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      I hated New York.

      Hated everything about it, from the weather to the social scene, to the hectic, fast-paced lifestyle. Then again, maybe I just hate it because it’s not where I thought I belonged.

      It’s not the place or team I thought I’d be drafted to.

      Texas.

      Texas is that place, and it’s where I belong. And Texas is where I’m going to play now that I’ve just signed a new deal with a team I’ve wanted to play for since picking up my first football.

      The Longhorn State is in my blood.

      I wasn’t drafted to the Dallas Steers as a rookie like I thought I’d be; prayed to be, actually. Instead, I was fucked over by my agent and signed to New York, a deal I remained furious about even coming off a Super Bowl win.

      Fuck you, New York Condors.

      And fuck you, Aaron Lightner, my former agent.

      Fuck him for screwing me over when I was too young to know better; too young to know I had a choice when it came to who I wanted to play for. I had options, and he didn’t tell me about them.

      The greedy bastard decided for me.

      Hefting my bag, I lower the ballcap over my eyes and put on sunglasses despite the fact that I’m inside the airport. It’s not easy concealing my identity—in fact, it’s damn near impossible—but I’m quick, wearing a disguise, and don’t dick around.

      It’s not long before I’m climbing into a waiting black SUV at airport arrivals and on my way into the thick of the suburbs.

      I’ve never visited the Midwest; not to play tourist, not to sightsee, and I’ve certainly never lived here.

      Well, today all that changes.

      Today, I’m hiding out there.

      See, my agent lives in Chicago and has the keys to the house where I’ll be holing up—hiding—in what he calls a “family-friendly neighborhood,” where I’ve been guaranteed no one will bother me.

      No one will notice me. I won’t have to go out in public, won’t have to be seen, won’t have anyone breathing down my neck—paparazzi or otherwise.

      I only need a place to lay low for two weeks. The only one who knows I’m here is my new agent, Eli.

      Should be easy to stay out of trouble, yeah?

      Speaking of places to hide—when the driver pulls up to a red-brick house covered almost completely in ivy vines, I almost gag in my mouth at how stereotypically wholesome the entire scene is.

      White picket fence out front, mailbox attached to the house on the front door, doormat on the brick stoop.

      It reminds me of the brick cottage from Hansel and Gretel or, better yet, The Three Little Pigs.

      The doormat says Shut the Front Door!

      Great.

      My roommate thinks dumb shit like that is cute and clever? Awesome.

      Rolling my bag over the cobblestone sidewalk, I frown when no one answers the door after I knock. My eyes do a quick scan for any forms of life and find none; I even peer into the front room through the window, shielding my eyes with the palm of my hand against the glare.

      Everything is as quaint as Eli described, complete with a pineapple-shaped doorknocker in lieu of a doorbell.

      Who doesn’t have a doorbell?

      What the hell kind of setup is this?

      Also—no one is here to let me the fuck inside! I feel like a dickhole standing out here. Knocking again, I shoot my gaze around the yard to the sidewalk and down the quaint street. I’m absolutely paranoid that someone may see me standing here and get nosy.

      I’ve been given clear instructions by my agent to keep a low profile.

      “Is anyone home?” I bang on the door with my fist.

      So what if I’m early by several hours?

      I helped myself to an earlier flight to get a jump start on my mini-non-vacation, thinking I’d be doing everyone a favor by leaping into obscurity sooner rather than later.

      Time to relax while the powers that be did their jobs behind the scenes. According to Eli, my departure from the New York Condors will be the top news story the sports world will have seen in a decade. I’m not sure if that’s true, but I guess I have to learn to trust him.

      Hell, I might even read a book or two while I’m here.

      Start a woodworking project like my pops would have done. Hang a hammock and nap in the sun. Shit—the world is my oyster!

      The world was supposed to be my oyster ten minutes ago, so it would be mighty helpful if someone would come to the gall dang door.

      What was her name, the girl who lives here?

      Peoney?

      Patricia?

      Pa…Pa…

      P.

      I open my phone to look at the address, her name a headline at the top of the screenshot.

      Posey Kettner.

      Posey, that’s right.

      My temporary roommate’s name is Posey, like some goddamn flower or storybook creature, one of the single dumbest names I’ve ever heard, and I made no secret about it.

      “Do not tell me Posey is her actual name.”

      My agent, Eli, had shrugged his shoulders. “What difference does her name make? She’s a great person who also values her privacy, and I’ve no doubt that she won’t leak your location to the press or sell you out.”

      “It doesn’t make one lick of difference, but that cannot be her name.”

      He laughed, just like he laughs at every other thing I say.

      “I’ll find out when I get there,” I tell him.

      “Duke, don’t do that. You’ll make it weird.”

      “How’s it weird wantin’ to know her actual name?”

      “That is her actual name. Stop being a dick because you want something to pick on.”

      I wasn’t picking. I was just relentlessly curious.

      Posey isn’t opening the door, and I’m growing impatient, which would come as a surprise to no one.

      I pull off my disguise. The wig is itchy as hell, especially with this hat pulled down on top of it. I yank off my sunglasses, too.

      The cab driver probably thought I was half off my rocker, wearing glasses in the middle of an afternoon with barely any sun.

      I knock for the third time, then use the ridiculously frivolous knocker, feeling like an ass because it’s smaller than the palm of my hand. A pineapple-shaped knocker—who would have thought?

      I wait.

      And wait.

      Since I’m an impatient man, I pull out my phone and shoot a text to Eli, but it doesn’t deliver. Shit, that’s right—he’s on a flight and doesn’t land for another hour. Shouldn’t the dude have onboard Wi-Fi or some shit so I can get ahold of him in case there’s an emergency, this being an emergency?

      He makes enough damn money that he can afford it.

      No one is supposed to know I’m here, so the last guys I’m going to call are Jack Jennings or Sloan Powell, two men I’ve played against from time to time who live in the city nearby, neither of whom I want to share my whereabouts with.

      The last time I was in the same room with Sloan Powell, he gossiped nonstop about who was sleeping with who and whose wife was caught cheating. Not cool.

      Just as I’m fixin’ to throw a hissy fit, I get a brilliant idea.

      “I’ll just mosey around to the back and see if I can’t find a magic door that’ll let me in.”

      I decide to give myself a tour of the exterior, confident there’s a back door that might be unlocked. Or a key hidden under a doormat.

      Making my way to the backyard, I take the center of the narrow driveway—it’s the old concrete kind with the grass down the middle and a basketball hoop above the detached shed slash garage.

      The yard, I discover, is surrounded by a tall hedgerow; plenty of trees, and frankly, I’m surprised by the privacy. Ivy climbs up the back brick walls, too, giving the house a decidedly old-school vibe.

      I wonder if ivy is any good for the longevity of the brick. Doesn’t that shit fuck up the mortar?

      Eh.

      Why do I care?

      Climbing the two steps of the small back porch, I open the screen door and knock on the glass.

      Nothing.

      “Hello?” I pause. “Your guest has arrived.”

      Rattling the doorknob, I find it locked, which shouldn’t irritate me but does anyway. Well, one thing is for certain, this Posey person isn’t irresponsible. If I lived in a house like this, I probably wouldn’t feel threatened by the neighborhood and probably wouldn’t lock the doors.

      Ain’t no one gonna come bother me here.

      I’m confident of that.

      This place looks like some storybook character lives here—Mother Goose or some shit—with its green shutters and potted plants and the swing hanging from the giant oak tree in the center of the bright green grass.

      It’s been cut recently and smells incredible.

      Fresh.

      Bet it’s rained in the last few days.

      I glance up at the sky as I stand there, watching a few clouds roll by.

      Sighing, I tap the toe of my cowboy boot, and it echoes against the wooden porch floor.

      Tap.

      Tap.

      I notice that the kitchen window is open, and scanning the screen storm door, I can’t help noticing how easy it would be to pop that shit out and help myself to the inside.

      It’s not that high off the ground, and I’m tall; no doubt I could climb inside if I wanted to without any issues so I’m not standing out here like an asshole all goddamn evening.

      It’s not getting any lighter as daylight flirts with the night.

      Climb inside through the window, dude, and let’s get this party started.

      That would definitely solve a lot of my problems right now. I’m tired, hungry, and I feel like a sitting duck.

      Fuck it.

      I’m doing it.

      I’m gonna climb in through the window, damned if I ain’t—I could use a cheap thrill in my life and this fits the bill.

      Without removing my boots, I take the few short steps to the window and pop the screen out easily. I don’t give a fuck about breaking and entering—not when I technically live here now, albeit temporarily.

      It’s not breaking and entering if I’m payin’ to be here, is it?

      Shrugging, I brace my hands on the windowsill, which is chest height.

      “I’ve jumped over grown men on the playing field, so I can surely heave myself through here,” I boast arrogantly.

      Confidence has never been a shortcoming of mine. It comes from growing up in Texas, on a ranch, and being given responsibility at a young age. We didn’t work the farm—my pop was a Super Bowl-winning Hall of Famer—but he owned the land and rented it out. Our massive home was smack dab in the middle of it all.

      Stream running through it, cattle, horses, the whole shebang.

      In my head, I count to three, feet pumping on the ground, ready to hitch my knee on the windowsill as soon as I get enough momentum.

      One…two…

      I make it on the first try—obviously—my large frame crammed into the opening. Climbing on top of the counter in front of the window, I narrowly miss the sink but jam my calf on the faucet.

      “Fuck!” I curse, untangling myself, extending my legs to slide to the floor.

      For whatever reason, I wipe my hands on the thighs of my jeans as if I’d just run a sprint or done an equally taxing task.

      I flip on the light next to the window before unlocking it.

      Listening for noises, I find the only sound coming from the television in a nearby room.

      “Hello?”

      Ducking through what appears to be the dining room, I find it empty as I’m expecting to, and call out again in the event someone has heard me and is hiding in the shadows to clock me on the skull with a frying pan or something.

      Cast iron, no doubt, like I’ve seen in the movies.

      “Hello?”

      I flip on more lights as I go through the dining room to the little entry hall. Unlocking the front door, I pull it open and wheel my suitcase into the foyer before shutting it again.

      “Bedroom must be upstairs…”

      Don’t mind if I make myself at home, Posey, wherever you are.

      I lift my suitcase and take the stairs by two on account of my long legs, looking this way and that, acclimating myself once I get to the top landing and find a small loft in front of me.

      It’s cute, with a love seat and television, a bookcase and a coffee table.

      “Does anyone actually sit up here?”

      Seems like a waste of space to me, but then again, I grew up on a massive estate on a cattle ranch with more housekeepers than was necessary, which had more rooms than a family of six could possibly ever need.

      There are four doors on this level, one of them closed.

      Popping my head into the closest door next to me, I discover that it’s a bathroom. The next bedroom appears to be a spare bedroom, so that’s where I plug my suitcase, nudging it next to the dresser with the toe of my boot while flipping on the light at the same time.

      I don’t bother settling in. Instead, I continue exploring.

      There is another guest bedroom—or at least that’s what I assume it is. It doesn’t look like there are any personal items that would indicate someone is staying here. Bare walls and minimal decorations.

      I do not hesitate to crack open the closed door, not bothering to knock, with the assumption that I will find it empty on the other side.

      I’m wrong.

      A desk that’s been placed in front of the window faces the door, and at that desk is a young woman. It takes her a few seconds to notice me, and when she does, the bloodcurdling scream that comes out of her throat actually has me ducking—as if she’s just hurled a vase in my direction.

      “GET OUT OF MY HOUSE!”

      It's pens and pencils, and they hit my arm like tiny swords before falling to the carpet.

      “Whoa!” I hold my hands up defensively as if I expect something to come flying at my head. “Lady, what are you doin’?”

      “What am I doing?” She screams for the second time, grappling for her phone, earbuds dangling from her lobes. “GET OUT OF MY HOUSE!”

      “I’m Duke,” I inform her calmly. “I live here.”

      I’m staying here for a time, but I don’t see much of a difference between living and staying.

      The young woman—Posey—has a bright red face and looks madder than a chicken caught in a rooster house, chest heaving, nostrils flaring.

      “You do not live here!” She pauses. “Are you high? Are you lost? Oh my God, have you escaped from prison? Don’t come near me.”

      Now she’s holding what looks like a letter opener in one hand, brandishing it like a knife as her wild eyes glance around, probably looking for mace.

      Something.

      Anything to spray in my face to blind me so she can escape.

      “Duke Colter. Your friend…uh…” I rack my brain for the name of Eli’s girlfriend. Misty? Michelle. “Your friend…what’s her face? It begins with an M.”

      Her chest heaves.

      My hands are up in a surrender pose. “My agent is Eli Cohen. He rented the room for me.” Relax, lady. Chill.

      The clock ticks as the pieces of the puzzle click together in her brain, thank God.

      “My friend’s name is Molly, not what’s her face.” She sets the letter opener down on the desk and plops back into her desk chair, body visibly sagging with relief. “You don’t just barge into someone's home and scare the shit out of them. How did you get in?”

      Well, no shit, you don’t barge into someone’s home. That’s not what I did, jeez. I’m staying here. I had to get inside somehow—what difference does it make how I got in?

      “I didn’t realize anyone was here. If I had, I’d have banged on the door harder.”

      “Yes, you should have banged on the door harder.” She’s fuming, steam practically coming out of both ears.

      “Ma’am, in my defense, the door was locked.” I sound reasonable enough, hands gesturing in front of me. Inwardly, I chuckle at my own use of the word ma’am, knowing it makes me sound like the gentleman my mama raised me to be, though I know I’m not.

      “You broke down the door?” Her eyes are wide, and she’s yelling again.

      I snort. “No, I came in through the window, and it was being a little bitch.”

      “Why would you do that?” she screeches. “On what planet is it ever okay to climb through someone’s window? Did you not think to ring the doorbell?”

      She keeps stressing parts of her sentences in the most peculiar way.

      “There is no doorbell.”

      “Yes, there is! There is a doorbell—what house doesn’t have a doorbell?” she yells, furious. “Did you not look? Oh my God, and then you barge in here snooping around like you’re trying to give me a heart attack?” She leans back, catching her breath, checking the watch on her wrist. “I wasn’t ready for you yet.”

      I shrug. “Caught an earlier flight.”

      “And didn’t bother to let anyone know?”

      I yawn. “Didn’t think it would be a problem.”

      And I’m not sure what her problem is now. It’s not like I’m a killer or a robber or a shady mother-effer.

      She needs to calm her tits.

      She’s staring at me as if I were some kind of lunatic, half-crazed whack job who’s totally invaded her space. Which isn’t the case because I am renting the room where I dropped my bag. If anything, shouldn’t she be grateful for the extra cash?

      It’ll help take some of the burden off her plate—and I’m not just giving her rent money. I’m giving her a small payout, so if she could quit looking at me as if I were the devil incarnate, that would be fantastic.

      She’s still heaving and sighing like she’s just completed a training workout with one of my defensive coordinators when all she’s actually doing is sitting in a chair staring daggers at me.

      My therapist, Dr. Nancy, has been teaching me how to redirect and reframe—turn a negative into a positive— to be more constructive and less hostile when I’m talking to someone, and I attempt to do that now with my new roomie.

      “Thanks for welcoming me into your home,” I tell her pleasantly, ignoring her stiff posture and unsmiling mouth.

      “Are you being serious right now?” she deadpans. “You broke in.”

      I’m confused. Does she not think I appreciate the bed to crash in? And the use of her Wi-Fi? What in tarnation?

      “I didn’t break in.”

      “But the house is locked,” she points out again, Master of the Obvious, reiterator of facts.

      “But I didn’t come in through the door. I came in through a window.” I point at a chair across from her at the desk. “Mind if I sit?”

      “Yes, I mind if you sit.”

      I sit anyway, this entire exchange exhausting.

      I need food and a shower.

      Pulling out my phone, I begin scrolling through messages to see if Eli has finally gotten back to me.

      He has not.
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      The nerve of this guy, climbing in through the window and scaring the shit out of me, acting like an intruder I hadn’t known was in the house.

      How long was he inside before he entered my office?

      What was he up to downstairs before he came upstairs?

      The fact that I hadn’t heard him knocking is terrifying. What if he was a murderer whose intention was to tie me up and do horrible things?

      I shiver, pushing the thought out of my brain and focusing on the man sitting across from me—uninvited, I might add.

      He’s massive.

      And yes, I did my research but not a ton, and I had pictured him differently in my head. I wasn’t expecting him to be so massive. How on earth has he shoved his large body through the window without making any sounds?

      I stare at him, unable to decide if he’s a creep or just crass. I’m unfamiliar with either personality trait, considering I prefer not to associate with assholes.

      My vibe is chill and relaxed—not full throttle and “say whatever dumb shit comes to my mind.”

      Like he does.

      The man has no filter and has insulted me several times already, feet propped up on my desk as if he owns the place.

      I take a deep breath in.

      Let it out.

      Remember: the man is paying your rent for the next three months, and he’s only staying for two weeks, I remind myself as my eyes home in on the toe of his cowboy boots. Deep breath in, Posey. Deep breath out. It’s two weeks.

      “I didn’t see supper downstairs,” he says at long last, that Southern twang unfamiliar. “My stomach is growlin’.”

      Growlin’?

      Don’t you dare crack a smile, Posey Kettner. Get a grip. He can’t help himself. The accent is natural.

      I raise a brow and level him with a blank stare. “OH? Am I supposed to feed you?”

      He tilts his head as if to say, yes, you were supposed to feed me—but I can see him actually thinking about the next words out of his mouth.

      “My agent sent a dietary list?”

      Yes, I’m aware.

      The list came in a large manila envelope in the mail, one I promptly tossed in the trash.

      “He did.”

      I’m not this man’s personal assistant. It is not my job to grocery shop, cook for him, clean up after him, or make sure he doesn’t starve.

      When Duke raises his brows, I lean back against the desk chair and cross my arms, much like I fancy a headmaster at a private boarding school would.

      “I assumed you only needed a place to sleep at night. I didn’t realize you thought you were also getting a personal assistant.” I count to ten for patience. “I hear Delivery Dash is extremely efficient. You should try it. The first few deliveries are usually free.”

      “Are you jokin’ with me right now?”

      My mouth wants to smile, but I won’t allow it to. “No, I’m not joking with you.”

      We assess one another, he and I, my heart still beating out of my chest—adrenaline still rushing from the fright, and the sight of his large form taking up most of the air in my office.

      Molly’s former office.

      Molly was my roommate and is currently the girlfriend of Duke’s agent, Eli Cohen, who needed me to do him a favor and play host to one of his new megastar clients. Duke Colter is one of the most famous football players in the world and about to become the highest paid.

      He also made the controversial decision to switch teams after his second year—and after his first Super Bowl win.

      I’m not sure what would make a man do that, but I’m sure he has his reasons.

      I know nothing about sports. The only thing I love about them is the food; charcuterie boards, taco dip, chips, and salsa trays… Gimme all the stadium food, and I’ll show up, but not to watch the game.

      Duke’s boot moves as he crosses and recrosses his legs, and I’m reminded of my conversation with Molly…

      “Well. So Eli has this client, and he’s a pretty big deal.”

      I nodded my head slowly. “Aren’t they all a big deal?”

      “Yes, but this guy is different.” Molly hesitated. “I can’t tell you his name yet, but swear what I’m about to tell you doesn’t leave this room.”

      I held my palm up in an oath—the same one I’d use if I was on jury duty or a Girl Scout. “I solemnly swear.”

      “Everyone wanted to sign him, and Eli got him,” she emphasized, sounding super dramatic.

      “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.”

      “All right?”

      “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.”

      I’d still been confused at that point. “Uh-huh.”

      “Anddd…no one knows this little house exists or Eli’s connection to it.”

      “You want to rent this house to him instead of me?” I’d been dismayed at the thought. They were kicking me out of my house so they could move in a football player?

      “No! Posey, I wanted to ask if you’d be okay with him crashing here for a bit. We need to hide him,” she reassured me. “That’s what I’m here to ask. If you’ll harbor one of Eli’s athletes.”

      Harbor one of his clients? What did that even mean?

      “He plays what sport again?”

      “Didn’t I literally just tell you he’s coming off a Super Bowl win?” She sighed because my brains were addled, the information a bit too much for me to process. All I wanted to do was bake cakes and make crafts for my adorable little students. “Football. And he’s just been given the most lucrative deal in history. When people find out, they’re going to lose their shit.”

      Food is my love language. I’m not a great cook, but I can bake well enough to be on any baking competition show.

      I shake the feathers out of my head. “Of course I’d be glad to help you guys out. You said it was only for a little bit?”

      “Yeah.” Molly swallowed a lump so big I could see it. “Okay, so there’s one more thing.”

      “What?” What more could there possibly be? Wasn’t her asking me to harbor one of Eli’s clients—a man I didn’t know—enough? Sheesh.

      “He’s kind of…” Her sentence trailed off.

      I waited patiently.

      “He’s kind of…a giant asshole.”

      I stare at the asshole and his cowboy boots and his tight T-shirt with the flannel over the top, the scruffy jeans and the scruff on his chin.

      I wonder what he sees as he stares back at me, our stilted conversation about his meals still lingering in the air. Does he honestly expect me to fetch him dinner? Or supper as he called it?

      From the looks of it, he does.

      I may be sweet as pie, but I have my limits. The only thing I discussed with Eli and Molly was housing this guy, not feeding or clothing him. Not doing his laundry or picking up after him. Not entertaining him either.

      Someone obviously didn’t give him the memo.

      Somewhere in his pocket, his phone makes a motorcycle sound, and he pulls it out, nodding to himself. He taps out a message to whoever was on the other end, then stuffs it back into his pocket.

      “That was Eli. He just landed.”

      “Guess you hadn’t needed to climb through my window and break in after all.”

      He doesn’t agree with me. “Seein’ as I landed early, I prolly would have done it anyway.”

      Seein’ as I landed early, he prolly would have done it anyway?

      “You have no patience, do you?”

      “No. And I’m so hungry I could eat corn through a picket fence.” Duke sighs loudly, slouching in his chair, boots moving further toward me on the desk, hogging up space and nearly nudging my laptop.

      “You’re hungry but haven’t eaten and haven’t ransacked the kitchen? Why does that surprise me?” Then again, he was waiting for a fully prepared meal to be served, probably in the dining room.

      “I have manners.”

      Manners? “You climbed in through the window!”

      “Your window was open. And why do you keep yellin’?”

      There is no reasoning with this man.

      He’s clearly used to getting his way and getting what he wants. Either that, or he’s been hit in the head so many times his brains are addled, which I realize sounds like a terrible joke to make.

      “What else did Eli say?”

      “He was headin’ to his place in the city but asked if I wanted him to swing by.”

      There’s no swinging by from the airport—not in the Chicago rush hour traffic—not at this hour of the day.

      “What did you tell him?”

      “I told ’im we had it covered and that he could pop on a call tomorrow.” Duke pauses. “He and I have stuff to go over.”

      I’m sure he’s got super important stuff to go over, no doubt. I don’t have a clue what they’re paying this guy, but for Eli to bend over backward for Duke, hiding him out until their big media announcement? Well, I’ll have to make myself scarce.

      “I have to work, so you’ll have the house to yourself.”

      Speaking of which, I open my drawer and pull out a stapled sheet of paper, sliding it across the desk toward him.

      He ignores the papers. “Where do you work?”

      “I’m a teacher.” I clear my throat. “I took the liberty of creating a few rules—house rules if you will. So not only are my expectations managed but yours will be too.”

      I push a loose strand of hair behind my head nervously.

      “What kind of teacher?”

      “Kindergarten.”

      “You’re a kinder teacher?” His eyes are wide. “Shit, if that don’t beat all.”

      What’s wrong with being a kindergarten teacher, I want to ask. Instead, I give the papers a nudge closer to him.

      He reluctantly snatches them, holding them up. “House rules,” he says dryly. “I ain’t had rules since I lived at home with my mama.”

      Ain’t had…

      His mama.

      “Don’t eat your roommate’s food without asking—or replace it once you do.” He glances up at me briefly but makes no comment. “Always ask to borrow things.” Duke pauses. “So you’re sayin’ yor gonna ask if you want to borrow my clothes, roomie?” He laughs as if it’s hilarious.

      “Haven’t you ever had roommates before?”

      He nods his dumb head. “Sure, when I was eighteen, and it was guys, so…” He goes back to skimming the list. “Are you serious with this? I’m not one of your students.”

      “This has nothing to do with me treating you like a student.” My kids have manners. He does not.

      “Keep music and voice to a respectable volume, especially at bedtime.” Duke’s snort makes me blush. “Lady, this makes you sound like a house mother.”

      “There’s no need to make fun of me, Mr. Colter. I’m just trying to make our lives easier for the next two weeks. My last roommate was Molly, and she was a saint, so I just want it to go well for both of us.”

      “Molly Summervale is no saint.” He snorts again. “She’s got a tongue sharper than a two-edged sword.”

      Yeah. ’Cause she’s a badass who doesn’t put up with men’s shit, that’s why.

      I raise my chin a notch. “If you don’t want rules, that’s fine. We can wing it.”

      “How about this: I won’t be getting into your way if you won’t be getting into mine, and we’ll get along just fine.”

      Except for the part where he has no boundaries, gives zero fucks, climbs in through windows, and bursts into my office unannounced and uninvited. Who knows what else I’m in store for over the next few weeks.

      “’Cause I bet the next words outta your pretty little mouth is we’re not allowed to have houseguests of the opposite sex without discussing it first.”

      Er. That may or may not be on the list I’d just handed him, on page two.

      Wait. Did he call me pretty?

      I blush again, dipping my head before pulling out my chair and standing. “I should probably show you to your room.”

      He stands too but shakes his head. “Found it already.”

      “Found it? How did you find it? You have no idea which room is yours.”

      “Next to the bathroom. Already settled in.”

      Of course he did because he has brass balls!

      Honestly, the NERVE!

      Seething, I can’t wait to text Molly and tell her about this. She’s going to be outraged on my behalf, although she did warn me he was an asshole…

      I try to lead him out of the room, but he decides he’s going to plow through first. Both of us get stuck in the doorway because we’re there at the same time. The man doesn’t have enough etiquette to allow me to go first, the brute forging ahead toward the stairs, lumbering down to the first floor before I’ve even made it to the top step.

      Jesus, was he raised in a barn?

      As I make my way into the kitchen, he’s already outside, popping the screen back into place and testing it to make sure it’s secure. I watch his large hands push the frame, then come back inside and secure the little knobs.

      “There. Done.”

      I roll my eyes, moving aside when he goes to the sink and begins opening cabinets, hunting for a glass.

      He fills it with water from the tap and chugs.

      Spine stiff, I try not to feel as if my space has been invaded, reminding myself that he’s paying to be here—several thousand dollars to be here, in fact.

      It’s only two weeks, it’s only two weeks, it’s only—

      “What’s all that for?”

      Duke is pointing at the cake ingredients on the stove: mixing bowl, flour, measuring cups.

      “I was going to bake a batch of cookies—but I thought I’d have more time before you got here.”

      “You should have done it last night,” he tells me, snatching up the container of chocolate chips and popping it open. Taking a handful, he shoves them in his giant mouth.

      I swear I’m not a prude, but I have five- and six-year-old children with better behaviors than this boorish brute!

      Duke chews.

      Then he pops more chocolate chips in his mouth before licking his lips. “These would be better if they were in cookies.”

      “No shit, Sherlock,” I mutter, turning my back on him so I’m not tempted to tear them out of his hands.

      “What’d you just say?”

      “Nothing,” I lie.

      Duke laughs. “Liar. I can see from here your panties are all bundled into a twist.”

      “They most certainly are not.”

      He laughs again, setting down my precious container of chocolate chips. “You’re such a kindergarten teacher.”

      What the heck is that supposed to mean?!

      Duke disappears out the back door. I have no idea where he’s going, nor do I follow him—but I watch as he wanders around the perimeter before he walks out of view.

      Hmph.

      I take myself back upstairs. I’d planned a nice meal for Duke and me tonight—homemade pizza with homemade sauce, pepperoni, sausage, black olives, and extra cheese—but that was before he waltzed into my home acting like a fool.

      He can forage for his own food.

      In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if Grizzly Adams came back inside with a raccoon or a skunk for dinner, one he’d wrestled to the ground himself.

      I’m a nice person.

      My friends have literally described me as sweet, kind, and one of the most compassionate people they know. So why is it that I want to choke that man to death, who has only been in my house for less than a half hour?

      And how am I going to tolerate his bad behavior for two weeks?

      “It’s a good thing you’ll be at work during the day,” I remind myself, heading back upstairs to my office and shutting the door behind me, not that it’s going to keep Duke out if he wants back inside.

      Rude.

      So. Rude.

      I dial up Molly, and it rings three times before she answers. “Thank God you picked up,” I breathe.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes.” No. “Duke is here.”

      My statement is followed by silence. “And? How’s it going?”

      I can hear her tapping away at something—most likely her laptop. Her phone is probably wedged under her chin while she works.

      “He climbed into the house through my kitchen window, came to my office, and scared the ever-loving piss out of me,” I ramble on in one long, breathless sentence.

      “He what? Wait. What?”

      “You heard me correctly, Molls. Apparently, it took me too long to come to the door, so he let himself in like a common criminal.”

      “Stop it right now.”

      “Are you laughing?”

      “No, I’m…” She laughs. “I’m not laughing. You’re laughing.”

      “Molly Summervale, this is not funny!”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m trying to picture it.”

      “You know damn well if you were in your office and some random dude you’ve never met opened your door while you were concentrating, you’d have a heart attack.”

      “This is true,” she allows. “Still, he was expected to be there.”

      “Oh, so that makes it okay? Gotcha.”

      “Don’t be mad. I’m not defending him. I just know how he is. Sort of. I’ve only met him once, and it was a Zoom call.”

      “He’s worse than all the little boys in my class combined.”

      “Oh shit—that bad?”

      “Worse.”

      “What’s he doing now?” She wants to know, giving me her full attention, no doubt standing next to those big panoramic windows of her penthouse apartment in the sky.

      “Who knows? I didn’t have a meal prepared and didn’t go grocery shopping to stock my fridge with his dietary needs.” I roll my eyes at that. “So he left.”

      “Does he have a car?”

      “No. He’s on foot. Like Bigfoot, stalking around the neighborhood.” I think. Or maybe he’s just in the backyard hiding.

      “There’s no way he’s walking around the neighborhood. He’s there to hide, remember?”

      True.

      “He’s probably in the tree house out back.”

      “Tree house out back? What are you talking about?”

      “Behind the garage is a tree house. Didn’t you know that?”

      “Uh, no.”

      “If he hasn’t come back, I’d check there. I doubt you’d find him wandering the streets, not without a disguise.”

      “I can see what you mean. He sticks out like a sore thumb around here in his cowboy boots.”

      Molly laughs. “Cowboy boots?”

      “Oh yeah—cowboy boots. Real nice ones, too.” I giggle. “He looks like a bona fide country boy.” More like a country singer than a football player—or like he just walked off a ranch in Montana.

      “So. Are you going to feed him?”

      “Pfft. No.” Well, maybe. I’d feel bad if I didn’t, not that I’m going to run out and get all the ridiculous items from his grocery list.

      Kale, two pounds.

      Almond butter, organic.

      Seedless cucumbers, two.

      Protein powder, five-pound container, found at the health food store.

      Tomatoes. Celery. Eggs, three cartons. Almond milk, unsweetened.

      The list went on and on and on and was longer than my so-called list of “rules” he doesn’t want to abide by.

      “If you want your groceries, you can get them yourself, asshole,” I say out the window after I’ve ended my call with Molly, eyes scanning the backyard for any sight of him.

      How did I not know there was a tree house in the backyard? My keen gaze seeks it out like I’m back on playground duty, finally locating it among the mature trees behind the detached garage, its board hidden by years and years of greenery growth.

      A flash of a plaid shirt catches my eye.

      Eventually, Duke comes sauntering into sight, a cocky swagger I’ll have to learn to get used to for the next fourteen days…

      Let the countdown begin.
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      Something smells amazing.

      So amazing my stomach growls, wanting to be fed, the toe of my boots hitting the wooden porch step, eager to find a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

      Or in this case, a big ole meal once I get through the open door…

      Posey had no intention of feedin’ me. That much was evident the second I told her my agent had sent over a food list, the list she couldn’t be bothered to fulfill.

      Who tells their guest to fend for themselves? What kind of hostess is that? Three stars, do not recommend.

      What does she want me to do, starve?

      She’s a kindergarten teacher, for fuck’s sake. Aren’t they supposed to be nurturing?

      Eli told me she was the nicest woman he’s ever met, and so far, I ain’t seen any evidence of that.

      I follow my nose into the small kitchen and find her at the stove.

      “What’s goin’ on?”

      When she turns, my eyes stray to her body; she has flour on the tip of her nose, the front of her shirt, on her tits, and in her hair.

      Odd that I never gave her a once-over while she was sitting at her desk—then again, she was sitting at her desk, and I wasn’t able to get a good look at her. Not with her eyes all wild. Not when she was wielding a letter opener at me.

      Posey is tiny.

      Then again, most people are when compared to me. At six-foot-four, I stand taller than most men, but even so, she’s an itty-bitty thing.

      Swallowed up inside of a large, gray Harvard sweatshirt, she’s got on navy leggings with bare feet. Her light brown hair is in two braids now, looking more like a college student than a teacher herself.

      Dark brown eyes.

      Frowning mouth.

      “Did you make me a pizza?”

      Posey scoffs, turning her back to me so she can remove the pizza from the oven and set it on the counter using two giant oven mitts that look like bear paws.

      “No, I didn’t make you a pizza. I made me a pizza.” She finally turns back around, removing the mitts one at a time. “You have ‘no refined carbs’ on your dietary needs, and this qualifies as a refined carb, so… Sorry.”

      Her nose goes in the air.

      “I can still eat it.”

      When I made that stupid list, I was being difficult, testing not only Eli to deliver it to my temporary roommate but testing her as well. Only one of them passed the test, and it wasn’t her.

      “Mmm, I don’t think so. I don’t need you clogging up the toilet pipes because the carbs make you sick. If you know what I mean.”

      Is she implying that I’ll get the shits for eating carbs? ’Cause I won’t. I eat them plenty. In fact, just this morning at the airport, I ate a bagel and a piece of banana bread.

      I press my mouth together while my stomach rumbles.

      “I’m willing to take the chance,” I allow, trying to make her gimme that pizza. It has sausage and tons of cheese, steam rising from the center.

      “I’m not. I have no desire to plunge the toilet after you’ve done your business.”

      This conversation is ridiculous.

      No woman has ever accused me of purposely trying to clog a toilet by taking a giant dump, least of all one this cute and pretty. With that being said, I’ve definitely dumped in a few toilets and backed them up. Even flooded my mama’s powder room one too many times growing up and got a whooping for it.

      “I promise you I’m not gonna crap in the bathroom and make it your problem if the pizza does me dirty.” Besides, it’s a huge pizza. No way is she planning on eating the whole thing herself.

      Maybe she’ll eat two pieces—maybe.

      She’s just being stubborn.

      “I’ll just eat it after you leave the room anyway,” I inform her.

      “Not if I hide it.”

      “Where are you going to hide pizza?”

      She shrugs. “As if I’d tell you.” Posey tilts her head to study me. “Do you even like pineapple on your pizza?”

      Is she implying she put pineapple on that pie?

      I keep my face passive. “Never had pineapple on a pizza.”

      “What about black olives?”

      “Love.” I could eat an entire can as a snack. “Please. Feed me, I’m begging you.”

      The plea works like I knew it would. Posey spins around and goes up on her tiptoes to open a cabinet and pull out two plates. She sets them on the counter before retrieving a round pizza cutter and getting to work cutting it into pie slices.

      It’s steamier than cattle shit on a hot summer day, but it tastes damn delicious.

      Scalding hot but fan-fucking-tastic.

      “This doesn’t have pineapple on it,” I accuse her through narrowed eyes after a quick perusal.

      She’s holding her plate and resting her hip against the counter; neither of us taking a seat at the table or at the small island.

      “I didn’t say it did.” Posey smiles around her slice, teeth biting into a long string of cheese. “I asked if you liked it on your pizza.”

      We eat in silence. Posey makes small sounds of pleasure, truly enjoying the pizza she made for herself—us, let’s be real here. Posey cleans up the kitchen once we’re done, or I assume she’d done so, considering I’d gone straight upstairs after setting my plate next to the sink.

      We ignore one another for the remainder of the night.
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      I didn’t sleep for shit last night.

      Seems someone forgot to tell the bed that I’m tall. I damn near had to lie catty-corner on the mattress so I’d fit. Nothing I haven’t had to do before, but it was next-level discomfort.

      I resume my exploration, on the hunt for something very specific, an idea ingrained in my brain that I’m not going to let go of.

      There’s gotta be one around here somewhere. I found the hooks on the tree in the backyard…

      “Can I help you find something?” A voice scares the shit out of me, and I almost smash my head on the shelf above me, gas and oil cans lined up in a row, hammers and wrenches and jars of nails.

      “Jesus Christ. What’re you doin’ sneakin’ up on someone like that?” I rub the top of my head dramatically, feeling for a wound.

      “Sneaking up on you? Are you serious?” She shifts on her heels, the morning sunlight shining behind her, making it impossible to see her face. “You literally crawled into a window like a thief yesterday.”

      True. But still.

      “Shouldn’t you be in bed still?” I ask ’cause it’s barely seven.

      “I have to work. It’s Thursday.” She lingers, and I notice she’s carrying an armful of books. “What are you looking for?”

      “Hammock. Gonna take a nap today.”

      “I’ve never seen a hammock in here.”

      I grunt in reply.

      Posey laughs. “You sound like a caveman, speaking in segments.”

      She sounds like a prude, speaking so proper. And that dress she’s wearing isn’t doing her any favors. White with black polka dots, she has an actual bow in her hair—a big white one—her black heels tap tapping impatiently on the concrete.

      “Not sure if you’ll find one in there.”

      “Can’t hurt to look, and if I can’t find one, I’ll order one on Amazon.” I pause. “What’s the address?”

      She hesitates. “The same one you used to get yourself here yesterday.”

      Cheeky!

      I’m not expecting the sass from her, and it’s early, so I go back to rooting around the garage, moving things here and there so I can get to where I need to go.

      I’ve been up and digging in boxes for at least a half hour.

      Shielding my eyes from the sun, I try to look her in the eye, but she’s already turned and gone down the driveway, stopping at the red SUV at the curb, the blip blip sound of it unlocking reaching my ears.

      “Not even gonna tell me goodbye and have a good day?” I grumble. “Rude.”

      Left to my own devices now that she’s gone, I debate about mowing the lawn but discover there is no gas in the tank in the small red push mower. I rearrange a few of the things hanging on the wall, like the hedge clippers and the weedwhacker, then stack some boxes so they’re tidier.

      A metal shelf holds what appears to be a collection of old watering cans. And I rearrange those, along with small jars of vegetable seeds. There’s a window looking out into the yard, and I clean that with an old rag that’s been discarded on the workbench.

      Yeah, I’m definitely in my element.

      The dingy little detached garage is more of a workspace than any place you would park a car. Rakes and shovels are leaning in the corner, and an old rusty snowblower is in the back far-right recesses.

      I find buckets, pails, old holiday decorations—the big plastic kind my nan and granddad used to put on their lawn ’cause Nan was obsessed with holiday decorations and had to outdo the neighbors.

      I dig him out and set him near the workbench for some reason. Nostalgia has me whistling and popping open the music app on my phone.

      The snowman puts a smile on my face as I wipe it down with the rag, then decide to take one of the newly found buckets and fill it with water and soap, then begin scrubbing anew.

      I wipe down decorations and shelves. Resume hunting for treasures.

      Find two more boxes but turn up nothing good.

      One more and I’m closer—it’s a lawn game. The kind with big darts for tossing and two hoop targets that aren’t legal anymore. I find a croquet mallet behind another shelf, but only one, wondering where the rest of them might have gone.

      I toss a busted pink flamingo in the large trash bin.

      A gnome that’s been repainted and ugly as fuck follows it.

      Take a bike down off a wall rack that’s about forty years old for garbage day.

      I’m about to give up when I pull a blue tote from the top shelf. Leaves and dust and who-knows-what-else fall in my eyes when I heave it down. Cracking open the lid, I reveal a net.

      No, not a net.

      A hammock.

      “Sweet,” I mutter, pleased with myself for not being a quitter.

      I take the hammock out and spread it out on the lawn, then unwind the hose and spray it off. Hang it on the porch railing to dry in the sun while I go back inside and warm up the leftover pizza from last night. Two slices.

      No, three.

      Posey has it wrapped up all nice like. It’s easy to zap in the microwave and tastes just as delicious as before. All three pieces go down easy.

      I feel gross.

      Dirty and tired after scavenging all morning, I rise to set my plate next to the sink and napkin in the trash, arm hair coated in a light smattering of dust.

      Bored, I look at my watch. “Shit, I should take a shower.”

      I have a conference call with Eli and his assistant at four and could stand to take a nap before then.

      Doing nothing has me turning into a lazy fuck. I should probably set up a home gym while I’m here, now that I’ve cleaned out the garage. I doubt Posey would mind, and besides, Eli and Molly told me their home was my home.

      Anyway, it’s only two weeks. I’ll be out of Posey’s hair before she knows it.

      Humming to myself as I start the shower water and strip down to my birthday suit (which is one hell of a birthday suit, by the way), I step into the hot spray. Thankfully, the showerhead is high enough because most times, they aren’t.

      The sound of the water is my only company, and that’s exactly how I want it.
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      As soon as I enter the kitchen through the back door, I listen.

      Since Duke was nowhere to be found outside, I can only assume he’s somewhere in the house doing God-knows-what because he does whatever the fuck he wants, when he wants.

      My keys go on the countertop, then I set down my purse.

      Schoolbag on the chair at the table, where I put it every time I walk in.

      Kicking off my heels by the door, I don’t bother making myself anything to drink or grabbing an after-school snack as I usually do. Instead, I want to see where my giant, crude, monster of a roommate is.

      I head toward the stairs.

      Halfway up, I hear the sound of running water.

      The shower is running in the hall bathroom, and the door was left half open.

      Duke is humming, and I imagine he’s scrubbing shampoo into his hair—hair that needs a good cut if I had an opinion on it.

      My mouth curls into a smirk as an idea forms in my head.

      Payback is a bitch, and I’m not a catty or vindictive person, but the man needs to learn a lesson, and he’s a sitting duck in the shower, unaware that I’m home, singing merrily to himself without a care in the world.

      The man deserves a taste of his own medicine.

      Suddenly, I’m tiptoeing the rest of the way up the carpeted stairs, though he can’t possibly hear me, crouching at the top like a hidden tiger.

      I quietly creep into the bathroom.

      Then gently lower myself to the toilet, grateful the toilet seat is down.

      Sit and wait.

      And wait.

      Listening to him hum and sing about friends in low places and “…all my exes live in Texas.”

      I smirk.

      He has a horrible voice even though it’s deep and low, the way a good country singer’s voice should be. Not smooth at all, a bit warbly, though he’s giving it his best effort.

      I almost laugh out loud when he croons out, “Texas is the place, I really lovee too beee…”

      Not being a country music fan myself, I have no idea who the artist whose songs he’s singing is. Oddly enough, it’s putting a smile on my face.

      I had a rough day—the kids were antsy and ready for the weekend, my regular offenders in rare form. Timmy Lauer got put in time-out twice for squirting Hannah Parker with his water bottle, and Aaron Kirk interrupted class at least four times by speaking out of turn while my other students were talking.

      One email from a parent, and the mom who was supposed to send treats along sent in peanut butter cupcakes when we have a student with severe allergies.

      So yeah.

      Long day.

      I almost sigh out loud as I sit here, waiting.

      Five more minutes go by, and I could have murdered Duke by now if I were a murderer. He has zero idea I’m in the house, let alone in the bathroom with him.

      Then the water shuts off.

      His feet squeak on the acrylic bathtub floor.

      Squeak, squeak.

      His arm darts out, feeling around for the towel.

      When he can’t find it, his head shoots out, too.

      “I thought you’d be in there forever,” I muse casually from my spot on the toilet seat, glancing up at him but then glancing away so I don’t see anything I don’t want to see.

      Dick, mostly.

      “JESUS H CHRIST,” he bellows, almost slipping, grabbing the shower curtain in the process for dear life and holding it in front of himself to cover his body. “JESUS. CHRIST.”

      He repeats it again as if I hadn’t heard him the first time.

      “Jesus.”

      A dead man could have heard him the first time…

      “GODDAMMIT,” he adds for good measure, more theatrical by far than I’d been when he’d scared the crap out of me.

      I rise, inspecting my nails. “You really should lock the door downstairs when you’re up here—anyone could sneak in on you.”

      He’s huffing and puffing real good, reaching for the white towel hanging on the nearby rack. It disappears behind the shower curtain with him.

      “Why would you do that?” comes his sullen question. It sounds like he’s pouting.

      “Payback is a bitch.”

      “I thought you were nice,” he calls out after me. “Aren’t you a kindergarten teacher?”

      Yeah. Which means I have to think on my feet at all times and always have my eyes on everything—duh.

      Everyone assumes I’m sweet, but the truth is, there’s a lot going on in my head that says otherwise.

      Ignoring the muttering and the door slamming closed behind me, I go to my office and plop down in my desk chair, powering up my laptop. It’s Friday, so I have nothing to prepare for tomorrow, but there was a pair of shoes in an online shopping cart I wanted to look at one more time before pulling the trigger on them.

      Still undecided, I take a screenshot and send them to Molly for her opinion.

      Me: Should I get these, yes or no?

      Molly: How much are they?

      Me: 40.

      Molly: 40? This seems like a no-brainer.

      Molly: Wait. Where will you wear those? They’re light pink, and it’s almost fall.

      Me: True, but they’re so cute!

      Molly: Wait. Why are we talking about shoes when you still haven’t told me how it’s going with Duke?

      Me: Let’s just say…about five minutes ago, I gave him a small heart attack when he was taking a shower.

      Molly: What does that mean???

      Me: He was in the shower when I got home, so I went in the bathroom and waited so I could scare the crap out of him—and it worked. He said JESUS CHRIST three times.

      Molly: POSEY KETTNER, WHY WOULD YOU DO THAT??? He’s an NFL football player. He could have tackled you.

      Me: Doubtful. He was butt ass naked.

      Me: Also, did I NOT MENTION that when he got here yesterday, he climbed in THROUGH A WINDOW because the door was locked and he couldn’t find the doorbell???

      Molly: The window? What window??

      Me: The one in the kitchen, above the sink.

      Molly: How the hell was he able to fit through there? It’s tiny.

      Me: Yeah, I know. I was in my office, and he came upstairs and busted through the door—I thought he was a robber and almost stabbed him with the letter opener. LOL, can you imagine?

      Molly: Oh my God, stop it. No, you did not almost stab him.

      Me: I mean, okay fine. He was on the other side of the desk, but I needed a weapon because I didn’t know who he was. And who freaking just comes inside like that? RING THE DAMN DOORBELL

      Molly: Dear God. I am so sorry.

      Me: You warned me he was an asshole, so it didn’t come as a shock.

      Molly: You have to put up with this bullshit for another 2 weeks and it’s my fault.

      Me: We can blame Eli. He’s the one who thought it was a good idea to hide him here. Honestly, who do these guys think they’re fooling? Duke is ten feet tall, looks like a cowboy, SOUNDS like a cowboy, and roams around the yard like a puppy dog. There is no hiding him, and no disguise will conceal his identity.

      Molly: Listen, I don’t want to bash men, but—let them live in their little fantasy world, eh? This is a THEM problem, not a YOU problem.

      Me: I tried introducing some rules last night, and he laughed in my face.

      Molly: LOL, what kind of rules?

      Me: Basic roommate rules, respect the space, don’t make a ton of noise—stuff like that.

      Molly: Oh boy…

      Me: Yeah, oh boy is right.

      Me: Speaking of which, he’s knocking—let me see what he wants.

      Surprised that the man remembers his manners and has the courtesy to knock on my office door, I put my phone down and clear my throat. “Come in.”

      The door creaks open slowly.

      And why I was expecting him to be fully clothed is beyond me, but that’s not the sight that greets me when he walks all the way in, only a stark white towel wrapped around his waist.

      Wet hair.

      Gleaming chest, dripping with moisture.

      It looks as if someone rubbed him down with baby oil.

      “Can I help you?” I avert my eyes. His pec muscles are the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever seen. No man I’ve ever dated or seen in the gym has a body like this.

      No man.

      Ever.

      If Chris Hemsworth and The Rock had a baby, it would be Duke Colter.

      He runs a hand through his glistening wet hair. “I was wonderin’ if you were willing to grab those groceries off the list I made.”

      Wonderin’… So Southern.

      “Um.” I squirm in my chair, focusing my eyes on the wall behind him.

      And why is he so tan? Does he run around outside with no shirt on?

      He’s watching me expectantly, and once again, I’m surprised he seems to be asking me for a favor as opposed to telling me.

      “I suppose I could find time later? There are some things I need to grab for my friend’s birthday.”

      My friend Anna is turning thirty. We’re organizing a little gathering for her, and I still have to get the basics for a charcuterie board.

      “Thanks.”

      Drip.

      Drip.

      “Did you even dry off? Why are you still dripping wet?” All over my carpet.

      “Oh—must’ve forgotten.”

      Must have forgotten? Who forgets to towel off after a shower? Who just climbs out and walks around dripping wet?

      Duke does, apparently.

      Bare feet.

      Tan legs.

      Chest with a smattering of hair in the center; in the valley between his well-defined pecs. Hard nipples. Thick neck.

      Stop looking at him, Posey, or he’ll think you’re attracted to him.

      You are attracted to him, idiot.

      No, I’m not. My type is the business type, collared shirts with coordinating ties and dress pants. Loafers.

      Loafers? Since when?

      Since…mind your own damn business!

      Why am I arguing with myself?

      The man is waiting for me to say something, filling up my doorway in the most uncomfortable way.

      I don’t believe he possesses social awareness. If he did, he would have taken one look at my face and gone away with his big, beautiful half-naked bod.

      “Okay. Well.” I shift in my chair, placing my hands on the desk, clasping them the way I do at school when I’m speaking to a student. “If you could put the list on the counter near the door, that would be lovely.”

      His mouth twitches. “Lovely.”

      I nod. “Yes. Lovely.”

      Stop saying lovely, Posey. You sound like a puritan.

      I’m wearing a polka-dot dress, for Pete's sake, but it’s one my students love. Monday, I have a crayon skirt I wear for art days, but I’m rethinking the entire thing—the last thing I want is to accidentally run into him while I’m leaving and have him catch me wearing a skirt with scribbles.

      Not that it matters what he thinks.

      I push a hair out of my heated face, blood rising to my cheeks.

      “Anything else?” I don’t glance up.

      “Nope.” He shifts on his heels, still silently watching me. “’Preciate it.”

      “You’re welcome.” I pause, fiddling with the cup holder on my desk that holds my highlighters. “I’ll change out of my work clothes, then make a trip to the store.”

      Duke seems to hesitate. “Maybe I should come with.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be hiding from fans and the paparazzi?”

      “First of all, we’re in the middle of nowhere.” This town has a population of fifty thousand people—that’s hardly nowhere. “Secondly, you might miss somethin’ on my list.”

      “I promise you, I won’t miss anything on your list.” Your precious, precious list.

      He’s skeptical. “I have a specific kind of protein bars I like. I won’t eat a substitution.”

      I set down my highlighter cup. “You are eight feet tall. Everyone is going to recognize you.”

      “False. I’m six-foot-four, and I’ll wear a disguise. No one will be expectin’ to see me, so no one will know it’s me.”

      I say that sentence a few times in my head, trying to make sense of it: no one will be expectin’ to see me, so no one will know it’s me.

      Okay then. “I’d really rather go myself.”

      He crosses his arms over his bare chest.

      It’s dry now but still wet somehow.

      “I’d really rather go along.”

      “I think you’re only saying you want to go along because I just told you I’d rather go alone.”

      He seems to be considering this and nods. “Yeah, prolly.”

      “Then we seem to be at an impasse because I’m the only one with a vehicle.”

      I cross my arms, too.

      “I’ll go put clothes on,” he says at last, shrugging off the doorjamb and closing the door behind him.

      “I didn’t say you could come!” I shout at the door, face still red, the words I just yelled at him echoing in my brain. I didn’t say you could come.

      Come.

      “Oh my God.” I groan. “You do not have sex on the brain.”

      Yes, you do.

      “Fine. I do.” Standing, I shove back from my desk. “Tonight, I’m downloading a dating app. This is ridiculous.”

      I’ve been single long enough. Yes, I’ve gone on a few dates but nothing to write home about and nothing more than first dates. No seconds.

      Bad, embarrassing dates.

      Fuck boys, mostly. Guys who want to get laid without the commitment, which is all fine and good if a person is into that…but I’m looking for something long-term.

      I think.

      Back in my bedroom, I nervously stand in front of the closet debating—for far too long—over a man who is infuriating and wasn’t supposed to be any trouble, was supposed to make himself scarce, read in the yard, perhaps make himself useful with projects?

      Instead, he’s treated me like a personal assistant, scared the crap out of me, and interrupted my private time, with more to come of it, I’m sure.

      Especially after I snuck up on him in the shower and gave him a taste of his own medicine.

      Ha.

      He deserved it.

      I chuckle, then pull off my dress, tossing it on the floor in a wash pile, missing the hamper completely.

      Honestly, housekeeping isn’t my forte.

      Baking, yes.

      Cleaning, no.

      I can’t stand here all afternoon trying to figure out how to dress for this outing with Duke; I should have already slid myself into a pair of leggings and a hoodie and been done with it. But that’s not what I wear.

      Nope.

      My vanity won’t allow it.

      He may be an annoyance, but he’s a good-looking guy with a deep voice and Southern accent, who looks as if he could bench press me with one arm tied behind his back.

      So I pull on a pair of jeans, pull a snug white T-shirt over my head, and slide a red headband over my hair that has a pretty bow at the side.

      White sneakers.

      A little bit of red lipstick I’m sure he’ll notice and be rude enough to comment on because the man seems to notice and comment on everything…

      White T-shirt?

      Blah.

      I look like a schoolteacher.

      Ugh.

      Whatever, I don’t have time to change when I’m just running to the grocery store, Lurch in tow.

      He’s already next to my car when I get outside—of course he is—knowing I’d leave him behind if he wasn’t. I’m not purposely trying to take him out in public.

      
        	We just met.

        	I don’t want it to be my responsibility if his cover is blown.

        	I don’t want to be blamed if his cover is blown.

        	He seems like a handful and will be a pain in the ass once we’re at the actual store.

      

      When Duke climbs in, his body contorts in a way only a large man his size would while jamming himself into a car this size. He pulls a white plastic bag onto his lap.

      Jet-black hair fluffs out between the handles.

      “Uh. What the hell is that?” I nod in its direction with my chin before pressing the ignition button to turn the car on.

      “This?” He lifts the bag. “This is my disguise.”

      Dear Lord, no. “When you said you had a disguise, I assumed you meant you’d be putting on a baseball cap.”

      He fishes a ballcap out of the bag and holds it up. “That too.”

      Thank the Lord it’s a short ride to the store—a mere eight-minute drive—because Duke makes a show of preparing his ensemble. He fluffs the black wig, which turns out to be a mullet. Then pulls it over his head, fitting it into place, smoothing down the many flyaways.

      He immediately plunks on the baseball cap, bending the red brim to his liking, and slides on sunglasses.

      “Yeah. You don’t stand out like a sore thumb at all.” I roll my eyes so hard I actually feel guilty, grabbing my purse from its spot on the floor in the back seat. When I lean back to grab it, my nose gets an introduction to his arm—to his cologne and freshly showered skin—before I sit up again, purse now in my possession.

      Dang, he smells good.

      Duke is still messing with his hat and wig when I shove open my door, impatient to get inside and get this over with.

      “Hey, wait for me.” He has to scuttle to catch up. The outfit he’s got on will surely get more attention than he thinks it will. I mean, seriously, a bright blue T-shirt with Mickey Mouse on the front, cargo shorts, red sneakers, that god-awful wig, the hat, and the sunglasses?

      I pick up my pace, grabbing a grocery cart as soon as I walk through the entrance, the doors barely sliding open fast enough for me. Push in the direction of the fruits and vegetables since that’s where I usually begin and where the majority of his wants/needs are on his list.

      Superfoods and lots of them.

      I grab spinach and toss it in the cart, then kale and a head of romaine lettuce. Wheeling around the veggie island, I ignore the giant child trailing me.

      Duke tosses in cherry tomatoes and a few large tomatoes.

      He grabs the cart and begins pushing it beside me, our four hands clutching the handle all at the same time.

      “I wanna grab some carrots.”

      “I have carrots.”

      He side-eyes me through his dark sunglasses. “Regular-sized carrots?”

      I sigh. “No, Duke, the petite kind.”

      “Shh,” he chastises me, nudging me with his meaty elbow. “Don’t use my name in public, please.”

      “Fine. What should I call you?”

      He seems to consider this. “Let’s come up with a nickname.”

      Oh, brother—just what we need. “How about Rick?”

      “Rick?” He scoffs, steering us toward the cheese counter. “That’s an actual person’s name.”

      “So?”

      “So. I was thinkin’ something like Steele Dragon or Night Hawk.”

      Of all the things I was expecting him to say, wanting to be called Steele Dragon was not one of them.

      “Fine.” I nod. “I’ll call you Steele Dragon. Are you happy now?”

      He shrugs, nudging me again, this time not on purpose. There is simply no room for both of us to be steering this cart at the same time.

      I stop walking, halting the cart. “What’s the issue?”

      “Hearing it out loud just doesn’t have the same ring to it as it did inside my head,” he muses with a pout. At the same time, his hand reaches for a bag of full-sized carrots.

      Huffing, I give the cart a shove to put it in motion. “By the time we come up with a nickname for you, we’ll be done here.”

      “Biff Tannon.”

      “No.”

      “Link Linkovich.”

      “Also no.” I ignore him like he’s my teenage child, pestering me for more game time or an unhealthy snack after I’ve said no a dozen times. “Your suggestions are god-awful, no offense to you or God.”

      “You’re no help at all.” He pauses. “Dink Dittmeyer.”

      That one makes me laugh, and I nod approvingly. “Yes. That’s the one. Come along, Dink.”

      Duke laughs too. “Never mind—that makes it sound like I have a small dick.”

      “No one is thinking about your dick.” I let him know as I survey the baskets of French bread. “Literally no one.” I wait a heartbeat. “Dink.”

      “On second thought, let’s go back to callin’ me Steele Dragon.”

      “Not happening.”

      I have his list in my hand, and as I suspected, he’s tossed in twice as many things than are on it. The total tallying up in my head, I pray he has his wallet along because I’ll never be able to afford all this if he doesn’t.

      “Hey, Dink, would you be a doll and grab me that bottle of balsamic from the top row?”

      What he says is: “If you’re gonna insist on calling me that, I’m gonna insist on coming up with a name for you.”

      What I hear is: If yor gonna insist on cawlin’ me that, I’m gonna insist on commin’ up with a name for yew.

      The Southern is too much for my vagina and ovaries, especially with the cologne he’s wearing and the five o’clock shadow.

      “I had a nickname once. My girlfriends in college called me Kettner.”

      “That sounds like a last name.”

      “That’s because it is my last name.”

      “That’s not a nickname, then. You were robbed.”

      “Posey Kettner.” He puts the names together, testing them out. “Is that your real name?”

      He’s staring at me blankly, hand paused over a hunk of Swiss cheese.

      I roll my eyes at him again, for the third time today—not that I’m counting.

      “Yes, that’s my real name.”

      “Actually?”

      “Why does it matter?”

      Duke doesn’t so much as blink. At least, I don’t think he’s blinking. It’s hard to say behind his dark lenses.

      “Nope.” He clicks his tongue. “But I need to know your actual name.”

      I almost laugh. He’s so grumpy and rude.

      “My real name is Josephine, but I go by Posey.” On we go toward the almond milk.

      He grabs three cartons.

      “Josephine, can you grab me three cartons of eggs, please?”

      “You can call me Posey like everyone else does, or Pose. Whichever works.”

      “Eh. I like Josephine.”

      Of course he does.

      He likes it because he’s difficult and doesn’t give a shit that no one else calls me that, not even my grandmother—except when she’s scolding me.

      “Can we call me something neat, too? Like Smooth Talking Criminal or Night Dove?”

      “Night Dove?” He lowers the sunglasses to gaze down at me. “No comment.”

      “Listen, Dink, you do not get to pick what we call me.”

      We bicker as we stroll along, filling the cart with more food than two people can possibly eat in a two-week period, and I wonder who’s going to cook it all.

      Not me.

      “Josephine, should I get this?” I look over to find Duke—wig and hat and all, looking decidedly like a professional wrestler you’d see on television—than the simple man he’s desperately trying to portray.

      He’s holding a watermelon in one hand, balancing it on his palm like a basketball player.

      As if it weighs nothing at all.

      “Uh. Sure?”

      Duke stows it in the bottom of the cart where he’s slid a pack of two dozen water bottles.

      Doesn’t he know the water from the tap is just as good?

      “Josephine, do you like chips and salsa?”

      He’s got a bag of tortilla chips in one hand and a jar of salsa in the other.

      “Um. It’s not my favorite.” But it’s everyone else’s. I can see that he isn’t sure whether or not to place it in the cart, so I ask him a follow-up question. “Would you rather have that or the cheese chips you picked out?”

      “Cheese chips.”

      Honestly, he needs to stop grabbing shit. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “When’s the last time you were grocery shopping?”

      He removes the hat on his head to scratch at his scalp, then squints up at the ceiling, toward the fluorescent lights. “That’s a good question. I’d have to say a few years?”

      A few years!

      No wonder he’s treating this like a free-for-all!

      “Who does your shopping?”

      “Housekeeper.” He sets the OREOS back on the shelf. “And the cook.”

      That figures.

      By the end of this outing, I’m exhausted, grateful that he nabbed a cooked rotisserie chicken for dinner so there won’t be anything to prepare when we get back to my place, along with a few hot deli items to eat with it.

      When he whips out a black metal credit card at the end, I breathe a sigh of relief, shoulders relaxing because the total had me gasping out loud.

      “I can take a vacation with all the money you just spent,” I tell him as we’re unloading everything from my car to the kitchen. Duke has both arms loaded with bags, hanging like coconuts on a palm tree, and me with my puny few.

      “I think you’re underestimatin’ how much I’m gonna eat.” He surprises me by not only unbagging everything but by finding room in the refrigerator and cabinets as well. I just assumed he’d disappear into the abyss when we got home the way he’d done the day before with dinner cleanup and leave everything to me.

      Don’t get used to it, I remind myself.

      “Would you please take that wig off?” I’m watching him guzzle a sports drink, wiping his mouth on the hem of his T-shirt. “You look ridiculous.”

      “Shit. I forgot I had it on.” He pulls the headdress off, itching at his scalp. “Damn thing was hotter than a steer’s balls.”

      I snicker. “You know how hot a steer’s balls are?”

      Duke removes his sunglasses, bright blue eyes gazing back at me. “Obviously.”

      “Wait. Seriously?”

      “I grew up on a ranch, Josephine, so of course I’ve felt a steer’s balls. I castrated enough of ’em.”

      He leaves the room and leaves me standing there.

      “Wait. What?” I follow him to the stairs, demanding answers.

      “Tell me more about the balls!”
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      Tell me more about the balls!

      I grin as I shut the door to my bedroom, tossing the wig and hat to the bureau drawer, laughing to myself at the look on her face.

      “’Course I’ve felt bull nuts. What does she think happens on a ranch?” I realize I’m muttering to myself, removing my Mickey Mouse T-shirt and pulling on a hoodie, the weather outside a bit too chilly for short sleeves.

      Once I change into gray sweatpants, I mosey on back downstairs to eat that chicken before it gets cool.

      She is nowhere to be found, probably back up in that office of hers, ignoring the fact that I’m here.

      I had fun at the grocery store—almost didn’t go ’cause why should I when that’s what she’s here for, but I’m glad I did. I got to see the annoyance on her face when I called her Josephine, a name she clearly doesn’t like.

      Good.

      Makes it more fun.

      I turn on the TV in the corner, picking apart the chicken, digging into the warm deli vegetables and the hot mac ’n’ cheese.

      “Shit, bud, if you keep eatin’ like this, you’re gonna be in rough shape when the season starts.”

      Eli warned me on our call yesterday not to get too comfortable. All hell was gonna break loose after our little announcement, and eventually, the media would find me. Shortly after that, training camp would start, and if I’m out of shape from eating like crap, it would come back to haunt me.

      I’d be wearing solar suits and drinking gallons of water to sweat it all off…

      I shrug.

      Whatever. I’d worry about that later.

      Once I finish my chicken—the entire damn thing—I toss all my containers in the trash.

      What is Posey gonna eat for dinner? She hasn’t said anything about sharing or wanting chicken. I guess I should have asked before scarfing it down.

      My stomach rumbles, unsatisfied.

      Leaning down once I open the fridge, I peer into it, surveying my options. Everything I just bought and we brought home is crammed inside, from the vegetables to the fruit to the milk and eggs and the few snacks I had to have—like the Reese’s Pieces I like to keep cold and the bite-sized pizza bagels.

      My eyes roam the contents, settling on one thing after the next, but nothing looks or sounds good.

      Then.

      I spot it.

      Nestled in the back corner, how did I miss it when I was rooting around in here before?

      A cake.

      Move the big bowl of grapes to the left. Shift the pickles to the left. Remove the almond milk.

      Pull out the cake.

      “Well, hello there,” I croon to it as I unceremoniously plunk it on the table, yank open the utensil drawer, and grab a fork. I sit back down before deciding where to extract the first bite.

      Round and white with fluffy frosting encircling the top. Hot pink roses with intricate green leaves ornament on top that probably took her hours to perfect, get jammed into my watering mouth.

      “Damn, this is good,” I say around a big, moist chunk. “Shit.”

      I eat more, devouring every morsel, moaning and rolling my eyes toward the ceiling, wishing I’d gotten myself a glass of milk before I started eating.

      I’m about to rise to do just that when Posey enters the kitchen. She takes one look at me and begins shouting.

      “Duke!” She looks pissed. “What are you doing?! You’re eating my cake!”

      “Your cake?” I’m nonplussed, continuing to eat.

      “Yes, my cake! We didn’t buy it at the store. Whose cake did you think it was?” She’s fuming, madder than a wet hen.

      “What’s your point?” I chew. The cake is so moist I have half a mind to moan out loud. “What was it doin’ in the fridge, then? I thought you were gonna have a welcome party for me and thought, why wait?”

      “A welcome party?” She sounds so mad I actually put down my fork while she yells at me. “What would make you think I was having a party for you? No one is supposed to know you’re here!”

      The cake. The cake is what made me think she was having a party for me, but I don’t say that out loud; I may not be the smartest man on earth, but I get the feeling that mentioning it would only make this worse.

      I load my fork with more of the moist confection.

      “Well, I assumed this was for me.”

      “You assumed it was for you,” Posey repeats in a deadly way that has my fork paused halfway to my mouth, terrified to bite down on my fork.

      Angrier still, she swoops in and steals the cake right out from under me, snatching the entire thing up by the plate and pulling it to her side of the table where she stands. She lifts it possessively, eyes narrowed dangerously in my direction as she mentally catalogs my crimes against humanity.

      She looks the cake over.

      Turns it around and around, assessing it from all angles.

      “You ruined it!” She sounds dismayed. “I can’t fix this. You ate a giant hole in the side!” She’s beyond irritated. “This took me hours to decorate—for my friend Anna’s birthday.” She glares. “We were going to celebrate to-mor-row!”

      “You can’t fix it? Jam some frosting in the hole. It’ll be fine.”

      There.

      Problem solved.

      “Jam some frosting in the hole.” She places the cake back on the table.

      Yikes. She’s like a tigress wanting to claw my eyes out.

      “Angry is not a good look for you,” I point out, licking the remaining icing off my fingers. “Your face is all—” I pull a face to mimic her unattractive one, my mouth and cheeks in different directions.

      “I’m sorry, are you mocking me?" Now she's gesturing wildly. "Is that supposed to be me?”

      I try to pull the cake to my side of the table and out of her possession—and back into mine—but it’s too far to reach, even for me.

      “I’m just sayin’, you don’t need to be all pissed. We’ll get your birthday friend Jana another cake.” I smile. “My treat.”

      Posey pulls it farther out of my reach.

      “Her name is Anna. Not Jana. The cake is for Anna—and I don’t want to get her another cake. I wanted to bring her this cake because it’s her favorite. She loves roses, and I made the goddamn cake!”

      Whoa.

      “I highly doubt this Anna person is as deserving as I am of an entire cake.”

      “It’s her birthday.”

      “Well, I spent half the mornin’ cleaning out that shed. I could have gotten tetanus. You should see all the dust, not to mention the raccoon and mouse shit.” I lunge forward to jam a fork into its spongy side—a direct hit!

      I feed myself the scrap with a groan. “Damn, this is good. So fresh.”

      So moist.

      “Oh my God, what is wrong with you?” she shouts, positively livid, face red. “Stop eating it, dammit!”

      I lick my fork. “It’s already ruined! I don’t see what the big deal is.”

      Jeez.

      “You know what? This arrangement is never going to work.”

      Posey swoops up the cake plate, marches to the trash, opens the lid—and dumps the entire cake inside.

      “You”—she points at me—“have no boundaries. This was clearly a birthday cake intended for someone else. Why would I make a giant man-child a cake with pink roses on it? Why? Why wouldn’t I make him a blue cake? Or a black cake to match his soul?”

      “Ouch. I’m offended.”

      Not.

      “And you go eating it without asking first,” she bedraggles on, slamming the lid to the trash can shut.

      I rise out of my chair. “You’re wasting a perfectly good cake!”

      My voice has risen several octaves because HELLO! Cake!

      “I...would rather...throw it. In. The. Trash. Than let your greedy face eat the rest!” Her sentence is stilted and punctuated by passion.

      In a few short strides, I am in front of the trash, pop the lid back open and assess the damage. The cake, although discarded in such a careless manner, seems to be mostly intact and visibly edible. I mean, beneath it might be some other random waste, but nothing so disgusting I can’t find a way to eat around it.

      I still want it.

      Rooting around to get the best grip, I lift it out with my fingers sinking into the frosting, palms now covered in ooey, gooey deliciousness.

      Cake and frosting chunks fall to the floor.

      Her eyes follow.

      Make the trip back up to my face before gasping. “Have you lost your damn mind?”

      I bite into the side as if it were a tiny scone. “Yum.”

      “Have you no shame?”

      “Oh, I have shame, all right, just not when it comes to food.”

      I take another bite, savoring:

      
        	The outraged look on her face.

        	The flavor of the cake and the frosting.

        	The shock and awe I’ve created by fishing food out of the trash and eating it.

      

      Bet that’s a first for Prim and Proper Posey.

      “You know what you sound like?” I swallow the bite in my mouth and grin. “You sound like a kindergarten teacher.”

      Her nostrils flare before she lunches for the cake in my hands, grabbing whatever she can, and tossing it back into the trash.

      “At least my students behave better than you.” She’s breathing hard as if she’s just been fucked in a sweaty round of sex.

      I swallow the lump in my throat.

      “Lady, you need a drink.”

      Her eyes get wide, outraged. I know what I’ve said was risky, but it’s true. She shouldn’t be this mad about a baked item. It was a simple accident that won’t be repeated. Next time she makes a cake, I’ll ask before eating it. Jeez.

      “Give it back.”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      Somehow, by the grace of God himself, Posey manages to get the cake back into the garbage bin with my hands still in the shape of holding it. It all happened so fast.

      Posey goes one step further. She reaches for the aloe plant on the windowsill and dumps some of its dirt into the trash on top of the delicious, moist cake.

      “There. Now you’re done eating it.” She’s so satisfied, smiling like the Cheshire cat.

      “You monster,” I hiss. “What do you plan on servin’ your friend Jana now, eh?” I purposely fuck up her friend's name, knowing she’s good and riled up. The claws on this house cat are suddenly virile. Her audacity to toss that cake in the trash has my head spinning.

      Then to add insult to injury, she throws dirt on it?

      Something my mother would have done to my pops when he pissed her off.

      “How about you not worry about what I’m gonna do for my friend Anna, and worry about the fact that I’m mad at you?”

      Well, duh. I shift on my heels and raise my arms a bit to show off my palms. “Can I at least wash my hands?”

      She’s blocking the sink.

      They’re full of frosting, and while the frosting is tasty, it doesn’t beat the taste of actual cake: my favorite part of the cake is cake.

      As Posey steps aside so I can get closer to the faucet, I catch a whiff of her. I hadn’t noticed her wearing any kind of perfume before, but I’m noticing it now.

      She smells like…good.

      She smells good.

      Maybe it’s the cake frosting, though; it’s everywhere in the kitchen, and she’s gonna have one hell of a time cleaning up the mess. After she tore the hunk out of my hands to toss it back into the trash, it made a mess all over, falling on the floor, frosting splattering on the cabinet front.

      Bet she regrets it now, I chuckle to myself as I elbow the faucet on, squirting my palms with foaming soap, then rubbing them together.

      Rinse.

      Repeat.

      Rinse.

      Repeat.

      She’s still standing close, clearly posturing by taking up more space than she needs to let me know who the boss is. Whose house this is.

      Her rules.

      Her cake.

      Fine.

      “I won’t eat nothin’ else without your permission.”

      Posey rolls her eyes. “I didn’t say you couldn’t eat anything without my permission, but the cake, Duke? Come on, you don’t just grab the first thing you see and stick it in your mouth.”

      I do, though.

      I can.

      Clearing my throat, I turn, taking the terry cloth towel she’s holding, and dry my hands. “I live alone, so I don’t have to share.”

      “You’re not living alone right now.”

      “I forgot.”

      “So it seems.” Her lips are pressed together, and I notice that her lips match the bow in her hair.

      A bow?

      It’s cute—appropriate for a teacher who teaches small kids. Not sexy, though, but I doubt she gives a shit about that.

      Posey is proper.

      Proper Posey.

      Josephine.

      The name echoes in my brain as I watch her watching me, a blob of frosting on the front of her basic white T-shirt.

      I reach to wipe it from her but remember myself. She likely doesn’t want me to touch her, and if she did, she’d likely want me to ask for permission.

      I pull my hand back. “You have something right there.”

      Awkwardly, I point, feeling stupid when she glances down. “Where?”

      “There.”

      I point again to her left breast, noticing it’s a decent-sized tit, pushing on her basic white T-shirt.

      Both of them are.

      Her jeans are cute. Tight.

      My eyes stray to her feet. They’re bare, and her toes are painted hot pink.

      Huh.

      Cuter than a button, those toes.

      I ‘huh’ again, forcing my gaze to the backyard. “Thinkin’ bout hangin’ that hammock between those trees—or should I hang it on the deck so it’s closer to the house?” I muse for her input.

      Posey crosses her arms. “Think it’ll hold your ego up? It weighs a ton.”

      “Sure, it’ll hold me—and my ego—just fine, don’t you worry.”

      “Oh, I’m not worried. I wouldn’t mind watching you fall on your ass.”

      She stomps off in a mood, leaving the lingering trail of her perfume behind.

      And cake.

      It’s everywhere, and someone has to clean it up off the floor. Judging by her departure, that someone was clearly meant to be me.
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      I’m still pissed Friday night, though plenty of time has passed for me to get over the ‘Cake Incident’—a story I cannot share with Anna because then I would have to explain what Duke Colter is doing living in my house.

      Duke Colter.

      First-round draft pick.

      Heisman Trophy Award winner.

      One of four brothers.

      Son of Derek Colter, legendary professional football player, four-time Super Bowl champion, three-time MVP, Hall of Famer, and famous sports broadcaster—may he rest in peace.

      I’ve been on an internet deep dive since dipshit downstairs disrupted my entire schedule, scared me half to death, made me become his personal assistant, and ate my friend’s beautiful cake.

      I had to stop on the way to work this morning and get a sheet cake from the grocery store—not that Anna minded, she’s a sweetheart—or even knew about the first cake I’d baked from scratch…but it still irked me nonetheless.

      Duke is screwing around in the yard, putzing around with that hammock he managed to unearth, twisting screws into the side of the big oak trees, testing this, looking at that. Sitting on it to make sure it’s secure.

      “I hope that moron falls to the ground,” I mutter, pulling my hair into a low ponytail, watching him from my bedroom window.

      I’m having friends over tonight—yes, yes, I know. We’re hiding Duke… that’s too damn bad.

      The man can sit in his room upstairs and suffer for a few hours.

      All bets were off when he refused to acknowledge a few simple house rules and dig through my kitchen as if he owned the place.

      I don’t even own the place.

      I owe Anna a party—I’m famous for them—and I haven’t seen my friend Kate in weeks. Kate is Eli’s sister and used to be a staple around our house when Molly was living here, a fixture during my simple charcuterie and wine gatherings, which I loved hosting mid-week to cure those working blues.

      Nothing cheers up my friends like a meat and cheese tray.

      Kate has been dating a guy named Paul, whom I’ve only met a few times, and their relationship is monopolizing most of her time. Which isn’t surprising but makes me a little sad.

      I love Kate and love seeing her.

      Yes, an intimate gathering is just the thing…

      It also won’t kill Duke for one evening. We’ll keep it short and sweet.

      I let the curtain in my room drop, worrying my bottom lip, debating about how I’m supposed to tell him he can’t show his face while I have guests. The one thing Eli and Molly said nothing about was me, personally, having to restrict my own life to accommodate him, so I’m going to assume I’m “allowed” to have company.

      It's my damn house!

      Well, technically, it’s Molly’s. After she and Eli began dating for a few months, they began the discussion about moving in together, and a few months later…. Bam. She moved into his place downtown, his swanky penthouse apartment, complete with a doorman and bellhops and a concierge.

      She’s living her best life…

      Once I’m dressed, I head back downstairs to fuss with the food, laying out the trays (two small ones), dip, and set wineglasses out for five. Kate is bringing Paul, Anna is bringing Nyle, and I’m…

      Single.

      As usual.

      My last boyfriend was a business student studying for his MBA who thought dating would stand in the way of his career. He was the kind of guy who “wanted to be more established, so I have more to offer a woman.”

      What a load of crap.

      That relationship lasted all of eight months.

      Sighing, I resume putzing with the food, happily moving the cheese to one side, the thinly sliced prosciutto to another, adding olives, pistachios, and dried apricots. Water crackers. Tiny pretzel twists.

      Hungry, I pop a grape in my mouth, gently laying a bunch on one side, draping more in the middle, dropping single grapes around the landscape. I do the same with the almonds, filling gaps.

      Lastly, I add a block of honeycomb—my favorite part, which I’ll be nomming on while the five of us chatter, dipping the almonds into the sweet, golden nectar.

      Muah! Chef’s kiss.

      Duke lumbers down the middle of the yard, looking a lot like a lumberjack than a football player, rounding the corner to the detached garage with tools in his hands.

      He reemerges with his hands free.

      I watch intently when he bends at the waist, spins the water spicket, and washes his palms under the cold spray before the water squeaks off and he wipes his hands on the thighs of his jeans.

      And what thighs they are…

      “I have something I need to discuss with you.” I begin as soon as he walks through the kitchen door, shielding my newly assembled snacks, terrified he’s going to eat half of it and mess the whole thing up.

      “Don’t tell me. Let me guess, you added more rules to the list.” He thinks he’s real funny and clever.

      “Wrong. Not even close.” I clear my throat, bracing myself. “I need you to stay in your room tonight.”

      “Why. You got a date or something?”

      You got a date or sumthin’?

      Ugh, why do I find that stupid accent charming and delightful?!

      “I’m having a few friends over. Just four, but since you’re not supposed to be drawing attention to yourself, it’s best if you don’t make an appearance. I don’t know Paul and Nyle that well—not sure if they can be trusted.”

      “Who are Paul and Nyle?” His eyes are firmly planted on my charcuterie board.

      I lean over my tray using my entire body. “Stop staring at this food.”

      “Can’t help it. I’m hungry.”

      “You just ate.”

      “Um?” He spreads his arms wide. “Have you seen me lately?”

      He’s not kidding. Every time he enters a room, it instantly shrinks in size.

      “That’s not the point.” I pause. “The point is, you cannot be down here.” I pause again. “I’ve already let them know we don’t have all night to sit around. They’ll be gone by eight.”

      His eyebrow shoots into his hairline. “You gave your friends a time limit?”

      “Yes. They won’t care. We do it all the time.” Is it just me, or do I sound defensive? “Nyle is a doctor, so he never stays out late, according to Anna. He gets up super early.”

      “Oh, Nyle is a doctor and gets up early.” Duke rolls his eyes, unimpressed.

      “I’m just saying—you won’t be stuck up there long, and you can eat the leftovers.”

      “Are you fuckin’ with me right now?”

      “Did I say something wrong?”

      “You’re gonna feed me leftovers?” His eyes are wide again, the spoiled brat stunned by my audacity.

      “This is a lot of food.” There will be leftovers. Chill out, dude.

      “So let me get this straight. I have to sit upstairs for two hours and wait for snacks?”

      “No, feel free to make yourself a snack. I’m not your housekeeper. Be my guest. Help yourself to the kitchen, but everyone will be here in a half hour.”

      “Fine. I’ll make my own damn snack.” He stares at my board again. “Where do I get one of those plate things?”

      “This?” I lift the corner. “I have one left, and it’s in that cabinet.” I point at the cabinet above the fridge, and he immediately stomps over, pulling it out.

      “Now what?”

      He’s looking at me but makes no move to grab anything edible.

      I shrug. “I don’t know—choose a few things that sound good.”

      His eyes stray to the board. “I want what’s on there.”

      “Then go get it.” Jeez, why is this so hard? Didn’t his mother teach him his way around the kitchen? “How do you survive on a daily basis?”

      “I told you—I have a housekeeper and a cook.”

      “Pfft,” I scoff. “Do they wait on you hand and foot?”

      “No, but Cook makes sure I always have snacks.”

      “Good for you.” Way to be rich and successful enough for both people to work in your home. Meanwhile, us peasants have to cook, clean, and fend for ourselves.

      Duke taps on the tray. “Now what?”

      I jerk my head toward the fridge. “Most of it is in there.”

      Robot-like in his movements, he does what he’s told and goes to the fridge, hunting around for the grapes, meat, and cheese. He lifts out a jar of petite pickles and holds it in my direction. “What if I want some of these?”

      I roll my eyes. “Then put some of those on your board. Why are you making this so difficult?” I’m so irritated! “My kindergarteners can do this blindfolded without fifty instructions.”

      “That sounds like an insult.”

      “Because it is.”

      Duke’s surprise is evident. I can tell he was expecting me to deny it, so when I don’t, his mouth falls open a fraction.

      Pouting, he jams his fingers into the pickle jar and pulls out a handful, plopping them onto the round wooden charcuterie board. Juice rolls out from beneath them, causing him to frown.

      “It’s making a mess.”

      “No, you’re making a mess. If you take them out one at a time or put them in a small bowl, the juice won’t get on anything else.”

      Duh.

      “Where are the small bowls?”

      With a loud sigh, I fetch him several small bowls. “I don’t have time to be doing this for you. I have things I’d like to go do before my friends get here. Can you handle this by yourself?”

      “I’m twenty-four years old. Of course I can handle this on my own.”

      Twenty-four years old! Holy shit!

      I rear back as if he’s stunned me with a taser. The fact that he’s so young… wow. Was. Not. Expecting. That.

      Why did I think he was older?

      Because he’s so rich.

      Because he’s so successful.

      Because he has a housekeeper and a cook, and you’re barely scraping by, living paycheck to paycheck.

      He’s watching me rather than filling the board with bits. “What?”

      “Nothing.” I’m shaking my head. “I just…you’re twenty-four.”

      “So?” He’s still looking at me oddly. “How old are you?”

      I swallow. “Twenty-nine.”

      Almost thirty, actually. My birthday is at the end of the month.

      “Practically an old lady,” he teases, resuming his task, setting another small bowl on the board and dumping olives into it—and a shit ton of olive juice.

      I try not to critique since I said he had to do it on his own, but by golly, it’s almost impossible not to.

      “All right, well. If you need anything holler.” On second thought. “Maybe don’t.”
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      “Did you hear that?” Kate has her head cocked to the side as we sit around the dining room table, her wineglass poised for another sip.

      The strange sound from the second floor halts a few of us from laughing at the joke Paul is telling.

      “Hear what?” I feign ignorance, eyes darting to the ceiling. At the slightly swaying light fixture dangling precariously above the center of the table.

      “That.” We listen. “There it goes again.”

      Goddamn Duke.

      Can’t he sit at his desk like a normal person? Or turn the television on and watch a movie? My friends are almost done for the evening if he’d wait a few more minutes to be bored and obnoxious.

      “Will you excuse me?” I set down my napkin, eyes on the swaying light fixture as I push my chair out and stand. “One second.”

      Paul, who’s had a few too much to drink, half rises from his chair. “Want me to go check it out?”

      “No, no—you sit. I have, um, raccoons in my attic. I’m sure it’s nothing.” I hesitate, realizing that was a dumb thing to say.

      Raccoons in the attic making the lights sway? I’m such shit at lying…

      “I meant—we’ve been known to have critters. No big deal, I’m just going to double-check. It’s not…” Stop talking, Posey. “Ghosts or anything.”

      “Ghosts?!” Kate gasps. “Is this place haunted?”

      “No! No. It’s squirrels. Or…rats.”

      “Rats!?”

      Shit, I’m making it worse.

      Thump.

      Thump.

      I’m going to kill Duke Colter. “Be right back.”

      Conscious of the fact that eight eyes are watching me, I try not to bound up the stairs, two at a time. Instead, I steady my pace and glance over my shoulder with a wide, happy grin.

      See? No worries, it says to my drunk-ish friends.

      But once I’m at the top of the steps?

      I’m stalking like a woman on a mission the few steps to his bedroom, throwing open his door without a care to what he may be doing on the other side.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper-hiss, standing in disbelief at the sight before me.

      Watch as the overgrown child does pull-up exercises on his closet, a metal bracket braced atop the wood trim for support.

      “One hundred and eighty…” He smirks, lifting himself to the chin.

      Down.

      Up.

      “One hundred and eighty-one…”

      He’s such a liar.

      “You are unbelievable!” I hiss.

      “Thanks,” he says at full volume, a little winded from the exercise.

      Up.

      Down.

      “That wasn’t a compliment,” I hiss again. “And could you lower your voice?”

      He cocks an eyebrow at me despite the fact that he’s moving up and down with zero effort at all.

      “And put on a shirt!”

      Duke laughs, letting himself drop to the ground with a thump, the weight from his body causing my dining room to shake.

      “Did you come all this way to tell me to put a shirt on?” He wipes his brow at the same time his hand reaches for an olive on his food plate.

      I can’t help but notice it’s half empty and almost as pretty as the one I’d thrown together myself.

      Huh. Interesting…

      “No. I came up here to tell you to quiet down. You’re making so much noise that Paul—who is drunk, by the way—keeps staring at the ceiling like a poltergeist is going to come floating down out of the vent.”

      He pops another olive and chews. Swallows. “I’m making so much noise?”

      I count to five to simmer myself down. “Yes. You’re thumping very loudly.”

      “Thumpin’ loudly?” He chews some more. “Well, don’t that beat all.”

      My head cocks to the side.

      He’s totally screwing with me.

      “How am I supposed to explain why it’s so freaking loud up here?”

      “How am I supposed to keep myself occupied when everyone else is down there and gets to eat cheese?” His dumb shoulders shrug as he digs into the pickles.

      “Can’t you just keep quiet?”

      “Don’t know. Wasn’t tryin’ to be loud, to begin with.”

      “Also.” I point at the silver bracket he’s using for pull-ups. “Where did you get that thing?”

      “Found it in the garage.”

      He still has no shirt on, he’s still gnawing on his plate, still standing there with a sweaty chest and glistening biceps.

      Twenty-four years old…

      Damn.

      “I’m gonna take a shower. That is, if you don’t mind, Warden.”

      I groan. “Don’t call me Warden. I’m not keeping you a prisoner.” I check my watch. “When I go downstairs, I’ll call it a night, and you can come out.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      It’s difficult not to look at his body, or stare, or gawk—I’ve never seen a man this in shape in all my adult life—and trust me, I’ve seen plenty of dudes with no shirts on. None that I’ve dated; they weren’t into going to the gym and working out, and certainly were nowhere near professional athlete status.

      So this…

      Body…

      I swallow.

      “Okay, well.” From the door, I give a pitiful wave. “Few more minutes, kay?”

      “Kay.” Duke bobs his head. “I’m fixin’ to climb out that window soon, so don’t keep me waitin’.” He pops a grape, grinning as he chews.

      Fixin’.

      Waitin’.

      That accent.

      Those abs…

      My hand is on the doorknob. “You wouldn’t dare climb out the window.”

      “Wouldn’t I?”

      “There’s no ladder!” I hiss.

      Duke couldn't care less. “I love a challenge.”

      I catch him winking as I close the door.
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      I love a challenge…

      He wasn’t speaking to me when he said it—wasn’t speaking about me, either. He was talking about scaling the side of the house to get down to the yard.

      Still.

      I lie in bed, tossing and turning, his words echoing in my mind.

      After everyone left—calling Ubers because they were all drinking—I came up to my room and hid, wanting to be alone with my thoughts.

      Duke Colter is a celebrity, and you are a schoolteacher. He would never be interested in a woman like you.

      Plus, he is five years younger.

      Clicking open the app store on my phone, I type in the word DATING and hit SEARCH. The results are a long list of dating and connecting and hookup apps.

      I download one and bite down on my bottom lip.

      Who meets people this way anymore?

      Everyone, the little voice says.

      Literally everyone.

      Once upon a time, I had an online dating account, and apparently, I hadn’t actually deleted my account; deleting the app from my phone is not the same thing as deleting the actual account, and so—all I have to do is enter my phone number and wa-lah! There’s my profile.

      It's old.

      Outdated.

      Embarrassing…

      I look so young in these photographs. And naïve.

      And full of hope.

      Well. I’m not so full of hope anymore. This new, more mature Posey has a bit of an edge.

      A bit of an edge? Ha.

      Duke would laugh if he heard me saying that. The man probably has a motorcycle and a fancy sports car that cost more than this house I’m sleeping in, gives zero fucks about what anyone thinks, and can probably ride a bull.

      Talk about having an edge.

      I study my profile, deleting all but one of my photographs, and scrolling through my gallery for new, updated ones.

      Brown hair.

      Blue eyes.

      More freckles than I can count.

      I’m not tall, but I have nice boobs, so not without some attractive physical characteristics.

      Now. What do I say about myself? This bio is much harder than I thought it would be to write, describing who I am and what I want in a life partner.

      POSEY, 30

      Looking for my best friend and companion.

      Companion?

      Lame.

      Delete.

      POSEY, 30

      Molder of young minds.

      Looking for my best friend. Love to travel.

      Amateur baker, cannot cook.

      Hate camping but don’t mind the outdoors.

      Hate camping but don’t mind the outdoors? What a dumb thing to say.

      Delete.

      Hate camping but like to hike. Dog lover. Over packer.

      Short but (mostly) sweet.

      Sweet.

      I haven’t been sweet at all since Duke’s been here, on edge the majority of the time, walking on eggshells, waiting to see what fire he’s going to start that I have to put out.

      I should begin a countdown calendar for his departure and hang it in the kitchen.

      POSEY, 30

      Molder of young minds.

      Looking for my best friend. Love to travel.

      Amateur baker, cannot cook.

      Hate camping but don’t mind the outdoors.

      Hate camping but like to hike. Dog lover. Over packer.

      Short but (mostly) sweet.

      DO NOT SWIPE IF YOU’RE ONLY HERE TO BANG.

      F Boys keep swiping.

      Molly would be proud I added that last line; her take-no-shit attitude has finally rubbed off on me. Duke’s, too. Why should I be the only one always worrying about what everyone thinks of me? What good has that done me?

      I’m single, living in a house my friend owns, that she’s moved out of because she took a chance on a man she never thought would be her type.

      “Holy crap,” I whisper to no one.

      It’s him, Duke.

      Except he’s not using his name, which makes me laugh because he’s so recognizable.

      The man is on a dating app, and he’s sleeping in the room next door.

      What the bloody hell!

      He’s not supposed to be seen, let alone on a damn dating app as if he were going to go out gallivanting.

      Two weeks.

      That’s all the time he has to behave.

      I study his profile.

      D, 24 -.03 miles away

      Profession: Hammock Tester

      Bio: Big dude who likes eating food (mostly BBQ) and chillin’. In town for a few days for work, just looking for friends.

      Not looking for an LTR, so it doesn’t matter if you like dogs or cats or what your feet look like.

      Eh?

      It doesn’t matter what your feet look like?

      Who the hell says that?

      The whole bio is weird and has me laughing again. His photos are slightly blurry and super shitty, probably so no one recognizes him.

      They’re old.

      Definitely old.

      No self-respecting woman would swipe on such a horrible bio.

      I scrutinize his photos a little longer before moving on, entering my location and preferred distance, and begin the search, excited to see I get SEVEN FREE DAYS to see all the men who swipe on me before I swipe on them.

      “Seriously?” I mutter. “I’ve been on this app a grand total of twenty minutes and already have fifty-eight people who liked me?”

      Damn!

      I scroll and scroll and scroll some more. Swipe on one guy who looks cute—glasses and a goofy grin—and scroll on.

      Ben, no.

      Aaron, no.

      Josh, another Josh, Dylan, and Josh.

      “What’s with all the Joshes?” I muse, not swiping on a single one of them.

      More than one guy looks like he wants to hide me in his basement and put the lotion in the basket, and I shiver, imagining what a creepy date those would probably be.

      Scroll.

      Scroll.

      Then…

      I go back to that list of men who have already swiped on me to see if I missed anyone cute during my hunt, and see that familiar face again, heart racing.

      Why would he swipe on me?

      Why not just ignore me?

      Is this a joke? Did he swipe on me so I’d know he knew I was on a dating app?

      My face gets red with embarrassment.

      He knows I’m on a dating app.

      Shoot me now.

      But he’s on the app too.

      So? The man is the last person on the planet who needs a dating app to find women. Give me a break. He’s just wasting time.

      But…

      He did swipe on me.

      What would be the harm in swiping back?

      If only as a joke.

      One… two…

      On three, I squeeze my eyes shut—like a total idiot, chickenshit—and swipe right on Duke Colter, my screen lighting up with a blinding YOU HAVE A MATCH!

      Oh God.

      Why did I do that?

      I kick my feet beneath the covers like a teenage girl who’s just been invited to the school dance by a cute boy, butterflies working overtime inside my stomach.

      The app wants me to send Duke a message, even giving me several suggestions for opening lines, but there’s not a chance in hell I’m going to take the first leap. Not when I have no idea why he matched with me in the first place—no way.

      So I move along, doing my best to slow my speeding heart, having to pee but not daring to go into the hall.

      YOU HAVE A NEW MESSAGE FROM D.

      I snicker, stomach roiling.

      Shit.

      I can’t look.

      You have to look. I bet he says something stupid, and we’ll have a laugh, and that will be the end of it.

      Ugh, fine.

      Duke: Well, well, well—look what the cat dragged in…

      I crack a smile.

      Posey: They’ll let anyone on these apps these days, apparently.

      Duke: Apparently. Who’d swipe on a dude who doesn’t give his name and uses blurry pictures LOL

      Posey: I was bored. Cut me some slack. Plus, I obviously knew it was you. **rolling my eyes**

      Duke: No man—at least 100 women have liked my profile, and my pictures are shitty.

      Posey: Stop it, you’re joking. 100?

      Posey: Your profile picture is horrible.

      Duke: What? No, it isn’t!

      Posey: It barely looks like you. Also, your bio says you didn’t mind what someone’s feet look like, which is asinine.

      Duke: What’s wrong with saying I don’t care what her feet look like??? It’s the truth!

      Posey: Nothing, it’s just weird. And now that you mention it, it actually makes you sound like you might have a foot fetish.

      Duke: Fuck, I never thought of that.

      A box pops up after his last message. It’s a warning from the dating app server: Are you sure you want to reply to this potentially offensive message?

      Oh. It must be the use of profanity.

      I click yes so we can move on with our conversation because I don’t care if he used the word fuck in a sentence. Big deal.

      He’s entertaining.

      Posey: I mean, some people are into feet.

      Duke: I’m not.

      Posey: Oh please, I saw you checking out my feet tonight when we were in the kitchen.

      I one hundred percent did, though I would never say that to his face.

      Duke: They’re hot pink. What was I supposed to be looking at?

      Posey: All I’m saying is, you MIGHT have a foot fetish.

      Duke: **ROLLING MY EYES**

      Posey: You’re way too easy to tease, LOL

      Duke: Moving right along to a new topic…

      Duke: Have you swiped on anyone else tonight, or am I the only lucky guy?

      Posey: Of course you’re NOT the only guy I’ve swiped on tonight. Please. Pfft, as if. I did just match with someone else, but I only just downloaded the app tonight.

      Duke: You can’t just boost my ego by saying I’m the only one? Rude.

      Posey: Oh come on, we both know you’re lying in bed on the other side of the wall swiping like a little maniac.

      Duke: Yeah, I’m pretty bored.

      Posey: Yes, I know, it’s soooo boring here.

      Duke: You lock me in my room and feed me scraps.

      Posey: We have about four hundred dollars’ worth of food jammed into my tiny fridge. I do NOT feed you scraps just because I refuse to be your personal chef while you’re here. You’re a grown-ass adult.

      Duke: Excuse me while I update my profile and put “must be a good cook” and “must have painted toenails.”

      Posey: You already have a cook; you don’t need another one.

      Duke: Yeah, but he ain’t here. I gotta make do!

      Posey: You don’t actually want to meet anyone and go on dates, do you? I might have to tell Eli you’re leaving the house to go on dates before the media finds you…

      Duke: I already told you, I’m bored—and you can’t rat me out to him. That’s part of our deal.

      Posey: We don’t have a deal—you refuse to negotiate any roommate terms, so…you’re on your own, buster.

      Duke: I can’t twiddle my thumbs for two weeks. I’ll lose my mind!

      Posey: You’ve been here TWO DAYS. Calm down, you’re SO dramatic.

      Duke: Who’s the other dude you swiped on?

      Posey: Oh, here you go, changing the subject again.

      Duke: I was bored with the subject of being bored.

      Posey: LOL

      Duke: So who’s the other dude you swiped on?

      Posey: Some guy, it doesn’t matter.

      Duke: Has he sent you a message yet? Have you started talking?

      Posey: No, not yet.

      Duke: You gonna send him one first?

      Posey: Maybe—we’ll see.

      Posey: You’re so nosy.

      Duke: Why don’t you send HIM the first message?

      Posey: I don’t know. I just haven’t…

      Duke: You women need to learn to be more aggressive.

      Posey: I’m PLENTY aggressive, thankyouverymuch.

      Duke: You yell a lot—not sure I’d call that aggressive…

      Posey: I DO NOT YELL A LOT.

      Duke: See? You’re doin’ it now!

      Posey: Did you know you even text with a Southern accent? I find that fascinating.

      Duke: Do I? I hadn’t noticed. Guess I’m used to it.

      Posey: Yeah, you’re texting in an accent. LOL

      We message one another until I can’t keep my eyes open any longer, until I fall asleep with my phone in my hand atop the blankets, realizing I passed out when the sun blinds me bright and early in the morning.

      I don’t mention our conversation on the dating app when we’re in the kitchen eating breakfast.

      He doesn’t mention it, either.
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      I can’t get into this book.

      It’s not my usual genre, but from all the books Posey had on the bookshelf in the front room downstairs, it’s the one that sounded most interesting.

      An Affair Most Wicked.

      Okay.

      I can maybe get into this.

      Apparently, it’s about some chick from America who goes to London in hopes of finding a husband, but the dude she meets there is a total dick.

      I’m hoping one of his family members—preferably his hateful stepsister—tries to murder her in the process, but I can’t get past the first chapter to find out.

      The hammock sways when I shift my weight. The screwed-in hooks didn’t work in the trees, so I moved it to the porch, and briefly—ever so briefly—I wonder what Posey will say when she sees the thing attached to the porch and not the tree.

      Too late now.

      Couldn’t get the damn screws to stay screwed. They kept fallin’ out. The tree trunk must have been too alive or something.

      I adjust the brim of my baseball cap to keep the sun out of my eyes, wondering where she’s gone off to. Thinking about the dating app we were chatting on, smiling at her goofy responses.

      Posey on a dating app.

      Who would have thunk it.

      The last person I thought I’d see when I made an account and started swiping last night. She was far more interesting than the four other women I began conversations with, three of them initiating the first contact:

      Hi.

      Hey.

      How’s it going?

      Seriously, we’re doing one-worded greetings now to get conversations started? Yeah—okay. How about no, thanks.

      And they say men are bad…

      The only one who didn’t bore me to tears was Posey, who kept me chatting until, well—I reckon she fell asleep on me once it got late. I know I was up past my bedtime (usually nine), but I wouldn’t actually know because she never came out of her room after we started chatting, not even to pee, not to brush her teeth. Nothin’.

      Mum was the word this morning at the breakfast table as if the whole thing hadn’t even happened.

      Fine.

      Have it your way, darlin’.

      Five eggs, a handful of spinach, red pepper, four turkey sausage links cut into pieces, mushrooms, olives—cooked into an omelet and topped with feta cheese.

      I pat my stomach.

      It was a damn good morning.

      Almost time for lunch, though, or at least a pre-lunch snack, eh?

      Ugh, too lazy.

      I feel like I’ve gotten lazier over the past three days with nothing to do but twiddle my thumbs and fuck around on the internet, which doesn’t interest me in the least. I mean, how many home gadgets can a man order online for his home that won’t be his home for long?

      I’m moving—did I actually need a ladder that adjusts to three different heights? No. Did I need a weighted blanket? Also no.

      Did I need that hand-held blender for easy on-the-go smoothies? Unequivocally not.

      As for reading material, Posey hasn’t got any magazines for me to thumb through, but I suppose I could ask her to grab some at the store or Deliver Dash them or some shit.

      I already arranged the garage; I wonder what else I can do.

      My phone dings.

      I raise it to my good eye. It’s my younger brother, and his timing couldn’t be any better.

      Dallas: Sup

      Me: Not much, still in captivity.

      Dallas: Where’s it at again?

      Me: Suburb, little neighborhood with tons of little kids, I reckon. Haven’t seen any, though, but it’s one of those areas.

      Dallas: That sucks.

      Me: Eh, could be worse. The house is nice, and the roomie is decent.

      If you’re into kindergarten teachers who treat you like one of her unruly students and only have romance novels on their bookshelves. And who won’t cook meals for you because they claim you’re an adult and should do it yourself.

      Dallas: Yeah, guess it could be worse. You could be at home with the paps camped outside your house—wouldn’t be able to take a piss then, either.

      True. If I was at home in my New York penthouse apartment, I would be trapped inside too once the media got buzz, and going anywhere would be a nightmare.

      Me: What’s up?

      Dallas: Ma wanted me to text you to remind you about next week.

      Me: What’s next week?

      Dallas: Boys and I move in. She’s sick of us being around the house and wants us at school a few days early. Twins are driving her fucking mental.

      Dallas: You gonna be around to help us?

      My brothers, Dallas, Drew and Drake (the twins)—are going to be attending the university in Madison, Wisconsin—a few short hours from where I’m staying with Posey.

      Dallas has a big ole pickup truck, so they’ll be driving with a rented trailer but wanted my help moving their shit into the off-campus house I bought when Dallas was a freshman.

      And before you say anything, yes—there are four of us, and yes, all our first names begin with the letter D, something our pops wanted when we were born.

      And yes, we all play football.

      Kind of hard not to when it’s in your blood, and when, from the time you could walk, you had a football in your hand. When your dad ran drills with you before you could talk. When the expectation that you were going to follow in his footsteps was so high…you didn’t dare play any other sports.

      No baseball leagues, no hockey.

      Breathe.

      Eat.

      Football.

      No clubs, no hobbies—just football.

      It wasn’t just the way it was growing up in Texas—that was the way it was in the Colter household, being raised by a dad who was a legendary sports figure. He hired us trainers, coaches, and coached us himself.

      It sucked.

      But I’m the man I am today because of him. May he rest in peace.

      I make a sign of the cross before texting my baby brother back.

      He’s a good kid—a sophomore—another Colter living in the shadow of the two men who came before him; our pops and me, and some days I feel sorry for the kid.

      The twins too, but they’re a different breed than I am, giving less fucks than I ever did. Their talent comes naturally, so they never have to work as hard.

      The Colter Twins are famous in our small town, and they’re as famous on their college campus as they will if they decide to go pro.

      The media and the teams will eat that shit up and make them a fortune—if they don’t fuck it up.

      Me: Yeah, I’ll be meeting you there. Just let me know the address and what day you plan on arriving.

      Dallas: Cool

      Me: Yipee ki ya….

      Dallas: …Motherfucker

      Me: Do me a favor and don’t tell any of your little buddies I’ll be in town.

      Dallas: None of my buddies are little.

      Me: You know what I mean…

      Dallas: Yeah, yeah, I know what you mean.

      Dallas: You’re feeding us, yeah?

      I roll my eyes. What is it with guys and food?

      Me: Sure, we can order food or something.

      Dallas: Cool.

      Me: luv ya, brother

      Dallas: love you to

      He uses the wrong spelling of ‘to,’ and I’m tempted to correct him, but instead, I raise the book.

      And start from the beginning because I missed so much, all the details, trying to piece together what I don’t know because I never read the books that led to this one. Like this story.

      Our heroine, Clara, has snuck off to a cyprian ball (a scandalous, taboo ball where salacious things were rumored to happen and which I had to Google the definition of) with her sister, dressed in a wig and donning a masquerade mask, locking eyes with a handsome stranger (also wearing a mask).

      A mask?

      “How does she know she’s attracted ta him if he’s wearing a damn mask? He could be ugly as fuck,” I mumble.

      I read on.

      Clara and the man dance, and he warns her off.

      I roll my eyes. “Of course he does. He knows if he tells her not to come back, she’ll come back.”

      So predictable.

      Clara walks right into his trap and goes back the following night, where things get hot and heavy, and WHOA. They almost bang!

      I flip the cover to study it; the pose of the couple on the front—her on the ground looking back up at him, he a strapping blond dude with a ripped chest and ripped muscles, hand across her collarbone.

      My dick stirs inside my athletic shorts.

      “What are you doing?”

      I damn near fall out of the hammock, jerking from the shock of her sudden appearance. “Jesus Christ, would you stop doin’ that?”

      I blink against the sun to see Posey standing beside the now swinging hammock, staring down at me.

      I think.

      Hard to tell with the light behind her. She’s a silhouetted outline of a person from where I’m lying.

      “All I asked is what you’re doing.”

      I wiggle the book so she can see that I’m, “Readin.”

      “I can see that you’re reading.” She leans forward so she can flick her finger over the sexy cover. “Where did you get this?”

      “Bookshelf.”

      “Of all the books on the bookshelf…” Her hands are on her hips now. “This is the one you chose?”

      Is she judging me? “A man can’t enjoy a good romance novel now and again?”

      “They can. It’s just not what I would have expected you to read.”

      I lay the book down on my chest, irritated that I’m being interrupted after finally getting into the story. The first chapter was fine but dragged on too long, peppered with too much description of meadows and wild grass and shit.

      “I thought your little lending library was public. I didn’t realize I was only allowed certain topics.”

      I hope she picks up on my sarcasm ’cause I’m laying it down pretty thick.

      Posey shifts on her heels. “No, it’s fine. I just…I’m surprised you’d pick a romance novel rather than…” She shrugs. “I don’t know. There are some biographies about mafia gangsters and a few biographies by popular comedians.”

      I blink. “This is historical.”

      Posey shields her eyes from the sun with the palm of her hand, and I can see her brows rise.

      She doesn’t say another word.

      “It’s a historical with history in it,” I explain in case she’s too dense to figure it out.

      “Yeah, I’m aware that the historical novel has history in it. I’ve read that book at least a dozen times.”

      I hope she doesn’t get any ideas about starting a book club to discuss it; what the hero and heroine are up to, what the author’s motivation was for the plot, why it was set in Scotland and not England, and why the characters finally bang when they bang. Oh. And how horrible his family treats the heroine once they get married.

      “What are you doin’ home?” I finally ask her, curious. “Isn’t it one o’clock?” Don’t schools go until five in the afternoon or something?

      “Um. It’s Saturday?”

      Saturday? Well, don’t that beat all. “Shit. My days are runnin’ together now that I’m not allowed anywhere in public and am stuck in this house.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You’ve literally been here like, three days.”

      I squint up at her. “You sayin’ that’s not enough time for me to go stir-crazy?”

      “All I’m saying is that it’s three days, and you’re acting like you’ve been locked up for three months.”

      “I’m not used to not having anything to do.”

      “Totally get that. But don’t be so dramatic.”

      Me, dramatic? “If you were a big dude, I’d be running plays with you. Found a football in the shed when I was cleaning everything out.”

      Posey appears insulted. “News flash, I know how to throw and catch a football. You haven’t cornered the market on footballing.”

      I laugh, the hammock rocking back and forth. “You’re tiny. And I doubt you can catch any ball I’d throw to you.”

      She rears back as if I’ve insulted her. “Excuse me? You don’t think I can catch a football because I’m a girl?”

      Okay, I’ve absolutely insulted her. “Darlin’, not the way I throw a football. It has nothin’ to do with the fact that you’re female.”

      Now her hands are on her hips, and she’s glaring—that much I can tell.

      “Wanna make a bet?”

      I laugh again because she’s adorable, and she thinks she’s tough and can catch a football. “I’m not makin’ any bets with you. It would be like me sayin’ I could come teach your class for a day—which we both know I couldn’t do. I’d suck at it, and you’d win.”

      Posey is petite, probably doesn’t even reach the top of my shoulder—not even in heels—so it cracks me up that she’s posturing, wanting to show off.

      No way am I going to throw a football at her the same way I’d throw one to Jack Jennings—full speed and spiraling—because it would hurt her.

      Hell, she might even bust up one of her pretty little nails.

      Don’t need that on my conscience.

      “Come on,” she says. “Bet me.”

      “No.” I raise the book so I don’t have to look at her anymore, blocking my face with the cover. “Go away.”

      “Fine.” I hear the huffiness in her voice. “You just don’t want to get beat by a girl.”

      My chuckle only pisses her off even more. “Posey, that reverse psychology might work on your kids, but it ain’t gonna work on me.”

      She stands next to the hammock for a heartbeat, hands on her hips, disappointed she won’t get to show off whatever football skills she’s got.

      I believe she can throw a ball, but I’m incapable of tossing one gently—they’re like rocket missiles, comin’ in hot. I refuse to take the chance that I’ll pelt her too hard.

      “You can be mad at me all you want. I’m not takin’ any chances.”

      Her response is to freeze me out, silently brooding beside the hammock, killing whatever chill vibe I had before she came outside to pester me.

      Readjusting my weight, I try to move my body into a different position, the creaking from the wooden deck railings shifting.

      I have the hammock diagonally in the far corner of the back porch, out of the way, dangling a respectable foot off the ground. Shielded by the sun from the garage on one side of me and the house on the other, it’s the perfect location if I can’t be beneath the old oak trees.

      I shift again.

      Creak.

      The wood groans.

      “Would you stop moving? You’re going to go crashing to the ground,” Posey tells me, biting down on her bottom lip. “The deck rail just moved.”

      “It’s fine,” I say with the utmost authority. “I tested it.”

      “You tested it,” she deadpans. “And how exactly did you do that?”

      “Put all my weight on it.”

      She laughs at me. “Oh—you put all your weight on it. By weight, do you mean you leaned on it with your hands and decided it would hold you?”

      Yes. “No.”

      “Liar.”

      “Why are you still standin’ there blocking the sun? I’m trying to read.”

      Her answer is a soft snort. Posey wavers a few seconds before turning her back on me and walking back into the house with a little wave.

      “Enjoy your sex novel.”

      “It’s not a sex novel!” I shout out, shifting again, unable to get comfortable now that I’ve been soundly interrupted. “It’s a history novel!”

      Sex novel?

      Who even calls it that?

      Pfft.

      Ridiculous.

      I thumb through the book, trying to find my page, irritated that I didn’t dog-ear to my spot when she rudely interrupted, distracted by her needling, attempting to get re-relaxed.

      Creak.

      Groan.

      Before I can open the book back to chapter one, my ass is planted firmly on the ground, head hitting the hard wooden floor, banister rail falling, the whole kit and caboodle crumpling around me.

      Shit.

      I stare up at the open sky from my back on the ground, birds chirping around me, treetops framing my view.

      Wood collapsing on my shoulders.

      The back door flies open just as fast as she’d gone through it four minutes earlier.

      “Goddammit, Duke!” Her arms are up in the air, and she’s shouting, flailing about this, yammering about that, “Look! Look what you’ve gone and done. I just told you this was going to happen,” blah blah blah.

      She was right. So what?!

      “Ugh, I told you not to move around so much!” She’s a master of the obvious, re-explaining what she already explained as I lie here on my ass.

      Pluck the wooden rail off my body, trying to sit up.

      “Know what I don’t need right now? You telling me you were right.”

      Because I’m lying beneath a pile of rubble and her rightness.

      “I didn’t technically say I was right. I’m just saying I told you so.”

      “Is there a difference?” I stand, dusting off my ass and knees with the palms of my hands as if I were just in a wood shop surrounded by sawdust.

      “Of course there’s a difference.”

      “Okay smart-ass, what’s the difference?”

      “Pfft. Easy. I’m gloating when I say I told you so—if I had said ‘I was right,’ that would just be stating a fact.”

      Is she trying to confuse me on purpose because I’m not sure if that explanation makes sense or not, if I’m dumb, or if she’s an evil genius.

      Hard to say.

      She surveys the damage like a drill sergeant inspecting her new recruits, hands on hips, nose in the air.

      “What will Molly say when she finds out you ruined her porch?”

      As if Molly is going to be a problem. As if Molly were going to chew my ass out for being too heavy.

      “Relax.” I put my hand in the air to call a truce. “I’ll pay for the repairs.”

      “Oh, I see.” She fumes. “You think you can throw money at everything, and all the problems go away?”

      Whoa.

      Where did that sentiment come from?

      “I didn’t say that. All I said was I’d pay for it.” I blow out a puff of air. “If you want me to fix it myself with my two bare hands, I’ll fix it myself with my two bare hands. Just need some new wood. And stain. Or paint?” I scratch the back of my neck. “And some new nails.”

      Not the rusty ones in the shed.

      When I begin listing off all the supplies I need, she’s annoyed all over again, going on about self-awareness, being stubborn as a mule, something about ‘counting down the days until I get the house back to myself’ and wanting to wring my neck before disappearing into the kitchen, back door banging behind her.

      Well, shit, girl’s got a lot of fire in her belly.

      Hot as hell if I’m being honest.

      What was it Eli said about Posey? She was sweet and kind and wouldn’t hurt a soul?

      …unless that soul was me?

      Since I got here, Posey looks as if she does want to strangle me half the time—the other half, she’s sleeping. She’s constantly giving me narrowed glances and side-eyes, muttering to herself about how I drive her crazy.

      It makes a man wonder what she’s like when she’s not pissed off.

      My stomach rumbles, and I check my watch.

      “Welp. Time for lunch!” I sing-song my way back into the house, whistling a country tune by my favorite artist; cautiously peering from the kitchen into the dining room for any signs of my roomie before tiptoeing to the fridge.

      I want to forage around in private; I don’t need her breathing over my shoulder and harping on me ’cause she’s mad.

      No.

      I wanna eat, and the deck can wait.

      I need to feed the beast.
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        * * *

      

      Duke: Knock knock…

      Posey: Whose there?

      Duke: It’s me, Duke.

      Posey: I just rolled my eyes—I thought you were telling me a knock-knock joke.

      Duke: I don’t know any good jokes. I’m shit at telling them. I’ll spare you.

      Duke: Also.

      Duke: It’s spelled WHO’S—not WHOSE.

      Posey: Oh my God, you are so annoying.

      Duke: Funny, Eli called me annoying today during our conference call.

      Posey: He’s a smart guy. A VERY smart man.

      Duke: I’m going to ignore you now.

      Duke: Okay, I’m back. I don’t have the patience to ignore you.

      Posey: LOL

      Posey: You’re WAY too easy…

      Duke: Actually, I’m not, but okay.

      Posey: What do you mean “Actually I’m not?”

      Duke: It just means I don’t know why I’m on this dumb dating app; it’s not like I’m gonna fall in love with anyone here or take anyone out. You’re right. It’s pointless.

      Posey: Well, in your defense, you did admit you only downloaded it because you’re bored. So you get a hall pass.

      Duke: A hall pass? Do you even know what that is?

      Posey: Yeah, a get-out-of-jail-free card.

      Duke: Um, FALSE: a Hall Pass is when you’re in a relationship, but you get to choose like a celebrity or something to bang if you ever get the chance. Your boyfriend can’t go apeshit and consider it cheatin’.

      Posey: OH DUH—I knew that!

      Duke: Sure you did…

      Duke: Scale of 1 to 10, rate your day.

      Posey: Seriously? You want to know how my DAY was? Why didn’t you just ask me when you saw me in the bathroom before?

      Duke: Cause I thought it would be more fun to chat on our super-secret dating app that no one knows we’re on except us. And whatever tool you’re talking to.

      Posey: I’m not talking to any tools except you. HA HA

      Duke: And that one guy who didn’t message you first.

      Posey: Can we please talk about the fact that you busted the porch railings and now have to fix them… Which puts my day at a 9 because that was HIGHLY highly entertaining.

      Duke: Glad to be of service.

      Posey: At least you own your stuff.

      Duke: You mean “Own my shit?”

      Posey: ha, yes.

      Duke: Do you not curse?

      Posey: I curse—you’ve heard me. Just try not to make a habit of it. I should have known you’d tease me for saying stuff and not shit.

      Duke: I wasn’t teasing—just clarifying LOL

      Posey: How would you rate your day?

      Duke: Eh, 7. I’m pretty bored.

      Posey: You’ve only mentioned being bored 100 times already. No doubt you’re bitching to EVERYONE.

      Duke: Ha ha. Facts.

      Duke: LOL, it has nothing to do with you and everything to do with the fact I can’t even take a jog on the street right now without someone calling the paps. I want to get this press conference over with so I can move on with my life.

      Posey: Yeah, I suppose everyone is looking for you.

      Duke: Yup. No one has seen me in public in a week, and New York leaked to SportsCenter that I won’t be returning. It’s a mess. Good thing I already got groceries.

      Posey: Ah…

      Duke: Question

      Posey: ??

      Duke: WOULD YOU RATHER

      Posey: Oh Lord, here we go….

      Duke: WOULD YOU RATHER: Have no eyebrows OR Have a unibrow?

      Posey: Do I get to pluck?

      Duke: NO.

      Posey: Do I get to pencil in the brows?

      Duke: No.

      Posey: Um. I would rather…Have a unibrow, I guess? How about you?

      Duke: Unibrow. Basically have one already. Real men don’t pluck.

      Posey: Oh come on now, none of that toxic masculinity…plenty of men pluck and wax.

      Duke: Do they actually? I wouldn’t know—my dad was a giant asshole, and I grew up in Texas. If he’d caught me manscaping, I’d have gotten my ass whooped.

      Posey: **sad face**

      Duke: What about you? Where’d you grow up?

      I’m curious, and it feels natural to ask her, although I hadn’t intended to get too personal with her. Guess some things are inevitable, especially given that I’m living in her house.

      Is it weird that we’re on a dating app chatting while we’re in the same house, rooms apart.

      Do I care? No.

      Will I bring it up tomorrow morning? Also no.

      We seem to have an understanding, Posey and I. I am Dink while I’m on the dating app having fun, she’s her, and outside these rooms, outside the apps—we’re Duke and Posey, roommates.

      Nothing more, nothing less.

      Posey: I grew up in Minnesota. Came here for college, haven’t left. Met Molly while we were living in the dorms and never left her, either. I love her like a sister.

      Duke: You have siblings?

      Posey: No, I’m a lonely only child. You?

      Duke: Yup, 3 brothers.

      Posey: THREE???? Wait. There are FOUR COLTERS running around??? Omg. Your poor mother.

      Posey: How did she deal??

      Duke: My pops was strict and Mama had help raising us with nannies and shit. We grew up on a ranch, but my dad made a good living, so. Nannies and a strict upbringing—that’s how she dealt.

      Posey: Are your brothers older or younger?

      Duke: Younger. They’re all in college. Dallas is a sophomore. Drew and Drake are freshmen. And before you ask, yes, they all play football.

      Posey: Are Drew and Drake twins??

      That’s not at all what I was expecting her to say; normally, people react to the fact that we’re football legacies, each one of us outstanding players in our own right. The fact that Drew and Drake are twins rarely gets mentioned.

      Duke: Yes, ma’am.

      Posey: Wow, holy crap. That’s awesome.

      Duke: That’s how come there are four of us LOL. Don’t think they were planning on four boys, but that’s what they got.

      Posey: Way too much testosterone.

      Duke: I imagine it was.

      It takes Posey a few minutes to respond to me or ask another question, and I wonder what she could be doing in that bedroom of hers, seeing as how she hasn’t come out.

      I stare at my phone, ignoring the other messages that have come in from matches I made overnight, enjoying this back-and-forth with my little roommate.

      Another ten minutes go by, and I click on her profile. A little green circle in the corner indicates that she is in fact on the app, and a tiny, jealous part of me tingles in my gut.

      I give her a nudge by shooting off another note.

      Duke: You fall asleep on me?

      Ha. Unlikely since it’s only ten o’clock, but still possible.

      Posey: Um, no. I was chatting with someone I matched with. It’s someone I went to high school in MN with, believe it or not. He used to live out of state, but now he’s back, living in the city—small world, hey??

      I frown.

      Duke: Yup. Small world.

      Duke: What’s his deal?

      Posey: What do you mean, ‘What’s his deal’?”

      Duke: What’s his name and shit.

      Posey: Brian, he’s my age.

      Duke: What’s he doing in Illinois?

      I’m not curious, but I have nothing more to say now that she’s gone and told me she’s chatting with some other dude she went to high school with.

      I’m not jealous.

      Fuck no, I’m not. I barely know this chick.

      I’m just…whatever.

      Posey: I’m not sure why he’s moved back, but I’m assuming it has something to do with work. He can work from home now or something.

      I don’t actually give a shit.

      Duke: Lovely.

      Duke: And what does “Brian” do for a living?

      Bet he’s not a professional football player like me. He probably does something stupid and lame.

      Posey: He’s a civil engineer—he designs skyscrapers. And his name is Brian. You don’t have to put it in quotation marks.

      Oh. I guess being a civil engineer isn’t stupid or lame.

      Still, I hate Brian based on principle. He’s definitely a scumbag, and I’ll put his name in quotation marks whenever the hell I want.

      Loser.

      On a dating app to find a girlfriend, HA!

      Duke: Well, la-di-da, a civil engineer.

      Posey: LOL why does it sound like you’re pouting?? Weirdo.

      Haha, yeah—I’m the weirdo.

      More like a badass motherfucker—but she already knows that. She just doesn’t appreciate how cool I am.

      Which is strange. Most women can’t get enough of me. I have them begging for me to take them out, trying to blow me at clubs and in the bathroom at restaurants. Married women, single women, older women.

      It’s a problem I knew I’d have but one I wasn’t actually prepared for.

      Obviously, my pops used to talk about it. He had an issue with infidelity for a time during their marriage, but they stuck it out. Mom had four boys to worry about, and Pops traveled all the time, and she just wasn’t in a place to pack up her kids and leave her husband.

      I remember the fighting; the house was big but not so big we couldn’t hear the shouting through the walls when they thought we were asleep.

      It was always worse during the off-season.

      My pops was used to being on the road, doing interviews, and working out. He hated sitting around and acted like a tiger in captivity those days he had no games, no preseason, no training camps.

      So he’d go out and drink.

      Pick up random women in bars and bang them; women who were all too eager to share pictures online and sell their stories to the papers. They’d banged Derek Colter of the Dallas Steers, and they wanted the world to know—they wanted their fifteen minutes of fame and whatever payout they could get.

      I would never do that to my partner.

      Never.

      When the right woman came along, I wasn’t planning on sticking my dick in anyone else.

      I loved my father, but I didn’t always respect his choices, and now he was gone and wouldn’t see the man I was becoming.

      Duke: When’s the last date you were on, and why didn’t it work out?

      I sound like a sappy asshole who gives a shit.

      Posey: It’s been a while. I was seeing someone, but we ended things a few months ago, and I haven’t really been on any dates since.

      Duke: What made you decide to start dating NOW?

      Posey: I don’t know… it’s cliché, but all my friends are in relationships now, and well, I hate being a 3rd wheel—not that I want to date just to have someone at a DINNER party, but it would be nice to share that with someone.

      Duke: Plus the sex.

      Posey: Obviously.

      Obviously.

      I stare at that word, trying not to imagine Posey banging some dude, but it’s not as easy as I would think it’d be.

      She’s cute.

      She smells good.

      She feeds me.

      Well. She hasn’t cooked me anything per se, but she did take me to the grocery store and let me buy food, which is almost the same thing.

      I lie here on the top of my bed, on top of the covers, glancing around, suddenly curious about her bedroom, what it looks like, how she has it decorated. I’ve only seen her office, and from what I can tell about that, she likes modern, clean lines and dark colors.

      This guest bedroom isn’t froufrou or feminine—I don’t feel out of place here at all. Gray walls, gray-striped comforter, dark pillows, dark dresser.

      Considering how cutesy she dresses, it surprises me that the house isn’t cutesy, too.

      Duke: What does your bedroom look like?

      Posey: Um, it’s literally right next door. Why don’t you just come over here and stick your head in?

      Duke: That feels like too much work. Can’t you just describe it? Then when I see it, I can tell you how off your description was.

      Posey: You’re so obnoxious.

      Duke: Soooo what does it look like?

      Posey: Uh—cream walls. Plain white bedding. Gray dresser on the wall that’s facing the bed, TV on the wall above that. No curtains, not a ton of pillows. Idk, it’s pretty basic. I don’t spend much time in here.

      Duke: Sounds like this room.

      Posey: Yeah, they’re pretty similar. I just bought two of everything. LOL

      Posey: Any other questions?

      Duke: Yes. Switching gears: what kind of stuff is this “Brian” talking about?

      Posey: Would you stop using his name in air quotes as if that wasn’t his real name?? He is a real person—I know him.

      Duke: Then why’s he gotta message you on a dating app? If you knew him, he should man up and shoot you a message.

      Posey: I said we went to high school together. I didn’t say we stayed in touch.

      Duke: Well, BRIAN should get your number from one of his buddies who also went to high school with you. He knows someone who knows someone who has your number, guaranteed.

      Posey: Why do you even care?

      Duke: I don’t care.

      Duke: It’s just annoying.

      Posey: LOL. Says the guy who sounds like he cares.

      Duke: You’re my roommate. It’s in my best interest to take an interest.

      Posey: This little “best interest” better not include MEDDLING in my love life.

      Duke: Don’t flatter yourself. I have enough shit on my own plate; I don’t have to meddle with yours.

      Posey: If you say so…

      Duke: Maybe you should be paying more attention to BRIAN then and less attention to me.

      Posey: You’re probably right.

      She goes silent a few seconds before the chat dots all light up again.

      Posey: Night, D.

      Dammit. I hadn’t actually wanted her to stop chatting with me. I was only joking.
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      I wasn’t expecting to connect with anyone online who I knew in real life, but here I am chatting with Brian, who seems like a good guy.

      I remember him vaguely. He’d been in my math class but never offered up much. Then again, who did? It was math, and I sucked at it and still do.

      Tall.

      Back then, he was straggly, not yet growing into himself.

      Bit of a nerd.

      These days, judging by his photographs, he’s still tall but not as thin, nicely filled out. Masculine? A few pictures show him with a beard, a few show him without, so that’s one of the first questions I asked when we first matched.

      Me: Beard or no beard…?

      Brian: Why does everyone keep asking me that?

      Is he being serious? It’s hard to tell. There is no inflection in tone on this dumb app.

      Me: LOL Because you have three pictures where you have a beard and four where you don’t?? Women want to know what the current status is.

      Brian: Oh. Ha. Currently no beard.

      Me: How is the city treating you so far?

      Brian: Same old shit, you know? I hated this place, which is one of the reasons I left, but—here we are, ya know?

      Me: Sure, I get that.

      Not really, but okay. Chicago is a huge city, full of life and people—I understand some people don’t want to stay in their hometown, but to say that he hates it…that seems dramatic.

      He’s a civil engineer and he hates the city? Doesn’t he design bridges and tall buildings? Literally everything you find in the city?

      Brian: So what’s your deal? When was your last relationship?

      Me: A few months ago—never been married, no kids.

      Brian: RED FLAG lol

      Me: How is that a red flag? LOL

      I only add the LOL because I’m somewhat offended he’d say that—since when is being thirty and having no kids a bad thing?

      Brian: Just kidding.

      Me: What about you???

      Brian: I got married out of college, it lasted 3 years, I have one daughter who is 18 months. Ex and I get along fine.

      Well, that’s good news. I don’t think I’d appreciate possibly dating someone who had nothing good to say about an ex. Though I understand not everyone can get along, and not everyone’s ex is a decent human.

      Me: Where does she live?

      Brian: Madison, so, about two hours. Makes seeing my kid a real pain in the ass.

      Me: Yeah I can see how that would be inconvenient.

      Brian: Doing anything this weekend, we should grab a drink.

      Me: I could do a drink.

      I mean, what’s the harm? I know Brian from my past and although I don’t know ADULT Brian—how bad could he be? He sounds successful and when I texted Kate about him, she said she hasn’t seen him in a while but heard he’s a decent dude.

      Brian: Awesome. Let’s coordinate something on Friday.

      Why wait until Friday? I want to ask him. Why not plan something right now?

      Me: Sure, sounds good.

      Brian: Cool.

      Uh, yeah—cool.

      Me: Have a good night!

      His chat goes silent, but the little green button on his profile is still green—Brian is still on the dating app, probably chatting away.

      I nibble my bottom lip.

      Shouldn’t I be more excited I might have a date this weekend? I haven’t had plans or a date with a man in quite some time. I should be giddy. But some small part of me has doubts, those semi-strange answers poking at the pit of my stomach.

      You’re just out of practice, Pose—you haven’t had a man ask you out in forever. Do you even remember how to date anymore?

      Wide awake and not at all tired, I go back into my messages and see if Duke is online.

      He’s not.

      Regardless, I send him a message.

      Posey: Still awake?

      I close the app but not too long after, a notification pops up on my screen.

      Duke: I’ve been playing Scrabble like a loser.

      Posey: With who?

      Duke: Strangers on some app.

      Posey: Given up already on the dating apps?

      Duke: Yes and no. I’m not in the mood right now to make small talk, it’s annoying.

      The same questions with every single person you match with gets exhausting and stale.

      Posey: Agree

      Duke: No luck with “Brian?”

      I can’t help but notice Duke’s proper punctuation, the quotation on either side of Brian’s name, the question mark inside the quote.

      Posey: We decided on getting together this weekend for a drink maybe.

      Duke: Maybe? Why maybe?

      Posey: I mean, he said we’d figure out the details later this week.

      Duke: Why wait? When you’re interested in something you jump on it.

      I was thinking the same thing, but I’m not going to nag or pressure a man to ask me on a date. And drinks isn’t a date, is it?

      Posey: Random question: do you consider drinks a date or no?

      Duke: I never do drinks with a chick. Or coffee, hate them both.

      Posey: So is that a yes or a no?

      I want him to explain.

      Duke: No, I don’t think drinks is a date—drinks is a cop-out. More of a ‘feeling each other out’ than anything. And if I’m into a woman, I’m gonna ask her on a proper date, none of this wish-washy bullshit.

      Duke sounds like my grandfather, bless his soul, with his old-fashioned views of modern dating.

      Posey: I see.

      Duke: Do you agree or not agree?

      Is he wanting to make conversation about this? Or is he being polite—it’s impossible to decipher the tone via messenger. Guess I could walk across the hallway, knock on his door, and ask him?

      Nah.

      Too personal.

      I’m his landlady for two weeks, not his matchmaker, and he certainly has no designs on me in the romantic sense.

      Not that I’d want him to be.

      
        	He’s younger than I am.

        	He’s way better looking than I am.

        	He’s famous.

        	He hangs out with celebrities, and I hang out with…

      

      Granted, these are all assumptions.

      And what do you tell your students about assumptions?

      They are unfair.

      Posey: I guess I agree. In a perfect world, men would ask me out in the “wild,” and I wouldn’t have to BE on a dating app—but that doesn’t happen. And in a perfect world, they wouldn’t beat around the bush and take days and days of chatting to finally say, “Wanna get coffee?” But this isn’t a perfect world, and most of them don’t.

      Duke: Pussies

      Posey: They can’t all be confident football players like SOME PEOPLE we know.

      Duke: Obviously, but it’s not like you can’t still be confident if you’re a bartender or an accountant.

      I blink at that sentence. No truer statement has he ever made.

      Posey: That’s a good point.

      Duke: Do you think I only hang out with football players and athletes? No. My best buddies work on oil rigs and farm cattle. Not a single Sally among them—all of them think their shit don’t stink when it comes to the ladies.

      Posey: Maybe it’s a Texas thing.

      Duke: Or maybe these city boys just get too much pussy and don’t think they have to work for it.

      He said pussy.

      Again.

      Jesus.

      But he’s only saying what everyone else is thinking—everyone being me.

      Still, my face gets bright red, and I’m thankful he can’t see it through the walls. This entire conversation makes me feel foolish and immature. He hasn’t said it, but I’m letting these guys make me feel this way, even men like Brian, whom I’m already familiar with.

      Maybe Brian grew up to be a fuck boy.

      Only one way to find out and that’s to go out with him for drinks.

      Once he commits to a night and time.

      Ugh. This is what Duke is talking about.

      Why am I waiting for some dude to make a move?

      Posey: Can’t I make them work for it after the first date? I don’t even know these people.

      Duke: Out of the gate, you teach them how to treat you.

      He’s not wrong.

      Posey: How do you know all this? LOL

      Duke: I might be younger, but…I’ve seen a lot of shit.

      Posey: What kind of shit?

      Duke: Use your imagination, Josephine. There are women everywhere, and it takes a certain kind of dude to look the other way. I’ve watched a lot of my colleagues fuck up their home life for a quick fuck in a hotel room with a random he’ll never see again.

      I’m glad he’s not sugarcoating it.

      The three dots in the dating app messenger light up again, and I know there’s more coming.

      Duke: I didn’t mean to be so harsh.

      On the contrary, I’m glad he’s keeping it real. Seems no one does these days.

      Posey: No, no—I like the honesty. This is what I love about my classroom, lol—the kids are all honest to a fault. Nothing like a room full of six-year-olds to keep it real.

      I delete that last sentence and just send,

      Posey: No, no—I like the honesty. Keep it coming.

      Duke doesn’t give a crap about my job, or the kids, or what it’s like having a six-year-old boy ask if you have a hangover because you forgot to curl your hair in the back.

      Duke: Most women can’t handle the truth.

      Posey: I’m sure that’s not true. Usually, it’s the other way around.

      Duke: You don’t think men can handle the truth?

      Posey: Um. No?

      Duke: LOL you’ll have to be more specific than that.

      Posey: All I’m saying is, I don’t think men take hard truths easily. Like if I tell someone I’m not interested, it’s dramatic.

      Duke: Josephine. When is the last time you told a man you weren’t interested?

      I mean, never? But still. He doesn’t have to say it like he knows I’ve never told someone I’m not interested.

      It’s so rude.

      Duke: I can hear you thinking.

      Posey: NO SIR, YOU CANNOT

      Duke: Maybe the problem is that you need more practice telling a dude what you expect and what you want. You know—set expectations and shit.

      Who is this man, and what has he done with Duke Colter? The Duke I’ve been living with leaves the toilet seat up, eats cake that’s not intended for him, breaks things on the patio, wears wigs to the grocery store, and burps without saying, “Excuse me.”

      This man makes too much sense. Not only that, he sounds so wise. Like, his advice is good.

      Posey: I can’t just tell a man off for the sake of PRACTICE.

      Duke: You sure can.

      Posey: How about I let you know when the opportunity presents itself…

      Duke: You do that.

      I stare at the app, at the green dot by his name, unsure of what to say next. We've written ourselves into a corner, it seems, and I’m so bad with men I have no idea how to get us out of it. Which could explain why I’m single, ha ha.

      I don’t reply to Duke.

      There’s too much going on in my mind to find a suitable comeback.
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      I have to spend the day fixing this damn patio rail.

      The one I busted with my own damn ass; I should have known the fucking thing wouldn’t hold my weight the second the baseboards creaked and squeaked when I’d lain on the hammock.

      Oh well. No sense in dwelling on it.

      Besides, it’ll give me something to keep my mind off work.

      I’d had a call with Eli this morning—the bastard had woken me from a dream—about finalizing the statement that together, the head coach and I will be making to the press at the press conference Eli was in the process of scheduling:

      “It is with great pleasure the Dallas Steers are happy to announce that we have acquired Duke Colter from the New York Condors—we are thrilled to have him as a part of this team, and we believe he’s going to be a key asset for us as starting wide receiver.”

      The floor will then be open for a few questions, all of which will be handled by the general manager, the coach. Eli and I sit quietly on the side, me with a pleasant smile on my face.

      I wish we could get it over with and get the show on the road. All this waiting is making me stir-crazy.

      I pull the broken piece of wood from the deck and toss it down into the yard with confidence, having fixed and mended a million railings. Barbed wire fencing.

      A noise catches my attention that’s not coming from my hammer removing nails, followed by a flash of bright yellow in my peripheral.

      I set the hammer down and stop yanking.

      Turn my head to see a gray-haired woman watching me from her yard; I see eyes, hair, and her nose but not much of the rest of her.

      I set out to ignore her, but it’s impossible—I’m used to people watching me. Fans mostly, who stare when I’m in public because they’re too nervous to approach or don’t want to bother me. But this? This little old lady is lurking.

      I’m crouched on one knee when she addresses me. “You there.”

      Shielding my eyes from the glare of the sun, I glance over at her. “Hi.”

      She’s completely entered stare-down mode from her spot on the other side of the hedgerow, the handle of an unknown gardening tool visible now—as if she’s wielding a pitchfork to stab me with if I so much as go near her.

      “Who are you?”

      Who am I? Who is she? Jeez, this broad is worse than my grandmother Sissy, who used to barrel race in the rodeo. Tough as nails my grandma was… not as thorny as this woman.

      “Just the handyman fixing the deck, ma’am.” I shoot her a megawatt smile guaranteed to thaw her frozen exterior.

      The end of her rake makes an appearance.

      A warning.

      “Do you need anything, ma’am?”

      “Don’t worry about me—you worry about that porch for Ms. Kettner and no funny business or I’m calling the cops.” Her eyes are narrowed.

      Wouldn’t the cops be stoked to find me back here, mending this railing? Bet they’d take a few selfies.

      I bet she is.

      “No worries, ma’am. I won’t be making any noise this afternoon.”

      “I’m watching you.” I hear her unhappy hmph as she stands there. “My grandson is in the military.”

      “I thank him for his service.”

      ’Cause what else is there to say?

      After a few more awkward moments, Granny moves on, tiny head and gray hair disappearing from sight. No doubt she’ll be back. Probably gonna go spy on me from her second story window.

      And she thinks I’m the creeper here?

      Pfft.

      Whatever granny…

      The back door opens.

      Soft footsteps come closer.

      “Here. I made you some lemonade.” A plate gets set nearby, along with a tall glass of something sweet. “And cookies.”

      Cookies?

      She made lemonade and cookies?

      Hot damn.

      Being roommates with Miss Goody Two-Shoes has its perks. She can’t stop herself from taking care of me whether she wants to or not; food is her love language. Er, how she expresses herself and takes care of people is what I meant…

      “Thanks.” I steal a cookie from the plate; it’s still warm, the center chocolatey goodness when I bite in. Fuck, this is good. I chase it down with lemonade—the two don’t go together, but somehow, it works. Swallow.

      Wipe my mouth with the back of my shirtsleeve. “You missed the old lady fangirling at me from over the fence.”

      Posey is silent for a few seconds. “Mrs. Galvin?”

      Is that her name? “Yup, she was gawkin’ over at me. Told me she’d call the cops if I did anything sketchy.”

      “Mrs. Galvin?”

      I glance up at her. “Do you have any other old lady neighbors who want to stab me with their rakes?”

      “But she’s so…tiny.”

      I shove the remaining cookie into my gullet. “Haven’t you seen that documentary about psychotic roommates? One of them is an old lady who slowly poisons the woman living in her house.”

      “But she’s the neighbor, not your roommate.”

      “My point is, just ’cause she’s old doesn’t mean she ain’t diabolical.”

      That’s what I’m saying.

      “She was giving me eyeballs.” Because she can as these damn houses are way too close together.

      All houses are too close together when you’re raised on hundreds of acres with wide-open sky surrounding you until you get to college.

      “She was giving you eyeballs?” Posey laughs, not taking me seriously.

      “Well, she wasn’t tryin’ to flirt, that’s for damn sure. Even gave her one of my trademark smiles.” I resume pulling out more nails with the back of the hammer.

      “You have a trademark smile?”

      Is she mocking me?

      Posey crosses her arms over her chest. “I’ve only seen you smile, like—twice—and you’ve been here almost a week.”

      Yup. She’s definitely mocking me.

      “Let me see it,” Posey says.

      I shake my head. “I can’t smile on demand. It’s gotta be natural.”

      “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard you say, and you’ve said a lot of stupid shit.” She laughs. “Come on—smile.”

      I scowl. “No.”

      Her hands are on her hips now.

      First, her face is expressionless.

      Then.

      She smiles.

      It’s a goofy smile—over-exaggerated and comical—eyes wide and teeth twinkling.

      “Knock it off,” I tell her. “That isn’t gonna work.”

      “Wanna bet?” She sticks her tongue out, and I notice the flash of a dimple in her right cheek, which is adorable and irritating and something I don’t have time for.

      “I’m not bettin’ you nothin’.”

      She continues smiling at me like a nut, her hair shining under the warm sunshine, red tank top and denim jean shorts with frayed hems, her short legs looking all shaved and shit.

      Smooth.

      “Wanna hear a joke?”

      “No.”

      Posey ignores me. “What’s the difference between me and a pair of glasses?”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Glasses sit higher on your face.”

      I blink.

      Blink again.

      Let the hammer fall from my hands, hitting my big toe with the head when it drops to the ground with a thump.

      She did not just say that.

      Sweet, innocent, kindergarten teacher Posey did not just say that.

      Red tank. Red bow in her hair.

      Smooth legs.

      Bare feet.

      She looks like a fucking prude.

      My brain wonders; how bad can a good girl get?

      She’s still standing there, plucking imaginary lint off the front of her shirt; three buttons straining from her breasts pushing against the fabric. How I didn’t notice when she first walked out here, I do not know.

      “Why do I wear panties with flowers on them?”

      I brace myself, knowing she’s trying to set me up, hoping she’ll make me smile.

      Joke’s on her.

      I won’t.

      “Why?”

      My temporary roommate makes the sign of the cross before looking up toward the heavens.

      “In loving memory of all the faces that have been buried there.”

      I swear to fucking God, my mouth falls open, damned if it doesn’t. The hammer still lies at my feet, cookies and lemonade and boards forgotten. The sight of Posey’s satisfied smile has me frozen in this spot on the ground.

      Suddenly, she bursts out laughing. “Oh my God, you should see your face.”

      The laugh is…so…

      What the fuck is going on right now?

      Why…how is she such a pervert? How does she look so cute and sound so…so…

      Fucking dirty?

      Okay, so maybe not dirty. I’ve heard way worse shit before, especially when I was younger. Those teammates of mine were dogs. But never, not really from a female and not one who looked like her.

      I can’t fucking even.

      My brain can’t muster up a single goddamn decent or intelligent comeback, not after it’s been rattled like this.

      Dammit. Warn a man before you catch him off guard!

      “Everything okay over there?” That old lady is back, this time making her way around the hedge row. I can practically hear her squeaky orthopedic shoes from here.

      Posey turns.

      My eyes?

      Migrate toward her ass, of course they do—her butt cheeks seemingly on full display, or maybe it’s just my imagination now that she’s poked it.

      What about those jokes was supposed to have me smiling?

      All it did was make my mind wander.

      All it did was make my eyes wander.

      That ass…

      Fuck.

      Why are her legs so tan? Isn’t she inside all day?

      Posey isn’t tall, but everything she’s working with is candy. Sweet, sweet candy.

      Oh my God—shut the fuck up, Duke.

      Candy?

      Really?

      “We’re good, Mrs. Galvin—Duke here was just fixing the porch. We had a hammock out here, and he took a tumble on it, so now we have a bit of work. He’s not disturbing you, I hope?”

      The old bag saw me staring at Posey’s ass, I just know it.

      She narrows her eyes. “Just wanted to make sure things were on the up and up.”

      The up and up?

      What does that even mean?

      “They are.” Posey shifts on her heels. “Actually, Mrs. Galvin, Duke here is staying with me for a bit. He’s my cousin.”

      Cousin?

      Like hell I’m her cousin!

      “Is that so?” The old woman’s gaze homes in on me. “Well. Good. I hate seeing Miss Posey here all alone. She needs a man around the house—wish she’d let me set her up with my grandson.”

      “The one in the military?” I snark, unable to help myself.

      “No.” The old biddy notches her chin. “The hedge fund manager who works downtown. Went to the University of Southern California.”

      “Oh, la-di-da, USC,” I mumble. “Their football team sucked.”

      It didn’t suck, but my pride won’t let me admit it.

      Posey swats at me, but I hear the giggle.

      Rising, I stand behind her, chest almost pressed against her back as she chats with the neighbor lady.

      “That’s very kind of you, Mrs. Galvin—but I’m sure he’s a very busy man.”

      “So busy.” The front of my hand brushes the back side of her legs, just below the frayed hemline of her sexy little jean shorts.

      “I went to Madison, you know,” I feel the need to say. “That’s nothin’ to sniff at.”

      All Colter men go to Madison—well, us boys, anyway. Dad went to Clemson because he couldn’t get into Texas A & M and he never got over it. Clemson is one of the best but my Pop’s held a grudge, bitter that he went there, a staunch Texan till the day he died.

      “Why are you breathing down my neck?” Comes Posey’s reply. “I can feel your boobs against my back.”

      My boobs? Men don’t have boobs. “My pecs?” I flex so they move up and down. “These?”

      “Oh my God, stop it.” She laughs. “Don’t be weird.”

      “Sorry, you made it weird when you told that joke about flowers on your vagina.”

      She snickers. “I don’t have flowers on my vagina.”

      Mrs. Galvin clears her throat, still lingering, still watching, still unimpressed.

      “Well.” She hmphs. “Have a good night.”

      “Oh, we will.” I step sideways and forward so I’m next to Posey, my arm going around her shoulders. “Just two kin sharing a few laughs.”

      Mrs. Galvin looks thoroughly disgusted, and when she’s hobbled her way out of the frame, Posey steps out of my hold and gives me a good whack.

      “What the hell was that? I have to live here when you leave, you know!”

      She’s a cute little thing when she’s riled up.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I go back to the hammer and resume my task, two more cookies on the plate to occupy my mouth. “There more of these?”

      “Obviously.”

      Good.

      Suddenly, I have an appetite for something sweet.
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      I have to get out of this house.

      Have to get away from Duke, dear Lord.

      Day by day, he swallows up the oxygen in this house with his presence. His cologne. His height. His muttering. His firm muscles and thick neck and insanely strong forearms.

      The brush of his hand against the underside of my butt cheek this afternoon; it had me wanting to shiver.

      Definitely sent a tingle between my legs.

      Duke’s body was warm behind mine. Big and tall and warm.

      We have now been living together a full week—I’m gone during the day, and he’s had a handful of video calls with his agent and a Brett O’Bannion, whom I had to Google to find out he is the coach for the Dallas Steers.

      Is that what the big hoopla is?

      They sounded chummy, those few snippets I overheard the other night when I’d come home early and Duke’s door was ajar.

      I wasn’t eavesdropping.

      I just happened to hear that Brett guy say, “Lucky to have you, son.”

      Son.

      I wonder how he felt about Brett O’Bannion calling him that.

      Mr. Colter died a few years ago from a heart attack, I read. The family took it pretty hard if the rumors were true. Duke was still at school playing at Madison in his senior year. He went for a fifth year because his studies fell behind, and he couldn’t play in a few games.

      Entered the combine and the rest? Is history, as they say, and now the man is holed up in my spare bedroom.

      My mind wanders, and I take my phone to begin researching—sleuthing—looking at pictures of Duke in his football uniform. Damn, he’s good-looking.

      Virile.

      So serious.

      Helmet off, hair drenched in sweat, face red.

      Rawr.

      “This feels so wrong,” I tell myself.

      I feel like I’m spying on the guy, and he’s in the next room!

      Not only that, but I get to see the man live and in person. I shouldn’t have to look at images of him on the internet.

      Regardless, I can’t seem to stop.

      The pictures of him from his college days look entirely different than he does now. Younger. Grumpier, if that’s even possible.

      I don’t find too many photographs of him with women—virtually none to be found. Nonexistent.

      He must’ve had girlfriends?

      The man looks like a god. He must’ve gotten laid anytime he wanted. Isn’t that what college guys who play sports do? Have sex all the time and bang? It’s definitely something I want to ask him; I wonder how he’d react. The thought makes me giggle, like I was giggling after I told him those jokes today. The look on that man’s face…

      Priceless.

      These photographs shouldn’t be turning me on either, but they are. Much as I hate to admit it? I’m totally attracted to Duke Colter.

      Well.

      I’d have to get over myself because I’m the girl next door quite literally. The next room, actually. I am the girl who bakes cookies and wears bows in her hair and is a kindergarten teacher for an unruly crew of misfit six-year-olds. I do art projects on weeknights as examples for the kids.

      I wear ugly sweaters all year long because they think it’s funny.

      I talk goofy and know silly songs and spend hour upon hour every summer decorating my classroom.

      Sometimes I say potty instead of saying bathroom.

      I try not to curse.

      Duke Colter? Surely, he dates women on the covers of magazines.

      Models. Actresses.

      You would have found photos of those women online, Posey.

      That doesn’t mean that’s not his type.

      Polished.

      Classy.

      Expensive.

      I can barely afford Elmer’s Glue and construction paper.

      My eyes land on a photo of Duke at the Super Bowl. His arms are raised, and he looks tired. Exhausted.

      It was last season, and they won; he was MVP.

      But.

      He doesn’t look happy.

      I close my eyes and picture him out on the porch, sun shining on his skin, on his thick biceps.

      Cutoff T-shirt.

      Holes in his jeans.

      When he bit into that cookie and melted chocolate stuck to the corner of his mouth, I wanted to lick it off.

      Something had possessed me to tell him the dirtiest, most perverted jokes I knew, and they sure worked.

      Pleased, I smile, hunkering down in my bed beneath the covers.

      My hand wanders.

      I haven’t masturbated in months, and I’m not sure why. I used to do it regularly, but I wasn’t in a relationship anymore, and I missed the sex part of it. When Dan and I broke up (that was his name, Dan), I spent a few weeks masturbating in the morning and again before bed but then suddenly… I no longer desired that anymore and stopped.

      I have a drawer full of toys from a sex party Kate had during quarantine, the pink suction toy my absolute favorite. It cost ninety dollars, but it had been worth every penny, the pink gadget sorely neglected but now being fished out of my bedside drawer and greeted as if it were an old friend.

      Holding my finger down for a few seconds, it whirs to life.

      Thank God.

      How bad would it suck if the battery was dead from all this time I hadn’t charged it?

      I lift my hips to push down my sleep shorts; the skimpy fabric is blue and covered in tiny, fluffy sheep.

      Holding the pink toy, my finger taps the UP button.

      Test it between my legs.

      Oh shit, that feels good; as good as I remember it, the sensation hitting me almost immediately.

      Tap.

      Tap.

      More suction.

      Faster.

      Harder.

      Who knew something this small could feel this good?

      I barely have to spread my legs; barely have to wait that long, I’m so easy.

      Eyes closed, I try to push out the image of the man in the room next door but find it impossible—his image is all I see. Duke.

      Focus on Brian. What’s the visual on him?

      Ugh, he’s not as cute.

      He’s too corporate looking, too stuffy and boring.

      Brian is your type.

      Not anymore.

      Too bad. Duke will never be anything more than a distant memory once he’s gone—you can watch him on television and you’ll have fond memories of him and stories to tell the grandkids.

      I shove away the thoughts.

      Focus on my vagina and my pleasure, spreading my legs a bit, tilting my head so I can see what’s going on.

      Picture a man’s legs where my hand is…

      It only takes me thirty seconds to come, my small moan filling the air, thighs doing that thing where they tremble, only just slightly.

      Satisfied, I lie there.

      Unsatisfied, actually.

      I sigh.

      Lifting myself from the bed, I pull up my shorts and go to wash the vibrator.

      Then I stop myself before pulling open the door, remembering he’s out there and could have his door open.

      I crack mine open.

      Peek through the crack.

      Nothing.

      It’s dark and silent, so I creep out and sneak into the bathroom in the hallway and flip on the light.

      I stare at my reflection in the mirror as I make quick work of washing my pink toy. My face is flushed, hair in a messy top-knot. Small gold hoops are still in my ears.

      White tank top.

      Sleep shorts.

      “I wonder what he’d say if he knew you were in here whacking off,” I tell my image, a tired smile staring back at me.

      It’s time for me to date.

      Maybe these city boys just get too much pussy and don’t think they have to work for it.

      Duke isn’t wrong.

      Brian isn’t working for it, but I do want to see him, if only to catch up. The conversation is meh, but there’s a bit of a history there, and that’s worth something, hey?

      Imagine if we had a romantic connection! We can tell our friends, “Funny story. We knew each other in high school, but then we both moved away for college, and one day, I found him on a dating app—and here we are!”

      The idea makes me smile.

      I toss my vibrator on the bed, climb in with my phone, and tap open the app. First, I check to see which men have swiped on me, aware that I only have a few short days before the free trial period is over, and I have to pay.

      Fine.

      I can get a date in a few short days!

      I am woman, hear me roar!

      Me: How’s it going tonight?

      Brian: Hey there

      No punctuation, and he certainly didn’t give me an answer.

      Me: Did you have a good day?

      Brian: It was all right—you?

      Me: It was a day, that’s for sure LOL. I have a guy doing repairs on my deck, and the old lady next door threatened to call the cops on him.

      Brian: Ha, is he a good-looking dude?

      Um.

      That’s a weird thing to ask.

      Me: I hadn’t noticed. But anyway—it has to get done, so I’m glad he’s here doing it.

      Me: What’d you actually do today?

      Brian: Eh, the same old shit, right?

      No. I have no idea what the same old shit is, and I’m annoyed I have to keep asking. Was Brian always like this? A bit removed?

      I inhale, bracing myself to take charge.

      Me: So I was wondering if you’re free tomorrow night? My calendar opened up, and we could get that quick drink?

      Brian: Sure, that works.

      Okay…

      Me: Great. How about 7 at Blue Door?

      Brian: Cool, that’s a block from my apartment.

      Oh awesome. I just made it that much easier for him to get there. He won’t be able to say traffic made him late—ha!

      Me: Great. I’m excited!

      Brian: Me too.

      But.

      That’s all he says.

      So I leave him with: See you tomorrow!

      “Please let him be better in person,” I mumble, fingers crossed, wishing it were 11:11 so I could make a wish.

      It’s going to be fine, I tell myself. The date will be great even if there isn’t a romantic connection. The main thing is, you’re putting yourself out there!

      Duke: Knock, knock…

      My face instantly lights up, excitement growing.

      Me: Who’s there?

      Duke: Can I come in?

      Me: Can I come in… who?

      Duke: Okay but just this once.

      I stare at this joke, trying to make sense of it.

      Me: It would have made more sense if you’d said, “Can I come in YOU.”

      Duke: Oh. I guess you’re right. DAMMIT

      Me: LOL

      Duke: I was trying to be clever, but I don’t really know any good jokes and had to Google one.

      Me: The Google did you dirty LOL

      Duke: Yeah, apparently you’re way better at dirty jokes than I am. Plus, I didn’t want you to think I was a fucking pervert in here jacking off or something.

      Me: Literally would not have thought that.

      Me: But speaking of jerking off…

      Duke: ???

      Me: I might have done that already.

      Duke: Tonight?

      Me: LOLOL yes.

      It’s strange chatting Duke up as if he were a stranger when he’s in the next room. Even more so now that I’ve masturbated to the thought of him, hands still drying as I message him through the dating app.

      The whole thing is SO WEIRD!!!

      And about to get weirder.

      There’s an actual knock on my bedroom door. A pounding, more like it, as if a Neanderthal were on the other side of it having himself a hissy fit.

      “Yeah?”

      It flies open, hitting the wall behind it.

      “Shit. Sorry.”

      I throw my blankets off me, rising, stalking over toward my roommate, whose massive body is taking up the entire doorway.

      Tan. Bare-chested. Masculine.

      He smells like a fresh shower, and his hair is wet, too.

      And he has a bone to pick with me, apparently.

      “Why would you say a thing like that?”

      “Why would I say a thing like what?”

      Duke’s eyes roam down the front of my body; over my boobs, hips, legs.

      “That thing about…” He blushes. “Jerkin’ off.”

      “So? So what I said jerking off! What has gotten into you?” My hands are back on my hips where they always seem to be now that he’s around. “You can’t just barge in here. It’s rude! What if I was naked?”

      “I knocked.” His eyes graze over me again. “Wait. You are practically naked. Where are your clothes?”

      I glance down. “This is my house and my bedroom, and these are pajamas.” What on earth is wrong with him? “What the hell do you want?”

      He’s mirroring my stance. “It’s one thing to tell a dirty joke outside in broad daylight. It’s another thing to be flirtin’ in a datin’ app from the next room.”

      One thang…flirtin’…datin’ app…

      The accent.

      “This is news to me.” And who made him lord of everything? I feel the need to go on and inform in. “In any case, I have good news.” I head back to my bed, climbing on it but not under the covers. “I have a date tomorrow night.”

      “A date,” he deadpans, sounding unenthusiastic. “What am I gonna do while you’re out on a date?”

      “What am I, your babysitter? You’ll be fine. Stream a movie.”

      He enters the room and makes himself comfortable on the edge of my bed, half on, half off.

      “Who’s the date with?” His hand goes up to stop me. “Don’t tell me. Let me guess.” Duke rolls his eyes. “Brian.”

      I laugh despite myself. “Of course it’s Brian.”

      He snorts. “You couldn’t find yourself anyone better than him? Give me a break.”

      “What’s wrong with Brian since you know so much about him?”

      “For starters, he didn’t ask you out. He waited.” Duke pauses. “Did he ask you out properly, or did you ask him out? Be honest.”

      I hang my head a little, then square up my shoulders. “I did. Because I’m a modern woman, and that’s what we do.”

      There.

      He laughs. “No, you asked him out because if you waited, your ovaries would dry up—that’s how long it would have taken him to make his move. Brian is a fuck boy. I don’t need to know anything else about him.”

      “You know nothing about him!”

      “I know enough.” He snorts again.

      “You know, snorting is rude.” He’s doing it on purpose.

      Duke shrugs, nonplussed. “I let my snortin’ do the dirty work.”

      We study one another until he breaks eye contact, sitting up on my bed to survey his surroundings. He nods in approval as he looks around, eyes settling on my television console, the photos on my wall, and the orderly way I have my bookshelf arranged.

      Climbing up the bed toward me, he tosses a few accent pillows to the floor and fluffs the others to make himself comfy.

      “What are you doing?”

      “You said we should stream a movie.” He finds the remote amongst my covers and points it toward the television.

      “No, I said you should stream a movie tomorrow while I’m on my date.”

      He ignores me. “What are you in the mood for?”

      Ugh.

      “Nothing.”

      Everything.

      The TV goes on, menu popping up. His finger works the cursor up, down, and sideways until he settles on the one show I haven’t watched but secretly wanted to watch.

      “We are not watching Douche Boy Island.” I say the words even though I don’t mean them.

      He glances over at me. “Come on, it’ll be fun.”

      God, he smells good.

      Looks so…good in my bed. No shirt, just boxers.

      Young and cute and so hot.

      I give up trying to resist. “All right. But you have to turn the lights off. It’s late, and I don’t want to be up all night.”

      “Deal.”

      When he rises, I watch his back muscles flex; thighs, too. Wide shoulders, amazing neck.

      Ugh, the whole back side of him is a delight to watch.

      Guilt assails me.

      Duke is my roommate, not a piece of meat! I shouldn’t be ogling him. I am an educator who molds young minds, for Pete’s sake!

      He’s back on my bed in a flash, flopping onto the covers, face at the end of the bed, feet near my face. Remote control in hand.

      He flips.

      Scans.

      Goes up and down, then up again, consistently lingering on that same damn show: Douche Boy Island.

      He casts a glance back at me.

      I roll my eyes. “Fine. You’re the guest.”

      He doesn’t move his gaze back to the television, only raising his brows at me. “Um, that’s a first.”

      “Oh, stop feeling sorry for yourself because this isn’t the Ritz, and I hadn’t heard of you before last week.”

      “Wait.” He sits up now, interested, and sets the remote aside. “You’re tellin’ me you hadn’t heard of me before?”

      “Why would I? I don’t watch sports.” I make meat and cheese trays for sporting events but watching them? No. You’ll find me in the kitchen, not in front of the TV.

      “Don’t watch sports,” he repeats slowly, looking shaken. Disbelief clouds his entire face. “What do you do during Super Bowl season?”

      I shrug. “Nothing. Decorate for Valentine’s Day?” And since we’re on the subject… “I have a tree that I put in the living room—it’s so cute. White. I had my students make a pink and red paper chain and big red cutout hearts, and each of them wrote me a cute little message…” My sentence trails off when I notice how bored he looks.

      “It’s a year-round tree, but I didn’t put one up for summer.”

      “Yeah,” he drawls. “I think I would have noticed a Christmas tree in your living room.”

      “You would love one of my holiday trees,” I boast. “They’re magical.”

      “Magical,” he deadpans. “I’ll have to take your word for it.”

      Duke peels his eyes away from me and picks up the remote, finally clicking on Douche Boy Island, the preview beginning immediately.

      I already know it’s going to be good.

      “Ever thought about being on one of these shows?” I tease.

      “No.” He snorts. “I have a real job.”

      “If you consider throwing a ball around some grass as a real job.”

      Duke hits pause. “I’m going to forgive you for sayin’ that since you’re not a fan and just tryin’ to push my buttons.”

      Ha. I was actually just trying to push his buttons.

      “It’s not hard.” Um. “To push your buttons.”

      I clarify, fully aware he’s on my bed half clothed with bulging muscles and a dick that’s only concealed by those flimsy navy boxing shorts.

      Duke hits play.

      The guys on the show are being introduced—there are twenty-five of them—the whole setup a strange, Bachelor-style dating show but with five eligible ladies rather than only one. Which is no doubt going to make for a drama-filled season.

      One at a time, the guys come out of the pool house, twirl, and do tricks. They flex their muscles and peel off their shirts.

      I groan loudly.

      Duke hits pause. “What?”

      “Nothing. All I did was,” I groan again.

      “Oh.”

      He hits play.

      A guy comes out wearing chaps and a cowboy hat, and a plaid shirt that’s torn to shreds. He shouts, “Yeehaw!” before diving into the pool.

      The five young women clap as if he’s the funniest, most clever man they’ve ever seen.

      “Dear God, he’s awful,” I comment.

      Duke hits pause. “Who’s awful?”

      “Would you stop hitting pause!” I motion toward the remote. “I swear to God, I’m going to take that away from you.”

      “I want to hear what you’re saying!” he argues.

      “It’s going to take hours to watch one episode at the rate we’re going. It’s only been ten minutes, and we’ve seen three minutes of this stupid show!”

      I swear my nostrils are flaring; he is so annoying!

      Duke hits play, ignoring my little mini outburst, remote control resting in the palm of his hands, feet and legs swaying contently.

      At least one of us is satisfied.

      I zip my lips shut to resist the urge to comment, knowing that if I do, he’ll pause the television.

      Didn’t take me long to figure him out—not only is he a “show talker” but he’s a “show pauser”—two of the worst offenders. Briefly, I wonder what he’s like at the movies. Does he sit and ask questions? Or does he sit silently?

      Silently? Ha!

      Highly unlikely. The man wants to chatter away as if it weren’t ten at night.

      I yawn.

      I don’t usually watch TV in bed as I’m falling asleep, and certainly not with a giant man at the foot of it.

      Duke shifts.

      Shifts again, getting comfortable, turning this way and that.

      I can’t help it when my eyes stray to his broad shoulders; they’re being illuminated by the glow of the television screen. He’s tan everywhere as if he practices with no shirt on in the summer sun or spends some time in a tanning booth?

      I’m not about to ask which one it is.

      I don’t know much about football, but I don’t think they’re playing right now, and I’m not sure if they’re practicing yet? I feel like the season starts when it’s cold and goes through winter?

      I won’t ask for the risk of sounding like a fool.

      His back has more muscles in it than I’ve ever seen, tapering down into a narrow waist. As a scene on the television changes, so does the shadowing on his body, and I catch sight of Venus dimples on his lower back, just above the waistband of his boxer shorts.

      I let my eyes linger lower.

      His thighs are thick, calves incredibly defined. He must spend hours working out in the gym.

      Duh, Posey—of course he does. That’s literally his job. Being fit and in shape.

      His stamina must be amazing…

      Just then, Duke turns his head and looks back at me; catches me eyeballing his ass, which I could do without.

      His brows rise.

      Looks back at the television as if my perusal doesn’t bother him in the least—or he’s used to it. Or both.

      Probably comes with the territory.

      I’ve seen plenty of photos of him online where he’s shirtless, and he was shirtless today when he was fixing the deck.

      But having a living, breathing Duke Colter in my room is different. Here’s the thing: I’m not totally immune to him. He’s young and so freaking cute, and such an idiot. The sight of him resting here, on my bed, has my heart… I don’t know. I can’t tell if it’s skipping or if it’s my stomach or if it’s something else.

      He shifts, moving again.

      Then he sits up and readjusts, dragging himself to the headboard, reclining back on my pillows the same way I’m doing.

      I pretend not to be fazed.

      He smells so good.

      Flat, washboard abs—such a cliché.

      Tight, firm thighs—have I mentioned those?

      Toes wiggling.

      He stretches.

      Yawns.

      “Don’t you dare fall asleep,” I warn in my sternest, teacherist voice.

      “Relax, Josephine. I’m not going to. I’m too invested.”

      “Invested? It’s episode one.”

      “So? Who says you can’t fall in love within the first ten minutes?”

      Who says you can’t fall in love within the first ten minutes?

      Most people, that’s who say that.

      People who are living in reality, not a parallel universe where they’re making millions of dollars for four months’ worth of work.

      Five weeks?

      Three?

      See!? I have no idea how long a season even lasts! Or how long they practice, or what happens after the season is over.

      Duke watches Douche Boy Island while I only pretend to watch it, his low chuckles causing me to smile. He laughs at the dumbest shit, which I find quite endearing.

      He laughs.

      I laugh.

      He also snorts a few times, says excuse me as if he’d burped or sneezed, all the while his eyes are fixated on the TV in front of us.

      Duke isn’t one to hold still while he’s watching, fiddling with the bedding, shifting this way and that. A man who has been cooped up for days with nothing but time on his hands—the boredom and cabin fever must be getting to him.

      His hand roams the bed, plucking at my duvet cover, fingers poking through the dainty eyelet holes. I had a magazine on the bed I haven’t touched in days, and a paperback copy of a novel I want to read but haven’t cracked the spine on yet.

      Duke’s arm moves so he can scratch the scruff on his face.

      It flops back down, hand flat against the bedding.

      Moves a fraction to the left.

      Right.

      He seems to be feeling for something.

      Suddenly, I remember…

      Oh God.

      Oh no…

      Frantically, my eyes dart around the coverlet, trying to locate the pink vibrator I’d been playing with earlier and did not put away. Why the hell did I toss it onto the bed instead of putting it in the drawer where it belongs?

      Well, that answer is simple:

      
        	I was going to use it again, so why bother putting it back?

        	I wasn’t planning on having a man in my room tonight who didn’t belong here.

      

      Too late, Duke has it in his hand, lifting it into the air, dwarfing it with his size. In my hand, it looks normal, but in his, it looks tiny.

      “What the fuck is this?” He holds it close to his eye, studying its simple design.

      It looks more like a pink bullet than a pleasure giver—ha!

      “What does it look like?”

      “I dunno.” He squints at it. “A vibrator?”

      Ding, ding, ding.

      “I told you I was jerking off before.” I feign being bored with the topic as if it were a conversation I had regularly.

      “First of all, kindergarten teachers shouldn’t say they’re jerking off. Men say they’re jerking off.”

      I raise my brows. “And second?”

      “Second…and second…I didn’t actually believe you.”

      Of course he didn’t.

      My face scrunches up. “Why would I lie about something like that?”

      “Dunno.” He shrugs, my little pink vibrator clutched between two fingers. “How does this thing work?”

      “If you don’t know how it works, we have bigger problems…”

      He scowls at me. “No, I meant how does it turn on? Where’s the switch?”

      “There’s no switch.” I take it from him. “You press this down for three seconds, and it goes on.” I press down on a power button that blends into the sleek object, and within seconds, the pink toy is buzzing away.

      And because I’m a dumb-dumb, I hand it back to him.

      Duke still scrutinizes it as if he’s never seen one before.

      “Haven’t you ever seen a vibrator before?”

      He shakes his head. “Not in person.”

      What? How can that be? Surely, he’s banged half the state of Texas and half the state of New York and everyone between?

      You’re stereotyping, Posey. That is so rude. You don’t like it when people do it to you.

      I don’t say more; just watch when he presses it against his palm. Then his thigh, letting it buzz on his skin.

      “This feels so weird.”

      I can’t believe we’re sitting on my bed while he plays with my vibrator.

      Thank God I washed it because his bear paws are all over it.

      “Did you know they sell sex toys at Target?” he asks me, still trailing the vibrator over his palm.

      “Yes, but I think they call them massagers?”

      He shrugs. “I could see that.”

      “Literally not even the same thing. One of these little guys isn’t going to do shit for a sore muscle.” I laugh, pointing out the facts.

      “I’d still rather be rubbed down with a sex toy than a massage gun. Those fuckin’ things hurt sometimes.”

      Those fuckin’ things hurt sum-tyme.

      He is so Southern.

      I’ve met and spoken to people from Texas, and never have I ever met one with such a thick drawl.

      My legs aren’t covered anymore. At one point, I got too warm and moved a leg out, knee bent, foot resting on my blanket. I’d shaved today, so my legs are smooth—and I’m tan, too, from the spray tanner I’d rubbed all over myself because if there’s anything I love, it’s warm sun-kissed skin.

      Duke’s eyes go to my knee; his hand and vibrator follow.

      Lightly, it tickles my flesh on the underside of my leg.

      Up.

      Down.

      Slowly, he drags it, watching my expression. “You ticklish?”

      He’s asking so innocently—as if he isn’t aware of how the entire thing is affecting me—but how can a man be that clueless?
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      “You ticklish?” I ask her curiously, the little pink toy vibrating between my fingers.

      For such a small thing, it’s got a lotta power, and upon studying it, I find plus and minus symbols hidden on the bottom.

      Up.

      Down.

      If I press the power button twice, the thing pulses.

      If I press it three times, it hums.

      Interesting…

      “Me? No, I’m not ticklish.”

      “What? Everyone is ticklish.”

      She makes a pfft sound before rolling her eyes. “So what I’m hearing is that you’re ticklish.”

      Damn.

      She makes a valid point, and yes, I am ticklish, though I can’t remember when anyone tried to poke my ribs or pits to force me to laugh.

      Tickling is a form of torture.

      I hate it, but that doesn’t make me any less curious, considering I have this vibrating buzzer in my hand.

      I’m fascinated by this thing and wonder why I’ve never played with one before—the girls I dated never had one, I don’t think? Or if they did, it wasn’t something they talked about with me or anything we played with together.

      Which makes me wonder how often they pleasured themselves without me.

      Probably a lot since I wasn’t around much, always traveling or working out or preseason conditioning.

      Real fun to date me.

      Not.

      Fine. I didn’t date all that often. It wasn’t easy with my dad breathing down my neck, browbeating me anytime I took a woman out and it showed up in the media. Or the time I brought a date to an award banquet in college—I had to hear about that afterward. He always had a reason the girl wasn’t good enough or why I shouldn’t waste my time when I had more important things to focus on. It’s almost as if my dad didn’t want me to have a life or a family…he wanted me to focus on the present and not my future.

      Unless that future included football and only football.

      It’s why the relationship between my parents sucked—though neither of them ever admitted to me that it sucked. But I had a functioning set of eyes and a set of ears, and no matter how high my mother held her chin up, she was just never good enough for my father. I don’t think she felt free until he was gone. I know that’s terrible to say, but I think it’s probably true. If I thought he controlled me, there’s no doubt that he controlled her. My brothers. Everyone around him.

      My point is: I’ve never held a vibrator.

      The thing continues to whir and whir in my hand, and Posey continues to watch me fiddle with it. I’m truly fascinated. Maybe I’m just being dumb and immature because I feel like a little kid discovering a new toy—it is a toy, ha ha.

      In a way, it feels like I’m being given a glimpse behind the secret curtain.

      Wait. Should I feel like a pervert, hands all over this thing?

      Shit.

      I turn it this way and that, studying its pink exterior.

      Do chicks wash these things when they’re done?

      Does it matter…?

      I press it against my palm, moving it up my wrist.

      It feels weird.

      As if it were making a sucking motion? That can’t be right. Do these things do that? I thought they only vibrated, yeah?

      My finger presses into the notched-out area.

      Sure enough, it pulls at the tip.

      Huh.

      Cool.

      “Why don’t you put that thing away and focus on the show.” It’s a statement and not a question. The bossy little teacher is telling me what to do.

      Again.

      I toss the vibrator back on the covers, letting it disappear into the darkened room. Only the light from the TV allows me to see anything.

      We keep watching, occasionally laughing at something stupid the host of the show says. The commentary is what makes the show awesome.

      I like it ’cause I don’t have to think ’bout it.

      Yawn.

      I stretch out and let my eyes close, listening to the voices but not looking at them. It’s late anyway, so I should probably get some sleep.

      Not in here, though.

      Go back to your room, dude.

      “Don’t have the energy,” I mutter.

      “Huh?” Posey mumbles next to me, and when I glance over at her, she looks half asleep too.

      Still.

      We keep watching.

      Sort of.

      I’m not sure when I fall asleep or when Posey fell asleep, but the first thing I notice when I stir is:

      
        	The morning light is streaming and causing me to squeeze my eyes shut against it.

        	I’m hella comfortable but…

        	Not in my own bed?

      

      I want to peel my eyes open just far enough to discern where the hell I’m at, but I’m too groggy and determined to fall back asleep, despite the sun telling me otherwise.

      “Go away,” I grumble, meaning it.

      “Let me live my life,” I croak. Where’s my damn blanket? Where’s the pillow, so I can bury my head beneath it.

      Instinctively, I reach up to swipe the side of my mouth; sometimes I’m prone to drooling and want to make sure I’ve not done it on her stomach. Posey doesn’t seem to be awake yet, and I’m still drowsy, so I continue to lie here in this position, not wanting to wake her. No idea what time it is, nor do I care.

      This is much more comfortable than the hammock…

      Posey lets out a little snore. Barely audible but a snore nonetheless.

      Where’s my eye mask? Why does it have to be so damn bright in here? She needs black-out curtains. I should order some on Amazon today…

      I moan.

      Turning to my side, I nuzzle, hand on warm, smooth skin. So warm. Like lying on a beach in nothing but swim trunks, relaxing without a care in the world.

      And when was the last time I didn’t have a care in the world? Pfft. Never. For as long as I can remember, I’ve worked; worked on my plays, worked on being stronger, bigger, faster. Worked so I didn’t piss my father off, then my coaches, then team management. Working for someone else, it seems, other than myself.

      Whoa, my subconscious says. Where did that thought come from?

      Was I happy?

      Is this what I wanted?

      You’ll be happy once you’re back in Texas, where you can see your ma regularly and make sure she’s okay.

      You hated New York, remember?

      Yeah, but did I hate New York, or did I hate pushing myself?

      What’s the difference?

      I moan again in protest, wanting to shut my brain off, hand moving along the smooth surface it’s resting on, back and forth the smooth plane, back and forth…

      Feels so good.

      That hand moves up, stroking.

      A tit.

      Nice.

      Been forever since I felt one of these…

      Fuck, it’s a nice one too. Fits in the palm of my hand.

      Groggy, my thumb brushes over the nipple—which is already a pebble—back and forth, back and forth…

      Suddenly, a hand is in my hair, fingers slowly beginning to move in slow circles around my scalp as if massaging it. Fingernails lightly scratch the base of my neck.

      I want to stretch like a cat and meow, it feels so fucking good.

      My eyes still cannot open.

      That hand migrates, slowly caressing the flesh of my shoulders while my hand cups the breast, and suddenly, I’m dreaming of that beach again, but this time, I’m naked, and she’s naked. Naked and hot, sweaty and horny.

      A finger dipping into a belly button glistening with perspiration. A hand running down my spine, moving over the swell of my ass cheeks.

      My dick is rock-hard, obviously, hips moving.

      I haven’t had sex in…

      In…

      Fuck.

      Does it matter?

      I shift on the bed, rolling slightly to my back, bereft when a shock of cold air hits us between our bodies. Has me rolling forward more, hands grappling for the waist…hips…soft thighs…

      Better than a dream.

      Smells so good.

      My nose presses against a rib cage, fingers still on my back, nails still trailing along my skin, my eyes unwilling to open, even to see the dawning of the day.

      Too soon.

      Too early.

      Must be, I just fell asleep.

      In the distance, I hear the television.

      A soft moan is the other thing that greets my ears. Another one when she rolls to her side, taking my arm along with her, my dick now wedged between her thighs. Nose pressed into her back, the scent of her hardening me even more.

      Those hips; that narrow waist…move.

      Rotate in a way that has me groaning.

      My arm is at her hip but slowly slides back under her shirt to seek that beautiful, full tit as if it were home.

      I shift again so I’m spooning her, eyes still shut, operating on instinct and sleep and what’s behind my closed lids. I wonder what her tits look like…

      She moans.

      It’s a soft moan; sexy, too.

      She tilts her neck so I can nuzzle it, mouth kissing her skin.

      I have no idea who moves first or who does what, but suddenly, my hand is being pushed down between her legs; the legs that are spreading to allow me to explore there.

      It’s warm inside her pajama bottoms…

      …So warm.

      Everything feels sexy lazy but in a good way; we’re face-to-face, mouths on each other, kissing each other as if it weren’t first thing in the morning. Hot. Wet.

      My dick is pulsing, the angry little asshole, and I try to rein him in, but it’s a lost cause. He has a mind of his own, especially with her pressed against him.

      Touching him.

      What’s this now?

      We’re really doing this?

      Her head dips, buried in my chest. Lips kissing my pecs, hand wrapped around my swollen cock, stroking. Doing two things at once, I hesitate, too afraid to move, not wanting to lay my hands on her but wanting to lay my hands on her, specifically between her legs.

      I haven’t had a hand job since I was a teenager, at least as far as I can recall. Maybe one or two chicks in college jerked me off, but this is an extremely nostalgic feeling. Fucking amazing. I don’t know if it’s because I’m still half asleep or because it’s completely unexpected or because someone’s touching my dick without an invitation.

      Posey knows what she’s doing, and I am here for it.

      Her little half moan of pleasure turns into a sigh when my thumb finds the center between her legs and goes around and around in small circles over what I am assuming is her clit. She’s not exactly bare down south, but I couldn’t give a shit whether she’s shaved or waxed or has a full bush. She’s soft and warm and sweet, and that’s all that matters.

      Her little sighs turn to heavy breathing, and I know she has her eyes squeezed shut without having to look. Whether it’s because she’s embarrassed, whether it’s because she’s picturing someone else, or whether it’s because she was trying to concentrate on the way it feels, I do not know.

      But she won’t look at me.

      Her fingers tug at my dick, occasionally dipping below to tickle my balls. Don’t neglect the balls…

      She spreads her legs a little more so I can stroke her easier and use more fingers.

      She lifts her head, and we’re kissing again as if she just couldn’t stand it anymore, having her head buried in my chest and not having her lips on mine. I couldn’t even give a shit that we haven’t brushed our teeth; this lazy finger-banging session is so fucking sexy I’m going to be thinking about it all goddamn day. I just know it.

      I can feel when she’s about to come; she’s giving me a few clues. Her mouth is open, and she’s breathing heavily. I can feel it on my fingers too.

      Who knew this little prim and proper kindergarten teacher had this much passion hidden away.

      Hidden away? Nah.

      She doesn’t hide it away—she’s giving me all the clues that she’s a little tigress and not a kitten since the second I arrived. She’s yelled at me, scolded me, bossed me around. A prude doesn’t stand up to a man who looks like me. Usually, they cower—to be fair, I haven’t met any kindergarten teachers that I can recall.

      Most of the people I come in contact with don’t tell me what they do for a living, ha ha.

      Posey’s orgasm hits her, but she doesn’t stop jerking me off, her hand moving slower, but the point is, it’s still moving. Up and down, up and down, her middle finger pressing on my taint, two things at once, drowsy and sexy as hell.

      When I come, she uses the sheet.

      My fingers dig into her hips, urgent as my own hips spasm.

      Things won’t be weird—of course not, it was just fooling around. It’s not like we were having sex. Besides, we’re two adults. I can handle being around her for another week, no problem.

      And Posey isn’t the type of female who’s going to make a big deal of this.

      She has that date tonight, in any case, with that dipshit Brian, whom I can’t confirm is an actual dipshit but assume that he is.

      Nope.

      This won’t be weird.

      Not at all.

      Posey is too sensible for dramatics.

      Her big blue eyes look back at me as I watch her, bright and awake.

      An orgasm will do that to you; wake your ass up when you wanted to stay sleeping.

      “Mornin’.”

      “Morning.”

      Her hands are tucked now beneath her chin, prim and proper, a contradiction to the temptress stroking me off only seconds before.

      There’s cum in these sheets, I remind myself.

      Don’t move too far over, or it’ll be on your body.

      Gross.

      Posey yawns. “I’m going to make pancakes.”

      She rolls toward the window and slips out of bed, adjusting the waistband of her skimpy sleep shorts. How did I not notice how sexy those were last night when I’d barged into her room?

      White with blue stripes.

      Mostly sheer.

      Not modest, not by any means.

      When she turns to stretch, I can see the darker flesh of her nipples through her white tank top. Her decent-sized breasts that I’d had in the palm of my hand.

      Yeah.

      This won’t be weird.

      I’ve seen plenty of naked women—might not have banged most of them, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t seen ’em.

      Posey leaves the room to go to the hall. The door to the bathroom closes, but I hear the water running shortly after that, then it opens again.

      She doesn’t return to her bedroom.

      “Well, shit. Guess I should get my ass movin’.”

      It feels weird sliding out of bed after her; crazier that she ain’t coming back after what we’d just done. I hate to sound sentimental or attached—because I most certainly am not. But usually, when I sleep with someone, I at least make small talk with them afterward.

      “She’s going to make pancakes.”

      Things won’t be weird—of course not. It was just fooling around. Maybe I don’t want pancakes. Maybe I want cereal. Or fruit.

      Or oatmeal.

      Still.

      Shouldn’t she be the one lying here, staring at the open door, wondering what the deal is? Instead, it’s me, squatting here in my boxers, feeling vulnerable and stupid.

      Time to get a move on.

      I should at least take a jog around the block or something, run off some of this tension, though the orgasm certainly helped.

      Or did that make it worse?
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      Don’t think about it.

      Just stir the batter.

      Batter.

      Baby batter.

      Oh God.

      I almost had it in my hand—what was I thinking giving Duke Colter a hand job? In my own bed! Not only am I going to have that memory every time I close my eyes to sleep, but my room is also going to smell like him for the rest of the week.

      I make a mental note to strip the bed and start a load of laundry, anxious to get his DNA off my bedding.

      I love sex.

      The thought of it with someone I care about actually makes my mouth water and my boobs sensitive—is that weird?

      But getting intimate with a guy I barely know?

      I don’t know how to feel about it.

      I don’t usually do casual sex—and yes, yes, I know—his penis wasn’t inside my vagina. But it was still intimate and maybe even more so? We kissed.

      His tongue was in my mouth!

      His fingers were…

      I whip the batter harder, furiously, causing a good amount to spill out of the bowl and onto the floor.

      Better the floor than my shirt.

      I have no way of knowing if Duke is still lounging in my bed, but I have no plans to march up there to find out.

      The griddle is heated, so I spoon on some liquid pancake, watching as it bubbles to life. It’s a buttery pan and gonna be so delicious. I add pecans, then take a spoon full of butter once the pancakes brown and run that along the edge, watching as it sizzles to life.

      Flaky, buttery pecan pancakes.

      My favorites.

      Not that I have an appetite; my stomach is in knots. But I needed something to do with this nervous energy—it’s not as if I was going to take a jog around the block or something!

      I don’t hear Duke enter the kitchen so much as I feel his presence.

      He stands behind me for a few quiet seconds before I realize I’m standing in front of the coffee pot, and he’s waiting patiently with a mug in his hand.

      Oh God.

      I’m a mess.

      A hormonal, confused mess.

      This doesn’t have to be weird! We are two grown consenting adults, and if we want to get each other off, SO BE IT! It’s not a crime to touch a man’s dick you’re not in love with or committed to.

      Or dating.

      Lord.

      I have a date tonight with Brian.

      Please let me be sexually attracted to him as I am to Duke so we can start dating and I can get laid, I pray. Please let me be sexually attracted to him as I am to Duke…

      Guh.

      I feel like a fool, body still warm from snuggling with Duke—if one could classify it as snuggling.

      Spooning?

      Even that’s a stretch since the man’s dick was in my ass crack.

      And Lord, did it ever feel good.

      I step aside so he can fill his mug, sneaking a sniff at his skin.

      He’s put a shirt on to cover his torso, but even that doesn’t hide the sinewy muscles and firm backside.

      I could have come from that dick in my crack, damned if I couldn’t have.

      Masturbating is fine, but dicks are another thing entirely…

      Dicks inside me.

      Dicks near my crack.

      Yes, please.

      I’m about to lick the pancake batter whisk when I catch Duke watching me above the rim of his coffee mug, brows raised.

      “What?” I turn back toward the griddle so I don’t have to look at him looking at me, knowing my cheeks are probably bright pink.

      “You look like you’re thinkin’ ’bout somethin’ dirty.” He says it with a low chuckle as if he knows what I’m thinking, which somehow makes it worse.

      “Just goes to show what you know.” I flip the pancakes; they’re a beautiful golden brown and topped with now toasted pecans.

      “Do I get to eat some, or are you makin’ those for your friend Anna?”

      That makes me smile, the cocky shit.

      “You can have some if you’re hungry.”

      Duke yawns, stretching, still in his boxers. When I glance behind me, I can’t stop my eyes from checking out his thick thighs. They’re flexing as he moves, hard as rocks.

      Hard as cock.

      Ha!

      Dang, I’m funny when I want to be.

      I hang around children way too often; my humor is wasted because I have to be professional at all times unless I’m being silly.

      “Big date tonight.”

      I nod. “Yup. Big date.”

      “Where’s it at?”

      Thinking nothing of it, I supply him with the information. “Just a bar in the city.”

      “Why you drivin’ to the city? Shouldn’t he come to the suburbs?”

      “Shouldn’t you mind your business?”

      He is so annoying!

      Duke shrugs. “Just sayin’.” Pauses. “Little advice, maybe you should make him work at it a little harder. He sounds like one of them fuck boys who expect to sit there while the ladies all fight for him.”

      “I’m sure he’s past the stage of being a fuck boy,” I declare. “Besides, I told you this a million times—I know Brian. We went to high school together.”

      “Ah. So he couldn’t have turned into a douche. Got it.”

      Waving the spatula in the air, I turn toward him. “Okay, smart-ass, tell me this. Are you a bigger douche than you were in high school, or were you douchier back then?”

      Did that question even make sense?

      “Are you askin’ me if I think I’m a douche?”

      “Sure.”

      “No.” He reaches over and steals a pancake from the griddle before it’s even done cooking, teeth tearing into it. “I don’t think I’m a douche—fuck, this is hot!”

      “Serves you right for stealing that before I’m ready to serve it!”

      Duke waves the pancake in my direction; it flops between us. “Just because I don’t sugarcoat things and don’t mince words—and don’t have a tolerance for snowflakes—doesn’t make me a douche. It makes me a man who values his time.”

      I mull that over in my mind. “So you’re rude to save time?”

      He nods, seemingly proud that I got his gist. “Exactly.”

      Oh, brother.

      “What’s it like when you’re not rude?”

      Duke stares me down, biting into the pancake. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean—you broke into my house, you eat things that aren’t yours.” I blankly stare at the pancake in his hand. “You barged into my room last night.”

      He shifts on his heels. “I’m fun. What in tarnation are you tawkin’ ’bout?”

      What in tarnation are you tawkin’ ’bout.

      I stifle my laughter. He sounds like a cowboy from a Wild West movie set in the sixties.

      “I’m just saying—you’re like a bull in a boutique.”

      Duke studies me, reaching around for another pancake. He folds it and puts the entire thing in his mouth.

      “Don’t you want butter and syrup?”

      He shakes his head. “Too much sugar.”

      Rolling my eyes, I fetch myself a plate and put two pancakes on it. I melt butter on the top and between the pancakes, then add a little syrup. Taking my plate to the table, I sit facing the backyard so I can watch the birds in the trees and the sun rising further up into the sky.

      With every bite I put in my mouth and savor on my tongue, I get more lost in thought. What am I wearing tonight? What time should I leave for the city? It’s Saturday, so hopefully, there won’t be much traffic—and I probably won’t drink, so I don’t have to take a cab or get a ride.

      My phone buzzes, and I glance at it to see a notification: Brian has sent you a message!

      This cheers me up considerably, not that I was in a foul mood.

      Brian: I was thinking of coming closer to you—see my old stomping grounds, maybe drive past the old high school before drinks haha. Want to meet at Wylee’s on the Lake?

      Wylee’s on the Lake is a localish bar and grill best known for its fried chicken and Friday Fish Frys.

      Er.

      Great.

      At least it will only take me ten minutes to get there.

      And considering it’s a bar and grill, and I’ll probably stink by the time we’re done, I won’t have to dress up.

      Kind of a bummer, but it is what it is. I manifested Brian taking more of the lead, and this is what I get.

      Me: Sure, Wylee’s works. Haven’t been there in ages.

      For a reason.

      Brian: Cool. How far is it from your place?

      Uh.

      Not sure how to answer that—he’s not a random stranger, but it’s been years since I’ve seen him, and even back in high school it’s not as if we hung out together. Not sure if I want to give him my location, ha.

      Me: Closer than downtown that’s for sure.

      There’s a brief pause between his messages before the next one pops up.

      Brian: Cool. See you then.

      “A wordsmith he is not,” I mutter.

      Unfortunately, Duke is still hovering over me, listening. “What was that now?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Were you just on the dating app?”

      I turn to look at him, pancakes half in my mouth. “Are you looking at my phone over my shoulder?”

      “It’s a bright red app—it isn’t hard to miss.”

      He’s not wrong, but that is hardly the point, is it? “That was Brian confirming our date tonight. He’s meeting me in town instead of in the city like a gentleman.”

      Duke rolls his eyes, nicking food from my plate. “What’s with the change of heart?”

      “He said he wanted to see his old stomping grounds, maybe even drive past the high school.”

      “He’s so full of shit.”

      Now I turn to completely face him, spinning in my chair, breakfast forgotten. He has managed to ruin my morning!

      “Here we go with your conspiracy theories about how he’s a fuck boy.”

      He reaches over and takes my entire plate; no manner, just gluttony. “Well, isn’t he?”

      “No!”

      “Where’re you goin’ on your date?”

      “A place called Wylee’s.”

      “Wylee’s?” He sets the plate down, licks the syrup off his fingers he JUST told me he didn’t want to eat because it had too much sugar, and picks his phone up off the counter to tap out a search. “Wylee’s sells broasted chicken.”

      “So?”

      Duke laughs, loud and deep. “You’re meetin’ at a bar with a dart league on Tuesdays and a bags league on the weekends.”

      “So?”

      “Not to mention, this place is seven point three miles from here.”

      I sigh. “So?”

      What’s his point?

      “He thinks if he comes closer to your place, you’ll bring him home, and he’ll get to fuck you.”

      Well.

      Okay then.

      Well.

      My cheeks are hot pink. “That is not happening.”

      “So?” he parrots me. “Just ’cause you say it’s not happenin’ doesn’t mean he isn’t going to manifest it.” He laughs again, using my own inner thoughts against me.

      “Would you please leave me alone? And give me back my plate. I wasn’t done with that.”

      He hands me the plate.

      It’s mostly empty except for a few stray pecans that have fallen off their pancakes.

      I pick one up, nibbling at it.

      So good.

      “The good news is you can wear a hoodie if you have a hankerin’.”

      “Shut up, Duke.”

      His monster shoulders shrug as he tilts his head to one side, thinking. “Don’t I recall one of your house rules as not bringin’ house guests home without discussin’ it first?”

      “No one is bringing a house guest home tonight.” I wish he would go away, but instead, he’s just standing there needling me. Harping on me like an older brother—one I never asked for. “And besides, you never read those rules anyway. How would you even know?”

      “Oh, I read them all right. All ten of them.” He clears his throat. “Don’t eat your roommate's food without asking—or replace it once you do. Always ask to borrow things.” Duke pauses. “That’s the rule sayin’ I have to ask if I want to borrow your clothes and vice versa.”

      How is he reciting this verbatim? “You’ve broken both of those rules.”

      “Keep music and voice to a respectable volume, especially at bedtime.” He goes on. “No overnight guests without consulting the other person. Keep all doors locked at all times.” He looks at me pointedly. “But not the windows, apparently.”

      “Wow, really, you smart-ass?”

      “I’d rather be a smart-ass than a dumbass.” He laughs again.

      It’s a deep, pleasant laugh—one I don’t hate at all. In fact, it warms me from the inside out and does something to my lower half I’m not exactly comfortable with.

      I wish he went away.

      He’s completely disrupted my routine, my life. We’ve been intimate, and I can’t get the taste of him out of my mouth; can’t get the sensation of his fingers gone from between my legs. It had barely taken me any time at all to come.

      “I have no idea how to respond to that.”

      No. He’s no dumbass, far from it. Behind those eyes and that youthful personality is an extremely intuitive man. I wonder how many people have failed to see that over the past few years.

      Wonder how many people have taken advantage of him, men and women—maybe even his own family? I hear that happens sometimes.
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        * * *

      

      It’s date night.

      The first one in a long time, and I stand in front of my closet, chewing at my thumbnail, debating what to wear. Jeans, for sure—Wylee’s isn’t a fancy place. If fact, I could probably get by with sweatpants if I really wanted to.

      For a first date, I would have never personally chosen Wylee’s.

      I’m disappointed.

      Staring at the building from the parking lot, I wonder how easy Brian will be to spot; if he’s inside waiting for me already or if he’ll be late.

      It’s a big brown cedar shake restaurant with a huge back patio overlooking a lake and the boats in the harbor below. Christmas lights are strung all over the deck railing.

      I can already hear the music. It’s probably from a jukebox—it’s that kind of place.

      Jeans.

      T-shirt covered in flirty, red hearts. Gold heart necklace.

      Hair down.

      Wedge sandals, casual but they add a few inches to my short frame.

      Taking a deep breath, I clutch my small red purse, tucking it beneath my armpit before pulling open the door and taking the first step inside.

      It’s not necessarily a crowded bar, but it has more people in it than I was expecting it to—considering it’s only seven o’clock. Don’t places like this get really busy around ten?

      My eyes scan the room, looking for any signs of Brian or a man who looks like the teenage boy I remember from high school. I see several, but none of them look like the picture on the dating app; one man is completely bald with a mustache so that can’t be him. Another one is way too tall and bulky to be Brian. And then there’s a guy already sitting at the bar, leaning forward, elbows on the bar top, and it appears he’s already had a drink.

      That can’t be. Who arrives to a date and orders a drink before their date even arrives?

      Apparently, Brian does.

      The man doesn’t turn until I approach, not bothering to look for me.

      He’s laughing with the bartender—a woman, not that it matters—deep in what appears to be a humorous conversation, the young woman’s eyes meeting mine as I stand behind him.

      She scurries off.

      That’s when Brian finally turns and sees me.

      It takes him a good few seconds to put my face and my name together; to connect the dots that I’m his date, and he drove all this way for me.

      “Hey!” he says. “You made it.”

      Uh yeah, I made it. We have a date!

      Did he think I wasn’t going to show up?

      “Yup, I made it.” There’s no seat next to him, so I continue to stand. He doesn’t ask if I’d like to sit but rather, chugs the last of his drink (a beer), sets the glass down, and pushes his stool back so he can stand.

      “Want to grab a table outside?”

      “Sure.”

      My stomach was in knots before—nerves of excitement and uncertainty—but now it’s in knots for a different reason; disappointment.

      I’m already disappointed, and we haven’t even sat down for drinks yet. Brian is already one ahead of me.

      As he leads me to the back deck overlooking the lake, I take the time to look him over. Assess his appearance to determine whether or not he looks the same as he does in his dating profile.

      He has a little less hair. He’s certainly taller than he was in high school, but still is thin—not that that is a big deal, but his profile picture makes him look like he’s in much better shape.

      Fit.

      Pale, as if he hasn’t been on the receiving end of the sun in years. I get that he works in an office and probably is indoors the majority of the time, but I love being in nature and the outdoors as much as I can, especially on the weekends. I wonder if he does too, or if he is solely an indoor creature.

      Brian plops himself down at a table near the fire railing so we have a beautiful view of the harbor below and the boats parked on the public dock. The majority of their owners are probably inside enjoying a meal.

      Broasted chicken…

      He immediately flags down the server, arm in the air, finger tipping toward him to indicate that we would like to order something.

      “I’m assuming you want something?”

      “Yeah, I think I’ll get a cocktail.” I think I’m gonna need the alcohol to get through this date.

      The good news is I know him from high school, and I can just reminisce about the good old days. I can keep it platonic and steer the conversation away from anything romantic.

      “So how’s it going?” That’s the first thing he asks when the server walks away, leaving us to our own devices.

      “It’s good.” I rack my brain for an actual topic.

      “No, I meant—how’s the online dating shit going for you? Been on any other dates lately?”

      I shake my head. “Honestly, not really. I actually just downloaded the app the night before you and I matched. I haven’t dated much—been focusing on my job and my friends.”

      “You used to hang out with that Shannon Dearborn and Missy Schneider. Do you still see them?”

      I shake my head again. “These days, I hang out with my college friends. I was living with my friend Molly, but she just moved in with her boyfriend. She’s downtown, actually.”

      “Huh,” Brian muses. “I don’t see any guys from high school anymore. Most of them are dicks.” He laughs. “Losers. Still trying to relive the glory days, playing on bowling leagues and having kids.”

      “You have kids,” I point out, irritated.

      “Yeah.” He takes a drink. “But I only see mine every other weekend.”

      That logic confuses me.

      “Do you want more?” It’s a question I should have asked when we were making small talk in the app and not on the first date.

      “No.” He laughs as if it was the most ridiculous question. “One ex-wife is enough for me. She drives me nuts. Constantly texting me for shit, school supplies, practice schedules, doctor bills—drives me fucking nuts.”

      Um.

      I clamp my lips shut, grateful when the server sets a dirty martini in front of me. I don’t normally drink these, but I have a feeling I’ll need the alcohol.

      Or a good excuse to leave early.

      “So what are you looking for?”

      Brian shrugs. “I’m looking for someone to hang with. You know, have a good time, take a few trips maybe. Be chill.”

      Wow.

      He wants to hang and be chill.

      If that’s a code word for something else, I’m not smart enough to know what that is, but for at least another half an hour, I suffer through Brian rambling on and complaining about his ex-wife. I listen to him telling me about his incredible job and how important he is at his office, and the trips he takes around the United States to schmooze clients. I listen to him talk about a drunken Jamaican vacation with his fraternity brothers from college, and how their friend Stephen disappeared for an entire twenty-four hours before they found him, passed out “butt ass naked” on the beach.

      How is that funny?

      He and his friends sound like immature assholes.

      The entire time he’s talking, my stomach roils with disgust… I cannot stand this man. Not only has he asked barely any questions about me, but it’s also clear to me that his moral compass is completely off.

      Duke was right. Brian is a fuck boy.

      Deep down inside, I knew Duke was right, but I didn’t want to admit it—at least, not to him.

      Not out loud, anyway.

      God, I hate myself for being on this date.

      What’s worse, the other guests at the bar and grill are looking at us as if they know it’s our first date and think it’s so romantic that we’re just getting to know each other. One woman keeps glancing over at us and smiling at her husband, tapping him on the forearm and pointing as she does it.

      It’s nauseating.

      I don’t want anyone to think that I am with him with him.

      I glance at the time.

      It’s been forty-five minutes, and at this point, I’m justified in heading for the hills. It’s for my mental health!

      I yawn for good measure.

      And when the server comes over to check on us, I tell her I’m good and don’t need anything else.

      “You’re not going to have another one?”

      I look down at the beer in his hand, wondering how many he’s had since he got here.

      “Nope, I’m good.” I pick up my purse, tucking it back beneath my arm. “Actually, I’m really tired and have to get up early tomorrow.”

      “Early? It’s Sunday.” Brian laughs.

      “Yeah, there’s a flea market I’m going to with a friend, and we wake up at five.” The lie slips off my tongue.

      “You couldn’t pay me to wake up at five.”

      “That’s why you’re not invited along,” I tease, anxious to get the hell out of this place.

      “Oh come on now.” His hand touches my arm. “Are you going to at least invite me over for a nightcap?”

      I shrug him off. “Er. Ha ha.” I’m so nervous right now I could barf on his shoes. “I hadn’t planned on it.”

      Brian hops up off his stool. “Let me walk you to your car.”

      He doesn’t put his hand on me or put his hand around my shoulder—thank God—but he’s walking close to me, invading my personal space.

      I can’t wait to tell the girls about this one: Brian from high school is gross, big shocker.

      The parking lot is too dark for my liking. Only a few lights off to the side of the lot illuminate the area, but I’m grateful I got a good spot next to the building.

      I unlock it so the sidelights glow, giving me more light.

      “Well. It was good catching up,” I lie again ’cause it wasn’t. I barely had a chance to talk, let alone update him on anything going on in my life, which is fine. Who cares? I don’t need this jerk to know anything about me anyway.

      Brian leans against my car. “You sure you’re done for the night?”

      Ew.

      “Yup,” I pop the ‘P,’ irritated. I said what I said, and I’m not changing my mind, no matter how insistent he is that we carry on with the evening.

      “Can I at least get a kiss?”

      A kiss?

      “Um.” I stall. “How about a hug instead?”

      Brian laughs, pushing himself off my car, coming over to hug me.

      And hug me.

      And hug me.

      When I pull away, he grabs me again, lifting me off the ground to carry me.

      I swat at him until my feet hit the ground.

      He laughs.

      —until he’s not laughing at all.

      “You think that’s funny, asshole?”

      Brian’s feet are hanging off the ground by feet, not inches the way mine were, Duke’s powerful arms wrapped around his waist as he hoists him up.

      My hand instantly flies to my mouth in shock. Shock, I say!

      “Oh my God, Duke.” The words come flying out of my mouth before I can stop them. The sight of my roommate holding my date off the ground has me completely shell-shocked.

      Decked out in his “disguise”—wig, hat, sunglasses, and all—Duke isn’t hurting Brian, but he’s caught him off guard. And from the looks of him, Brian is not happy.

      “Put me down, you motherfucker,” he curses, kicking his legs like a little kid.

      “Ah, ah, ah—be nice,” Duke coos in his ear. “I watched you mishandlin’ Ms. Kettner from my car and thought you might like a taste of your own medicine.” He pauses. “Were you plannin’ on walkin’ off with her?”

      “No! I was saying goodbye,” Brian lies. “Who the fuck is this, Posey? Tell him to put me down.”

      He needs me to tell Duke to release him?

      Duke and I both ignore Brian.

      “Go hop in my car, Pose. It’s the burgundy Buick.”

      My eyes scan the parking lot and I find a familiar-looking Buick parked in the corner, in direct sight of my own vehicle.

      Is that…?

      Could it be…?

      Mrs. Galvin’s old sedan?

      “Go on now,” Duke tells me again, still holding Brian in the air as if he weighs nothing. “Just gonna have a word with Dating App Brian.”

      Oh Jesus.

      Slowly, I walk to my neighbor's burgundy, thirty-year-old classic and open the passenger seat door. I slide in but leave the door open.

      I want to see the show and hear it too.

      It’s tougher to hear than I’d hoped. Whatever Duke is saying to Brian, he’s talking low and slow. Eventually, Brian nods.

      Brian walks off without looking back until suddenly he’s in a full run to the other side of the parking lot on the other side of the Wylee’s building.

      I sniff the air.

      Sniff again.

      “What the…?”

      Beside me is a white plastic bag of chicken—one large carton of broasted chicken and what appears to be a cardboard container of potato fries that’s been busted open and devoured on Mrs. Galvin’s faux leather front seat.

      Eating in her vintage car? He is in so much trouble!

      “What a piece of shit,” Duke says as he folds his large body behind the steering wheel, closing the door with a loud thud.

      I hear: What a piece of she-yit.

      “First of all…” I lose no time starting in. “What in the hell are you doing here?”

      “Getting chicken.”

      That makes me laugh. “You freaking liar. Were you here spying on me?”

      “No. You said they had broasted chicken, and I was hungry, so here we are.”

      Liar, liar, pants on fire.

      I fold my arms across my chest, dumping my clutch onto the seat. “You stole a car just so you could come and get chicken instead of sending me a message to grab some for you?”

      “Didn’t steal it.” Duke nabs a potato fry from the container and pops the end in his mouth. “I borrowed it from Mrs. Galvin.”

      Say what now?

      My jaw drops open. “Mrs. Galvin let you borrow her car?” I know I sound absolutely incredulous, but this makes no sense. She won’t even let me borrow a cup of sugar. Why would she lend a stranger her Buick? “Why would she do that?”

      I saw the glares she was giving him the other day when we were outside, and he was fixing the deck.

      “I told her you were out with a narcissist and may need my help. She was more than happy to help me out.”

      Happy to help him out?

      I highly doubt that. “What did you promise her?”

      “Nothin’.”

      “Don’t you lie to me, Duke Colter.”

      He sighs, loud and long. “Fine. I promised her two seats at the thirty-yard line to a game against the Chicago Steam and the Philadelphia Wildcats.”

      “But…you’re not on those teams.”

      “Her grandson is a fan of Chicago, apparently—not Texas or New York.”

      “That’s it? Two tickets to a game?”

      He’s quiet a few seconds before he admits, “And…a gift card to the Sunset Skillet.”

      “The Sunset Skillet?” I giggle. “That’s where all the older people in town go for breakfast every morning. It’s like a pickup bar for grandparents.”

      “And…” he begins.

      “Stop it! There’s more?”

      “And a pedicure at the Curl Up and Dye.”

      That old woman is diabolical and has some nerve shaking down my houseguest for free shit when all he needed to agree to was filling her tank with gas and maybe running it through the car wash.

      Anyway, still. It was nice of her to do but completely unnecessary.

      My chin goes up a notch. “I was handling everything just fine, thank you very much.”

      I don’t need a man to come galloping to my rescue, or in this case, in his burgundy steel steed.

      “I wasn’t tryin’ to rescue you. I said I wanted chicken, and I wanted chicken.” He snatches up the container to show me the remains. “See?”

      Not impressed.

      “This whole car smells like chicken.” I glance in the back seat. “You’re going to have to air it out tomorrow or get air fresheners or something.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He rolls his eyes and looks over at me. “But for real. You okay?”

      I suck in a deep breath and glance out the window. Brian has long gone, peeling out of the parking lot with a squeal, not having bothered to put on his turn signal, probably more pissed off than he’s ever been a day in his life.

      Or not.

      For all I know he’s a hothead.

      “I’m fine. It was weird when he picked me up…” I gulp. “Worst hug ever.”

      Duke doesn’t respond, just nods solemnly in support. “Yeah. Worst hug ever.”

      “How long were you watching us when you went inside to get your chicken?”

      “Not long,” he says. “But…” He clears his throat. “I could tell by your body language you weren’t into it. You weren’t touchin’ your drink, and he wouldn’t shut his fuckin’ mouth, and it looked off.” He shrugs. “So I waited. Just in case.”

      I don’t believe for one minute he borrowed a car and came to the same place where my date was for the express purpose of getting fried meat, but I’ll never get him to admit it.

      I’ve known Duke Colter for one week, and he’s already got my back.

      My heart constricts.

      “You gonna be okay to drive home?”

      Pfft. “I’m fine. That whole thing was totally bizarre, but I never have to see Brian again unless the asshole shows up at our class reunion.”

      I can shake it off.

      I don’t want to think about the confrontation Brian and I would have had if Duke hadn’t swooped in and threatened to kick his ass.

      “You can hire me to be your bodyguard.” He chuckles, removing the sunglasses from his face.

      “Take all that off. You look so stupid.”

      I have both my legs out of the car, purse in my hand, ready to go back to my own vehicle. When I look back over my shoulder at Duke, he’s staring at me with those big blue eyes—without the cap and the wig.

      “Hey,” he says.

      “Hmm.”

      “That guy was a creep. Your next date won’t be anything like that. It might not be perfect, but it won’t be anything like that.”

      “I know.” But that doesn’t mean I won’t be a hair bit gun-shy, and he and I both know it. It took a lot for me to come out tonight, and I wind up out with a complete douche canoe.

      There’s no doubt I’ll be spreading the word as far and wide as I can that Brian Campbell is a dangerous guy.

      I shiver.

      “You’re cold—better get home.”

      I nod. “You following me?”

      “Uh, yeah. I got lost g’ttin' here. I have no idea where the fuck I am.”

      He got lost getting here? “It’s seven miles away.”

      His chin rises. “I don’t trust the directions.”

      I laugh as I close the passenger side door, walking slowly to my car, fully aware that his eyes are on me the same way his fingers were in my vagina this morning, tongue in my mouth, and stop thinking about it, Posey!

      Before starting the car, I shoot Kate, Molly, and Anna a group text.

      Me: Worst date everrrr!!!!! Brian Campbell is a P-I-G. On my way home, will text more later.

      I set the phone in the center console before starting the ignition and putting it in drive.
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      Reasons tonight was the worst:

      
        	I got totally taken advantage of by the crotchety old woman next door, who knew damn well I was going to pay her whatever price she wanted to borrow her car.

        	Posey had the shit scared out of her by the dickhead I knew was going to be a dickhead.

        	I hate being right about the second one.

      

      She’s locked in her room—or at least, the door is closed—after we arrived home, her door closing shortly after she disappeared up the stairs.

      I set the bag of chicken remnants on the counter, along with my mullet wig, baseball cap, and sunglass disguise.

      That idiot hadn’t recognized me even after Posey used my name—thank God.

      Hadn’t even looked at my face.

      Hadn’t had the balls, I don’t think.

      Well. The good news is he won’t ever bother her again. I guarantee that.

      I lean against the counter, scratching at the stubble on my chin, thinking about everything I’ve seen tonight. I watched as she fussed over her hair and listened to her tell me how nervous she was because she hasn’t had a date in months.

      Fucker had to go and ruin the whole dang thing for her by being a horny piece of shit.

      My instincts didn’t take me to Wylee’s for broasted chicken and wings—my instincts had me borrowing that old lady’s car because something felt wrong. And I hate meddling in other people’s lives, but I had to make sure; plus, I’d get dinner out of it despite having a fridge full of food.

      My instincts should win a goddamn award for being freaking lit.

      I pat myself on the back.

      I’d sat in that parking lot for what felt like hours, at one point going inside for my dinner. It came in a bag, obviously, and the To-Go counter was within spying distance of Posey and the Sleaze, but I couldn’t linger long; people were gawking at me as if I were an unwelcome stranger they didn’t want hanging around.

      Then again, it could have just been the mullet and the sunglasses.

      I’d gone back to my car with the bag, hungry as hell and needing something to occupy my time while I spied, justifying the creep factor as one part genuine concern—the other part genuine boredom.

      I’d make a terrible private investigator, grease from the meal all over the steering wheel and my mouth, barely paying attention to the action in front of me until my target had walked off the back porch, scumbag trailing along after her.

      I watched.

      Like a hawk.

      Considered it an innocent goodbye until I’d seen the bastard put a hand on her, throwing open the car door before I’d thought twice about it. I might be a big dude, but I was light on my feet and fast.

      Too fast for him to know what was hitting him…

      “Put me down, you motherfucker,” he cursed at me, kicking his feet out and hitting me in the kneecap like a spoiled child.

      A terrified big child.

      “Ah, ah, ah—be nice. I watched you mishandlin’ Ms. Kettner from my car and thought you might like a taste of your own medicine.” I paused. “Were you plannin’ on walkin’ off with her?”

      “No! I was saying goodbye,” the little fucker lied. He damn well was going to try to get him to her car. Truck. Whatever. “Who the fuck is this, Posey—tell him to put me down.”

      Too weak to see who was holding the miserable son of a bitch half in the air.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I hissed in his ear. “Now. I watched you half the time you were sittin’ with her and from what I can tell, you’re a bag of shit—the kind of asshole who pits a pill in a lady’s drink the second she gets up to use the toilet.”

      I wasn’t wrong about that; I’ve seen men like him take advantage of women in clubs, bars, regular restaurants, too.

      “Who the fuck are you?” He wanted to know.

      “Don’t fucking worry about it, you dirty motherfucker. I could snap your neck right now if I wanted to.”

      And I wanted to.

      I just didn’t need to end up in prison before the football season officially started and before the Texas Steer announced I was joining their team.

      Pops would roll over in his grave.

      Still.

      I wanted to. The cocky bastard didn’t know when to shut his goddamn trap.

      “Delete Posey from your app—I don’t want you contactin’ her again, got it?”

      “Or what?”

      The bastard had the balls to argue with me.

      “Well. I know you. I know your name, I know you live in the city, I know you’re an architect, and it won’t be difficult to find out where. One little drop-in from me will crush your entire career.”

      Dude. Since when do I threaten people who aren’t on the playing field with me?

      I almost laugh to myself—like I’d ever drop by some dude's office and ruin his job or get him fired. Ha. That ain’t my style, but he doesn’t need to know that. All this asshole knows is I’m holding him hostage in the air, breathing down his neck and making idle threats about his livelihood.

      At least it isn’t his manhood.

      “When I put you down, you’re not going to turn around, got it?” I fancied myself a mob boss or a hit man, threatening the punks who threaten ‘The Family,’ taking to my role as a protector with abandon. “You’re gonna walk away and not look back.”

      I should have been an actor.

      I gave him a hard nudge. “Got it?”

      The stubborn fuck just nodded his bobble head, pissed off he was being bossed around by a man he couldn’t identify; but if he’d turned around and somehow recognized me? I’d have been fucked.

      Fucked real good.

      “On the count of three, I’m gonna set you down.”

      “Just fucking set me down,” Brian demanded.

      “Hey! I’m callin’ the shots here.”

      “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “You’re not a real smart guy, are you?”

      “I’m not the one in a Half Nelson Bulldog, idiot.” I leaned closer to growl. “I will chase you down and tackle you if you look back, motherfucker, and trust me when I say—you do not want me to tackle you.”

      Although I’d have been lying if I said I wouldn’t have loved the challenge.

      In the end, the sleazebag had listened, walking—then running—when I set him down. Ran like Forest Gump to his truck parked on the opposite side of the building in the other parking lot.

      Sucker.

      A shower sounds good; I need to wash that shithead down the drain and am pleased when I find the bathroom empty once I get upstairs, the day finally taking its toll.

      I barely fit in here, this shower stall.

      Compared to my shower in my penthouse apartment, this is like being in a box, my elbows hitting the wall and shower curtain every time I reach up to scrub my hair.

      Eventually, my thoughts veer straight to the afternoon, trying to convince the old bat who lives next door to lend me her car. I grin as I scrub my scalp, recalling the skeptical look on her face while I tried to wheel and deal and bargain with her. She was a shrewd negotiator, driving up the ante once she knew how determined I was to drive off with her car.

      Supply and demand.

      She believed my story but was also a greedy little shit, sensing my urgency.

      Plot twist: she also recognized me.

      “Do you think I’m deaf and blind and don’t read the papers?” She’d croaked at me over the hedge after catching me lingering there, hoping she’d come outside so I wouldn’t have to knock on her door. “I know who you are, young man, but what I don’t know is why you’re sniffing around here.”

      Sniffing around here?

      The paper?

      Who reads the papers anymore?

      “Ma’am, with all due respect, Ms. Kettner is my cousin. And I’m here on business, layin’ low. Hadn’t had any home cookin’ since I moved away from my mama—when Posey offered me her spare room, shucks.” I pretended to be bashful. “Couldn’t pass up the opportunity to see my cuz.”

      “Cousins, my ass,” she harrumphed in a way only an old woman can: with pursed lips and an attitude. And rightly so. I was lying, and we both knew it, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to stick to my story.

      Playing this game was fun.

      I hadn’t had fun in a really long time thanks to entering the draft as a kid—twenty-two was young, in my opinion, to have that much pressure on you. I had to get my own place, pay my own bills, hire managers and agents, and trust them with my money.

      Sometimes it worked in my favor. Other times, it didn’t.

      That is why I’m in Illinois, hiding in the suburbs, near where my new and trustworthy agent hung his hat. There is security in having Elias close by—almost at my beck and call, though so far? I haven’t needed him.

      I barely thought of him, honestly, or the shitstorm coming my way. If one considered a media blitz a shitstorm, which I most certainly do.

      No one has seen me in over a week, so the good people at the sports networks are starting to speculate, as they’re wont to do. What’s going on with Duke Colter? Where is he? Is he hiding?

      Has he been traded?

      Has he been let go?

      WHERE IS DUKE COLTER?

      I’ve been video chatting and texting Eli, which has suited me just fine. I thought I’d want more visits from him—thought I’d want him to drop by the house while I was here—but Posey has kept me occupied and entertained.

      The hammock. The book.

      The fence I still have to fix.

      The men I have to scare off for my roomie.

      That fucker.

      What a piece of shit, scaring her like that.

      Hell, my heart was racing something fierce as I’d watched from my car in the parking lot, wanting to lash out at him a lot sooner than I had.

      That’s the Colter Self-Control my pops tried to drill into me from the time I stopped sleeping in my crib. He’d done the same with Dallas, Drew, and Drake, and we turned out just fine.

      Mostly.

      I scrub, the shampoo good and lathery, thinking maybe I used too much of it, considering it takes a while to rinse it out.

      I go easy on the conditioner.

      Funny thing: I thought I’d hate it here. Being stuck in this small house—which I didn’t think was gonna be this small—with a woman I didn’t know, in a town I couldn’t explore, because I insisted on being within rock throwing distance of my agent.

      Because I was freaking the fuck out.

      Scared.

      I wanted the change but hadn’t been ready for it. My dad was gone, my brothers were doing their own thing, I had no one guiding me except the man I was paying. Elias Cohen gets a giant chuck of change to negotiate contracts I can’t negotiate myself, and that itself is terrifying.

      Plenty of athletes have been screwed over by their business managers; I was one of them, though he didn’t hit me in the pocketbook. I fired him as soon as he fucked me by letting me go to a team I hadn’t wanted to go to, in a trade that benefited him instead.

      He made a side deal with New York and blindsided me in the process.

      I whistle as water hits my chest, the shower nozzle a good twelve inches too low, or at least that’s how it feels.

      Yeah, I’m not miserable at all.

      In fact, I’m more relaxed than I’ve been in…years.

      Plus, I haven’t eaten this good either, and I don’t count the fancy-ass bullshit restaurants I’ve dined at. Fake smiling and making small talk and eating steaks drenched in butter that always gives me toilet chili later on.

      Posey.

      Started this morning with an orgasm and ended it with a douche.

      I told her so, not that I’d say it to her face; she’d chew my ass out.

      Seriously, though, did she go out with him for spite? She had to have known he was a dick, not wanting to commit to a date, initially not wanting to drive to see her.

      Red flag.

      Red flag.

      Red. Fucking. Flag.

      The dude was covered in them. I wouldn't have been surprised if he’d worn a red shirt tonight.

      I scrub my hair harder, unexpectedly tense. Rinse. Squirt a blob of body wash that isn’t mine into the pink fluff thing hanging from the handle that also isn’t mine. Floral scents assail me that I normally wouldn’t wash with, considering they’re feminine, but at least it’s better than smelling like fried chicken wings.

      Damn, that chicken was good…

      I wash all over, scrubbing my chest, pits, and ass with Posey’s fluff puff, doing my thighs and hips, running its suds along my calves. The bubbles stick to my chest hair, so I spin, rinsing.

      My hands drag down my chest, slowly sluicing the bubbles from my body, my hand gripping my cock. It’s not hard or anything, but it will be within seconds now that I am slowly stroking it.

      Goddamn.

      Who would’ve thought tonight would be such an adrenaline rush, wanting to kick that dude’s ass? The look on Posey’s face when she got into the chicken-scented car. I’m having way more fun here than I ever thought I would!

      Grinning, I slide my eyes closed and stroke.

      Up and down the base, hard tugs to the tip.

      Behind my lids, I see Posey, which is weird, because she’s not normally someone I’d fantasize about—not because she’s not cute or pretty or sexy. But because I’m probably not her type and I’m not the kind of guy who wastes time on women who aren’t interested.

      Granted, we did almost bone this morning.

      A handy is foreplay, yeah?

      I continue stroking and continue fantasizing. Hand on her tit, fingers on her nipple, tugging.

      Brown hair. Blue eyes.

      Small and perky and adorable.

      Perky boobs. Great ass.

      Smart mouth.

      I mentally undress her; remove that conservative shirt she wore on her date tonight with the little red hearts. The jeans. Her hot pink toenails playing peek-a-boo from the toe of her heels.

      Peek-a-boob.

      Those tits.

      They fit so nicely in my giant palm. I wish I could have seen what they looked like.

      I am shocked as fuck we screwed around this morning; SHOCKED with a capital S. Would have bet my career that Posey is the last woman on earth who would fool around with a guy like me.

      I see the way she looks at me; like I’m some annoying jock she’s forced to put up with ’cause I’m paying her, which might be true, but it still sucks now that we’re getting to know each other and now that she’s touched my dong.

      I stroke its hard length. Tilting my head up, I allow the spray from the showerhead to hit my throat, letting the warm water blanket me until I climax.

      I grunt, shooting my load at the shower wall, glad I don’t have to rinse off.

      It slides down the wall, over the bathtub ledge, and into the drain.

      Ahh.

      How satisfying was that?

      I stand here a bit longer, wrapped in the warm water, lost in my thoughts and then not thinking at all. I feel worry-free and relaxed for the first time in a long time, and it’s fucking great.

      Shoulders aren’t tense, and muscles aren’t sore.

      That doesn’t mean I won’t have to get back to work in a few days after we’re done with that press conference that’ll be televised for all the world to see.

      Eli and I will fly back to Texas on Wednesday, go to the Steers headquarters and in the press room, make the announcement sitting alongside management and maybe the team owner.

      Life is good.

      Nay! Life is great.

      Whistling, I feel for the towel on the opposite side of the shower curtain to make sure it’s there before I cut the water.

      Then I dry myself off a bit so I’m not dripping wet. I damn near killed myself yesterday slipping on the tile. Water was everywhere ’cause I hadn’t had the curtain inside the tub while I was showering.

      Whoops.

      I won’t make that mistake again.

      Wrapping the towel around my waist—or trying to, it barely fits—my hand sweeps the shower curtain on its decorative, metal rings, from one end to the—

      “Were you jerking off in my shower?”

      “Jesus Christ!” I shout, yanking the shower curtain clear off the bar and holding it in front of me as a form of protection, my jerky movement causing it to collapse with a loud, clattering bang on the tile floor. “Fuck.” I glare at Posey. “What did I tell you about sneaking up on someone while they’re showerin’?”

      Posey shrugs, averting her eyes and rising from the toilet, satisfied that she’s scared the dern wits out of me and has served her purpose.

      “Can you pick that up and put it back for me?”

      As if I was gonna let it lie there? “Shut the door behind you!”

      “Learn to use the lock,” she shoots back.

      I can hear her laughing in the hall, laughing all the way to her bedroom before her door closes.

      How did she know I was jerking off in here? Is she telepathic?

      Grunting, I step out of the shower and onto the floor, bending to grab the rod. I fumble to get it tightly between the two walls, twisting and twisting and twisting and grunting until it’s firmly in place.

      Jesus.

      She’s gonna give me a heart attack, damned if she don’t.

      You’re only gonna be here a few more days.

      A few more days.

      It kind of bums me out, but there’s nothing I can do about it—life must go on.

      I’ll be back in Texas.

      Back where I belong.

      Home.

      Maybe then I can start focusing on having a personal life; dating and shit. Meet someone I can come home to and settle down with. It wasn’t easy doing that in New York; everyone and everything felt fake, and I’m the furthest thing from it. I insulted a lot of women just by being honest.

      Things will be different once I’m in Texas, under the stadium lights where I was raised.

      I remember Pops taking me to practice with him and conditioning. He’d give me a ball and let me run around with it while he and his teammates ran plays and pushed each other hard in the hot, Southwest sun.

      Those were the days, and I want what he had.

      Minus the part where he was absentee. Minus the part where he cheated on our mama.

      I can’t have it all, but I’m going to fucking try.

      Towel still wrapped around my waist, bathroom finally clean, I saunter across the short hallway to Posey’s room.

      Her door is ajar: perfect invitation for me to lean against the doorjamb and start a conversation.

      She’s reading.

      I can’t see what the book is called, but I can see that it’s a romance novel—not surprising, considering that’s all she’s got on the bookshelves downstairs that I’ve seen.

      Seems like the little teacher is a romantic.

      Too bad her date didn’t work out the way she’d planned. Or not.

      I mean, I assumed it wouldn’t, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel bad for her.

      “Knock, knock.”

      Posey looks up, not at all surprised to see me. She sets her book on her lap and waits me out.

      “I see you survived your shower catastrophe.”

      Her mouth is tipped up into half a smile.

      A smirk.

      Sexy little shit…

      “Yup.” I pretend to pick lint off my nonexistent shirt. “You done tryin’ to give me a heart attack?”

      A wider smile. “Nope.”

      At least she’s honest. “Then be prepared to pay the consequences.”

      She taps her chin with a finger. “Did I not say the same thing to you after I paid you back for climbing in through my window?”

      Did she? I don’t recall, but I get to my point. “You got me back already. Then you went and done it again, so…” I lift my hands as if to say ‘don’t know what to tell ya.’ “You have a scare comin’.”

      “Oh, I’m trembling already.” Her hands go up, and she wiggles her fingers.

      Posey looks nonplussed and not at all intimidated by me, which she’s proven that time and time again. She barely blinks an eye when I walk into a room even though I’m tall as the doors.

      Sure, she was pissed when I ate her friend’s cake. And yes, she was mad when I broke the porch rail outside (which still needs mending)—but she sure wasn’t quiet when she chewed my ass out during her little snack and wine “party,” stomping up the stairs and lecturing me ’cause I was thumping around.

      Anyway.

      “Gonna take a drive and see my brothers tomorrow—they’re moving in at school. If you wanna come.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, Sunday.”

      Posey rolls her eyes. “I know what day it is tomorrow.” She pauses, biting on her pouty bottom lip. “How are you getting there?”

      “Eli hooked me up with a truck, and it’s gonna be delivered early in the mornin’. Just in case the boys needed anything moved.”

      They themselves have trucks, but it’s not as if I was going to arrive at their university behind the wheel of Old Mrs. Galvin’s burgundy Buick—over my dead body.

      Besides, I barely fit and don’t need to be miserable for the two-and-a-half-hour drive.

      No fucking way.

      “Your agent ordered you a truck to be delivered, just like that?” She snaps her fingers as if the idea was strange.

      I shift on my heels, crossing my arms. “Sure. You’d be surprised at the sorts of things an agent can order up.” I snap my fingers. “Just like that.”

      “La-di-da, isn’t that fancy.” Her head tilts, hair still damp from her earlier shower. “What time are you planning on heading out?”

      “Thinking seven? Boys aren’t gonna be ready to roll any earlier than ten I don’t think.” They’re lazy shits when it’s the weekend, and they don’t have to be at the stadium playing ball.

      “Boys.” She squints. “How big are these ‘boys’? You talk about them like they’re children.”

      My shoulders rise and fall. “Last time I saw Dallas, he was a hair taller than me.” And my head almost hits the top of the doorway. “Big, I guess.”

      She shakes her head.

      “You got somethin’ better to do tomorrow? On your day off?” Plus, it might take her mind off the shit that happened tonight in case she’s looking for a distraction, but I don’t say that out loud. No sense in bringing it up constantly. “No reason you can’t come along.”

      “Not really.” Posey leans back on her pillows in a fresh pajama set, this one just as flirty as the one she had on last night. Skimpy tank top, barely-there shorts.

      I avert my eyes so I don’t stare at her tits.

      “We can stop for coffee.” Why am I trying so hard to get her to ride along? It’s not as if I can’t just listen to crime busters podcast.

      Her brows go up at the offer. “Your treat?”

      I grin. “Obviously.”

      “All right. If you get me coffee, I’ll ride along with you.”

      “Dang. You’re a cheap date.”

      When she laughs, her boobs jiggle.

      “Way cheaper than the old lady next door. I’m out a few hundred dollars ’cause of her.”

      “She had your number the minute she saw you.” Posey picks her book back up but doesn’t start reading it again. “I’m shocked she hasn’t put you to work in her backyard or had you build, like, shelves in her closet or something.”

      Er. She might have hit me up for some manual labor—and I still may—all she needs is an enclosure built for her garbage cans so the animals don’t get into it at night.

      I don’t mention this to Posey.

      “You, uh, going to bed?” I’m lingering like a puppy dog, and I’m not even mad about it.

      “Soon. Want to finish this chapter.” She laughs. “Just one more chapter, right? Isn’t that what they always say?”

      How the hell would I know what they always say? I don’t even know who they are.

      “Kay.” I scratch my head so I’m not tempted to scratch my balls. “Want me to get you up or are you plannin’ on settin’ an alarm?”

      “I’ll set an alarm. I don’t trust you not to come in here banging pots and pans.”

      “Pots and pans? Now ain’t that a fine idea.”

      The wheels in my brain start turning.

      “Don’t even think about it,” she warns me. “I swear on all that is holy…”

      Imagine how pissed she’d be if I woke her up by dumping a pail of water on her head. Madder than a wet cat, except she’d probably refuse to go anywhere with me and if she did, she’d make the day a living hell.

      Nix the bucket of cold water…

      “I don’t trust you anymore,” Posey lets me know.

      “Me! I’ve only scared you once, and that was unintentional. You have purposely scared the piss out of me twice.”

      “You’re bigger than I am.”

      “So? What does size have to do with anything?”

      Her petite shoulders go up in a shrug. “It counts for something.”

      “All right. Well.” I stand there, staring.

      Smooth shoulders, smooth collarbone, smooth legs—round boobs.

      Damn.

      “I’ll leave you to it.”

      She gives a tiny wave. “See you in the morning.”

      “Sweet dreams.”

      Sweet dreams? Shoot me now.
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      My target hasn’t moved a muscle since I tiptoed through the door, his long body immobile under the covers.

      Excellent, excellent…

      With my feet in socks so as not to be detected, I’m quiet as a mouse, so stealth and eel-like as I creep toward him, feeling every bit the cunning creature of the night I’m not, as if my very life depended on my silence.

      Tip.

      Toe.

      Crouching, I take my time as I sleuth to the bed, studying him before moving forward another few inches.

      He’s so eerily still, not even his chest is moving up and down.

      The anticipation is making me anxious—I can’t wait to see the man jump out of his skin when I wake him up, the way I’m going to wake him up.

      This is going to be so entertaining.

      See, because our Scare Score is uneven (Posey: 2, Duke: 1), I’m no longer feeling so cocky and wasn’t willing to take the chance that he wouldn’t try to scare the shit out of me while I was still sleeping—the way I’m doing to him right now.

      “You’re about to rise and shine, buttercup,” I whisper, reaching into my back pocket for a toy megaphone someone once got me as a gift, then reaching to remove the covers from his body so I can expose his face. Dude must be suffocating beneath all those blankets—

      “OH MY GOD, DON’T TOUCH IT!” a deep voice bellows—no, yells—then blasts an air horn. It pierces the air, blaring behind me in three short spurts.

      I scream—obviously, I scream—an ear-piercing screech so loud it could wake the dead and probably has, or at least woken poor Mrs. Galvin next door. Or maybe I don’t scream at all. Who knows. I'm so freaking freaked out I have no way of knowing if actual sound is coming from my body.

      “Oh hey,” Duke says casually, emerging from between the guest room closet doors as if it were his office, or the bathroom and he belonged in there. “Almost didn’t see ya standing there.”

      Liar.

      Liar, liar, LIAR!

      If he wasn’t on the other side of the room, I’d…I’d…

      “Y-You…” I stutter, heart racing so wildly I have to sit on the edge of the bed and remind myself to breathe. I can barely put two sentences together. He scared me so bad. “Were you hiding in there?”

      “Thought you’d pull a fast one over on me this mornin’, did ya?” He tosses the air horn on the bed. “Jeez, never thought you’d wake up. I was gettin’ so bored in there.”

      When I pat my hand around the formation under the covers, my fingers sink in. “If you’re over there, then what is this?”

      I yank the covers down.

      Pillows.

      Pillows!

      That bastard created a dummy Duke with pillows, the oldest trick in the book!

      And I fell for it.

      He laughs at my pain, wasting no time bossing me around. “Come on, get dressed. I’m hungry and could use some caffeine.”

      Duke extends his hand to help me off the bed.

      “Can’t,” I tell him. “I’m too busy trying to get my heart back into a regular rhythm.”

      “I got you good, didn’t I?”

      Yeah, he sure did.

      I shrug. “Whatever.”

      He laughs. “Come on, Miss Scaredy Cat.”

      Duke: 2, Posey: 2

      I do not like these odds.

      “Give me a second to change. I’ll be downstairs in less than ten minutes.”

      I swap out my pajama bottoms for black leggings, shrug into one of my sports bras, and pull a red hoodie over my frame.

      Sneakers on my feet.

      I arrange my hair into a ponytail, then pull the ponytail through a baseball hat.

      Put in some gold hoop earrings for good measure because—why not?

      Clock ticking, I splash some cold water on my face, brush my teeth, and I’m bounding down the stairs, eager for our day together.

      My heart’s still racing.

      It skips another beat when I round the corner and see him leaning against the kitchen countertop, ready to pull the door open for me.

      There’s a red pickup truck in the driveway, just as Eli promised Duke there would be.

      “That was exactly ten minutes,” he announces when I climb into the passenger seat of the truck and buckle in, not worried I’m forgetting anything because we’re going on a mini-road trip to Madison. Two and a half hours in the truck with this guy?

      “Told you it wouldn’t take long.”

      Duke seems to look me up and down and over, taking in the hat and the leggings and the sneakers.

      He doesn’t say anything more as he puts the car in reverse, giving a wave out the window as we back up past Mrs. Galvin, who incredibly enough is outside watering her plants at the side of her house.

      “What on earth is she doing up so early?”

      Duke chuckles. “She came out when the truck was getting dropped off. Wanted to know the status of her tickets for the Chicago game.”

      “Since when did she become a hustler?”

      He shrugs, his navigation already programmed. “I’m convinced that old dragon is runnin’ a scam out of her kitchen.” He looks both ways once we get to a stop sign before continuing straight. “Either that or puttin’ the hard press on me is her new favorite pastime.”

      “What’d she say to you?”

      “No sooner did I get outside to get the keys to the truck did she appear, almost scarin’ the shit out of me. Creepy like, you know?”

      “No, I don’t know.”

      He smiles as he turns again, this time onto the expressway. “My heart has been in my throat more times in the past week than in my entire life.”

      “Is that a fact?”

      “Yes, ma’am. The look of sheer panic and fear this mornin’ was worth haulin’ my ass out of the sack a half hour too early.”

      I roll my eyes. “That was so mean.”

      I know it’s not true, but I’m not sure what else to say, still embarrassed he got me so good. Not only that, but he also caught me red-handed, attempting to scare him.

      I’m so glad I didn’t shout anything inappropriate.

      There’s a sign on the side of the road listing all the coffee shops and fast food at the next exit, and Duke points at it. “Hungry yet?”

      I nod. “Starving. Fun fact, I’m hungry as soon as I wake up. Like, my feet don’t even touch the ground, and I want to eat. So yeah—if you’re cool stopping, I didn’t grab anything before we left.” Plus, he promised me we would when he was coaxing me to join him. “I should have packed a few granola bars or something.”

      Duke pats the center console. “Took care of that already.” He lifts the lid of the armrest between us. “Protein bars, two apples, two oranges, water, bag of sugar snap peas, bag of almonds.”

      He closes it. “All the essentials.”

      I peer inside. “All that fit in here?”

      “We’re prepared in case we get stranded on the side of the road, and there’s no Trader Joe's in sight.”

      “You shop at Trader Joe's?”

      “No. The name just popped out of my mouth. I order groceries from time to time—don’t know where they come from.”

      The man is clueless.

      So utterly clueless.

      Still, he’s taking me for breakfast, so that counts for something.

      My order is easy—it’s the same thing I get almost every day, every week—and Duke orders himself a drink too before we’re on our way again, pulling onto the highway for a second time in the matter of a half hour.

      “One half hour down, two hours to go.” He holds up his pink, frothy beverage. “Cheers.”

      I tap my cup with his, smiling as I sip around the straw, careful to look out the window so he doesn’t see me grinning like an idiot.

      He’ll be gone soon.

      Too soon.

      We’ve had a lot of fun together. We’ve…fooled around, too, which was completely unexpected but not the worst thing in the world I’ve ever done. Duke has also proven to be a solid wingman, coming to my aid when I needed backup. Watching out for me despite denying he was watching out for me.

      “The house will be so quiet once you’re gone,” I say at last, satisfied I’ve had all the sips I needed to sip. I take the breakfast sandwich out of its brown paper bag and nibble on the side.

      “Real life calls,” he intones dryly.

      “When is your thing?” I’m not sure what the particulars actually are. He hasn’t told me really anything at all, though Molly has dropped hints. There’s a press conference coming up, but it won’t be in Chicago. That’s all I know.

      I have no idea what the press conference is even for.

      All I know is he needed a place to lay low.

      “My next thing is a press conference,” he explains. “It’s for…” He glances over at me. “Spose I can tell you now—I feel like I can trust you, eh? Besides, the whole world will know next week anyhow.”

      I nod. “Of course you can trust me.”

      “I left the New York Condors, and I’ll be playin’ for the Dallas Steers.”

      Playing for Texas?

      “I thought…” I clear my throat, not trusting myself to speak. I assumed because he was in Illinois that maybe he would be playing for Chicago? His agent is here, HE is here… I assumed he was only saying he was hiding out—I didn’t think he actually meant it.

      “Why come all this way to hide? Why not just hide in your apartment?”

      “You know what it’s like being cooped up. I wasn’t about to put myself through all that again. I needed to be somewhere no one would think to look for me, and New York ain’t the place.”

      Cooped up.

      Ah. He’s talking about the pandemic when we all had to stay home.

      “No, New York certainly isn’t the place.” But being near Chicago really isn’t either, although the suburbs are small and far enough away. If someone saw him and wasn’t expecting to see him, they would probably just assume they were imagining things.

      If that makes sense.

      “Probably need to get on with the announcement. The media is pickin’ up on the fact that no one has seen me out. Rumors are startin’ to swirl.”

      “What kind of rumors?”

      “That I’m retirin’ and such.”

      “Retiring? How could they think you were retiring? Haven’t you only been playing for like a few years?”

      “Yeah, two. But it’s rough on the body. I have buddies who didn’t last that long. Everyone has these major expectations during the draft and then”—he waves his hand through the air—“the pressure gets to them, and that’s the end of the line.”

      That would be horrible.

      “Anyway.” He sighs. “Gonna fly back to Texas and do the whole song and dance. Get it over with.”

      “Are you happy you’re transferring or whatever you call it in football when you switch teams?”

      “We call that getting picked up. Or trading, but that’s not what I did. I wasn’t traded. Texas picked me up. I was a restricted free agent, and ’cause my current team couldn’t match the offer Texas made me, I was able to switch teams. They never wanted to let me out of my contract, though, not in a million years.”

      “Sounds like you had them by the balls.”

      His head whips around to look at me. “Eli had them by the balls, but yeah—pretty much.”

      “What team wouldn’t want you?” I muse out loud. “I hear you’re pretty decent.”

      “Pretty decent?” He’s amused. “Why, Josephine, are you payin’ me a compliment?”

      I laugh too. “I don’t know much about football, but word gets around.”

      “They’re paying me a shit ton of money to play decent for Texas.”

      “You must be excited to get back to your roots.”

      “Yup, my pops played for Texas, and my mama is still there, so it’ll be nice to keep an eye on her.”

      “Do you feel responsible for her?”

      He shrugs his shoulders up and down a few times as an answer, eyes on the highway. “Sure, don’t we all?”

      Eh.

      I wouldn’t say I feel a sense of responsibility for my parents; then again, they’re both still around for each other, so that hasn’t fallen on me. I’m sure it will, someday, though that time hasn’t come.

      “What about your brothers?”

      He shrugs again.

      It’s all the answer I need, considering we’re on a long stretch of interstate, northbound for an entirely different state, just so he can check on his little brothers.

      My phone vibrates.

      I smile when I see that it’s Molly.

      Molly: What are you up to today? Wanna grab brunch? Iron Lady is having bottomless mimosas until 1. Then you can tell me more about that asshole from last night.

      Darn. I love bottomless mimosas on a Sunday…

      Me: Shoot—I would, but I’m not home. Not sure when we’ll be back.

      Molly: First of all, it’s like, 8—how are you not at home? And second of all, what do you mean WE’LL be back? Who are you with???

      Me: I’m with Duke. We’re going to Madison to check in on his brothers. They’re moving into school this weekend.

      Molly: Wait a minute—Duke is going to a COLLEGE CAMPUS? He’s going to get mobbed…

      My first thought is Eli gave Duke the green light by getting him a truck. Do they not talk about this stuff? Must be agent-client confidentiality?

      Me: He doesn’t seem concerned, and I’m pretty sure he brought his disguise. But like—it’s his brothers so even if there were photos online, would it matter? He’s visiting his brothers at school. This has nothing to do with football.

      She ignores me, powering on with her own line of questioning.

      Molly: ALSO, since when are the two of you HANGING OUT?

      Me: I told you about how he was at Wylee’s last night and basically had Brian in a chokehold, and well…afterward, he invited me along this morning. I think he’s doing it to be kind.

      Molly: KIND? Stop it. No man invites someone along on a road trip to be KIND. Road trips can be the worst. He wouldn’t subject himself to you for two hours if he didn’t like you.

      Guilt settles in my stomach; I never told her about yesterday morning—how Duke and I fooled around while we were both half asleep and got each other off for funsies because I don’t need a lecture.

      Molly: So you’re with him right now?

      Me: Yes, we just stopped for coffee and breakfast sandwiches. He got a croissant and a breakfast burrito, and I got a sausage and egg muffin.

      Molly: I AM NOT CONCERNED WITH YOUR BREAKFAST ORDER

      “What’s got you over there smilin’?” Duke asks, and I forgot that I’ve been ignoring him for the past five minutes.

      “It’s Molly. She invited me to brunch.”

      He grunts with a nod, eyes fixated on the road.

      Me: I know, I was messing with you.

      Molly: So that’s it—the two of you are going to Madison to see his brothers, and then what?

      Me: I don’t know—we come home?

      Molly: You’re going there and coming back all in the same day??

      Me: I’m guessing? We haven’t talked about it, but I assume we’re coming back. It’s not like Madison is the moon. It’s only two and a half hours.

      Molly: That’s a long day…

      It is a long day.

      Me: I’ll let you know how it goes. We still have an hour and 45 minutes to go.

      Molly: I still don’t understand why you’re going with him. I mean, yes, he had your back last night, but that still makes no sense to me either.

      I also haven’t told her about the times I’ve scared him. And how much fun I had at the grocery store, even though we argued most of the time. Or how I caught him in the hammock reading one of my romance novels as if it were no big deal and he was enjoying it. Or how funny he looked digging that cake out of the garbage and stuffing chunks of it in his mouth.

      Or how he looks when he’s dripping wet from the shower.

      Yeah, no—haven’t mentioned the shower.

      Me: Much as I hate to admit it, it’s been fun having him around. Might even miss him when he’s gone.

      Molly: They get under your skin, don’t they…

      Me: Who?

      Molly: These men.

      Molly: These strong, stubborn successful men. Something about them just gets me SO WET. Bwahahahaha.

      Now would be the perfect time to slip our make-out session into this conversation, but something makes me hesitate.

      It was a private moment I don’t think Duke would want shared.

      Not with his agent's girlfriend.

      Me: ANDDdd we’re done here LOL

      Molly: All right, all right, all right, I’ll behave…

      I tuck my phone back in the center console cup holder and sit back, watching the world whip by as Duke drives. He’s now on a phone call, and I try to drown out his words. At the same time, I try to determine who he could possibly be on the phone with.

      “Sure, I gotcha.” He pauses. “I dunno, I like this truck. Might have a hankerin’ to drive myself to Dallas instead of flying.”

      Could be Eli, could be the team owner?

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. It’ll take too long.” He turns his head and rolls his eyes at me, then winks. “On my way to see the boys since I’m not too far away.” Pause. “Yup, Dallas is a sophomore this year—his throwin’ arm is like a rocket.”

      He talks a bit more about his brothers, singing their praises to whoever is on the other end of his call, then a bit more about his mama. He mentions something about a penthouse in downtown Dallas that his mother still owns that he plans to use during the season and the desire to unload the lease on his place in New York.

      I find the whole conversation fascinating.

      “Your brother’s name is Dallas. I take it he was born there?”

      “Conceived.” Duke laughs. “Born in a town south of there. My pops was in Dallas for a game. I was maybe three or four at the time. Mama was stayin’ at a hotel so she could watch the game and not have to drive all the way home afterward. Nine months later, out came Dallas.”

      Out came Dallas? He makes it sound like they ordered his brother from a bakery.

      “And the younger brothers?”

      “The Twins—that’s what I call them. Always into trouble and even though they’re not identical identical, they like to cause mischief.”

      “So they’re identical, but they’re not? How does that work?”

      “Pretty easy to tell them apart once you get to know them. One’s taller. The other one has darker hair. Drake has freckles. Drew has dimples. Same but different, I dunno.”

      “I always wanted to be an identical twin. When I was younger, I had this book series about identical twins, Elizabeth and Jessica, and I would have given anything to have a sister I could play tricks with.” I laugh. “Or oh my gosh, twin daughters. How neat would that be?”

      He shrugs. “Sounds horrible. Twin teenage girls? I’ll pass.”

      “Oh, come on.” I nudge his arm across the center console. “Teenage girls aren’t all that bad.”

      “If you say so.”

      We drive on, my nerves starting to get the best of me as we officially enter Madison, Wisconsin, passing the WELCOME TO MADISON sign, HOME OF THE WISCONSIN BADGERS.

      “How are you going to explain me to your brothers?”

      He glances over. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. What are you going to tell them?”

      “That I’m stayin’ with you? They won’t care. They’re so self-absorbed they won’t even realize we’re there.”

      But the second we drive up, arriving at a white house off campus with a rickety old porch, a banged-up screen door, and dead plants in the front yard—three overgrown boys come stumbling down the steps, shoving and pushing each other, each trying to reach the truck before the other.

      “What the hell…” I mutter. “What are they doing?”

      “Wrestlin’.” He laughs, parking directly in front of the house—shoving the truck into park and unbuckling his seat belt before climbing out.

      “I’m GOIN’ IN!” Duke shouts, throwing himself on top of the three figures already in the dirt slash grass; they look like a heap of children, giving each other headlocks and knuckles to the skull, yelping and laughing in hysterics all at the same time.

      “Oh. My. God,” I mutter, watching the spectacle on the front lawn (if you can call it a front lawn) thinking that the house is a complete shithole and could use some tender loving care. “Of course they’re wrestling. Why wouldn’t they be wrestling in the middle of broad daylight, in the front yard?”

      They look like some of my little boys, the ones in my class who insist on roughhousing at school because they lack the self-control not to do it indoors.

      Suddenly, Duke is on the ground too, and all four of them are laughing and hollering, causing a few girls in the house next door to come outside on their porches and watch.

      “I wonder what’s going through their minds,” I wonder out loud, opening my door and stepping out, careful not to get bonked by an errant leg or foot.

      There’s nothing to do but stand by and watch until it’s over. I cast glances at the houses nearby; at the other students who are either watching from their windows or porches, curiously.

      “They’re not drunk,” I shout out to the girls next door. Then add, “I don’t think.”

      Because, to be honest, I can’t exactly be sure.

      I stand idly as the boys knock around for another two or so minutes until they come up for air, laughing as they help each other off the ground. Hugs all around, dirt-covered jeans and shirts and dust in their hair and on their faces.

      Holy shit—I’ve never seen four brothers who look so much alike.

      One set of twins? It’s like looking at four carbon copies, one better looking than the next.

      And Duke is right, the twins—or are obviously the twins—look the same but also different, one shorter than the other by a few inches but otherwise very similar.

      Yet different?

      I’m babbling, even in my thoughts, gearing up for the introduction.

      “You must be Miss Posey,” one of the boys says. “I’m Drew.”

      You must be Miss Posey…

      My hand juts out. “I am Posey—it’s good to meet you.”

      I’m shocked he knows my name already but realize Duke obviously shared with them that he would have a ride-along; still, I’m surprised at the guy’s manners.

      Drew is tall, with glasses slipping down his nose and a lopsided, polite grin.

      He nudges his brother in the ribs.

      “I’m Drake.”

      “Hi, Drake, I’m Posey.” I say it again, but why I’m repeating myself, I do not know. Why am I nervous? I do not know.

      The last brother is as tall as Duke, looks as strong as Duke, and is better looking than Duke—confidently striding through the wake of his younger, twin brothers with his arms out, wrapping me in a hug.

      It’s like hugging a bear.

      “I’m Dallas. The one in charge while this one is fuckin’ about in New York.”

      Fuckin’ about in New York…

      Duke gives him a tiny shove. “Watch your mouth.”

      Watch his mouth? Duke is one to talk, peppering every sentence with curse words, but he’s an adult, and it’s not my place to correct his grammar.

      Guess he thinks it’s his place to correct his brothers.

      His hands go to his hips as he turns to stare at the front of the house. “Place looks like shit. Why haven’t you done nothin’ to it?”

      He strides toward the porch, taking the stairs two at a time. His hand goes around one of the railings and tugs at it.

      “Someone is going to fall ass over teakettle if they’re leanin’ on this.” He gives Dallas a pointed look.

      His brother's hands go up. “Fine, we’ll fix it.”

      Duke nods. “It’ll take you a half hour. You’ve mended plenty of fences on the ranch. This will be a breeze.”

      The guys all nod.

      They follow their older brother to the porch, though they’re all mostly the same size.

      I’ve never seen four giants like this.

      Their poor mother…

      I trudge along behind them, noting the girls next door still on their porch, smirking beneath my baseball cap.

      Oh Lord, those girls.

      I imagine they’re ecstatic to be living next to these guys. If I were them, my post-teenage hormones would have been raging, and I’d have spent the majority of my time accidentally running into them on their way to class, orchestrating it so I was walking out of the house at the same time.

      “Going in my direction?” College-aged Duke would have said.

      “Who? Me?”

      “Yeah, you. I’ll walk you as far as the quad…”

      Sigh.

      As my luck would have had it, I wasn’t outgoing, so I wouldn’t have had the courage to stand outside gawking at the hot guys next door, let alone accidentally bump into one of them so they’d walk with me to class.

      Nope, shy Josephine Kettner would have waited until they were out of sight before leaving the house so she wouldn’t have had to make awkward small talk, thinking anything she said would be dumb and make her look foolish.

      “You comin’?” Duke is holding the door open for me, and I catch a whiff of him as I walk past him into the house.

      “Did you shower this morning?” God, he smells good. I noticed it in the truck, but I’m really noticing it now that I’m brushing past him.

      He nods. “Sure did.”

      “Oh my God, what time did you wake up?”

      He shrugs, laughing. “I don’t know. Five?”

      “It’s Sunday,” I hiss. “Who in their right mind wakes up at five on a Sunday?”

      “I had to wake up early to outsmart you, remember?”

      I feel weird entering the boys’ house before he’s all the way inside, hesitating in the small entryway, glancing around as if I were taking a home tour and assessing every square inch.

      The first thing I notice is that it’s a mess.

      Not just from the clutter everywhere but from the dirt on the ground in the tiny foyer. They have dark hardwood floors, which are prone to show all the dirt—and do.

      “Come on, the kitchen’s this way.”

      Duke skirts around me, taking the lead—thank God—and I follow him through what should be a dining room, staring at his back muscles the entire way.

      Thick neck.

      Broad shoulders so wide he barely fits through the doorway.

      The brothers are all in the kitchen, and I see they’ve already ordered pizza. The cardboard delivery boxes are stacked up on the counter, surrounded by all the things that should already be inside the cabinets.

      “Why’s this such a damn mess? This stuff could have all stayed in here.”

      Dallas nods. “Yeah, but Mom’s been nagging us to clean this shit, so I took it all out to clean it.”

      “Did you?”

      “No.” He laughs, turning to grab some paper plates and slapping them on the nearby table.

      It’s barely ten thirty in the morning, and they’re already planning on scarfing down pizza. Huh. Must not have had breakfast.

      “Do you guys always rent the same house?” I ask because of the comments Duke made, about how terrible the outside looks and how they should get a move on fixing the porch.

      “No.” Dallas shakes his head. “We just bought it. That’s why we’re moving in before the end of the year.”

      Duke nods. “Makes more sense financially to own instead of rent. When the boys aren’t here in the summer, we sublet with other students. Dallas had roommates his freshman and sophomore year, but now that the twins are here”—he takes a slice of pizza out of the top box and chews off the end of it—“we’ll sell it once the twins enter the draft.”

      He sounds so confident as if their entering the draft is a done deal, not something they have to want and make happen through all their hard work.

      He’s making it sound like it’s just…going to happen. No matter what.

      No questions asked.

      For all I know, it will. But part of me wonders if the other three have the same passion for football their eldest brother does. Surely, they don’t—can’t—surely, one of them doesn’t like it at all?

      But what the hell do I know? I just met them.

      “What do we need to get done today while I’m here?” Duke asks, taking another bite of pizza. It’s sausage and pepperoni, loaded with black olives, mushrooms, and peppers.

      “I don’t know, thought we’d unpack everything.” Drew scratches his head. “Practice starts on Wednesday. I wanna have this shit done so we can relax. Maybe make the living room cute.”

      His accent isn’t nearly as strong as his oldest brother.

      While they’re talking and enjoying their pizza, I begin organizing the kitchen without being asked, separating the Tupperware containers and arranging them in the bottom cabinet next to the oven. Stack the cups and glasses and put them in the cabinet next to the sink.

      I open and close all the drawers, wiping them out before putting the silverware and utensils inside. By the time they’re done eating and tossing the pizza boxes in the recycling bin at the side of the house, I have the entire tiny kitchen arranged.

      I'm not sure how long it will stay tidy and organized, but I’m happy with how things turned out, where everything fit, and how everything should be easy for them to find.

      Duke comes up behind me, puts his hand on my shoulder, and leans in. “You didn’t have to do this. So thank you.”

      I shiver when he pulls me into a side hug.

      I stand there looking at all the cabinet interiors while he’s still embracing me, sending tiny shock waves of electricity through my veins.

      Ugh.

      “Want something to drink?” he asks at long last.

      “Sure. Do we have any water?”

      “Yup.” Duke pulls the fridge open and grabs two bottles of water from the shelf, twisting both tops off before handing me one.

      “Thank you.”

      He smiles—sort of—mouth curving up, eyes warm. Watching me watch him as we drink.

      He seems happy being in this place with his brothers. I wonder if he misses the days when things were simpler, and people didn’t want a piece of him.

      But.

      Perhaps it’s always been like that for him. Maybe he’s always been surrounded by users and people who wanted clout, money, and fame, knowing if they dated or managed him, they’d have it. The idea of that thought makes me sad.

      Duke is young. Here, in this house, he looks happy.

      The reality of his reality has no effect on this moment and for that I’m glad.

      The guys get back to work.

      A constant flutter of activity, they move the living room furniture so it creates more space (for parties, Dallas says), hauling two new dressers to the second level for the two bedrooms upstairs. Move a table into the kitchen and add four chairs.

      From somewhere inside the house, a speaker begins blaring music—country music, naturally.

      I bop my head along to the rhythm as I locate a broom in the kitchen and take it to the front porch, sweeping away the dust and dirt and filth, thinking about how the hell there’s no grass and wondering if we should go to the hardware store and get some seed.

      “Nope,” I grumble. “It’s not my problem.”

      Sweep.

      Sweep the steps, one by one, lost in thought while bobbing my head to the beat of the music.

      I get to the bottom step and begin on the short sidewalk.

      “Hey there.”

      I look up to see two girls in the driveway next door; it’s not clear to me if they’re coming or going, but it’s clear to me they’re extremely interested in what’s going on inside the house behind me.

      Or I should say who they’re interested in inside the house behind me.

      I rest on the broom handle. “Hello.” I pause. “Do you ladies live next door?”

      I force my voice to sound pleasant despite the nerves in my belly.

      These are not the girls I saw on the porch next door earlier, but who knows how many people pile inside these off-campus rentals.

      “No. We’re two houses over.”

      Ah. “So just taking a walk, I see.”

      Not.

      More like they heard there was fresh meat and they came to case out the joint before any other young ladies could call dibs. Ten years might have passed since I’ve been in college myself, but some things will never change, and that’s the siren call of single females looking for a mate.

      “Are you their mom?” The brunette’s eyes haven’t left the porch—it’s as if she’s willing one of the boys to come out by sheer brainpower.

      I’m sorry, what now? Their mom?

      “Do I look old enough to be their mom?” Are my eyes bulging out of my skull? Never have I ever been asked if I was the mother of a twenty-year-old man. Are they asking sincerely or are they being assholes? Hard to tell.

      “Not really.” The blonde laughs. “But you don’t look like you go here.”

      “I’m not their mom. I’m friends with their brother.”

      “Is that who that was outside before?” The blonde nudges the brunette. “Their brother?”

      So they were watching the house earlier, too.

      “Yup. Their older brother. He’s not from around here.” So don’t get any ideas, honey.

      Back off.

      Her face falls. “Oh.” She’s thinking of her next question. “Are they all related?”

      “Yes, there are four brothers—three of them live here.” Why am I telling them this?

      A guilty pit forms in my stomach when they begin nudging each other as if my sight were impaired and I couldn’t see them elbowing one another in the rib cage twenty feet in front of me.

      Silly girls…

      “Well, we live over there and just wanted to say hi.”

      I smile pleasantly. “That was nice of you.”

      My expertise is with kindergarteners, not horny collegians on the prowl for fresh meat.

      I’m not sure how much information to supply; Duke is private, but I have no idea how his brothers feel about it.

      “Do you know what year the guys are?”

      I nod. “Two freshmen and one sophomore.”

      “Two freshmen?” The blonde laughs. “Did one flunk a grade?”

      Oh Lord. “No, they’re twins.”

      I swear to God, their eyes light up like the Fourth of July, the word TWINS setting off an elbowing frenzy giggle fit if I’ve ever seen one.

      “Twins?” The blonde—no lie—licks her lips like a lion already sizing up its prey. Twins must be a magic word these days.

      “Do they play sports?”

      Lord, would they stop pimping me for information? It’s giving me anxiety.

      “Um.” I stall, not wanting to give away the farm, worried I’ll get in trouble if the girls come back later and tell Dallas, Drew, and Drake I spilled all the beans. Can’t they go home so my blood pressure can return to its normal state?

      Behind me, I hear the screen door creak open.

      “Posey.”

      I turn.

      Saved in the nick of time, Duke is standing on the porch, holding the door open, shielding the sun with the back of his hand.

      “Yeah?”

      Duke's face is expressionless as he watches the two girls before speaking, judging them. For a few moments, he does nothing but stare the lot of them down, and I wonder what’s going through his head. Does he think they’re hot? Is he interested in one of them? Or is he irritated they’re lingering?

      Three of his big fingers tap the doorjamb.

      “None of us can figure out how to get that fitted sheet thing on Drake’s bed.”

      They need help figuring out how to make the bed?

      Of course they do.

      I lift a finger in the universal “be there in a second” motion.

      He stares hard at the girls a few more seconds before nodding once and disappearing back into the house.

      “Holy shit,” one of the girls whispers. “He is so hot.”

      “Wait.” The brunette pauses. “Was that who I think it was?”

      “Who did you think that was?” The blonde grips her friend’s forearm. “Is he your ex-boyfriend?”

      “Please tell us that’s not the older brother. Which one was that?”

      Dear Lord, if they were drooling before, they’re positively foaming at the mouth now. Is this what it’s like being in public with Duke Colter? No wonder he wants to hide out; if these college girls recognize him, what’s it like when he’s in the company of grown men?

      It must be a feeding frenzy.

      “Well, ladies, duty calls.” I clap my hands together, disregarding their questions. “It was nice meeting you. I’m sure you’ll see the boys around this year.”

      Oh God, I really do sound like a total mom. I’m sure you’ll see the boys around this year? Ugh! Why don’t I just go ahead and add, “Be mindful of your studies! Safety first, always stick together in groups! Get a good night’s sleep before a big test!”

      Cringe.

      I’m such a nerd sometimes.
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      I hate to admit that I’m glad to have had Posey along with me today, but…I’m glad to have had Posey along with me today. I think the boys liked it too. She’s adorable and fun to be around.

      I also found out today that she has a terrible singing voice, having caught her warbling while she was scrubbing the bathtub, down on her hands and knees with scouring powder.

      Something else I caught her doing?

      Chatting outside with those girls a few times. At one point, they got so bold as to come to the door, pretending they needed help with something, but in reality, they just wanted to meet the boys in person.

      I’d seen them outside once—did they think we’re so dumb we wouldn’t recognize them a few hours later?

      Dallas, Drew, and Drake are gonna be fucked if young ladies these days are so bold as to throw themselves at them.

      “Those girls are trouble,” I’d warned as soon as I heard Posey send them on their way. “You hear me? Stay away from ’em.”

      “How are we gonna stay away from them if they’re coming here? It’s not like we went lookin’ for them,” Dallas had pointed out.

      He, of all people, needs to be cautious. He’ll be entering the draft soon and entering a lucrative contract, if the universe favors him the way we’re all expecting it to.

      “You know damn well those are the kind of girls who poke holes in a condom to trap you into lifetime child support payments.”

      “Yeah, idiot,” Drake had chimed in. “Her tits were hanging out on a Sunday.”

      Could they not say tits in front of Posey? Jesus Christ.

      “What does the day of the week have to do with anything?”

      Drake rolled his eyes. “Because. It’s Sunday.”

      We were never a particularly religious family, but to me, his argument made a bit of sense. There was no reason the girls had to traipse over wearing barely anything in the middle of the afternoon after having met Posey earlier while they were covered from head to toe in sweatshirts, bike shorts, and sneakers. Kind of the same thing Posey had on.

      So when I heard the doorbell ring, I immediately went to the upstairs front window to see who was at the door, smart enough to send Posey down instead of the boys.

      I’d had to hold Dallas back from bounding down the fucking stairs like the hormonal bull he was.

      Not that I’m gonna be able to keep them away once Posey and I head home, but…never hurts to give them the warning and a stern talking-to.

      I, of all people, have seen plenty of my friends and teammates get tied to a calculating woman with their sights set on being rich and living a cushy lifestyle, funded by her football-playing husband or boyfriend.

      “Those girls aren’t going to give up now that they’ve started sniffing around,” I inform my brothers what they already know. It’s not like they were born yesterday. They watched our pops cheat on our mom with groupies and gold diggers, eager to become the next Mrs. Colter—thinking maybe he’d leave Mama if the pussy was good enough.

      It wasn’t.

      Not when he’d have to give up half of his football dynasty. No doubt in my mind that Pops would have had way more mistresses than he’d had if he hadn’t had to pay Mama fifty percent.

      Well.

      I wasn’t about to live the same life, always worrying about the press following me into hotel rooms, or women coming forward claiming to be pregnant with my child—and I’d be damned if I’d allow my brothers to follow that path, either.

      Fuck that.

      “We don’t know for sure they came over to…you know. Hit on your brothers.” Posey naïvely had tried to make light of it, gulping down her statement with a lump in her throat.

      “You can’t even say it with conviction.” I’d laughed.

      “Listen, we can’t be judging them because they came over wearing swimsuits.” She glanced around the room. “Maybe they were having a car wash. We don’t know.”

      “They weren’t having a car wash. It ain’t warm enough for that, and besides, what was it they said they needed?” I reminded her with my brows raised.

      “Um. They didn’t know how to connect the garden hose because they, um, wanted to water their lawn.”

      Water their lawn, my ass.

      It’s sweet that she wants to see the good in people, but the truth is—I often don’t.

      Not anymore.

      I drive through the night, an hour remaining to get home, only the sound of my audiobook playing to keep me company. Posey dozed off shortly after we said our goodbyes and climbed back into the truck. My brothers made a big show of hugging and slapping me on the back.

      Once I’m back in Texas, I’ll be so fucking far away but guess the plane rides will be worth it.

      “Promise I’ll come watch if you make it to the Rose Bowl.”

      “Deal.” Dallas had thrust out his hand. “Promise I’ll make it if you make it to the Super Bowl.”

      “Deal.”

      Gonna miss those little bastards, but at least I’ll get to watch them on television. Zoom and shit when we have the time.

      I glance over at Posey, softly snoring away, head against the window, mouth falling open from time to time.

      Not that I’m staring or anything.

      Thirty more minutes go by.

      Then fifteen.

      Then another fifteen until I’m pulling into her driveway and unbuckling my seat belt.

      She lifts her head off the window, rubbing her temple.

      “Sore?” I cut the engine and turn my body to look at her. Cute as a button in that ponytail and a bit bleary-eyed from her nap.

      Posey gives me a little smile. “Just a little. It’ll be fine.” She yawns. “Ugh, I’m so tired! That was a long day.”

      I pull the keys from the ignition but make no move to climb out of the truck.

      “Lots of driving.”

      She’s looking through the front windshield, hat in her hands. “I wasn’t expecting to have such a good time. Your brothers are so much like you it’s wild.” She pauses. “Well, except for Drew. He’s more conservative than the other two.”

      Drew is more conservative. Less sure of himself, less passionate.

      Don’t know if it’s ’cause he doesn’t have the heart like Dallas, Drake, and me or if he’s just not as vocal about it. Guess time will tell as it does with everything.

      “Thanks for runnin’ to the store this afternoon and grabbin’ dinner and fillin’ their fridge.”

      “I was glad to do it alone—I wasn’t about to lug the four of you around the supermarket. That would have been a train wreck, no way. Not after you and I went—once was enough.”

      She’d gone to the grocery store armed with a list a mile long and came home with bags of burgers from the local hamburger joint and another bag of just French fries.

      I chew on my bottom lip, mulling over a thought. “Did you think it was weird how those girls kept comin’ around?” After stopping by twice, they’d made a point to walk back and forth in front of the property as if they were in a parade, first two girls, then three. Then four.

      Then the original two.

      It wasn’t the strangest behavior I’ve ever seen from young women, but it certainly gave me an uneasy feeling.

      “Define weird.”

      I cock my head, searching for the right words. “I dunno, just…weird.”

      Posey laughs quietly. “You have to explain better than that. And yeah, I thought it was weird, but everyone wants attention these days. If I were in college, living next door to those boys, my radar would have been going off like a fire alarm.”

      “Oh please, it would not have. You don’t give a shit if a man is successful or not, you’re more into”—let’s see, how do I put this—“kindness and personality and shit.”

      “I take it you’re not including Brian in that definition?”

      “Fuck Brian.”

      We both laugh, the cab of the truck peaceful, especially with the porch light’s glow. The small kitchen window in Mrs. Galvin’s kitchen softly illuminating the part of the concrete driveway it sits in front of.

      “Yeah, fuck Brian.” She turns her head to look out the window again as if lost in thought.

      “It’s not your fault he was a piece of shit.”

      “I know, but I should have—”

      “You shouldn’t have nothin’. You did nothing wrong. End of story.”

      I nod to punctuate my statement.

      She nods. “The next guy won’t be such a bag of crap. I’ll do better seeing the red flags.”

      The next guy.

      Fuck that guy, too, whoever he is.

      Fuck him.

      He won’t deserve her, of course. Posey is too perfect for any of the assholes running free out there, trying to date but also wanting to screw anyone willing all the while pretending to want a long-term relationship.

      That was never me, but I’d seen it plenty.

      “You’re gonna make someone an incredible girlfriend, Pose.” I hesitate, hating the word vomit coming out of my mouth, needing it to stop. “Josephine.”

      She smiles shyly at me, running her fingers down the length of her silky ponytail.

      “Josephine. You haven’t called me that in days. Dink.”

      She winks, using the fake name I was using on the dating app; an app I haven’t been on in days because I lost interest. Haven’t been on since she began having side conversations with Brian. Not since…

      Shoot. Not since I started looking at her too long when she wasn’t watching and using her body wash in the shower and fuck, that sounds creepy.

      “Now that you met me, do I look like a Josephine to you?”

      I shake my head. “Not really. The name Posey has really grown on me.”

      Posey snorts. “Gee, thanks.”

      “I meant that as a compliment.”

      “I know, that’s why I said thanks.” Duh.

      I know we can’t sit here any longer; at some point, we’ll have to go inside the house. But I can’t make myself unlock the door and climb out of the truck because once I do, this spell will be broken. I’ll go back to my bedroom alone, and she’ll go back to her bedroom alone, and we’ll spend the rest of the night…alone.

      By ourselves.

      And obviously, my brain keeps going back to that hand job she gave me the other morning; no, not just that—I couldn’t give a shit about a hand job. What I care about was the little sound she was making when I had my hand down her pajama bottoms. A sound like that gets itself etched into a man’s brain; it’s a sound he ain’t likely to forget.

      I reckon it could keep me warm on a cold night, that’s for damn sure. All I’d have to do is close my eyes.

      My eyes go to her lips.

      Her eyes seem to go to mine.

      And just like that, she’s across the center console, damn near in my lap, my arms reaching for her waist to pull her closer.

      We’ve only kissed once, and it was while we were half asleep, in the morning, fueled by lingering dreams and half-coherence. This kiss is different. This time, we’re wide awake and in tune.

      As least I am.

      I pull back for a second to simply look at her as my hands cup her face; my eyes drinking in her pouty bottom lip and her wide eyes. That perky nose with the few freckles at the bridge you’d only see this up close.

      Her soft lips are parted.

      We kiss again.

      Not one of those frantic, hurried kisses where you want to rip the person's clothes off. It’s the tender, exploring kind. The kind you’re not sure about even though you know you want it.

      The kind you know you might even regret.

      A goodbye kiss, almost.

      Yeah, that’s what this is: a goodbye kiss because neither of us can move. We can’t date each other. She’s in Illinois, and I’m about to be in Texas, and even though I can afford to fly her back and forth, and I can fly back and forth, Posey isn’t the type of woman who would put up with that shit.

      She’s the type of woman who wants to go grocery shopping for date night; take a walk about the block a few times to get her steps in and pet dogs as they pass us on the sidewalk. Do shit like catch a movie on a day it’s supposed to rain.

      Posey is the marrying kind.

      And I’m…

      Leaving in a few days.

      And I…

      Live in a fucking bubble. Nothing is ever just mine, nothing is sacred, nothing is simple.

      So I’m going to enjoy this fucking kiss with Posey if it’s the last thing I fucking do, and pardon my swearing.

      There’s a knock on the window.

      Shit.

      It’s Mrs. Galvin, and she looks stunned. “You said she was your cousin!” she damn near shrieks at the pair of us through the rolled-up window.

      Faster than you can say “go away, Mrs. Galvin,” Posey rears away from me to the other side of the cab.

      “Oh my God!” She slides down in the seat in an attempt to hide, covering her face with the baseball cap. “Oh my God, she saw us, and I told her you were my cousin! Ew! This is so embarrassing.”

      “Serves her right for spyin’.’” I roll my eyes so hard that the old woman? Her mouth falls open. “That old bat knows damn well you’re not my cousin. She implied as much when she was extorting tickets from me.”

      I unlock the door and push it open, stepping out into the dark night.

      “Hey, Mrs. G—whatcha doin’ up so late?” I check the watch on my wrist. “It’s eleven o’clock.”

      “I’m a night owl. Don’t worry about what I’m doing up so late. Worry about why you’ve got your hands on this sweet girl.”

      Sweet girl? She’s obviously never heard Posey get pissed off once someone has eaten her cake without asking.

      “Hey, Mrs. Galvin, um, is everything okay?” Posey comes around the front of the truck, arms folded across her chest, attempting to look as if she hadn’t just been kissing me in the dark—attempting to look worried for the neighbor lady.

      “I’m fine. You should be inside. It’s late.”

      “No offense, ma’am, but we just drove two hours from seein’ my brothers, not that it’s any of your business.”

      Her mouth falls open farther, and Posey swats at my arm.

      “We’re just going inside. If you need anything, let me know.” My sexy little roomie grabs my forearm and drags me toward the porch, up the steps, to the back door.

      “Or don’t. Don’t let us know,” I grumble as Posey unlocks the door.

      “You’re so grouchy sometimes,” she tells me as she tosses the keys on the kitchen counter and kicks off her shoes at the same time.

      “Grouchy? Was I actin’ grouchy in the car when you had your lips all over mine?”

      Posey laughs, walking toward the dining room. “Um, you had your lips all over mine—that wasn’t my idea.” She glances over her shoulder at me, and I catch it as she rounds the corner, heading toward the stairs. “Besides. The kiss was just…okay.”

      Ex-fucking-cuse me!

      The kiss was just okay?

      “You’re lyin’.”

      I’m at the bottom of the stairs as she flips her long ponytail. “Try harder next time.”

      Try harder next time?

      What the.

      That little…

      “You better run, little darlin’.” I take the stairs two by two, and by the time she realizes I’m in hot pursuit, she lets out a scream, laughing as she darts to the bedroom—

      My bedroom.

      I swoop down and scoop her up, twirling her around; her arms go around my neck, and our mouths meet, hot and frantic this time. Our tongues clash, lips pressed together, this urgency stronger than it was before as her fingers dig into my scalp.

      We’re moaning.

      My dick throbs.

      Dumping her in the center of the bed, I lean to flip the light on, my big body moving to hover over hers; momentarily, I debate whether to take my shirt off.

      One.

      Two.

      “Fuck it,” I say before yanking at the hem and pulling my shirt over my head, Posey’s soft hands already on my abs, above my belly button. Exploring.

      “You’re so sexy,” she coos, sounding so unlike herself.

      She’s got that sweatshirt on, but that’s gone in an instant; she doesn’t seem to hesitate to peel it off herself the same way I had with my shirt, the gray garment getting chucked to the ground.

      Her bra is white.

      Lace.

      Next, she reaches up to remove the elastic rubber band from her hair, shaking the strands loose. I don’t see where she puts the black band, but my guess is that it’s somewhere near the sweatshirt, not that I give a shit.

      I lean down to kiss her.

      Her hands go to my back, fingers trailing along my spine. She dips them into the back of my waistband, palms skimming over my ass. My glutes.

      It feels so fuckin’ good to have another person’s hands on me, and Posey means it. She likes me even though she’s always scowling and hollering at me to behave myself—as if I can help the fact that everything I do aggravates the shit out of her.

      No woman has stood up to me the way Posey does, and that turns me on.

      I don’t want anyone to kowtow to me; I want someone who considers themselves my equal—I know, she’s super tiny and shorter than I am, but that’s not what I mean when I say my equal. Even if all we’re going to do is have sex, her yelling at me turns me into a sappy fucker for some ungodly reason.

      “You’re so sexy,” I tell her, kissing the side of her neck. She smells like a day’s worth of hard work and whatever perfume she had on this morning, her skin salty on my lips.

      “You are.”

      Posey’s small hands are skimming up the front of my chest, thumbs brushing over my nipples and feeling beneath my pecs.

      They’re firm from hours of training and conditioning and getting the piss knocked out of me on the playing field. Obviously, I’m in the best shape of my life, and I’m glad she appreciates it.

      I trail the tip of my finger along her bra strap, slowly up and down to tease her, finger trailing the swell of her tits.

      Her breath quickens as she watches me, lips parted.

      I kiss down the middle of her sternum to her belly button. Kiss her stomach and rib cage, the smell of her sweet skin getting me even harder; she’s so fucking smooth.

      So fucking cute.

      My fingers clench, desperate to do more but determined to take it slow, not wanting to rush but wanting it all.

      Meanwhile, in my pants…

      …my dick gets harder still.

      Will this be a tale of blue balls or will we get a happy ending?

      I’ve never had so much fun playing with a woman’s boobs as I’m having right now; her tits are round and would fit in my palm…if they weren’t still in her bra.

      The clasp is in front.

      Interesting.

      What would she do if I casually just—oops—unclasped it?

      A man on a mission with literally nothing to lose but a little self-respect, I decide to go for it. I’ve never been one to shy away from a goal anyway—and if she doesn’t want me to, I’ll know it.

      “Is it cool if I unhook this?” I feel like an idiot asking but, like, it has to be done.

      “Oh my God.” She laughs. “You sound ridiculous asking for permission.”

      She has no goddamn idea what it’s like in this day and age not to get verbal consent, given who I am, what my last name is, what I do for a living, etc. etc. I could go on all day. I won’t because I have a task at hand.

      I have a bra to unsnap.

      “Is that a yes?”

      “That’s a yes.”

      I hesitate. “Did you just roll your eyes at me?”

      “Also yes.”

      I can honestly say without a doubt I’ve never seen a set of tits like this. They’re perfection. I wonder for a second if they’re real, thinking there’s no way they could possibly be; that’s how incredible they are. Or maybe it’s just been too long since I’ve seen a pair in person, on an actual warm-blooded female.

      It’s clearly been way too long.

      Doesn’t count all the porn I’ve watched or all the jerking off I’ve done.

      I don’t think Posey is the kind of gal who’s gonna get herself a boob job, but what the hell do I know about that?

      She inhales a breath when I lean down and lick the tip of her nipple, sucking on it gently, blowing on it once it’s good and wet so it puckers even harder.

      Her fingers find my scalp.

      She moans.

      “Perfect,” I mutter.

      Moans again when my mouth leaves her tits and travels south, nose trailing over her soft belly, hands on her rib cage going the distance too.

      “Wait.”

      She’s speaking above me, and I pause and glance up at her to hear what she has to say.

      “I want you to lie down now.” She pats the bedding beside her.

      My sexy little roomie doesn’t have to tell me twice; within seconds, I’m on my back beside her, waiting to see what she’s going to do next, hoping with my hard-on that she—

      Climbs on top.

      Straddles me like a filly in heat, shrugging out of her bra and tossing it to the ground, sitting on me now in only her black leggings.

      Halle-fucking-lujah!

      My hands look massive against her small frame, one on each side of her waist, fingers splayed as I watch her resting there. It’s a practice in self-control, considering I want to smother her tits with my face.

      Or be suffocated by them; it wouldn’t be the worst way to die.

      Posey runs her hands over my chest. She’s doing it so softly it actually tickles but not in a torturous way. Her palms are soft—not calloused like mine.

      “You’re so big,” she says.

      It’s true, I’m basically a giant. I’ve been huge since I was little, always in the ninetieth percentile in height and weight, and I swear I had a beard in second grade.

      Ha.

      “I can’t believe I have my shirt off.” Her voice is quiet and amused, but she’s not one bit shy—something I never would have guessed about her. She’s a kindergarten teacher, for fuck’s sake.

      “I appreciate that.” My hands cup her breasts, playing with them as if they’re shiny new toys. My new favorite things in the world, everything else forgotten, what’s football?

      When she dips down to kiss me, they touch my chest. When she moves farther, they’re squished between us as she kisses my mouth.

      Skin on skin.

      Tongues mingling.

      “Your tits are way better than I thought they’d be when I pictured you naked.”

      Why did I say that out loud? She might not take that as a compliment.

      Posey pulls back to look at me, brushing her hair out of her eyes.

      “You’ve thought about me naked?”

      “Oh, darlin’, you have no idea how many times the thought has crossed my mind.”

      She shivers.

      “You cold?”

      “No. When you say it like that with an accent, it gives me goose bumps.”

      “Darlin’?” My voice is low and deep.

      She shivers. “Stop it.”

      “Crosses my mind.”

      When she shivers again, her tits move.

      I can’t stand it anymore. Using my core muscles, I sit up, wrapping my arms around her in the process, hugging her close, my mouth on her collarbone, kissing up her neck.

      She tilts it, giving me better access.

      Groans.

      “God, that feels good,” she murmurs.

      She feels good.

      I feel good when I’m with her.

      This was the best fucking almost two weeks of my life.
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      “This was the best fuckin’ almost two weeks of my life.”

      To say I’m shocked by Duke’s words is an understatement. “Mine too.” And I’ve had a pretty fantastic life.

      “Shit. Did I say that out loud?”

      He sure did.

      I wonder what other thoughts he’s keeping locked up inside; things I’ll never know about once he’s gone, basking in the fact that he’s not gone yet.

      With strong arms around my waist, he’s one part hugging me, one part motorboating my boobs in his face, cannot tell which. Not that it matters. It feels incredible being in his embrace.

      His hard dick presses into my ass cheeks—or it tries to, at least.

      Mmm…

      Ugh, it’s been ages since I’ve had sex. And being half naked with this big, glorious beast has me wanting to peel the rest of his clothes off.

      I raise myself high enough so I can feel around for the fly of his jeans, then unbutton them as difficult as the task is given my position.

      I roll off to finish.

      Zipper whirs down.

      Duke wastes no time kicking the denim to the ground, lying there in nothing but a pair of tight, black compression shorts that leave me wanting to sit back and stare.

      Oh jeez.

      His thighs are as thick as tree trucks, I swear, hard as rocks, too, and he’s not even flexing.

      “Um, you’re not gonna make me lie here like this, are you? You gonna join me?”

      He plucks at the waistband of my leggings.

      Yes.

      Okay then.

      I lie down, letting him do the honors so I can watch his face as he removes my bottoms.

      “How did I know your panties would be white?”

      I almost gag at the word panties; it’s as bad as moist, and luscious, three of my least favorite words. Blech.

      “Matches the bra.”

      He runs a hand over the front of my underwear, fingers plucking at the tiny bow.

      Sliding his hand all the way between my legs, he cups my pussy. His giant palm is warm, sending heat straight to my core.

      His thumb hooks the pretty lace trim, then sneaks beneath it and rubs slowly.

      My legs spread.

      Head tilts back on his pillow.

      “God, you’re sexy.”

      I nod. “So are you.”

      Our mouths fuse as he plays with me, massaging my clit so leisurely it’s driving me crazy, the desire making my entire body hot.

      I want him on top of me.

      I want him inside me.

      I tug at his arm.

      Pull his giant body until he’s where I want him; hovering over me.

      I feel dainty and petite—a direct contradiction to his massive frame.

      His lower half dips.

      Dick brushes against my pussy, back and forth, back and forth.

      My hands slide inside his underwear, luxuriating in the feel of his hot flesh and basking in the taut muscles of his hips that flex with every motion.

      Back and forth…

      I grip his shaft and gently tug it.

      He’s still kissing me, our mouths needy. Tongues wet.

      It’s hot and sexy and getting me hotter.

      Before I realize what I’m doing, I’m pushing at the waistband of his underwear again—this time, I want them off. Off, off, off.

      I want Duke completely naked above me.

      I want to see what he looks like in the flesh—mostly, I want to see what his dick looks like.

      I already know it’s big. He is big, so it stands to reason that his cock would be proportionate and how sad would it be if it wasn’t? A tragedy, that’s what.

      He lets me push down his shorts (of course he does) all the while teasing me with the tip of his cock at the apex of my thighs, in the place where I most want the tip of his cock. And now that he’s no longer wearing that sexy black underwear, dry humping him is even hotter.

      I spread my legs when he feels between us, his finger moving the fabric of my thong to the side.

      I wonder how long we can last this way, flirting with fucking, getting each other more turned on by the second without any physical relief.

      It’s hard.

      It’s so hard, and I’m so wet, and it’s on the tip of my lips to beg for it.

      Mmm…

      The sound leaves my throat.

      He’s still holding my panties aside, stretching them to the point where I probably won’t be able to wear them again (but probably won’t throw them out).

      It’s unbearable, this heat.

      How wet I am.

      How insanely turned on he’s making me.

      The tongue in my mouth has my hormones raging, oxytocin and endorphins and adrenaline sweeping through my body like a tidal wave.

      It’s too much.

      “Fuck, Josephine…” he whispers into my neck. Sucks on it a few seconds while his hips thrust, dick searching for its home.

      Oh my God. “Just fucking do it,” I breathe. “Just fucking do it—please,” I add for good measure so I don’t sound demanding. I can’t stand it anymore. I can’t stand i—

      He eases in.

      I think we’re both holding our breath; I have to spread my legs wider so he can inch forward, and the fact that I still have my underwear on is so incredibly sexy…

      “Jesus Christ,” Duke moans when he’s buried inside me and stops moving. “Holy shit.”

      He buries his face in my neck. “I don’t think I can move.”

      “Why?”

      His low chuckle vibrates against my skin. “I’m gonna blow my load.”

      I’m gonna blow my load.

      That would be a first; a man coming after only a few seconds and before his partner? Ha ha!

      “Give me a second.”

      My pussy throbs as he holds himself still, doing whatever he’s doing inside his head so he doesn’t come in the next few minutes, mentally trying to picture a cat in a tree or something, who knows.

      I wrap my legs around his thighs, urging him on. Wiggling my hips, I want him to fuck me.

      “Goddammit.” He laughs, pulling out a few inches.

      Pushing in.

      Yes…

      Yes, just like that.

      Oh God, don’t stop…don’t stop…yes…

      Duke feels so fucking good, holy shit, holy shit…

      I grip his ass in an attempt to bury him deeper inside me. He rotates his hips, dick so deep, I swear I see butterflies and stars behind my lids.

      His moans are loud, but Duke isn’t as loud as I fantasized he would be, not nearly as vocal—and yes, I’d fantasized.

      I love that he keeps kissing me.

      Kissing me as if our lives depend on it, or it’s the last kiss we’ll ever have.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he finally breathes. “Shit, I’m—”

      Duke pulls out and grips his dick. Aiming it toward my stomach, he comes on my lower abs below my belly button, my mouth falling open in shock. Yes, I was prepared for him to come but not…not THERE.

      “Sorry.”

      He’s still hovering over me, clutching his dick in his hand. It’s not limp—not yet—but there’s creamy jizz dripping from the tip.

      “Fuck. I’m so sorry,” he says again, climbing off the bed and disappearing into the hallway. My hands fall to the sides of the bed, chest heaving.

      I still have not come.

      I want to throw the pillows across the room but can’t move because there is COME DRIPPING DOWN MY SIDES.

      Duke reappears with a wet washcloth, then wipes my flesh and cleans me up. He tosses the rag into the hamper in the corner of the room, then flips the light back off before going to the foot of the bed and crawling on his hand and knees—back in my direction.

      Yes!

      His giant hands spread my legs, pushing my knees apart.

      His mouth goes to my pussy, going straight to work.

      “You’re so fucking wet,” he tells me, licking down my center. Sucks.

      Sucks, beard stubble tickling the skin of my inner thighs. That’s going to leave a mark…

      “Oh my God.” It feels so good, feels so good. “Don’t stop.”

      He doesn’t.

      Duke goes to town, sucking my clit until my legs start to tremble, my body beginning to quake, the orgasm hitting me harder than it probably would have done if it was his dick hitting my G-spot.

      “Uh…” I’m shaking—shaking as if all the nerves in my body were struck at the same time because perhaps they were.

      And when he’s done, he kisses my lips. Pressing his lips against mine before collapsing on the bed next to me and reaching for my hand.

      I sit up, pulling the quilt over us.

      “Can we not tell anyone that I came in less than sixty seconds, please?”

      It’s not what I was expecting him to say. The laugh leaving my throat sounds nervous and full of giggles. “Who would I tell?”

      “Um—literally anybody? SportsCenter? People Magazine? Molly?”

      Good point. “I forgot you weren’t a normal person,” I tease.

      “I’m normal. I’m just not…”

      “Normal.”

      “Fine. I’m not normal.”

      “Trust me, I haven’t said anything to Molly about the other morning and I’m not going to say anything about this either. I promise.”

      He lets go of my hand so he can roll toward me, tucking a hand under his chin. “I believe you.”

      I believe you.

      The words do something to my insides. “You don’t trust many people, do you?”

      “Not really.”

      “Why?”

      Duke thinks about it for a few seconds. “So back when I was a kid—when I was a junior about to go through the draft, I had this agent I thought was the tits. His clients were some of the most famous athletes in the world, and I just assumed I could trust him.”

      I already don’t love how this story is going.

      “And I was this kid who assumed I’d be playin’ in Texas because that’s where my pops played—and I was promised that’s who would take me in the draft.”

      “But that’s not what happened?”

      “Well, as you know, I was playin’ for New York.” He pauses. “I fuckin’ hated it there. Resented it with all get-out ’cause that’s not where I was ’sposed to be.” He shrugs. “That agent of mine sold me out. He had a back-door deal for another player with the Steers without telling me about it first.”

      I have no idea what a back-door deal is, but it can’t be good.

      “Sounds like they pulled the rug out from under you.”

      He nods.

      “Obviously, you’re not holding a grudge against the Steers?”

      “No. It had nothing to do with them. Their GM hadn’t known I was interested.”

      “If you want to find a silver lining…at least you have experience now?”

      He glances over at me. “You find the good in everything, don’t you?”

      I mean, I try to.

      Sometimes I have to. “Working with little kids will do that to a person. Everything is a travesty to them. I spend a looot of time calming them down.” I laugh quietly, thinking back to this past week when I had to teach little Maya Newbauer to count to ten after Noah Olson took the last watermelon Jolly Rancher out of the treat bowl on my desk.

      She had her fists clenched and tears rolling down her eyes as if the whole world was going wrong that day.

      “Dude,” I then say. “We had sex.”

      “Did you just say ‘Dude, we had sex,’ or ‘Duke, we had sex’?”

      That makes me laugh again. “Dude. I definitely said dude.”

      “You just duded me.”

      “At least I didn’t call you bro.”

      He yawns, big and loud. “That’s true.”

      I snuggle down into the covers and let out my own yawn. “So tired.”

      “Same.”

      And then we sleep, not mentioning the sex again—at least not tonight.
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        * * *

      

      He’s gone when I wake up.

      Like—gone, gone.

      Not just from the bed.

      Everything in the bedroom is gone—his clothes and toiletries and the duffel bag he had it packed in. It had taken me a few seconds to sort it all out in my brain after my eyes had peeled open, and I called out to him several times only to be greeted by absolute silence.

      Then I’d looked over at the dresser where his cologne and wallet had been. Looked at the closet where his bag and personal items had all but been spilling out for an entire week and saw…nothing but two open closet doors.

      I sigh, sitting up as my alarm clock goes off with an hour to get ready for work.

      I can’t believe he just left without saying goodbye.

      I thought, if anything, we were at least friends?

      He introduced me to his younger brothers, for heaven’s sake. Doesn’t that count for something?

      I roll over, letting my feet hit the ground, dragging some of the bedding off since it has to be thrown in the washing machine anyway, leaving it on the ground behind me in a heap as I make my way toward the bathroom.

      I had sex last night with Duke Colter.

      Imagine that.

      And it was mostly good sex. Mostly. It would have been phenomenal sex had he not come before I had, then abruptly pulled out and come on my stomach.

      Can’t win them all, I guess.

      I shower, then blow-dry my hair and put makeup on, doing my darndest to look awake.

      It’s only once I’m in the kitchen, at the counter pouring myself a mug of the coffee Duke had been kind enough to make this morning that I notice a note and an envelope taped to the back door.

      Walking the few steps to it, I tear it off.

      In a masculine scrawl, he’d written:

      
        
        Posey,

        Something unexpected came up, and we have to make the announcement earlier than planned—heading to the airport to meet Eli, then flying to Dallas.

        Thanks for the hospitality.

        DC

      

      

      Thanks for the hospitality?

      Is he for real right now?

      I tear open the envelope, rolling my eyes when I find a small stack of hundred-dollar bills inside, tossing it to the counter in frustration.

      “I don’t want your fucking money,” I curse, angry and upset and…

      Embarrassed.

      Hurt.

      Lonely.

      The house is so quiet without him here. And I wish I could pinpoint why this pit has formed at the bottom of my stomach, but I can’t.

      I try to eat breakfast so I don’t go to work on an empty stomach, but I can’t.

      I try to clear my head while I’m driving, but I can’t.

      The entire day is a blur, only making me more angry and upset, so when I get home, I do the only thing I know to do: I text Molly.

      Me: So…Duke is gone.

      Molly: Yeah, he and Eli are already in Texas. They’re going live tonight at 8 EST.

      I can’t do time-zone math, so I ask her: what time will it be here?

      Molly: 7 PM

      Me: Oh.

      Molly: Why “Oh”? Is everything okay?

      I debate how much I should tell her, going back and forth in my mind and my conscience, conscious of the fact I literally told Duke last night I wasn’t going to tell anyone we had sex. However…if I don’t tell my best friend the truth, she’s going to wonder why I’m being so weird, and she’ll think something is wrong, which it is.

      I feel gross and sad and…and…if I don’t talk about it I might very well explode.

      If he’d woken me up and given me a heads-up that he was leaving—instead of sneaking off before I woke up, I would be fine.

      I’d be okay. Mostly.

      Me: I was just surprised he left; he never said anything. I woke up and his stuff was gone.

      Molly: That’s weird, but I mean, sometimes that’s how these things work. News breaks, and they have to get ahead of it.

      Me: What do you mean “news breaks and they have to get ahead of it”?

      Molly: Shit—I thought you knew

      Me: KNEW WHAT

      Molly: There is a picture floating around the internet that he’s tagged in—you’re in it, but of course, no one knows it’s you.

      Me: WHAT DO YOU MEAN I’M IN IT? HOW can that BE?!

      Molly: It’s from yesterday—at his brothers’ house.

      Me: His brothers’ house?

      That makes no sense, none at all. We didn’t take any photos of each other yesterday. His brothers never took photos, not even selfies. They were too busy working. They were too—

      A photo appears in our messages.

      It’s a photo not a single one of us took. It wasn’t physically possible given that it was from across the street, zoomed in, mostly grainy but still obviously Duke Colter with his arm around me.

      He’d come down into the front yard to grab a side table after I’d finished hosing it off and drying it, and had put his arm around my shoulders to ask how I was holding up. If I was tired, if I was hungry. Given my shoulders a squeeze.

      It was friendly but had still caused me to look up at him.

      Oh Jesus, the look on my face in that damn photograph…

      Adoring.

      On top of that—HE GAVE ME MORE MONEY.

      What the actual fuck.

      Molly: No one knows it’s you.

      Me: Yeah but the LOOK ON MY FACE, Molly…

      I want to hide.

      Die from embarrassment.

      Me: Has he seen this?

      Molly: Um, yeah…the whole world has seen this. Which is why he’s in Dallas a few days early.

      Me: Why would he have to fly to Dallas early because of a leaked photograph??

      Molly: Because now SportsCenter did a bunch of digging—they know the truck out front was rented in Illinois, and now they’re speculating he’d been traded to the Chicago Steam. The story is blowing up.

      Me: Because of one picture?

      Molly: LOL it’s obviously a slow news day.

      Me: Oh my God, he must hate me.

      Molly: It’s NOT your fault. We told him to lay low and not leave the house, and what does he do?? Stands outside a house on JOCK ROW, in a COLLEGE TOWN, where his three superstar athlete brothers go to school only to be photographed by a few wannabe clout chasers.

      Me: What do you mean?

      Molly: The photo was in the IG story of some girl who lives next door or nearby or whatever. She deleted it, but someone had already screen grabbed it, and it wound up on TMZ.

      Molly: I mean—there’s also a story that he’s dating a college student, but that story will be snuffed out as soon as the press conference starts. They’ll address all these rumors tonight.

      Me: Oh…good.

      There’s a huge lump in my throat, and I’m grateful that we’re texting and not talking because there’s not a chance in hell I’d be able to form actual words with my mouth.

      Molly: Relax. And don’t worry about it—he didn’t leave on purpose. He had to. Honestly, it was inevitable that his cover would be blown. He’s like—a giant buffoon.

      I take that personally, her calling him a giant buffoon.

      I know him better now; he’s actually a terrific guy.

      Kind, funny—really goofy but in a good-natured way.

      A real catch.

      My stomach churns, and I place my hand there to quell it, wishing I had a cold, carbonated soda to make it all go away.

      The house is so quiet now.

      There’s no hammering on the porch, no man in the hammock, no heavy stomping up and down the stairs. No Duke doing chin-ups in the upstairs guest bedroom.

      He’s not rummaging through the fridge and making a mess.

      Molly: You should be glad he’s gone, yeah?

      Me: Yeah.

      Molly: Posey. Are you okay???

      Me: Sure.

      Another heartbeat goes by; it’s not a long silence before my phone rings.

      It’s her—calling like she normally does if she senses something is off, and I should have known to expect it.

      “What’s wrong?” She pauses. “And don’t say nothing because I know it’s something.”

      I nibble my bottom lip, debating. “It’s just strange with him gone,” I allow, at least giving her that.

      “So? He’s been there, what—a week and a few days?”

      I pace from one side of the kitchen to the next. “I know, but we became friends.”

      “Uh, clearly.” My friend laughs through the phone line. “I took one look at that picture and went, “Uh-oh.”

      “You did not.”

      “Oh yeah—I totally did. What’s going on?”

      If this phone had a cord, I would be twisting it around my hand anxiously.

      I told Duke I wouldn’t say anything.

      It was as good as a promise.

      “Posey.” Molly’s voice is soft. Concerned. “Are you…sleeping with Duke?”

      It’s not telling her if she guesses and I admit to it, is it? Is that the same thing?

      I nod even though she can’t see me. “Yes.” My voice is just above a whisper. “But it was only once.” Last night. And it was fun and exciting and sexy—and something we both needed.

      Wanted.

      “So that’s what has you so upset.”

      “I’m not so upset. I’m…I’m…confused.” I’m still speaking quietly, afraid I can’t trust my own voice not to crack. “It’s no big deal. I’ll get over it. It’s not like we’re dating or anything.”

      But he’s my fucking hero for so many reasons.

      “It was just sex.”

      Liar, liar…

      “Are you sure?”

      “Obviously, it was just sex, Molly.” My voice is getting louder now. “It’s Duke Colter. Of course that’s all it was.”

      Molly chooses her words slowly. “What do you mean by that?”

      “He’s Duke Colter, and I’m Posey Kettner—a freaking teacher in a dinky town who isn’t beautiful or glamorous. I don’t know the right people, and all I do is yell at him. As if he’d be interested in anything other than sex from me.”

      My chest is heaving, and here come the tears I hadn’t wanted to cry.

      Angry now, I wipe the first one away.

      “Are you hearing yourself right now?” Molly volleys back. “Like, do you even hear what you’re saying?”

      “Pfft.” I snort.

      Molly laughs at me. “Dear Lord, do not tell me I raised you like this,” she chastises as if she were my mom. “I am literally from the same town, or have you forgotten? And I literally worked from home, never went out, and hate people—or have you forgotten? Yet Eli found me interesting enough, NAY! He liked the fact that I wasn’t glamorous, don’t have giant boobs, and I’m not fake. Are you forgetting that?” She’s getting herself all riled up. “My job is so boring, remember? I sit at a desk. What’s so great about me? Nothing.”

      “Knock it off, Molly Summervale. We both know you’re amazing and a fantastic catch.”

      “But I don’t know any of the right people.”

      “So what? Who cares! Screw those people.”

      She chuckles on the other end of the phone, and I narrow my eyes.

      “Oh, I see what you’re doing. Don’t try to reverse psychology me into thinking a professional football player is interested.”

      “Since when are you such a sad Sally? Where did the confident Posey go? Huh? The one who elbowed that sleaze Brian in the gut and told off Duke Colter in your kitchen?”

      “She’s butt hurt that he left without saying goodbye.”

      “Was that so hard?”

      “What?”

      “Admitting that out loud.”

      “Yes.”

      “Realistically, I don’t know, Posey.” Molly sighs. “I hate to say it, but Duke is young and just starting with a new team. I’d love for him to sweep you off your feet and for you to have a happily ever after, but the reality is—he lives in New York, and he’s moving back to Texas. And you’re in Illinois.”

      “Yes, I’m well aware.”

      One second, she’s scolding me for coming down on myself, and the next, she’s throwing a bucket of cold reality water in my face.

      “I just got home from work,” I say at last. “I’m going to go change out of these clothes.”

      “Okay,” she says. “If you need anything, I’m here.”

      “I know.”

      Back in my bedroom, I take off my work clothes and put on sweatpants and a comfortable hoodie—but instead of going back downstairs and making myself a snack as I usually do after a long day, I lie down on my bed and start scrolling through my phone to look at the news.

      Sure enough, several articles are circulating about Duke. I had no idea he was such a story, which is no big surprise, considering I had no idea who the man was before last week. I’m so out of the loop—so out of touch with what’s popular and relevant these days, I’m stunned at the amount of press.

      That and the photograph of me being shown on almost every sports network in the nation. The headlines?

      Are so ridiculous.

      DUKE COLTER WITH MYSTERY WOMAN IN THE HEART OF BADGER LAND

      IS NEW YORK’S PLAYBOY RECEIVER CHEATING ON THE CONDORS WITH GREEN BAY…OR CHICAGO!

      COLTER BEING TRADED?! STAR PLAYER SPOTTED IN ENEMY TERRITORY

      Thank goodness I was wearing a ballcap yesterday, so my face was barely visible or recognizable as I stood there, hose still in hand, with Duke’s massive arm draped over my shoulders.

      I look so tiny tucked beneath his armpit.

      He’d dropped his arm from my shoulders as soon as that group of girls walked by for the third—

      I gasp.

      I knew those freaking neighbor girls were up to no good! No wonder they kept walking back and forth in front of the house—they were taking pictures!

      “Those little snakes!” I hiss, furious for Duke on his behalf. Furious for myself that they invaded our privacy and now the entire world (well, fine, not the entire world, that’s being dramatic) is speculating about not only the relationship but also Duke’s career.

      His career.

      The fact that this could hurt him tears me up inside.

      And the fact that I couldn’t even get ahold of him if I wanted to hurts even more. I don’t have his damn phone number, and I sure as hell am not going to reach out to Eli and beg for it—he’s got his hands full.

      I tap my fingers against my bedside table, thinking.

      Scrunch my brows together.

      The dating app!

      I tap it open and go to my messages, heart racing, then scroll through the few messages with men that I have, searching for his. What I find is a gray circle where his profile photo used to be, and when I click the message thread open?

      The user you are trying to contact has deleted their profile.

      Deleted his profile?

      My heart sinks.

      There’s nothing I can do to get ahold of him—then again, what do I actually need to get ahold of him for? It’s not as if I have anything to apologize for. I wasn’t the one taking photographs of us from the sidewalk. I wasn’t the one who posted the photo online.

      I’m not the one living in a fish bowl.

      Suddenly, I feel sorry for him.

      What a shitty thing having your privacy invaded like that—everyone speculating over what? You standing in the front yard of your brothers’ house with your friend while she helps you move them in?

      Something as simple as that, twisted and turned into something negative? Duke Colter and his mystery woman… Duke Colter cheating on New York… Duke this, Duke that. The man clearly cannot catch a break.

      I busy myself the entire afternoon, straight up until seven o’clock when Molly texted me a reminder fifteen minutes prior.

      Molly: 15 MINUTES! Sports channel 305!!!

      As if I needed to be told. Ha!

      I can’t sit to watch it because I’m a ball of nerves. I can’t stand still either, pacing in the kitchen after clicking on the television on my counter and flipping through the channels to find the right one.

      There he is.

      Larger than life and…in a suit.

      Wearing a recognizably expensive and well-tailored navy-blue suit and rich burgundy tie, he’s seated between Elias Cohen—Molly’s boyfriend—and another man I don’t recognize. They’re at a table in front of a navy Dallas Steers backdrop.

      He looks so good.

      Hair combed back. He’s had it cut.

      His face looks smooth, jawline square—I bet he smells like fresh shower and mountain man.

      Heart achingly handsome.

      I barely notice that I’m wringing my hands.

      “It is with great pleasure,” the man seated to Duke’s left begins. “That the great state of Texas and the Dallas Steers are happy to announce we have acquired Duke Colter from the New York Condors.” He pauses as the crowd in the press room goes wild, speaking above each other, already throwing questions at the three men out of turn. “We are thrilled to have him as a part of this team, and we believe he’s going to be a key asset for us as starting wide receiver.”

      Someone moves to speak into the man’s ear—Texas Steer General Manager Bart Adrian—and he nods before speaking again.

      “Now we’re going to open the floor up to questions to Mr. Colter’s agent, Eli Cohen.”

      The press begins firing off questions at the trio of men. The volume of noise—even through the TV monitors—and camera flashes, must be overwhelming in person.

      When will his contract be made public?

      “We really can’t say at this time.”

      When will he begin training with the team?

      “Effective immediately.”

      What prompted the change?

      Duke leans forward to speak into the microphone on the table. “Personal reasons. I am a Texan born and bred and have a legacy here I would like to continue. Texas is home.”

      So formal.

      So rehearsed.

      They take one more question, then the general manager rises, thanking everyone for their time—before Duke and Eli stand and follow him out of the room, the broadcast returning to a studio of sports broadcasters who begin recapping the news ad nauseam.

      “That’s it?” I say it out loud to absolutely no one. “That’s what all the fuss was about? That didn’t even last five minutes.”

      Anti-climactic is what that was.

      I stand in the kitchen, clicking the television off, not wanting to hear any more.

      When I turn to leave the room, my eyes lock on the lone envelope on the counter—the one full of money he left for me.

      “Why would he do this? Does he think I was expecting it?” He’d paid me upfront before moving in. It wasn’t necessary to give me a tip. Or a bonus. Or is this because of the sex?

      If it was, I would hunt him down and give him a piece of my mind.

      I do not want this money.

      I want to throw the cash in his face or, better yet—burn it.
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      Why did I leave without saying goodbye?

      I feel like kind of an asshole dipping out like that, writing a quick note and taping it to the door, then putting whatever cash I had in an envelope.

      You know—to help her out?

      She didn’t have to tolerate my shit for an entire week and a half; I had to have been disruptive.

      Why do you even fucking care, Colter? Posey was your roommate for the week and basically your landlady, at best. What do you give a shit about whether or not you were unbearable to live with? You paid her.

      Then paid her again.

      Fuck.

      That envelope of cash.

      When I mentioned it offhandedly to Eli, he slapped his palm to his forehead.

      “What do you mean you gave her an envelope of cash? Why would you do that? You paid her already.”

      I have no idea if it was a good idea to mention I’d also fucked her and felt guilty having to leave. So I do.

      “You what?”

      “I slept with her. But it didn’t mean anything, I swear.”

      Which sounds worse somehow?

      “Oh good. So you slept with her, without having her sign a nondisclosure, I’m assuming.” He’s being sarcastic, and I don’t appreciate it.

      “Why would I have her sign a nondisclosure? She said she wasn’t going to say anything.”

      Eli throws his hands up in the air, like he’s given up. “Oh! She promises she won’t say anything, he says.” He leans forward, setting his hands on the table and lacing his fingers. “Listen. I love Posey, I do—she’s great. I wouldn’t have orchestrated the arrangement if I didn’t trust her. But…if she caught any kind of feelings for you, she isn’t going to be able to keep it to herself. Best-case scenario, she only tells Molly.”

      Feelings for me?

      There’s no way.

      She’s too sensible for that shit.

      Too…

      Practical.

      “All she wanted from me was an orgasm or two. She didn’t catch feelings.”

      “An orgasm or TWO?” His eyes bug out. “Did you sleep with her more than once?”

      I shrugged. “I mean…no? Hand jobs don’t count, eh?”

      His head hits the desk in the conference room in the Steers headquarters.

      “Stop talking.” He holds a finger up. “Let me think.” He presses his fingers to his temples, lost in deep thought. “Okay. You’re not going to want to hear this, but it must be done.”

      Dread pools in my stomach.

      “I’ll have my secretary draft up a standard, simple NDA. You shoot it over to her, she signs it, done.”

      “What? No.”

      “Look. All it’s going to say is the basics: I will not talk to the media if they call. I will not speak to the press. I will not confirm or deny any relationship. Boilerplate.” He nods as if we’re in agreement.

      “Do I have a say in this?”

      His face is expressionless. “I’m telling you—as your agent, it is my job to look out for your best interests. And your best interest is ensuring she doesn’t speak to the press about any personal relationships she may or may not have had with you while you were lodging in her house.” He leans back. “You do realize—now that there is a photograph of you at Madison, the press is already sniffing around the girls who took the photo. They’re going to ask questions until they discover Posey’s identity. Then they’re going to find out where she lives and pay her a little visit. If she’s not prepared, she’s going to answer the door and get caught off guard, and say something she’s going to regret.”

      He makes a very valid point.

      They will find her and they will show up at her house, possibly even the school where she works.

      “Why didn’t I think of this sooner?” I’m such a fucking idiot.

      “Because you were too busy trying to get in her pants.”

      I shake my head. “It wasn’t like that.”

      Eli isn’t convinced. Shuffling the papers in front of him, he pushes his chair out and stands. “I’ll have Mary draft up that NDA. You look it over, and I’ll get Posey’s legal name, her email—and you can send it over.”

      “It’s Josephine.”

      He turns. “What?”

      “Her legal name is Josephine.”

      Eli looks me over a few moments before scribbling onto the steno pad in his hands.

      He clicks the pen closed. “Anything else you’d like to add?”

      “No.”

      “Good. You have a meeting with the offensive coordinator in half an hour. Go grab a snack, and I’ll meet you in the lobby in twenty. I’ll drop you off on my way to the airport.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      This Agreement is entered into as of the 7th day of May, the “Effective Date,” by and between Duke Tobias Colter, hereinafter known as "Receiving Party," and Josephine Elizabeth Kettner, hereinafter known as "Disclosing Party.” The parties agree to enter into a confidential relationship concerning the disclosure of private, personal, and confidential information ("Confidential Information").

      CONFIDENTIAL INFORMATION: For purposes of this Agreement, "Confidential Information" shall include all private, personal information Disclosing Party has gained of Receiving Party—verbal, non-verbal, physical, written, non-written, etc. etc.—over the course of his stay at 3849 Lincolnshire Summit BLVD by which Disclosing Party could benefit monetarily or other utility in the business in which Disclosing Party is engaged…

      WHEREAS…

      VISA VIE…

      ET El…

      Blah, blah, fucking blah.

      Only some of it makes sense to me. I wonder if any of it will make sense to her.

      None of it feels right; sending this legal document from a legal team to her email after all I’d done to say farewell was stick a note to her door, but oh well. I’m an obedient little boy now and do what my agent tells me to do.

      I make zero changes after Mary sends it over, cringe a few times, but otherwise make no changes.

      Hit send.

      Block it from my mind.

      How is she going to react?

      When will she see it?

      What’s she going to say?
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      “Is this a joke? This has to be a joke.”

      “Is what a joke?”

      I’m in my office, and Molly has dropped by, seated in the chair across from my desk, legs tucked beneath her and sipping on whatever kind of hot tea she’s got in her Starbucks cup.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be distracted, but I just got an email from Duke. I shouldn’t have opened it while you were here, but now that I have…”

      “What does the email say?” She readjusts herself in the seat, crisscrossing her legs to get more comfortable. “I thought you said you haven’t heard from him since he left.”

      “I haven’t.”

      Not until now. I click open an email, subject line: Confidential.

      “What does it say?” Molly repeats impatiently, always in a hurry to know things.

      “It’s…” The words on the screen in front of me look like another language entirely because they are legal words. Formal words like confidential and whereas and notwithstanding pepper the email like a bad rash, convoluted and wordy. “A nondisclosure agreement.”

      “What?”

      “He wants me to sign a nondisclosure agreement.”

      “Why?” Molly is already up and out of her chair, coming around the desk to read over my shoulder. “That son of a bitch!”

      She’s already on her phone. “Eli? Babe, you’re never going to believe this.” She pauses. “Duke Colter sent Posey a nondisclosure agreement—can you believe that shit? What an asshole!” She pauses again. “What?” More pausing. “Wait. Are you serious right now because if you are, it’s not funny.”

      “What’s he saying?”

      She shushes me with her hand, putting a finger to her lips.

      I clamp my mouth shut and wait, watching as my best friend’s face turns an entirely different shade, lips puckering, nostrils flaring.

      Three seconds later, she tosses her phone to her chair.

      “Welp. That didn’t go the way I thought it would.” Her hand is on my computer, slamming the cover shut with a thwack. “You’re not signing that.”

      “Hey!”

      “What did I just say?” Her hands are on her hips now—she’s in that bossy stance she always takes when she’s got an ax to grind; the one that always makes me wonder why she’s in IT and not an attorney like both her parents are.

      “What did Eli say?”

      “He told me that he’s the one who drew up the NDA, and he heavily suggested Duke send it over.”

      “So…Duke doesn’t actually want me to sign it?”

      Molly rolls her eyes. “Don’t be daft. No one forced him to send it, Posey. He had a choice, and he made it.”

      “But Eli is the one who told him to send it.”

      “I don’t give a shit whose idea it was. You’re not signing it.”

      “What difference does it make?” I shout, flustered. “I’m not telling anyone we slept together, and I would never tell anyone he was here, so why can’t I just—”

      “It’s the principle of the thing!” she hisses at me. “You are not signing it. I swear to God, I will take this laptop home with me if you so much as dare.” Molly pauses. “Unless you want to.”

      “I literally just received it. You need to calm down.”

      “No, you need to get more fired up. Why am I the only one who seems upset? You know what Duke is implying? That you’re going to sell him out to the tabloids for a fast buck.”

      “Oh.”

      I frown.

      “Yeah—oh. And you know what else he’s implying? That you’re like all the other girls who can’t be trusted. The ones who hang around outside the stadium, hoping one of the players will notice her and take her home for the night.”

      “He does not think I’m like that.”

      “Oh? So you’re friends with benefits, then.”

      I nod.

      “Has he called?”

      “No.”

      “He hasn’t called. Has he texted?”

      “No, but he doesn’t have my number.”

      “Posey, I have your number. All he’d have to do is ask Eli if you’re okay with me giving it to him, and presto, he’d have your phone number. That’s how he managed to get your email address—Eli gave it to him.”

      Oh.

      “It’s not hard. A man would have to be a complete and utter moron not to be able to reach out to someone. With all the social media? Give me a break.” She huffs, grabbing her phone back off the chair and setting it on my desk so she can sit back down. “I’m not trying to be a bitch. I’m really not. But someone needs to be straight with you, and I see this all the time now. Eli doles out those NDA agreements to random hookups for his clients all the time—sometimes before they hook up.”

      That doesn’t make me feel better.

      Not even a little.

      “And can we not forget he gave you an envelope of cash before he snuck out in the middle of the night?”

      That reminds me. “I need you to take it and give it back to Eli, please. I don’t want it.”

      She nods. “Of course.” Then pauses, thinking. “Or you could buy yourself something nice. Like plane tickets to the Bahamas.”

      She’s right, I could. He left me enough to do something fun with it, but it feels like dirty money, and I want no part of it.

      “Donate it?”

      “No—just have it sent back to him, please.”

      “Good. That will send a message saying you’re not interested.”

      I wish I had as much conviction as she did, but the truth of the matter is, I don’t.

      I was embarrassed he left without saying goodbye BEFORE he sent this legal document but now? Amplify that by a billion.

      “Posey, I’m not trying to be a buzzkill, I swear. I’m simply trying to keep your feet on the ground. I told you from the very beginning that Duke Colter is an asshole.”

      “But that’s the thing, Molly—he’s not. He’s actually a decent guy.”

      “Oh my God, you have Stockholm syndrome.”

      That makes me laugh because it’s unexpected. “You’re such a dick,” I tell her.

      “A dick who cares and worries about you.” She stands. “We’re going out this weekend. I’ll be your wingwoman, and we’re going to find someone to take your mind off this mess, okay? I’ll round up the girls. It’ll be fun.”

      “Or I can just start decorating for Halloween.”

      She rolls her eyes. “It’s not even summer vacation yet.”

      “So?”

      “I’ll touch base with you later.” Molly comes back to my side of the desk and plants a kiss to the top of my head. “Try not to think about all this.”

      Easier said than done.

      I do nothing but think about it.

      And three days later, when I wake up and check my emails, there’s another one from Duke:

      
        
        Hey Posey,

        Following up on my last email—the one with the NDA attached. If you could get that signed and sent over soon so my agent can file it away, that would be great.

        You’ll be glad to know I’ve settled into my parents' old place in downtown Dallas. It’s loud at night and not my cup of tea, but the noise won’t kill me I don’t suppose, till I can find a house or something. Kind of taken a shining to the burbs, ha!

        Hope all is well.

      

      

      Great.

      Now he’s hounding me about the freaking legal document he wants back. I don’t think for one second he actually gives a shit about how I’m actually feeling or how I’m doing—and it shows. The entire (short) email was about what he’s up to and how he’s settled.

      Whoop de do.

      Work is a joke. I have children surrounding me all day, some of them causing trouble while the other ones are actually trying to learn from me—all the while my head is someplace entirely different.

      In the clouds?

      Up my own ass?

      The last damn human on the planet I should be fixated on is Duke frickin’ Colter! He does not give a shit about me!

      “When are you going to get it through your thick skull,” I ask myself angrily, pushing the lawnmower in the backyard. It had a full tank when I started it up, parked in the shed out back that had once been an unorganized, cluttered mess.

      Not any longer.

      Duke had taken most things out, sorted the junk from the things we needed, and reorganized the entire kit and caboodle. Tools were hung in their proper places on the pegboard, cords were wrapped up neatly, totes and boxes were stacked and labeled.

      It was nice having a bored lumberjack living in the house. He sure had put his stamp on the place.

      I walk back and forth through the yard, pushing the lawnmower into straight lines while my imagination wanders. I catch sight of Mrs. Galvin a few times gawking at me while I do my chores—as if seeing me alone is shocking.

      “The man was here a week and a half. Get over it,” I mutter, grateful the mower is loud and keeping me too busy to walk over to her hedgerow and make chitchat.

      Wednesday passes.

      On Thursday, I get a message from an unknown number.

      Unknown: Hey, it’s me. Just checkin’ on you ’cause I hadn’t heard back.

      Unknown: You doing okay?

      I don’t respond.

      In fact, I hit ‘Block.’

      It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out who the unknown number is.
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      Did Posey seriously block me from her phone?

      After a few days of not hearing back after emailing her that damn nondisclosure agreement, I sucked up my pride and hit up Molly for her cell.

      When Molly wouldn’t give it to me, I had no choice but to reach out to Eli, who vehemently suggested it was a terrible idea to send her a text message when I’d already sent her two emails.

      “Now you’re borderline being aggressive,” he informs me. “She made it clear she doesn’t want to speak to you.”

      Did she?

      By not replying to an email?

      Pfft.

      Not likely.

      Not Posey.

      “She’s got me in the Friend Zone—I think it’s okay for me to send her a friendly message.”

      Eli snorts. “Between you and me, you should have done that days ago.” He pauses for dramatic effect. “Days.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If I were you, I would have shot her a message the day you bailed, not stuck a note to her door.” There’s a pause on the other end of the line, and it sounds like my agent is rummaging around for something. “Forgot to tell you, Molly sent along an envelope. I’m supposed to give it back to you.”

      Fuck. She sent back the envelope?

      “Can’t you just give me her damn number so I can resolve this?” I hesitate. “Please.”

      He sighs. “One of these days, you won’t have to learn about women the hard way. One of these days, you’re going to listen to me from the beginning and not go rogue.”

      “Learn about women from you? What are you, my dating coach? No—you’re my agent. And I seem to recall you not only borrowin’ me a truck so I could go see the boys, but you sendin’ it to the house so I wouldn’t have to be seen at the dealership.”

      “One—only because you promised you would lay low. You promised you wouldn’t go to a bar, wouldn’t take them to eat, wouldn’t answer their door. Two—you laid a guilt trip about your father and mother and not having seen your brothers in months and you’re the only father figure they have.” He laughs. “I haven’t had anyone lay a guilt trip on me like that since my ex-girlfriend pretended her baby was my child.”

      “Okay, now you’re just being dramatic. Besides, how could I have known those chicks on campus would recognize me?”

      Usually, it’s kids and men who geek out when they see me. Unless they’re avid sports enthusiasts, most women couldn't care less or have any idea who I am.

      “Always assume someone is watching.”

      “That sucks.”

      “Well. That’s the reality.”

      I hate when he’s right.

      “Posey’s number, please.” I’m relentless, and he knows it.

      So he gives me the phone number.

      At first, I do nothing with it. I don’t call. I don’t message—I just stare at the note in my cell with her name and number on it, committing it to memory like there’ll be a test on it soon.

      Then,

      Me: Hey, it’s me. Just checkin’ on you ’cause I hadn’t heard back.

      Me: You doing okay?

      I wait an hour before sending her another one even though the first message does not say delivered, and goes from a blue bubble to green.

      Me: I’m sorry I sent that fucking email, Posey. I’m a fucking idiot, okay?

      Not delivered.

      Green bubble.

      Did she get a new phone?

      I go online and Google ‘What does it mean when an iPhone message goes from blue to green?’

      Answer: it means you’ve been blocked.

      Blocked?

      But…why?

      Technically, I didn’t even do anything wrong, just took the advice from a professional and did what I was told to protect myself.

      Protect myself from who?

      Posey?

      That thought marinates in my brain, swirling round and round and round like a merry-go-round I’m unable to get off.

      Protect myself from Posey? How fucking stupid.

      Thursday turns to Friday, and I can’t take it anymore.

      I also don’t have time to be thinking about this shit, nonstop, all day long. Especially not when I’m training, and someone is throwing a spiral football at my fucking face, or I’m sprinting.

      Still, by Saturday—not making peace with her has unsettled me. The whole thing doesn’t sit well, and it’s got me cagey. I know I won’t get it off my mind until I can look her in the eye and give her a piece of my mind. I won’t get it off my mind until she chews my ass out like she loves doing, fire in her eyes, cheeks turning pink.

      I get out my phone and search for flights.

      Got to get the fuck out of here even though I know walking through the airport and hopping on a plane is a dumb fucking decision. I don’t even care.

      “Holy fuck.” My eyes go wide when I see how much it costs for a last-minute flight from Dallas to Chicago. “Thousand bucks? Why don’t they go ahead and bend me right over and fuck me up the ass, Jesus H.”

      But I purchase the goddamn ticket anyway.

      I purchase it ’cause like I already said: I’m an idiot.

      I schedule a driver to pick me up from the airport so I can breeze through and not have to stand in line for a rental, patting myself on the back for forward thinking.

      Why am I so nervous?

      The only other time I’ve wanted to throw up was my first game as a New York Condor, in the locker room as a rookie. I’d dry heaved over the trash can before Coach slapped me on the ass and told me it was go-time.

      I’d been so fucking nervous.

      I’m nervous now, watching the app as the driver takes Exit 894 toward the suburbs, tracking my ride so I know how far it is and how long it’s going to take, the minutes slowly crawling by.

      Finally, we arrive.

      I thank the dude, give him a cash tip, and heft my duffel over my shoulder, planning a sleepover—if she’ll have me.

      Shit, I have no idea what I’m going to say as I shuffle up the front walkway and root around for the doorbell she claims is there, finding it hidden amongst the climbing ivy on the brick.

      “Guess she was right. Guess I didn’t have to break in.” Ha!

      No one comes to the door.

      I ring the doorbell again.

      Then knock.

      I hesitate only a few seconds before me and my duffel round the corner to the back, walking down the driveway to the side of the house and onto the back porch.

      Knock.

      Knock again, so much knocking.

      I scratch at the back of my neck, debating.

      Walk to the back of the property and check for the key I’d nailed to an old window shutter and find it empty. Nothing but a rusty hook.

      I stride back toward the house and gaze up at the second-story window—the one that had been mine for seven days.

      Should I climb through the window like I did before? It’s a proven method and—

      “She’s not here.”

      Jesus Christ, old lady, do not sneak up on people!

      I turn to find Mrs. Galvin glaring at me from her side of the yard, which is nothing new. The old woman is crabby, ruthless, and skeptical of everyone.

      “Oh. Hello there, Mrs. Galvin, how are you this evening?”

      She purses her wrinkled lips, and I shoot up thanks to my agent for already mailing her those football tickets so I don’t have to hear about it. Then pat myself on the back again for getting her those gift cards to her Skillet Café or whatever the hell it’s called before I’d left.

      “She’s not here,” she repeats.

      “Um. Do you know where she is?”

      Mrs. Galvin turns up her nose, which I interpret as ‘Yes, I know where she is, but the information is going to cost you.’

      I sigh. “What do you want, Mrs. G?”

      “I hear Costco has the most amazing bamboo bed sheets.”

      I mull it over, debating the wisdom of locking myself into a healthy pattern with Posey’s neighbor, knowing that I’ve fed the beast, and she only gets hungrier.

      Still. I’d rather know where Posey is so I can go speak to her than wait outside all night—I can’t sneak in, and she moved the key, and I know if I climb in through the window, this old bird will be watching me and probably call the police.

      She’s shaking me down for bedroom linens? “Fine.”

      “I’d like white, and I have a full-sized mattress.”

      The little con artist!

      I swear I can feel my nostrils flaring as I nod. “Where’d she go?”

      Mrs. Galvin crosses her thin arms. “At a place called Waldorf Social with some of her girlfriends, got all dressed up and everything.” She doesn’t smile when she adds, “You missed her by about ten minutes.”

      “How do you know all this?”

      “Saw her waltzing by the window when she left all dolled up, wearing rouge and a dress that was too short to be decent, so naturally, I had to come outside to investigate.”

      Naturally.

      “Waltzin’ by the window?” I laugh.

      “Yes, sashaying past in heels I don’t approve of.”

      “Thanks for the intel.” I sigh, shifting the bag from one shoulder to the other. “Guess I’ll set this down and call myself another ride back to the city.”

      She nods, her gray coif bobbing. “Feel free to borrow the car.”

      The offer makes me laugh. “Lady, I’m runnin’ out of money payin’ you for all your favors.”

      She huffs indignantly as if I’ve insulted her. “I didn’t ask for a payment to borrow the car!”

      Yeah, but she’s asked for a payment for everything else! “So I can borrow the car, no strings attached?”

      “Naturally.”

      “Forgive me for being sus, given our history.”

      “Keys are in the ignition.”

      “In the ignition? Are you trying to get your car stolen?” Granted, I can’t imagine who would want a thirty-year-old Buick with an eight-track tape player, but I suppose someone desperate would.

      The ride to the city is somber. In my head, I go over and over all the things I want to say to Posey the same way I had done while I was on the plane on my way to Illinois. Nothing to do but think or listen to the radio, this entire day has been consumed by thoughts of her. Actually, the entire week has been consumed by thoughts of her; ever since I left, I’ve been restless.

      Misplaced.

      Felt uneasy, like I’m missing something.

      It took me a damn minute to figure out what that something was, only to discover it was a human. A sweet, bratty, kindergarten teacher from the Midwest. I don’t know, maybe this is a mistake. It was certainly an impulsive decision to jump on a plane, fly halfway across the country to plead my case and apologize to a woman I’d wronged. I left without a goodbye and she’s holding my feet to the fire for it.

      I have no idea where in tarnation this damn place is, getting lost once exiting into downtown, and then taking a one-way street before realizing it was a doggone one-way street. Thank Christ when I arrive that it has valet parking.

      I can’t imagine trying to find a spot for this fucking thing, let alone back it into a spot.

      The valet raises his brows when I pull up; they lift higher when I unfold my body from behind the steering wheel.

      He immediately recognizes me.

      “It’s not mine,” I tell him when I hand him the keys. “Wouldn’t mind if it got stolen or lost while I was inside—I’d appreciate you not callin’ the paparazzi on me.”

      I hand him fifty bucks.

      “No, Mr. Colter, sir, I would never,” the kid stutters. “I…I know we’re not supposed to ask, but would you mind…” He can’t even finish the sentence. I wouldn’t be shocked if pee was running down his legs, the kid is so nervous asking me for a photograph.

      “It’s fine,” I say, eyes scanning the front windows of the restaurant, hoping to catch a glimpse of Posey before I even step inside. “No problem.”

      He fumbles his phone out the back pocket of his black work pants, arm shaking when he extends it for a selfie.

      I crouch down and smile.

      Well. I bare my teeth, which is practically the same thing, ain’t it?

      I take a deep breath when the hostess pulls the door open for me, then another one when I step inside the dark, dimly lit entry of the place. Do another scan.

      “Can I help you?” another hostess asks. “Do you have a reservation?”

      No, I don’t have a fucking reservation, I want to growl, a bundle of tension. I actively pursued a woman here who doesn’t know I’m about to crash her girls’ night.

      “I’m actually lookin’ for someone,” I admit. “Her name is Posey, but she might be here under someone else’s name?”

      Who would have brought her here? “Molly Summervale?”

      Her fingers track down a row of names until she spots the one she’s looking for. “They’re at table nineteen. Right this way.”

      I follow her, head down so I don’t catch anyone’s eye, lest they get it in their heads to spring up from their chairs to fan all over me; or chew my ass out for switching teams, but that would probably only happen if I was prancing around New York.

      Here?

      They don’t give a shit.

      Still.

      A football fan is a football fan and I’m not dumb enough to know the lot of them would give their testicles for a chance to meet me in person.

      There are five of them total, seated at a round table, all laughter coming to a halt when I stop next to it.

      Posey’s girlfriends all stare; their mouths drop open.

      I stuff my hands in my pockets, waiting for her to notice me behind her as she chatters away, oblivious to my presence.

      “Posey.” Molly’s eyes are as big as space sauces—maybe wider. “You have a guest.”

      “I—” She stops talking long enough to glance behind her, finally feeling me looming. “Duke?” It takes her brain a few moments longer to register me. “W-What are you doing here?”

      She goes to stand, then thinks better of it, plopping back down as quickly as she started to rise.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” I apologize, all kinds of awkward.

      “Well, you did,” a young woman with jet-black hair and dark eyes glares at me from across the table. She is not having whatever she thinks I’m about to serve up.

      Everyone is glaring at me tonight.

      I feel victimized by my own bad choices.

      “Um.” Posey anxiously takes the napkin off her lap and sets it on the table to keep her hands busy. “Duke, this is Molly—Eli’s girlfriend. And that’s Anna, who just had a birthday. And this is Anna’s roommate, Brigid.”

      “Delicious cake,” I can’t help saying.

      The girl with the jet-black bob-cut gives me a curt smile.

      “And this is Kate. Kate Cohen is actually Eli’s sister.”

      Ah. This I did not know.

      “Your ears must be positively burning,” Kate Cohen muses with a genuine smile.

      Thank God. An ally.

      I need one of those in this group. “They were. I also got an earful from Mrs. Galvin.”

      Posey looks up at me from her chair. “Mrs. Galvin—don’t tell me she’s here, too.”

      “Ha, no. But I borrowed her car.”

      Posey’s giggle sounds manic. “And what do you owe her for that favor?”

      “New sheets for her bed, from Costco.”

      All the women at the table have surprised expressions on their faces.

      “And I had to give the valet fifty bucks to be seen in it. I’m hopin’ he leaves it unlocked down the street with the keys in the ignition,” I joke.

      A few of the ladies crack a smile.

      Good.

      Progress.

      “So—what are you doing here?” Molly demands peevishly. “We’re in the middle of girls’ night, and after this, we’re going barhopping so we can find Posey a man.”

      Find Posey a man?

      Er.

      I’m not sure what to say to that. Did she not tell her friends that she and I… that me and she…

      Fucked?

      “I was hopin’ to have a few words with you.”

      “And you came all this way to do it when you could have called her on the phone?” Molly rolls her eyes. “Oh wait—that’s right. You never asked for her number when you snuck off in the middle of the night.”

      Okay—so they do know we had sex.

      Right.

      Okay then.

      I ignore her barbs and press on. “Yes, I came all this way because I wanted to talk to you in person.”

      Posey’s head dips a bit; I can’t tell if she’s nodding or not nodding. With this dim light, it’s hard to tell. Plus, she’s sitting, and I’m standing, and at this angle, it’s impossible to get a read on the situation.

      But she hasn’t told me to get the fuck out of here, which I take as a good sign.

      I’m aware of the tables around us; aware of the whispers as patrons take notice of me. I mean, anyone with a functioning set of eyes, who watches the news, has recognized me.

      At six-foot-four, I stand out like a sore thumb, especially since I’m standing here like a turd.

      I’m in the server’s way when she comes to check on the women, fill their water glasses, and ask if they need more drinks.

      “I’ll take a bread basket,” Kate announces. “And we’ll order appetizers, thanks.”

      It’s like I’m there but not really.

      It’s like they want snacks before the show begins.

      “I shouldn’t have left without saying goodbye,” I blurt out. “It was a dick move, and I’m sorry.”

      “Amen,” Molly mumbles.

      “I got the envelope back that you had sent ’round to Eli,” I admit. “I’m sorry about that too. Another dick move.”

      “Can I get a what what…” Molly chuckles under her breath.

      I try to ignore their judgmental stares, but those same stares also power me forward; I use them as a litmus for my apology tour.

      “I haven’t been able to sleep. My appetite is gone. I feel like somethin’ is missin’, and I know we barely know each other at all, but sometimes you just know. You know?”

      Posey sort of nods her agreement. “You still have so much food in the refrigerator from the time we went grocery shopping.”

      “Oh. My. God. Is this a grand gesture?” one of them whispers loud enough for me to hear. “Is that what this is?”

      “Eh, if it is, it’s pretty lame. I mean, get to the good part, Jesus,” Anna remarks, sipping from her martini glass and rolling her eyes, bored.

      I did this to myself, coming to a place where there’s not just an audience of five, but an audience of an entire room, some of them taking covert photographs of me.

      Too late to turn back now.

      I power on, challenge accepted, channeling my inner “not an asshole.”

      “There’s a better time and a place to be tellin’ you this, but as you know, my timin’ is shit, and I have no chill.”

      “Holy shit, is he proposing?” Kate whispers.

      “He better not be.” This from Molly.

      I look over at her. “I’m not proposin’—relax.”

      “Proposin’,” Anna mimics my accent with a smirk on her face, soaking up every ounce of my self-imposed discomfort.

      “Shhh,” Kate hisses. “I want to hear what he’s saying.”

      “I guess what I want to say is…”

      Everyone holds their breath.

      Including me.

      From the corner of my eye, I notice a man watching the scene intently, unable to peel his eyes away; his wife/girlfriend/date sits beside him, running her fork boredly through a pile of mashed potatoes, having lost his interest because he isn’t missing this spectacle for the world.

      I notice the bouquet next to her—red roses.

      Shit.

      Why didn’t I think to grab flowers?

      Because you were in a rush, dude, in a damn hurry to get here.

      I sidestep to the table where the lovebirds are sitting, lean in, and ask, “Mind if I buy those off you?”

      He looks decidedly confused and shocked by the fact I’m speaking to him. “I’m sorry, w-what? Buy what?”

      “The flowers.”

      He grabs them and thrusts them at me. “Take them.”

      “Hey!” The girlfriend/wife/date protests, but it’s too late; I have the flowers clutched in my forgetful palms and am already on my way back to Posey’s table.

      “Thanks.” I glance over my shoulder. “I owe you.”

      “Did he just steal flowers from that guy’s date?” Anna whispers loudly.

      “He tends to steal things that aren’t his,” Posey informs the table as if coming to my defense, which only makes me sound like a fucking thief.

      “I’m not sure if I should be horrified or impressed,” Molly admits. “He’s anything if not industrious.”

      Industrious indeed.

      I hate that I have to address the entire table of her dang friends every time I open my mouth, but if I get down on my knees, it’ll look like something it isn’t. Plus, God forbid it looks like I’m begging for something.

      “These are for you.”

      Posey takes the flowers. “Thanks.” She gives them a sniff, then sets them on the table in front of her. “They’re lovely.”

      I glance back at the dude and his date; he gives me an encouraging thumbs-up.

      Dammit—I just know this is going to end up on the internet…

      I should have thought this through a little more before I jumped on an airplane and flew all the way here.

      Too late now, gotta make hay while the sun shines.

      “Basically, Posey…I came all this way to tell ya that…” I shuffle on my heels. “I guess what I want to say is that I miss you.”

      Is it just me, or did more than one of these women put a hand to their heart and sigh. That’s a good sign, yeah?

      “Things should be more exciting than they are—after the announcement and all, I kept waitin’ for the energy to kick in and for the adrenaline rush now that things are gettin’ goin’.” I suck in a breath. “And I started to ask myself why I wasn’t feelin’ it. So I came to tell you that I miss you. And I think…” Why do I keep pausing like an amateur? I’ve screamed at more men and thrown more insults on a football field, screamed at referees and coaches, been sworn at by my teammates. Fans. Crowds of people but this? This has me tongue-tied. “I think what I’m sayin’ is that I’d like to…uh.”

      Fuck.

      “Uh.”

      “It’s a good thing he’s good at football because a wordsmith he is not.” Molly snorts.

      Posey frowns at her friend. “Molly, could you not?”

      Molly has the decency to look embarrassed. “Sorry.”

      “You’d like to…?” Posey encourages me to go on, but like, it’s hard with these chicks and everyone else in the room staring at me like this. Why didn’t I ask her to follow me somewhere private, for fuck’s sake?

      “I think I’d like to give it a go. You know. Datin’.”

      There’s a long pause as Posey rolls this over in her brain. “You want to date me?” More hesitation. “But…why?”

      “What do you mean, why?”

      “I mean—you don’t actually want to date me.”

      What’s she implying? “Is there something wrong with you? Do you have an STD you aren’t tellin’ me? Do you have a husband hiding somewhere I don’t know about?”

      “No.”

      “Then why wouldn’t I want to date you?” I get closer; close enough that my leg brushes against her, and this time I do go down on one knee so she can hear what I’m about to say because I can only say it once. “You’re amazin’. I don’t know how you’re still single, but if I have anything to say about it, you won’t be for long.”

      “Oh. My. God,” someone says.

      “Shhhh.”

      “I got a lot on my plate, so I think it’ll be intimidatin’ for you at first, but once we get through these rough patches—practice and the travel schedule and shit—I think we’ll have fun. I like you.” I like you? That sounds too basic. “You’re amusin’ and so freaking cute I can’t even stand it sometimes.”

      My hand is on the back of her chair, our faces inches apart.

      And while I’m making an ass out of myself, I might as well keep plowing forward.

      I can’t fuck it up any worse than I already have.

      “I’m sorry I left without sayin’ goodbye. I wasn’t thinkin’—I was in a bit of a panic. That picture leaked, and Eli had his dang underwear in a fucking twist, so I felt like I had to get my ass to the airport. And…” I stop to think about the other offenses. “I shouldn’t have left any cash, but I knew you still need to fix the deck, and figured you could pay off the old bag next door so she wouldn’t sell a story to the press.” Also. “I don’t know if you noticed, but there are indeed stains on the white sheets. So you’ll have to get new ones.”

      Everyone’s eyes go wide at that last remark; everyone at the table, at least.

      “Well then,” Posey says at last. “I suppose I can forgive you for leaving me cash on the counter like I’d done you some sexual favors you felt the need to pay for.”

      Excuse me now? “Is that what you thought?”

      “Um, yeah.”

      “You’ve seen way too many movies.”

      But she’s so damn irresistible.

      “I’m datin’ a kindergarten teacher.”

      “You are?”

      “I don’t know—am I?”

      She pretends to mull it over. “I suppose we could give it a try, considering you scare everyone away I try to go on dates with.”

      "I’m sorry, but Brian is lucky I didn’t break his dick off.”

      Posey chuckles, eyes sparkling, thank God. “True.”

      “So do you want to date me?”

      She takes a good long while to mull that over, too, before slowly nodding. “Yes.”

      “You want to get out of here and make it official?”

      Seeing her had made me horny as fuck, and I could stand to get laid right about now.

      Posey laughs. “No.”

      “No?”

      “No. I’m going to sit here and continue having dinner with my girlfriends. You can go back to my place and wait for me until I get back.”

      I can’t tell if she’s being serious or not, but then she hands me her stolen bouquet of roses. “Can you put these in water for me?”

      I have no choice but to take them from her. “Sure.” I guess.

      She tilts her face in such a way I know she’s wanting to be kissed on the cheek, so I lean over and press my lips against her skin. Then I run my nose along her jawline for good measure, inhaling her sweet perfume.

      Damn, she smells like a snack.

      I nibble her earlobe and whisper, “Are you sure I can’t convince you to come home with me?”

      She shakes her head from side to side, but her lips are parted, and her eyelids are droopy.

      “I’m sure.” She pauses. “You can be waiting for me on the bed when I get back, though. I’ll try not to be late.”
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      I don’t know how I make it through the rest of the evening with my friends, my mind in a completely different place. Once Duke walked away, I was inundated by questions, the entire rest of the conversation monopolized by my love life.

      I have a love life!

      What?!

      “Damn, that was hot.” Anna said once it was just the five of us again.

      “No shit. I might have to text Eli and tell him to be waiting for me in bed when I get back,” Molly announced, pulling out her phone and shooting her boyfriend a message. “Be ready.” She read out loud as she typed. “Be. Naked.”

      She set her phone back on the table, laughing. “Whew. Nothing like a bit of foreplay in the flesh to get the blood going.”

      She was not kidding.

      It took every ounce of self-control I had not to rise from that chair at the restaurant and float out after him; follow him home and straight to the bedroom.

      This isn’t about sex, but the sex is exciting, and I want more of it now that I’ve had a taste.

      Nothing wrong with that.

      Duke is like the cake I wouldn’t let him eat when he first got here; out of my reach and offered just a little taste.

      My hands grip the wheel all the way back to the house, and when I get there, I’m greeted by the sight of the glowing upstairs light of my bedroom.

      I shiver.

      That’s him, waiting.

      Have I ever had a man wait for me?

      No.

      Have I ever had a man travel cross-country to apologize?

      No.

      Then again, I’ve never in my life had one sneak out before daylight with barely a farewell. Certainly never had one leave a stack of cash—both were a first. Both really unpleasant.

      I’m no fool. I know he’s the kind of guy who is going to fuck up on a regular basis because he’s young and impulsive and says the dumbest shit, but his heart?

      Lord, his heart.

      He’s got a good one. I have no doubts about that.

      I set the keys by my flowers on the counter next to the door when I step inside. Locking the back door behind me, I turn off the porch light.

      The house is eerily quiet.

      So quiet, I tiptoe up the stairs, thinking I’m being extra sneaky; maybe he doesn’t know I’m home yet, and I’ll catch him off guard.

      It’s been days and days since I’ve given Duke a good scare, and he deserves one.

      When I’m at the top of the stairs in front of my bedroom door, I begin unzipping my shirt in the back, prepared to peel it over my head and toss it to the floor super sexy like.

      I half expect Duke and his hot, naked body to be propped up on a few pillows to greet me, waiting to go down on me to show his appreciation. I don’t want to be as bold as to say I deserve it but—

      I kind of do.

      Oh relax, I’ll return the favor…

      Shirt untucked, my lips curve into a smile when I enter the room, eyes homing in on the man who shocked my entire group of friends by crashing our girls’ night out in a Jerry Maguire-style apology.

      Sort of a grand gesture if I’ve ever seen one.

      Duke is tucked beneath the covers, only the top half of his torso revealed, his bare chest slowly moving up and down.

      Tan chest sprinkled with hair.

      Thick arms, one hand tucked under his chin as he…

      Sleeps.

      Seriously?

      He fell asleep?

      It’s not even ten o’clock!

      Kicking off my shoes and setting them near the closet, I climb onto the bed on hands and knees, leaning over to kiss him on the forehead, gauging to see if he’ll stir.

      He doesn’t.

      In fact, he begins to snore like a hibernating bear, and I’d feel like an asshole for waking him up just to tell him I’m home.

      Ugh.

      I climb back off the bed so I can go to the bathroom, brush my teeth, and remove my makeup. After taking everything off, I return to bed, hitting the lights before climbing under the covers.

      Snuggling next to Duke, I close my eyes and fall fast asleep.
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      There’s an ass pressing into my cock and my cock likes it.

      Warm.

      Soft.

      Hips.

      Mmm.

      I inch forward, pulling Posey into me, and discover her naked before spooning her.

      “Am I dreamin’?” I mutter into the back of her neck, nuzzling behind her ear, dick harder by the second.

      Fuck, she smells good.

      I dreamed about her all night, falling asleep when she didn’t come home right away; I’d half expected her to walk in the door soon after I did. Thought maybe she’d blow off her friends so we could have more time alone together.

      Posey did not.

      Gotta respect that.

      Made the wait even better.

      Well, it was better until I passed the fuck out. Ha.

      I’m wide awake now and ready to make up for lost time, my hands running along the soft flesh of her hips, trailing my fingers up her rib cage.

      Side boob.

      As I cup her breasts, she slowly stirs.

      She moans when I run my thumb back and forth over her nipple, again and again until it’s as hard as a tiny pebble.

      Fucking gorgeous.

      Nothing sexier than a naked woman in the morning, thinking with her body and primal instincts to begin the day.

      I could lie like this for a long time; I would quit my job right now and make a living out of spooning this woman if I had to make a choice. Literally, if Elias Cohen stormed through the door to this bedroom right now and demanded I choose between lying in bed with a naked woman—this particular naked woman—and my football career, I reckon I might decide to stay in this bed all dang day!

      I don’t know, maybe being here for six odd days has turned me into a lazy fuck.

      Or maybe I finally realize the game of football isn’t everything. They’re not kidding when they say it takes a special someone to make a man finally realize there’s life on the other side.

      I never considered myself a sexual person.

      I consider myself a physical person, but not a sexual one. I never fucked my way around college campuses, either, not when I had young women throwing themselves at me ’cause they knew I was bound for something big.

      Fuck. I’m not saying it wasn’t hard to resist. I’m just saying I never considered it worth what the consequences might be, and I have Mama to thank for that.

      I really need to check in with her…

      But I digress.

      “This is a fine way to wake up,” Posey moans, stretching her arm above her head, which only makes her tits more plump and ripe for my hand. “Better than an alarm clock. Maybe I should make the switch.”

      “Does that mean you should have me around all the time?”

      She nods, though we both know it’s not possible. At least, not during the regular playing season. Plenty of dudes don’t work and live in the same state. I guess we’ll have to see if I’m going to be one of those players.

      I press my lips to the back of her neck.

      “You smell good,” I tell her, wanting to eat her up.

      Posey’s hips do a slow roll. Her bare ass against my hard dick got my eyes rolling to the back of my head, desperate to be buried inside her.

      My hand trails over her waist, down to the center of her legs, fingers exploring her pussy. Thumb goes round and round over her clit, trying to get her turned on and wet.

      It’s not difficult; morning sex always has me feeling a certain kind of way, and I can’t imagine she’s any different. There’s just something about being tired and out of it, our bodies being completely relaxed that gets me hornier faster. Gets me to orgasm sooner.

      Posey spreads her legs, inviting me to push my dick through the back of her legs, and I’m more than happy to oblige, pushing in and pulling out of the tight, cramped space.

      Fuck.

      This feels like heaven, and I’m not even inside her yet.

      Posey surprises me by rolling to her stomach.

      “Where are you going?” I reach out to pull her back, but she shakes her head.

      Wiggling her ass, she goes on all fours with her rump in the air.

      This isn’t the lazy morning fuck I was imagining—this is better.

      Little Duke just got mega hard as I position myself behind her, sliding forward. The wet, warm welcome has us both, “Ugh…”

      Moaning when I push in.

      Groaning when I pull out…

      Moaning in.

      Groaning out…

      It’s a slow buildup, Posey’s forehead touching the mattress while I pump into her over and over, sweat beading on my brow as if I were working in the beating hot sun.

      “Better than a workout,” I grunt like a caveman.

      “Huh?”

      “Never mind.” I laugh while I fuck her, one hand on the swell of her butt cheek, the other gripping her waist to control my thrusting.

      “God, this feels so good,” she mutters. “I really did miss you, too, while you were gone.”

      Had she told me that last night? That she missed me, too? I can hardly remember my own name right now, not that I need it.

      In…

      Out…

      “Oh God, oh…” Posey moans while I’m lost in my own thoughts. “I’m gonna…”

      She comes before I do, thank fucking God, because I don’t want to have to nut on her ass crack before she’s finished and risk pissing her off.

      Prim and Proper Posey isn’t so prim and proper after all, and that’s what I like about her.

      That and her wet, hot pussy. Can’t imagine what she’d say if I said that to her face. She’d probably turn fire-engine red and freak out.

      I’ll have to try it sometime.

      Not today, though.
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      My finger trails along the bridge of her pert nose. Tapping and counting the freckles there. Tracks down to the tip, softly giving it a tap.

      Her cute, perky nose.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her, though I’ve said it before. “I’m sorry I sent that confidentiality agreement.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not.” We’re talking quietly because it’s still early, and we’re still in bed, naked, both of us rolled to our sides so we can look one another in the eye while we talk. “I wasn’t the one who was panickin’ about the story in the press and the photo at Madison—Eli was. He’s the one who convinced me I had somethin’ to protect.”

      She wrinkles her brow. “Something to protect?”

      “Yeah, my privacy.”

      “Well…what about my privacy?”

      She makes a valid point; I hadn’t considered her privacy at all when Eli was railing on me to send over the contract. We’d only been thinking about mine—my career, my announcement, my photo being shared all over the internet.

      “The thing I was most upset about was you leaving without saying goodbye.”

      “You were sleeping. I’d gotten up to pee, checked my phone, and had all these messages from freakin’ Eli ‘get to the airport, I booked you a seven a.m. flight,’ blah, blah, blah.” I’d tossed my shit back into my bags and was out the door in less than fifteen minutes. “I hadn’t wanted to wake you.”

      Hadn’t wanted to look over at the bed and have her watching me; leaving would have been difficult. Could I have done it? Sure. Because I had a job to do and obligations, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t have gone back to bed, caught a later flight, been late, and let a crew of people down simply because little Miss Prim and Proper has the most beautiful bedroom eyes.

      “News flash: I always want to be woken up, and I always want you to say goodbye, even if I’m half asleep.” She runs her palm along my jawline. “Trust me, I can totally fall back asleep with no issues.”

      “All right.”

      “The whole thing made me feel…used.” She shrugs. “Cheap?”

      Shit.

      I hadn’t thought of that either.

      “You know I wasn’t using you, and I would never—”

      She cuts me off. “I know that now, but there’s something about waking up to a cold bed that leaves a girl feeling empty inside.” She pauses. “I didn’t even have your phone number.”

      “Fuck. I should have written it on the napkin. Why didn’t I?”

      That makes her laugh. “’Cause you were in a hurry?”

      “True—but it would have been a good idea, eh?”

      “I have your phone number now. That’s all that matters.”

      I inch forward. “This talk’s gotten real serious all of a sudden.”

      Her shoulders move up and down, causing the bedsheet to move, inching down her chest.

      Tits out.

      My dick gets instantly hard.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      My hand reaches for her waist. “Let me show you.”
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      We’ve had sex three times today.

      Three.

      Not that I’m bragging, but I’ve never had sex more than once in a single day, ever. All these firsts! I feel like such a badass.

      I swear my crotch is sore as we order food for dinner. Molly and Eli are coming for dinner—a double date!

      Squee!

      Whatever geeky teen vibes I didn’t have as a teenager, I’m having now, almost sort of completely in control of my professional and love life. Mostly.

      He missed me.

      He apologized.

      I walk into the kitchen and find him digging in the fridge, rising to his full height with a coconut cream pie in his hand.

      “Don’t eat that!” I say a little louder than is probably necessary, but can you blame me? The dude has a pattern of not following directions.

      “I wasn’t gonna.” He has the pie pan directly in front of his face, nose sniffing the crust. “I just wanted to look at it.”

      “You’re making me nervous.”

      “What’s it for?”

      I take it out of his hands gingerly, worried he’ll drop it. “Mrs. Galvin.”

      “You baked Mrs. Galvin a pie? What for?”

      “For helping us out when she didn’t have to.”

      “Um—first of all, the woman has been paid. She’s done nothing out of the goodness of her mercenary little heart. Secondly, she’s a scam artist.”

      “Scam artist?” I shrug, setting the pie on the counter, licking a bit of frosting from the side of my thumb. “You’re so dramatic.”

      “Hey. How come you get pie, and I don’t?”

      “I’m not having pie. I got whipped cream on my finger and licked it off.”

      Duke sticks his finger into the fluffy white whip on the top of the confection I’d only baked yesterday. “Hey! Stop that!”

      When he boops me on the nose, I go cross-eyed, focused on the blob he booped there.

      Duke leans over and flicks my nose with the tip of his tongue. “Yum.”

      Okay—that I didn’t mind.

      Not even a bit.

      “Quit screwing around. They’re going to be here soon.”

      “The food’s not even here yet,” he reminds me. “We have time.”

      “Time for what?”

      His hands go around my waist as he walks me backward toward the counter until my butt hits the cabinet. Duke’s large palm skims up my stomach under my shirt, causing me to shiver.

      “Time for something sweet.”

      I bite down on my bottom lip. “That sounds ridiculous coming out of your mouth.”

      I think about other things that could be inside his mouth, namely me. Or me inside his mouth that could work, too. My pussy begins to get wet even from the short amount of time his hand has been under my shirt and his dick has been pressed against my stomach.

      He's so hard. If I were wearing jeans—which I’m not—I’d be able to feel his hard-on.

      Within seconds, he’s lifting me and setting me on the kitchen counter as if I weighed nothing at all. I spread my legs to accommodate him, wrapping my arms around his neck so he can kiss me full on the mouth. His lips are warm and soft even though he has stubble on his face that’s scratching my chin. I love the scruff on his chin. I love it when he doesn’t shave. It makes him look like a mountain man.

      Or a rancher out west.

      That’s basically what he is, wrapped in a football jersey.

      “I’m glad you didn’t wear a bra.” He’s nuzzling my neck, working the hem of my shirt up so he can lift it over my head.

      I raise my arms to make it easier.

      “Fuck, your titties are perfect.”

      The blush sweeps me from head to toe; it’s a dirty compliment and I’m here for it. Makes me feel a bit naughty. Less prim and proper and all woman.

      They fit in his hands as if they were made for them.

      “I’m not going to be the only one sitting here with no shirt on,” I say. “Take yours off, too. Please.”

      “Since you said please…”

      His shirt is off in an instant, and the eager look in his eyes gets me excited. Hot.

      Duke reaches over and dips his finger back into the pie, sweeping off a bit of whipped cream.

      “Stop doing that!”

      He dabs whipped cream on each of my nipples. “I’m gonna have dessert before dinner.”

      Duke squats, eyes level with my boobs.

      Licks the white whip off one nipple. Sucks until my head tips back and my fingers plow through his hair.

      Licks and sucks the other one clean.

      Stands again so I can kiss the sweet topping off his lips, our tongues sugary sweet.

      My hands work the fly of his pants, unbuttoning and unzipping, the fulfilling zip mingling with the sound of our excited breathing.

      “Mmm, give me that dick.” I laugh when his pants are off, down around his ankles—exactly where I want them.

      His eyes go wide. “Josephine, I cannot believe you just said that.”

      “Why?”

      He kisses my bare collarbone. “’Cause you’re so proper.”

      “Maybe we should roleplay sometime. I’ll dress up as a nun, and you can be a priest.”

      “Don’t know about that. I haven’t been to church in years, darlin’.”

      He’s so cute when he’s being clueless. “Neither have I. That doesn’t mean I can’t dress up as a nun.”

      “What would we do if you were dressed as a nun?”

      Do I actually have to explain this to him? Sigh.

      My hands run over his bare chest as he plays with my boobs and gyrates between my legs. “Well. I’d pretend I wasn’t able to flirt with you on account of I’ve given myself to God—and I’m a good girl.”

      He presses forward, hard dick pressing against the apex of my thighs. “A good girl, hey?”

      “The goodest,” I murmur when he licks my skin from the curve of my shoulder to the spot beneath my earlobe.

      Mmm.

      “And I’d try to get you to break your vows, hey?”

      “Mm-hmm. My vows of chastity.”

      “Ah, I see.” His fingers hook inside my legs, and he tugs, wanting them off.

      I lift my ass in an assist; he slides both my leggings and underwear down my legs, over my feet, and tosses them on the floor.

      Now we’re both naked.

      Now… Duke is kneeling. Spreading my legs, he puts his mouth where his cock had been nudging me, licking up and down the center of me as if I tasted sweet as pie.

      His fingers spread frosting on me. He digs deeper into the pie and spreads the pudding filling on my inner thighs, making a huge mess in the process, but I’m too aroused to care.

      His face is a mess.

      “Fuck, this tastes good.”

      “Yes…” I moan. Yes, it feels so good.

      Don’t stop, don’t stop.

      He licks and sucks. I prop my legs on his shoulders because it’s hard to hold them in the air; I lean back, resting back on the counter on my elbows, tits covered in pie, pussy covered in pie, Duke Colter licking it all off my naked, hot flesh.

      Who in a million years would have thought this would be happening to me? Who in a million years would have thought I’d have the most sought-after football player in the world down on his knees?

      Not me, that’s who.
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      “We have pie,” I announce at the end of dinner.

      “No, we don’t.” Posey is shaking her head, giving me that look across the table that says ‘don’t argue with me’ without actually saying ‘don’t argue with me,’ and gives my foot a kick under the table.

      When I lean over and glance beneath it, she glares at me again.

      “Why don’t we have pie? Did you throw it away?”

      “Duke.” She gives me a hard stare. “We ruined the pie. So we can’t serve it at dinner.”

      Oh.

      That’s right, she gets weird when food has holes and big chunks of it already eaten or tampered with.

      “How’d you ruin the pie?” Eli is leaning back in his chair, full from dinner but interested in how we ruined the pie.

      “Sex pie.”

      “Sex pie?” His eyes are wide as saucers.

      Posey swats at me with a nearby hand towel. “Oh my God—no. It’s not sex pie. He just wouldn’t leave the pie alone after I asked him to a few times, so it’s covered with germs.”

      She’s so embarrassed.

      “Liar.”

      “Seriously, what’s sex pie?”

      I cross my arms in front of me, the authority on the subject. “Sex pie is coconut cream pie you use to rub on your girlfriend’s naked body so you can lick it off. It’s like pre-dessert.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “So…you rubbed my pie all over each other, and now I can’t have dessert?”

      I shrug. “I can always send it home with you. Then you can have sex pie later.”

      “No one is having sex pie!” Posey is as red as I’ve ever seen her.

      Molly pulls a face. “I mean, how much of it is ruined? I could do pie later.” She winks at Eli.

      The whole thing is crazy to me; being friends with my agent and having him in my girlfriend’s house—considering I’d gotten fucked over by my first one and never thought I’d trust one again to look out for my best interests.

      Now he’s in Posey’s home—er, Molly’s house, but still—eating food at her table; food that she and I put in serving bowls together once it arrived via Delivery Dash, the steak house in town.

      The other thing that’s crazy?

      Letting him see my natural habitat; let him hear me discussing sex and relationships, two things that have nothing to do with my career.

      I'm paying Eli Cohen bucko dinero (a shit ton of money) to look after me, so it's bizarro having his girlfriend tell me she wants our leftover sex pie.

      What if I was saving it for later?

      “On second thought,” Molly is saying, “maybe we could have Eli eat the pie—after all, he’s the one who sent over the nondisclosure agreement.”

      “Hey, whose side are you on?” He gawks at his girlfriend.

      Molly rolls her eyes at her high-powered boyfriend, no fucks to give.

      “Hers.”

      I knew I liked Molly.

      Doesn’t put up with shit from anyone—same as me. It’s good to see Posey has a friend who will stick up for her. One thing’s for certain: I wouldn’t want to piss off Molly Summervale.

      “So this is a thing now?” Eli plucks a cold piece of steak off the platter in the center of the table, picking it apart with his hands now that he gets no dessert.

      “Is what a thing?”

      His hand goes between Posey and me, back and forth, back and forth as if we were a puzzle he has to figure out. Clearly if he’s asking, he’s not great at puzzles, but whatever.

      “The two of you. You’re a thing?”

      I’m not sure I’d call us a thing, but we’re working toward being a thing?

      Posey looks at me to answer, so I nod. “Yeah. This is a thing.”

      “What kind of a thing?” Eli prods for more information. I get it, it’s his job to know what I’m doing and who I’m doing but come on—at the dinner table?

      Still. I don’t want to make things worse with Posey by telling him to piss off. Might hurt her feelings and that’s the last thing I want now that we’re in a good place.

      Besides, she’s my friend.

      Might even be my best friend, which is fucking weird since I’ve never had a female friend before. Not even close. Certainly not one I’ve dated; it never occurred to me to be friends with a girlfriend—my pops wasn’t exactly a shining example of how to treat a woman.

      Everyone at the table has their eyes on me.

      “Well,” I start slowly. “Like I said when I crashed her night out with the gals, I missed her while I was in Texas. Missed her a whole lot. We just met, you know, but sometimes I think…” Let’s see, how do I put this? “You just know about someone.”

      Just know about someone...dot dot dot, fill in the blank.

      Molly’s eyes shoot up into her hairline.

      I’m not sure how to explain it, so I don’t. That’s between me and Posey. The last thing I wanna do is jinx anything by saying it out loud, and it’s too soon to really commit to how I feel—or commit to how she might be feeling, one way or another.

      So I stand from the table and go to the kitchen, retrieving the pie left out on the counter. It’s a mess—a flippin’ mess, but I take it to the dining room and plop it down on the table in front of my agent, daring him to cut himself a slice, knowing all along we’ve been calling it a sex pie.

      This ought to shut him up and stop him from meddling where I don’t want his nose.

      I sit back down in my chair, take my steak knife, and cut into the pie, holding the slice up and offering it to him.

      He shakes his head.

      “No?” I set it on mine.

      Everyone watches when I dig my fork in, lift it to my mouth, and take a bite.

      “Dang, Posey, this is fantastic.” I pause. “Not as good as it was before, but…”

      Her face gets bright red. “Um. Thank you.”

      Nervously, she tucks a few stray hairs behind her ear, gold hoop earring twinkling.

      “Can’t wait to have more of it.”
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      “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

      Molly and Eli have long gone. We’ve showered (together for the first time, ooh la la), collapsing in bed after the longest day ever. Our first double date. Our first date, actually, if you consider it that?

      Nothing about Duke and me has been normal.

      Nothing.

      “What did you want to talk about?”

      I roll to look at him, still in a tank top and sleep shorts since neither of us has made a move yet to, you know, start the action.

      “How would you feel about taking the summer and coming out to see me in Texas while I start training camp?”

      Going to see him in Texas? Training camp?

      “What do you mean by going to see you?”

      He pauses, trailing a finger over the bare skin of my shoulder, his arm around me as we lie side by side in bed, staring up at the ceiling.

      “I mean…” There’s a heavy hesitation in his voice, like he’s debating about taking back his words or pushing forward with whatever it is he’s about to say next. “I mean comin’ to Texas and stayin’ with me. You can help me get situated into my apartment, and we can go on dates. You can pick me up from work.”

      Pick him up from work? “You mean come get you at the stadium?”

      He laughs. “Yes, exactly.”

      It’s so strange that his job is playing a sport and that his office is a football stadium where fifty, sixty, seventy thousand people crowd in to watch him play. It blows my mind!

      “How long is your summer vacation?” He wants to know. “I have to start conditionin’—I feel like these past two weeks have made me lazy.”

      “You probably needed the time off.” I poke at his shoulder; he’s hard as a rock and in no danger of getting out of shape. The idea that he’s been lazy makes me giggle.

      As if.

      “Probably, but best to get at it, ya know?” He pokes back at me. “So how long is your break? Once school gets out?”

      I do the math in my head. “Just shy of three months. Why?”

      “You could fly back and forth, but that would be a pain in the ass. I figure the best way to get to know you is havin’ you stay with me all summer? See how it goes. Go on dates. Let me take you out?”

      I worry my bottom lip. “Can I think about it?”

      “Of course you can think about it.” He lifts his arm out from behind me and rolls toward me, moving on top. “Meanwhile, I’ll try to convince you it’s a great idea.”

      “Oh yeah? How do you intend to do that?”

      But I already know how he intends to change my mind, and it includes his tongue, teeth, mouth, lips, and dick.

      And I don’t say it, but it’s absolutely going to work because I absolutely want to go to Texas and get to know him. It’s about damn time I threw some caution to the wind; life favors the bold, and I haven’t taken many leaps of faith.

      This seems like a good place to start.

      “I’ll show you.”

      Duke starts at my collarbone and kisses his way down, down the center of my stomach, my hands threading through his hair. He spreads my legs and holds them open with his elbows, the same way I’ve seen them do it in porn, and enthralled, I watch his head between my legs.

      His nose and mouth buried there, his lips on my pussy, sucking.

      He might not have a way with words, but he has a way with his tongue.

      Seeing his giant shoulders from this vantage point…seeing my fingers in his hair…feeling his wet mouth…watching his hips slowly grind into the bedding as he pleasures me…

      It’s so sexy.

      So sexy.

      “Okay, yes…yes…”

      He lifts his head a fraction. “Yes, what?”

      “Yes, I’ll come to D-Dallas with you…” Ohhhh yes, yes, I will. What choice do I have? I’d be a fool not to, especially when he insists on going down on me like there’s nothing in the world he’d rather be doing.

      Like he’s eating cake.

      “I thought that’s what you’d say.” He plants one last kiss on the mound of my pussy before climbing up my body and sliding inside with a groan. “Oh fuck, Posey. Fuck, you feel good.” He kisses the side of my neck as he slowly moves his hips in circles. “It’s gonna be so nice havin’ you with me. When does school get out?”

      Not soon enough. “June.”

      “June,” he repeats. “Only a few more months.”

      “I’ll start a countdown,” I tease with a groan, body feverish, seeking an orgasm.

      I’m on the pill, so I say the words I’ve wanted to say but didn’t have the nerve. But now that he’s declared he wants to date me and move me in with him for the summer…they spill off my lips.

      “I want you to come inside me.”

      He hesitates, face contorted. Sex face, I call it.

      “Are you sure?”

      Worst time to be discussing it, and I get that. But sometimes the worst decisions happen when you’re feeling your best, and well, I’m feeling my best.

      “Yes…” Oh God, yes.

      We’re kissing when he comes inside me; somehow, that always makes coming better. Hotter. Don’t ask me why, it just does.

      And Duke is the first one of us to move, sliding out, climbing off the bed to get a rag so he can wipe me up and I can clean off, pulling me into him when we’re back in bed.

      Tired.

      “Posey?”

      “Yes?”

      I kiss his neck.

      “I’m excited.”

      I smile into his chest, wanting to squeal and wiggle my toes with happiness. “Me too.”

      “I’m glad you’re gonna be with me.” Duke squeezes my hand below the covers.

      Me too. “Are you scared? To change teams, I mean?”

      He shrugs. “I wouldn’t say I was scared. It’ll just be different. New fans, same city I grew up in, but”—he shrugs again—“guess I am a bit nervous. What if I play for shit?”

      “You’re not going to play for shit.”

      He’s quiet then. “I think havin’ you around will help center me. That sound weird?”

      “No.” It sounds nice.

      Everyone wants to be needed the same way everyone wants to be loved for who they are.

      I’ll keep him grounded, and he empowers my inner badass.

      Next to me, he sighs loudly. “When is June gonna get here?”

      I smile in the dark. “Not soon enough.”
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      “Babe, can you grab me a bottle of water?” I glance behind me on the couch at Posey, who’s puttering in the kitchen.

      “Sure.”

      A few minutes later, she’s handing it to me from behind, leaning over and wrapping her arms around my neck in a backward hug. “What are you up to?”

      “Giving my brothers a call. I had something I wanted to discuss with Dallas.”

      Posey kisses me on the side of the neck. “I can give you your privacy…”

      “Don’t worry about that. In fact, you can sit next to me if you want to say hi. They’ll be surprised to see you here.”

      Here.

      My place in Dallas—the penthouse in the sky that used to be used by our pops but hasn’t been used until recently. Old memories—not all of them good—in this place, but I hope to create new ones. Posey helped me sage it when she got here a few weeks ago. We walked from room to room with some weird-smelling weed wrap, the smoke filling all the bedrooms and doorways as she said a blessing.

      Actually, she tried to make me say the blessing, but I felt like a fucking idiot, so she had to do it.

      “You think so?”

      Is she being serious? “It’s good for them to see me happy. They need to see what a healthy relationship looks like.”

      I’ve decided that Posey and I are going to be an example for my brothers; the one they didn’t have with Pops and Mama because my father was too full of himself to appreciate everything good that came his way. He just took, took, took, and I’ll be damned if I show the same lack of respect.

      Dallas, Drew, and Drake were younger when Pops died—I’m all they have as a male role model. And now that Posey is in the picture, they’ll be better for it.

      “Come sit down next to me.” I pat the space beside me as an invitation.

      Once we’re seated, I place my laptop on the coffee table and video message my brother.

      “He better answer. I told him I was callin’.”

      Dallas doesn’t answer. Not on the first try, anyway—I have to call him again, the second time a charm.

      “Sorry,” he says. “I was takin’ a shit.” His eyes widen when he sees Posey sitting next to me. “Oh shit—sorry. I meant, I was going to the bathroom.”

      “Hi, Dallas.” Posey leans forward and gives him the cutest little wave. God, I want to fuck her right now.

      “How’s it going?”

      My hand slides over her thigh; I notice my brother noticing from the screen on my computer but don’t bother to remove it. Let the little bastard look.

      I can’t remember a time when the kid was dating anyone. He’s just like me, and I don’t consider that a compliment.

      “Things are good. Finals are soon. You know how it is.”

      I nod. “How are your grades?”

      His head bobs up and down. “Good, good. Think I might squeak by with a three point seven.”

      Nice. That’s impressive given how much time is dedicated to sports, training, and practice on top of a full course load. Not all athletes can pull off the balance; I’m proud to say my brother is one of them.

      “So I’m callin’ for a reason.”

      Dallas leans forward on his couch, clasping his hands and resting them on his knees. “Yeah?”

      “I was talking to my agent—you know Eli Cohen?”

      “Obviously.” Dallas nods. “Everyone knows Eli Cohen.”

      He’s not wrong. Not only is Eli the highest-paid agent in America, but he also happens to have a roster full of the highest-paid athletes in the world as well.

      “What about him?”

      “I think it’s time to sign with someone, and I think you should consider him. Who else have you been talkin’ to?”

      Dallas leans back again, resting on the couch cushions. “Just two others. Tony Sheffield and Davon Fields.”

      I’ve heard of them both. And while it’s none of my business who my brother signs a deal with…it’s my business who my damn little brother signs a deal with. The last thing I want is him making the same mistakes I made, signing with the first asshole who turned my head with expensive gifts and empty promises.

      “Listen. I’m not gonna tell you what to do, but I’ll tell you what I know about Cohen—he actually gives a shit. Before I left Illinois, when I went back to see Posey, we had him over for dinner and didn’t talk about work. He wanted to know about me, he wanted to know about Posey, he wanted to know where my head was at.” I pause. “He’s genuine and won’t make bad decisions on your behalf. So I’d like it if you’d humor me and meet with him. Soon.”

      Dallas will be at the Combine next year, his junior year, and after that, it’s go-time. If he’s serious about playing in the professionals, it's time for him to make a decision. Because as soon as the Combine is over…

      “All right.”

      Relieved, I lean back. “I’ll text you his number—I’ll also let him know to expect a call from you.”

      I’m not letting Dallas off the hook, and I’m not gonna let him be lazy.

      My brother nods again. “All right.”

      “Good.” Satisfied, we make small talk, the twins failing to make an appearance.

      “What about you two?” He wants to know. “What’s up with…” His hands go back and forth, gesturing to my hand on Posey’s knee. “I thought the two of you were just friends.”

      “Did I say we were just friends?” I muse. “That’s weird ’cause I definitely don’t just consider her a friend.”

      Friends who fuck.

      Friends who laugh and take naked showers together.

      Friends who grope each other under the table.

      Friends who put on disguises to go to the grocery store because it’s funny.

      Friends who are planning a quick trip to the Bahamas before the football season officially starts.

      Friends who think we’re hilarious.

      Friends who…well.

      I’m probably falling in love with her.

      I haven’t told her yet, but I will. Because it’s driving me crazy keeping it inside. I feel like a lovesick dipshit half the time, staring at her ’cause I think she’s so fucking cute. Damn freckles on the bridge of her nose don’t help any.

      Dallas stares at us through the laptop screen. “Glad to see you’re so happy.”

      Posey slides her hand around my back and gives me a side hug. And it shouldn’t make the dick in my pants stir, but it does.

      Shit.

      Time to wrap this up so we can have couch sex.

      “Okay then. Well, I’ll text you that info. Let me know what he says.”

      My brother nods. “Will do.” Then. “Love you, brother. Good to see you, Posey.”

      “Good to see you, too.”

      When the call ends, I tackle my girlfriend—that’s right, I said it, and I don’t care who knows—gently shoving her onto her back. Playfully pull off her pants.

      Eagerly pull off mine.

      “Shirt too,” she reminds me. “You’re always in a damn rush.”

      “Am I?”

      She nods, biting down on her bottom lip.

      “That’s because it took me so damn long to get here. I’m too excited to wait.”

      “Aw.”

      Yeah, aw.

      Gross, isn’t it?

      
        
        THE END
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