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      What a week. My boss sent me flowers after passing me over for a promotion.

      That felt great.

      So I escape to the beach with a book.

      Now, under the sun, I’m politely drooling over a seriously sexy eye guy on a paddle board when…smack. The hottie gets whacked in the head by a rogue surfboard.

      Time for me to play lifeguard to a man who turns out to be… California’s hottest professional quarterback.

      And he wants to take me home tonight.
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      Drew

      

      I’ve learned a thing or two from playing football most of my life. To be competitive, you need good hands and a fast mind. But nothing else matters if you don’t have great teamwork.

      Football’s a little like good sex. No shade against solo sessions, but sex is best when you and your partner play well together. My best skill between the sheets? Listening to a woman in bed. I follow her cues, learn her likes, take care of all her needs.

      I bring those talents to dating too.

      And, fine, I’ll admit that as a quarterback I definitely have an advantage in the dating department—it’s literally my job to find chances and then to go for it.

      So when I meet a beautifully brainy woman right before the season starts, I’m all in, making a helluva big play for her.

      But then, out of nowhere, the universe sacks me.

      Oof.
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            The Hottie Goes Kersplat

          

        

      

    

    
      Brooke

      

      Are you kidding me?

      I stare at the email from my ex in disbelief.

      This has got to be a prank. Or he’s doing it for upvotes on some Reddit post—Wildest things an ex has ever said, or something.

      Or maybe I just haven’t had enough coffee.

      The Los Angeles sun streams through my kitchen window as I cross the kitchen to pour another cup of ambrosia. I swallow a hearty gulp and let it work its magic on my brain cells.

      There.

      I’m fueled up after the worst week ever and ready to read this bizarre request again.

      

      Hey, Brookey Babes!

      So, you probably follow me online. If you don’t, you totally should. Started a new profile. I call it The Shirtless Esquire. You know, since I used to be a lawyer, and “esquire” just sounds so fucking cool.

      Anyway, I’m doing a hot new series called “Conversation with my Ex” for The Shirtless Esquire OnlyFans page. Get this—I’ll be interviewing my exes about what went wrong. It’s gonna be insightful and healing, and it’ll give me a chance to tell both sides of the story. And I know it’s been a hot minute since we were a thing, when I think of exes, you’re one of my faves. How about it? Wanna help me break the Internet?

      Love ya much and always,

      Sailor

      P.S.: Yeah, I’ll be shirtless for the convo. Feel free to do the same, but no pressure. Totally up to you.

      

      And…I did read it right the first time.

      Exasperated, I contemplate a reply. Something like: “Shockingly, Sailor, I do not want to be part of your interview series. Or to speak to you shirtless. We split because you went pants-less with other people. Maybe you should try keeping your clothes on for a change?”

      Ugh.

      I’d ignore the email and forget about it, but I know Sailor will call too.

      And yup. My phone trills and his face flashes on the screen.

      I grit my teeth, send the call to voicemail, then text a reply.

      

      
        
        Brooke: Thanks for thinking of me. But feel free to lose my number.

      

      

      

      Then, I block his. I down the rest of my coffee, blow out an exhausted breath, and stare at the kitchen counter, littered with reminders of my hellish week. My bottle of migraine meds got a workout these last seven days. So did my wallet, thanks to the bill from the tire shop after I drove over a nail in the grocery store parking lot after I got rear-ended by a mom texting in her minivan. And over in the corner, a wilted bouquet of peonies dies miserably, fallen petals collecting around the vase in a stinky mess.

      Who sends flowers to someone who didn’t get a promotion? My boss. Why can’t Stephen make it easier to be mad at him? But I guess I should be grateful. Flowers and no promotion are still better than redundancy and no job. It’s hard to get ahead in my industry, and I need the money, so I’ll just have to water the peonies, smile, and go to work tomorrow, ready to do it all again.

      But there’s only one thing for me to do today as the weekend draws to a close.

      Hit the beach and read a book.

      Nothing cures a bad week like some sun and an escape into make-believe.
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      After a few hours spent basking on the beach, immersed in the latest escapades of Axel Huxley’s vigilante-for-hire, I’ve nearly forgotten my ex’s ridiculous request. The sea and stories have always settled me, ever since I was young. Today, the combo does its trick, washing away my week.

      Normally, I wouldn’t let an ex bug me so much, but I can’t escape The Shirtless Esquire. He’s become a thing on social media. My co-workers update me about his online antics, more than one of them noting how hot Sailor is.

      I wish I could whatever him away with a pure give-no-fucks attitude, but hearing from him reminds me that in the year since we split, my dating life has been a desert.

      My social calendar is the Sahara.

      That’s Los Angeles—a good guy who doesn’t mansplain is as rare as a clear lane during rush hour on the freeway.

      I set down my paperback on my Los Angeles Bandits towel, then stare at the Pacific, willing the scene to calm my rattled nerves.

      In the distance, a boat bobs along. Closer to the shore, a couple of towheaded toddlers cart buckets of sand for sandcastles. Off to the side, guys play volleyball, spiking like they’re trying out for the next Top Gun.

      And all along the water, surfers and paddle boarders ride waves and paddle through them. Venice Beach is home for all sorts of board sports  thanks to its mostly mellow crests. Neither are things I’ll ever do, but I like to watch and to wade.

      I stand and stretch. Watch out, world. A top-notch toe-dipper is on her way into the Pacific.

      Leisurely, I make my way to the shoreline, letting the cool water kiss my feet. The early afternoon sun beats down on my shoulders as I wade in until the water reaches my waist. I freestyle for a few relaxing lengths, then my gaze catches on a paddle boarder two board lengths away, close enough for me to see the water bead on his carved abs.

      Oh hello, eye candy.

      I float on my back and indulge in the primo view.

      That body will take a mind off a week of headaches, flat tires, and annoying exes—broad shoulders, carved abs, and a killer smile have that effect. Yup. Happy place, I am in you at last.

      The hottie pushes his oar through the water, gliding along a rolling crest of a wave, nice and smooth. Strong legs, big, delish arms, totally lickable abs—all his muscles rippling and glistening with ocean water.

      I sigh. This is the kind of shirtlessness I can enjoy. Boarders should be shirtless.

      But as I’m enjoying the scenery, another paddle boarder comes out of nowhere, dropping into Eye Candy’s wave, and breaking a basic rule of the ocean road—don’t jump in someone else’s lane.

      I pop upright, tensing, picturing dangerous scenarios unfolding. Ones that involve boards, and oars, and heads, and whacks.

      The lanky guy loses his footing and tumbles backward off the board in a blur of limbs, hitting the water with a loud slap. The oar shoots from his hand on a fast track for Eye Candy. The former lifeguard in me shouts, “Heads-up!”

      But not quickly enough.

      Smack!

      The oar connects with the back of the paddle boarder’s noggin, and the hottie goes kersplat, face-first into the water. I cringe in sympathy as he’s knocked under the sea.

      I move as fast as I can, and as I reach the scene, the skinny guy surfaces and shakes his wet hair out of his eyes. Spotting his paddle board a few feet away, he swims off for it.

      “You should be more careful,” I chide.

      All of twenty-nine, and I sound like a schoolmarm. Next, I’ll be shouting get off my lawn at the neighborhood kids. But the guy doesn’t even acknowledge me as he chases his board and, presumably, his oar.

      A second later, the hottie pops up, brushing a hand along his face and over his wet hair. “Oof,” he mutters and shakes his head like it’s ringing.

      “You okay?” I ask over the sound of the sea.

      Blinking, he rubs the back of his head. His disoriented gaze is a little worrisome. I’ve got to get him out of the ocean. His board bobs near him, so I kick closer to it, then push it over to him. “Grab your board,” I tell him, then I grab the oar.

      He obeys, his strong arms resting on it. His are an homage to arm porn memes everywhere, but I shove aside my gawking to check in. “How are you doing?”

      “I think I’ll live,” he says, his tone is a little dry. “Do you do this a lot?”

      “Help out when a guy’s been dropped in on?” I ask, and he gives a small nod. “I used to be a lifeguard. If I can help, I will.”

      “You’re off-duty and you’re checking on me,” he says with a dreamy smile. “You’re like the patron saint of paddle boarders.”

      And you have a body I’d like to worship, I want to say, but I don’t, because manners. Besides, the man’s clearly dizzy, and dizzy people don’t belong in the water.

      “I’m glad you’re not feeling too bad,” I say, gently but firmly as I tip my head in the direction of the sand. “But maybe consider life on the shore for a few minutes.”

      “Not a bad idea. I hear there are fewer flying objects over there,” he says, his lips twitching in a tiny grin as he paddles toward the shore.

      “I don’t know about that,” I say as I swim alongside him, dragging the oar with me. “There are drones, frisbees, helicopters. Airplanes.”

      “Fewer flying oars,” he corrects, with a bigger smile.

      I smile too, since he seems no worse for wear. “That’s one of its many selling points.”

      “I’m sold then.” When the water is waist deep, he stands, picks up his board, and carries it as he wades out of the surf.

      And…wow. That’s a helluva backside.

      I cannot stop staring. But in my defense…his ass.

      He drops his board into the sugary sand, then sinks down next to it. There goes my butt view.

      But the face view is fine too.

      Swiping away dirty thoughts, I follow him out of the water and plop down beside him, setting the oar next to us. He looks familiar, but I can’t place him. But it’s Los Angeles. There’s a ninety percent chance he’s been in a commercial or is a background character in a movie.

      “Lifeguard 101ing continues,” I say, all bossy. “Let me see if you’ve got a cut.”

      “All right. Check me out.” He goes with the flow, leaning forward so I can inspect his scalp. I peer closely, looking for any lacerations or scrapes. I sigh in relief when I find none.

      “What’s the diagnosis, doc?”

      “Good news. Your skull is solid. No damage.”

      With a laugh, he raps the side of his head with his knuckles. “Like I tell my friends, this is a rock.”

      I laugh too. “Good thing, since that guy’s oar had it in for you. But I also want to make sure you don’t have a concussion. Would you humor me?”

      With an easygoing shrug, he says, “Sure. I’ll humor you.” Then he quickly recites the correct date, time, and year.

      Whoa. Someone has done this before. “Impressive.”

      “Why thank you,” he says, a little devilish.

      He answered the first question correctly, but I’m not done. If he goes back out there with a concussion, he could get seriously hurt. “Now, can you give me a series of numbers—”

      “—backward?”

      “Well, aren’t you just a concussion protocol show-off?”

      “Numbers. Serve ’em up.” He wiggles his fingers. He doesn’t sound dazed like he did in the water. His eyes are alight with mischief, and they hold mine.

      Okay, cutie, you’re on.

      I fire off some tough-to-remember numbers. “Fine. 77, 119, 2056, 2, 34.”

      “34, 2, 2056, 119, 77,” he says, smirking, “And…69.”

      My cheeks heat, and it’s not from the warm sun overhead. But I stay in character. Like a game show host disappointed when a contestant guesses wrong, I say, “Damn. And you were so close too.”

      “Ah, but I aim for a little higher than so close. Give me another shot to go all the way.”

      Maybe I’m just flirt-finishing the test. But so be it. With a saucy shrug, I ask, “Now, can you repeat these five words in reverse order?” I give him five random nouns. “Boat. Cat. Shoe. Car. Book.”

      When he meets my gaze full-on, his hazel eyes are a little fiery and so familiar again.

      Who is he? I blot out the rest of the beach, the volleyball guys, the families, the sound of kids racing into the waves, and really try to place him.

      He licks his lips, hums, then takes his sweet time. “The one you were reading. McLaren, red please. Heels…on you in any color. Starts with a P and I’ll say it when the lights are off. And a yacht,” he says.

      Forget the detective work. My belly is doing a sexy tango, and I can’t quite think straight. This man is a fast talker with a dirty mind, and I am here for it.

      “You win. A-plus on your test,” I say.

      He pumps a fist. “I love winning. Even if it means I have to get hit by a vindictive oar.”

      I laugh. “That’d be a good name for a band.”

      “I bet it is a name for a band.”

      “Everything is a name for a band these days,” I add.

      He snaps his fingers. “Rogue Wave Riders would be a sweet name too.”

      “They’re playing at the Holy Cow Sunday night. They go on after Vengeful Kayaks, and then Angry Jet Skis closes the set,” I say.

      “We’re so there,” he says. He turns to me again, his expression shifting from joking to genuine. “Thanks again for the concussion check. Not gonna lie—avoiding concussions is a big life goal for me.”

      Now I’m curious. “Is that a risk in your line of work?”

      “It’s a risk in life,” he says a little evasively, glancing away to survey the beach. Then he turns back to me and flashes a blindingly gorgeous smile. If it’s a distraction ploy, it’s effective, showing off his straight white teeth, his square jaw, his strong cheekbones.

      And a little dimple in his chin that’s so damn alluring.

      Like the rest of him.

      Oh. My. God.

      Yes! That’s the smile I see on TV. In his promo photos. When he thanks a reporter on the sidelines after a game.

      I just never expected to bump into the quarterback of one of the city’s football teams paddle boarding. Especially since most player contracts forbid water sports.

      We’re in the same freaking business. I work behind the scenes managing vendor contracts for the Los Angeles Bandits, the city’s baseball team, and Drew Adams is on the field, leading the Devil Sharks to the end zone.

      He’s a rising star in the league, but in this city, especially in sports, you learn quickly to wait for someone famous to tell you who they are. So, I wave away the topic without letting on that I’ve finally recognized him. “Life is full of risks. Like the ocean. I’m sure that’s a bumper sticker somewhere. I’m just glad you’re doing better.”

      Another smile, this one grateful. “I appreciate you making sure I was okay.” He gestures to the vast expanse of water, the scene of the fall, then offers his hand. “I’m…” He stops, seeming to swallow whatever he’d been going to say, and his eyes dart away and then back to mine. “I’m Andrew. Nice to meet you.”

      The media only ever refers to him as Drew. One quick glance around gives me the answer to the unexpected Andrew. The family with the towheads is two towels away from us. The volleyball guys are maybe twenty yards north. So far, he’s been lucky that no one has seen him, and that no one caught his fall on camera.

      Sure, it’s also possible he doesn’t want me to know who he is.

      Two can play at this pretend game, and probably two should. It’s just wiser, safer too, here in public.

      “I’m Brooke,” I say taking his hand. “But you can call me Beach Nurse. Wait, No. Surf Nurse is way cooler.”

      He laughs. “I was going to go with Surf Angel. But Surf Nurse works. Is that a new TV show you’re on?”

      “Yes. It’s a reality show. I roam the beaches and save dudes in distress,” I say as he lets go of my hand.

      He growls. “Hey now. I wasn’t in distress.”

      I tsk, but I’m teasing. “You were upside down underwater, Andrew.”

      “Fine, Brooke. I was totally a dude in distress and you’re the surf damsel who saved me.”  He checks me out in my royal-blue seashell-patterned bikini, and he’s not shy about it either. His eyes linger on my chest, then my belly, and then my legs. That little flutter turns into a full-blown swoop. If this is all today is—some eye-fucking—I don’t mind at all.

      Since I will take that and be thinking of him when I’m alone in bed tonight.

      He clears his throat, his expression turning earnest, intense. “Thanks again for helping me out today.”

      That has a hint of “wrapping this up for a polite goodbye” to it. I’m a little disappointed because I’ve been enjoying his banter so much. The important thing, though, is he’s not hurt and he had someone to look out for him.

      “I hardly did anything,” I tell him honestly. “I’m just glad you’re fine.”

      Drew shakes his head adamantly. “You did a lot. You shouted heads-up. Escorted me to shore. Conducted a full-on test. And endured my innuendo,” he says with a little twinkle in his eye.

      “I wouldn’t say your innuendo was a hardship,” I say.

      “I could so make a joke…”

      “Oh please. Don’t stop now. I need to hear this hardship joke.”

      “My innuendo is a…yacht,” he says, then tosses his head back, clutching his belly. “Shoot. I’m sorry. That was bad. I’m going to need to dock myself some points.”

      I give him a stern look. “For being a joke show…boat.”

      “Exactly. You get it.” He sits up straighter. “But what I want to say is”—he gestures to me—“this was worth getting hit for.”

      Oh.

      Wow.

      I’m not sure what to say. Chatting with him is such a welcome respite from punctured tires, OnlyFans requests, and promotions that passed me by. With Drew, I’m not the woman her ex wanted to interview.

      I’m a lifeguard, a surf nurse, a damsel who saves dudes.

      I’m the woman who was worth getting clocked by a paddleboard oar for.

      “Thank you,” I say softly. “I wish you didn’t get hit. But I’m glad I was here to help.”

      “Me too,” he says, then rubs his hand against the back of his head again. He winces. Uh-oh.

      “Does your head still hurt?”

      “Nah,” he says, but it’s the tough-guy answer.

      “If you say so,” I say, my tone saying you’re full of it.

      He dips his face. “Hurts a little,” he admits, as if it costs him something.

      “Let me take another look, okay?”

      “Sure,” he says, easily agreeing.

      I kneel and move closer to him so I can run my fingers gently over his skull. “I hate to be the one to break this to you, but your head has got a funny shape,” I whisper.

      “Gee, thanks,” he says, laughing as the sun ducks behind a stray cloud. “Really appreciate the compliment.”

      “I’m sorry,” I deadpan as I run my palm up and down the back of his head. “You’re probably used to women complimenting the shape of your skull. Oh, it’s so round, Andrew,” I coo.

      Amused, he shakes his head. “Known you for ten minutes and I’ve already figured out you like giving me a hard time.”

      “Took you that long?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Fine. Two minutes. The drone comment did it.”

      “Hmm. I’m pretty sure that was one minute into our fantastic new friendship,” I say as the sun re-emerges from a cloud, warming my shoulders again. That feels fitting for this day—let the damn sun shine now. “But considering your hardship comment, I think you like it.”

      “I do like it,” he admits, no sarcasm from him either this time.

      When I drop my hand, I drop the games. “You do have a goose egg. You need to get some ice on it.”

      “Damn.”

      “Yeah, it’s a big one,” I say before it’s too late.

      He snickers. “That innuendo is on you. And you know what?”

      “What?”

      “You need to join me as I ice my head over there.” He points to a bar on the corner of the boardwalk. It’s tucked off to the side, and umbrellas offer privacy from passers-by and even from people in apartments nearby with views of the beach. He raises an eyebrow, and the invitation in his hazel eyes makes my stomach flip.

      I try my best to fight off a grin. Really, I do.

      But I fail, and I love failing, because it means this unexpectedly delightful moment isn’t ending.

      I rise, quickly tuck my Bandits towel in my mesh bag, and then tug on a purple tank top dress.

      He whimpers. “I was enjoying the view,” he says, as he stands.

      The zip returns, speeding through me, settling between my legs. “Don’t stop, then,” I say.

      “I won’t,” he says.

      When I left my home this morning, I just wanted to forget the week from hell. Now, I’m on an impromptu date with a guy on the beach, and bad luck is the furthest thing from my mind.

      Maybe things are starting to turn around.

      Who needs sunshine and a book? Looks like my fantasies are about to become reality.
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            Don’t Put the Parrot Before the Unicycle

          

        

      

    

    
      Drew

      

      If I’d known getting whacked upside the head would lead to a blonde beauty saving me, I’d have spent less time avoiding hits.

      Currently, though, I’m avoiding the reality of my contract, my agent, and what’s next in my career—all the questions that have chased me lately.

      And I’m dodging reality my favorite way—in the company of a lovely lady.

      “Let me drop my board off,” I say when we reach the boardwalk.

      “I’ll grab a table,” she says.

      I’m parked nearby, so I’m soon loading the board into the back of a truck I borrowed from a friend, then I grab my phone and shades from the console and a hat from the front seat.

      Shit. This hat has a Renegades logo on it. Understandable, since Carter plays for the San Francisco football team. But I can’t wear a cap with our rivals on it in public. Or anywhere, for that matter. That shit would jinx my team, and we do not need more bad mojo.

      Mostly, though, I kind of want to lie low with Brooke and just enjoy her company. I don’t get recognized every day, but it happens often enough. Having a date is easier if I don’t draw attention. I managed to paddle board without being spotted, and I’d like to keep my streak, so I need a lid.

      Aha.

      I spot another hat on the floor—light blue, with Plays Well with Others written on it. It’s innocuous enough, so I grab it, adjust the back, then return to Brooke at the bar.

      She arches a brow in curiosity, her eyes on my headwear. “Well, that’s good to know,” she remarks.

      I adjust the brim. “I like to be direct.”

      “Clearly,” she says. “And I appreciate the insider tip.”

      “More like an advertisement.” I join her at the table, scooting my chair a little closer. Since…I do play well with others.

      Brooke holds out a cloth napkin wrapped around something bulky. “All right, Mister Paddle Board. I’ve got your ice pack right here.”

      Wow. She’s…awesome. “Let the record reflect that you are the only person I want saving me from any future vindictive oars.” I pick up the ice pack and press it against the back of my head, genuinely touched that she’s so damn on top of things.

      “I’m the picture of efficiency.”

      “And I’m the picture of being concussion-free. Check this out…77, 119, 2056, 2, 34. Also, boat. Cat. Shoe. Car. Book.”

      She scoffs. “I was expecting them backward.”

      My jaw drops in exaggerated outrage. “Woman, I remembered them fifteen minutes later. I want all the points.”

      She heaves a sigh of surrender. “Fine, you get sixty-nine points.”

      “Excellent.” We settle in, and when the server swings by, my date orders a margarita and I opt for an iced tea, due to the recent head injury and all.

      “All right. I have to know. Are you a big sister? You have some serious caretaker skills,” I say.

      “You figured me out. Although I believe Cara would call me a know-it-all, as well as a caretaker. And you? Any siblings?”

      “Two half-sisters. They’re nine. Mom re-married and, oops, twins.”

      Her eyes widen. “That’s quite an oops.”

      “Sure is, but Mira and Sophie are the best. I’ll be teaching them to paddle board soon.”

      When the server returns with our drinks, I lift my glass in a toast. “I’ll drink to vindictive oars and angel nurses,” I say.

      She clinks back. “I’ll drink to playing well with others.”

      “Goals,” I say.

      Brooke sets down her glass after a swallow and points to a big red parachute high over the water, where a woman rides the air currents, pulled by a boat below. “That might be something to consider,” Brooke says. “I don’t think there are too many vindictive parachutes in the sky.”

      “Noted. I’m a parasailing virgin, but it looks like fun.” I sip my iced tea.

      Her brown eyes widen at my comment, sparkling with surprise. “You should try it. Parasailing is so much fun, and it’s like a cousin of paddle boarding.”

      I arch a brow. “Brooke, you sure about that? One, you hang on a swing. The other, you ride over waves.”

      “But you do one in the ocean and the other above it,” she says with a sassy bob of her shoulder. “Ergo, cousins.”

      “Sounds like you’re trying to win on a grammatical technicality,” I tease, pressing the ice a little harder against my head. I want this bump gone, gone, gone.

      Glancing away, she flicks some blonde strands off her shoulder. “Well, I’m a technicality kind of gal. It’s sort of what I do all day,” she says, and this is the part of the date where we make small talk about our jobs.

      I should probably say at some point that I play pro ball. It’d be weird if I didn’t ’fess up soon since I already play-faked my name, using Andrew instead of Drew. But when I introduced myself on the sand, I didn’t feel like having the whole I’m the quarterback who nearly got concussed in the ocean conversation. Smooth, huh?

      Honestly, I was stoked I hadn’t been spotted. Don’t want to end up on some podcast’s compilation list of Dumb Shit Athletes Do. Even though my contract allows stand up paddle boarding, thank you very much. It’s considered a safe sport with a low risk of injury. Lower than running.

      But at least there’s some privacy here in the corner of the boardwalk bar. “You’re a technicality kind of woman, and I’m an active kind of guy,” I say, easing into telling her who I am. “That’s sort of what I do all day.”

      “Then you should try parasailing. Except…it’s not active. You glide. But it is outdoors and fun,” she says.

      “I’ll put it on my list of outdoor activities to try. Though I might try that first,” I say, gesturing to the boardwalk where a guy rides a unicycle, a parrot perched on his shoulder.

      “Do you have a parrot?” she asks.

      “No, but I figure if I take to unicycling, I could get a parrot then,” I say. “Don’t put the parrot before the unicycle.”

      “As the saying goes,” she says drily, then nods toward a pack of skateboarders in low-slung shorts tearing up the concrete. “But beware of dastardly skateboards when you ride.”

      “They’re the real cousins to paddle boards.” I lean back in my chair, soaking in the sun and the eclectic people. Farther down the path, someone plays the drums, beating out a hippy tune. This afternoon is everything I needed to reset. The laid-back vibe is a welcome contrast to practice this morning, which was tight and tense as our team managed to fuck up nearly every play. I was eager to get my mind off all the changes coming for me, so I came here to hit the waves.

      But Brooke is a much better distraction than the Pacific. And so is that dude in a pink shirt and white shorts walking down the boardwalk on sky-high stilts.

      “What do you think, Brooke? More or less daring than paddle boarding?” I ask, nodding toward the guy who’s about ten feet taller than he should be.

      She shudders. “Equally. And also on the list of things I won’t ever try. I have a low tolerance for falling, splatting, or crashing onto the ground or into the sea. Hence, reading,” she says, patting the book inside her mesh bag. “But I love to people watch, so Venice is perfect for that outdoor activity.”

      “Hands down. I live in Santa Monica, but there is no better place in all of Los Angeles for people watching than right here.”

      “That’s why I live in this neighborhood. About ten minutes away. There’s always something to do or see.”

      I study her closely, nodding a few times. “That tracks.”

      She knits her brow, clearly confused. “What tracks?”

      “You living in Venice.”

      “Even though I don’t have a parrot on my shoulder?”

      “In spite of your parrot-free existence,” I say with a smile, enjoying the hell out of the view of her. “You’re fast on your feet, but you’re not wound tight. You have a low-key vibe about you. And you’re easy to talk to.”

      Brooke lifts her margarita glass, like she’s toasting to me. “I’ll drink to good conversations. You’re easy to talk to, as well.” I can’t look away as she sips her drink. She has spectacular lips. I noticed her full red lips when we first started talking, even if my vision was a little fuzzy.

      I’m glad I did fall victim to another guy’s boarding fail because this moment right here is pretty damn great. Talking about the world around me with a beautiful, smart, caring woman rather than football, football, football is a welcome change. From…everything.

      The last woman I dated was into me for the number on my back. The number of times Jenna asked me to pose for pics so she could tag me was too high to count. She was always talking about how she was Number Eight’s gal, trying to parlay our relationship into more business at her lingerie store.

      Sure, I’m all for high sales of lacy underthings for everyone, but that was not a way to make a guy feel wanted.

      I have a lot to offer besides the position I play on Sundays, like a sense of humor, a big heart, and an even bigger dick. Bonus—I know how to use it.

      Just saying.

      One drink turns into two, and Brooke and I talk more about our favorite places in Los Angeles, and the best spots for people watching in the city.

      The sun is sinking low in the sky when she asks, “And what’s the story with the paddle boarding? Hobby? Passion? Are you new at it?”

      “Admit it. I looked like a noob.”

      She laughs, then shakes her head. “No, actually. You seemed pretty good. Like you’d been doing it for a while.”

      “I took it up last year. I’ve been having a blast so far,” I say, then knock back some iced tea. “What about you? Have you been reading for a while?”

      “Did I seem like a natural reader?”

      “Absolutely. I saw you on the sand before I went out,” I reply, teasing. “You just had such an ease when turning the pages.”

      “Well, if you must know, I’ve been reading since I was five,” she says.

      “Whoa. I learned to read when I was five too,” I deadpan.

      “What a coincidence.”

      “We both like the beach and we both like to read,” I say.

      She lifts her drink. “But only one of us gets to drink a margarita.”

      I inch closer. “Maybe next time we both can.” I leave that offer right there. Today is too much fun to be a one-time thing.

      She licks the corner of her lips, then meets my gaze, her blonde locks falling over one eye. “Next time sounds like a good idea.” Then she finishes her margarita and sets it down. “On that note…” She sits up straighter, gathering her things.

      Wait.

      What?

      I wasn’t done with this time. “Do you need to go?”

      She blinks in slight confusion. “You said next time…I thought you meant you had to take off.”

      I shake my head, smiling. “Are inferences like technicalities for you? Something you look for a lot, Brooke?”

      She shrugs sheepishly. “It’s what I do. I’m an attorney, and I can’t help but find loopholes, technicalities, and I’m always paying attention to inferences, Andrew.”

      Okay, if I’m hinting at a second date, and she’s told me what she does for a living, I really need to come clean about my identity.

      “Actually, everyone calls me Drew,” I begin.

      She lifts a brow, her lips curving up too. “So you want me to be like everyone?” Gently, she pushes her sandaled foot against my shin.

      I push back, my flip-flop against the side of her calf. “Considering my mom is the only person who calls me Andrew, and she usually only says it when she’s mad, I do want you to be like everyone.”

      She smiles. “Then I will be. And I’m still Brooke.”

      “Good,” I say. I glance around. No one is close enough to hear. “So, Brooke, where do you—”

      “We don’t have to talk about work, Drew,” she says gently, giving me an out. “Unless you want to. But if you don’t want to, I’m kind of enjoying all this not talking about it. It was a helluva week.”

      Oh. Well. That never occurred to me—the we can table it for later possibility. But hell yeah. “Same here,” I say, relieved. “Everything with work’s up in the air for me.”

      Her eyes spark. “Me too. I was hoping something would happen with a job thing I wanted. A promotion. It didn’t, and I came to the beach to escape.”

      “Same. I sort of don’t know what’s happening next.” That hasn’t changed, but I don’t feel as frustrated as I did this morning.

      She sits up straighter. “Exactly. It’s weird to even think about going in tomorrow, or how I should act.”

      “It’s tough, when your work future is unclear,” I admit.

      With a sage look, she says, “So, you’re okay to skip the whole what-do-you-do conversation right now? We can discuss it later.”

      Later, as in after I take her home. Or later as in later in the week when I take her out to dinner. Either works for me.

      “Then, it’s a topic for next time,” I say, then meet her brown-eyed gaze straight on. “You want to get out of here?”

      “Now?” Her voice pitches up.

      “Yes. Now. But if you’d rather not, that’s cool. If you’d rather wait, next time is more than fine too.”

      She hesitates, seeming to weigh up my offer as she nibbles on the corner of her lips. “I don’t want to take advantage of you, Drew. Your injury and all.”

      I toss my head back and laugh. “Honey, you’re not taking advantage of me.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Your goose egg, I mean.”

      Like I’d let that stop me. “Want to check it?”

      “Yes.” Gently, she pushes the ice pack aside, brushing her palm over my head again. Her touch is reassuring. Caring. But also, arousing. She runs her long fingers over my head, and I’m picturing her hands tightening in my hair as I spread her legs and taste her.

      Like maybe in the next fifteen minutes.

      “What’s the report?” I ask.

      “I think your goose egg is history, Drew,” she says.

      That is excellent news. I lift my hand and tuck a strand of her soft hair behind her ear, then run my fingers down the strand. “Then, I’m good to go. Are you?”

      Her eyes twinkle. “Let’s get out of here.”
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            All the Innuendo

          

        

      

    

    
      Drew

      

      I silently curse my board shorts. They don’t hide a tent at all. But I’m both a gentleman and a strategist.

      “After you,” I say when we rise from the table. As she walks ahead of me, I recite a new passing route in my head. Boom. Five seconds to deflation.

      There is nothing to send a dick downward like thoughts of work.

      We stop on the street at Carter’s truck, parked at the corner of the boardwalk with my board sticking out of the bed.

      Brooke glances at the board, then looks at me. “I’m nearby, but if you’d rather drive, we can do that,” she offers.

      “I can handle a short walk.”

      “You’re so tough,” she says drily.

      “That’s me. Hardy. Able to withstand short walks from the beach on a beautiful day,” I say, as I set a hand on the small of her back.

      “You’re not going to get a parking ticket, are you?”

      I stop and tug her close until she’s only a few inches from me. Sliding my hand through her hair again, I whisper, “If I do…worth it.”

      Her cheeks pinken. Then a soft breath flutters past her lips. “Walk faster.”

      Ten minutes later, after a few turns here and there in the neighborhood, we reach her home, a cute little white bungalow. The porch teems with potted plants and flowers, as well as pizza coupons and takeout menus stuffed behind the mailbox next to the doorway. She turns to me and says in a professional tone, “Thank you. For the drinks and the speed walking.”

      Whoa. With her cool tone, she sounds like she’s done. I might have whiplash.

      But then a wicked grin spreads on her bee-stung lips. “Just kidding. I’m not done with you,” she says as she unlocks the door then beckons me in.

      “Good. Because I’m not done with you either, but for trying to fake me out I’m going to make sure you get all the innuendo you can handle,” I say in a low, domineering tone.

      “Oh. So me being sassy gets me—”

      I close the distance and crush her lips with mine. A hard, firm kiss that lasts five seconds. “You were saying?” I ask innocently.

      She stammers an uhh.

      Yes. Kissed speechless. That’s such a good look on her. I pull back, enjoying the view. She leans against the wall in her foyer, catching her breath. That pose shows off all her assets—the swell of her breasts in her tank top dress, her curvy hips, her strong legs.

      Her parted lips too. She licks them and swallows. “As I was saying…more innuendo,” she murmurs.

      A rumble works its way up my chest as I step closer. This time, I take my sweet time, my hand traveling along her arm, her skin soft and inviting.

      Goose bumps rise in my wake. “Do you know what I’ve been thinking about?” I ask.

      “What’s that, Drew?” Damn, my name sounds sexy on her lips.

      I brush her hair off her shoulder, cataloging her reaction to my touch. The way she shivers. How she sways against me. The rush of breath on her lips. I bring my mouth to her ear and whisper, “What it would be like to kiss you…everywhere.”

      “Oh God,” she gasps, but I catch a flicker of worry in her eyes that makes me pause.

      “Think you’d like that?” I ask.

      She’s quiet at first, then lets out a trembly breath. “I think so.”

      That doesn’t sound as certain as I’d like. “You good with everything? You need me to stop?”

      She hisses, pushes her hands against my chest, and grabs the neck of my shirt. “Do. Not. Stop.”

      Good. I don’t fucking want to at all.

      “Sounds like you need more kissing, then,” I offer suggestively.

      “I do.”

      I grab hold of her hip. “Good. Because I need a whole lot more of your gorgeous mouth.”

      My fingers roam up to her hair then rope through those thick blonde locks.

      “Ahh,” she murmurs, her eyes floating closed, her lush mouth waiting for me. There you go. Brooke just needs a little savoring, some sexy devotion to her pleasure.

      I pull her body against me, enjoying the warmth of her sun-kissed skin and the smell of sand, surf, and sunshine in her hair.

      I dip my mouth to hers, clasping her face in my hands. When I nip her bottom lip, she gasps. It’s such an alluring sound.

      I kiss her slowly, then tenderly. Then a little possessively. I travel across her lips, exploring, quickly learning her cues. She leans back against the wall, inviting me to crowd her, asking me to lead.

      Next, I kiss her intently. A deep, passionate kiss that’s a recipe for how I want to fuck her.

      Every sigh, every moan tells me she’d like a man to take care of all her needs.

      Well, she came to the right beach and found the right guy.

      Afternoon delight, here we come.

      Brooke presses her sexy body to mine as I claim her mouth in another consuming kiss that intensifies until I’m devouring her lips. She moans and murmurs and loops her hands around my neck, tugging me closer. I leave a path of kisses along her jaw, her cheek, her neck. Her skin tastes so good, I could spend hours here, nibbling, kissing, biting. Maybe next time. For now, I nip her earlobe.

      She murmurs, a long, sexy, lingering noise. “Mmm. That feels so good.”

      “You deserve to feel good,” I whisper in her ear.

      As I flick my tongue over the shell of her ear, her pitch rises, turning into that gorgeous gasp a woman makes as she gets turned on.

      Grabbing her hips, I tug her closer. “Those little sexy noises drive me wild,” I tell her.

      “I want you to make me shout,” she whispers like she just voiced something so daring, so out of the ordinary.

      “Then we better get started.”

      “Yes. Now. Please.”

      I hoist her up and toss her over my shoulder. “Where’s your bedroom?”

      She points down the hall and, with a smile in her voice, says, “That way.”

      I carry her to her bed, ready to give her all the innuendo and then some.
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            The Thing Is…

          

        

      

    

    
      Brooke

      

      Drew drops me on the mattress and settles between my legs, his hands inching up my thighs.

      I want this so much but I have to tell him something. Even though my skin is tingling so much that it’d seem I’ll have no trouble going over the cliff, I know I will, and it’ll be awkward. I don’t want to be awkward with Drew. I like him too much already. I push onto my elbows and say, “I need to tell you something.”

      I sit up, my chest tightening with nerves.

      His eyes flash, clearly wary I might drop some truth bomb on him.

      Quickly, I try to smooth over the awkwardness. “I can’t come through oral.”

      He blinks but quickly covers his surprise. “Oh. Okay,” he says. Then, after a pause to process the info, he says, “You never have?”

      I shake my head. “Never.”

      He sits back on his knees, his gaze going thoughtful. My heart crashes. I ruined a sexy moment. “Also, I don’t orgasm easily through sex,” I say, then wince.

      Way to go, Brooke.

      God, I want to muzzle myself.

      But we already agreed to hit pause on the work convo. I don’t want to hit pause on the I’m complicated in bed convo. Because he’ll figure it out in a few minutes anyway.

      Drew leans forward, grabs my chin, and whisks a soft kiss across my lips. “But do you like sex?”

      Screw it. I rip off the Band-Aid. “Sometimes. When it’s good. But it hasn’t always been good.”

      It hasn’t been good at all, actually.

      But I keep that to myself. I don’t want to sound too complain-y.

      Drew nods again, taking in the info. “So, you’re not…I’m not sure what the right word is…uninterested in sex?”

      I whip my head side to side. “Oh, I’m very interested. Sometimes, it’s a sex fiesta up here,” I say, tapping my temple.

      He smiles wickedly. “Excellent. I have that same situation going on upstairs too.”

      “I think about it a ton. I like the idea of oral. In my fantasies, I come that way,” I say, enjoying telling him that. I want him to know I’m…curious.

      He reaches for my left ankle, absently stroking it with his thumb. The light touch sends small zings of pleasure up my leg. “Then you’re not opposed to a guy going down on you?”

      “God, no. I have zero opposition.”

      “And you are, in fact, in support of it,” he offers.

      “Yes. I love the idea,” I admit.

      When he brushes his palms over my knees, then traces the space behind them, I shiver.

      Have I ever shivered from that before? I’m not sure.

      “But you don’t love the reality of it,” he says, his hand traveling farther up my thighs, drawing maddeningly light strokes on my skin.

      My eyes close for a few seconds as I sink into the fizzy sensations. “I haven’t loved it. I want to, but I haven’t.”

      I’m not sure why I’m comfortable telling Drew when he’s a stranger. But perhaps that’s why. Because our connection is sexual. Drew mentioned a next time, but there are no guarantees. There is only this time.

      And if that’s all there is, then I want it to be amazing.

      With a soft murmur, Drew nods, his hands dancing closer to my bikini bottoms. Then, he shifts directions and inches down my body, watching me as he goes. “Let’s make a deal.”

      I laugh with anticipation. “What kind of deal?”

      He slinks lower, reaching the end of the bed, and then runs those big, warm hands over my skin. He dips his face to my ankle, kissing me there.

      I wriggle from the shot of bliss.

      He doesn’t answer my question as he moves to my other ankle, dusts a gentle kiss there, then travels upward, kissing my calf, my shin, my knee.

      I tremble.

      He lavishes the same attention on my left leg, moving up my thighs.

      “Ohhh,” I murmur as he caresses me with tender, open-mouthed kisses until he reaches my center.

      Then, he looks up, looking pleased but not cocky. “So, here are my terms.”

      “Right. Sure. What are they?”

      “You let me keep trying this till you’re shouting my name,” he says.

      Oh, fuck me.

      I heat up all over. My core aches exquisitely.

      “That sounds like a terrific offer,” I murmur.

      “Good,” he says, then whip-fast, he tugs my bikini bottoms down, pushes up my dress, and settles between my thighs.

      “Mmm,” he says gazing at me. “You have such a pretty pussy.”

      His dirty mouth is such a rush. I love how that word sounds on his lips. How carnal.

      Drew gazes at me like he’s trying to decide how he wants to go down on me, then he sinks between my thighs, slides his hands under my ass, and brings me to his mouth.

      And wow.

      I groan from the first contact. He’s moaning and he’s only just started. He’s French kissing me slowly and squeezing my ass tenderly, and I feel like dessert.

      I thought I’d feel like a project. A problem to solve.

      But Drew goes down on me like he wants to learn every detail of my body and catalog all of my wants, my needs.

      My dirty desires.

      They aren’t complicated. But they are rarely fulfilled.

      I’ve grown accustomed to spectacular sex in my head, mediocre sex in my life.

      But right now, with this man’s face between my legs, his mouth murmuring against my flesh?

      Nothing is mediocre.

      I melt into the bed as he kisses and licks. Then he stops for a second, looks up at me. His mouth glistens. His eyes sparkle. “Bet you’d like it more if you grabbed my hair,” he suggests, his eyes drifting to my hands by my sides.

      Oh. Sheesh. I’m a piece of work. “Sometimes I don’t know what to do with my hands,” I say, feeling a little foolish.

      “I’ll show you what I like then. That work for you?” he asks.

      Oh, God. Yes. No one has said that before. “Please,” I rush out.

      He reaches for my hands, returns his mouth to my center, then curls my fingers around his head.

      With a long, slow, tantalizing lick, he makes a show-don’t-tell case for spending the day between my thighs. Then, he says, “Grab my head hard. Run your fingers through my hair. Pull me close. Push me away. Do whatever the fuck you want.” With his eyes locked on mine, he lowers his voice more. “Use my face to get off.”

      Holy fuck.

      I sizzle from head to toe. No one has ever spoken to me like that. So direct, so dirty.

      I tighten my grip around his head, then close my eyes. “Do that thing again. What you just did,” I whisper.

      “Like this?” he asks seductively, then takes all the luxurious time in the world licking me.

      Up, down, over and again.

      I grip tighter, tug him closer. Only once does he break his pace to say, “That’s right, Brooke. Do whatever you want. Fuck my face like this,” he urges.

      Tingles shoot up my legs and coil in my belly where a tight, hot pulse races faster, faster. And it feels so good, like I’m so close. I want to shout and cry. I want to give in to this moment.

      But what if?

      What if it doesn’t happen?

      I stay quiet, too afraid to let go.

      Even though I’m on the cusp, there’s no way I’ll reach the end.

      I wrap my hands tighter around him, but I don’t pull him closer. I push him off.

      He looks both concerned and drunk on me. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes, but I’ll have a better shot if you flip me over and fuck me so hard I can’t think.”

      He stares at me with his jaw hanging open as if he can’t believe his luck. “This is the best day ever.”

      Let’s hope so.

      Quickly, I find a condom in the nightstand then set it on the bed so I can tug off his shirt. I roam my hands all over him, a quick exploration. “Your chest…wow. Just wow,” I say, then I want to get to know his arms too.

      But he grabs my wrists and stops me. “When my face was between your thighs, you were afraid you wouldn’t come, right?”

      I close my eyes, then nod. “Yes.”

      Drew kisses my cheek. “Next time, honey. Next time you’ll let me finish,” he says in a gorgeous seduction that makes me want to sign up for that next time even though there’s no guarantee I’ll get over the cliff this time. What if I don’t?

      But I stop thinking when Drew stands at the edge of my bed, unties his shorts, and lets them fall to the floor.

      My mouth waters.

      His cock is gorgeous. Screw thinking. I want to feel.
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            Terms of Engagement

          

        

      

    

    
      Drew

      

      I strip off her tank dress, undo her bikini top, then cup her breasts.

      I could play with these beauties for a long time. But she needs to get lost in the feelings now. “Turn around, hands on the bed. And lift your ass,” I order.

      She obeys, spinning around, lifting her ass, and waiting.

      “Mmm,” I say, gliding my hand over her cheeks. “This is my favorite view. But I’d like it a little better if I were balls deep in you.”

      She shudders. My sweet afternoon delight loves dirty talk. I take a few seconds to open the condom, roll it on, then rub the head of my cock against her heat, my own temperature spiking.

      She may worry about coming. She may have a hard time reaching the end. And I may never give her an orgasm.

      But I’m going to try like hell. “Were you this wet back at the bar?” I ask.

      “Yes. I was turned on just being near you,” she whispers.

      “You made me so fucking hard just by flirting with me,” I say, then I grab her hips. “Let me do all the work, honey. I’ve been thinking for the last two hours about how to fuck you.”

      “Show me,” she murmurs.

      “I will.” I ease out, swivel my hips, and sink in, filling her and indulging in this moment deep inside her. “You want it hard? Slow? You want me to smack your ass? Name it, honey.”

      “Deep. Just deep. I love it when…”

      “When I fill you up,” I say, finishing for her as her speech spins into a dirty moan.

      Then, another.

      A loud groan.

      A blissed-out sigh.

      Soon, she’s hitting a fast pace of cries. She’s close, and I don’t want her to lose it again. As I fill her and fuck her, I find her swollen clit, and I rub. Just the right pressure. Just the right touch.

      My mission? Overwhelm her with pleasure so she can’t think.

      And I don’t relent. I keep the rhythm of hard, deep thrusts. Focused swirls of my finger.

      Most of all…words.

      So hot, so tight, so good.

      I’m close to the edge too.

      Soon, I’ll lose control.

      But I hold on till she tips over, her sounds turning into a gorgeous cry of oh God, oh God, oh God.

      Once, twice, then countless times as she comes.

      I follow her there, rocking into her, my own release blurring out the world.

      When at last we both come back to earth, I lean over her and kiss her shoulder. “Don’t think for a moment that I forgot the terms of our deal. I have yet to make you scream my name while my face is between your thighs.”

      She laughs. “So I get another chance.”

      “We both do.”
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      Some things women do amaze me. Like that bra trick where they take it off from under their clothes. A bit of wiggling then voila—free-range boobs.

      I’m equally floored that Brooke can throw together a meal after such epic sex. My brain is still coming back online, and she’s whipping up a risotto dish in a frying pan, sautéing mushrooms and asparagus too.

      “How did you do that?” I gesture in awe to the goodness on the stove, crackling and sizzling in her cute little kitchen. Yellow walls make the place warm and inviting, and the evening sun streams through the windows.

      “Do what? Cook?”

      “More like put together a recipe that quickly. You chopped the asparagus and mushrooms in no time,” I say, scratching my jaw, trying to put two and two together in my post-orgasm haze. “Honestly, I’m not sure I’m speaking in complete sentences after that. I’m still feeling a little sex drunk.”

      She pats my shoulder. “You’re managing. I’m following.”

      “Must do sex again,” I grunt, caveman style.

      “Okay, you’re de-evolving,” she says with a laugh.

      “Sex and tacos. Must have sex and tacos next time,” I continue.

      “Well, that’s clear.”

      I go back to normal. “Forgive my appetite. Great sex makes me extra hungry,” I say, coming in closer to drop a tender kiss on the back of her neck. She smells like us.

      She leans against me, seeming to savor the soft kiss too. “You’re forgiven,” she whispers.

      But then she returns her focus to the food. As she pushes the veggies around with a spatula, she says, “Want to know my secret? To tossing the veggies in the pan so quickly?”

      “I really do.”

      She drops her voice to a stage whisper. “The veggies were pre-chopped.”

      I whistle. “Damn, woman. And that’s a good trick but it doesn’t detract from the brainpower required to remember you had them. You are a surf angel rock star attorney goddess,” I say as she takes the frying pan off the heat, setting it on a trivet.

      I steal another kiss. Her post-sex scent is like a hit of sunshine on a rainy day. Then I steal another. And now, one more on her ear.

      “Drew, you have to behave. I want to season the veggies,” she says as I kiss her collarbone.

      “That means I have to stop kissing you?” I ask, appalled at such blasphemy.

      “Yes. For twenty seconds.”

      “Fine, fine. Focus on the food instead,” I say, faux dismissively.

      She turns around and gently swats my arm. “Your stomach was growling. You’re the one who was hungry.”

      “You made me hungry! And I have no regrets.”

      Laughing, she shakes some salt and pepper and rosemary on the risotto, then tells me to grab a beer or a LaCroix from the fridge. Don’t want to overstay my welcome, so I pick the LaCroix, snagging one for her as well, then we sit at the counter and dig in.

      Holy shit. Brooke can cook. I groan in appreciation.

      “Oh please,” she says. “It’s just from a bag from Trader Joe’s.”

      I scoff. “Doesn’t make me like it less. This is tasty.”

      I appreciate the grub—food and I are good friends—but I like the company even more. So much, I don’t want to go. But I should. Soon.

      Very soon.

      I just want to lock in another date first.

      I clear my throat. We agreed to talk about work later, and now is later. “I feel like I played hooky today. Sunday always feels like a workday to me. I’m used to working pretty much every Sunday during the fall. I play football,” I say, then take another bite, relieved to finally be forthcoming about who I am.

      She smiles softly. A hint of a secret lingers in her grin. “You’re the quarterback.”

      I pause, my fork midair. “Um, yeah.” I feel like I hit my head again. I wasn’t expecting her to know, so I add stupidly, “For the Los Angeles Devil Sharks.”

      She squeezes my arm, smiling again. “And you had a hell of a season. One of those where-did-he-come-from years. Your passer rating was in the top eight last year, and your touchdowns thrown were in the top six.”

      I set the fork down so I don’t drop it from shock. “You know all that?”

      “Drew, I love sports. I work in the sports business too. And to be clear, I didn’t help you because of that.” She fidgets with her napkin. “I didn’t even realize who you were until we’d been sitting on the sand and talking for a while.”

      Oh, shit. I didn’t mean she has to justify herself. “It never entered my mind that you only saved me because I’m a player,” I say, grabbing her hand from my arm, threading my fingers through hers. “I was surprised you knew, not annoyed. Also, kind of amazed at the depth of your knowledge.”

      She lets out a long breath. “Good. It felt weird knowing who you were and not saying anything, but it seemed like you didn’t want anyone to recognize you. So, I went along with it.”

      I grimace, worried I might have come across as foolish as I feel now. “Did I sound like I assumed you were a football groupie?” God, I hope not. “I never want to sound like that kind of sexist jackass. Like I think I’m a star or that I assume all women want…” I can’t even finish the sexist thought. “I swear I don’t think that.”

      She shakes her head, reassuring me. “I’ve worked in this field for five years now. I understand players value their privacy. I wanted to make sure you had yours. I figured you had your reasons.”

      This woman. She’s some kind of luck, falling into my lap. And the next time I see her, I am going to feed her tacos and go for a walk on the beach and then fuck her to six, maybe seven orgasms. “Have I mentioned you’re a rock star? Because you are.”

      But enough about me. There’s still so much I want to know about her. “Do you do sports law? My agent is a lawyer, and he’s pretty badass. I could see you wearing a cape and flying in to save clients from scuffles, like you did with a dude in distress in the water.”

      “My job is not nearly as exciting as being an agent or a quarterback. I’m an attorney for the Los Angeles Bandits,” she says, naming the city’s baseball team. “I work on vendor contracts.”

      “I love baseball. It’s the second-best sport, and those guys are having a great season,” I say, digging into the dish for another bite.

      “They are. We’re hosting the All-Star Game next season, so that’s keeping me busy, working on deals in advance of that.”

      We chat a bit more about baseball as we finish the meal. I help her clean up, and when we’re done, I reach for her hand to pull her close. “That was amazing. Let’s do this again—the beach, the drinks, the sex, the meal...”

      “But no angry oars next time,” she says.

      “I’ll do my best to avoid them,” I say.

      She purses her lips like she’s holding back a smile. “I had the worst week. This has been…such an unexpectedly nice end to it.”

      “Good. Then I’m thinking tacos and ice cream and you holding me to my deal. How’s Thursday night?”

      “I’m in. For all of it,” she says.

      It’s a promise—another time. Another night.

      “There’s a great place about a mile from here. Tacos Are Life.” I grab my phone from my back pocket. Takes my text app longer than usual to open, but when it does, I say, “Give me your number.”

      “Yes, sir.” She snags her own phone from the kitchen counter and opens her texts. “Hmm. I’ll enter you as My O Dealer.”

      Ooh. She’s a fun one to keep up with. “I’ll have to enter you as…IOU.”

      She laughs. “Yes. You do, Drew.”

      I send her a message on the spot. Thursday night. Tacos Are Life. Seven-thirty. It’s a deal.

      She writes back with I can’t wait…for the tacos.

      With a kiss goodbye, I take off, counting the hours until the end of the week.
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      At sunrise the next morning, I’m peeling off miles of the beach on fleet feet, powered by the morning-after mojo of a sexy night and the promise of another one soon.

      Carter keeps pace with me. At this hour, we pretty much have the beach to ourselves, the lapping of the waves the soundtrack to our workout.

      “This is the best run I’ve had in ages,” I say.

      “You got laid last night,” my college friend observes.

      I crack up then meet his gaze. “That obvious?”

      He gives an I-know-you-so-well nod. “The only thing that makes a man this chipper about running is sex. Plus, you were a surly mofo yesterday when you picked up my truck. I don’t think the waves could namaste you like a hot date would. Was she a swipe right?”

      “No!” I say, punching his arm. I’m still kind of amazed I met a fantastic woman randomly. “Can you believe I met her IRL?”

      He snarls. “Dude. You’re making me jelly. That still happens?”

      “Evidently. I know you’re the king of the dating apps and all, but I am all for meeting a woman without the smoke and mirrors of the Internet,” I say.

      Carter is easy to talk to about dating. He not only loves it, but he’s a spokesperson for romance. His partnership with the Date Night app is a perfect match.

      “So I was paddle boarding,” I begin, then I tell him the rest of the story of meeting Brooke, ending with, “And I’m going to see her Thursday.”

      “You suck,” he mutters.

      I give a smug smile. After Jenna, I’m going to take this piece of good-dating luck and clutch it tight. “I know.”

      “Seriously. You meeting a woman on the beach is like finding a Benjamin in the dryer,” he says, then glances at his digital watch. He jerks his gaze back in the direction of Santa Monica.

      I wheel around, and we start the return leg of our roundtrip jog.

      “Are you spending a lot of time looking in laundry machines for extra dough, Carter? If you need a loan, just tell me.”

      He flips me the bird. “Why do I even hang around with you when I’m in LA? You walk ass-backward into great sex and then, without any pain or suffering, land a date with a woman you like.”

      “Aww, tell me how hard your life is. Is it still rough after winning the Super Bowl?”

      He hums, a long, satisfied sound, then he raises his finger and scratches his jaw, showing off one of his fat rings. “Come to think of it, that was a sweet end to this season. An encore,” he says.

      Some guys have all the football luck.

      “There. So I will enjoy my dating luck, while I try to figure out what the fuck is going on with my football team. The general manager has been cutting guys left and right. Practice yesterday was miserable. No one knows what kind of shake-ups there could be before the season kickoff. And it starts soon.”

      Carter knows this. He splits time between Los Angeles, his hometown and where his family still lives, and San Francisco, where he plays for the Renegades. He’s in town since his team doesn’t have practice today, but he’ll be heading back later this week as we get ready for the regular season to start.

      “I feel for you,” my buddy says, then claps my shoulder. “I mean it. Even with my two rings, I still feel for you.”

      “Jackass,” I mutter, then we trash talk the rest of the way to the Santa Monica Pier. When we get there, we head toward Ocean Avenue, where I spot a familiar figure at a café at the edge of the beach. He sits facing our direction, arms crossed loosely, almost as if he’s been expecting us.

      I slow my pace, pointing. “Dude, is that our agent?” What the hell is Maddox doing here?

      “Whoa. He knows everything,” Carter whispers in admiration. “Maddox knew exactly where we’d be on a Monday morning. He’s a fucking genius.”

      I’ll say. The man is ridiculously good at his job and never stops working. Hence, his tracking us down at seven-thirty. The guy is the picture of cool and calm. Impeccably dressed in slacks and a tailored shirt, he sips a cup of espresso as he waits and smiles in satisfaction as I reach him and stop a few paces away.

      “I thought I might find you here when you didn’t answer your phone,” he tells me.

      I grab for my cell in my pocket, spotting the missed call. Weird. I didn’t think I turned off the sound. “Guess I put it on silent,” I say.

      Carter smacks my arm. “You missed a call from me last night too.”

      I shoot him a sneaky look. “I wouldn’t say I missed it.” Then I turn to Maddox again. “Good to see you.”

      Maddox gives an easy shrug. “Fortunately, I knew how to find you.”

      “I’m a creature of habit,” I say with a smile, eager to find out why he’s parachuted into my morning workout.

      Carter thumps our agent on the back. “So, Super Agent, are you here to see him or are you stopping in to see your favorite client while he’s in town?”

      “I love all my children equally,” Maddox teases.

      “You don’t have to say that just to make Carter feel better,” I say, then I cut to the chase. “What’s the story?” I point my thumb at my buddy. “Unless it’s top secret, Carter can stay. I’ll probably tell him anyway.”

      Carter cups the side of his mouth. “News flash—Drew got laid last night.”

      “Hey now. It was more than sex. I have a date with her.” I

      don’t want to sound like a playboy.

      Maddox just grins, shaking his head like we’re a couple of clowns. Which, admittedly, we are. “Glad you met someone you like, Drew.” His smile disappears, and he’s suddenly serious. “I have big news, Drew. Now, let’s talk.”

      

      Whoa. What is Maddox going to tell his client? And what happens when Drew sees Brooke again? Find out when Drew and Brooke’s story continues in TWO A DAY . . .
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