helps smooth ruffled feathers.”

      That makes sense. “I wouldn’t want to give you fifteen percent, either.”

      “We don’t just push paper around on desks. We work our asses off.”

      I stretch my legs out in front of me. “Hence the reason you’re sitting on the back of your car at the airport on a Saturday night.”

      “Yup.”

      No rest for the weary.

      “Alright. I can do Kentucky next weekend.”

      Eli turns to face me. “You’re going to need a fascinator for where we’re going.”

      “A what?”

      He laughs. “Google it.”
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      The picnic—otherwise known as a garden party at the racetrack—is in full swing by the time Molly and I arrive. She’s pulling at the cute, flowery hat stuck to the top of her head, grumbling when her high heel catches in the sidewalk.

      I manage to grab her elbow in time, catching her before she falls.

      “Thank you.” Tipping her head up, she’s smiling at me when I half expected her to gnash her little teeth. “My hero.”

      Okay. That has me rolling my eyes. “You couldn’t have left out the sarcasm, hey?”

      At the door, we flash my credentials, and security lets us through where celebrities enter. Celebrities, horse people, high rollers, aristocracy. I myself am wearing a suit, and it’s the middle of the goddamn day, all to pay respects to Alejandro Ramos.

      Congratulate him on a lucrative and successful season.

      Stave off the society women and hangers-on that frequent gatherings like this. They’ll be upstairs in the suite and all over town, waiting and watching for expensive men whose eyes they’re hoping to catch.

      I will not be one of them.

      Not today.

      Not with Molly at my side, ready as my fake girlfriend slash wingwoman.

      Bold and sassy, Molly has already shot the death glare at several women who probably haven’t even deserved it, but hey—never hurts to practice, amiright?

      “I have no idea why I'm even here,” she grumbles again, her little rear swinging as she precedes me up the stairs to the second level where the club-level suites are.

      “We're just here to show our faces, and then we can head out,” I lie. It’s going to take longer than a few minutes, but she certainly doesn’t need to know that.

      Besides, Alejandro will come and go, having as little desire for this crap as I do. It’s not his job to mingle and shake hands. It’s his job to jockey the horse, and he’ll want to be in the barn.

      Where he’s comfortable.

      “If you only have to be here for a few minutes, then what's the point of having flown me all this way just so I can protect you from vultures? Why are you being such a weirdo about this?”

      If I didn't know any better, I could have sworn Molly was a few drinks in, but she's sober as the day she was born. Obviously, she's tired. We left Chicago at the ass crack of dawn this morning, went to the hotel to change, and came straight to the racetrack.

      I have to give her credit. She cleans up nice. She looks classy, sophisticated, and beautiful and managed to find a chic fascinator to match her dress. High heels. Tan legs.

      I would undoubtedly look twice at her if she was walking by.

      My eyes wander to those tan legs as they ascend the staircase, her smooth calves begging to be touched. Sue me for looking. Her round ass and legs are in my face, so I have nowhere else for my gaze to go!

      “You better not be looking at my ass,” she says as if reading my mind.

      “I'm not,” I lie. “I'm staring at the ceiling. No one wants to see your bum.”

      Molly laughs, knowing I'm full of shit. “Yeah, yeah.”

      Her hand glides along the railing, thumb encircled by a gold ring.

      Beneath her arm is a rattan clutch.

      It takes no time at all to locate Alejandro in the crush, for he is a tiny man wearing an outlandishly loud outfit. Purple and orange jersey and purple breeches, you couldn't miss him unless you were color-blind.

      Atop his head is an orange beanie with a pom, much like a golfer would wear. Who the hell comes up with this crap? Isn't it enough that they have to fight for respect in this industry, let alone wear these ridiculous costumes?

      His horse came in second today, but for Alejandro, this was a prep race for the bigger derbies coming up. The ones that will earn him a large payout if he wins.

      My hand goes out as he comes forward. “Elias Cohen. Que bueno verte?”

      I take his hand in mine. “I’ve been good, thanks for asking. Good race today.” I hadn’t watched but caught the highlights on my way over in the car. “How are you feeling about Preakness?”

      Alejandro nods. “Good.”

      He’s a man of few words. That’s the only answer he gives me, and I don’t push the conversation further. I’m here to show support. I’m here so he sees me—and he’s seen me.

      Mission accomplished.

      I haven't even let go of his hand before we're interrupted by several fans in the box, two of whom want his autograph despite the fact we're not allowed to ask for autographs in the suites. If they want to fangirl over him, they should be doing it down by the barn.

      No sooner is Alejandro slipping away does an arm glide over my bicep. When I look down, I'm surprised to see that it doesn’t belong to Molly. It belongs to a blond woman I'm not familiar with. She looks expensive and married, two things that never discouraged anyone from hitting on a man.

      “Am I hearing that correctly? Are you his agent?”

      Where would she have gotten that information from? The jockey and I barely spoke the words to each other, let alone spoke about work. How the hell does this person know who I am? I'm not wearing a name tag as most of the attendees are.

      Hers says “Cookie.”

      “I'm not technically his agent, no,” I confess, hoping she'll remove her hand from my body.

      “Oh.” Cookie’s face seems to fall. “I thought that I read it somewhere.”

      Read it where, Google? What the hell, lady? Be a little more discreet.

      “Are you here for the weekend? My husband and I are throwing a party at our home tonight if you don't have any plans.”

      I recognized the look in her eye. She is hitting on me not twenty feet from where her husband stands. I follow her gaze to a portly, gray-haired man wearing an expensive suit and smoking a cigar.

      He's not paying us one bit of attention.

      In swoops Molly like a feather on the wind, taking my other arm as if claiming me, kissing me on the side of my neck.

      I shiver.

      “Yes—so sorry, darling—Eli and I have plans tonight, don't we bumpkin boo boo?” Molly’s eyes do a quick scan of her dress, shoes, hat. “Cookie, is it? Lovely to meet you…”

      She sounds like a bad pantomime of Eliza Doolittle in My Fair Lady when she first learns how to speak proper English, drawing out each and every syllable.

      I stifle a laugh.

      Cookie miraculously takes a few steps back, freeing me from her philandering clutches.

      “Well.” Her chin notches up, smile forced and tight, probably from all her Botox. “If you change your mind, I’ll have my assistant leave you with my information.”

      She slithers away to gossip with her friends, most likely about Molly and her low-brow…everything.

      I know women like Cookie. Know her type. Where she comes from and what she’s thinking.

      “What a snotty B,” Molly says under her breath. “My mother has a friend like that; thinks her shit doesn’t stink because she has a rich husband and doesn’t have to work. Spends all her time buying designer bags and looking down her nose at people. So gross.”

      Which is what I’m up against. I don’t know if she’s seen some of the women my clients are in relationships with? They go from being humble and kind to contrived and snotty in the blink of a million-dollar contract.

      “Was it necessary to call me bumpin boo boo?” I mumble when the blonde removes herself and idles away.

      “Sorry. I couldn’t help myself. I’ve always wanted to have pet names for my significant other.”

      She pats me on the arm as if I were a dog she was patting on the head.

      “I’d rather have one nutsack removed than be called bumpkin boo boo in public again.” I swear to god my face is on fire, and I rarely get embarrassed. “If that’s what you’re going to call me, I get to come up with a name for you.”

      “I’m willing to compromise and find a new nickname to call you in public.” She giggles. “Not into boo boo—noted.”

      “I’m just saying—it felt made up.”

      “Uh, exactly.”

      “If we’re going to have pet names, don’t you think they should flow? Roll off the tongue naturally?”

      She takes a sip of champagne. “I’m sorry—I didn’t realize pet names should sound natural and flow. I assumed the point was to make others uncomfortable so they’d float away and leave you be.”

      I catch a snort from her.

      “Fine. You have a point.”

      Her hand is still on the crook of my arm, and I turn us so we’re facing the staircase, the descent back to reality.

      “Should we split? Alejandro is saying his good-byes so he can disappear back into the stable until after the next race.”

      Molly nods, setting her glass down. “Let’s. I’m starving, and they’re not serving anything but bird food.”

      I'd planned for us to head back to the airport as soon as this little shindig was over, but now that we're here…Call me crazy, but I'm in the mood to stay a while. Find a bar tucked away where we can hide and settle in for some conversation and laughs.

      Why rush back to the city?

      I have a shit ton of work but nothing that can’t be put on hold.

      “Question, and feel free to shoot me down. But what are your thoughts about staying here in town instead of rushing back?”

      Rushing back to the airport? Or rushing back to Chicago?

      Both. I'm in the mood to... stay?

      Molly looks down at her dress and high-heeled shoes, a little smile on her face.

      “I'm all dressed up with nowhere else to go. I mean, hey. I could live dangerously. Be spontaneous. It's not like being a wingwoman was on my list of priorities this month, so why stop the party train now?”

      “I wouldn’t exactly call this a party train.” I lead her to the stairs, tipping my head at the security guards on our way past. “We have a car, and we’re all dressed up—I say we find some Southern food, some good whiskey, and avoid adulting for the rest of the day.”

      “Sounds good to me. It’s not as if I have deadlines or anything.”

      I glance over at her. “Was that sarcasm?”

      “Oh, you caught that?” The smirk on her face is quite adorable.

      We walk to the car, and I jiggle the keys, wishing I had hired a driver so that I could sit in the back with her and shoot the shit without having to pay attention to the road and directions.

      By the time we're buckled in, Molly already has a destination in mind, and I admire her fortitude. Most people would have gotten in the car and stared out the window, waiting to be driven somewhere rather than taking the bull by the horn. She connects her navigation to the car, then adjusts the radio.

      So resourceful.

      “Do you need me to send a message to the pilot or anything?”

      So thoughtful.

      “Yes, actually, that would be great.”

      We were able to charter a private jet, one owned by a friend in high places, and I give Molly my phone so she can shoot him a note. Let him know we are not rushing back to the plane as originally planned.

      “It feels freeing to be spontaneous for once,” I muse. “Usually, every minute of every hour of every day is planned.”

      “Yeah, same. It's because of my international clients. Don't know how I got so many of them.” She laughs.

      Once that's done, we enjoy the silence before arriving at our destination—a barbecue joint that totes beer cheese and bean soup among its specialties, with moonshine to wash it down.

      “Well. When I said I wanted a hole-in-the-wall, you certainly delivered.”

      I remove my sports coat, tossing it in the back seat of the sedan before loosening my tie.

      Molly takes a bow, teetering on her heels in the gravel parking lot. “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve had beer cheese?” She scoffs. “Ages.”

      “Since never?”

      “Please.” Molly tosses her hair. “They sell it at the grocery store in town. It tastes fantastic smothered on a pretzel.”

      “So what you're saying is you're easy to please?”

      “Yes. And no. It means I enjoy stadium food and the simple pleasures. That does not mean I don't enjoy lobster and shrimp and caviar, mister. Don’t get the wrong idea. I'm no cheap date.”

      She flings open the door to the tiny establishment and waltzes inside as if she were the queen of England.

      “All this means is, when you're a guest in someone's home state, it's polite to indulge in the local delicacies.” Molly is already casing the joint for an available table. She spies one in the corner and begins weaving her way through the crowded restaurant.

      I have no choice but to trail along after her.

      I feel as if I've been doing that a lot lately since meeting her, trailing along after Molly, waiting to hear what she'll say next. What wisdom or logic will come out of her mouth. Her pretty, pouty mouth.

      The menu looks incredible; spicy and Southern and incredible. It's been an age since I've had anything rustic, and my eyes scan the menu, brain unable to make up its mind.

      “Should we do a little bit of everything?” Molly asks, finger tapping her chin.

      “You read my mind.”

      “Everything looks so good,” she muses, her finger now tapping several photos on the plastic sheet. “Barbecue for sure. Beans? Or are beans a terrible idea?”

      “Pass on the beans.” They’ll come back to haunt us both on our flight, no doubt.

      “What’s this bread?”

      “Cornbread? Haven’t you ever had it?”

      I shake my head. “Nope.”

      “Ah, well, then we’re definitely adding that to the list.” Pause. “Deviled eggs?” She glances over at me. “These are fried.”

      Another hard pass for me. “Er, probably not, but you go right ahead.”

      With a shake of her head, Molly continues tapping her chin as she contemplates the menu as if this decision is going to make or break the afternoon. When the server arrives, we order drinks (sweet tea) and ask about options, ordering a few things to start us off.

      My stomach growls. “Barbecue sounds so good.”

      “Doesn’t it, though? I can’t make it to save my soul, and I’m a decent cook.” She folds a napkin across her lap. “It’s all about cooking the meat, you know? I love the kind that pulls apart. Yum.”

      We both lick our chops, then laugh. “Could we be hungrier?”

      She fiddles with the menu. “Bread, deviled eggs, dip, barbecue, and Key lime pie for dessert?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      Molly tucks the menu away, rattling off our order once the server comes back with ice-cold drinks, before sitting back in her chair and bobbing her head around.

      The fascinator on top lolls from side to side.

      She reaches up to touch it but doesn’t remove it. “Almost forgot I had this silly thing on.”

      “It’s not silly. It’s adorable.”

      She gives me an eye roll, as per usual. “You know—you hardly need me to tail you around the United States. It wasn’t necessary to bring me today. One woman spoke to you, and she was married.”

      She isn’t wrong.

      I didn’t need her to come along, and I most certainly don’t need to bring her everywhere, but now that she’s here, I realize how nice it is in her company—sarcastic sassiness or not.

      “I know that. But it’s entertaining.”

      “Be honest; you couldn’t give a shit if women hit on you. You’ve been managing just fine before I came along.”

      “Yeah, but it’s so much better with a fake girlfriend.”

      “Oh, is that what I am now? Your fake girlfriend?”

      “If the shoe fits…”

      We spend the next few minutes in silence because the server has brought over our barbecue and bread, and let me just say—as someone who’s never had cornbread before, this is out of this world fantastic. I'm a huge fan of butter, too, and this version is mixed with honey.

      So damn good.

      I groan when it hits my mouth.

      “Could you please stop doing that? I don't want anyone looking over here.”

      “I'm just expressing how good it is,” I explain with a smile. Taking another bite and groaning to illustrate my point. “Yummy.”

      “If this was a real date, I would be so turned off right now.”

      “You're disgusted because I said yummy?”

      “No, I'm disgusted that you keep moaning like you're having an orgasm. This isn't When Harry Met Sally—you're not filming a scene for a movie.”

      “Come on. I wasn't even being loud. No one else could hear me but you.”

      Molly spreads some butter on her bread, then puts a bit of barbecue on the top. “How do you know?”

      I turn my head and find an older couple watching us. The woman’s lips are pursed, and as soon as we make eye contact, she glances away.

      “Okay, fine. I won’t moan anymore.”

      Molly laughs. “Good. It’s obnoxious.”

      “Is there anything else I do that annoys you? Let’s get it out of the way.”

      “Nothing I can see—not yet. But I’ll let you know if I come up with anything.”

      “I just bet you will…”

      She nods. Winks. “You can count on it.”
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      I take back everything I said about Eli not needing me.

      This packed event is a damn zoo!

      Crowded.

      Wall-to-wall people, most of them players and their fans, family and friends.

      I knew this was going to be a celebration. The local professional basketball team has made their way into the playoffs, and hundreds and thousands of people are gathered outside in the streets.

      It’s loud.

      Intense.

      Nothing like anything I’ve ever seen.

      But inside this party?

      Just as incredible.

      I’m standing with my back to the bar, watching as Eli mingles. His eyes rise to meet mine every now and again, but so far, I’ve seen zero reasons to go marching over and glue myself to his side.

      He truly has a knack for people—a knack for making them smile and laugh and feel good.

      Unlike myself, who grumbles and sneers and is sarcastic because I cannot seem to filter myself.

      I turn and belly up to the bar, resting my glass down, smiling at the bartender in this crowded bar. It’s dark and moody—intimate despite the hundreds of people.

      “Is the number of people in here breaking like, a bunch of fire code violations?”

      The guy is wiping out a glass with a white rag. “What?” He leans closer so he can hear me better, which gives me a chance to get a better look at him.

      Whoa.

      Piercing blue eyes. Blond hair arranged in a man-bun.

      Sleeves of his blue button-down shirt pushed up to his elbows.

      He’s tan and fit, and clearly, everyone who works in this place is good-looking because the female bartender at the end of the counter is a knockout.

      “I said, isn’t the number of people in here breaking at least a few fire codes?” I’m definitely shouting at him, and, remembering that I’m surrounded by people, bring it down a notch. “But I was only kidding.”

      “You’re right, though. It probably is.” He laughs. “Even the cops have popped in to say hi. It’s not every day that Mario Romero and Kidd Spencer hang out in town. Everyone wants a picture.”

      “Cool, cool.” I nod along, even if I don’t think it’s all that cool.

      Does that make me sound like a dick? Not being impressed with the celebrity and the fanning and the amount of money floating around the room.

      “You want a different drink?” His eyes stray to the abandoned flute of Rose on the counter, its glass glistening with sweat.

      “No—sorry, guess I’m just not in the mood to drink tonight.”

      “Gotcha. Do you want me to take the glass from you?”

      “No, I’ll hold on to it. Makes a good prop, or the perfect decoy if someone wants to hold hands.”

      I expect him to laugh, but instead, he straightens, eyes on someone behind me.

      A someone who’s close—too close—pressed against my back, hand at my waist, voice in my ear. “You’re supposed to be watching out for me, and you’re failing miserably.”

      I grin as Eli chastises me. “You looked as if you’d had it handled.”

      “See, that’s where you’re wrong. Someone goosed me on the ass, and you were nowhere to be found! You should have your eyes on me at all times.”

      “Is that why you came over here? Because I stopped looking at you?” I roll my eyes back so hard they can see them up in heaven.

      “Sir, can I get you anything?” The bartender’s eyes are as wide as if Kidd Spencer himself were sidling up for a drink.

      “I’m good. Thanks.”

      “Are you sure, sir? Another Manhattan?”

      “Do I want another?”

      The bartender grins. “I think you do.”

      Eli nods. “Alright then. Guess I’m having another!”

      I glance between Eli and the bartender, who seems to know him or at least recognize him and appears to be…fangirling over him?

      Can that be right?

      I nudge Eli in the rib cage. “Does he recognize you, or is he flirting with you?”

      He shrugs. “Who even knows. I have no idea what constitutes flirting these days. Most people want to have sex, and that’s it, so how do people date anymore?”

      I tilt my head and glance up at him. “Are you a romantic person? Do you actually like dating?”

      “I think I do? Did?” He groans. “It’s been a long time. A few years since I was on a real, actual date.”

      The music in the room gets a bit louder at the same time the house lights get lower. People begin dancing, and on the other side of the room, several bottles of champagne are being popped, fizzes and bubbles spilling out over the carpeted floor as everyone cheers.

      A lot of the basketball players are easy to recognize because they're so tall.

      “So who are most of these people?”

      “I'd say mostly it’s fans? People who knew we were gonna come out celebrating tonight. Only a few brave players will come out in public on a night like this. There are still thousands of people outside.”

      “That's an understatement.” I can't even believe we were able to make it inside. It's utter madness. Eli or someone from the team had this entire bar reserved, and we were on a list. All we had to do was make it to the door.

      I've only seen crowds like this on television.

      Only a fool would come out in this chaos for a basketball championship!

      I love stadium food but am not really a fan of any one particular sport. Give me a big ole hot dog in a bun any day of the week, and I’m satisfied. Nachos. Beer. Basically, any junk food…

      Will I watch the game?

      No.

      Will I cheer? Also no.

      Is it just my imagination, or is Eli still conspicuously close, the heat from his body still warming mine?

      At the same time I noticed his proximity, I saw three younger women to my left whispering amongst themselves and casting glances over at my fake date. My buddy? One of them is clearly interested and is taking it upon herself to instigate an ambush with her two friends. This seems like a professional, inside job ha ha. Even though I’m standing with him, it appears they’re formulating a plan, Eli in their sights.

      The lady balls on some people! I’m literally standing right here. They couldn’t be any more obvious if they set a firecracker off in the room.

      They don’t know I’m not his girlfriend!

      They don’t know I’m not his real date!

      I get jostled, suddenly wet down the front of my dress, the cold liquid trickling from my hem to the top of my foot.

      “Oh, my god,” one of them says. “I am so sorry!”

      Sorry my ass! This was a premeditated drink spill!

      WHO DOES THAT!?

      I’m assuming the plan is for me to disappear to the bathroom and clean myself off.

      Ha!

      Joke’s on them. I’m on to their plan and couldn’t give a shit about a damp skirt.

      “Can I get a few napkins?” I throw a nod to the bartender, whose expression tells me he isn’t buying their schtick either. “Oh gosh, don’t even worry about it! Happens all the time,” I lie. “Once, Eli and I were at a Wet Party, and I was so soaked.”

      One of the trio is curious enough to ask what on earth I’m talking about. “A Wet Party? What’s that?”

      I’m dabbing at my tits even though they’re not damp in the least. “Mostly just water,” I babble. “Lots of white shirts. It’s basically a giant wet tee shirt contest but with pants and things.”

      I sound like an incredible idiot, but the group of women is dumb enough to believe me.

      The blonde who spilled her drink on me purses her mouth, looking perturbed that I’m still present and having a conversation.

      “Was it hosted by one of your clients?” she asks Eli.

      Bingo! I was right. They knew exactly who he is and aimed to prey, er—I mean, hit on him.

      “Yeah. Obviously. Top secret, though. Invite only.”

      “When is it?” She wants to know.

      “July.”

      He’s quick on his toes—almost as fast as I am when it comes to spouting off information—but also not oversharing.

      I’m impressed.

      “You should really go take care of that,” the woman in blue tells me. She’s now holding two glasses; hers and the empty wineglass. “Your dress looks expensive.”

      Yeah, the dress was expensive. It’s also not mine. I borrowed it from Posey because I was in need of something chic but comfortable, and this sheath was perfect, albeit a bit fancy for a bar. “Damage is done. I’ll handle it tomorrow. Nothing we can do about it tonight.”

      The three women throw glances between themselves, girl in blue elbowing the one in hot pink sequins from behind. It’s subtle, but I catch it.

      They’re so annoyed by me right now, but this is NOT MY PROBLEM.

      Not only is it not my problem but the way they’re going about this? All wrong. You don’t physically bully someone so a man will chat with you. Ridiculous.

      I once had a friend who was dating a baseball player in college, and when we’d go to bars, other girls would yank on her ponytail when she was with him.

      Horrible.

      How do I get them gone?

      The honest and direct approach.

      “Listen,” I begin matter-of-factly. “I can appreciate the fact that you appreciate Elias here. But he’s not on the market, and spilling alcohol down the front of my outfit won’t get me to go away. It’s tacky and rude, which Eli hates. So why don’t you save yourself from any further embarrassment by walking away? He’s not interested.”

      The blonde turns up her nose. “How do you know?”

      I nudge him.

      “I’m not interested,” Eli dutifully deadpans, drinking his drink and watching the little show unfold. Behind us, the bartender wipes and wipes and wipes the countertop in the same darn spot.

      “See? He’s not interested. Have a good night, ladies.” I raise my glass in a toast. “Thanks for the memories.”

      They’re still standing there, the three of them unsure what to do or where to go.

      I’d be embarrassed if I were them. They waltzed over brazenly assuming Eli would toss me aside because they’re pretty? Big deal, this room is full of pretty people—and news flash, I’m no slouch!

      After several more moments of awkward silence, there’s more nudging, more narrowed eyes, more pursed pouty lips before they wander off into the crowd, sparkles and displeasure disappearing.

      I turn to Eli. “What. Was. That?”

      I’m shook.

      To my core.

      “Is that how women behave these days? What in the actual…?” My head shakes.

      “Yeah, that’s how women behave these days,” intones the bartender, his own look of disgust pulling his mouth into a frown. “That deserves a round on the house. What can I get you?”

      I shake my head again. “I’m good—but thank you. In fact, I might need to head home and climb into bed with a gallon of ice cream and potato chips to numb my feelings.”

      Honestly.

      They had taken one good look at me and not found me a worthy adversary. Thought I would be easy to get rid of so they could have Eli all to themselves. I’m not a particularly self-conscious person, but I’d be lying if I said it didn’t hurt a bit—having other women judge me and find me lacking.

      “Thanks, man, but I’ll pass too. Appreciate it, though.” Eli pulls out a wad of cash from his back pocket and sets a twenty-dollar bill on the counter, his hand now at the crook of my elbow, leading me away.

      “Can you imagine if I was alone with those vultures?” Eli shudders beside me.

      I groan. “No, I cannot imagine. Those girls were awful.” I shudder too. “I can’t imagine what it’s like for one of your players to have fans like that who don’t take no for an answer.”

      “Well, to be fair, none of them actually asked me outright if I was interested.”

      “Did they have to?” I glance down the front of my stained dress. “They purposely spilled wine on me so I’d disappear.”

      “I still can’t fucking believe it. I am so sorry. I’ll pay for the dress.”

      “You shouldn’t have to. You did nothing wrong.” The woman in the blue dress should be getting a dry-cleaning bill, not Eli. That is if the dress is even salvageable.

      Should have worn jeans like I’d originally planned.

      “Do you actually want to go home and put your pajamas on and eat chips in bed?”

      “Kind of. It’s still early, and the whole front of me is…moist.”

      Eli gags at the word moist. “I hate that word.”

      “Everyone hates that word. It’s literally on every list ever created among words that make people cringe.” I run a hand down the front of my skirt. “Moist.”

      Eli gags.

      It takes us a good fifteen minutes to walk through the outside crowds and down the street to the parking structure to locate his car. Luckily, he has reserved parking, and it’s on the first level, with an easy exit from the place.

      Sighing once I’m buckled in, I kick off my shoes. “I bought sour cream and onion chips on a whim yesterday—does that not sound delicious?”

      He shrugs as he makes a right-hand turn. “Eh. I’d rather do barbecue.”

      “I have those too. Couldn’t decide.” I laugh.

      “Can I have some?”

      I look at him.

      Is he being a pervert, or does he actually want chips, and why do I turn everything into an innuendo?

      “Are you being serious?”

      “Molly, it’s not even nine o’clock. We cut the night way short. The party was just getting started. We did the thing, and now we can actually enjoy the rest of the night. Unless the chips are Zingles—those are gross.”

      “They’re not Zingles.” I laugh, giving him another glance. As he drives, he loosens the pink tie around his neck.

      Yes. The man wore slacks and a tie to a bar.

      He could probably stand to loosen up a notch or twelve.

      “Sure. You can come inside when you drop me off if you want. We can watch a movie or a series or something.”

      I catch him smile. “Cool.”

      Posey is not at home when I get there, and I direct Eli to the kitchen immediately, like a little drill sergeant, giving him a few tasks to complete while I run upstairs and peel off this damp dress. For the most part, it’s dry but sticky and super uncomfortable. I do a rinse-off in the shower, albeit a quick one, and slide into my favorite pair of sweatpants. It’s the pair I was wearing the night Eli and I met, so I have no qualms slipping into them again. Ha!

      There’s nothing fussy about me. And even though Eli is incredibly handsome, I’m not sensing any romantic vibes—at least, not on his end.

      I won’t lie. The night we were at the airport, and he mentioned being a good kisser, it definitely made me wonder what it might be like. And since then, I’ve stared at his lips a few times too many.

      Satisfied that I look casual but still cute, I bound back down the stairs and find him already on the couch with a full arsenal of snacks. And he’s also wearing sweatpants.

      “Where did you get those?” I ask, confused.

      “These were in the back of my car. These are my gym pants.”

      Briefly, I wonder if they smell like old gym socks. But he also doesn’t seem like the type of guy who smells like old gym socks.

      “What should we watch?”

      “I don’t know, I’m kind of into documentaries and shit like that. I watch a lot of sports documentaries too.” He laughs.

      “I saw the one about Michael Jordan, but other than that…”

      “Religious series? About cults? I could get into that…”

      “Oh, I’m definitely in the mood for something a little more lighthearted. Something that isn’t going to make me tax my brain. Tonight was kind of exhausting.” I flop down on the couch beside him and pull out a blanket. “That was an emotionally exhausting encounter.”

      “Tell me about it.”
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      Being at Molly’s house without a slew of other people is strange. The good kind of strange that has a man wondering why he feels so comfortable in a place he’s not familiar with.

      Relaxed.

      Content.

      Short of putting my feet up on the coffee table (I’m not a rude asshole), I snatch another blanket from the back of the couch and pull it over my legs, settling in for whatever show Molly wants to watch.

      I’m not particular, considering most of what I watch is sports. So, work-related?

      “Is your roommate home?” I ask, glancing around. The kitchen beyond looks dark, save for the light glowing above the stove.

      “She will be soon? I think she had a date, but I’m not sure. She may have gone out with friends?”

      “Does she go out a lot?”

      Molly shakes her head. “Kind of but not really. She likes to be busy, but I get the feeling it’s because she’s lonely. I’m not great company.” She pauses. “Wow. Saying that out loud makes me feel like a shithead.” She pops a chip into her mouth. “Posey is a sweetheart and is…kind of a people pleaser. And loves being surrounded by her friends. I think it’s because she was raised by her aunt and uncle? She wants a family, you know?” Another pause. “Crap. I should spend more time with her.”

      “Don’t feel guilty. I’m sure you spend plenty of time with her.”

      Molly shrugs, holding the remote and pointing it toward the TV.

      “Actually, I don’t. I work too much…”

      “No, I work too much. I work so much I hadn’t even noticed my girlfriend was cheating on me with one of my clients until they were in a full on relationship.”

      Molly glances sharply at me. “Her cheating on you was not your fault. She could have told you she needed more attention. She could have told you she wanted to work on the relationship. Did she?”

      Now I’m the one shrugging. “Not really. Not in those exact words, but I’m sure she mentioned something.” She must have. Hadn’t she? “Sorry, I shouldn’t be talking about this shit. It’s ancient history and water under the bridge and all that.”

      “It’s not ancient history if it’s still impacting your relationships.”

      Ha. Joke’s on her. “I don’t have any relationships.”

      “That’s exactly my point.”

      “Well.” I stop to consider my next words, hoping she isn’t offended. “What about your personal life? Why aren’t you dating anyone?”

      “Hmm. Good question. I don’t think I have a good answer for you. I suppose it’s mostly…laziness on my end? I don’t really have the patience for stupidity.”

      “Stupidity?”

      She nods. “Yes. Honestly, I tried the dating apps, sort of? For a few days, I respond and have conversations, and then my brain cells begin to shrivel up along with my ovaries at the sheer audacity of some men.” She eats a few more chips. “Then I shifted my focus to women and didn’t connect with any of them, either, so I switched back to men. All I’ll say is, I’m a one-hit wonder.”

      One-hit wonder? “What the hell does that mean?”

      “I go on a lot of first dates, but very few second dates and even fewer third dates.”

      “Gee, I wonder why.” I laugh.

      “I’m not for everyone.” She laughs too. “I literally have a tee shirt that says that. Don’t wear it very often, though.”

      “You have a shirt that says I’m not for everyone?”

      “Totally.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me.”

      “I also have one that says Nope—and another one that says ‘It’s a good morning not to talk to me.’” Molly chuckles. “I went through a graphic tee shirt phase that a few of my friends hated. But I think they look so cute with skirts.”

      “I’m sure they’re adorable.”

      As adorable as she is, though I’m sure they make her seem unapproachable when in reality, she’s not. Makes me wonder if she’s ever had anything happen to her that’s created the wall around her.

      I dip my toe in and ask. “Ever had your heart broken?”

      She tilts her head in thought. “I wouldn’t say it was broken necessarily, but a few years ago, someone took a shit all over it.”

      My mouth falls open at the language.

      “Care to explain?”

      “Eh.” Molly emits a loud sigh and puts the chip bag on the table in front of us, stalling by taking a long sip of water. “So a year or two ago, I’d gone on this date with a guy, and I could have sworn he was my soul mate.” She looks at me dead in the eye. “I haven’t told anyone this before, so don’t repeat it.”

      Who am I going to tell?

      I hold up two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

      “We go on this first date, and from the second he turned around, I just knew. We were on that date for five hours, shut the restaurant down, the parking lot was dark, everyone who worked there had gone home except the bartender.” Her next sigh is low and melancholy. “We met again a few days later, then he went out of town, but video chatted me the entire time. I knew at that point that he was the only person I wanted to date; to focus on, right? But I didn’t say it to him, and he hadn’t said it to me.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “Then…he came back, and I saw him again. And that third night, he cooked me dinner at his place, and we had sex in the living room, and after that, it was… I can’t explain it.”

      “That’s it? You went on three dates?”

      “Three dates,” she confirms. “And then he completely ghosted me except… a few weeks later, he texted me again. Then he called.”

      “Did you see him again?”

      “No. He kept putting me off when I’d ask, which was weird because he kept contacting me. He had all this drama with his family and was using that as an excuse, and stupid me, I clung to the idea that I’d see him again because of how magical our first date was.” Molly leans back against the couch cushions as if the weight of the world were on her shoulders. “It took me a long time to date after that—and everyone I went out with, I measured against that first date with Rob. Which wasn’t fair. Then I just kind of gave up because I knew what I was doing wasn’t fair, but I couldn’t stop doing it. I felt broken? In my head, I knew it was fucked up, and he didn’t deserve me, and I’d get so pissed he wouldn’t see me. But when he called or texted, I got filled with hope all over again, and like an idiot, I never blocked him, so it kept happening.”

      Damn.

      “It was complete mind-fuckery, and I fell for it, which, you know”—she gestures in the air—“was really confusing. Just as I was about to let go, he’d reach out and suck me back in. So I dealt with that for a long time, and here we are.”

      I lean back too. “I felt broken for a long time after Laura left me, although she didn’t actually leave me, you know? I wonder if she would have stayed if I hadn’t caught them?”

      Molly is quiet for a bit as she considers this. “Maybe she would have strung you along longer, but at some point, she would have broken up with you. She got what she wanted—someone to dote on her and buy her things. And you know what that tells me?”

      “What?”

      “It wasn’t meant to be. You can’t make someone stay in love with you, and you can’t make someone fall in love with you, and you cannot make someone faithful who’s always looking for the next best thing.”

      She’s right, of course, but that doesn’t make it easier.

      And seeing Laura pregnant certainly didn’t help.

      “The chances that someone is going to ghost me the same way Rob did are very slim. And your next girlfriend is going to be the kind of faithful you’re looking for, I know it.” Molly winks at me.

      “How can you be sure?” Why do I sound so pathetically emotional?

      “Because you’re a good guy, Eli, and the universe knows it. It will take care of you.”

      “But it didn’t take care of me. Laura cheated.”

      She scoffs. “Yeah, duh. That’s the universe’s way of taking out the trash. You would have blindly married her otherwise, wouldn’t you? Married someone with a wandering eye. See? It did you a favor.”

      She makes a valid point. “So did Rob.”

      “Don’t use my own logic against me.” Her feet go up onto the coffee table, and I follow suit, because her house, her rules.

      I bend forward and grab the potato chips, stuffing my hand into the bag. “This was a heavy conversation. I either need alcohol or a horror movie.”

      Molly’s knee brushes mine under the blanket, but she doesn’t pull it away again. “Both of those sound like terrible ideas.”

      “Merely suggestions,” I amend, although Nightmare on Elm Street sounds like the perfect way to break the tension in the room.

      Or it takes having Molly’s roommate enter the room unannounced.

      “What are you kids up to?”

      This is the first time I’ve gotten a good look at Posey. I met her briefly when I was here at the house for their Thursday night soiree but hadn’t had an actual conversation with her. All I know about Posey I learned from Kate, and that wasn’t much.

      I stand and extend my hand. “I’m Eli. I was at your party a few weeks ago.”

      “I remember you.” Her eyes go back and forth between Molly and me, probably trying to figure out what the fuck is going on. “Kate’s brother.”

      “Good memory.”

      “I knew you two had spoken, but I didn’t realize you were hanging out…”

      Her gaze is latched on Molly’s, but she cannot quite figure out if there’s anything going on between the two of us. Had she just caught us in a compromising position? Were we about to make out? Have sex on the couch?

      Sex on the couch?

      Why would my mind have gone there?

      “I’m doing Eli a favor. He needs a wingwoman, and I went with him to the finals tonight to keep the ladies at bay. Which reminds me, one of them spilled wine on your dress.”

      “What!”

      “Yeah, if you can believe it. One of the jealous hags purposely dumped wine down the front of my dress. I think she was hoping I’d run for the hills, leaving Eli there defenseless and ripe for the plucking.”

      “Please do not use my name and ‘ripe for the plucking’ ever in the same sentence, ever, ever again.” I laugh. “And I’m not defenseless.”

      “Then why do you need a wingwoman?” Posey scrunches up her face. “Wait. Aren’t wingmen supposed to find you ladies, not keep them away?”

      “It’s a hybrid position,” Molly explains. “Also, he’s trying to win a bet, so he isn’t interested in dating. He has a lot riding on it.”

      “Oh yeah? What kind of bet?”

      I suddenly feel ridiculous. The stakes of the bet and the reason for it are so arbitrary and juvenile I don’t even want to say the words out loud.

      Both Molly and Posey watch me intently, waiting.

      “Er. Um. I have this buddy—”

      “Jack Jennings,” Molly supplies.

      “I have this buddy Jack. I was teasing his girlfriend about white picket fences and settling down and said it wasn’t for me, and it would never happen. Then she bet it would, and I bet it wouldn’t, and…well. If I lose, I have to shell out a hundred grand on a box suite at the football stadium.”

      “And here we are!” Molly laughs. “Men and their pride, I swear.”

      When she says it like that, the entire thing feels petty and stupid. I’m actually embarrassed, a feeling I rarely feel and certainly not in front of people I barely know. However, in the short time I’ve known Molly, I’ve really grown to respect her, and her opinion of me matters.

      Call me crazy, but I feel like we’re friends?

      She’s genuine and funny and full of life. She’s honest, sometimes brutally so—which leaves little room for guessing. Which I like. I’m a man who prefers black or white with no gray area between, and that’s how Molly operates, too.

      So this little truth session and confessional to her roommate has my cheeks heating to a degree I haven’t felt since I was probably in middle school, being embarrassed in front of the girl I have a crush on.

      Crush on?

      A girl I have a crush on…

      I glance over at Molly who is curled up on the couch next to me, her leg still touching mine, then quickly look away before Posey catches me staring.

      This whole evening has been entirely too comfortable; Molly and I have slid into a routine already and we’re not even dating. Getting dressed up and socializing with clients feels natural with her by my side even though tonight wasn’t pleasant with those three women conspiring to get rid of her so they could make a pass at me.

      It was strange to see; I’ve heard stories about behavior like that from some of the people there tonight but I’ve never experienced it myself. What on earth could they possibly have wanted me for when there was a room full of valuable players? Granted, I make a good living, but I’m not famous, famous. Not like my clients, obviously, even though I make a salary that could rival many of theirs.

      “Where were you tonight?” Molly asks her roommate, changing the subject, which I appreciate. The attention on me is enough to make me itch, especially since the entire bet is foolish.

      I should text Penelope in the morning and call the whole thing off…

      Yeah.

      That’s what I should do.

      But wait. If I call off the bet do I still have to ante up? Jack is going to want that suite. He’s never going to let me off the hook.

      But maybe I can come up with something else?

      Oh yeah? Like what? What could possibly be as good as paying for his family to be in a suite during the friggin Super Bowl? Literally nothing.

      I’m such a jackass.

      Granted, I’ve done dumber shit, but it’s been a long time. For example, when I was in college and in a fraternity (shocking, I know—I was a douchey fraternity bro), I dressed up as the mascot for the blood center during their annual campus blood drive, and instead of taking it seriously, I walked around campus pretending to piss on all the fire hydrants.

      Then there was the time I bet Stuart O’Connell that I would swim across the lake where his parents had a lake house, except I underestimated how wide it was and only got a fraction of the way across. He had to kayak out to get me with a life jacket, and I had to give him my vintage comic book collection.

      Oh!

      And how could I forget about the time I bet the dean of my university that I would make the dean’s list the last three semesters of my time there—after being on academic probation my first two semesters. If I made the dean’s list, he had to promise to hang a portrait of me in the administration building, and I did—I pulled it off.

      The portrait I submitted was me in sweat bands, wearing a ping pong costume I’d made for Greek Week, and around my neck I was sporting the three medals I’d won.

      Iconic.

      Anyway—I digress.

      The point is, I’ve made a lot of stupid bets in my day and hadn’t considered my history when I’d made this one with Penelope. As soon as I heard the words “wanna bet?” I snapped.

      Immediately said yes.

      Didn’t matter what the odds were.

      I wasn’t expecting to like Molly the way I’ve come to like her. I half expected her to be as standoffish and cold as she was the first night we met. Granted, I’d ambushed her on an evening she was trying to work, but I hadn’t known that at the time. Honestly, I probably hadn’t cared? I hate to admit this, but I’m pretty damn selfish most of the time. Think it comes from spending so much time alone, and a lot of the people I work with are pretty selfish too. They build up walls around them because they have trust issues, and I have a whole history of trust issues myself, so it’s easy to get caught up in that. Building my own walls and keeping people at bay.

      Which is exactly what Molly was doing.

      Surprisingly, it didn’t take long to break through her hard exterior. I think she likes me as much as I like her. She’s so cute. Not one of the guys, but also kind of like one of the guys?

      In a sexier way.

      Besides my female athletes, I haven’t met a woman as determined and forthright as Molly. So maybe I’ve also got a bit of prejudice when it comes to dating what I consider civilians.

      Laura was cutthroat… not that I’m comparing. But from the beginning, she went for the jugular. I think it was the attorney in her. She always wanted to prosecute people and cross-examine them, and always fight to get what she wanted, but the thing with Laura?

      She never verbalized what that thing was she was ultimately looking for. Half the time, I had no idea what was going on inside her head. Her eyes were always sparkling, there was always a smile on her face and that seemed like enough for me.

      “You’re awfully quiet over there,” Molly says quietly, and I’m aware of the fact that Posey is gone—hadn’t heard a word she said. No idea what she’d done tonight or who she was with. “I’m not going to ask what you’re thinking about because I read somewhere men hate that.”

      “You read it somewhere?” Why does that not surprise me, and why does it make me laugh?

      “Sure. I mean, how else would I know?” She winks. “I’m the last person on earth who knows what a man wants. I gave up trying years ago.”

      I readjust myself on the couch, leg cold once I pull it from hers, missing the contact. “Please. The men you dated were obviously pussies who couldn’t handle you. They weren’t worth your time. When you meet the right person, they’ll appreciate your candor the same way I do.”

      Like I do.

      Now, why the hell did I say that out loud?

      Why do I feel so vulnerable with her?

      I’m losing my touch.

      Softening.

      I used to consider myself hardened. Hardened by business and the people in it; the negotiating, the lack of trust, the backstabbing by other agents trying to secure my clients as theirs.

      It’s a lot.

      It’s exhausting.

      It’s nice to be myself with a woman.

      Was I myself when I was with Laura?

      Or was I always on edge, even when I thought things were good between us?

      Did we even get along?

      I remember lots of bickering. Her trying to always have control. The arguments, the withholding of affection.

      The shopping, the spending, the cosmetic procedures.

      “Lost you again,” Molly intones, half looking at the television, half looking at me.

      “Sorry. I was in the past.”

      She nods. “That happens sometimes.”

      No judgment. No irritation.

      “I’m just tired.”

      Molly yawns as if on cue. “Yeah, me too.”

      Our heads tip back, necks resting on the cushions, but neither of us moves.

      Neither of us has anything to say.

      When I wake up, it’s in the middle of the night, and we’re still on the couch, the television having gone off as if by magic. Or a timer.

      The lamp is still on, but it’s obviously in the middle of the night—or morning. I check my watch and confirm that it’s three o’clock.

      Holy shit, I can’t believe we both passed out on the sofa. Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve fallen asleep on something other than a bed?

      Years.

      College maybe?

      At first glance, Molly appears fast asleep.

      Then she stirs, turning her head toward me, an angelic face while she slumbers unlike the multitude of expressions she has when she’s awake.

      I study her.

      Smooth skin with a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose I’ve only just noticed.

      Pert nose.

      Perfectly shaped eyebrows.

      Sandy-blond hair.

      She looks so peaceful and sweet…

      Molly stirs again, this time shifting toward me, eyes struggling to open.

      She blinks.

      Blinks again.

      “What time is it?” Her voice is groggy and sleepy.

      “Three.”

      “O’clock? In the morning?”

      I smile. “Yeah.”

      We sit there for a little bit, kind of staring at each other, both of us tired and half asleep—well, mostly asleep.

      “I should get going,” I finally whisper in the dark.

      “It’s three o’clock in the morning,” she says.

      “I know, but…we need sleep.”

      Molly works herself off the couch into a stand, tossing the blanket to the side.

      “That’s ridiculous. Let’s just go to bed.”

      In a sleepwalking daze, she walks away. Climbing the stairs to the second story. I wonder if there’s a guest bedroom I should sleep in, or if there’s not, if I should sleep on the couch.

      She glances behind her. “Aren’t you coming?”

      Should I? I mean, we’re both adults, and we’re not romantically involved. And in no way, shape, or form have we indicated that we want to hook up with each other. It’s just sleep. Right?

      Get your mind out of the gutter, Eli.

      We’re both half asleep.

      Eventually, I follow her as she continues upstairs to her bedroom. Without going to the bathroom or flipping on a light, Molly pulls back the covers and slides into bed with a loud yawn.

      The bed looks so comfortable and inviting; feminine and fluffy and the opposite of what my bed looks like. It’s cold and gray, unlike this stark, cloud-like white fluff.

      Like a zombie, I walk to the other side, only hesitating a few moments before sliding in myself, body sighing at the coziness. Crisp and cool and comfy.

      “Oh my god, I’m sooo comfy,” Molly mutters next to me, her hand falling to the middle of the mattress, fingers brushing my arm.

      “You read my mind. Is this bed always so comfortable, or am I just super exhausted?”

      “Both,” she whispers. “Definitely both.”

      I inhale the scent of fresh air and lavender and wonder if these were line dried recently on a clothesline, mind wandering to a million different places, brain fried.

      Body at ease.

      Mind at work despite the early hours of the morning, knowing I have to wake up soon.

      Molly breathes beside me, fingers still touching the crux of my arm, every so often they move back and forth as if caressing me.

      I shiver.

      Rolling to the side to stare at the wall, I make a mental list of tasks that must get done tomorrow—anything to take my mind off her sweet-smelling perfume and the way she reaches for me when I shift back to my back.

      She’s asleep, so she obviously has no idea she’s doing it, but there’s no denying how nice it feels sleeping beside her.

      You’re lonely. That’s all it is.

      Molly is just your friend.

      Your bud.

      Someone you basically hired to do you a favor…

      Would a woman like her be interested in a guy like me? A guy who works too much, only has a few close friends, and who’s a bit damaged from his last real relationship?

      I watch her a bit longer before my lids get heavy, and finally, I fall fast asleep.
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      “So what you’re saying is, nothing happened.”

      “No, nothing happened.”

      Posey isn’t convinced. “Nothing at all?”

      “No.”

      “No kissing, no touching, no hand holding, no heavy petting or otherwise?”

      “Posey, no!” I laugh, hunched over a plate of egg-white omelet and turkey sausage with a small glass of orange juice on the side.

      Sometime in the wee hours of the morning, Eli had made a stealth-like exit, not sneaking but…definitely not making his exit known.

      “Okay but…why?”

      “What do you mean, why? We were tired when we went upstairs. We’re friends, Pose.”

      She rolls her eyes heavenward and takes a bite of toast. “That is so boring. I thought for sure when I came home last night I’d interrupted something. You both looked pretty darn cozy.”

      “We were. We were chatting and rehashing the shitty night we’d had.”

      “That’s not what I mean. I think he was giving you a look.”

      A look? “He was not.”

      “He was.”

      “How?”

      Posey pulls my chair closer to her so we’re staring straight at each other, her eyes wide as she looks into mine, mouth pulled into a serious line. “Like this.”

      She wiggles her brows, and I shove her away. “Oh my god, knock it off. A, he wasn’t giving me a look. B, that was lecherous. C, we’re just friends.”

      “I ask you again: why. Why are you just friends?”

      I shrug. “Because we are? If he wanted to ask me on a date, he would have in the beginning. Instead, he asked me for a favor, and I’m not going to be like all the other girls and fawn all over him because he’s some eligible bachelor.”

      “Literally one of the most eligible bachelors in the Midwest, according to Chicago Magazine.”

      “Eh? Where did you see that article?”

      “When I googled him, sheesh. It was written last summer. He’s been in it three times, even when he was in a serious relationship with some attorney.”

      Lauren, the cheater.

      “So I ask you again, why are the two of you just friends? Why were you wearing clothes when I walked into the room last night?”

      “Are you serious?” I laugh. “First of all, I’d never get naked in the living room because I have a roommate. You would have died. Secondly, Eli isn’t interested in me like that. He wants to kill a bet, and that’s all.”

      Posey scoffs. “Who are you trying to kid right now? That man is not defenseless. He did just fine fending them off before he met you, and he’d do just fine without you getting drinks poured on your dress. Give me a break. It’s an excuse.”

      “He doesn’t even know me.”

      “Then why would he ask you for a favor?”

      “Because. He came upstairs to hide from Claire and found my office. He didn’t purposely come upstairs specifically seeking me out. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Are you being serious right now?” Posey is giving me an incredulous look as if she can’t believe what she’s hearing. “You’re a catch, Molly. A real catch. He had to have known it when he saw you in the dining room when your eyes met over the charcuterie board…”

      I roll my eyes. “I didn’t even speak to him.”

      “Oh my god, you’re acting like it’s not humanly possible for him to have invented a reason to go find you.”

      “Eli would have come out and said he was interested, okay? He’s a straight shooter, the same way I am.”

      Posey pokes at the breakfast on her plate, stabbing the fork in my direction. “Did you or did you not try to slam the door in his face?”

      “I might have?”

      “Did you or did you not call him a creep?”

      “I did not call him a creep. I said he was being creepy.”

      My roommate laughs, finally eating her eggs. “See? You made his dick shrivel and crawl back into his body. You came off as defensive and mean, so he invented another reason to get to know you.”

      “I also had him fetch me more food.”

      Posey and I eat for a few moments in silence before she swallows and bestows more wisdom on me. “You know why you’re like this?”

      I know exactly what she’s going to say, but don’t stop her from saying it.

      “Rob. He mind fucked you for so long you have trust issues.” She eats more eggs. “Which I don’t understand since it was only three dates.”

      It wasn’t the three dates that had my heart and mind all in a twist. It was the seven months that followed—the popping in and out. The video chats, the texts. Him watching my social media stories but never wanting to see me that fucked with my head.

      “You cannot let one bad experience sour the whole bunch, Molly. Unless you have no interest in a relationship?”

      “I have no interest in a relationship with someone who has no interest in a relationship with me. There’s a difference.”

      She’s quiet as she considers this information. “So what I’m hearing is, you would date Eli if you thought he might want to be serious?”

      My shrug is noncommittal. “Not sure.”

      “Are you attracted to him?”

      Duh. “Sure.”

      “Let me rephrase that.” Posey is visibly annoyed by this response. “Does he give you a lady boner?”

      I laugh around my food. “I mean, I wouldn’t push him out of bed.”

      Didn’t last night when we were sleeping side by side. It hadn’t even annoyed me when he’d snored for a bit, the quiet rumbles of his chest and breathing more soothing than obnoxious.

      It felt good to have someone beside me.

      Forgot what that felt like…

      “You’re physically attracted to him, and you didn’t want to shove him out of bed last night when he spent the night, am I correct? Have I got that right?”

      “It annoys me so bad when all you want to be is right.”

      “I’m not trying to be right. I’m just…looking for clarification. I want to help you move on. I think it’s time for you to put yourself out there and stop being afraid.”

      “I’m not afraid.” Is it me, or do I sound defensive?

      “Fine. Let me rephrase that.” Posey crosses her arms and leans back in the chair, looking very much like my old therapist, Judy. “I think it’s time you put yourself out there, and maybe… let down that guard you have up? You and I both know you have a wall around yourself, and you haven’t really given anyone a chance to get to know you unless they have a pair of boobs and a vagina.”

      “Fair enough. Except all of my dates have been with fuck boys.”

      “Listen, those fuck boys provide us with a lot of entertainment on those rainy nights we stay in and watch movies.” Smiling, she takes a sip of orange juice.

      “And by the way, Miss ‘I want you to put yourself out there,’ you shouldn’t be talking. When’s the last time you were on a date?”

      “Hey, this isn’t about me. This is about the fact that you had a very nice guy here who took you on a date last night—”

      “It wasn’t a real date.”

      She ignores me. “Who watched TV with you and fell asleep with you and didn’t make a move because he’s actually a gentleman.”

      All accurate.

      “Does not a boyfriend make.”

      “No, but it could be the beginning of a love story if you let it.”

      I mull this over in my brain. “Okay…so…how do we move from the friend zone then, Miss Know-it-all? It’s impossible.”

      “Duh—you show up at his office naked, wearing a trench coat.”

      “People get arrested for that.”

      “You’re not going to go to Central Park naked, Molly. You’re going to his office.”

      “It is wayyy too soon to be showing up naked anywhere. Request denied.” I push my empty plate away. “What else you got?”

      She shrugs. “Maybe we should google ideas. That is, if you’re up for it."

      “How pathetic are we? Having to google ways to get out of the friend zone.”

      “Pause.” Posey hesitates. “Just so we’re clear, this is you admitting you want to get busy with Eli.”

      My head tips back as I laugh. “This is me admitting…it wouldn’t kill me to admit I think he’s a great guy. But also Pose, he also has a lot of residual baggage from a horrible breakup. It was worse than mine and involved cheating.”

      Her eyes get wide as saucers. “He cheated on her?”

      “No, she cheated on him.” I pause for dramatic effect. “With a client.”

      Posey smacks a hand over her mouth. “Stop it! No!”

      “Yes! His girlfriend from college slept with one of his football clients and,” another dramatic pause. “She’s pregnant with his baby!”

      Posey damn near falls out of her chair. “Stop it! Get out! Who is it?” She has her phone out faster than I can say the baller’s name, fingers already doing an online search. “Ew, he looks like a slimeball.” More scrolling. “This is her? She’s tacky as fuck.”

      “She’s a brilliant attorney.” I’m assuming so anyway. Eli didn’t actually tell me she was, but he’s attracted to smart women, so…

      “Just because she’s brilliant doesn’t mean she’s not a gold digger.” Posey thrusts her phone in my direction, forcing me to look at the photo.

      I push back at it with my palm. “I’ve seen her already, thanks.”

      “You have?” The phone gets set back down on the table. “When?”

      “Two weeks ago at a broadcasting awards ceremony banquet thing. There was this woman wearing a long, green gown, and he looked like he’d seen a ghost and wanted to leave. So we left. I only got a glimpse, but it was enough.”

      Posey purses her lips. “I feel bad for men who find themselves in relationships with women like that. Social climbers—she probably only went to law school so she could meet her first husband.”

      The M-R-S Degree.

      You hear about it all the time. Young women going to college solely to meet a guy and get coupled. Not so much anymore, but back when our mothers were younger, this happened more often.

      “I think young women are savvier now than they used to be, Pose—I doubt she went to college with the purpose of trapping a guy into a relationship.”

      “Pfft.” She scoffs, sounding too much like me for comfort. “Don’t underestimate that woman. She saw a step up and took it.”

      “How is a football player a step up from a sports agent?” I wonder. “Football players retire and don’t get a pension. An agent can work until he’s sixty-five if he’s any good at his job. Some of these dudes are worth nine figures.”

      “For real?”

      “Yes, for real. Laura from college is out of her damn mind tossing him aside for an athlete.”

      Posey pins me with a stare. “You totally like him.”

      “I already told you he’s a nice guy.”

      “Big deal, there are a million nice guys in this world.”

      “He’s handsome and kind of funny? And I love the fact that he doesn’t take any bullshit, and he works hard at the same time he’s trying to slow things down to enjoy life more.”

      “Are you…” Posey pauses. “Falling in love with him?”

      “What? No! Are you kidding me? I’ve known him for two weeks. Three, tops. No one falls in love that fast.”

      Besides, all we’ve done is hang out in a casual way, like two colleagues going to events. I went with him to two work things, sat with him on an airport runway, and chilled with him in front of the TV.

      Zero sexual chemistry.

      None.

      I don’t think? Or was I not paying close enough attention?

      “What would you do if he kissed you?”

      “When would he kiss me?” I steal a sausage from her plate. “This is a heavy topic so early in the morning, jeez.”

      “It’s hypothetical. Can’t you be fun and play along for once in your life?”

      “Fine. Okay.” I close my eyes for a second to conjure up an image of Eli. My thoughts immediately go to his sandy brown hair and the scruff he had on his face last night after missing a shave. He certainly looked more rugged after he changed into his gym clothes, a look I appreciated about him and was attracted to.

      Now, don’t get me wrong, I love the clean business attire, but he certainly looked more approachable while he was wearing track pants and a tee shirt, and padded around my house in bare feet.

      I picture us again on the couch wrapped in blankets, only a bag of chips between us. Leaning forward and closing my eyes, the heat from his body warming mine as our lips pressed together. His mouth is soft and undemanding, but the kiss I imagine is brief because we both pull back at the same time and stare at each other, startled.

      “What was that?” he’d question.

      “I don’t know,” I’d say. “Did I kiss you, or did you kiss me?”

      “Um, are you blushing? You’re blushing.” Posey cackles, interrupting my daydream.

      “You asked me to think about what I would do if he kissed me!” I shout with a laugh. “I was following directions!”

      “Following erections is more like it.” She giggles immaturely.

      “There was no dick in that daydream—only lips.”

      “So how was it?”

      “Fine.”

      She looks oddly disappointed. “Just fine?”

      “It wasn’t a real kiss, jackass! It was in my brain, so there were no fireworks involved.”

      “Well.” She stands, clearing the table by stacking her plate and mine, then collecting the silverware. “When are you planning on seeing him again?”

      “Don’t know. He didn’t say. But he doesn’t need me, so…”

      “Maybe not, but you’re friends now, so he’s going to want you around.” Posey gives me a hip check. “You’re good company.”

      “You’re just saying that because you love me.”

      “Duh.”

      Plates and forks get set on the counter. It’s my job to load the dishwasher, but I’m not in the mood right now, electing instead to lean my buns against the counter and fold my arms.

      “You should text him and see what he’s doing tonight. There’s a speed dating event at the wine bar up the street. You should invite him to go.”

      I stare at my roommate as if she’s lost her mind. “Why on earth would I do that?”

      “You’re not trying to date him, but you admitted you should put yourself out there. Wouldn’t it be fun to see him in action with another woman? One he was flirting with, so you knew if he has ever flirted with you? What if he has been, and you’ve missed the signs?”

      Hmm.

      It’s twisted, but it’s not the worst idea in the world.

      “I never said I wasn’t interested in dating him. And how the hell would speed dating alongside him get us out of the friend zone?”

      Posey smirks. “Maybe seeing you in action would make him jealous enough to ask you on a date.”

      I study her.

      Who knew she was diabolical? “Wow. You really are twisted, do you know that?”

      “What took you so long to figure it out?”

      I pull open the dishwasher, then close the door again. “Hold up. I am his wingman—wouldn’t speed dating totally defeat the purpose?”

      Posey groans. “Ugh. You’re right.” She taps a nail against her chin.

      Thinks.

      Gasps.

      “Oh my god, I have an idea. I should call Kate and see if she can railroad him into going. He never tells her no. Then he’ll invite you along to keep women away from him, but PLOT TWIST, we plop his ass in a chair and force him to sit through the dates.”

      “Who even are you?” I whisper, stunned and shook and proud to be her roommate. “You’re a genius.”

      “Let’s see what he’s like when he’s across the table from you tonight.”

      A nervous flutter in my stomach has me covering it with my hand.
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      Eli: Molly, do you read me? Over.

      Me: Go for Molly

      Eli: Houston, we have a problem…

      Me: Wait. Houston or Molly???

      Eli: Ha ha, you’re cute.

      Me: Okay but seriously, what’s the problem? Are their women banging down your door, dying to get in?

      Eli: Worse. My sister, Kate, called me earlier and needs a favor.

      Me: A FAVOR?! What is it with you Cohens and needing favors. They lead to no good.

      Eli: I know—which is why I need a favor from YOU if you don’t have plans tonight.

      Me: First tell me what it is because this sounds a whole lot like you stacking favors.

      Eli: Kate—god love her—is single and wants to do a speed dating thing at this bar tonight. Ironically, it’s actually in your neck of the woods.

      Me: You don’t say! Such a weird coincidence. Tell me more.

      Eli: My sister is begging me to go with her. All her friends are busy, and she doesn’t want to go alone. I can’t imagine why she’d invite me along, considering half the people there will be half my age.

      Me: Half your age? Surely you exaggerate.

      Eli: The point is, speed dating sounds like its own form of hell on earth and won’t help me win the bet with Penelope.

      Me: No, it definitely wouldn’t. Unless you were an asshole during the “dates,” which would ensure you got no matches.

      Eli: Have you done it before? You seem to know enough about it.

      Me: No—everything I know about speed dating I learned from the movies. My point is, all you have to do is be a dick, and no one will want to see you again.

      Eli: Oh. That sounds easy enough. I’m good at being a dick.

      Me: Um, you’ve literally not been a dick once since we’ve met. If anything, you’re TOO nice.

      Eli: Too nice? Is that still a thing?

      Me: It’s not a thing. It’s just an observation. In summary: be a dick, and you won’t need your security blanket tonight, i.e. ME

      Eli: You would seriously not go?

      Me: I had a hot date with my couch tonight… All those documentaries I want to watch are still calling my name.

      Me: Here’s an idea: Tell your sister no. She’ll live.

      Eli: She said she signed me up already and paid the $75 fee.

      Me: SEVENTY-FIVE DOLLARS? Damn

      Eli: Yeah—and she’s broke, so that’s a lot for her.

      Me: Well, shit…

      Eli: Will you come? I’ll buy you a drink.

      Me: Ugh, fine. I’m a sucker for a guy who helps out his little sister…
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      “Hi, can I get your name?” The young woman at the table asks my name, hands poised over a laptop keyboard, ready to enter my digits as soon as I provide them.

      Her name tag says Andi.

      “Eli. My name is Eli Cohen. I’m waiting for my sister.”

      I’m the first to arrive because, as usual, Kate is late.

      Late Kate.

      Ha!

      “Eli, Eli…” Andi’s deft fingers fly over the keys fast, typing in my name and instantly locating me in her database. “Ah. You were one of our last few men to register!” She smiles pleasantly, handing me a name tag and ripping a yellow voucher off a large spool of what looks like game tickets. “Here’s a drink ticket. You get one freebie, and then it’s a cash bar.”

      I take both, sticking the name tag to my shirt.

      Where the hell is my sister?

      “Um. Would you happen to know if Kate Cohen has checked in yet?”

      The girl pulls a face, closing the laptop as if I were going to leap across the table and grab it. “I’m sorry, I can’t disclose anyone’s information.”

      “Kate is my sister.”

      She cocks her head, pleasant smile still plastered on her face. “Aw, you’re speed dating with your sister?”

      I force a smile. “It was her idea. I’m here for moral support.”

      Her head dips, and she makes a notation on the paper. “Well. If she’s here, we’ll be sure to have you skip each other during the first round.” She chuckles.

      “Thanks.”

      Walking with my drink ticket, I meander toward the bar, pulling out my phone and frantically texting my little sis.

      Me: Where are you? Are you here?

      Surprisingly, the place has a decent-sized crowd, larger than I would have expected for a weeknight, but then again, what the hell do I know about modern dating?

      My last girlfriend was the same woman I’d dated all through college, and the rest? One-night stands and blind dates.

      Dating apps weren’t for me.

      Matchmakers weren’t for me.

      Dating was not for me…

      At least, that’s what I thought. No time, zero interest.

      That is, until I met Molly. Our late-night talks—especially the one at the airport—have recently gotten me thinking about moving on and looking ahead, so maybe….

      Maybe I should put actual effort into this speed dating thing—no one knows I’m here except Kate—who doesn’t know about the bet with Penelope and Jack Jennings—and Molly, who does but is my co-conspirator.

      Glancing around, there seem to be a lot of good-looking women here. Sure, they’re probably younger than I would have chosen, but a little practice flirting never killed a guy.

      Where the hell is my sister….?

      Drink in hand, the young woman from the table taps a microphone, and alongside another woman, they introduce themselves and begin doling out the basics. Women sit at the table, men rotate, you get five minutes with each person, yada, yada, yada…

      I get bumped at the hip and am not surprised in the least to see Molly standing beside me.

      “Hey stranger, fancy meeting you here.”

      Obviously, Molly and I have been out before to several nice places. But seeing her tonight dressed to kill, she’s sexier than I’ve seen her before.

      I’m taken aback by the sight of her.

      She might be wearing jeans, but they’re tight, high-waisted, and sexy as hell. Platform heels. A pretty blouse is tucked into the waistband, but its top three buttons are undone, and it’s sheer. Beneath, her bra plays peek-a-boo through the delicate, baby-blue fabric. A plunging neckline shows off her undergarments perfectly.

      My eyes stray to her long hair, hanging past her shoulders in beachy waves, makeup done artfully.

      “This is how you dress to play my wingwoman?”

      Her head tilts. “I thought we were speed dating. I’m all checked in.”

      “No, the point was for you to tear me away from my sister’s evil clutches so I wouldn’t have to.”

      She’s rooting around in her purse and produces a tube of lip gloss. “Was that the plan? I thought you were speed dating, and I was along for the ride. I’m so confused.”

      Is she, though?

      She’s looking over my head at the people surrounding us. “Where is Kate, anyway? I thought she was coming with Posey?”

      “Your roommate was going to come with her? Then what did she need me for?”

      Molly pulls a face. “Hmm. Maybe I misunderstood. Posey was getting all dolled up, so I just assumed she had something fun going on this evening. I must have confused this with her having an actual date.” She sighs, popping the lip gloss back into her purse. “Oh! They want us to get seated.” She pulls a card out that’s been wedged under her armpit and holds it up. “I’m table six! Eek! How much fun is this going to be?”

      Fun?

      How is this going to be fun? “This is not the reason we’re here!”

      “Well, I paid because I thought this is what you wanted to do.”

      “No. You’re not here to date people. You’re here to—”

      “Everyone take your seats, please,” the brunette from the front table announces. “We begin in four minutes!”

      “If we hurry, we can still back out now. My sister will never know. We can go grab burgers.”

      Molly flips her hair. “I had steak before I came here.” She does not seem intent on fleeing the same way I do. “But if you want to leave, go ahead. You do you, man. That guy over there is kind of cute…”

      Did she just call me man?

      “Two more minutes!”

      Before I know what's happening, my partner in crime has wandered off in search of table number four, leaving me in the dust and entirely defenseless.

      Alone. Cold and afraid. I laugh at my own theatrics but still haven't a clue what I'm supposed to do with myself now that Molly has ditched me.

      I can still leave.

      On the other hand, I can always stay...

      Make up your damn mind, Cohen. First, you want a relationship, then you don't, then you do, flip flop you don't stop. Or am I only here because I want to spend more time with Molly? I know I told my sister I would be here for her to lean on tonight, but was my motivation an excuse to be in the same room with Molly? I have nothing else on the horizon; no need for her to fend off the ladies.

      The whole bet with Jennings is wearing thin. Clearly, I do not need Molly to be the middle man for me, and she knows as well as I do.

      But if my intention was to be in the same room with her tonight, a speed dating event would have accomplished the opposite goal.

      I watch from across the room as she settles in, setting her purse on the table and adjusting herself in her seat, back ramrod straight, hands folded delicately in front of her. She has an amused expression on her face, but she also looks like she’s anticipating what’s to come.

      She's beautiful and sexy, and goddamn do I want to grab her by the hand and haul her out of here.

      Begrudgingly, I sit where Andi directs me, opposite of a petite redhead who I can already tell you is not my type.

      Instantly, she tells me her name (Beth), where she's from—she's new to the city and looking to make meaningful connections, mostly friendship (which I feel is a crock of crap). Why would she come speed dating if you only wanted to make new friends? Don't they have apps for that?

      Or like, book clubs and shit?

      We've been instructed to make notes of names and brief descriptions so we can keep track of our matches—anyone we feel like we might like a second date with, we’re to put a star by their name. Or number them one through three.

      A bell rings, and I must move on from Beth.

      She makes doe eyes at me, and I pray she doesn’t approach me at the bar later. Then again, I have Molly here acting as my guard dog!

      Some guard dog…

      I hear a laugh across the room and follow the sound straight to her table, chest constricting at the sight of her bright eyes and pretty face giggling at something another man has said.

      She is six tables away.

      “Hi, I’m Sophia.” The woman across the table from me holds out her hand and I force myself to take it; it’s limp and feels frail. “What’s your name?”

      “Eli.” I point at my name tag, master of the obvious, irritated that she asked my name when it’s stuck to my shirt.

      Stop staring at Molly, asshole.

      Okay but why does it look like she’s actually having fun when you’ve met exactly two people and are bored out of your fucking mind?

      When I finally look back at Sophia, she has a smile on her face that doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “And what do you do for work, Eli?”

      I hesitate, unsure of how much to reveal. “I’m in management.”

      “What kind of management?”

      “Upper.”

      Sophia isn’t impressed or amused and purses her lips.

      “And what about you?” I ask for the sake of asking, not because I care.

      “I’m a nurse.”

      Ahh. Would not have guessed that—Sophia looks more like a…a…I don’t know, a teacher or a camp counselor. Not saying she looks young, but she probably just became legal enough to drink.

      I use the upper management joke on several other women, only a few of them ‘getting it’, which the rest pry a little deeper. A few don’t ask at all, preferring to dive into hobbies and past relationship statuses, something I can’t quite understand as relevant.

      What are they expecting, me to tell them what a shitty partner I was? Or that I cheated? Or that I’m a terrible communicator?

      The question tells them nothing, and therefore, I do not ask in return, merely wanting to know about food, or their favorite cities. Do they watch sports? Did they play any in high school or college?

      Five minutes is not enough, except in the cases where I’m bored to tears like I was with Beth, who did nothing but smile and stare. Or Sophia, who stabbed me with daggers.

      I put a tiny pencil star next to Clara’s name, though the odds that I’ll choose to match with her at the end of this hour are slim; my lack of enthusiasm overriding the point for being here.

      Perhaps if my sister had shown up…

      Kate hasn’t replied to my messages, but when I stalk her between rounds on a location app we share, I see she’s at a restaurant roughly two miles from here, most definitely safe and sound and not dead in a ditch somewhere as I’d feared—although she will have some explaining to do when I catch up to her.

      Next, I’m at a table with a Ginger. Not a red like Beth—Ginger is literally her name.

      Then comes Greta. Michelle.

      “Hi, I’m Molly,” Molly says when I take the seat across from her, one of my final four ladies to meet.

      “Ha ha, you’re funny.” I slump in my seat, exhausted.

      She rolls her eyes. “Let’s pretend you don’t know me.”

      I sit back up. “Hi, I’m Eli.”

      “Oh, what a fun name—does Eli stand for anything?”

      “It’s short for Elias.”

      I feel like an idiot.

      “And what do you do for funsies, Eli? I myself enjoy pickleball.”

      I stare. “Pickleball? Since when do you play pickleball?”

      This is a revelation to me.

      “Um, only every Wednesday with an old friend from college,” she explains as if I should know this already, but even though we’ve told each other some personal things, we don’t overly discuss hobbies.

      “That’s cool.” I down the last of my drink. “I play tennis.”

      “Yeah, you look like the kind of guy who plays tennis.” She drinks from her wineglass, most of the red liquid still swirling around. “Probably wear matching outfits, too.”

      “When your client is Whitney Bondlander, you try to get real good at it in the event she invites you to take a meeting at her club.”

      “Your client is Whitney Bondlander? Say Eli, that’s impressive. What is it you do?”

      “I’m in management.”

      Molly feigns confusion. “What kind of management?”

      “Upper.”

      “Ah, so you’re a manager at a tennis club. Gotcha.” She crosses her legs and glances about the room, throwing a little wiggle wave at someone I can’t see because I don’t have eyes in the back of my goddamn head.

      “Would you stop doing that?”

      “Doing what?”

      “Flirting.”

      “Oh, sorry—I can’t help myself. Derek was pretty cute.” She holds up a small square sheet of paper. “See? I gave him a star.”

      She has a few stars littering her paper, not necessarily by, on, or near men’s names.

      “Do you have stars by any ladies? Anyone catch your eye, Eli?”

      No.

      I shake my head, but a “Yes,” comes out despite it. “I guess.”

      “You sound bored. Were you acting like this with everyone, or is it just me?”

      “Everyone,” I say honestly, yawning.

      She swats at me from across the table. “Stop yawning! Derek is watching.”

      “So? What do I give a shit if Derek is watching? He’s my competition. He’ll be glad you’re boring me.”

      She swats at me again. “We only have five minutes, and you’ve wasted three of them by not trying. You’re impossible.”

      I may be impossible, but she’s stunning.

      I watch her from across the table, all done up and gorgeous for men who aren’t me, a pit forming in my gut when she does another little wave toward someone new. Refuse to crane my neck to see who the bastard is, wondering why I give a shit when Molly and I are only friends.

      Friends.

      Ha.

      What a joke.

      What began as a lark—because I was too proud to admit to my friends that yeah, maybe I am a relationship guy—wound up as an entanglement with a woman who’s the female embodiment of, well—me.

      And perhaps that’s why I like her so damn much.

      I’m so fucked in the head it’s not even funny.
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      I’d stared at that third space, worrying my bottom lip before filling in that third name, slowly scrawling those few letters before folding the card in half and handing it to Andi, the girl at the table in front of the room.

      
        	Derek

        	Simon

      

      “Thanks for coming,” she’d said as I left. “If you have any matches, we’ll be emailing you tonight with contact information.”

      Well.

      It was tonight, and I was still waiting for that email from Andi.

      Not that I cared much about matching with Derek or Simon or anyone else, but because I was conducting an experiment. The one Posey and I had concocted the other night, with the help of Kate, as a litmus to see where I stood with Eli.

      He seemed annoyed tonight. Distracted?

      Certainly not in the moment, at least not with me.

      I refresh my browser again, and sure enough, there in my inbox is an email from Andi at Round Table Dating.com, subject line: Ready for your matches?!

      “I’m ready—bring it on!”

      Good evening, Molly, the letter says. Thanks for joining us tonight for a round of speed dating! We were happy to have you and hope you had a great time and met some new people! Below are your matches along with their contact numbers—if you choose to reach out, here are the following guidelines:

      
        	Respect your match’s privacy. If you reach out and do not hear back, do not continue to message them.

        	Don’t take too long to reach out to your match(es). They will be expecting you to contact them or may be ready to reach out to you. You’ve already expressed interest in one another, so you will not be coming off as overeager. And remember! Your match may have other matches, too—schedule that second date!

        	Use humor! Be yourself in your message, the same way you were during your date.

      

      If you have any questions, please reply to this message, and Andi or Kammi can help! Below are your matches and their contact information. GOOD LUCK! xo Andi and Kammi

      Instantly, my eyes shift to the list of gentlemen who have matched with me this evening. Since I only had four on my list, I could only have four matches.

      There are four.

      Derek, Simon, Peter…

      And Eli.

      I sit back in my desk chair and stare at his name. Personally, I know I did not put his name down as a joke so I’m wondering what his intention was when he put me on his shortlist. Is he being a smart-ass? Is he doing it to be funny? Was he just as curious as I was to see if I would put his name down?

      My brain goes in circles, all the unanswered questions building in my mind until my phone vibrates with a notification, and I swivel my desk chair to grab it.

      Speak of the devil…

      Eli: Well, well, well…it seems we were of the same mind.

      Me: What do you mean by that LOL

      Eli: I matched you. You matched with me.

      Me: Did you get any other matches?

      Eli: No. I wasn’t there to meet anyone.

      Me: Then why did you put my name down?

      Eli: You seemed like a nice young lady, that’s why LOL

      For some reason, I don’t find the teasing funny—because I want him to be honest with me. Does he find me attractive, or does he still see me as his wingwoman, sidekick, buddy ole pal?

      I’m tempted to say something sarcastic but refrain.

      Eli: Was I your only match, too?

      Me: Ha. No, I had four.

      Eli: FOUR??? Who?

      Me: No one you would know, lol

      Eli: That guy Derek? The one you kept looking at when we were trying to get to know each other?

      Me: First of all, we were FAKE getting to know each other since we already know each other. Secondly, stop being so nosy…

      Eli: Has he messaged you for a date yet? ’Cause the email went out over an hour ago.

      Me: Nope, you’re the first one to message me.

      Eli: So I win?

      Me: It’s not a competition.

      Eli: Like hell it’s not.

      Me: First of all, you weren’t there to find dates. I wasn’t either, but I happened to meet some nice guys…

      Eli: You’re always doing that. “First of all…second of all…” You’re adorable.

      Me: Okay, but it’s true. I may not have gone there with the intention of finding true love, but I did connect with some men who might want to take me out, and let’s be real, I haven’t been out in a long time.

      Eli: What am I chopped liver?

      Me: We were fake dating—if you can even call it that. Short of PAYING ME, I was basically an escort. A glorified sidekick. Assistant. A wingman to keep women away from you because they think we’re in a relationship.

      Eli: So what am I, chopped liver?

      Me: What is your point??

      Eli: You and I went on some pretty great dates.

      Me: Er. We did? Because the last one I recall going on, I had wine poured down a dress that doesn’t even belong to me by a hateful, bitter brat.

      Eli: That doesn’t count. It was a work thing.

      Me: Okay—the banquet you took me to, your ex showed up, and we hightailed it out of there…

      Eli: Why are you bringing all this up?? LOL

      Me: Just stating the obvious, you seem to think we’ve gone on dates when we haven’t.

      Eli: Fine. If you want to go on an actual date, we will.

      Me: Wow.

      I swear to you, my mouth is hanging open right now at his audacity. His sentence literally implies, “Fine, twist my arm. We can go out if you force me to.”

      Guess that settles that.

      I leave him on READ and go about my business, taking off my athleisure wear and changing into pajamas, brushing my teeth, and plopping into bed.

      The phone rings as soon as I plug it into its charger.

      “What?”

      “Is that how you greet all your fake boyfriends?”

      “Only when I’m irritated.”

      There’s a long stretch of silence on his end of the line, and I can hear him thinking.

      “Molly, I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “You didn’t mean what like that?”

      “When I said Fine—if you want to go on an actual date, we will I didn’t mean in the way it came off.”

      I’m still not sure where he’s going with this. “Alright.”

      He’s quiet again until he has to clear his throat, mumbling. “Since when did I become so horrible at this?”

      Horrible at what? I’m tempted to ask, but remain silent instead.

      “Do you want to go on a date?”

      If I wasn’t lying down, my legs wouldn’t work. “Do you want to go on a date?”

      “I’m asking you if you want to go on a date. A real one. With me.”

      Unable to wrap my brain around him asking, I need more clarity. “Is this a pity date?”

      “What? No—what are you talking about?”

      “You don’t seriously want to go on a date. Are you just jealous because you didn’t have any other matches tonight?”

      “Am I jealou—Molly. I didn’t get matches because yours was the only name I wrote down, and yes, maybe I am jealous. Is that a crime?” He inhales. “Do you have to argue about everything?”

      I mean—kind of. It’s part of my charm.

      “A real date. As in…romantic interest kind of date?”

      Eli hesitates. “Yes.”

      Well.

      Well then.

      My stomach dips and turns and flutters.

      Yes.

      If I had a landline telephone with a cord, I’d be twirling it right now as we speak, nervously.

      “Alright. We can go on a date.” Then. “What did you have in mind.”

      Eli gives this some thought. “I haven’t planned that far ahead, but how does Friday night sound? I don’t think I have any engagements, and if I did, I can have them cleared up.”

      Oh la la, he’d clear his calendar for me.

      A girl could get used to that.

      I bite down on my bottom lip to keep the smile at bay. “Friday works.”

      “Great.”

      We’re quiet again, and I search the ceiling above for more words to say but can only come up with, “Why is this suddenly so awkward?”

      Eli laughs. “Because this isn’t business related anymore. It’s personal.”
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      This isn’t business related anymore. It’s personal.

      Personal.

      Since when—and what the hell do I tell Penelope Halbrook?

      Why am I so fucking nervous?

      I spend the entire week on the internet googling ideas for a first date with Molly. Sure, I could easily just make dinner reservations at a fancy restaurant and call it a day. There are several in the city eighty stories high that could razzle and dazzle even the most discerning guest, but somehow, I feel as if she would be less impressed with that than the average female.

      Something creative.

      Something…dare I say, competitive?

      I’m not about to take her ax throwing, but the she-devil would probably love it.

      I enlist the help of my administrative assistant, Donna, who might be old, but she has a young soul. And she is hella creative.

      I hate to admit this, but in the past, Donna has helped me with more dates and gifts than I care to admit. When I first hired her, I was already dating Laura, but Donna jumped right in, planning fun weekends and vacations.

      Nashville?

      New York?

      My brain works overtime, and I shoot a note to Donna—lack of time this week coupled with a shit ton of indecision—and enlist her help to ease the burden. Ha.

      “Boss, you don’t want me to book dinner reservations? At all?”

      “First of all, stop calling me Boss.” I sound so much like Molly that it’s ridiculous. “Secondly, I’m not opposed to dinner reservations, but I’d rather do something fun instead? This woman is…different.”

      Donna shakes her head. “I can’t believe that after all these months, you’re going on an actual date.”

      She looks like a proud mother.

      “Yeah, well—we’re friends, and lately, we thought we’d try going out.”

      “Friends?” Donna looks pleased as punch. “Good for you. Develop some real genuine feelings before jumping in the sack. I like that. Good for you.”

      “Jumping in the sack? Jesus, Donna.”

      She shrugs, snapping her gum. “You don’t have time for friends, let alone the female variety. I’m surprised, that’s all. But this is a good thing. It proves it’s not a fling.”

      Donna makes no attempt to bring up Laura—she never does—although she has tried to meddle in my life several times. Downloaded a few dating apps onto my phone a few months back. Brought a matchmaker to the office without warning me.

      Even hired me a therapist that I now have coming to the office once a week during my lunch hour, and damn, has it helped.

      I sit on the edge of her desk gazing out the window at the view.

      “What about renting a boat and doing a moonlight cruise?”

      Er. “So Molly can throw me overboard? Pass.”

      She hums. “Rollerblading by the beach?”

      I shoot her a look. “No.” Dear god, no.

      “Surfing, kayaking? Paddleboarding.”

      “What’s with you and the water? You don’t know this woman. She’ll probably want to drown me.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.” Still, Donna crosses these off her list.

      “Dry land, Donna. Dry. Land.”

      “So no to a hot air balloon ride?”

      “Are you trying to get me killed?”

      Another pencil line across her sheet of paper.

      “How about doing one of those tree house rentals in the Carolinas? I check the weekend dates, and they have one available.”

      I sit up straight. “Drive or fly?”

      Not to flex but my company has a jet.

      “Flying is obviously quicker, and I can rent you a car. One night?”

      I mull it over. Would Molly be pissed if I drove her to the airport and whisked her away to an entirely different state for a first date?

      Is that too extra?

      Would she think I was showing off?

      “How do you think she’d feel about it only having one queen-sized bed?”

      Donna is tapping away on her tablet, no doubt already punching my name on the rentals reservation page.

      “If she doesn’t like it, she can erect a pillow barrier, or you can stay at a hotel nearby.”

      Sounds logical enough.

      “Fuck it.” I nod with authority. Less authority than I feel. “Book it.”
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      A few more days go by, and suddenly, it’s the end of the week. Every single day this week, all I’ve done is stare out the window, completely distracted, counting down the days until my date with Molly.

      She still has no idea what we’re doing for our date; no idea that we are hopping on a plane and flying south. My game plan is to tell her to pack an overnight bag when she asks what she should wear. Knowing her, she will give me grief and ask a million questions because Molly can’t ever just agree to anything.

      It’s a pain in the ass sometimes but also one of the reasons I like her.

      As if on cue, around eleven in the morning, she shoots me a message.

      Molly: Know what we’re doing tonight for our BIG DATE?!

      At least she sounds excited and hasn’t backed out, which I half expected her to do. She’s entitled to change her mind about this, and I wouldn’t blame her for wanting to stay in the friend zone we put one another in from day one.

      Me: I sure do know what we’re doing for our big date…

      Molly: Welllll, don’t leave me in suspense. What should I wear? Sneakers or heels? Rain boots or hiking boots?

      Me: Since you asked, I will say this. You need an overnight bag.

      Molly: Er. An overnight bag? Are you kidnapping me?

      Me: Kind of ;)

      Molly: Oh god, why are you like this? Can’t we just go for ice cream like normal people?

      Me: We could—if we were normal people.

      Molly: True, true.

      Molly: Alright. Bring an overnight bag. Gotcha.

      Me: Want to know something?

      Molly: What

      Me: I thought for SURE you would argue with me—or at least ask a million questions about WHY you needed an overnight bag.

      Molly: Trust me, I want to. But there’s also something you don’t know about me and that is that I actually like surprises!

      Me: That actually does surprise me. It seems very uncharacteristic of you LOL

      Molly: So—overnight bag. And what time do you want to meet?

      Me: Actually, I’ll be picking you up. Does 2:00 work? I know it’s short notice…

      It’s short notice, but my pilot has another trip scheduled and has to be back in the Chicagoland area by six thirty for a red-eye flight, so we’d have to be in the air by three at the latest. Which gives us little time to hustle our asses to the airport.

      If Molly can make it happen.

      Molly: 2 is fine. I was mostly planning to wash my hair for most of the afternoon, anyway. Wait. Does the date begin at 2 or…

      Me: No. You can wear sneakers and leggings and be comfortable if you want.

      Molly: What kind of a first date is this if I’m wearing leggings and sneakers???

      Me: An adventurous one.

      Molly: Wait. So are we going hiking? Is this overnight bag actually a backpack? WHAT’S GOING ON?

      Me: You literally just told me you like surprises.

      Molly: I lied. I was trying to be cool.

      Me: We’re NOT hiking. And I will give you a hint: you need an overnight bag because we’re not staying in town.

      Molly: Omg I was right—you are kidnapping me.

      Me: In a way I suppose I am!

      Molly: I’m giving everyone I know my location in the event I go missing, including Tripp Wallace. Posey. My parents. The barista at the coffee shop…

      Me: I’ll grab you a coffee on my way to pick you up. What do you normally have?

      Molly: Seriously?

      Me: Of course—I’m pulling out all the stops to impress you, beginning with your beverage of choice.

      Molly: Oh. Well, in that case, I love an iced latte in the afternoon. But maybe half decaf so I can sleep tonight? Omg WHAT ARE WE DOING? Why do I NEED AN OVERNIGHT BAG?

      I ignore her questions.

      Me: One iced latte, half decaf. Any flavor? Special milk?

      Molly: Um, almond milk is good.

      Me: Iced latte, almond milk, half decaf. Got it.

      Molly: Well. If you’re coming at 2, and it’s 11 already, I better get a move on and get shit done.

      Me: Yeah, same. I still have to run home from the office and grab my bag…

      Molly: See you in a few hours.

      Me: It’s a date.
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      Am I nervous?

      I can’t decide.

      Yes.

      No.

      Yes…

      I have no idea where he’s taking me when I slide into the passenger seat of his car, the same slick sports car we’d had the night of the broadcaster awards, taking the same high-speed ride along the same roads.

      When I’d pulled open the door he’d been standing there with a white, cake-sized box, a tiffany blue satin bow tied at the top.

      “What’s this?”

      If it’s not a cake, I’m going to be sorely disappointed.

      “Sorry this isn’t flowers. You’ll understand why when we get to where we’re going.”

      So cryptic. “Where are we going?”

      He’d taken the overnight bag from my hand—a roller suitcase that’s the size of a carry-on because I don’t technically have a cute travel bag—and bounded down the steps ahead of me to toss it into his back seat.

      Once he had me in the passenger seat of his car, I’d tried to lift the lid to peer inside.

      “Wait.” He’d hastened. “Wait until…we get there.”

      “Get where?”

      “You’ll see.”

      All this mystery was making me nervous, so I’d bitten my lip and peered out the window.

      “Is this outfit okay? I had no idea what to put on.” I gesture to the sneakers I have on, and the jean capris with the university hoodie I wasn’t sure I should wear. The whole look is very casual. What if he’s taking me for dinner?

      What if the overnight bag isn’t for an actual overnight? What if we’re going to dinner and then, oh—I don’t know, for a long walk on a beach somewhere? Or someplace fancy, and I’m wearing sneakers?

      “You look perfect.”

      The way he says it has me looking out the window so he doesn’t see the stupid smile on my dumb face.

      You look perfect.

      I don’t know about that, but I’ll take the compliment, and coming from him… I mean. Eli is charming but not overly so—and I’ve never heard him blow smoke up anyone’s ass.

      It’s still early in the day so my mind is on a loop, doing the mental math, making lists of possible date locations around the city; an arcade? Art museum? The lakefront? Boating?

      Bike rides, city tours…

      We drive out of the city limits, content to be in one another’s company, the silence comfortable despite this being our first official date.

      It feels like one—but it doesn’t.

      At all.

      It feels like the same Molly and Eli, doing what they do, being chill and having a pleasant time.

      Shouldn’t there be romance?

      Shouldn’t I feel nervous?

      Soon there are planes overhead, and we’re taking the airport exit, which can’t be right because we’re not going anywhere.

      “Are you planning on having me lie on the roof of your car again so we can watch planes come and go?”

      Kind of a cute idea, though it’s a bit strange in the middle of the day, but—whatever. Some guys aren’t great with creative ideas, and to be fair, neither am I.

      “Nope.”

      He taps a card on the scanner outside, and I watch as the gates in front of us slowly slide open.

      “Don’t tell me you’re flying us somewhere.” Ha ha. My laugh comes out sounding sheepish and nervous, exactly how I’m beginning to feel right now.

      Eli winks at me, pulling into a parking spot and popping his trunk. “Guess you’ll have to see.”

      He unbuckles with a grin. “Come on.”

      Oh god.

      Oh shit—we’re actually flying somewhere?

      Now my nerves are for an entirely new reason. He’s whisking me away somewhere!

      No one has ever done this for me before, this feels both exciting but also so extra. Who does this?!

      Not to be left behind, I scamper out of my seat to follow and find him pulling two bags out of the trunk—his and mine—then slamming it shut with a thud. He manages to balance his diffel on my suitcase, along with my white gift box. Eli reaches for my hand.

      I look down at it before taking it in mine.

      We’ve never held hands before. Do I even like holding hands?

      I contemplate this as we walk toward the private airplane hangar with its private lounge and private everything. No other people or passengers are around except a flight crew and the pilot.

      The weight of his hand in mine is warm as he speaks to the crew, and when one of the flight attendants takes our bags and he pulls me toward the plane, my stomach does a summersault.

      The flutters mean something.

      I notice then that Eli is dressed as casually as I in jeans and a graphic tee shirt with a comic book hero on it, and sneakers—albeit expensive ones, they are sneakers just the same. I also notice his biceps; toned and muscular. A chest that looks defined through the cotton of his shirt.

      Hmm.

      We’re led to the steps of the aircraft, and the flight attendants ask if we’d like a picture before we get on.

      “Um—no thank you.” I look up at Eli. “Unless you want one?”

      I have no interest in posting photos on social media, although it would be fun to capture our first date in the event that…I don’t hate him at the end of the weekend.

      Ha!

      “I’m good if you’re good.”

      I nod, then ascend the stairs, trying to look cool about it while my insides are freaking out.

      Holy shit, I’m on a private plane; holy shit, I’m on a private plane; holy shit, I’m on a private plane…

      Be cool, Molly.

      I find a seat in the center of the plane, plopping down in a beige leather seat, surrounded by a few other leather seats. A table separates my seat from the one across, and Eli sets the white box in the middle before sitting himself across from me—as if we were at a normal table about to share a meal.

      “Can I open this now?”

      “Please.” He nods. “I’m hungry.”

      Tentatively I pull apart the bow and let it fall to the little table, its blue satin shining in the light streaming in from the oval windows. I’m finally able to pull back the cardboard top to peek inside; a charcuterie of sorts there to delight me. Some pastries, cut-up fruit, and cookies.

      “They have food on board, but I thought this would be fun. Instead of flowers,” he tells me again.

      “This was so sweet.” I pull a pastry out of the box. “And this is sweet, too.”

      Taking a nibble, I sigh when it hits my tongue, sugar and fruit and carbs, in one delicious bite.

      The flight attendant sees us and comes over. “Mr. Cohen, we have a full service today even though it’s a short flight. Would you still like us to serve it? I was going to wait until we reached cruising altitude.”

      “Absolutely, we’re starving, and I want Molly to get the full treatment.”

      “I’m Beth,” she introduces herself. “What can I start you off with? We have champagne, red wine, white—and of course, soda pop and bottled water.”

      “The last time I had wine on a plane, I threw up in the barf bag,” I tell them. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I just said that.”

      Because I’m nervous as hell. And on a private plane!

      Did I mention it’s a private plane?!

      Posey is going to positively die.

      Die!

      “Um, I’ll just have a water, thank you—with lemon if you have one sitting around back there.”

      “Of course.” Beth smiles, setting a napkin on the table in front of me. “And for you, Mr. Cohen?”

      “I’ll have the same.”

      He smiles politely back at her, and off she goes.

      I lean forward. “What other food is she going to bring?”

      He shrugs. “Usually more of the same. Fruit, vegetables. Steak and shrimp is what I had last time, but like she said—this is a short flight.”

      “Why are you being so mysterious?”

      “You said you liked surprises.”

      I sit back. “Hmm. I did say that, but now I have ants in my pants.”

      “I’ll give you a hint. It’s less than two hours.”

      “Oh gee, thanks.” Two hours in any which direction gives me no clue at all. “Vegas?”

      “That’s two and a half hours.”

      “Orlando?”

      He pulls a face.

      “Okay, so not Orlando.” I laugh. “Nashville?”

      “Good guess. But no.”

      I slump back, remembering that I haven’t buckled myself in, stowing my bag at my feet—a perk of not being on a commercial airline is not bonking my head on the seat in front of me while I riffle around for ChapStick!

      Ugh, this is heaven. Heaven, I tell you!

      Eli smiles at me.

      I smile back.

      He raises the water glass when it’s set down in front of him, and I raise mine.

      “A toast to firsts.”

      “First fourth dates?”

      He nods. “First date with…one of your best friends.”

      What’s this now?

      I lower the glass and eyeball him. “I’m one of your best friends?”

      This is news to me. If I thought I had butterflies in my stomach before, my heart is pounding wildly, an entirely new feeling.

      While we’re taxiing on the runway and then finally taking off, I can’t help but let my eye roam straight back to Eli‘s chest. I’ve never noticed it before because he’s always been dressed up—you can’t tell much about a man’s physique while he’s wearing a sports coat or a tuxedo—and now, the side of his pecs in that graphic tee shirt are giving me a cheap thrill. I shift my gears so that I am staring out the window and not at his hard nipples, which are visible through the thin fabric of his cheap tee.

      Too late, he catches me.

      “Were you checking me out?”

      I shrug. No sense in denying it. “Yes. I want to know what I’m working with if we’re going to try dating and not just be friends.” I use air quotation marks around the word dating and friends just to be a wiseass. And because I’m slightly uncomfortable with him looking at me this way; looking at me the same way I’m looking at him.

      With renewed interest.

      “When you asked me on this date, were you being serious, or were you only asking because you didn’t think I would say yes?”

      He knows it’s a very valid question.

      “On one hand,” he begins. “I surely don’t want to lose that bet with Jack and Penelope because of what it’s going to cost me. On the other hand, I realized—probably on our second date—that intentionally trying to sabotage my own personal life to win a bet wasn’t doing me any favors, either.” He pauses, looking out the window for a few heartbeats before looking back at me. “And I am not a foolish man. I know a good thing when I see it, and I’m not about to pass up an opportunity.”

      Is he talking about me?

      Am I the good thing he knew when he saw it?

      I know I’m a good catch; a great one, actually—we’ve been over this one million times. But for this man to sit across from me and say the words out loud has me speechless. No one has ever validated my own self-worth. I’m always the one validating my own badassery.

      I have no idea how to reply to him saying he wasn’t about to pass up an opportunity, but I am flattered, hell, if I’m not.

      Blushing, I smile at Beth when she brings our entrée, leaning in to tell me that we’re now forty-five minutes from our destination, and I realize Eli and I have been aimlessly chattering about nothing for almost an hour.

      I feel shy but like my usual self, a decent combination if I don’t say so myself. It’s good to be out of sorts. It lets me know I’m not unaffected by him or indifferent the way I am with most men who try to grab my attention.

      Then again, most of them don’t take me anywhere in private jets or fancy cars.

      Enjoy it, I tell myself. This could be your only chance to do something like this. Be spontaneous and carefree.

      Eat the Danish.

      Eli and I watch each other the entire duration of the flight; over the rims of our water glasses, while we’re eating the steak and lobster Beth brought us, while he pretends to read the Wall Street Journal business section.

      It feels like foreplay.

      We watch each other, the pair of us refusing to glance away first. Even though I’m blushing from head to toe, I refuse to glance out the window to avoid his gaze.

      I raise my brows.

      Eli raises his.

      I shiver a little and swear I get goose bumps.

      You are not getting goose bumps because of Eli Cohen when all he’s doing is staring at you.

      Men flirt with me, but they’re just never this…intense about it.

      Intense.

      Is that the right word?

      “Ms. Summervale, Mr. Cohen, we’re starting our descent.”

      Beth doesn’t reveal our destination in her little spiel.

      Since we’re not on a commercial airliner, we’re not required to stow our trays, return our seats to their upright position, or put away our electronics. And I’m not required to shove my purse under any seats or cram it in the overhead compartment because there isn’t an overhead compartment.

      It’s only when we land and are walking across the tarmac to a waiting Jeep Wrangler that I catch a glimpse of a sign at the airport where we’ve landed: Welcome to South Carolina!

      I have no idea what could be here that brought us here, but if I was a betting man, I’d put my money on yet another work-related trip. I’m not disappointed. I’m just surprised—Eli said this was a date and not a work engagement.

      We approach the rental car.

      “They’re going to just let us drive off the runway in this car?”

      “Babe, I don’t think you’ve noticed—this is a small airport. There are no commercial flights.”

      The name babe doesn’t escape my notice, but I don’t comment on it. Rather, I let it marinate.

      “Why are we in South Carolina? Are we here for an event?”

      He pops the trunk of the Jeep and tosses in our bags, shooting me a sidelong glance.

      “What? No. I told you, this is a date. I’m slightly insulted you think I would drag you all the way here on a private jet so we could go to yet another business function.”

      He pulls a face. “Ew.”

      Laughing, I go around to the passenger side and hop in.

      Poke at the roof. “Can we take the top off this thing?”

      “I was thinking the exact same thing,” he tells me. Starts to work unsnapping the canvas top.

      “How did this Jeep just magically appear?” I wonder out loud. “Do you have fairies working for you?”

      It only makes sense that he would.

      “One thousand percent. Her name is Donna, and I can’t live without her.” He laughs. “You’ll meet her soon, I’m sure. She does all my scheduling and my booking and keeps my life organized. I wouldn’t live without her or her famous chocolate chip cookies.” He pauses. “Actually, I have a dozen of them in my bag, and I was going to save them for later, but let’s each eat one.”

      “Chocolate chip cookies sound like the perfect way to get this day started.”

      Eli produces a cookie, and soon, we’re on our way out the front gate, past security, rolling down the highway toward an unknown destination. He has a location programmed into the navigation system, but I can’t make out what that location is.

      In a pleasant silence, we drive and drive, going from the outskirts of the city to the countryside, passing the ocean along the way. With the top down and the wind in our hair I unlace my sneakers and prop my feet up on the dashboard, eyes closing to enjoy the fresh salty air.

      I’m not keeping track of how far we go because this ride with the top down is passing the time, but eventually, we come to a gate at the end of a long driveway—at the end of the driveway is another large sign welcoming us to the Calder Family Tree House Farm: Private Road, No Trespassing.

      “Stop it.” I give his arm a smack. “Stop it right now. You did not.”

      I’ve seen this place on television and on Instagram, and once, I did a deep dive of the tree house accommodations that look absolutely spectacular and like a ton of fun.

      “I totally did,” he tells me, punching in a gate code. “Are you excited?”

      “Excited? I’m ecstatic!” Practically bouncing up and down in my seat as we travel down the dirt road, kicking up dust and gravel, the rock grinding beneath the Jeeps tires only getting me more in the spirit. “This is going to be so fun!”

      Impulsively, I lean across the center gear shift and kiss him on the cheek. “Eli, I can’t believe you planned this for me! It’s like you know me!”

      Amongst the forest that we drive in to are cabin rentals lofted high into the air, a small animal farm, along with a rental office with a makeshift “Open” sign in its window. I don’t see any people milling about, but then, it’s late in the day, so perhaps they’re eating.

      “I’ve seen this place on one of my favorite reality shows,” I tell Eli. “Oh my god, I’m so freaking excited.”

      I’m bouncing again like a kid on steroids.

      “I’m still reeling over the fact that you kissed me on the face,” he tells me, putting the Jeep into park and glancing over at me. “I can still feel it.”

      His hand touches his cheek where my lips had been, and we both laugh.

      “I feel like you just took my virginity.”

      He is too ridiculous.

      A surprise every time we’re together.

      He does the honor of checking us in while I prepare the bags and wait by the Jeep, too enthralled with the atmosphere to go into the office. Lights hang around all of the tree house cabins, twinkling in the fading sun and lending a romantic air to the entire area.

      This is so romantic, I can’t help thinking to myself, wanting to spin in circles, anxious with anticipation to see which tree house we’re going to be in.

      I do a mental inventory of my suitcase; casual cotton pajama set (nothing special or even sexy), sweatpants, YALE hoodie (in case it’s cold), jeans, white tee shirt with tiny red hearts, and brown wedge heels. Everything is casual yet so perfect for this weekend Eli has planned.

      Fate.

      I half expect one of the management to come outside and greet me, but it’s just Eli with the key. He jingles it in the air, and it glistens and shines against the twinkling lights and coach lantern they’ve given him.

      “How cool is this?” He holds it in the air, marveling. “I feel like I’m roughing it already.”

      “Hardly.” I roll my eyes. “Roughing it would be no electricity, no running water, and no amenities. These cabins are completely decked out.” I’m an authority on the subject, apparently, given that I’ve seen the insides on the internet, having wanted to rent one after I’d seen it on my show. Sadly, they’re always completely booked out and unavailable.

      I wonder how he pulled this off on such short notice?

      “True,” he allows. “Not to mention I ordered us dinner, which is catered.”

      “You’re worse than I am when it comes to being spoiled.”

      Far worse I imagine considering the world he lives in. I bet you the guy doesn’t even do his own grocery shopping or run to the dry cleaners by himself.

      Our cabin is number nine near the back of the property. He walks toward the Jeep and opens up the driver’s side. “Hop in. We can park in front of it.”

      Within minutes, we are taking the steps one by one up to a cottage named “Southern Sunrise,” which I’m assuming means we’re going to be awoken by the blaring morning sun.

      Good thing I packed my eye mask.

      “This is so cute.” Eli is pushing through the front door but giving me the first look, following me.

      “I’m in awe.” Setting my suitcase and purse down, I lift my eyes to the expansive windows. They’re reclaimed window panes and stacked atop one another to create a two-story view.

      Rustic chandeliers hang from the ceiling over a vintage iron bed.

      Reclaimed cabinets.

      A vintage clawfoot bath sits on the other side of the cottage near a standalone sink and marble countertop.

      “This is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      I forgive the fact that there are two of us and only one bed, and this is our first date, and we’re in an entirely different state than the one we woke up in.

      But life’s an adventure, and I trust Eli, more so every day.

      “What should we do first?”

      “Explore more while there’s still sunlight.”

      He nods, keeping his shoes on and holding the door open so I can cross the threshold, stopping me before I hit the first step.

      Hand on the crook of my arm, it’s clear he wants to say something, his gaze lingering, lips parted.

      “What?”

      Eli shakes his head and releases his soft grip on my arm. “Nothing.”

      I see it now. He was going to kiss me.

      I think.

      I shiver.

      Nodding, I move past him down the steps, one by one until my feet touch the earth again.

      “Which way?”

      “There’s a path.” He points toward the back of our cottage in the sky, and I follow, our hands nearly brushing as we make our way along a trail blazed through the woods.

      It’s quiet, this path we’re on.

      Abandoned except for us.

      Serene and peaceful.

      With every step, I wonder if I should take his hand. We haven’t been intimate in any way since we met, if you don’t count the chaste kiss I planted on his cheek in the car, so perhaps now is a good time to start.

      My brain goes back to the night he asked me out.

      “Do you want to go on a date?”

      If I hadn’t been lying down when he’d asked, my legs wouldn’t have worked. “Do you want to go on a date?”

      “I’m asking you if you want to go on a date. A real one. With me.”

      “Is this a pity date?”

      “What? No—what are you talking about?”

      “You don’t seriously want to go on a date. Are you just jealous because you didn’t have any other matches tonight?”

      “Am I jealou—Molly. I didn’t get matches because yours was the only name I wrote down, and yes, maybe I am jealous. Is that a crime? Do you have to argue about everything?”

      “A real date. As in…romantic interest kind of date?”

      Eli hesitated. “Yes.”

      Inhaling a breath of courage, I reach my hand over and nestle itself into his. Eli grips it without hesitating, squeezing softly as if reassuring me it was the right move to make and that he wanted to hold my hand too but perhaps didn’t have the balls to do it.

      Fine. I think to myself, I have the balls for both of us to make a move.

      This hesitant, unsure side of himself surprises me. On the outside, he seems to have it all: confidence, drive, arrogance, and unparalleled motivation to succeed.

      But when it comes to me, it seems he doesn’t want to make the wrong move. I’m nothing like an acquisition at work or a contract to win, and he knows it. He knows my standards are high and that I have been in just as many bad relationships as he has. He knows that I am picky and fussy and stubborn because he is too.

      Our walk leads us to a bridge over a babbling stream. Its clear water has us stopping to look over the railing’s edge.

      Eli releases my hand but slides that arm around my waist as we stand to watch the rushing water below. Its soothing sound is a soundtrack I could probably fall asleep to.

      “This is so peaceful,” I muse, keeping my eyes glued to the water to see if I can spot any wildlife. Fish, perhaps. A crayfish?

      “I bet we could drink this. It’s so clear.”

      That hand at my hip is like a brand. I can feel it through my jeans and on my skin.

      Shit, perhaps I should have let him kiss me at the cottage. Perhaps I should let him do it now—get the whole thing out of the way so we’re both not thinking about it all night.

      What’s the worst thing that could happen if our lips touch?

      We’re mature adults—if it’s horrible then…we stop seeing each other romantically and go back to being friends. Big deal, right?

      His body is so warm next to mine.

      Big. Broad.

      He feels so much taller now that his hand is around me, and I’m nestled under his armpit, something I hadn’t noticed before.

      I shift, removing one hand from the wooden railing, sliding it around his hips, too, glancing up at him with a shy smile.

      Shy smile? Ugh, who am I?

      When you know, you know, my nanna always used to say. I’m not sure why her words are popping into my brain all of a sudden, but here we are, nanna on my mind. Love happens when you least expect it.

      This isn’t love—of course it’s not—but it’s nice, and Eli is sweet and handsome and…has been giving me butterflies all damn day.

      I tilt my chin up.

      Smile again.

      “What’s that look?” he finally asks after studying my face. “Are you okay?”

      “What do you mean, what’s the look? This is my cute face.”

      Duh.

      How is he not taking the hint?

      “Hmm,” he hums, head lolling to the side. “Your eyes look dilated.”

      “Are you being serious right now?” Because I’m trying to set the mood so he’ll kiss me the way he almost did before. Except why is he acting so clueless now?

      “Yeah, you look…” He leans in, our noses almost touching. “Well. It’s hard to describe.” His finger trails along my cheek. “These are pink. Are you running a fever?”

      The invisible trail he’s leaving on my skin burns.

      My breath hitches.

      “Wait.” He inches back. “Is that look…are you…?” He leans in again so we’re eye to eye. “Are you trying to get me to kiss you, Miss Summervale?”

      I swat at him.

      “Oh my god, I hate you.” I laugh, trying to step away, embarrassment making my face go flush.

      “I’m teasing you. Get back here, stop being stubborn.”

      He pulls me into his chest, both hands wrapped around my waist, more bodily contact than I’ve had with anyone in since…since I don’t know when.

      “You’re so cute when you’re embarrassed.”

      “No, I’m not.” I pout, trying to be even cuter. Wondering why we’re still talking and his lips aren’t on mine. Do I want him to kiss me because I’m stubborn, or do I want him to kiss me because it’s what my body wants?

      Time will tell.

      Eli and I assess one another, the sun going down in the distance making it harder to see him clearly.

      “Thank you for being a good sport about this trip, Molly.”

      The way he says my name…

      “Thank you for having me. And planning it.”

      Having me…

      Kissing. Sex.

      Now why would my brain automatically go there?

      Because I’m a pervert, that’s why. And why shouldn’t I be? Who says being a perv is a male thing? Women can be sexually driven creatures too, sheesh!

      “You’re welcome for having you. And planning it.”

      The edge of Eli’s mouth is turned up into a half smile, his eyes sparkling. Even in this dim light, I can see his amusement.

      Dammit. Why is he so in tune with me?

      It’s jarring. Unsettling, even, how alike we are.

      Little by little our mouths move closer.

      “Are we really doing this?” he ponders out loud. One would think he’s killing the mood, but it’s actually doing the opposite, causing the anticipation in my belly to grow.

      Closer still.

      “Should we?” I whisper. “There’s still time to change our minds.”

      “I won’t back out if you won’t back out.”

      “I’m no quitter,” I boast. “Are you a quitter?”

      “Pfft, no.”

      “Good. Cause our lips are so close together.”

      “Very close together,” he whispers back. “I’m glad you smell so fresh.”

      The tip of his nose touches mine.

      “Why, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Nose to nose, I wait. He waits, hands encircling my waist, deliciously heavy and warm. Secure.

      I tip my chin a fraction, the barest bit but still enough, so our mouths graze, sending a zing down my spine even though it’s just a fraction of contact.

      Eli kisses me.

      Presses his lips gently to mine, nothing but touching, bottom lip blessedly full, soft, warm.

      Everything is warm.

      His hands, my body, his mouth, my lips.

      Everything.

      Mouths linger; hands wander from my hips to my spine, to my shoulders. Cup my jawline, thumbs brushing my skin.

      I raise my hands too, up over his torso, over his chest, settling on his shoulders.

      Hands that are slightly shaking for reasons I cannot explain.

      Then, our lips separate.

      “Shit. I guess we do have physical chemistry,” he says at last, forehead pressing against mine.

      “I guess we do.”

      Do I sound breathless?

      Eli pulls away, taking my hand along with him. “Hungry? We can head back and get comfortable and have dinner?”

      “Starving, actually.” As usual.

      “Yeah, I’m starving too.”

      And I can’t decide if he’s talking about food, or if suddenly, he’s referring to something else entirely.
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      The more time I spend with Molly, the more I like her.

      The more I like her, the more I develop a crush on her—something I haven’t had on a girl since I was probably eleven years old. Fifth grade, Ella Foster, who sat behind me in all of my classes. I remember it so well because Ella didn’t like me back, not even a little. She wouldn’t lend me a pencil when mine had snapped in half.

      Still, I couldn’t stop crushing on Ella Foster. She was a sassy, sarcastic asshole even at eleven years old.

      Molly is seated across from me at our catered dinner.

      The table was laid out when we arrived back from our walk, steaming hot vegetables and chicken creating a delicious aroma and an unexpected delight.

      “This has been so fun. The flight, the uncertainly, the cute little walk we just took,” my date says, looking all kinds of cute and comfortable in a YALE sweatshirt.

      “I have a feeling anything we do would be fun,” I reply. I mean every word.

      She pushes a carrot around her plate before stabbing it with her fork.

      “You’re probably right. Everything we’ve done has been fun.” She pauses. “I will admit, I was even having a good time when that bitch dumped her wine on my dress.” Molly covers her mouth with her hand. “Oops, I didn’t mean to call her that—it slipped.”

      “I figured tonight maybe we could sit and talk on the porch or play a board game?”

      “Absolutely.”

      There’s no television in this tree house, although I did bring my laptop if we want to watch a movie using the Wi-Fi. But now that we’re here, all I wanna do is sit and talk with her, drink wine, get a little drunk, and flirt.

      It’s as if we’re having a slumber party even though I’ve never actually been to a slumber party.

      “This food is delicious. I can’t believe how incredible this is. No wonder they filmed here for that reality TV show.”

      “Haven’t seen it.”

      “It’s this show about a group of singles who live in Charleston—they do outings every so often that are super bougie, like polo matches and wine tastings. They came to this farm and were inside this tree house for one episode. Reservations are impossible to get.” She takes a bite of more chicken before continuing. “How did you manage it?”

      “I never reveal my sources, but my sources are usually Donna.”

      “Donna. Clearly, I need a Donna in my life.”

      “I’m sure if you got to know her, she’d help you out.”

      “How was she with your ex?”

      Not great.

      Donna couldn’t stand Laura, and Laura couldn’t stand Donna. However, she used her whenever the opportunity presented itself, especially when she wanted tickets to a sold-out concert or reservations to a fully booked restaurant.

      “Donna, please,” I always pleaded, fingers pressing into my temples to stop the headaches. “I’m sorry, can you just try to accommodate her? I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you.”

      I saw the glances Donna gave Laura when her back was turned. The pursed lips and judgment in her eyes. Donna never thought Laura was good enough for me, and once Laura stopped practicing law, well—she put her in the “gold digger” category with the rest of the women the other agents in the office were dating.

      Turns out, Donna was right.

      Donna was usually right about most things, and it only took me a few years to figure that out.

      “Let’s not talk about my ex, and we won’t talk about yours.” I smile as warmly as I can muster.

      “Fair enough. Besides, I don’t consider my ex an ex—it was only a few dates, and mostly me waiting by the phone while he led me on,” she confesses, a blush hitting her cheeks.

      Molly is so pretty when she blushes. Shows me a vulnerable side that so many people rarely see.

      I’m proud to be one of them.

      “That guy didn’t deserve you.”

      We stare at one another for a few moments, the silence surrounding us laced with the most wonderful tension.

      “I know that now,” she says.

      Molly sets down her fork, putting it off to the side of her plate.

      I set down mine.

      “There’s dessert on the counter if we want it?”

      She nods, rising. “Let’s eat it on the porch.”

      The porch is lit with hundreds of tiny lights, strung across the roof and weaved around the guardrail, and through the trees shine the lights from the other cottages, casting an enchanting glow throughout the forest.

      As if woodland fairies live in the woods…

      I don’t know when I got so poetic. It must be the magic of this place.

      I carry our desserts—two forks, two glasses, and a bottle of wine—outside while Molly unfolds the blankets and lays them over the outdoor sofa cushions, fluffing the pillows, moving the ottoman closer so we can prop our feet up.

      We sit side by side, thighs touching.

      Obviously.

      “What do we have here?”

      It’s a covered plate. When I lift the lid, Molly hums, licks her lips, and grins.

      “How are we supposed to choose?”

      “We don’t. We eat a bit of everything. Don’t you know the rules? We can’t go to sleep until we have sugar shock and want to roll over and die.”

      One slice of cheesecake, two chocolate truffles, two chocolate-covered strawberries, and a ramekin of crème brûlée.

      Molly is the first to take a fork and stab the cheesecake, biting into it with a moan. “So good. Try it.”

      She feeds me a bite.

      “Delicious.”

      Molly agrees. “So creamy.”

      I pull a face.

      “What?”

      “That word.” I feign a shudder.

      “Which one?”

      “Creamy.”

      Molly laughs. “You don’t like the word creamy? You’re a weirdo.” She takes another bite of the cheesecake, then feeds one to me.

      After I swallow, she leans in and kisses me on the lips. It’s sweet, sugary, and delicious, too.

      “What’s got you changing your mind about wanting to date? And are you going to tell Penelope and Jack?”

      “I told you. I started thinking about what a dumbass I’ve been about relationships because truly, I was just…still reeling over the whole Laura breakup. That whole situation shook me, but it didn’t break my heart; not really. She didn’t love me, and I don’t think I loved her.”

      I had loved her when we were in college, but things changed. We grew up, but she changed in ways that I couldn’t align with. She wanted things I did not want.

      I wasn’t an agent for notoriety or fame or money. I was an agent because I loved the law. Loved contracts. Loved athletics.

      It felt like a good fit, and a career was born.

      “And Penelope and Jack?”

      “Well. Technically there’s nothing to tell. I don’t have that white picket fence yet, and I’m not technically in a relationship.”

      Molly nods slowly, looking…disappointed in my answer? Can that be right?

      Shit.

      Did I say something wrong?

      I said technically that I wasn’t in a relationship. I didn’t say it wasn’t going to turn into one.

      The words get stuck in my throat. It’s our first actual date, so are those things I should say out loud? That I have hopes for more? Would that freak her out?

      “Gotcha.” She resumes eating the cheesecake, and I know I fucked up.

      My hand goes to her thigh, and she watches my fingers resting there before taking another bite.

      “What I meant was, I need to see what happens before I pull the plug on the bet and shell over the suite at the football stadium. It’s a lot of dough.”

      “How much exactly?”

      I reach for the wine bottle and begin pouring the glasses. “Well, let’s see. Super Bowl Sunday is usually sold out. They want the suite to themselves and their family, no one else allowed.” I do the mental math and throw out an approximate number.

      “Two hundred thousand dollars?”

      I nod. “And they want food.”

      She leans back on the sofa, gaze glancing out into the dark woods. “Shit, I don’t blame you. I wouldn’t tell them either. We can lie and pretend this date didn’t happen.”

      “Really? You want to pretend this date didn’t happen?” I set the wineglasses on the ottoman and reach for her. “Oh yeah? You want to pretend, huh?”

      She giggles, falling back, giving me space to ease myself between her legs, leaning in for a kiss.

      A real one.

      The open-mouth, French kind that begins to turn my dick to stone.

      “You taste like cheesecake,” she says into my mouth.

      “So do you.”

      In the distance, an owl screeches, the wind blows, and the leaves rustle.

      So fucking perfect.

      Eventually, we stop—drink more wine and eat more dessert, my head lying on Molly’s chest, and I sit between her legs facing the opposite direction, my legs dangling over the couch.

      In one hand, she holds a wineglass as her other hand runs through my hair.

      I’m so fucking relaxed.

      “If we’re not careful, we’re going to fall asleep out here and get eaten by a bear,” she says, a comment that’s so random I burst out laughing.

      “Bears? This is South Carolina. You’re more likely to get eaten by an alligator. Lucky for you, we’re not on the ground.”

      “Shit,” she breathes. “Forgot about that.”

      “Are you afraid of bears?”

      “I’m afraid of anything that can eat me or kill me with the swipe of the hand.”

      “Animals don’t have hands. They have paws.”

      “Same thing.”

      It’s not—not even a little, but she’s adorable and flustered, and I let her animals have hands.

      A shock of wind blows, and I shiver, still only wearing the tee shirt I had on when we arrived, a cold little pussy despite my large size.

      “You cold?”

      I shrug, not wanting to admit it. “Eh, kind of.”

      Molly yawns. “Let’s clean up and get our jammers on. We can cozy up in bed.”

      Her delivery is nonchalant.

      Her eyes? Can’t meet mine when she delivers the words, that shyness creeping back into her cheeks.
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      The only privacy in this place is the toilet, situated in the corner next to the kitchen, but it’s cramped, too small for a guy my size to comfortably change. Besides, I’ll probably just wear boxing shorts and a tee shirt?

      Or should I sleep in my jeans since I packed for shit and didn’t bring sleep bottoms?

      While I’m debating, Molly comes out of the bathroom, wearing a sassy matching set, shorts and a button-down top I wouldn’t ordinarily find sexy.

      But this is Molly we’re talking about here. I can’t help but notice the top few buttons of her pajamas are undone. I can’t help noticing she’s not wearing a bra, or I can see her nipples through the fabric, or that her legs are long and smooth.

      Shit.

      I glance down at my boxer shorts, praying I don’t see an erection, and breathe out a sigh of relief when I don’t.

      Not yet.

      I have to move fast, making a beeline for the bed so we’re not standing around, getting me all hot and bothered with her witty small talk and perky tits.

      Hands on her hips, she stands at the foot of the bed, confronting me with an irritated look.

      “What’s your rush? You’re not even going to help me turn off all the lights and lock up?”

      I would, but I’m terrified to get up; figuratively and literally, not wanting a boner to spring up in the stupid boxer briefs. Of course I don’t say those words because it would make me sound like a fucking pervert.

      On the other hand, this is Molly, and nothing is off-limits.

      Best to keep it real.

      “It’s my shorts,” I confess the truth. “My dick keeps sticking through the pee hole, and I don’t want to look like a fucking perv.”

      Sorry not sorry?

      She laughs, walking through the room and flipping the lights off, but there are no shades in this massive fishbowl, so the moonlight filters in.

      I can see the outline of her as she makes her way back in the semi-darkness, feeling her way to the bed, where I’m lying on the left side.

      When she climbs in beside me, the bed dips, and the vintage metal frame creaks.

      “I’ve never been in bed with a man I wasn’t in a relationship with,” she says at last, covers pulled up to her waist. Molly turns to her side to face me, propping her head up with her palm.

      “Me either.”

      Her soft laughter reaches my ears and has me smiling.

      “This month has been a lot of firsts for me.” I hear her fingertip trailing along the cool, crisp sheets. “I’ve never been anyone’s wingman. I’ve never helped someone try to win a bet. I’ve never been on a first date in a completely different state.”

      “Never have I ever made a bet with someone so ridiculous I’m thinking of ways to get myself out of it without coming off as a complete prick. Never have I ever been friends with a woman before taking her on a first date.”

      I hear her thinking before she says, “I would imagine that Jack and Penelope would be understanding? Just be honest and tell them you only made the bet because you had your head up your own ass.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “I mean—let’s be honest…”

      She’s not wrong. Hurts to admit it, though.

      “What are the chances they’ll walk away from the chance at their own suite during the Super Bowl?” Molly ponders.

      “Eh, I’d say fifty percent? Jack will give me shit about it for the next twenty years of our lives, so…”

      “If the worst thing that happens is him giving you a hard time, I say that’s decent odds. Better than forking over a few hundred grand. Then again, you’re technically still winning the bet.”

      Correct.

      Technically, I am still winning the bet.

      “One date does not a relationship make.” Molly clicks her tongue.

      “The rules are all very fuzzy for such large stakes.”

      Resting my head on the pillow, I let my hand casually make its way toward hers, meeting it halfway in the center of the mattress. Our hands entwine as if it were the most natural thing in the world, this odd comfort we have together easing whatever worry I may have had about sharing a bed for the night.

      The conversation never came up.

      Molly didn’t make a fuss or ask me to sleep anywhere else.

      Progress.

      Plus, it felt natural kissing her on the bridge, then again on the patio when we were talking—all so very natural.

      Molly also hasn’t fussed with makeup, keeping it au natural, so she had nothing to do but rinse her face to get ready for bed and smother on whatever lotions and potions she had brought along.

      Easy.

      Everything with Molly has been easy, and I don’t know if this is just her personality or if it’s because we mesh so well, but there’s something to be said about being friends first.

      As I’m contemplating this, lost in my thoughts in the dark, the mattress moves again, and my space is invaded by her tiny body when she rolls closer toward me, arm slung across my chest.

      “This bed is comfy.”

      “So comfy.”

      She smiles against my chest. “I can’t believe I just climbed into bed with you. This is so unlike me.”

      “Is it?”

      Molly’s laughter tickles at my chest. “Obviously. I told you I haven’t been with anyone in a long time. I’d be surprised if my vagina hasn’t shriveled up.”

      “I think you're confusing your vagina with my dick.”

      She sniffs. “You’ve probably had more action since you’ve been single than I have. Trust me.”

      Yeah, probably, though none of it meant anything. Empty, emotionless sex that filled nothing but a void and never filled any of the emptiness inside me.

      The same emptiness I felt even while I was in my relationship with Laura.

      Everything happens for a reason, I guess. Guys get traded to teams they hadn’t wanted to be on but then go on to shine, or go on to become MVP. Players retire in their prime to become nationally recognized broadcasters, brand ambassadors, fashion icons—making more money than they did playing their sports.

      At the time, I didn’t realize Laura was doing me a favor, but now that I’ve had a glimpse of healthy, flirty dating…I know she wasn’t the woman for me. Not when we were in college and not when we built our careers, and not when she left hers to stay at home.

      How was I so blind?

      You weren’t blind. You were busy. Huge difference.

      Welp. The busy made me blind, and that’s a fact.

      Molly’s fingers are now tracing over my chest. “You know, when you wear sports coats, you can barely tell you have any definition here at all. Your boobs are almost as big as mine.”

      My chest rumbles. “Is that a compliment?”

      “Yes.” She laughs.

      “I don’t think there’s a man alive who would complain about the size of your breasts.” Another fact.

      “Aw, thank you.”

      Her fingers graze my shoulders, making their way down my arms, squeezing my biceps and caressing the sensitive skin.

      “This is our first date,” she says. “Should we be fooling around like this?”

      “Fooling around? Is that what we’re doing? I’m innocently lying here.” But by all means, continue caressing my body.

      She goes to pull her hand away, but I stop it. “Is this our first date? By my calculations, it’s our fifth.”

      Molly gives a tiny nod. “No, I was an escort for those first few events.”

      “When you call yourself an escort like that, you make it sound so…cold.” I laugh again. “Like I needed to hire someone to date me.”

      I feel her shrug, her hand still running along my arms, touching and caressing my flesh.

      I shiver.

      “I don’t think anyone would mistake you for a man who had to hire a date for the night. Although you do have a very Edward Lewis vibe.”

      “Edward Lewis? Who’s that?”

      “Um, the dude from Pretty Woman…? Guy in a suit, worth millions, who hired that hooker to go with him to some gala?”

      I think this over. “That would be an amazing Halloween costume.”

      She lifts her head to gaze at me in the dark. “I love Halloween. Do you?”

      “Sure do. Haven’t dressed up in forever, but I used to really love it. I mentioned I was in a fraternity in college. We used to throw a rager of a party. Loads of alcohol. Loads of half nudity.”

      “I know the kind and have been to a few of them myself. My favorite costume was the time I went as The Red Queen from Alice in Wonderland. But like—her corpse.”

      Molly’s palm is smoothing itself over my chest again, making it hard for me to concentrate on the words coming out of her mouth.

      I dip my chin in an attempt to see her better and come in close contact with her lips.

      She kisses me.

      Pulls back.

      Leans over and kisses me again.

      It doesn’t take more than a few chaste pecks for us to start making out, tongues introducing themselves. It’s a wet, hot, exploratory kiss that gets my dick hard.

      Then again, in the past few hours, I’ve gotten several hard-ons, and Molly isn’t even trying to get me turned on. All she’s doing is exploring my upper body with her hand, not having lingered anywhere below the beltline.

      This kiss is sexy, and we’re cozy in bed with the lights off, the mood suddenly more sensual than it was five minutes ago. The conversation has stopped, and the exploring has begun. All I can think about now are the tits pressed into my chest.

      Molly rolls again and eases her body up onto mine so she’s lying on top. She’s light and little and not at all crushing me; the weight feels amazing.

      Her mouth is like a dream, her tongue minty and sweet from having just brushed her teeth, both at the same time. Not demanding—but she’s also taking the lead, hand on my chest and roaming up to my hair.

      “You taste good.” I moan.

      She moans.

      It’s one of those kinds of kisses.

      The kind that curls your toes and makes you want to dry hump like teenagers sneaking around in their parents’ basement. The kind of kiss that has a woman’s hand easing into your tee shirt and gliding over your stomach, and you don’t even care that you’re wearing day-old boxer shorts that have a hole in the backside.

      The kiss is that good.

      My large palm skims the side of her boob.

      I have no idea how we are going to sleep after this. My adrenaline is rushing, and any lethargic cells in my body are now gone. Cock at full mast, begging for attention.

      She must feel it between her legs because she abandons her efforts at my nape and my hair to drag it down my rib cage, seeking out my hard, throbbing length.

      And as much as I wouldn’t mind her jerking me off, I demure.

      Flipping her off me so she’s flat on her back, I brace myself above her. “Oh no, you don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      “You’re not going to suck me off, or jerk me off, or do whatever it is you think you’re going to do with my dick. I want tonight to be about you.”

      With the little bit of light filtering into the room, I see her nibble her bottom lip. “Fine. If you insist.”

      Arms above her head, she watches as I shimmy down her body, pulling her bottoms along. She lifts one leg, then the other, so I can remove her sleep shorts, tossing them to the side with a “Good riddance.”

      “Don’t throw them too far.” She laughs. “If I’m not wearing clothes, I can’t sleep.”

      I lift my head. “So you’re not sleeping naked?”

      “Uh, no. Sorry to disappoint you, but I’d be awake all night…”

      I’ll allow it.
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      I can’t believe Eli is going down on me. While I’m wearing a shirt.

      Should I take it off or keep it on?

      This would be much sexier and hotter if I was completely naked…

      Still, he doesn’t seem to mind, intent on his mission of pleasing me.

      Decision made, I don’t bother with the cumberson row of buttons, instead yanking the top over my head and tossing it where I think Eli has tossed my bottoms, stretching out like a cat lying in the sunlight even though he can’t see my whole body with the lights off. I still feel sexy as hell and in control knowing that this powerful, smart, and funny man wants to make me come.

      His large palms are sliding over my thighs, thumbs caressing the apex between my legs.

      I squirm.

      Moan.

      Thrash my head, albeit a tad prematurely, but I’m excited. The anticipation of what’s to come more than I can bear.

      A man hasn’t been able to make me come by going down on me in years, and I’m anxious to see how good Eli is with his mouth, wishing I could see his eyes, nose, and mouth.

      Sexy, sexy Eli.

      His broad shoulders are between my legs, keeping them parted. Hands stroking.

      Then his mouth is on me, tongue licking.

      Licking.

      Licking.

      I don’t mind that part, but it honestly does nothing for me. Too gentle and too soft to get any kind of response.

      It’s not enough.

      My hips wiggle impatiently.

      “Harder.”

      Eli’s glance is brief. “Harder?”

      I nod.

      Yes.

      Harder.

      He figures out what that means and stops licking me, sucking instead, never giving up like the determined man he is.

      Eli grinds his hips into the mattress as he works his magic, moaning every few seconds. Hums into me.

      My hands clench the bedding. Then reach behind me to grip the pillow while my head turns this way and that, thrashing from the pleasure. The excitement. The tingling that’s coursing through my body.

      It’s been an age, and it f-feels w-wonderful.

      Embarrassingly enough, it doesn’t take long for me to orgasm, my body doing that little shuddering thing it does when I come, legs wanting to close but can’t because Eli is between them, still sucking gently.

      Men usually can’t make me come.

      I’m usually too inside my own head.

      I wish I could look at him, gaze at him and marvel at his accomplishment—congratulate him on a job well done.

      This one certainly deserves an award…

      Like a rag doll, I lie still, waiting for him to move, eyes growing weary from the oxytocin releasing into my body. Resist the urge to roll over and sleep; resist the urge to roll over and sleep.

      Don’t want to be rude.

      I should at least say good night first and put my bottoms back on, yeah?

      Before he lifts himself off the mattress, groaning. “Shit. There’s cum on the sheets.”

      I raise my head. “My cum?” How is that even possible?

      “No, mine.” He stands beside the bed. “We may have to flip on the light so I can clean it up. Be right back.”

      He came on the bed while he was going down on me?

      Well shit.

      The light goes on, and I squint for a few seconds, eyes adjusting to the glare, trying to make out the small pool of cum on the bedspread, silently apologizing to the owners. They’re going to have to wash everything.

      Ew.

      Still.

      Eli came on the bed while he was going down on me.

      Which means a few things.

      
        	He was so turned on by me he couldn’t help it.

        	He has an incredibly healthy appetite.

        	He loves going down on women.

      

      Can’t complain about any of that.

      I watch as he uses a damp cloth to wipe at the mess, his dick still half hard in his navy boxers, the outline pressing against the front. From what I can see, it’s a decent size—probably a bit bigger than average, but I’m not trying to get caught staring at his junk.

      I double-check his work as I slide on my bottoms, making sure I don’t see anything left on the bedding and make a mental note to pull the entire set off the mattress tomorrow and leave a note for housekeeping.

      “I can’t believe you came in your pants,” I tell him when we’re nestled back down, not an ounce of embarrassment left in my body.

      He laughs, settling in beside me. “Yeah, me either. Haven’t done that since I was a teenager.”

      My hand slides onto his stomach, and he covers it with his. Oddly, I feel comfortable. Shouldn’t we be bashful now? We skipped the whole part where we go on a bunch of dates, kiss a lot, pretend we don’t want to have sex, and I pretend I’m a good girl, etc., etc.

      No.

      Right down to it.

      “I can’t tell you the last time I fooled around on a first date. I admit. I don’t think I even behaved like this when I was in college.”

      “Well, we’re adults, and we can do whatever the hell we want.”

      “So true.”

      “Do you know what I keep thinking about right now? What I’m in the mood for?” he asks me.

      “Bacon?”

      Eli looks over at me. “Yes, how did you know?”

      “Because I’m thinking about bacon.” I laugh. “Always thinking about bacon. I don’t even care about eggs or toast. Maybe I’ll have a BLT for dinner tomorrow night.”

      Bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich.

      Mmm, mmm, mmm.

      “You can’t have a BLT without me,” he says. “They’re one of my favorites.”

      “Ha! They’re also one of my favorites. The best part about it is a good healthy combination of tomato slice and mayonnaise. Can’t skimp on the mayo.”

      “Agreed.” He pauses. “What else do you like?”

      I barely have to think about my answer. “I would say I also love good pasta paired with a good glass of wine. And…cheese and sausage during a football game. I couldn’t honestly care less about watching sports unless there’s food involved. Is that bad?”

      “I mean kind of? I’m the wrong person to be asking, considering I make my living watching sports. But I won’t judge you for standing next to the buffet table.”

      “Good because that’s where you’ll find me.”

      “What about you? Besides food and work, what is one of your favorite things to do?”

      “I like going to the movies in the middle of the afternoon. Grabbing a hot dog, a box of chocolate, and a small popcorn and just wasting the day away.” He’s quiet for a few seconds. “When I was younger, I didn’t have the greatest childhood—my parents worked a lot, and we didn’t have a lot of money for babysitters, so my sister and I were alone a lot. I’m not knocking my parents or anything, I’m just saying—we were left to our own devices. Then again, it was a different time. Moms and dads could do that without worrying so much, know what I mean?”

      “Anyway, I’d take Kate on days I didn’t have football practice, and we’d slip into the movies.”

      “I love going to the movies. I also love watching them at home.” I’m a bit of a homebody even though I’m trying to change that about myself—get out of my comfort zone and stop being so lazy.

      This weekend I’ve proved to myself that I can, so yay me!

      “Hey, Eli?”

      “Hmm?” His arm is around my shoulder as we lay here, yawning and getting tired. It’s been a long, eventful day, and the orgasm certainly helped my chill levels.

      “Thanks for the orgasm.” I pause. “Are you sure you don’t want me to…?” You know, go down on you?

      “I’m sure. Just go to sleep and stop thinking about it. I came, too, which made me feel fifteen but whatever.”

      “What’s the plan for tomorrow?” Surely, he has one.

      “I thought we would eat breakfast, then take a look around. Get in the Jeep and head back toward the direction of the airport but stop along the way if we see anything interesting?”

      That sounds like a great plan. “Go off on a high note.”

      “Exactly what I was thinking.”

      I yawn again. “Ugh, suddenly I’m so tired.”

      The yawning is contagious, and he automatically does it too. “Same.”

      We’re quiet for a few heartbeats. “Night, Molly. Thanks for coming along for the ride today.”

      “Thanks for the invitation.”
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      I barely have my pants on when I get a text from Jack Jennings, slipping into the same jeans I had on yesterday but pulling on a clean tee shirt.

      I know it’s him because of the preview on my screen, and since he’s messaged me twice in a row, I figure it must be urgent.

      Wrong.

      Jack: Yo. Word on the street is you’re on a date this weekend.

      Me: Who told you that?

      Jack: I have my sources, which I will never reveal.

      Me: Do those sources include my sister?

      Jack: Can’t say. But dude, OUT OF TOWN? Tsk tsk, don’t fall in love with this one, or you’re going to lose our bet.

      Me: First of all, it’s one date.

      Jack: That’s not what I heard—I heard you’ve been seen out with this woman before, MULTIPLE TIMES.

      Me: WHO IS TELLING YOU MY PERSONAL BUSINESS.

      Jack: A lady never reveals her source. I just told you that. But for real, OUT OF TOWN?? That’s serious.

      Me: You should talk—didn’t you fly Penelope to California for a date?

      Jack: Yes but A) She’s the mother of my child, and B) I had a game in Cali, so I was multitasking. What’s your excuse?

      Me: I was trying to be creative.

      Jack: By flying a woman on a private jet on a weekend getaway?

      Me: We’re camping. I hardly call it a weekend getaway.

      Jack: Wait. You’re CAMPING??? Never mind what I said about you losing the bet. No woman wants to go camping on a first date.

      Me: Fine. By camping, I meant glamping—we’re in a tree house.

      Jack: Come again?

      Me: Google Calder Family Tree House Farm

      Jack goes momentarily silent, and I assume he’s busy googling.

      Jack: I take back what I said. She’s definitely going to fall in love with you. This place looks badass. I should bring Penn and Skipper there.

      Me: Not to brag, but yeah, it’s one of my better ideas.

      Jack: Come again? I distinctly recall asking you for advice last year, and your brilliant date ideas included coffee and buying flowers. NOT AT ALL creative. So basic.

      Jack: This has Donna written all over it.

      Me: What difference does it make whose idea it was?

      Jack: I’m just stating a fact.

      Me: Quit bothering me just so you can be right all the time.

      Jack: Listen—you’re the one who made the bet.

      Me: Actually, no—it was Penelope. She said, and I quote, “Wanna make a bet?”

      Jack: Semantics.

      Me: What’s your point again?

      Jack: Just here to find out if you’re hiding a secret girlfriend or if you’re keeping things on the up-and-up.

      Me: There is no secret girlfriend. It was one date.

      Jack: Heard it was more like 3, which is so unlike you. Sounds to me like you’re cheating.

      Me: You’ve known me long enough to know that I don’t cheat. I consider this a business deal, and our handshake was a binding contract.

      Jack: I never shook your hand.

      Me: But it was in writing.

      Jack: Wow, you really are a stickler.

      Me: Don’t think for a second I haven’t had second thoughts.

      Jack: Well, keep me posted, bro. I’m not the one you have to deal with. It’s my lovely girlfriend who’s got your balls in a vise.

      Me: I’ll keep you posted.

      Jack: In the meantime, you should bring your girlfriend by…

      Me: SHE’S NOT MY GIRLFRIEND

      Jack: Yet.

      “Whoa, who’s got your panties in a twist?”

      I glance up to find Molly watching me intently as I toss my phone on the bedspread next to my duffel bag.

      “Jack Jennings is riding my ass. My sister told him I was seeing someone, and he couldn’t wait to say something about it.”

      “If there’s one thing I learned in the past few years, it’s that men love to gossip as much as women do.”

      It takes me a split second to realize Molly is within grabbing distance. Dressed casually in a pair of black bike shorts and a gray crew neck sweatshirt, she’s barefoot and adorable, her scent from last night imprinted on my brain.

      I pull her toward me, hands gripping her around the waist. We both fall onto the mattress, Molly laughing and trying to get away, shoving at me until I’ve landed on my back.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” she says, climbing on top, hands on my shoulders pinning me down. “Do you think you’re bad and tough?”

      “No, I was just trying to flirt with you. Apparently, I suck at it.”

      “Oh. I thought you wanted to wrestle. I could definitely kick your ass if you wanted to.”

      I have no interest in wrestling her, but I’m not going to push her out of bed now that she’s on top of me holding me down.

      “What are you going to do now?” I taunt her. “Seems as if you’ve gotten yourself into a pickle.”

      “A pickle?” She laughs. “What are you, seventy? No one says ‘gotten yourself into a pickle’ anymore, you goon.”

      “I do. I’m an old soul.”

      I lie contently, putting my hands behind my head and watching her. I find it interesting that she hasn’t climbed off despite her earlier protests.

      She leans in, whispering in my ear. “Do you like it on the bottom?”

      Yes. Sure. Yeah.

      I nod, not speaking.

      “Hmm.” She hums. “I didn’t think we planned on fooling around today before we headed out.” Molly glances over her shoulder. “Check out is soon, isn’t it?”

      It is. We had breakfast already and were going to toss our things in the car before walking around the property again to see the animals and, well, be one with nature.

      I nod again.

      “Can’t have anyone walking in on us, can we? How embarrassing would that be?”

      Really embarrassing.

      Story like that could end up in the media: HIGH PROFILE SPORTS AGENT ELIAS COHEN CAUGHT IN COMPROMISING POSITION WITH MYSTERY WOMAN.

      “On the other hand…” she wavers. “I bet I could make it quick.”

      “Make what quick?”

      Molly raises a brow, still sitting on my pelvis, still pinning me down.

      Slowly, she begins a descent down my body the same way I had done on hers last night, the only difference today is that the room is full of light. There isn’t a single inch of her that I cannot see.

      Leisurely, she sneaks a hand between our bodies and unbuttons the button on the front of my shorts, pulling down the zipper, and pushing her hand inside.

      My breath hitches.

      Pulse quickens.

      It’s that same feeling I had when Libby Stoughton gave me a hand job during a movie back in eleventh grade. I thought for sure we were going to get caught and that my parents were going to find out and punish me.

      I can’t keep my eyes off the door or the windows, ears listening for the telltale sound of someone ascending the wooden stairs.

      My dick hardens, excited.

      Palms a bit sweaty, and if I’m being honest, it’s a thrilling risk not knowing if housekeeping is on its way.

      Shorts.

      Boxers.

      Molly has her hands up my shirt, grazing my stomach, before venturing back into the front of my bottoms, palm gripping my dick. Gently enough but firm enough that I moan.

      Slowly up.

      Slowly down.

      Head bent, she takes me in her hot mouth, and I hiss out a gasp, wanting to plunge my hands into her long wavy hair. She hadn’t gotten around to putting it in a ponytail yet, and I take advantage by weaving my fingers into the silky strands, moving it aside so I can watch her sucking me off.

      Is there a sexier sight?

      With her mouth, she sucks; with her hand, she moves up and down, up and down as the tip of my cock hits the back of her throat. My fingers clench, resisting the urge to work her head farther down, wanting to take control but not in control at all.

      She hums.

      Moans.

      I know it’s for effect, and it’s working.

      I get harder.

      “Oh fuck.”

      It’s been so long since anyone has sucked my dick. Laura never would. Said she was too pretty, and besides, it would mess up her filler and Botox, and she didn’t want more lines around her mouth.

      Molly has no such hang-ups, going to town on my dick like it’s her job until my balls tighten.

      She palms them in one hand, tickling at the base with a fingernail, and I wonder where she learned that move.

      Don’t neglect the balls…

      I want to come, and it’s only been a few minutes. Then again, it’s only been a few minutes, and I don’t want to look like a pussy by coming too soon.

      But.

      Someone might see us.

      Fuck, that might be hot…

      Housekeeping might not think so, asshole. You don’t want to be kicked out of the place for exhibition-style boning.

      I glance down at the top of her head again, this angel with my cock in her wet, warm mouth.

      Goddamn, Molly is perfect.

      A woman who gives blow jobs? I could fall in love with a woman like this.

      I smile, gently wrapping a strand of hair around my index finger and giving a tiny tug.

      Fuck this feels good, fuck this feels good, fuck this feels go—

      She chokes a little, just a bit, but doesn’t stop.

      Not a quitter. Another thing I like about her.

      Another hum.

      Another self-gratifying moan to let me know she’s into it.

      Beautiful.

      Perfect.

      Fuck this feels good, fuck this feels good, fuck this feels good…

      The buildup feels incredible and I don’t know if it’s because it’s been so long or because she’s so enthusiastic or because she’s good at it or because I’m a needy motherfucker, but my cock and balls get heavy with need, want, heat.

      “I’m gonna come,” I warn her.

      Tap her on the shoulder in case she didn’t hear me.

      Her head shakes.

      What does that mean?

      “Oh fuck…”

      Fuck, it feels good.

      God, I love having my dick sucked.

      And then it happens.

      I explode.

      Molly’s head is still down when I come, mouth still on my dick when I come, throat, lips, tongue still sucking.

      Oh fuck me…fuck me good.

      I could kiss this woman right now, her angelic face smiling up at me, pulling my boxers and shorts back up over my pelvis to cover me up as I lie there like a piece of shit because my arms are too useless to do it myself.

      Red cheeks.

      Swollen lips.

      Dark, sooty lashes.

      I pull her in for a kiss, hand behind her head. She protests—obviously she does because she had cum in her mouth not ten seconds ago, but I don’t give a shit about any of that. I need to kiss her.

      Thank her.

      Anything she wants, anything at all.
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      “Those llamas were cute,” she tells me when we’re finally on our way out of town, cruising along the coast on route back to the airport. “Fun fact, my mom always loved the llamas at the county fair. That’s the one thing we always had to go look at when we were there.”

      “Llamas? Why?”

      She shrugs. “Don’t know. Llamas and alpacas. I think if they didn’t live near the city, she would want one.”

      “Huh.” Interesting. “Did you have any animals growing up?”

      “No, my parents were really busy. They never let me have animals because we traveled a lot, and pets took up too much time. But Tripp had his bulldog, and I took care of Chewy, which was a nice trade-off. I got my dog fix.”

      “What was he like as a boss? I hear he was a real asshole back in his prime.”

      “Yeah, I guess he would have been considered an asshole. He definitely had a candy-coated shell around him. Easy enough to break it once you get to know him.”

      “He’s a real softy now. His wife really brings out the best in him.”

      Molly nods. “That’s what a good partner does—brings out your best qualities, not make the bad ones worse.”

      My mind strays to Laura, who had no interest in bringing out the best in anything, and why does my mind keep drifting to her? I’ve had seven, eight months to get over her, and our relationship was more habitual than a love-filled one.

      “Do you want kids?” I ask her.

      “Someday. Not now, but someday, I think.” Her hair is swept up in a high ponytail, and it whips around her face. “I guess I can’t imagine having kids because I don’t have anyone to imagine a future with, know what I mean?”

      Yes, I know what she means.

      “What about you, Eli? Ever think of having kids?”

      I used to—all the time. For a while, that’s all I wanted even though I work a ton of hours and have a demanding, stressful job. Somehow, the idea of a baby and a family made the future less bleak.

      Less lonely.

      “I’d like to have kids.”

      “How many?”

      “At least two?” A boy and a girl perhaps, with sandy brown hair and freckles across their nose, who love swimming and ice cream and constantly beg for a puppy.

      My heart squeezes as I stare straight ahead at the highway, the oncoming traffic, focused on the road.

      Her hand reaches across the center console, and she takes mine, lacing our fingers together.

      Smiling, she tips her head back, closing her eyes and letting the sun wash over her face.

      She lifts her head and looks over at me. “When did you and Laura break up?”

      “Eh, I don’t know—eight months ago? Six? Nine?”

      Molly is quiet again.

      “And how pregnant is she?”

      I shrug. “No idea.”

      She, “Hmps,” seemingly lost in thought, glancing through the window that’s rolled up even though the roof has been removed.

      Molly doesn’t say much else during the stretch of road on the way to the airport but still holds my hand the entire way. Gives it a squeeze every now and again to let me know she’s with me.

      It’s been a surreal twenty-four hours.

      One I won’t forget.

      “What are you doing tonight?” I ask when we’re seated on the plane, across from each other, separated by the table. Beth smiles at us with water and champagne.

      “That depends on when you think we’ll get back?”

      I check with Beth.

      “We’ll have a tailwind, so it will be about an hour thirty.”

      Molly wiggles her head back and forth. “I didn’t have any real plans. What about you?”

      Same. “Would you like to come to my place and watch a movie? I actually have a few screeners at my house.”

      “Screeners?”

      “Yeah—movies and shows that haven’t hit the theaters yet.”

      “Wow. You get early release movies?”

      I nod. “One of the perks of having famous clients, I guess. Most of my players get them too; studio execs and producers are hoping we’ll talk about them in the media for free publicity. Less expensive than ads and paying influencers.”

      “Sure, I would love to come by and watch a screener. I’ve never done that before.” She bites down on her lower lip, something I’ve noticed she does when she’s thinking. “This whole weekend has been…really something else.”

      “I’m glad you’re happy.”

      She beams back at me. “I am. Thank you.”

      Leaning forward, we meet halfway over the table for a quick kiss before the plane pulls away from the gate and begins its taxi to the runway.

      My brain does a quick mental inventory of everything I have in my penthouse, from the kitchen to the pantry to the sheets on the bed. Whether or not I have towels on the bathroom floor, whether or not there is dirty underwear anywhere.

      I think I have food in my fridge?

      I’m almost positive the bed has been made but can’t be sure. My housekeeper has vacation coming up, but I can’t remember if it was this week or next week.

      Do I have clean sheets on my bed?

      Fuck.

      Slow your roll, pal. Just because you have new sheets on the bed doesn’t mean Molly is going to sleep with you. You invited her over to watch a movie, so don’t be a presumptuous dick.

      Besides, I have plenty of time to get home, pick up, and order in groceries before she’s anywhere near my place.

      Hours, even.

      Molly reads a magazine on the flight home while I read the paper, our legs touching beneath the table, our hands meeting when we both reach for snacks at the same time.

      Beth has laid out the pastries and treats from yesterday, along with fresh fruit and veggies, and has a small platter of sushi to accompany it all.

      Five stars all around for Beth and her service, making me look like a hella awesome date.

      I’m happy.

      Then again, orgasms will do that to a person.

      Humming while I read the newspaper, eyes scanning up and down the columns, I’m not taking in any of the words on the paper. Too busy daydreaming, more at ease than I’ve been in who-knows-how-long.

      Daydreaming—also something I haven’t done in ages.

      When we land, I take her hand when our feet hit the tarmac. My car is already pulled up to the hangar so I don’t have to fetch it from the parking lot—which isn’t too far of a walk, to begin with, but a nice perk nonetheless.

      “What time do you want to come over tonight? I can grab dinner—something light? Vegetables with rice, chicken. Sushi, pho, Italian—whatever you’re in the mood for.”

      “We had chicken last night. How about sushi? It tasted so good on the plane earlier, I could eat it twenty-four seven.”

      I toss our bags into the back of my sports car and slam the rear shut.

      “Shower, then come over?”

      Molly sniffs her armpit as I rev the engine and give another wave to the flight crew.

      “Could definitely use a shower.” She laughs. “How’d you know?”

      “Just a guess. I wasn’t implying that you stink.” I laugh, too.

      Her head goes back against the headrest, eyes sliding shut. “Do you mind if I take a short nap? I’m so tired.” She yawns. “I should have slept on the plane instead of reading that magazine.”

      I drive.

      Molly sleeps.

      It’s not far back to her place. I hadn’t had to use my GPS to find my way and only had to gently nudge her awake when I pulled into her short driveway.

      I let the car idle. No sense in cutting the engine and loitering for an invitation inside, not when she’s due to be at my place for dinner.

      Uncomplicated.

      Easy.

      I get her things out of the trunk, and she meets me at the back of the car, going up on her tiptoes when she wraps her arms around my shoulders and kisses me on the cheek as a farewell.

      “I had a really nice time,” she tells me again. “Thank you. It was so thoughtful of you to take me to South Carolina. I absolutely loved it.”

      “I had a good time too. I’ll be sure to let Donna know you had a good time.” I wink at her, teasing.

      She pulls away, hand on the handle of her suitcase, and starts up the walkway.

      “I still can’t believe we slept in a tree house.”

      “Honestly,” I say. “It was a glorified tree house. More like a house that was really high up.”

      She smiles. “True, but still incredible. I can’t wait to show Posey the pictures we took.”

      Never thought I’d be posing for selfies with a woman at a llama farm, but there you go.

      “See you at six?”

      Molly nods. “Text me your address.”

      “K. Let me know when you’re on your way and—no rush.”

      “Oh, don’t tell me that.” She giggles. “I’ll end up crawling into bed and not waking up until tomorrow.”

      “And miss a free meal?”

      “I never miss a free meal.” She hasn’t moved another inch. “Don’tcha know food always tastes better when you don’t have to cook it yourself?”

      I raise a hand and wave. “See you in a bit.”

      She raises hers back. “See ya.”

      I watch as she takes one step, then another, to her front door. Watch until she’s safely inside and giving me another cute wave before getting back in my car and driving home.
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      I don’t remember a second of the movie we watched. Well, that’s not true—I saw some of it. It was a movie that was originally made in the eighties or nineties about an Air Force pilot, or was it a Navy pilot? Who is needed for the force for a special operation or something like that, with lots of men running around bare-chested in the sun playing football on the beach, highway to the danger zone blah blah blah.

      Yeah, barely saw any of it.

      I was too busy laughing with Eli on the couch. Sitting cross-legged with a plate of sushi on my lap, I eat it with my fingers dipping the rolls in sauce and licking my fingers after each heavenly bite.

      I was shocked when I arrived at his address, thinking I’d be stepping into an apartment. But the elevator in the lobby brought me straight to the top floor, straight to the penthouse. And when I stepped out of the elevator car, I wasn’t in a hallway. I was in a foyer.

      One with gleaming floors in front of one singular door.

      Cold.

      Clean.

      Not a lot of personal items.

      No clutter.

      It doesn’t necessarily feel lived in. More like he lives in an advertisement of a swank real estate listing, staged for its new buyers.

      Anyway, Eli has made me feel at home.

      I’d arrived in leggings and an oversized hoodie, tired from traveling and wanting to be lazy, my casual attire the only way to accomplish that goal.

      Snuggle blankets, check.

      Pajama bottoms and tee (for him), check.

      Sushi.

      Snacks.

      And yes, in case you’re wondering, I did bring an overnight bag, just in case, though I left it in the car, not wanting to be presumptuous. What if he’s expecting me to leave later? What if he kicks me out?

      Don’t be a fool. Eli likes you.

      And I like him.

      So here we are.

      Funny how this all works. You start as friends or start by doing a favor for someone, and suddenly, you’re sucking their dick in a tree house in an entirely different state.

      Ha!

      He’s watching me take another bite of a California roll, simple sushi, easy to inhale.

      I shove the whole piece in my mouth. “What?”

      He shakes his head with a laugh, taking my foot and pulling it onto his lap, massaging the bottom of it. “Nothing. You’re cute, that’s all.”

      He thinks this is cute? “You think this is cute?” I’m starving, and he’s feeding me. I literally cannot help myself. Now I’m going to turn into a stray cat and want him to feed me over and over, and god forbid I just show up on his doorstep like a loser, uninvited, to be fed.

      Not only that, but he’s rubbing my feet.

      Rubbing.

      My.

      Feet!

      A girl could get used to this. Surprise trips, delicious food, and foot rubs? Sign me up.

      Tired, I yawn, leaning forward to set my plate on the coffee table, the hotties on the giant television dodging and weaving enemy jets, smoke and flames and dramatic music filling the room.

      Eli’s eyes are glued to the screen, right to the end.

      When it’s over, he turns to me, hand sliding up my leg, palm kneading my calves until I close my eyes and roll my head back.

      “You better be careful, or you’re going to spoil me,” I finally tell Eli, lifting my head to get a good look at him. Give his strong forearms a glance, I’m sexually objectifying him—the broad shoulders, the way his thighs look in those pajama bottoms.

      Yum.

      I try not to look wanton, but I’ve been well fed, and I’m tired, so it’s difficult to school my expression.

      “Someone should be spoiling you,” he says, lifting my foot to kiss my big toe.

      His knuckles knead the arch of my foot, and I moan.

      “That feels so good.”

      So, so good.

      Hands slide up my legs, over my thighs, then down again.

      Up.

      Down.

      This is going to lead to no good—not that I’m complaining…

      And by no good, I mean sex.

      And by no, I mean YES.

      I’m not wrong. A few seconds after his large palms skim back up my thighs, his fingers hook inside the waistband of my leggings, tugging them down.

      I lift my hips to make his life easier, pulse quickening. Eager. Horny. Wanting that dick inside me that he’s been teasing me with for the past twenty-four hours that I’ve only been able to get inside my mouth.

      “You do know I’m not going to be the only one here who is not wearing any pants,” I tell him.

      “Do you want me to take off my pants?”

      “Only if you want to take off my pants. New rule: an item for an item. If you want to take something off me, you have to remove something of yours in return. Deal?”

      I know two things for certain:

      
        	Eli is a sucker for a bet.

        	Eli wants to get me naked.

      

      He nods, already shucking his pants. “Is it weird that we’re both still wearing shirts?”

      Probably. I nod. “Yeah, but—you take yours off first.”

      He stares. “That’s not the deal. The deal is, item for an item.”

      “I never made that deal with you—you made it with me.”

      His mouth goes from a smile to a frown as he debates his options. He can’t decide if he’s going to argue his point with me or not.

      “Fuck it.” Off comes his shirt, and there he is, bare chested, no pants. Did I mention the same body I saw this morning is just as gorgeous as it was five hours ago?

      Facts.

      Eli isn’t smooth like some of the men I’ve gone out with. He has a smattering of hair on his chest—a fact I like. Some dudes wax and shave, but it seems our guy here keeps it one hundred.

      I approve.

      I lie back so he can completely remove the leggings, staring at the ceiling with a smirk as he struggles to get them from around my ankles.

      “Dammit,” he complains. “Why are these so tight?”

      “Are you complaining?” I scold. “Sounds like it.”

      “I’m not,” Eli retracts quickly. “These pants are fine and not a pain in the ass at all.”

      “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I can never get them off either.”

      That confession comes with a smile.

      Eli—who’s only wearing boxer shorts at this point—dips forward and kisses me on the stomach with a promise of what’s to come. More oral? Sex?

      His fingers find the elastic band of my underwear (for once in my life, I wore briefs and not granny panties), sliding them along the sensitive curve of my inner thigh.

      Teasing me.

      My head is still tipped back on the couch, eyes still watching him. I feel his every move, especially now that his hands are all over me.

      It doesn’t take long for me to get turned on. I’m wet in nearly an instant, already trembling with anticipation. Better than the sushi, better than dessert, better than the movie he was watching—obviously.

      Not to brag, but I’d bet a thousand bucks that blow job I gave him this morning was the best he’s ever had. Judging by the look he’s giving me right now—urgency, excitement, starry-eyed interest—he’s thinking about it right now.

      My lips, his dick.

      My vajayjay, his dick.

      I still have my shirt on, so to move things along, I remove it and toss it to the floor. I’m wearing the only clean bra I had in my drawer, and thank god it’s a good one: white lace, demi cup, tits barely fit in it.

      Eli’s eyes get wide.

      I swear, if he was a dog, drool would be coming from the side of his mouth and dripping onto my knee.

      “Like what you see?” Oh, god, I did not just say that. I sound like a bad pantomime of a porn, and not even a well-written one at that.

      “Fuck yeah, I do.”

      Good answer.

      Very enthusiastic.

      My leg goes up, foot extended, toe pressing gently into the bulge between his legs. He’s hard—rock hard—the tip of his dick playing peek-a-boo between the folds of his boxer shorts, giving me flirty little glimpses of its pink flesh.

      I try not to be even more cliché by licking my chops. Instead, I focus my attention on that erection, running the tip of my big toe over the navy-blue fabric of his boxers.

      He’s trying not to moan. I can tell by the way he’s swallowing and closing his eyes. The way his Adam’s apple bobs in his throat.

      The way his nostrils flare.

      Still on my back, Eli crawls over me, bracing his hands on either side of my head, dragging his dick between my legs. My hands join the party by running over his abs. They’re not well defined, but his skin feels sensational and warm.

      He dips his head.

      His mouth goes to the swell of my breasts, lips kissing between them before his nose nudges the bra down to expose my nipple.

      He licks it.

      Gets it wet with his tongue and blows on it.

      In my mind—in my imagination—he’s the hot lawyer who just summoned me to court. Wait, no! He’s the manager of the apartment complex, and I’m staying in my friend’s penthouse, house sitting while she’s in Fiji, and he stopped by to make sure I didn’t need anything and also, her plumbing needs fixing…

      But this isn’t a porn, and he’s not the manager of the complex, and his lips are sucking my nipple—I should be in the moment, not visualizing entirely fictitious fantasies.

      Focus, Molly!

      “You smell so good,” I breathe. His hair smells like whatever they put in men’s shampoo, and his cologne smells even better.

      Eli Cohen is an olfactory wet dream, and his cock is twitching above my needy pussy, begging to be let out of his boxers.

      I oblige, in no rush to wait.

      “Let’s speed things along, shall we?”

      “This is the reason I like you, Molly Summervale.”

      “It is? Is that the only reason?”

      “No. I also love your tits.” He kisses my tits. “And your brain.”

      Sucks. “And how funny you are.” Lick.

      It doesn’t escape my notice that he uses the word love rather than like, but I have sex brain and could be reading into it because we’re both turned on and on the brink of fucking.

      Eli spends way too much time lollygagging, dry fucking me slowly as he hovers.

      I’m impatient and want it now.

      We can do slow and hot next time. Right now, I want instant gratification, having waited so long between partners.

      I’m on birth control, and I let him know it. “You know—if we’re about to have sex, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t sleep with anyone else.” I pant, breathing heavily. “Not that we need to label the relationship, but I’d prefer not to get an STD from you.”

      “Agree.” He nods, kissing my neck. “I won’t sleep with other people, and you won’t sleep with other people.”

      “Good.” I nod, settling the matter. “Can I see that in writing?”

      “Yes. I’ll send you an email, and you can print it out.”

      I laugh, knowing he probably will. “I’ll frame it.”

      “Frame my dick.” He laughs back.

      “Frame your dick?” I can’t help the loud bubble of laughter that erupts from my throat.

      “I have no idea why I said that.”

      I’ll give him a pass on that dumb comment. “Probably because you have no blood in your brain.”

      “I can solve that problem for both of us.”

      “Oh yeah?” I demure, wondering where all this playful banter is coming from, considering we’ve barely flirted with one another at all since we met. Neither of us seems to have the tolerance for it.

      “Yeah.” His mouth is still on my neck, kissing it where I love to be kissed the most: at the curve of my shoulder. Near my ear. My jawline. “You’re so gorgeous.”

      Gorgeous.

      I’m not sure I’d call myself that, but I’m glad he assigned me that word and not “hot.” I’m a grown-ass woman and loathe when men use the term hot. It’s generic and takes little to no thought.

      “You feel so good.” I run my hands up and down his back, fingertips trailing along his spine, pressing into the angel kisses above his ass and basking in his firm quads.

      “So do you,” he whispers, hand between us dipping into the front of my panties, thumb grazing above my…

      “Take them off.”

      I nudge him to take off his boxers as well, letting him do the brunt of the work while I lie here watching—as per usual. Listen, I’ve done my time with men where I did most of the seducing; blown them, initiated sex, worn sexy, expensive lingerie to get them turned on, blah blah blah.

      It's time I found a man who didn’t care about any of that—he cares about pleasing me.

      Don’t get me wrong, I’m not being selfish. But I want—need—to see what kind of guy Eli is in bed. How patient and willing he is to roll with the flow.

      Very.

      A+

      Top of the class.

      More dry fucking, more teasing, more kissing.

      I love the way he kisses, tongue not too demanding, not too wet. Everything feels like it’s being paced to perfection, and I feel absolutely no pressure one way or another from Eli or from myself.

      The perfect amount of everything…

      When he finally enters me, it’s slow and steady; I feel every inch of his dick and spread my legs to accommodate him, my ass on the edge of the couch, the canvas fabric most likely chafing my skin—something I’ll worry about later when I check it in the mirror.

      “Oh god, you feel good,” he says again.

      He does too, but the words get stuck in my throat.

      Eli thrusts and thrusts, and I tilt my head back against the throw pillows, languishing in my nerve endings, sensory overload, on the brink of something but unable to reach it.

      So close.

      “Wait.” My hands go to his shoulders to stop him from pumping. “I want to be on top. Sit down, and I’ll climb on top.”

      He stops.

      Pulls out.

      Pulls me to a stand so I’m in front of him as he sits on the couch, legs spread, dick hard, reaching for my waist so I’ll climb back on.

      “You’re so fucking sexy,” he says as his hands skim my hips. He kisses my breasts when I position myself, sinking down with a groan.

      It’s not easy to get my legs in the right position—or my knees—but I make it work, find my angle, find the spot.

      The spot.

      Right there…

      “Yes…”

      Don’t move, let me do it…

      Keep doing that…

      So hard.

      So good.

      He plays with my nipples as I ride him, lost in the moment, kissing his mouth, tongue sloppy, feeling a little dirty but so freaking sexy. So in control.

      He lets me have my way with him, and it doesn’t take me long, being on top, to reach my climax, moaning loudly but not crying out, moaning again, teeth nipping at the skin of his shoulder as his hands skim my ass, pulling.

      Selfishly, I stop moving, giving my body a few seconds to bask in the afterglow before I lift my head and ask, “How do you want me?”

      He doesn’t have to think about it twice. “Kneel on the couch.”

      Ass in the air, Eli stands behind me. He enters me this way, and I moan a bit, sensitive from my own orgasm, secretly hoping he’ll come quickly so I can rinse off and get my sweatpants back on.

      Does that make me a horrible person or just lazy?

      “Couch sex is so good,” he mutters.

      If this penthouse wasn’t so high in the sky without an obstructed view, I would feel like we were in a fishbowl and into voyeurism. If we were several floors lower, anyone could see inside.

      I moan loudly, knowing the sounds will turn him on. I lift my ass higher so he can pump into me without adjusting his height.

      “Oh yeah,” I breathe dramatically. “Fuck me, Eli…”

      I should win an Oscar for my performance because within seconds, he comes, pulling out, coming on the flesh above my ass crack with a loud, satisfied moan.

      His body jerks.

      Jerks again.

      He pauses before pulling away, giving me a light tap, kissing me on the shoulder.

      “Sorry about that. I’ll grab a rag.”

      I wait, butt-ass naked, rear in the air, for my date to retrieve a towel and wipe me up, so I’m not dripping cum on his beautiful marble floors.

      Together, we stand side-by-side in his bathroom, grinning at each other, pleased with ourselves and our efficient banging.

      Eli hands me a toothbrush from the linen closet behind his sink, and I set about brushing my teeth, still naked but clean, nonplussed to be doing this menial task in my birthday suit.

      I put my tee shirt back on.

      And my underwear.

      Leaving my pants off, I cover my bottom half with a blanket when we’re back on the couch, remote pointed at the television.

      Under the covers, Eli reaches for my hand.

      I smile, taking it.

      It’s my turn to choose what we watch, and to his dismay, it’s a documentary about some skeezy doctor who fathers over three thousand children, the entire story making me queasy.

      Behind us, I hear the front door open.

      Confused, I turn my head.
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      “Um, Eli. I think you have a visitor?”

      I glance at Molly, her face a stone wall of puzzlement, eyes glued to the front door.

      I follow her gaze.

      My ex-girlfriend slash live-in slash roommate is standing at the threshold, zero fucks given, watching Molly and me both as we lie on the couch, barely clothed.

      “Jesus Christ, Laura, what are you doing here?”

      She holds up her hand, a key ring dangling from her index finger.

      “I have a key.”

      Clearly.

      “I see you have company.” Her head tilts to the side as she studies Molly. “Are you the same woman he was at the awards banquet with?”

      I hadn’t thought she’d seen me there—us there—but I guess I should have known better. Laura has always been shrewd with an eagle eye, one of the many things that made her a great attorney. When she wanted to practice law, that is.

      “Why are you here?” My arms are folded across my chest—my bare chest—stance defensive as the woman who used to live in this house stands in my kitchen as if she owns the place.

      She plunks the key down on the cold, granite counter. “You probably want these back. For her.”

      Wow, she’s a real piece of work, breaking in unannounced as if I wouldn’t have an issue with it.

      As if I’d be alone.

      “I’m only going to repeat myself one more time before I call the cops. Why. Are. You. Here?”

      “Oh, relax,” Laura scolds me, leaving her place at the counter to sashay into the living room, belly bump in full display. Damn, her stomach is huge. She looks like she’s about to give birth any day now. “I’m here because I have something to tell you.”

      “You couldn’t have called my office and set up a meeting?”

      The look she gives me could freeze ice. “Are you still upset about the Keith thing?”

      The Keith thing.

      I laugh.

      Molly stands motionless behind me, and for a moment, I’d forgotten she was there.

      “What do you want?”

      Funny. I’d asked her that same question one evening when I thought we could fix things. When I thought I could make them better.

      Work less.

      Be more affectionate.

      Include her in the business.

      “What do you want? I’d asked her over and over.

      “You can’t give me what I want.”

      “How do you know? How can I know what you want if you won’t tell me?”

      I’d caught her with Keith the following weekend, on a weekend Keith didn’t have a game and a night I wasn’t supposed to be home.

      Funny how life comes full circle…

      “What do I want?” she repeats, undeterred. “I guess the better question is what do I need.”

      I swear to god if this woman asks me for a favor… Laura needs to stop talking in riddles and get to the point.

      I cross my arms, irritated. “And what is it you need?”

      “I need you to do a DNA test so we can determine the paternity.” Her hands are on her stomach as if soothing the unborn baby inside—or perhaps the motion is soothing her.

      I glance behind me to see Molly’s reaction, but she’s disappeared into the bedroom—and who would blame her? This situation has just gone from bad to worse in a matter of seconds.

      A million replies fly through my head; a million questions.

      Thoughts.

      How is this happening?

      Why now?

      “How far along is she?” Molly had asked me only yesterday—yesterday for fuck’s sake—and like a fool, I’d brushed off the question as being irrelevant. Laura’s due date had nothing to do with me, so why would I know or care how far along she was?

      Famous last words, I guess.

      Leave it to a woman to notice the small details.

      I barely notice Molly skirting past me with her things, walking toward the door with only a backward glance over her shoulder.

      Quietly, she slips out, door clicking closed behind her.

      And just like that, I’m alone with Laura.

      I haven’t been alone in the same room with her since…shit. Since the day she was packing her designer bags to leave. Her clothes, shoes, cosmetics, and toiletries. The rest she left here as if it were disposable; the books, the knickknacks, her work-out gear and equipment. All that shit I’d donated to charity when she’d gone, not wanting to see it every day.

      Laura helps herself to a glass of ice water, puttering in my kitchen, belly encased in a tight dress.

      She sips from the glass at a leisurely pace as if she hadn’t just detonated a bomb on me; as if she hadn’t just delivered the most shocking fucking news I’ve had since Mario Smith had the balls to refuse his contract with the Steam unless they gave him a fifty-million-dollar bonus.

      “Paternity?” I pause, my head all shades of fucked up. “Why?”

      Laura gives me a look that says it all. Are you fucking stupid? You know why.

      “How far along are you?” I finally ask, wanting to throw up. How can she be doing this to me? And now, after all these months? If she had doubts about who the father was, she should have said something sooner, shouldn’t she? “Like, how pregnant are you?”

      Jesus Christ, I feel like Maury Povich is going to come flying out of the bedroom to announce the results. YOU ARE THE FATHER. And why the hell did I clarify my question? I should act like the bloody moron she obviously thinks I am.

      “I’m thirty-two weeks.”

      I have no idea how many months that is, but her belly is big and round, so I imagine she’s super pregnant.

      “Does Keith know you’re here?”

      Laura rolls her eyes, setting her cup in the sink. “Yes.”

      “What does he have to say about it?”

      I can’t imagine he’s thrilled with this news. I’m assuming he assumed the baby was his from the beginning. For her to be questioning who the father is would rattle me to my core, like having the rug pulled out from under me.

      “Not a lot.” She widens her stance, trying to look authoritative and in control of the situation. “As usual.”

      If she’s having regrets about hooking up and becoming engaged to a football player—a man who stereotypically has more brawn than brains—it’s a bit too late for that.

      You can’t turn back the hands of time, and a good, decent woman just walked out my door because the one in front of me is an asshole.

      Spoiled.

      Conceited.

      Arrogant.

      “So you broke into my apartment to deliver news you could have delivered over the phone or in an email.”

      “No one barged into your penthouse.” Laura shrugs. “The doorman let me in, and besides, I have a key.”

      I stalk to the counter and snatch up the small pile of keys she’d laid there, hands shaking, efficiently removing my house key from the ring and dumping it into the pocket of my track pants.

      The ones I had barely just put back on before she barged in here with her atomic bomb.

      “Not anymore.”

      Laura harrumphs, turning up her nose.

      “How do I give you this DNA sample?”

      “You can either do a blood test or a cheek swab. Both are very easy and shouldn’t take long.”

      “Except the time it’s going to take to haul my ass to the clinic, fight traffic, and wait for the results,” I deadpan, annoyed beyond belief that she’s being so blasé about this whole situation.

      “Right, well.” The hands roam her stomach. “Don’t you want to know if you’re the father?”

      “I just assumed I wasn’t since you weren’t fucking me, but you were fucking Dwyer.”

      She cradles her stomach as if she can muffle my crude words. “Shhh, oh my god, Elias, have some class.”

      Oh jesus.

      “Send Donna the information of the clinic where you’ve ordered the test, and I’ll get it handled.”

      Laura studies me from her spot at the counter. “Aren’t you the least bit excited?”

      Is she insane?

      Shit, maybe she is.

      Am I excited?

      She lets herself in with a key I didn’t know she had, tells me I might be the father of a baby I’d only just found out she was having, and expects I might be happy about it?

      Call me a dickhead, but… “Time will tell, I guess.”

      I go to the couch and sit down, face in the palm of my hands.

      “Leave.”

      I hear her walk toward me.

      “I said leave, Laura. I don’t ever want to see you again.”

      “But—”

      I lift my head. “Get out.”

      “Fine.” Her lips purse, and she grabs her bag. “I’ll be in touch.”

      “I’m sure you will.”
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      “I’m sorry, can you repeat that? Say it in my good ear.”

      When I’d gotten home, I thanked God that Posey was there, lying on the couch watching a movie when I’d slammed through the door, tears streaming down my face.

      I’d just found a decent, fun, sweet, reliable good guy, and this is the crap that happens? His freaking troll of an ex-girlfriend shows up at his door—no, breaks in!—to tell him he might have a child?

      What the WHAT?

      “I can’t believe this is happening. This is why I cannot with men, Pose. Cannot.”

      “But, Molly, he’s not with her.” My roommate studies me beneath the light above the kitchen island, its warm glow casting a shadow over my sullen expression. “Is he?”

      “No. But he’s drama.” My chin tilts defiantly.

      “No, his ex is drama—don’t confuse the two.” Posey says it with so much authority that I’m willing to believe it for a moment. “The baby might not even be his, Molly, and even if it is, so what? That doesn’t mean you can’t make it work.” She hesitates, sliding a plate in my direction, thinking everything can be solved with food. “Babies are a blessing.”

      “Are you for real right now?”

      Posey, sweet Posey, loves everyone and everything and always thinks the best of everyone.

      I pick up the Danish and shove a bite in my miserable mouth. Moan from its gooey goodness. “Did you make this?”

      “Yes.”

      Posey isn’t a professional chef, but she’s one hell of a cook, filling all her recipes with love.

      Blah.

      “Anyway, as I was saying,” she goes on. “Why couldn’t you make it work even if he has a baby with her?”

      “Because.” I pause to think. “Because it’s complicated now.”

      She doesn’t look convinced. “And it wasn’t complicated when women were tossing their drinks in your face?”

      Yes, but we weren’t dating when women were throwing drinks in my face.

      “That’s different.”

      “How exactly?”

      “Are you being serious?” I ask again. “Throwing a drink on someone is totally different than showing up and being like SURPRISE! THIS MIGHT BE YOUR BABY.” My jazz hands go up, and I wave them around dramatically.

      “Might be.” Posey nods. “Laura sounds manipulative. She doesn’t need Eli’s DNA to get a paternity test. She only needed Keith’s to narrow it down. If his DNA comes back not as a match, then she could have contacted Eli. But she didn’t, and do you know why?”

      I’m hanging on her every word because damn, she has a valid point.

      “Why?”

      “Laura is a calculating bitch who knows exactly what she’s doing. You said so yourself—she let herself into his apartment. Why now? Why not two months ago before he was seeing you? She waits until he’s in a relationship with you to reappear?” My roommate snorts. “Please, give me a break. That woman is trying to upset the apple cart.”

      Upset the apple cart?

      Where does she get these metaphors? 1854?

      “Want my advice?” she goes on.

      “Sure.”

      “See what happens. Wait for Eli to call you, and he will, once his heart stops racing because you damn well know that dude is flipping the fuck out right now, poor thing.”

      Poor thing?

      What about me?! I’m a poor thing!

      I glare at her. “Do not feel bad for him!”

      “Why? Some woman comes out of the woodwork telling him she might be pregnant with his baby, after she cheated on him with one of his clients? The man did nothing wrong!”

      True. The man did nothing wrong except. “She’s not some random woman. She’s his ex-girlfriend.”

      Posey snorts. “Exactly. His ex-girlfriend—she wasn’t his fiancée, and she wasn’t his wife. They lived together what, a few years?”

      “I’m not sure. It’s not something we’ve talked about.”

      “I can’t imagine what’s going on in his apartment right now.” Posey is warming up a hearty slice of brie before spooning raspberry jam on the top. “If she’s as horrible as you say she is, and he’s trapped there with her. Yikes.”

      “Shit. Now I feel bad. I just walked out on him.”

      Posey pats me on the arm. “You did the right thing—what any self-respecting woman would do. I mean, it’s not like you were going to get involved in the conversation. You’ve been on two dates.”

      True.

      So true.

      “Should I call him?” I sigh, shoulders sagging, the warm pastry hitting my tongue.

      “Hell no!” Posey shakes her head. “Let him come crawling to you.”

      “But what if…he doesn’t?” Why does my voice sound so meek and sorrowful?

      Because I feel as if I’ve already lost.

      And Laura has won.

      Eli and I were only at the start of what could have been something wonderful, and now it’s ruined.

      Tainted.

      Posey gives an eye roll so hard it’s uncharacteristic of her. She never rolls her eyes or has a bad thing to say about anyone. “He will.”

      “So what happens if it’s his baby?”

      “I don’t know. I guess time will tell. It would certainly change things, you know?”

      I know.

      He already works a lot, and his life is crazy hectic. Add on a layer where he has a newborn baby and a controlling ex-girlfriend?

      Where does that leave time for me?

      I don’t want to be selfish, but the one date we went on was addicting—creative and spontaneous and fun—and it left me wanting to know more about him.

      And don’t get me started on the sex.

      Eli loves oral.

      I love oral.

      It’s a match made in orgasm heaven.

      I jam the Danish in my mouth, finishing the last piece but not really tasting any of it. All I taste is sadness and sorrow for a relationship that could have been but probably never will be.
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      It doesn’t take Eli long to get in touch. First, he tries to call, but I was in the shower and unavailable to chat. Then he tried to video chat, but I was in the laundry room starting a new load.

      He leaves me alone for a few days, his attempts going unanswered, and yes, I feel a certain level of guilt for ignoring him, but the truth is, I still haven’t figured out my shit.

      It’s so bizarre that his ex-girlfriend just waltzed into his place, brazen as you please—WITH A KEY—and announced IN HIS HOME that he may be the father of her child.

      With me sitting there on the couch in nothing but a tee shirt.

      Laura had no shame, gave zero fucks, and barely tossed a glance my way.

      I can’t imagine what being in a relationship with Eli would be like, with her as the mother of his child dictating how he and I lived our lives.

      Messy as all hell.

      Talk about dodging a bullet…

      The longer I put off talking to him about the situation, the angrier I get, lost in my own future tripping about how doomed we already are.

      DOOMED.

      And here I’d packed away all my red flags—too soon, apparently.

      Eli: I was hoping we could talk.

      Of course he’s hoping we could talk, no doubt to smooth my ruffled feathers. Or to dump me, even though we’re not officially a couple.

      One date, a few blow jobs, and sex does not a relationship make.

      I can’t think of anything upbeat to say. No reply in the world can mask the confusion I’m feeling or the disappointment.

      Me: Sure—of course.

      Eli: Want to meet somewhere?

      No, not really. Not at all. I look like shit, and I’m in a foul mood—crabby, sad, angry. If he wants to subject himself to that, by all means. But do I want to subject myself to him? That’s the real question.

      Me: Maybe we can just talk on the phone. How does that work?

      The chat bubble appears and reappears several times before his message comes through.

      Eli: If that’s what you’re comfortable with, please. I’d like to talk to you on the phone.

      And I’d like to crawl under the covers and pretend this never happened, but the last time I checked, I was an adult and not a teenager in love with Dan Brewer, who showed up at the prom with Tiff Sadler, his ex-girlfriend. Turns out as soon as she found out he had asked me, she began a campaign to get him back, and the little shit didn’t have the balls to tell me to my face.

      Instead, he let me buy a dress, and shoes, and new makeup and have my hair done and wait and wait for him to show up at my house.

      Talk about humiliation.

      Joke was on him because I went—alone. Dad drove me to the dance, and I hung out with the girlfriends who were also there solo, all the while plotting Dan’s downfall. Plot Twist: Dan was homecoming king the following year, so yeah—mission not accomplished.

      My point is, why are some women like this? Calculating and manipulative.

      You had a great guy, and you cheated. Then you had another great guy, and you screw him over, too?

      Me: I guess I should stop putting it off, hey? When are you available?

      Eli: I’m ready when you are.

      Shit. That’s not what I was hoping he’d say. I was hoping he’d come back with something like, “Tomorrow after five works.” Or, “Sunday at noon.”

      I nibble on my thumbnail while I debate.

      Take a deep breath, then sigh.

      Why is adulting so hard? What on earth is he going to tell me?

      Me: Sure, I’m free now.

      I’m free now because for the past few hours, I've done nothing but think about the confrontation in his apartment. I haven't been able to work or focus on anything else. Trying to have a meeting or compose an email has been fruitless.

      Within seconds, my phone begins to ring, that peppy little tune I always thought so cute now sending a pit straight to my stomach.

      “Hey, it’s me,” Eli tells me as if I wasn’t expecting his call, and I wasn’t expecting it to be him. As if you were some random guy making a phone call at a random time in the afternoon.

      “Hey,” I say for lack of something better, rolling my eyes at the ceiling. I feel like a fool because…because I don’t know why. This has nothing to do with me—not technically—although I seem to be collateral damage.

      Or I assume I will be.

      “You don’t sound thrilled to be speaking to me.” His attempt at a joke has me cracking a bit of a smile, for I’ll admit it does feel good to hear his voice.

      I’ve missed him, and it’s only been a few days.

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to say, “Sorry, it’s not that I’m not thrilled…” but I have nothing to apologize for, and I refuse to say it. Instead, I go with, “I wasn’t sure what to say to you, so I thought I would hold off for you to contact me since, you know…”

      …it’s your crazy ex-girlfriend.

      “Let me start by saying I’m extremely embarrassed about the entire situation. Laura just busting in like that—I had no idea she still had a key when I should have known. I’m also really fucking embarrassed she dropped a bomb like that with you there. The whole thing is so messed up, you don’t even know.”

      I don’t even know?

      Um.

      I disagree—I’m super well aware of how messed up the situation is.

      SUPER aware!

      “What happened after I left?”

      Obviously, I’m curious. I want to know, but I also don’t want to know because the truth is going to make or break whatever this thing was between us.

      “Well. First, she sidetracked and started asking a bunch of questions about who you were.”

      Wait. What? “What kind of questions?”

      “She wanted to know who you were.”

      This perks me up.

      “Okay, but…what did you say?” Suddenly, I’m thirsty for details.

      “I told her it was none of her business.”

      I’m immediately deflated. “Oh. So you didn’t say anything like, ‘That’s Molly, and we’re dating,’ or something like that?”

      “No, I said—who that is is none of your fucking business.”

      Oh.

      Bummer.

      I get the sense that he wants me to be pleased with this pronouncement, but I’m not. My ego is a tad deflated, however screwed up that rationale is.

      “Did she ask anything else?”

      God, why am I so desperate to hear that he spoke about me?

      Because you’re jealous.

      Shut up. No, I’m not.

      Yes, you are. Otherwise, it wouldn’t bother you so bad that his ex showed up.

      Um, are you out of your mind? She didn’t just show up. She showed up guns blazing, PREGNANT, declaring he might be the father. That wasn’t her casually showing up.

      Duh.

      “Yeah, for a bit, she wouldn’t let it go. She wanted to know your name and what you did for a living. It was turning into a one-sided pissing contest for some ungodly reason.”

      Ah, so she’s jealous, too.

      “Interesting. Why do you suppose that is?” I ask, sounding very much like my therapist, which reminds me that I should absolutely schedule an emergency session.

      “If I knew how Laura’s brain worked, things might have gone differently.”

      Laura.

      Ugh, I wish he’d stop using her first name. It makes the whole thing feel too real, and real is not what I need right now. I want to go back to that warm and fuzzy place we were in before she barged in to ruin everything.

      This is not a test. This is a mess.

      It’s as if I can hear my nan’s voice right now. Nan, who loved love, would be having fits right now at the drama this man has brought into my life, intentionally or unintentionally.

      I wonder what advice she’d give me if she were here.

      She was always so wise. So badass.

      “So after we got past the inquisition, we got to the point. She says she isn’t sure that Keith is the father since she got pregnant while she and I were still living together.”

      “And?”

      “And…I’m not sure if I believe her. I don’t think I’m the father. I couldn’t be.”

      “Why?”

      Eli’s laughter is sardonic, filling the airway between us. “Because. You have to have sex in order to get someone pregnant, and for the life of me, I can’t remember fucking her anytime around the dates she would have gotten pregnant based on her due date. I was traveling a lot, so the odds are slim.”

      “Did you tell her that?”

      “Yeah, of course—but she’s adamant.” He’s quiet for a few moments. “I thought I knew her pretty well, but there’s a part of me that doesn’t trust her at all—no. Not a part of me, all of me doesn’t trust her.”

      “So what will you do?”

      “Well. What I did was jerk off in a cup and get a DNA test. We’re already waiting for the results.”

      Oh.

      He did the test already. “You don’t waste any time, do you?”

      Eli laughs again. “She’s fucking with my life, Molly, so of course I want to know. I haven’t been able to sleep, I haven’t been able to eat. You’re giving me the silent treatment. The whole thing is such a mind fuck.”

      I haven’t been able to sleep, and I haven’t been able to eat because you’re giving me the silent treatment.

      My mouth opens. Closes. “I had no idea what to say to you, that’s why.”

      I can almost hear him nodding on the other end of the line. “I get it.” A long breath out. “I don’t blame you if you think I’m a scumbag douchebag and you never want to speak to me again.”

      That’s being a bit melodramatic, but I understand the sentiment. He wouldn’t blame me if I broke things off and never wanted to see him again.

      But would things be the same if he wasn’t the father? Could we carry on as we were before like nothing had happened? Would things still be the same, or are they so far gone they can’t be salvaged?

      “I don’t think you’re a scumbag douchebag.” I laugh, sort of. “I just think…until you know one way or another…” It’s as if Laura has taken the wind out of both our sails, crushing this fantasy daydream I’d been living for the past few weeks. “Until you know one way or another, we should maybe…”

      I hear him nodding again.

      I hear him swallow the lump in his throat. “If that’s what you want.”

      It’s not what I want.

      Not at all.

      This isn’t me being a good friend to him. This isn’t me being a wingman. This isn’t me being loving and supportive—the exact thing he needs from me right now.

      This is the opposite of everything, but I can’t take it back.

      “I don’t know what I want, Elias.”

      I just know I don’t want whatever Laura is bringing to the party.

      “Molly.”

      Don’t say my name like that, I want to tell him. Don’t say it in that crimpled, wounded way.

      My heart breaks at the sound.

      “Hmm.” Is the only sound I can form, for I too have a giant lump in my throat, making it impossible to speak.

      “I just want you to know…”

      Yes?

      I lean into the call, lean into my phone, and want to drink in his next words.

      “I just want you to know that I think you’re…” He swallows again, voice cracking. Clears this throat. “You’re…literally the best thing to happen to me in a really long time.”

      “Oh my god.” Eyes squeezing shut, I feel tears escaping from my lids. “Don’t tell me that.”

      “You are,” he croaks. “I’m sorry I did this to you.”

      “You didn’t do this to me,” I amend, feeling a gut punch. “You didn’t do this to either of us.”

      There’s a pause. Then he tries to clear his voice again but fails. “Molly, what if the baby is mine?” Pause. “What if I’m a dad?”

      “You…” I’m hoarse, throat scratchy. “You’d make an amazing dad, Eli.”

      He’s crying now, quiet sobs.

      Anguished.

      “Do you want me to come over?”

      I feel as though I should hold him. Let him cry on my shoulder and be his rock.

      “No, Jack is on his way. I called him because I didn’t think you’d want to see me again.”

      He says it whisper soft and broken.

      Devastating.

      “Molly?” He says my name again.

      “Yes?”

      “Why couldn’t it have been you?”

      I shake my head, tears flowing out of my eyes I’m unable to see the room around me.

      “Because it can’t be me, Eli. This is...” I can’t say it. I can’t form sentences. “Everything happens for a r-reason.”

      I don’t believe my own stupid words, not this time.

      Maybe Nan was wrong. Maybe there is no good reason for this happening, not to me. Not to him.

      “Is that what you really think?” He whispers again.

      I nod. “I have to.”

      Because if I don’t, then this entire relationship has been wasted, and we haven’t learned anything.

      “What should I do, Molly?”

      He sounds so dejected—so miserable.

      “You should…let me know what happens. And let me know if you need anything.”

      Spoken like a true friend, eh?

      Back in the friend zone, apparently, the way we started.

      “Okay,” he says at long last. “I will.”

      My reply is barely audible. “Kay.”

      “Bye, Molly.”

      Oh god, I can’t even say it. “Goodbye, Eli.”

      And just like that…

      He’s gone.
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      “Are you talking about Laura? Your ex Laura?”

      Jack Jennings is seated in my living room, on the couch, staring at me somberly. He knew this was serious as soon as he saw the look on my face when I opened the door—my red eyes and red nose.

      “Damn, Cohen—is everything okay?” he’d asked, slipping into the apartment and immediately enveloping me in a hug. Jack never would have hugged me years ago. Having a daughter has softened him in a good way and made him a better, focused player.

      He's never been more popular, and it’s partly due to fatherhood.

      “Yeah, I’m talking about Laura.”

      “Fuck.” He runs a hand through his hair and lets out a breath. “And she’s pregnant?”

      “Uh, yeah—she’s super pregnant.” I make a curve over my midsection pantomiming a large, round belly.

      “And she just made herself at home while Molly was here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Holy shit. That could not have been good.”

      It wasn’t.

      But it also could have been worse. “Molly didn’t stay. She got up and walked out of the room as soon as Laura began talking, then had her shit and was out the door soon after. She never got to hear the good stuff.”

      “What’s the good stuff?” Jack leans forward, chugging the beer I’d set down in front of him.

      “Just the part about her making a huge mistake. That Keith was a dimwit, and she could barely stand making conversation with him, and that he was nothing but a pretty face with no brains inside his pretty little head.”

      “I mean, we all knew that,” Jack says, trying to make light of a complicated situation.

      “I think what you mean is ‘Dude, that is so fucked up.’”

      “That’s exactly what I mean. Who the hell does she think she is, flip flopping like that and fucking with both your heads.” He pauses in thought. “DO you think he actually knows she was here?”

      I scratch my head, then rub my eyes. “You know, part of me doesn’t believe he does. A part of me suspects that she came here to shoot her shot and beg me to take her back. She wants me to take her at her word and…take her back. Raise the baby. Buy her shit. Make her look good.”

      “And then what?”

      Jack is hanging on my every word.

      I shrug, all the pieces of the puzzle falling into place. “I suspect that if I would have welcomed her back with open arms, she would have told Keith to piss off, that the baby is mine, and she never wants to see him again. But since I told her to get the hell out of my place and contact me through Donna, she went home and pretended she was running errands or got her nails done, and he’s none the wiser.”

      “That’s so fucked up,” Jack says on his own accord.

      “Again, this is only my theory.” I take a drink of beer but wince. It just hits the wrong way and feels all wrong and not at all what I need. “She’s playing both sides and using this pregnancy to get what she wants.”

      The most cunning of evil bitches.

      “First, she used you, then she used you, now she wants to come crawling back.”

      “Yup.”

      “And Molly was here.”

      I nod miserably. “Yup.”

      “I am so sorry, man.” Jack puts his large palm on my shoulder.

      “She and I just spoke on the phone. She definitely wants nothing to do with me now.”

      Jack shakes his head sadly. “Maybe she’ll come around, even if Laura is having your baby.”

      “Nah, I don’t think so. Laura is toxic, and no woman in their right mind would want to date me as long as I’m tied to her. I can’t imagine what she would be like, and I can’t fucking believe I wasted almost a decade of my life with her.”

      They say people come into our lives for two reasons: to be a blessing or to teach you a lesson.

      Teach me a lesson?

      What has she taught me other than that she’s a relationship ruiner—ours and mine. That I’m an idiot who blindly looked the other way, ignoring the fact that she didn’t love me anymore. I grew complacent. I was too busy and too career focused, assuming she felt the same way and wanted the same things.

      Apparently, she wanted a baby and a glamourous life.

      Jesus, stop rehashing the obvious. We get it. She sucks.

      There has to be a silver lining here.

      Molly.

      Molly was your silver lining.

      Is.

      Was.

      Molly was the lesson. Molly taught me in a short amount of time—when I wanted to run from relationships because of one toxic one—that what I actually want is to be loved for who I am. And I want an equal partner.

      I actually thought Laura was my equal, but that was the college and law degree tricking me into it. We weren’t even close to being life partners…

      And now we might be having a baby.

      “Hello?” Jack is waving his hand near the front of my face. “Anyone home?”

      I shake my head. “Sorry. I was lost in thought.”

      “I can see that.”

      He lets me stew a bit longer before asking, “What’s your plan?”

      “My plan is…” My plan. My plan is… “I gave a sample for my DNA, and I just have to wait for Laura to stop fucking around, and as soon as she does, we’ll know within two days who the father is.”

      “And then?”

      “And then…” I clasp and unclasp my hands. “And then I’ll let Molly know. And then…we’ll see.”

      “The waiting game sucks,” Jack intones with a heavy sigh. “This is worse than waiting to see which round in the draft you’ll be taken in.”

      Worse.

      A human life is involved; the draft only involves a career.

      When Jack stands, ready to leave after sitting with me for well over an hour, I stand too.

      “Thanks for coming over, man.”

      “No problem. Holler if you need anything else.”

      “I will.”

      But I won’t.

      This is a problem I have to deal with on my own, and I’m not going to tell another soul about it until I know whether I am the father or not.

      Kate doesn’t need to know.

      Mom and Dad don’t need to know.

      Not yet.

      The last thing I want to put them through is what I’m going through right now: total misery.
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      It’s been days since I gave my sample to the clinic, but it takes Laura forever to go in for her fetal cell analysis. The fact that she’s dragging this out makes me furious.

      Keith Dwyer has also reached out, but I’m in no disposition to corroborate with him. Not yet anyway.

      What I told Molly was true. I can’t eat, and I can’t sleep, and I can’t stop thinking about her, either.

      “Molly, what if the baby is mine?” I’d asked her. “What if I’m a dad?”

      “You…” Her own voice was hoarse, throat scratchy. “You’d make an amazing dad, Eli.”

      How does she know? What if I’m not?

      I work too much, and I’m stressed out all the time, and for the most part, everyone thinks I’m a giant asshole.

      I have to be in this industry, or people would walk all over my clients and me. I’m the balls and the brains, and they are the muscle.

      Pulling a yellow notepad out of my desk drawer, I draw a line down the center and write BABY on the left side and NO BABY on the right.

      What would happen to my relationship with Molly if Laura is pregnant? What will happen to my relationship with Molly if she isn’t?

      I make a list.

      Under BABY, I scribble:

      
        	Single father

        	Child support

        	Shared custody

        	GET FAMILY LAWYER

        	GET NANNY

        	Child-friendly apartment

      

      I hesitate from list building, letting my mind stray to Jack and his words of wisdom. He found out he was a father of a seven-year-old, when that child was seven-years-old. It worked for him, but who’s to say it would work out for me?

      What if my kid hates me?

      What if Laura poisons it—the baby, I mean—against me? Fuck, I can see her doing that out of sheer spite.

      Under NO BABY, I scribble:

      
        	Relationship with Molly

        	Continue as usual

        	But take more personal time

        	More leisure travel

        	Give Donna more PTO (paid time off)

      

      If Laura isn’t pregnant with my child, I would feel as if I’ve been given a new lease on life. Not that a child is the end of the world—I want kids one day, absolutely. But I’ve always pictured having them with someone I loved and cared about, not a calculating ex-girlfriend who I haven’t spoken to in months.

      Waiting is torture, and every minute—every second—is one step farther away from moving forward with my life. With Molly.

      It’s a strange feeling knowing my hands are tied.

      My fate lies in the hands of the one person in this world I resent the most…

      …and she damn well knows it.
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      Life is funny.

      Not like, ha ha funny.

      The ironic kind of humor when the universe seems determined to break your spirit with one disappointment after another.

      Just when I thought I was opening myself up to someone after being shit on in the dating world—mostly by the men on the dating apps themselves, but still—along comes a man I thought could change my views on love.

      Love.

      Ha.

      It was too soon for that anyway.

      No one falls in love in a matter of a few short weeks, do they?

      Certainly not me.

      My work has been suffering since the night Laura flipped everything upside down. Since Eli was placed back into the friend zone.

      Each and every single time I close my eyes, I see her. Long blond hair (of course). Fake eyelashes. Slim. Tight dress despite the baby bump. Tight, smooth skin. Red nails, red lips.

      A vamp.

      Looks nothing what you’d imagine a lawyer to be and everything you’d expect of the star of a reality real estate television show in Los Angeles.

      Glossy.

      Bitchy.

      Expensive.

      To be honest, I’ve never seen a woman like Laura in person, up close, in such a casual environment all dolled up. It couldn’t have been more obvious that she wasn’t expecting Eli to have had company, based on the disapproving looks she threw my way.

      Get the hell out of here, her eyes told me. I don’t want you here.

      At the time, I wasn’t interested in a confrontation. I felt it wasn’t my place to stand between Eli and “Laura who he dated since college.” But looking back—thinking about the course of the evening—I regret it.

      I regret leaving him out to dry.

      Leaving him there as her hostage.

      “Jesus Christ, Laura, what are you doing here?”

      Eli couldn’t have been more surprised when he’d looked up and seen her standing there, stance wide—like a coach on the sidelines of a football field, watching us.

      Looking down at us.

      She’d held up her hand, a key ring dangling from her index finger, long lacquered nails like daggers.

      “I have a key.” She jingles it again. “I see you have company.” Her head tilts to the side as she’d studied me. “Are you the same woman he was at the awards banquet with?”

      She’d seen us? Interesting that she’d given no indication that she’d seen us.

      “Why are you here?”

      Laura had ignored him, plunking the house key on the counter. “You probably want these back. For her.”

      For her.

      She was talking about me as if I wasn’t sitting there.

      “I’m here because I have something to tell you.”

      “You couldn’t have called my office and set up a meeting?”

      Laura laughed. “Are you still upset about the Keith thing?”

      “What do you want?”

      “What do I want?” she repeats, almost as if to herself. “I guess the better question is what do I need.”

      “And what is it you need?”

      “I need you to do a DNA test so we can determine the paternity.”  Her hands cradle her bump the way expectant mothers often do. Maternal.

      Protective.

      The whole thing was too much—TOO MUCH—this woman and this situation. Like a bad romantic comedy—one without a happy ending that leaves the audience going what the fuck just happened?

      I had to get the hell out of there.

      I didn’t want to know how it ended except…I did.

      I had to know.

      I was fooling myself if I thought I didn’t care about Eli, and I was fooling myself when I told him I just wanted to be friends.

      Why wasn’t he calling me?

      Why wasn’t he texting me?

      Why was he giving me the space I said I needed? Doesn’t he know that I hadn’t meant it?

      The tears have been coming for days. Too many of them to count. My eyes and heart are sore beyond belief.

      I’ve become a cliché, the girl who pushes the man away, despite the circumstances being less than ideal. Who cries in the shower, regretting her choice but knowing it was the right one. Cries because she feels like her one shot at true happiness was crippled by someone’s past.

      Love.

      Ha.

      It was too soon for that anyway…

      Or was it?

      I’m startled by the knock on my bedroom door, interrupting my thoughts.

      “Molly? You alright?”

      “Yeah.” I wipe the tears from my cheek. “You can come in if you want.”

      I want to be alone, but I also don’t. I’ve spent the past twenty-four hours miserable, wanting to hide. So if Posey wants to tolerate my company for a few minutes and attempt to cheer me up, I’d be glad for it.

      Slowly, the door cracks open, and my roommate enters, carrying a small tray with a steaming mug on it and a plate of my favorite tea biscuits.

      Almond shortbread.

      Vanilla chai.

      The sight of them makes me tear up all over again. “Posey, you didn’t have to bring me anything.”

      “Well.” She sets the tray down on the bed and then follows, sitting on the other side. “You haven’t really eaten anything—unless you’re sneaking into the kitchen in the middle of the night and not telling me about it.”

      She’s right. I haven’t been eating.

      “What’s got you so upset?”

      Everything.

      The whole mess has got me so upset.

      I take the mug off the tray and bring it to my lips to avoid having to reply.

      Sipping slowly so I don’t burn my tongue, I close my eyes and inhale the sweet smell of calming vanilla.

      “I hate to be the one to point this out to you, but…it’s almost as if you’re lovesick.”

      She hates to be the one to point it out?

      What a liar. Posey’s favorite thing to do is talk about love, romance, and romance novels.

      “I can’t be lovesick,” I croak out pathetically, unable to look her in the eye. “I wasn’t in love with Eli. He’s just my friend.”

      She lays her hand on my knee and squeezes. “I get it. This is a shitty situation, but maybe you should be honest—at least with yourself. A part of you was falling in love with him.”

      Was I?

      Falling in love with him?

      “Don’t, Pose. You’re only going to make this worse.”

      She’s only quiet for a short second. “Do you think you’d be up here crying if you weren’t just a little bit in love with him? If he was only a friend, you’d be at that bitch’s door with a pitchfork, wanting to burn it down.”

      That’s true, but I don’t want to think about that.

      “Or like—kill her front lawn.”

      Posey snorts. “She probably doesn’t have a lawn. She probably lives in one of those stupid high-rise apartments that charge ten grand a month in rent.”

      I snort, too. “Yeah.”

      “Here, have a cookie.” Posey takes a biscuit and breaks it in two, biting one half and handing the other to me. “These always have a way of making things better.”

      “Sometimes,” I say between chews.

      “But not today?”

      My head gives a tiny shake. “Not today.”

      “Molly, I meant what I said. You wouldn’t be up here crying if you weren’t just a little bit in love with him.” She holds up her thumb and index finger as if measuring distance. “Little bit.”

      “I have no idea what love feels like,” I mutter.

      No idea.

      I can’t recall being in love with a man, not even the men I dated in college, not even close. Those “men” were boys, and even back then, I didn’t have time—or make time—to be jerked around by the opposite sex or let one derail me from my graduation.

      So sure, I dated, but I wasn’t in love by any stretch of the imagination.

      Amused.

      I had fun and was entertained.

      “Yes, you do,” Posey insists, gesturing toward me. “It feels like this.”

      “Miserable?”

      She laughs. “Yes. You’re miserable because you love him. If you didn’t, you’d be working. Or outside riding your bike. Or at Starbucks with your laptop—not holed up in your bedroom crying into your pillow. That, my friend, is love.”

      “Last I heard, love wasn’t supposed to hurt.”

      “That’s not true,” she says. “You hurt because you know he’s hurting. He’s sad, and you’re sad.” Her words make my heart beat faster. “You’re connected.”

      I can’t look her in the eye. “If you start babbling about fate and destiny and twin flames, I’m going to throw up.”

      My roommate gives me a hard stare. “Kate called yesterday and told me she hasn’t been able to get ahold of her brother, and she never said a word about Laura, so I can only assume he hasn’t told anyone.”

      What’s her point?

      “My point is, he’s shouldering this news alone.”

      “That’s not true.” I sniff. “His friend Jack was over the other night.”

      “You’re missing the point.”

      Am I?

      “You’re here upset. He’s there upset. Why aren’t you together?”

      “Misery does love company.”

      “And you love Eli Cohen whether you’re ready to admit it to yourself or not.” She nods with authority. “You do.”

      “So…what should I do?”

      For once, Posey looks uncertain. “Maybe you should contact him. Let him know you’re thinking about him. Maybe…he already knows the results.”

      Maybe he already knows.

      And maybe he thinks I don’t give a shit one way or another, which couldn’t be further from the truth.

      Except.

      I didn’t let him know I give a shit.

      I told him I thought we should just remain friends. Even though I hadn’t actually meant the words at the time, and he knew it. Knew they were lip service, and I didn’t have the guts to continue talking to him.

      How can I be honest with myself if I wasn’t even honest with him?

      I’ve always prided myself on being ballsy, no-nonsense, and take-charge. I’m honest and direct—attributes my friends love and respect about me. So why wasn’t I able to be honest and direct with Eli when I had the chance?

      Why did I act as if I didn’t care?

      Why did I tell him I wanted to be friends when I don’t?

      Me: A little bird told me that your sister has been trying to get ahold of you—but can’t reach you.

      No. Scratch that.

      I delete the text. It’s too nosy, and I don’t want him to think I’ve been gossiping about him.

      Me: Hey stranger, it’s been a few days, and I wanted to check in…

      Delete.

      Me: Eli, I miss you.

      Delete.

      “UGH!” I toss my phone to the bed and stare at it, fingers raking through my hair in frustration. What the hell do I say?

      Say what you feel—you literally just gave yourself a damn pep talk about being honest and direct, you chickenshit.

      Me: It feels strange not talking to you every day.

      SEND.

      Eli: You know, I was thinking the same thing myself.

      Me: Then why didn’t you message me?

      Eli: I didn’t think you wanted me to.

      I know—and it’s my fault, and it makes me feel horrible, especially seeing it in writing.

      Me: I know. And I’m sorry.

      Eli: Sorry for what? I’m the idiot who got himself into this mess.

      I’m not sure what to say to that.

      Me: It’s not your fault your ex-girlfriend withheld information from you. She’s had plenty of time to confirm her suspicions, and she didn’t.

      Dang. That sounded so legit, official, and mature.

      Eli: The lawyer in me agrees with you one hundred percent.

      Me: But the other part…?

      Eli: The human part of me should have known it could have ended like this. Should have asked better questions and paid more attention.

      Me: Yet another part that makes you a mere mortal. You’re not perfect, Eli, and no one expects you to be.

      Eli: Can I ask you something, and I want you to feel free to shoot me down.

      Me: Okay.

      Eli: Can I see you?

      Can I see you? I stare at that message—so short but so impactful.

      He wants to see me.

      I have a dozen questions I immediately want to ask. A dozen things I want to tell him.

      Me: Yes.

      Eli: Really? You’d see me?

      Me: Oh god, when you say it like that, you make me feel like I’ve been an asshole.

      Me: Have I been an asshole??

      Eli: Not even a little. But I do love it when you’re sassy.

      Me: I wasn’t ignoring you. I was just…processing.

      Eli: I understand. I’ve been processing too.

      Me: When did you want to get together?

      Eli: What are you doing later today? I have a meeting, but it shouldn’t last long, then I’m free.

      Me: I could do later today.

      And go stir-crazy waiting several hours to discover what it is he wants to discuss with me. If we’re never going to see one another again or if I’ll be sending him a baby gift in a few weeks.

      I hate not knowing.

      It drives me bonkers.

      But I also have no intention of having an important, life-changing conversation over the phone, either—texting or otherwise.

      Yes, a one-on-one meeting is what he and I need to move on.

      Eli: Should we do dinner?

      Me: Sure. We can do dinner.

      Eli: Great. I’ll text you when I’m done with my meeting. It should be around five or so.

      Me: Talk to you then.

      Eli: Talk to you later, Molly.

      I stare at my name in our conversation for longer than I should, wondering if I’ll ever get past the way he says it and uses it in sentences. Like a caress or a punctuation. However he uses it, I love it.

      Eli is true to his word, circling back around near the tail end of the day, giving me a time and a location to meet him.

      It’s a fancy place in the city, at a restaurant high in the sky, eighty stories up.

      I dress carefully. Standing in my closet far too long, I pull out skirts and elegant blouses, debating about what to put on for the occasion.

      The Reconning.

      Feels like I’ll be walking into my own funeral. Dread fueling my decisions, I choose a black dress and black heels.

      I keep my hair down and put in large, gold hoop earrings. A ring on my right hand, a bracelet on my left, and my makeup is simple and natural on the off chance I end up crying into my wineglass.

      Eli and I are friends.

      Friends.

      That is how this relationship began, so I should be glad we’re in this healthy spot. But for some reason… I’m not glad for it. I’m not filled with happiness nor am I happy for him and the possibility that Laura may be having their child.

      I resent Laura.

      Resent everything she means, everything she’s done.

      Staring at my reflection in the mirror, I try to recognize the woman looking back at me with the sad eyes and downturned mouth. Glossy lips that refuse to tip into a smile.

      The eyes that are bright but sad.

      Why waste a good outfit when I’m walking into my own memorial service?

      The drive takes forever, and traffic is a nightmare—as usual.

      “This is why I hate going into the city,” I grumble, riding the ass of the car in front of me as vehicles weave in and out without using their turn signals.

      It’s just your nerves, Molly.

      Relax.

      That would be easier to do if I wasn’t trapped in this car alone with my own thoughts.
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      I feel as if I’m going to throw up.

      I haven’t felt this nervous since I quit my job at a law office to start my own business and sign my first actual client. I hadn’t wanted to let him down. I hadn’t wanted to get him a shitty deal, but I hadn’t actually known what I was doing at the time.

      The memory assails me because I don’t know what I’m doing this time, either.

      I’m ready for a relationship. A healthy, fun, adult relationship and it had slipped right through my fingers, through no fault of my own.

      Fucking Laura.

      Fucking Laura and her manipulative tactics.

      I’m waiting by the bank of elevators when Molly arrives, dressed how I feel—all in black from head to toe. Sparkly gold earrings. Plain makeup. Somber expression.

      She tips her head up so I can kiss her cheek in greeting, and I let her lead when the hostess shows us to our table.

      Seated next to the panoramic window with the city below, I’m convinced it’s the most romantic spot in Illinois.

      I order a cocktail.

      Molly orders wine.

      And then…

      We’re alone.

      Finally.

      “It feels like I haven’t seen you in weeks,” I tell her because it has felt like weeks. Months. Years.

      She looks so good. So beautiful and good and kind.

      Everything I want…

      Molly is so good for me. I just hope I can be good for her.

      “It does seem like a long time. We’d gotten used to spending time together,” she states the obvious, not giving me an inch of emotion. Her expression remains neutral—not that I blame her.

      I wonder how long I should beat around the bush before getting to the heart of the matter, when the server comes back to ask if we want any appetizers.

      “I could do bread,” she tells him. “I’m starving, and if I don’t eat, you’ll have to scrape me off the sidewalk.” Molly laughs.

      The server—Brad—nods before rushing away to get the lady some bread.

      “Thanks for meeting with me. I wasn’t sure you would.”

      Since when are you so insecure, Cohen? I scold myself. You used to be so cocky and full of yourself that it would have taken an act of Congress to stop you from getting what you wanted.

      “I think it’s important for both of us to have…” Molly pauses. “Closure.”

      Closure.

      The word hangs like an anvil between us. What the hell is it supposed to mean? She’s done, done? Or she just assumes we’re done?

      I clear my throat and cross my hands, ignoring the crystal cocktail glass in front of me, though I kind of want to eat the cherry.

      “So as you know, I took the DNA test and had to wait for Laura to give her own sample, which took forever.” Too long. Too calculated. “Full disclosure, she’d been messaging me a lot after her big announcement, and it’s taken some time to…convince her to stop. I had to push everything through Donna, my secretary, because she’s driving me up a wall.”

      I literally cannot stand her, and the idea of having a baby with her is what nightmares are made of.

      “I bet she is.” I can’t tell if it’s the light, but Molly momentarily purses her lips as if she’s just sucked on a lemon.

      “I handled it. It’s been a few days since we’ve been in contact.”

      Molly nods but has nothing else to say, so I prattle on.

      “Anyway. The DNA test.”

      She nods again, waiting patiently, menu propped in front of her open but forgotten.

      “I’m not the father.” My shoulders slump from holding in the news, wanting to tell her in person.

      Molly’s posture rightens, and she sits up straight in her chair. “Oh?”

      “No. Keith is the father, just as she probably already knew since we were rarely having sex.” I pause. “Sorry to be so blunt about it, but she and I weren’t sleeping together during the end of our relationship even though I had no idea she was cheating.”

      “Why would she tell you you might be the dad when she knew you weren’t?”

      I shrug. “I’m not sure she knew for a fact; like maybe she had a doubt. But then she saw us at the gala Tripp Wallace invited us to, and something inside her snapped. She was never jealous before, so I have no idea why she suddenly gave a shit about what I was doing—especially considering she’s literally living with someone else.”

      “Some women are funny that way. They pee on something, and it’s theirs, even when they don’t want it.” Molly looks up at me, pushing the hair out of her face and behind her ears. “So the test came back, and you are not the father?”

      “No. It was like a bad talk show where they reveal the probability of likelihood. She acted all shocked and surprised.”

      Molly gives her head a woeful little shake as the server sets the bread down in the center of the table. “Imagine how Keith feels. Betrayed? Angry?”

      “Yeah, I do feel bad for the guy.” I consider the relationship he and I had before he was wrapped up in Laura’s drama. “Nice guy, maybe too nice. Too naïve. Definitely has too much money. He barely knows what to do with it. I imagine Laura is bleeding him dry.”

      She picks a piece of bread out of the basket and pulls it apart. Steam rises. “And now he’s stuck with her for life.”

      Poor bastard.

      I shrug again. “He was crushed before learning the results. I don’t think they’ll last much longer. I give it six months before she moves out and hauls his ass to court for child support.”

      Molly pulls a face. “Yikes.”

      I nod. “Yeah. It will be more money per month than some people make in a year.”

      Sickening, really, considering no child needs that kind of money to live a happy life.

      But anyway.

      Moving on.

      “Have you decided on what you’ll be having as an entrée?” The server reappears to take our order, the bus girl topping off the water we’ve barely drunk.

      We order—me the steak, soup, and salad, and Molly the scallops and side of steamed vegetables—then the pair of us wait patiently for the server to disappear again so we can resume our very private conversation away from prying ears.

      “Poor Keith,” Molly imparts.

      “Yeah, on the one hand, he’s saddled with a gold digger. On the other, karma is a bitch. Don’t cheat with someone’s partner and expect the universe to grant you any favors. He had to learn the hard way the same way I did.”

      “Karma.” Molly nods. “So true.”

      I lean forward so she can hear what I’m about to say good and clear.

      “The truth, Molly…” That familiar lump appears in my throat. “Is that when Laura told me that I might be the father of a child, the only thing I could think about was us. Was you.”

      “Me? Why?” She fiddles with the napkin on her lap. “Why would it even matter? We’ve only been seeing each other for a little while. We don’t have a history. Not the same way you and Laura do.”

      “Because, Molly, only a fool wouldn’t fall in love with you, and the last time I checked? I was a pretty smart man.”

      “W-What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that I love you,” I blurt out. “And the idea that we were torn apart because of something completely out of your control was devastating. I’m not trying to be melodramatic, but thoughts of you were the only thing keeping me up at night. I give a shit about how you feel and what you think about it, and it was a fucking punch in the gut.”

      “You l-love me?”

      “Yes, Molly, I love you.” Why am I babbling? “I would’ve learned to get used to the idea of being a dad, right? I know I want a kid, so in time, I would’ve been excited. Obviously. But I’m not sure how long it would’ve taken me to get over the loss of you.”

      “I’m not dead, Eli. I’m right here.”

      “I know, but who wants to be with a man who comes with so much baggage?”

      “Babies are not baggage,” she points out. “And didn’t you just say you’re not the father?”

      “I did just say that.”

      “So what baggage are you talking about?”

      Her hands are on the table now, resting on the white tablecloth, the long, lithe finger on her right hand has a single, gold ring on it that shines against the candle in the center of our table.

      “My horrible ex-girlfriend. I work too much, and I have no pets. I can’t keep a plant alive to save my soul. I can’t cook, and I stay up until all hours of the night.”

      Her face scrunches up. “That’s not baggage. Those are quirks.”

      Eh, she’s being generous, but I’ll allow it. Taking her hand in mine, I look into her eyes.

      “People search their whole lives for someone amazing, and here you are, and I almost lost you.”

      “You’re right. You are being really dramatic.”

      Is she trying to make a joke, or is she being serious? It’s hard to tell with her sometimes, but at least she’s smiling at me.

      “Listen, I’ve had a really rough fucking week, okay? Cut me some slack.”

      We both glance up when the servers return with our plates.

      Molly, the insatiable little beast, immediately grabs her fork.

      “Hold on.” I set down my napkin, push back my chair, rise from the table, and extend my hand. “Come with me.”

      Confused, she fails to rise. “Where are you going?” She glances at her plate, hungry. “I’m starving, and I’m only here for the free meal.”

      Liar.

      She’s here for me.

      “Come on.”

      Begrudgingly, she stands—but not before stealing a veggie off her plate and chomping on it while we weave through the crowded restaurant, city lights shining and twinkling at us from far below.

      “Why are we standing in front of the women’s bathroom? Do you have to pee?”

      I push the door open, pull her inside, and lock the door behind her.

      “Oh,” she coos. “Ohhhh.”

      Now she gets it. Now she knows what we’re doing in here.

      “What are you going to do with me? And how did you know this was a single-stall bathroom?”

      Good question.

      I didn’t. It was a guess.

      But a lot of these older buildings are short on space. They use up every square inch for dining tables to get more bang for their buck, literally and figuratively.

      Her back is against the door.

      “I wanted to kiss you.” I move in front of her. “No. I had to kiss you.”

      Been waiting to do this for a week.

      “Had to kiss me?” Her brows are up. “That sounds serious.”

      I move closer still. “Dire.”

      “Well. You do love kissing, after all.”

      “I do love kissing.” I prove it by kissing the side of her neck. “Know what else I love?”

      Her chin tilts up. “What?”

      “You,” I whisper. “I love you.”

      “So you’re seducing me in the bathroom of a swanky restaurant?” Her fingers go through my hair. “I like your style.”

      “Only like my style?” I’m teasing her, and I don’t even care. I’m not even worried that she’s ignored my two declarations of love. Though can they be called declarations if they’re said in the context of a solemn matter?

      “Fine.” Her lips pout. “I love your style.”

      I get on my knees in front of her, toying with the trim of her dress.

      “Really, really love your style,” she breathes. “But…but what if someone tries to get in?”

      I kiss the inside of her thigh. “Someone will definitely try to get in.”

      But the door will be locked, and she’ll still be pressed against it, and my mouth will be on her pussy as I worship the ground she walks on.

      “You smell so good.”

      “Oh god, don’t say that so close to my vagina. I barely showered today.”

      I laugh, lifting the skirt of her dress and tugging down her black thong, impatient to get my mouth on her.

      “Oh jesus,” she gasps when I lick between her legs. “What happens if I fall over? I have horrible balance.”

      “You won’t tip over.” I shush her. “Relax.”

      Her head goes against the door, hands on my shoulders to steady herself. “I’ll t-try.”

      It’s not easy going down on someone standing up—harder to hit the good spots, harder to suck from this angle. Still, I make it work, giving it the old college try, determined to give her an orgasm, loving her with my lips and tongue and teeth.

      A nip here.

      A lick there.

      “Oh my god, Eli.” Molly bends her leg and puts her foot on my propped-up knee, giving me more access. “Why does that feel so good?”

      It just does, baby. It just does.

      Breathing quick, face red, hands on my neck, shoulders, hair.

      Tastes so fucking good.

      “Oh my god, Eli,” she moans. “I’m so hungry.”

      “So am I, babe.”

      “Eat me.” She laughs. “I cannot believe I just s-said that.”

      Neither can I. It makes me laugh and lose my concentration, and I have a job to finish so we can eat our actual dinner.

      “I can only live on pussy so long.”

      Molly wiggles her hips, groaning. “I love you so much, do you know that?”

      Now she’s going to tell me she loves me? While I’m on the floor, in a public bathroom, next to the toilet, going down on her?

      Nice.

      “Say it again.” Lick. Suck…

      Suck harder. Work her pussy like it’s the last job on earth.

      “Oh, shit…”

      I pause. “Nope. That’s not it.”

      “Eli,” she begs. “Don’t stop.”

      “Say it again.”

      She’s pouting instead of saying the words I so desperately want to hear, and who knew I was such a sap?

      A sap?

      This from the dude down on his knees…

      Hilarious.

      “I love you.”

      That’s my girl.

      A few moments later, she comes at the same time there’s a knock on the door and the doorknob jiggles.

      Molly bites her lip, nostrils flaring, as her orgasm has her legs quivering, thighs shaking, palms and back and head pressed against the door.

      “Dear lord,” she mutters at long last, pulling her underwear back up to her hips. “Those scallops are going to taste so good.”

      False. They’re going to be cold, but far be it from me to point that out.

      We wash our hands, and I rinse my face.

      And as I unlock and pull the door open for her, I mutter, “I’m never going to forget that the moment you told me you loved me, I was on my knees giving you oral in a restaurant.”

      “That is your effing fault.” She rolls her eyes. “You dick.”

      Speaking of my dick.

      It’s so fucking hard for her.

      Smiling, I slap her on the ass as we go back to our table.

      “Please just say you’ll have sex with me later.”

      “Are you begging me?”

      “No, but I will if you want me to.”

      She takes her seat at the table, folding the napkin across her lap, looking proper as you please. As if she hadn’t just gotten eaten out in the bathroom by the toilet.

      “I probably wouldn’t mind you begging me for sex every now and again. Nothing makes a woman feel powerful like a man groveling at her feet.”

      I cut my steak and peer at its inside. “This definitely got cold.”

      Molly stabs a scallop and holds it up. “Mine too.” Nibbles at the edge of it. “Yeah, it’s cold.”

      I cock my head with an idea. “Want to get this to go and head back to my place? We can nuke it in the microwave, change into pajamas, and rent a movie.”

      “Oh my god, that sounds so nice.”

      I hold my hand up, signaling for the server.

      “Wait.” Molly sounds panicked. “Do we look guilty?”

      “Guilty of oral?”

      “Yes.”

      I study her, arm still in the air, fingers wiggling for the bill. “You look thoroughly fucked.”

      Her mouth gapes open. “I wasn’t thoroughly fucked! And keep your voice down.”

      “No one is listening.” But anyone with a set of eyes can see her flushed cheeks and know we just disappeared together after our meal came and returned to the table at the same time.

      Dick.

      So.

      Hard.

      “We have to get out of here. I’m getting blue balls.”

      Molly bites her lip. “Too bad we drove separate.”

      Oh. That reminds me.

      Fishing in my pocket, I pull out a set of keys.

      My spare set.

      “What are those?”

      “My keys.” I slide them across the table. “For you.”

      “For me?” She blinks. “What for?”

      “So you can come and go as you please.” And cum and go as you please, ha!

      “You want me to have a set of your keys? Isn’t that…rushing things?”

      “So?” The server places the bill on the table, but I hand him my credit card before he can walk off again. “I love you.”

      And I trust you.

      And you’re honest and decent and kind—and nothing like anyone I’ve ever met.

      Molly reaches hesitantly for the keys and puts them in her purse. “I love you, too.” She pauses. “Babe.”

      That makes me laugh way harder than it should because we are the least likely people to use “babe” and “bae” and “sweetie”—but here we are, jumping in and getting both feet wet all in one night.

      Feet.

      Pussies.

      Ha.

      The receipt comes back, and after I add a tip and my signature, I stand and put my wallet in my back pocket.

      “Race you back to my place. Babe.”
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      “I can’t believe you and Eli have been together six months.”

      Posey and I are in the kitchen—as per usual—and I sit at the counter as she folds an egg into a small mound of flour. For what recipe, I’m not sure, but I know it’s going to taste ah-mazing.

      “Six months,” I repeat, hardly believing it myself. “I know. It felt so weird when he leaned over and whispered ‘Happy Anniversary’ in bed this morning.”

      I catch her sweet smile as she turns toward the fridge, only to pull it open and grab the carton of buttermilk.

      “Why does it feel weird? He’s like, your best friend now.”

      “You are my best friend,” I correct, though she’s not wrong about how close Eli and I have grown over the past six months. Together, we’ve worked on healing from the Laura drama. I’ve accompanied him on a few long-distance business trips, and well, we moved in together only a few short weeks ago.

      “So what brings you over today, best friend?” She winks at me as she begins measuring the buttermilk and pouring it into a large glass mixing bowl.

      “Can’t I stop by to see you without having an ulterior motive?”

      When I moved in with Eli three weeks ago, Posey went from being my friend and roommate to being the sole tenant, renting the entire house from me rather than just a single room.

      “Of course you can—but you didn’t because otherwise, you would have texted.”

      She’s so wise.

      “Well. The truth is, I did have something to talk to you about—and I also love seeing you.” She’s always so bright and cheerful. I can’t help but be happy when I’m around her. “I  miss you so much.”

      More than I thought I would when I moved out.

      “You just miss my cooking. You would starve if I didn’t feed you.” Posey ducks her head shyly as she scoops the contents of her mixing bowl into a round baking pan.

      She’s not wrong.

      I would probably have starved.

      “So? What did you want to talk about?” She opens the oven and slides in the pan before straightening. “Please don’t tell me you’re selling the house and have to kick me out.”

      “What? No! I need a huge, huge favor, and you’re the only one I trust.” I pause, gathering my thoughts, having rehearsed this little proposition a few times in the mirror. “And I need you to keep what I’m about to tell you a secret...”

      “A favor? The answer is yes.” Her stance relaxes now that she knows I’m not kicking her to the curb. “And what’s the secret? Are you pregnant?”

      “What? No!” I laugh again. “And stop agreeing to things before you know what they are. That’s what gets you into trouble.”

      “Hardly anyone asks me for favors! But just F-Y-I, I’ll agree to anything you ask me.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of. That you’ll agree to it and regret it.”

      “It’s you, Molly. I trust you.” She grins as she flutters around the kitchen, wiping the counters down and putting away ingredients. “What could it possibly be?”

      I inhale a breath, clasping my hands on the countertop the way I’ve done a hundred times before those days and nights she and I had conversations like the one we’re about to have.

      “Well. So Eli has this client, and he’s a pretty big deal.”

      Posey nods slowly. “Aren’t they all a big deal?”

      “Yes, but this guy is different.” I dramatically hesitate. “I can’t tell you his name yet, but swear what I’m about to tell you doesn’t leave this room.”

      She nods, holding her palm up in an oath. “I solemnly swear.”

      “Everyone wanted to sign him, and Eli got him.” I emphasize the point again, sounding super dramatic for absolutely no reason.

      “Molly, that’s great!”

      “I know, I know. He’s coming off a Super Bowl win, but they’re going to announce he’s leaving that team for another—and when it does, he’ll be ambushed by paparazzi and the press. His fans are going to be pissed.”

      Posey leans forward on the counter, confusion on her face. “Alright?”

      “The thing is, he lives in Texas but wants to be near Eli before the announcement is made—and he told Eli he won’t stay in a hotel. They’re not his thing, and he’d be too easy to find.”

      Posey is still confused, not connecting the dots. “Uh-huh.”

      “Anddd…no one knows this little house exists or Eli’s connection to it.”

      Her eyes get wide with dismay. “You want to rent this house to him instead of me?”

      “No! Posey, I wanted to ask if you’d be okay with him crashing here for a bit. We need to hide him out.” I roll my eyes because the idea will never work, but Eli seems to think it will. “That’s what I’m here to ask—if you’ll harbor one of Eli’s athletes.”

      “What sport does he play?”

      Didn’t I literally just tell her he’s coming off a Super Bowl win?

      “Football. And he’s just been given the most lucrative deal in history. When people find out, they’re going to lose their shit.”

      I probably shouldn’t be telling her this much information, but I worry less when Posey shrugs, uninterested in sports and money and more interested in making the food for the viewing parties.

      Food is her love language, after all.

      “Of course I’d be glad to help you guys out.” She goes back to cleaning, nonplussed. “You said it was only for a little bit?”

      I nod, relieved. “Yeah.” I swallow. “Okay, so there’s one more thing.”

      “What?”

      “He’s kind of…”

      Let’s see. How do I put this?

      Posey looks on, waiting for me to finish my sentence.

      “He’s kind of…a giant asshole.”
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