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          Quinn

        

      

    

    
      The headlights nearly blind me as I brace for impact. It’s always the same. The screeching tires sound like a teakettle, then a thunderous crash and the crunching of metal as I roll in a steel box that shrinks as it pummels into the asphalt. Rolling over and over—until I wake up. It’s terrifying but, by now, predictable.

      Yanking my groggy eyes open, I wait for my heart rate to calm. It was just a dream, but my racing heart and the spasms in my legs need time to settle. I know not to fight it, to let the nerves flow and leave my body. It’s always the same—my very familiar nightmare.

      My hair curls tightly around my neck, threatening to choke me, and splatters across my mouth to silence me. The white pillowcase I’m facedown on comes into clear focus. It’s stained with my foundation and charcoal eyeliner—the aftermath of my drunken dumbassery. My wild hair spills across my bare back and shoulders instead of being secured neatly in a bun on top of my head.

      I haven’t missed my nightly hygiene routine in years, not once. Not after girls’ nights that turn into sleepovers after a little too much sangria. Not after coming home dog-tired after working with my dad well past midnight at the office. Not even after the time my little brother and I pulled an all-night Lethal Weapon marathon. I might’ve washed my face, tied back my hair, and brushed my teeth at seven o’clock in the morning before heading to bed, but nonetheless—routine.

      I haven’t dropped that ball in years.

      Until last night… or this morning? Today? What the hell time is it?

      A grunt from beside me startles me, and I shoot up in alarm. Shit! There’s a giant lying next to me, with shaggy blonde hair that barely touches the tops of his shoulders—Cody. My heart, which had finally calmed, accelerates out of control. The momentary relief of not waking up to a stranger is brief, chased away by extreme panic—Cody Kartlin. Rule number one of maintaining a single, non-attached, free-to-be-a-workaholic, ice-queen lifestyle? Don’t sleep with the guy you like. Apparently, a bit easier said than done.

      I wrap my arm around my bare chest, but he’s still sleeping with his face buried in the pillow. The way his back rises high and falls, not even naked breasts could coax him from his slumber.

      Good grief. What did we do—what did I do—last night? It’s literally taken the strength of Hercules and Achilles combined to keep my curiosity about Cody’s body at bay, but I’ve somehow managed the past four months. All it took was a little bourbon to ruin everything. The worst part? I don’t even remember. Dammit. It’s Cody… probably worth remembering.

      Cody lifts his head and plasters his other cheek against the pillow. Smiling to myself, I resist the urge to lean in and kiss his head. Retired NFL superstar tight end, Cody Kartlin, is double my weight and towers over most humans on this planet—if only the world knew his snore is like a kitty’s purr.

      Pulling up the comforter, I peek under the sheets—I’m wearing underwear, at least. I sneak a glance to the right—Cody is not. His muscular glutes are in plain view. We both smell like a distillery, and I’ll take the blame. I vaguely remember the desperate phone call I made, begging him to meet me for a drink, which wouldn’t have been that crazy between friends. Except I’m at my company’s annual leadership retreat… in Las Vegas. Grabbing a drink together meant Cody hopping on a plane—which he did.

      Denial is my safe haven, and I like it here, so I’ll keep pretending we’re just buddies. It’s not a big deal.

      I check my phone. Fuck. Eleven o’clock? My empty stomach sinks a foot lower. I missed the executive breakfast meeting… very uncharacteristic of me. Judging by the seven missed calls from my dad, he probably thinks I’m in harm’s way. I can picture his scowling face and the lecture I’m sure to receive.

      “You may be a grown woman, but you’ll always be my little pigtail princess, and I worry… so answer your damn phone!”

      He’ll do that thing where his lips barely move as he talks because he’s trying not to look too emotional. One day, I’ll tell him it makes him look like a creepy and untalented ventriloquist.

      Sitting up, I subtly shift my hips back and forth, searching for any evidence of what happened last night… nothing. Hm, it’s been a while. I probably would be a little sore. Actually, if that shoe size representing penis size thing is accurate, I’d probably be a lot sore. Cody wears a size ‘King Kong’ in Nikes. Then again, I vaguely remember drinking my body weight in neon-green liquid straight from a plastic boot, so maybe I wouldn’t have felt much of anything.

      Truthfully, I’d known a meltdown was coming. I’d basically been sleeping in my office since my promotion a few months ago. There’s only so much fun you can stuff down and deny before it rears its ugly head and bites you in the ass. My whole life is confined to the walls of the Sabin Tech building. I escape now and then for my closest friends and my little brother, but even in those moments, I’m just a prisoner on parole. I needed to let loose for one night, but the problem wasn’t the partying—it was the company.

      Aaaah… Pressing my feet onto the cool floor soothes my aching soles. Way too many concrete miles trekked up and down the Vegas strip in stilettos yesterday. I should have brought a pair of flats.

      I make my way out of the main bedroom into the guest bathroom of the giant hotel suite. Originally, I thought the room was wasteful—a two-bedroom, two-and-a-half-bath suite just for me—but now, I’m grateful. Maybe I can clean up and sneak out before Cody has a chance to wake up.

      In the shower, the hot drops of water gradually soak my hair. Letting the water scald my skin, I hope it will flush out the lingering liquor from my pores. I’m waiting for the pounding headache, swell of nausea, fatigue… nothing. There’s a possibility I’m not hungover because I'm still very drunk. Closing my eyes, I try to immerse myself in the slurry memories that begin to surface.

      There had been so many lights, night may as well have been the day. The fountains of the Bellagio danced behind us as the blaring symphony swelled. Cody had barely been able to hear my pleading. He kept leaning in closer and closer, so my lips grazed his ear lobe.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Cody. Baby. Please!”

      “No, ma’am. I will not. But keep calling me baby. I could get used to that.”

      “You’re such a prude.”

      “Prude?”

      “Yeah…”

      “I’d rather not be arrested for public indecency.”

      “Cody! Just do it.” Pouting like a child, my hands were on my hips.

      “You can’t use the Nike slogan to boss me into skinny dipping in a public fountain with you.” He wrapped me in the thick iron beams, also known as his arms, to keep me from stumbling in my heels.

      “I can, and I will.”
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        * * *

      

      Well, that’s humiliating. If my drunken memories serve me correctly, I was begging to get publicly naked, and Cody was the source of reason. Definitely a low moment for me. I’m not usually so sloppy, but I panicked.

      I really panicked.

      When I first arrived at the conference, between all the lectures and announcements about Sabin Tech’s ambitious new endeavors, my entire life until my late retirement flashed before my eyes. I looked in the hotel mirror, and hollow brown eyes stared back at me. Sully’s words knocked around in my head—lifeless, selfish, soulless.

      I hear him in my mind more lately, which is odd. The more time passes, the louder he gets. No matter how many men I’ve put between us, no matter how many guys have praised me, promised me, begged me to go out or go down—I can only see myself through Sully’s eyes.

      Fuck it. Shake it off. Tune it out.

      Good woman.

      Not a good woman. Whatever.

      I’m still the boss.

      I suds up my hair with the orange essential oil-infused spa shampoo, one of the benefits of booking a luxury suite. The hotel toiletries won’t strip your hair and skin. This room has the good stuff and has the price tag to prove it. I’m not looking forward to the check-out bill. Judging by the empty minibar—which was most definitely full when I arrived—and the scattered tiny platters on every surface of the suite, Cody and I might’ve racked up the cost equivalent of a Ford Focus in room service charges last night.

      After a final rinse, I rotate the shower handle off. Stepping out of the floor-to-ceiling tiled spa shower, I grab a fresh, fluffy towel from the elegantly designed two-tier rack. The moment my naked body is concealed, the bathroom barn doors slide apart.

      There he stands in just black Jockey briefs, looking like a life-size Thor action figure.

      “There you are. Thought you ran out on me.”

      He slowly crosses the bathroom, closing the space between us, making a meal out of the visual of me in a towel… dripping. I’m not sure if I should be embarrassed he’s looking at me like this. Is this old news? What did he see last night?

      “You want a picture?”

      “Got some last night.” He winks at me.

      My eyes narrow, and my mouth pops open.

      Cody throws his head back and laughs.

      “I’m kidding. How do you feel this morning? I’m surprised you’re awake.”

      “How do I look?” I grumble, knowing I look worse than death.

      “Relaxed, like you finally removed that stick up your ass,” he teases. “Relaxed is really pretty on you.”

      I scowl at him as he tucks my wet hair behind my ear, then busy myself in the mirror so Cody doesn’t see me flush. He’s so good at that… tenderness. Lately, I’ve been a sucker for his sweet tactics. Sincere and sweet coming from a goliath of a man who should be a pompous, full-of-himself athletic icon is simply not fair—like having to live in a bakery when you’re on a diet.

      “You seem awfully cheery for being hungover,” I say, internally shaking off my momentary swoon.

      “I’m not hungover.”

      “So, we’re both still drunk.” I laugh as I dot the dark circles under my eyes with a high-end eye brightener, compliments of the hotel.

      “I’m not hungover because I wasn’t drunk.” He gives me a knowing smirk. “I had a few, but I wasn’t on your level. I had to force bottles of water down your throat and tell you Motrin was candy, so you’d take it. One of us had to keep our head.” Leaning against the bathroom countertop, he smiles at me smugly.

      “All right,” I say, spinning around, giving him my full attention. “Lay it on me. What happened?”

      “You called and told me to get my ass on a flight to come entertain you.”

      “That part I remember.” Hanging my head, I watch my toes rub nervously against the cool tile that’s slick from steamy condensation. “What happened after the liquor-filled plastic boot?”

      He raises one eyebrow. “You sure you wanna know?”

      “Yes.” I pinch the space between my eyes as I squeeze them shut.

      “Quinn, come on. I’m messing with you.” Cody’s playful expression sobers. “You just blew off some steam and needed a friend. I’m really glad you called me. I plan on thoroughly rubbing it in Addie’s face.”

      Adler—one of my best friends, recently engaged to Cody’s best friend, Joel—is the only reason I’m in this mess. She thought it’d be entertaining to play Spring Fling matchmaker for Cody and me—one and done is my preferred approach—but neither of us actually expected me to like him.

      “Please don’t tell Addie about all this.” I don’t want to have to explain myself to my friends. Calling Cody to meet me in Vegas would be a red flag to them. To be honest, I don’t really know what came over me. I have plenty of friends who would’ve held my hand through my premature mid-life crisis. Noa, Reese, Mani, or Addie would’ve met me in a heartbeat… a literal heartbeat. I can always count on my girls. I called Cody last night because… I guess I wanted to see him, and after drinking my body weight in liquor, my good sense gave out.

      “Your secret’s safe.” He steps past me to turn the shower back on. The water is still hot, and the steam rises instantly.

      “You can shower in the master bathroom. It’s bigger. I just didn’t want to wake you.”

      “Or I can shower here,” Cody says, flashing me a wicked grin. He winks as he slides off his briefs, disorienting me.

      I mean, I know he’s a larger-than-normal person, so naturally, he’s packing heavy equipment, but still… holy shit. And why is it so tidy? Does he wax? I spin back around to face the mirror before Cody notices me gawking. Since when are we friends who see each other naked?

      Shit. Okay, we definitely had sex last night. Definitely.

      I want to ask, but my pride stops me. Does it make me look like a slutty hot mess if I don’t remember? I don’t have to debate it further because Cody somehow reads my mind.

      “We didn’t.”

      “Didn’t what?” I ask, playing dumb.

      “Don’t play dumb. Doesn’t suit you,” he says with a smile.

      Damn, he reads me clear as day, like a large-print book.

      “We didn’t have sex, Quinn.”

      Unable to hide my relief, I blow out a deep breath. “Oh.”

      Through the mirror, I see Cody looking at me. He crosses his arms, still fully nude, acting more comfortable than anyone should feel in their birthday suit around the girl they constantly flirt with.

      “What?”

      “You thought we hooked up.”

      “No…”

      “You totally did.”

      Turning around to face him, my eyes lock on his, determined not to glance down, purposely ignoring the part of his body I’d like to inspect thoroughly.

      “Not gonna lie. That bothers me.”

      I scrunch my face in confusion. “What bothers you?”

      “That you think I’d take advantage of you like that. You were almost blackout drunk.”

      Oh, I didn’t think of it like that. Most of my dates are eager to buy me another drink. They don’t care how we get there… as long as we do.

      “I didn’t… I don’t think…”

      Cody steps toward me, and I all but trip backward. The granite edge of the counter presses into my back. My breath quickens as he presses against me—his naked body against the towel still wrapped around me. Now? Like this? Technically, I’m sober enough, right? He leans into my ear, his voice low, grumbly, and through-the-roof seductive.

      “You wouldn’t forget a night with me.”

      Letting out an audible gasp, I know he can feel my heart thumping. He reaches over my shoulder and grabs a small bottle of liquid soap, then steps back, releasing me from my pinned state against the counter.

      “Pardon me,” he mumbles. Good god. Just another game. I try to steady my breath. “I prefer this stuff over the bar soap.” He holds the little bottle in the air, which looks Polly-Pocket-sized in his hands. His naked ass disappears behind the fogged-up shower doors.

      I take a few deep breaths. He’s toying with me. Cody does this a lot—tests the waters, tries to bait me—but for some reason, he won’t make an actual move. He’s flirty as all hell, always suggestive, but he won’t go for it. He’s clever. He wants me to cave first. I can’t reject him if he doesn’t ask. It’s a game of cat and mouse, but I’m not sure who’s Tom and who’s Jerry.

      Returning to the mirror, I fish through my makeup and try to make myself as presentable as possible in less than ten minutes. My day is filled with meetings and presentations, and I need to get focused. I don’t like looking unprepared. I’m the big boss’s daughter and the youngest C-level executive. I command a team of five directors, all egotistical males, so I don’t have the luxury of slipping up. Missing the executive breakfast was basically skating on a banana peel. Not a great start to my day.

      “Hey, Cody?” I ask, tilting my chin toward the shower. He's humming and doesn’t respond. “Cody!” I yell. Oh, come on. He had to have heard that. He’s ignoring me. I yank open the shower door, and Cody’s eyes bulge in surprise. The sound of the water from the oversized rain showerhead is deafening. Okay, my bad, he didn’t hear me.

      “Need something in here?” He glances down between his legs and tries to swallow a chuckle.

      “Stop that.” I glower.

      “Stop what?”

      “You know what.” Teasing me. “Anyway… are you headed home today, or are you sticking around? I’m here for four more days.”

      “Do you want me to stick around?”

      “Well, every minute of my day is spoken for, but I can sneak away tonight. Can I buy you dinner as an apology for having to take care of me last night? I know a steakhouse that serves a ridiculously expensive, dry-aged wagyu ribeye. They call it an ‘artistic culinary experience.’ I bet I can still get a reservation.”

      “I hate when you do that,” he mumbles, shaking his head.

      “Hate what? What did I do?”

      “Try to… I don’t know.” He shrugs. “Buy my time.”

      “Because I offered to buy dinner? It’s called a gesture. I wasn’t myself last night and can’t imagine I was fun to deal with.”

      “Not just now. It’s been this way for months. You always try to throw money at things as if you’re compensating me. It’s weird.”

      “I don’t throw money around.” Placing my hand on my hip, I hope my sass covers my discomfort. “You’re basically Sawyer’s coach or personal trainer… or whatever it is you guys do. I’m just trying to show we appreciate all you do.”

      Truthfully, when Cody first contacted me back in November after Addie caved and gave him my number, I was more interested than I’d ever admit out loud. Unfortunately, Sawyer, my younger brother, caught wind that Cody Kartlin, NFL superstar and his childhood idol, had crashed into our inner circle and begged me on his hands and knees for an introduction. That was the end of my torrid sex affair with Cody—before it even began.

      Cody and Sawyer became fast friends. Cody was the big brother Sawyer wishes I was. Going to Sawyer’s games and practices, he shared his insight on college ball—scouting, red-shirting, and how to help Sawyer if he really wants to set his sights on the league one day. Cody is helping me to be all the things Mom isn’t here to be.

      As much as I want to slide down his sexy ass like a stripper on her favorite pole, what he’s doing for my baby brother is far more important than me getting laid. Sawyer needs Cody, and I need Sawyer to be okay. It’s the only way I know how to do right by Mom. At least, that’s my excuse for keeping my hands to myself.

      What’s Cody’s?

      Cody crosses his arms, creating a dam for the shower water to pool into.

      “Quinn, I don’t need you to show me appreciation like I’m one of your employees. I don’t work for you… or Sawyer. He’s my friend. You’re my friend, too. I’m here because I want to be. You don’t need to apologize with dinner. In fact, maybe once in a while, let me treat you to something, which by the way, I’m capable of. It’s not like I was making minimum wage in the league for seven years.”

      I roll my eyes. Men and their egos—always intimidated when a woman can afford her own luxuries. I’m not trying to showboat, just trying to be kind and generous. Another memory flashes through my mind.

      “I let you buy dinner last night.”

      “You let me buy you a cheesy gordita crunch from Taco Bell because you were too drunk to pull out your wallet. You annihilated it like a starved coyote, by the way. Impressive stuff.”

      Ugh. His stupid, goofy… sexy grin. The water splashes as Cody uncrosses his arms, breaking the dam. A light spray catches my shins when he dips his head under the shower stream.

      “All right, see? You weren’t honest earlier. How bad was I last night?”

      “Oh, Princess, you got sloppy, but it was great. You were vulnerable for once. Even with your slurring, it was the best conversation we’ve ever had.”

      “Vulnerable?”

      “Yes, ma’am. You spilled all kinds of secrets.” He flicks his fingers, sending a spray of droplets my way.

      I flatten my palm against the space between my eyes.

      “I’m late.” Shutting the shower door, I storm out of the bathroom, mostly pissed at myself. I knew I shouldn’t have crossed that line. I got messy, was reckless, and—

      Wait. What secrets?

      Storming back to the bathroom, I rip the door open and can’t help when my eyes drop south of his stomach and follow the neatly trimmed trail of sandy hair from his belly button downward.

      Cody catches me leering and chuckles. “That’s subtle. Either get in here or get out. You’re letting a draft in.”

      “I didn’t spill any secrets,” I hiss.

      “Oh, yes, you did.”

      “Name one.” I glare at him and squint as fire grows in my eyes—flames of worry, if nothing else.

      “You told me about Addie’s F-buddy survival rules for Joel.”

      “It’s not a secret!” I say defensively. “The whole world, including you, has read the damn book she wrote. Besides, you live with Joel, and he probably told you before I did, so it doesn’t count.”

      “Taco Bell is your guilty pleasure.”

      “I’m not ashamed. I eat there about twice a year, which is allowable.”

      Cody pumps the sweet-smelling shampoo into his hands, lathers the suds between his palms, then runs his fingertips through his hair. The invigorating smell of citrus that saturated my hair moments ago fills the bathroom once more.

      I get the sneaking suspicion he spends time at a spa. What do they call that again? Metro? Is that a thing? Can Cody be metro and still all-man? His body is built like his Ford F-150, yet he borrows my collagen moisturizer with the SPF 50.

      “How about the letter? The one in the red envelope?”

      My heart skips a beat, and my breath shallows.

      “Ah.” Cody notices my shock. “See? There’s one. Sounds like a secret to me.”

      He laughs, but there’s no humor on my face.

      “Quinn, what—”

      “Never ever bring that up to me again. Whatever you may or may not know, keep it to yourself.” I hear my own words as if I’m out of my body. My tone is icy and unnecessarily cruel, but I can’t help it. Back any animal into a tight corner and threaten it… watch it bite.

      “Hey.” Cody waits until my eyes lock on his, and his expression softens. It makes me feel like I just kicked a puppy. “Okay, I hear you.” He doesn’t question my sudden attitude.

      He’s something else, something I’m really not used to men being—understanding.

      How could I slip about that letter? What does Cody know? He can’t know too much since he’s acting as though he still likes me. If I told him what that letter is—what it probably contains—he’d know I’m a monster.

      “So, dinner?” I purposely perk up my tone. “Tonight? You can pay.”

      “Sounds good to me. Taco Party Pack coming your way.”

      I snort, then open my mouth to respond with something snarky, but I’m cut off by a ruckus from the front door.

      Pound! Pound! Pound! A heavy fist beats on the entry door.

      “Quinn Bailey Rose Banks-Sabin, if you’re not dead or dying, open the goddamn door!”

      Fuck. I should’ve texted Dad the minute I was up. His tone is terrifying, and he just full-named me. That’s not just anger. That’s worry-anger, which is far worse.

      “Quinn Bailey Rose Banks-Sabin?” Cody’s green eyes pop into circles, and he looks like someone just offered him his favorite candy. “That’s your full name?”

      I grimace. “My parents had a hard time agreeing on a name.”

      “So, they just named you all of them?” He chuckles.

      “Something like that.”

      “Quinn!” my dad shouts again from outside the main door.

      “I have to go, or he’s going to bust through the door. Dinner?”

      He nods, and I gently close the glass shower door. Dammit. I just saw him completely naked, and now, I really know what I’m missing out on. It also doesn’t help that Cody is so stupidly charming and sweet or that I’m probably only alive because he babysat me last night. I’ll have to work double-time to keep my feelings at bay, but I’ll deal with that monster of a mess later.

      Right now, I have a more important mess to mop up.
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          Cody

        

      

    

    
      The front door of the suite slams shut with an angry bang. I know Quinn didn’t mean it. The damn door is heavy.

      Every time I left the room last night, I’d hear her squeal through the door as it slammed shut behind me, and I had to leave a lot—for ice, Band-Aids, Motrin, and I even had to hunt down burn relief ointment because of a tray of piping hot nachos she had delivered. Quinn is a klutzy drunk.

      Last night, she was the antithesis of everything I’ve learned about her over the past four months. It was hilarious, but I’ve had more than enough. Wasted Quinn could give me a heart attack. Between saving her from clumsy near misses, trying to resist her seduction tactics, and her drunkenly admitting she was falling for me, I had been in the blood pressure category of ‘hypertensive crisis’ all night.

      Her feelings for me were the best secret she spilled last night, but I wasn’t about to embarrass her this morning. Quinn works so hard to resist the spark between us. Cute. Hell if I know why, but it’s nice to know I’m not alone in all this. She needs more time, and I’m a patient guy—for her, anyway. I would’ve had any other girl in a dozen different positions by now, but Addie warned me about Quinn. Apparently, she’s the queen of hit it and quit it. And as much as I’m tempted, I really don’t want to be just another number to her. I’m hooked. I’ve been caught up in the sassy princess magic since the first time I texted her.

      Months ago.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Me: Hey, beautiful. This is Cody. Addie gave me your number. How are you?

        Quinn: *smirk face* Addie said you begged her for my number.

        Me: Begged is an exaggeration, but yeah, pretty much. For weeks.

        Quinn: You realize that sounds desperate AF, right?

        Me: Is desperate your type, or should I try a different move? *kissy face*

        Quinn: Ha. You sound like trouble, Cody.

        Me: Trouble… as in the kind you’d like to get into?

        Quinn: No.

        Quinn: … a little.

        Me: See? Nailed it. Begging is kind of my move.
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        * * *

      

      Grabbing a fresh towel from the rack, I realize I have nothing clean to change into. I didn’t hesitate when Quinn called me last night and asked me to meet her in Las Vegas. Taking nothing except my wallet and keys, I got in my truck and hightailed it to Denver International Airport. I claimed the only remaining seat on a last-minute departure and braved the awkward middle seat for her.

      People hate when I’m in the middle seat. There's no way to keep your elbows to yourself when your body is bred to endure quarter-ton linemen pummeling into you like freight trains on a football field day in and day out.

      Actually, ‘endure’ is an exaggeration.

      My body broke under the pressure.

      It only took one illegal hit to finish me off and end my career.

      I flip my briefs inside out and slide them back on. I need to see who sells pants near this fancy-ass hotel. Before I can click on my Safari app, the phone rings, and I smile at the caller ID. This kid… always with the keen timing.

      “Sup, Sawyer, my man?”

      “I never thought I’d see the fucking day where Cody Kartlin calls me ‘my man.’”

      “Don’t say fuck. I’m supposed to be a good influence on you.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Fine. Don’t say fuck in front of your sister. Deal?”

      “Quinn drops the F-bomb more than anyone.”

      “That’s not true.” She literally does, more than anyone I know, but I’m not saying that out loud to her little brother. “Your sister is a lady.”

      “Wrong. I have sixteen years of firsthand experience, and I can tell you she’s not. She cusses like a sailor.”

      “What’s up, man?” I clear my throat. “You behavin’ while your dad and sister are out of town?”

      “Always. I’ve been on two-a-days and added an extra set to that beast-mode workout you sent me.”

      Ah, hell. This kid. Sawyer Sabin is only in the second semester of his sophomore year. He should be chasing girls, going to parties, and studying—I need to remember to throw studying into the mix when I lecture him—but this kid eats, sleeps, and breathes football. He’s good—great, maybe. Sawyer’s skills are innate, raw natural talents. He has all the right instincts on the field and better hands at sixteen than some of my buddies in the league, but the kid is about fifteen pounds of muscle shy of a University of Alabama roster, and he can’t block worth a shit. We have some work to do before I call in the favor he’s been begging me for.

      I still talk to my college coaches. They rallied behind me after I took that late hit that nearly snapped me in half—they wanted consequences and fines for the player and the opposing team, but it wasn’t a battle the Bandits were willing to fight. To a professional NFL team, career-ending injuries are a risk every player takes when they get on the field. Physically, I understood. Emotionally? Let’s just say I wasn’t prepared for the heartbreak.

      Someone once told me hearts never break even. I thought it was about relationships, but football tore me apart the worst. Shit, it was a cruel bitch of a breakup—the game was done with me long before I was willing to walk away. I miss that spark.

      The spark Sawyer has. He obsesses about playing college ball the same way I did when I was his age, and his heart practically bleeds Alabama crimson. It’d take one phone call to my old college coaches for them to fly out to scout Sawyer, but I’m not pulling that string until he’s ready. The kid will only have one shot.

      “The season just ended. Why don’t you take a break and have some fun? Be sixteen.”

      “I don’t have time for fun, Cody. I want this. It’s the only fu— I mean, damn thing I care about.”

      Groaning, I slump on top of the bed, and the smell of Quinn’s perfume mixed with liquor puffs from the comforter. Mmmm. I love that smell, like roses and cashmere, and no, I’m not too much of a man to say, not only does cashmere have a smell, but I like it.

      “There’s more to life than football.” My words are useless. I know the adrenaline pumping through his veins too well. I was Sawyer thirteen years ago and didn’t hear a word anybody told me then, either. “You’re only sixteen once.”

      “Do you really think I have a shot? I mean, I’ve already visited CU and TCU, but my heart isn’t in it. I want to wear crimson, just like you. Then one day, I want to play for the Bandits, just like you.”

      Do you want to get your back snapped in half on live national television, too? Do you want to spend the better part of a year in a hospital?

      “What is it about Bama? You know I almost didn’t go there. I had my heart set on Notre Dame or Clemson. You don’t have to put all your eggs in one basket.”

      “It’s Bama or bust, Cody.”

      “Why?”

      “My mom… she was roll tide all the way. We used to talk about me going to Bama. I think if she was still here, she’d be proud if I got an offer.”

      Sawyer talks about his mom all the time. When we pal around, she’s a normal part of the conversation. I’ve learned quite a bit about Savannah Banks-Sabin. I know she was born and raised in the South and comes from a very wealthy family. I’m used to my brothers in the league having money, but from what my best friend Joel explained to me, between the Banks family and the empire that is Sabin Technology, Quinn and Sawyer will inherit wealth most people will never be able to comprehend. Yet I know her secret—the girl loves her some Taco Bell.

      “Bama it is, then, but we have some work to do. You up for it?”

      “Hell, yes! You want to put me through a hellish Cody Kartlin workout later today? I think I can finally get through it without puking.”

      Ha! Not if I have anything to say about it.

      “When I get back, for sure.”

      “Where are you?”

      “In Vegas…. with Quinn.”

      “Gross. Why?”

      “You want me to say it out loud?” Sawyer’s silent on the line, but I think I hear his feet shuffling. “Problem?” I hold back my laugh.

      “I’m torn. You’re like my hero, but I’m pretty sure you’re defiling my sister.”

      “I’m not defiling anyone.” My throat catches as a crackly laugh breaks through. “Quinn and I are…” What? What’s the right word here? “Complicated. Friends. We’re complicated friends.”

      Another quick pause. “She likes peonies.”

      That’s random. “Sorry, what now?”

      “She doesn’t like roses. She thinks they are overused and uninteresting. She likes peonies… like my mom did… any color.”

      “We went from ‘gross’ to you giving me tips now?”

      “I’ve been watching you move like molasses for four months, man. Take a swing or drop the bat, ya know? It’s a little sad.”

      I blow out a breath. Ain’t that the truth? It's called being strategic. Quinn likes me, I like her, but we’re not kids. Adults have different levels of likes, and the way I play this will make the difference between Quinn seeing me as a friend, a fuck, or forever. I know which one I’m gunnin’ for, so… yeah… I’m moving like molasses.

      Besides, it’s working. I waited, and finally… last night was a breakthrough. She needed me. I find her strength and independence sexy, but damn, it felt nice for her to need me.

      But Sawyer’s not wrong—it’s time for a step forward. She was practically salivating before I hopped in the shower this morning. I was worried stripping naked in front of her would be crossing the line—a giant flag on the play—but at one point, I really thought she was going to rip that towel off and join me in the shower. Damn, it’s going to be good when it finally happens. That’s what happens when you bottle lust up for four freaking months. Uncap the lid, and it’s going to explode in the best way. I just need her to say it first—out loud and sober.

      We can go slow, but I need her to say she’s open to something more. I don’t want to join the body count.

      Peonies… hmm… is my next move really going to come from the advice of a teenage boy? Maybe. My normal go-to move for getting a girl hooked is off the table. Something Sawyer is still too young to understand—flowers aren’t the way grown men win grown women.

      It’s oral—constant and enthusiastic oral sex. I silently scoff.

      “What’s funny?” Sawyer asks. Or whoops, not as silently as I thought.

      “Nothing, man. Just nice to know you have my back.”

      “Whatever keeps you in the family, Cody.”

      “All right, I’ll hit you up when I’m back in town. Go get that protein powder I mentioned from GNC. It’s the best for quick gains without making you feel sluggish. I’ll Venmo you the cash.”

      “I’m good for it. Allowance.”

      Damn, I keep forgetting. At sixteen, Sawyer probably has a nicer car than half of the Bandits' starting lineup. I don’t know what he does for his allowance—actually, let’s be real and call it a salary—but I know it’s tied to his GPA. His dad is very strict about his academic performance. A few months ago, he brought home a ‘C’ on a calculus exam, and I watched him cry—it broke my heart. His dad threatened to rip him off the team mid-season for one ‘C’ on a tough exam.

      I don’t know exactly how it got resolved, but I know Quinn showed up unannounced at Sawyer’s school, and somehow, Sawyer was offered an exam retake, which he ended up acing. I never asked what Quinn said or did, though I’m sure I’d be wildly impressed or completely terrified. She’s lethal when she wants to be—especially when it comes to protecting Sawyer.

      “Let me know if that changes. Whatever you need, I’m here. I gotta run. I need to hunt down some peonies… and clean pants.” Sitting up on the bed, I reach down for my jeans from last night, which smell as if they were dipped in a bucket of bourbon from Quinn spilling half of her drink on me.

      “Gross, man. Overshare.”

      “Sorry, bro.” I hang up and send a quick text to my best buddy, Joel, before I forget.

      
        
        Me: In your opinion, if I’m trying to win over a girl—flowers or oral? Pick one.

        Joel: Seriously?

        Me: Completely serious.

        Joel: Hey Cody-cakes! It’s me now. Took Joel’s phone. The answer is oral. Where are you?

        Me: Ha! Addie-cakes saves the day. I’m in Vegas.

        Joel: With Quinn?

        Me: Yes. Think I’m going to make my move.

        Joel: CODY! Call me. You can’t land this on your own.

        Me: Shush pipsqueak. I got this.

        Joel: It’s Joel again. Adler’s right.

        Me: Same response. Shush pipsqueak. I got it.

        Joel: Pipsqueak? I’m going to let Felices piss in your bed.

        Me: Too far.

      

      

      I used to hate the damn cats. Felices and Kitty, unnaturally oversized evil cats, are my other other roommates. Since Addie moved in, I’ve kind of warmed up… well, I’m at least able to tolerate them now. Addie’s a buffer. They're less angsty around her, relaxed like they finally have their mom around. They follow her around the place like ducklings.

      I know I need to move out soon and let them move on with their lives. The condo is Joel, Addie, and their little cat family’s home now, and I don’t belong. It’s not that I can’t afford a place in Denver. I’m just not looking forward to being alone again.
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          Quinn

        

      

    

    
      I wish he would just yell at me. My dad’s quick forgiveness for my dereliction of responsibilities this morning was far worse. Barely acknowledging my late start after demanding proof of life this morning, he patiently waited outside my hotel room until I was dressed and presentable. On our walk to the hotel bistro, all he offered was that he was glad I was okay, he had been really worried, and sometimes things happen. He’s been so damn soft lately. Six months ago, I would’ve gotten a speech about leaders leading by example.

      Taking an exaggerated sip from his little cup of Cuban coffee, Dad gestures to the empty miniature white mug in front of me.

      “Would you like another?”

      “That’d be my third in one hour, so I’m going to pass on the heart attack.”

      “Weak sauce,” he teases as he raises two fingers to flag down the cafe waitress.

      “Masochist.” I’m dead serious.

      The waitress nears our table, and my dad merely points to his empty cup, his eyes still locked on mine. I break our gaze to exert some manners, which Darren Sabin, at times, sorely lacks. CEOs see numbers. CMOs see customer relations. It’s a different skill set.

      “Good afternoon,”—I check her name tag—“Allie. Hi.” I smile widely. “May my dad have a tall glass of water and the cold-pressed invigoration green juice, please?”

      “Of course.” Allie’s demeanor softens, likely because I’m not treating her like a golden retriever. “Anything for you?”

      “Those peanut butter cookies that are as large as my head.” I nod toward the lit-up bakery display glass. “Two, please, but not on a plate. To go if you don’t mind? Thank you, Allie.”

      “Of course.” She nods. “I’ll be right back with your drinks and will pack those cookies up in just a bit.” Allie retreats while keeping her smile on me, and me only. I’m not surprised.

      “You know, Dad, most people like to be talked to like humans, not beckoned like dogs.”

      “I didn’t beckon her… and I don’t remember asking for a green juice.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m watching your caffeine intake and your blood pressure. One of us has to.”

      “It’s like I’m having coffee with your mother. Déjà vu. You’re her spitting image.” He probably means to express his irritation at my very necessary lecture about his health, but his face washes in warm sunshine whenever he talks about Mom.

      I shake my head and try to ignore his comment, but he’s so pushy lately.

      “What is that reaction? Every time I bring up your mother.”

      “What reaction?”

      “You should talk about her more.” He angles his head as he scours my expression. “I’ve learned in therapy, it helps…”

      I shrink uncomfortably in my chair, but he doesn’t stop. I really wish he’d stop.

      “You are so much like her. You look like her. You smile like her. You know what she used to say—”

      “Dad,” I say sternly, enunciating so my voice can’t crack. “Can we not?”

      “Quinn—”

      “I’m glad therapy is going well for you, but I’m fine,” I mutter. That’s a bald-faced lie, and by fine, I mean that it’s unsalvageable. We both know I’m nothing like Mom. “Let’s leave it there.” The last thing my dad and my brother said to my mom was, ‘I love you.’ They deserve to heal. The last thing I said to my mother…

      It’s somewhat fuzzy because I’ve spent almost three years trying to erase that moment in time, but something like ‘fucking leave right now’ and ‘I never want to speak to you again’ rings a bell. So, no… I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want to pretend I have a right to remember the good things.

      “What did I miss at the meeting this morning? Do we have Q1 numbers yet?”

      “Numbers look good, Quinn.” He ducks his head. “We’ve worked hard, and now it’s time to breathe for a bit. This year for Sabin Tech is about maintaining lateral moves. We need to take a moment to appreciate what we’ve all built, all the jobs we’ve created, and the technology we’ve inspired. We can’t be full throttle all the time. Breathe.”

      What? “Dad, what the fuck—”

      “Language,” he growls.

      “Oh, pardon me,” I offer sarcastically. Let’s not forget who taught me how to cuss. “You’ve worked me like Secretariat for the past ten years, and now that we’re one race away from the triple crown, you just want to breathe? Sabin Tech has an opportunity to monopolize technological security right now. We could own the entire space.”

      “I thought I taught you and Sawyer that there’s more to life than money and power.”

      My eyes fall to the table. “It’s not about money.” It sure as hell is about winning, though. Invincibility—I love that word. “You taught me to dream big. You told me one day Sabin Tech was going to be a business unicorn.” It’s a near-impossible feat to accomplish unicorn status. A unicorn, according to business standards, is a startup company, privately owned, that’s valued at or over a billion dollars—an absolute rarity.

      “It happened because of how hard you worked.”

      Dad shakes his head. “Sabin Tech is where it is because we had the right inventions at the right time and sprinkled in a mixture of luck.”

      “Well, let the luck continue, Dad. You already did the hard part. You built this empire from scratch. You made Sabin Tech great. Now sit back, coast, and watch me secure your legacy. Doesn’t it make you feel good, knowing that your great-great-great-grandchildren will want for nothing?”

      “Half of me is incredibly proud of you.” Dad leans back in his chair, and the dark skin on his forehead crinkles as he crosses his arms. “And half of me is terrified I failed you as a father.”

      “What?”

      He folds his hands together and leans into the table. His gaze locks on mine.

      “To have great-great-great-grandchildren, I’d need a grandchild first, right?” Dad raises his brow. Checkmate.

      “Sawyer wants kids.”

      “Sawyer is a kid. He has time to figure out what he wants. I’m worried about you, Quinn. I don’t think this job and Denver are good for you anymore. You’re working yourself to death. You’re exhausted. You’re stuck. It’s the same thing every day, over and over. I know we all needed time since your mom died, but I’m watching you waste away. I was in the depths of my own pain for so long, I didn’t see it. You’re drowning, and I’m so sorry I haven't been there for you. But I’m here now, and I think you need a change.”

      My heart drops to my stomach as the uncomfortable anticipatory ache of criticism engulfs me. I pretend like I’m open to feedback, but I know myself. I like perfection—round one.

      “You’re saying I’m not doing a good job as CMO?”

      “This isn’t about performance. You’re doing a fine job.”

      Fine… is not superb… but okay.

      “What I mean is I think a change in scenery—a totally different type of project—will inspire you both personally and professionally.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Sabin Tech is branching out, with sights set on expanding opportunities with biometrics in personal home security in the Asia Pacific market.”

      “You just said this year was about maintenance.”

      “In the U.S. market. Internationally is a different story. There is so much untapped potential in APAC.”

      “Makes sense. With a lot of high-rises and shared living, there's obviously, a need for solid home security. Good.” I nod, and my head creases from the pressure. There it is. Here comes the hangover. Cody tried, but he couldn’t prevent the inevitable.

      “We’re setting up an international headquarters. We have a liaison team already ready to go, but we’ll need entirely new branding. The culture is different, focused more on community than capitalism. It’s fascinating, actually. We can’t rinse and repeat the same strategies we use in the U. S. market. I want you to develop entirely new branding tailored to what works best in that region—family, community, loyalty, and working toward common goals.”

      “Absolutely.” My eyes and ears perk up in genuine intrigue. “Done. I’m all over it.”

      “I want you right in the fray.” My dad nods and taps his fingers on the table excitedly.

      “Wonderful. Yes, you can count on me. I’ll knock this out of the park. I am going to put everything into this. I think I should start with a visit to… actually, where exactly is the new headquarters?”

      “Singapore.”

      “Right. Good. I think I should start with a visit to Singapore. I’ll spend a couple of weeks there to understand the living arrangements and the best way to position our products. Then we’ll probably need demos, so I’ll need someone from tech and analytics—”

      “Visit?” My dad's face scrunches so hard, his eyebrows nearly touch. “Quinn, the job is in Singapore. I want you there to oversee everything. I can have a director oversee strategy for the U.S. We’re already established in B2B and B2C—a well-oiled machine. I don’t need you here. I need you in Singapore.”

      The color drains from my face, and suddenly, I’m woozy and lightheaded.

      “How long?”

      “However long it takes… at least two years.”

      My heart slows to a concerning pace, and I have to wait an uncomfortable amount of time between pumps. My eyes widen, yet somehow my vision blurs. Dad’s face is flattened into a serious expression. He’s not kidding. Wait. Is he kidding? He has to be…

      “Dad, what the hell are you saying?”

      “I put in the transfer request paperwork this morning. Quinn… honey… I understand it’s a big change, and this isn’t a snap decision. I’ve been mulling this over for a long time now—”

      “Without consulting me? How could you possibly do that?”

      “This request isn’t coming from your dad,” he says, his tone hardening. “It’s coming from your boss.”

      There he is. That’s the other side of Darren Sabin. You don’t build a billion-dollar empire by being a pushover. He knows how to force your hand. He knows the power he wields and when to use it.

      “Well, since this is about business… that can’t be legal. You can’t just require your employees to move out of the country.”

      “Not most of my employees, but I can from my executive team. Did you thoroughly review your employment contract? You agreed to a mobility clause when you accepted the position as CMO. Which means as soon as your company stocks vest, I can transfer you wherever I see fit.”

      Shit. “Let me guess. My stocks vested—”

      “Today.” My dad nods assuredly.

      He’s been planning this. Is this why I was promoted?

      “What about Sawyer? This upcoming season will be his biggest scouting year. He needs support.”

      “Sawyer is my son, not yours. I’m here for him.”

      Scowling, I grip the edge of the iron table with one hand and hold up two fingers.

      “You made it to two games last year.”

      “Three.”

      “The Palmer game doesn’t count. You spent the entire game in your car on a conference call.”

      “He was benched.” My dad leans back in his chair, unbothered by my protests.

      “He wasn’t benched! It was such an easy win, they pulled out their starters. Sawyer is good, dad. He’s capable of going all the way, and you don’t seem to care. Cody has spent the last few—”

      “Quinn, I know. I told you… this year is all about making good changes. I’m going to slow down a bit. I’ll make sure I support Sawyer. And Cody is helping to fill in the gaps, right? What I don’t know about football… well, your brother has a buddy now. As long as he keeps his grades up, I’m in full support of whatever he wants to do.”

      I wonder how Dad would feel about Cody if he knew I was plastered against him drunk and naked last night.

      I open my mouth and close it. I can throw about a hundred more excuses at him, but I know he’s prepared for them all. And judging by his flat stare, he’s dead set on his decision. So, let’s just get right to the point.

      “If I refuse to go?”

      “Then you’re in breach of your employment contract due to dereliction of duty… grounds for immediate termination.”

      “You’re not serious,” I huff. “Are you threatening me?”

      “It’s not a threat. I’m simply explaining the situation.”

      I hold my poker face steady as the walls crack and crumble around me. How is this possible? How can he use my entire life’s work as bait and lure? Singapore or unemployed? Those are my options?

      Allie returns to the table, holding a large paper bag filled with baked goods, and places a glass filled to the brim with thick-looking green sludge on a coaster on the table.

      “Thank you,” Dad mutters as he fishes out a one-hundred-dollar bill. She nods and hurries off to make change.

      “We’ll talk about this at the office first thing next week, so you have some time to wrap your head around it, but, um…” he makes a move for my hand, but I yank it back. “I’m not doing this to hurt you… it’s for you, okay? You’re hurting, and you’re not getting better, even after all this time. Everything here is a roach motel of painful memories. I really think you should give grief counseling a try. What I’ve learned through therapy is when you try something drastically different and step out of your current mindset—”

      “Dad! Enough with the therapy crap. You can’t just talk her back into existence. Okay? Mom’s gone. Do you really need to waste hours a week for someone to tell you she’s not coming back and coach you on how to move on? You just… do it.”

      My dad flinches, and for the briefest moment, he looks wounded.

      Fuck! What is wrong with me? My word vomit is so cruel. You’d think I would’ve learned my lesson by now. Honestly, I’m proud of dad. He was in a bad place for so long, but now that he’s working through the hurt and he’s healing, I’m angry.

      He’s leaving me behind in the bad place—all by myself. For the longest time, we had each other in this dark hole.

      “See? Anger. Because you’re hurting.”

      “Yes… I’m hurting because my father is trying to ship me off to a different country by threatening to fire me. I don’t understand. I’ve worked tirelessly for you. I sleep, eat, and breathe this company. I’ve given you my entire life, day-in, day-out—my entire identity is Sabin Tech.”

      “And that’s the issue, Quinn!” Heads turn as his loud bellow startles the other bistro customers scattered around the dining area. “Your mother would hate me for turning you into this, for teaching you that your worth is only twisted up in returns on investment and market performance. I want you to go somewhere new… try something different. There’s more to see in this life than the same office walls. We never know how much time we have and owe it to ourselves to make time for happiness.”

      “I’m happy, Dad,” I mumble.

      “My little pigtail princess,” Dad says and clicks his tongue softly. “I love you, but I don’t believe you.”

      What is going on with him? Do men have the equivalent of menopause? What is with all his emotion lately? I always thought we saw the world the same way. We were two peas.

      Mom had Sawyer. Dad always had me.

      Returning with a few bills and coins in her hand, Allie is half a pace from the table when Dad holds up his hand.

      “No change,” he says.

      Allie shifts uncomfortably. “This is way too much of a tip for serving a few drinks and wrapping up two cookies.”

      “Let’s call it an apology for my manners before, Allie. Please.” My dad all but waves her off, but with a five hundred percent tip in her hand, she skips away in glee.

      I wait until she’s out of earshot to pick up the conversation.

      “You know what, Dad?” I force some bravado into my tone, but it doesn’t work. My voice still breaks. “I know I didn’t turn out to be the woman Mom hoped I would be. I was a major disappointment for her, but at least I knew where she stood. But this? This is news to me. All this time, I thought I'd made you proud in some way. At least one of my parents understood me… accepted me exactly as I am.”

      “Your mother loved you, Quinn. You didn’t disappoint her.” He shakes his head determinedly. “She adored you so—”

      Rising abruptly, my chair scootches across the hard floor, making the sound of nails on a chalkboard. I shake out the wrinkles in my slacks.

      “We’ll talk logistics on Monday… how to delegate the accounts and who still reports to me. I assume the company will fund the relocation. Let me know if we have a resource or if I need to hire movers and packers myself.”

      “Please sit down,” Dad urges. He rotates his wrist and purses his lips. “Dammit. The time. We’re expected in the main hall for the tech analytics presentation.”

      I clear my throat. “Then let’s go.”

      “Do you want to sit this one out and take some time to compose yourself? There won't be any groundbreaking information to report to marketing.”

      “I’m composed.” Grabbing the wrapped cookies from the table, I slide them into my bag. “Let’s go.” I move toward the entrance and hear his chair scoot backward against the tile floor. A tear tries to breach my water line, but one deep breath is all it takes to draw it back in.
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      I’d never call Quinn a ‘ten.’ It’d be a crime to rate her against other women on a number scale. There’s no comparison. She’s in a league all of her own. Heart-stopping sexy, gorgeous, cute—all of it—especially against the dim candlelight of the over-the-top Vegas steakhouse. She’s mindlessly poking at spinach leaves on her plate, unaware of how alluring she makes vegetables look.

      Her mind is elsewhere. My mind is on her, as it's constantly been for the past four months. It’s borderline pathetic how I follow her around like a lost puppy, but I’m not in control of it. I feel the energy around her—like I’m right back on the field.

      She suddenly looks up, yanking me from my daydream.

      “So?” Quinn half-smiles at me from across the booth.

      “So what?” I say with my mouth half full. Pulling my fork against my teeth, I deposit a large chunk of medium-rare steak into my mouth.

      Quinn’s hair is braided neatly to the side, and her makeup is fresh. She’s recovered from last night and looks like the perfectly poised and put-together tight-ass I’ve grown to know so well.

      “How is it?” She nods toward my plate. “Worth it?”

      I hold my finger up as I chew quickly. The steak is like butter. I could take this down with loose dentures. But I won’t talk with my mouth full because this is the kind of place that requires a sports coat. Quinn had one delivered to the hotel room about the same time she told me where to meet her for dinner. I’ll admit, she’s a little bougie. I like to eat dinner in front of the television in sweatpants, but for Quinn, I’ll throw on a coat.

      “Worth how much exactly?”

      “Eight hundred dollars.”

      “Eight hundred dollars for a steak?” I toss my fork on the table, immediately losing my appetite. “Quinn, that’s absolutely insane.”

      “Still want to pay?” Her smile is wickedly emasculating. “We’re at the chef’s table. There’s a check minimum. In fact, we may need to order another bottle.” She takes a large sip from her wine glass.

      “Well, that’s a little more than I planned on spending for dinner, but I’m happy to spoil you. Why don’t you order dessert? Maybe they have a piece of pie on the menu that equals a car payment.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of it.”

      Extremely emasculating.

      She smiles apologetically, but I glare at her in response. If she wasn’t so tan, I’m sure I’d see her blush.

      “I thought we agreed I could be the man tonight. Just this once?”

      She lets out a small, breathy chuckle. “It’s just this place costs a little more than a Taco Party Pack, and it was my idea.” Quinn brushes her earlobe with the pad of her thumb.

      Oh, that’s her tell. She’s upset. I push my plate to the other side of the table and shuffle over to her side of the booth. She glowers at me, but I shoo her farther into the booth with my hand. Reluctantly, she scoots to her right to accommodate me.

      “Really? Same side of the booth? Is this your big move?”

      I slump heavily into the seat that barely accommodates my frame. It’s Vegas. Aren’t things supposed to be bigger here? Geez… oh, wait. Is that Vegas or Texas?

      “My big move was taking you out to a very romantic dinner tonight, kind of like this one, but you know… for reasonable people. You railroaded my plans when you texted to tell me you already made reservations.”

      “Mhm, reasonable? So, Taco Bell is your idea of a romantic date.”

      “Hey, now. I know how to treat a lady. I was going to get the party pack and maybe a quesadilla. And if you promised to put out, I would’ve upgraded your tacos to supreme.” Normally, that would’ve earned me at least a giggle, but she barely cracks a smile. “What’s wrong? You’ve been weird all night. You haven’t had one good comeback.”

      She groans and reaches into her purse, which is so large, it might as well be a duffel bag. It has to be to fit her laptop, two phones, iPad, and business planner. Quinn carries around her desk just in case her team flashes the bat signal, and she has to throw on a cape and save their asses. She pulls out a large brown paper bag.

      “For you.” She hands over the bag, and I take a peek—two giant golden cookies lay on top of each other.

      “Yes, girl! Are these peanut butter?” I nudge her. “You must be trying to seduce me.”

      “I saw these and just thought, hmm, obnoxiously oversized cookies that take up way too much space, and”—she snaps her fingers in the air—“for some odd reason, I thought of you.”

      “There she is. That’s my girl.” I laugh as I pinch off a piece of cookie and pop it in my mouth. I have an eight-hundred-dollar steak in front of me, but this cookie is far more valuable. “Want some?”

      “No. No, thank you. I don’t do sweets.”

      I snort. “Okay, Princess, you can pretend all you want that you only like niçoise salads with grilled chicken breast on the side, but I can’t unsee what I saw last night. You swallowed a taco… whole. You’re not fancy.”

      Her face blanks. “I don’t like sugar crashes. And a taco isn’t a sweet, and I most certainly did not swallow one whole.”

      “You sure did.” I nod solemnly. “You were sucking down hot sauce right from the packet. Sexy stuff.” I snort. I couldn’t even land that with a straight face. It wasn’t that bad. She had been sloppy for Quinn’s standards, which is still pretty elegant for anyone else.

      “Come on, it’s really good.” I pull the cookie out of the bag and poke her cheek with the rounded side, then her lips. She doesn’t flinch, just blinks at me, unamused. I brush the little crumbs off her face, but she’s still stoic.

      “Not entertained?” I tease.

      “Not in the slightest.” Her small laugh lacks life.

      All right… enough. Something’s definitely off. Returning the cookie to the bag, I make mental promises to return to the delicious baked good later.

      “Was your dad that angry about you missing the morning meeting?” I clasp my hands and brush them off, freeing my hands of the buttery crumbs.

      “No.” She picks up her fork and pushes the leaves of spinach around on her plate. “Quite understanding, actually.” This should be a relief, but her tone is still clipped.

      “Quinn. What’s wrong? I—”

      “I’m moving.”

       My heart thuds against my chest. Please just say buildings.

      “Where?”

      “To Singapore,” she says, nearly choking on the word.

      “As in…”

      “The country.”

      Easy boy. Be cool.

      “Why the hell are you moving to Singapore?” My voice jumps a whole octave. Dammit.

      “Business… mostly. It’s complicated. My dad is transferring me.”

      “Oh.” By ‘oh,’ I mean oh, no… actually, hell no.

      “Yeah.” Quinn’s tone is steady, but her brown eyes start to water. “It’s really beautiful over there. It’s one of the cleanest and safest countries in the world, and the architecture is phenomenal. For our line of business, the region is underestimated and underrepresented, and it’s an incredible opportunity for Sabin Tech and…” She trails off, uninterested in her own excuses. She squints her eyes as if she’s trying not to blink, as though she’s holding back tears.

      “Do you want to go?”

      “I… I’m lucky. Yes, I’m probably only a CMO of a billion-dollar tech company because of my last name. I had the opportunity to prove myself when lots of other businesswomen just as capable as me weren’t even seen. So, I don’t take this lightly, or for granted. Sometimes you do what you have to… not what you want to.”

      “Quinn.” I wrap my arm around her shoulder and hold her tightly against my side.

      She sniffles and wipes away a single tear before it hits her cheek.

      “You’re not leaving anytime soon, right?” she croaks.

      “Hm?”

      “Back to New York. You’re staying here in Denver? You’ll keep helping Sawyer with his game, right? Would you do that for me? Please.”

      “I already do that for Sawyer because I want to. He’s a great kid, and I care about him. You don’t have to beg me.” I press my lips to her temple. I don’t care if that’s crossing a line. She’s leaning into me and needs me right now. I’m right here.

      “How long will you be gone?” I breathe in the luscious smell of her perfume. It’s never scant or overbearing, always the perfect amount.

      “Until I have time to develop and integrate new branding, then test it in the market, tweak and adapt… I don’t know… maybe a couple years?”

      “Oh.” Shit. My stomach drops like lead. Where the hell is Singapore? I could visit, right? Move, maybe? Is that too forward? I’m not her boyfriend. We aren’t sleeping together. Is moving to another country together too big of a step before she even agrees to a real date?

      “I just feel like a hypocrite. Do you remember me mentioning my friend Amani?”

      “The redhead?”

      “Yes. I gave her so much shit for moving to L.A. She’s going to have a field day with this.”

      “Oh, come on. Who are you afraid of?”

      “May I have my hand back?”

      Quinn squirms out of my grip, and I realize I’m squeezing the life out of her—like I’m holding on for dear life.

      “Sorry,” I mumble.

      She shoves a fork full of salad in her mouth and chews reluctantly, the way a kid would force down broccoli to get to dessert.

      “I’m not afraid of Mani,” she says after swallowing her bite. “I miss her. It’s hard to connect with people when you don’t see them all the time. Something’s been up with her. I know it… I can feel it. She’s distant and distracted, and I know she’s lonely in L.A. She needs help, and I haven’t been able to be there for her because she’s so far away. I lecture all my closest friends about staying together because that’s what keeps a family strong, and… well, now she’s finally moving home, and I’ll be gone before she gets back. Ironic, right? So, world’s biggest hypocrite”—Quinn points the tip of her thumb to the center of her chest—“right here.”

      “You’re not going to lose anyone, especially not Addie. Hell, she might just break Joel’s heart and move with you. She can write from anywhere.”

      Quinn chuckles. She smiles that warm maternal smile every time we talk about Addie. She treats Addie like a mama bear treats a cub, and it makes me wonder how Joel is alive after briefly ripping Addie’s heart to shreds. Really lucky, dude, that queen Quinn was feeling gracious. Or just knew they were meant to be and would work their shit out.

      “Tell your dad you don’t want to go.”

      “I tried. He made it abundantly clear if I don’t move, my career at Sabin would be over. He’s adamant. This decision is more personal than professional. My dad is just… he thinks…”

      Quinn’s dad is friendly, with a firm handshake, and has wildly high expectations of his children. He doesn’t know a damn thing about football, but he tries. He once asked me what a fourth and long meant. Despite his lack of football knowledge, Mr. Sabin is a good man and a great father. He’s protective of his children. He basically interviewed me when I started hanging around Sawyer—which man to man, I admire. Darren Sabin is the kind of man who ensures his kids are keeping the right company.

      The kind of dad I want to be one day.

      “He thinks what?”

      “Work is an excuse for me not to… deal with…” Quinn shakes her head, still struggling, and finally gives up. “It’s just complicated. I don’t want to get into it. Bottom line… he thinks he knows what’s best and has found a way to back me into a corner. I move, or I’m fired.”

      “Or you could quit.”

      “Cody, come on.” She looks at me like I suggested murder.

      “What? You don’t need the money. You’ll get your inheritance either way.”

      “My brother and his big mouth.” Quinn rolls her eyes. “What did he tell you?”

      Sawyer is an open book, a direct contrast to his sister.

      “From what I understand, when you turn thirty, you’ll receive a trust fund, at which point, you’ll be able to buy the entire NFL.”

      “Definitely not the entire NFL.” Quinn shoots me a glib smile. “Maybe just the Bandits. Is that why you’re so nice to me? You’re trying to ride this whole flirty friendship thing out for another year or so and get me to invest in your old team?”

      “Oh, she’s smart, ladies and gentlemen. Figured out my whole master plan.”

      “Mhm. Are you looking for a job in the NFL again? Because if I buy the Bandits, I got you. What’re you thinking? Scorekeeper? Waterboy?”

      “Okay, Princess, very funny.” I squeeze her knee under the table and do my best to leave it there in the friend zone—no higher, not yet—but at least she doesn’t pull away when I touch her.

      “I’m kidding. You know I think you’re amazing, right? You run a better Flood in I Formation than any other tight end in the league. I’ve never seen anyone with your size and strength break away from the line that fast. Your QB consistently threw short. If he had put the ball in your hands properly, your receiving yards would probably be double. Drove me nuts how he always cut his receivers short… what?”

      Quinn notices my open mouth. Sometimes, I forget how much she knows about football—and how hot that is. I have to shake the mental image of me taking her on this tabletop and ruining my whole slow play right out of the friend zone strategy.

      “Nothing… um, you just know a lot about football.”

      “You’re a little turned on right now, aren’t you?” She gives me a teasing wink.

      Always… and it’s becoming hell.

      “Moving on… you made my point. You don’t need the money. If you don’t want to move, quit your job or let them fire you. Why force yourself to do something if you don’t have to?”

      “Maybe there’s hope.” She lets out a deep sigh. “I’m waiting on a call from my insider in HR in case there’s a way out of this without losing my job. I love my job and don’t want ‘trust fund baby’ etched on my tombstone. I like to work for what I have. You should understand that. You earned your NFL deals, didn’t you? How would you feel if the world just handed you a butt load of money for nothing?”

      I squint at her. “Pretty damn good.” We both snort. “Quinn, you’re a good person. There’s nothing to be ashamed about. You’re allowed to enjoy life if it dealt you a good hand.”

      “Good person?” she scoffs. “I’m a tolerable person, at best.”

      “What?” I furrow my brows, and my face twists in confusion. Addie talks about Quinn like she’s the most loving, protective, generous person on the planet. What am I missing here? “What does that mean—”

      “Forget it. Please. Bottom line, I’m not lucky. I reap the rewards of my grandparent’s hard work. That doesn’t make me a good person.”

      “Your grandparents? Don’t you mean your dad?”

      “Where do you think the inheritance Sawyer told you about is coming from?” Quinn looks at me quizzically. “My dad and Sabin Tech?” She harshens a laugh. “No. No way. That’s not a discussion we’ve had with Dad. We don’t talk about what he will or won’t leave Sawyer and me. He always taught us to work hard for what we have, not depend on other people to carry us. Unfortunately for him, my mom came from old Southern money. My last name is technically Banks-Sabin. My grandparents own like half the land in Alabama. Who do you think gave my dad a private loan to start Sabin Tech?”

      “Banks sounds familiar…”

      “It should. They're a major benefactor at U of A and were especially generous to the football program.”

      Oh! Banks was always mentioned as a sponsoring donor for basically every team fundraiser and event back in college.

      “Wait a minute… why the hell does Sawyer need me to call the scouts? Couldn’t your grandparents make a call and—”

      “That’s unethical. And how would that look? Sawyer doesn’t want to be handed things because of his name. He wants to earn it. He’s willing to work hard.”

      “Like you.”

      “Well, no. I never had talent like Sawyer at anything, but if I did, yeah, I’m sure I’d be the same way.”

      “What are you talking about? I don’t think you see yourself the way everyone else does. The way I do.”

      Okay, here we go. Make your move… just tell her how you feel.

      “Quinn, I see you, and it makes me feel—”

      A loud vibration on the table interrupts me. Her attention snaps to her phone. Figures. I’m actually surprised it’s the first time it’s gone off this evening. Normally, I can’t get through a conversation with her without that damn buzz-buzz interrupting every other word. She flips the phone over, and her face lights up.

      “Ah, speak of the devil. This might be my saving grace. I need to take this,” she says.

      She juts her chin forward, indicating I should let her out of the booth, but I don’t budge. My curiosity is peaked. We’re sitting at a VIP table tucked in the back corner of the restaurant, so no one’s listening.

      “Put it on speaker.”

      “Cody—”

      “I’m invested now. Come on, I want to hear.”

      She rolls her eyes and answers the call, pushing the speakerphone button.

      “Hey, Maren. Thanks for calling me back.”

      “It’s loud. Where are you?” The voice from the phone is hard to hear. Barely above a whisper, but Quinn doesn’t adjust the volume. She places her finger over her lips and gives me a warning look.

      “I’m at dinner, but I have privacy. So, what’s the verdict? Is the mobility clause actually a thing?”

      “Um… before we begin…”

      “It stays between us.” Quinn nods dramatically, like a bobblehead as she yanks on her earlobe. “I don’t exactly want Dad knowing I went behind his back, either.”

      “Okay, well, yes. It’s legitimate. All executives are required to sign a mobility clause agreement, and it’s enforceable. As your employer, your dad is within his rights to terminate you if you refuse the transfer.”

      “Fuck.”

      “But I found something…”

      Quinn sucks in a breath and holds it. I stay silent, my gaze fixed on her face. Her forehead bunches with worry lines filled with hope and defeat as her fingers tap in rapid succession against the table.

      “What?” Quinn whispers.

      “Do you remember the ‘Families First’ company initiative from about five years ago?”

      Quinn’s face pinches as she wracks her brain.

      “Where we did that giant-ass company barbeque, and you got stung—"

      “By about a million hornets. Yes, don’t remind me. Well, there was a policy instated that could overrule the mobility clause. Sabin Tech can’t force a transfer within one year of a documented major family life event. It was designed to protect employees from excess strain during times of stress or change at home.”

      “What makes you eligible?”

      “Confirmed pregnancy, the birth of a child, major surgery, death of an immediate family member, diagnosis of terminal illness for you or an immediate family member…”

      Shaking her head as the woman on the phone lists more scenarios that have nothing to do with Quinn, she ultimately bows her head in defeat.

      “That’s it?”

      “Marriage.”

      “Well, none of that applies to me,” Quinn grumbles. Her shoulders slump as she accepts the inevitable. “Thanks for trying. I appreciate it.”

      “Quinn, between you and me, I’ll do what we can to bring you home as soon as possible. Okay? I understand what your dad is trying to do, but this isn’t the way. And I’m sorry…”

      Quinn dips her head slowly, and I nudge her shoulder.

      “She can’t see you,” I mouth.

      “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it, Maren. Thank you.” Ending the call, Quinn pulls down on her face and mumbles through her hands, “That was the Chief of Human Resources. If Maren can’t get me out of this… well, fuck. Cody, I’m officially moving to Singapore.”

      I yank Quinn’s hands down from her face so she can see my eyes lit up and my wide smile as an idea sparks.

      “When are you moving?”

      “The transfer was already put in this morning, so I’ll probably be expected in Singapore in two weeks, max.” Quinn picks up her fork and stabs at her plate again, not nearly as inspired as I am.

      She’s usually so clever. How can she not see it?

      “I don’t think I have time to knock you up, but we sure as hell can get married.” I waggle my eyebrows.

      She drops her fork, and it clatters against the plate before flinging dressing all over the fancy tablecloth. Her eyes glow with hope or… maybe horror?

      “What did you say?”

      “Look where we are.” I tap my finger against the table. “Vegas. It’s perfectly cliché and kind of meant to be.”

      I don’t think she’s blinked in an entire minute. As the thought soaks in, the gears in her head start turning.

      “You’re serious?”

      “Girl, I’m as serious as high blood pressure in your sixties.”

      “You’re so weird.” She scrunches her face. “Why would you be willing—”

      “To keep you here.”

      Because I’m so into you. Because we should be together. Because I can’t stand the thought of you leaving.

      “You’d do that for me?” Her small fingers dig into my forearm. “You’d actually marry me?”

      “Hell, yeah.”

      “I can’t even… Cody, I…” She blows out a big breath. “I’d owe you forever.”

      “I like the sound of that.” I chuckle wickedly.

      “It wouldn’t be for long. I just need documentation to present to HR. It’ll stop the transfer immediately, then we can get an annulment next week and pretend like it never happened.”

      Okay… talking about breaking up before we’re together. Not exactly promising, but at least I get to be the hero.

      “You don’t need to talk me into this. I suggested it.”

      “You’re something else.” Her eyes are wide with bewilderment. Is this the first time in history someone has offered to help this woman? “You’re full of surprises in the best possible ways. An incredible friend.”

      Friend?

      “You’d do the same for me, wouldn’t you?”

      She holds my gaze, and a small smile twitches on her lips.

      “You know what? I think I would.”

      Shit, the look she’s giving me makes me want to just ask her how she feels about me and what’s holding her back, but I have to tread carefully. Quite frankly, a conversation with my old offensive line coach in the aftermath of a fumble during a playoff game would be more pleasant and productive than a conversation with Quinn about her feelings. Other people’s feelings? Easy. Her own? Let’s just say I’m sometimes tempted to feel for her heartbeat to make sure the poor girl hasn’t flatlined.

      “I’ll make this all really easy on you. My friend Reese is a paralegal. I’ll call her. The people at her law firm can probably get the paperwork for us. Um…” Quinn fiddles with her earlobe again as she stalls. “Do you want… compensation? Is that rude to ask? Wait, would it be rude not to ask? I’m just… ah. Sorry, I don’t know the protocol here.”

      Son of a bitch. There she goes again. I swear to God, if she whips out her wallet…

      “I don’t want anything. I just want to help you.”

      “Cody, this has to be fair. It’s already so one-sided with everything you do for Sawyer. What can I do for you? I’m offering literally anything.” She raises her eyebrows suggestively.

      I wish the girl would quit tempting me because I’m really close to caving.

      “How about you just owe me one?”

      “Owe you one?”

      “Yeah, like an IOU.”

      She shoots me a hesitant look and parrots my words slowly. “An IOU?”

      “Yep. I don’t know what I'll need, but I’ll let you know when I know. Fair?”

      “Deal.” Holding out her small hand, her perfectly manicured, nude pink nails glow under the overhead lights.

      Taking her hand in mine, we shake on it as the waiter returns to the table with a tray of dessert displays. I’d normally order the whole cart, but the excitement of something changing with Quinn has made me lose my appetite. Sure, it’s just an arrangement, but at least it’s a yes. Yes, is good. Yes, is progress.

      The waiter flips a fancy folded cloth over his forearm as he replaces the sip of water I took from my glass. I guess when dinner is a two-grand minimum, they don’t skimp on service.

      “Are we interested in dessert tonight?” he asks.

      I can’t help noticing his eyes creeping all over Quinn. I’d be mad, but I get it. She’s stare worthy. You can look… but touch her, and you die.

      “Do you want something?”

      She shakes her head fervently. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her eat dessert. There was that one time she downed the cinnamon latte I brought when I met her at Sawyer’s game, but it was cold as balls, and I’m sure she was desperate for a caffeine fix after working an eleven-hour day.

      “No, thank you.” Shifting so I can pull my wallet out of my back pocket, I hand over my black card. “Just the bill, please.” Quinn opens her mouth, no doubt to protest, but I press my finger against her lips.

      “Yes, sir.” The waiter retreats with his silver cart and my card.

      “Cody—”

      “Shush. Now, where do you want to elope? I’m thinkin’ full-blown theatrical affair—Elvis with a beer belly, lots of glitter, the whole shebang, but it’s up to you. Dealer’s choice.” I pull my Super Bowl ring out of my coat pocket. I don’t know why I still lug the thing around with me everywhere. I guess as a reminder that once upon a time, it was real. My dreams were real.

      Grabbing Quinn’s left hand, I slip the ring over her finger. It’s so large on her dainty hand, I could almost squeeze her ring and pinky finger through the circle.

      “What’ll it be, Mrs. Kartlin?”

      “Definitely glitter.” She smiles widely, a smile I swear I haven’t seen before. “Lots and lots of glitter.”
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      “Please?” Cody puckers his bottom lip. How can such a beast of a man be so damn cute? “It’s our wedding night. Please.”

      “No.” I brush off Cody’s request as I fish in my satchel for the hotel key card.

      “Quinn, I swear I’ll make a scene right here in the middle of the hallway.”

      “Go ahead.” I shrug. “Enjoy your hallway tantrum. I’ll be inside.”

      Cody runs his hands over his head, smoothing his blond man mane. I never thought I’d be so into a guy who could pull his hair back into a tiny man-bun, but never say never. Cody’s shoulder-length golden locks might be my new fetish… or his massive pecs, his gargantuan biceps, or his broad, firm back. The man looks like he should be strapped in a harness, pulling trains behind him.

      I press the plastic card against the sensor until the familiar beep of the hotel lock sounds. Glancing over my shoulder, I see Cody’s hands on his hips. He taps one foot against the heinously patterned carpet demandingly.

      “No,” I reiterate.

      “I just did you a pretty big solid, so I think I’m due a favor.”

      We’ve been married for about thirty minutes, and he’s already playing that card.

      “You’re cashing in your IOU? On this?”

      “No, this is a favor, not an IOU.”

      “Cody… no. It’s weird and awkward.”

      “You’re weird and awkward.”

      “What kind of comeback—”

      “Quinn.”

      Groaning, I push open the door and use my toe to pull down the kickstand, propping the heavy door open. I hand Cody my bag and stand in front of him, channeling all the annoyance humanly possible in my response.

      “You’re so lame for this.”

      “Lame?” Cody slings my bag over his shoulders and scoops me up in his arms. “I’ll take it,” he says as he plants a quick peck on my cheek. “I’ve always wanted to do this.” He carries me across the threshold with ease. At five-eight, I’m not a tiny woman, but Cody is huge, dwarfing me, even in my Jimmy Choos.

      He carries me like he’s cradling a delicate piece of glass. Grief, he’s strong. I have the oddest sensation of security in his arms—like I’m that baby chick that the giant gorilla at the zoo carefully handled, terrified to crush it.

      The complimentary chocolates on the pillow go flying as he tosses me on the freshly made bed. He sets my bag down gently, respecting the fragility of all the electronics I carry around. His smile is wide as he pounces on top of me playfully, purposely making the bed bounce.

      “Why have you always wanted to carry a girl through a threshold?”

      “Honestly?”

      Cody’s face is inches from mine, and he smells intoxicating. All man, a little sweet, maybe from the cookies. I want to taste him, just to see.

      “I like romance, but I’m not always great at expressing it. Wrapping up a woman and carrying her a few yards seems like something years of NFL training has prepared me for.”

      “Well, you nailed it.” I let out a breathy laugh. “Didn’t fumble me once.”

      “Course not. I don’t fumble,” he says as his eyes dance distractedly over my neck, eagerly over my chest, then lock back on my eyes with a questioning look.

      Is he asking for permission? Granted.

      The smell of citrus shampoo in our hair mixed with his earthy aftershave makes my stomach swirl with sweet anticipation. I could unlock the door for this man who keeps tempting me.

      I breathe him in and bask in his sweet smile as I place my hands on his firm shoulders. It’s like touching marble through a thin polo dress shirt. I let myself dwell on the memory of his naked body—his mammoth proportions… everywhere. What the hell… this is allowed. In fact, it’s expected. The girls all have a running pool of when I’ll finally break down and let Cody own my body the way I know he could. Cody and I…

      Could be great.

      He’s a good one.

      Sawyer’s safe. I’m safe.

      This is fine.

      It’s just sex.

      “Hey, Cody?” I ask in a whisper.

      “Yeah?” He’s breathing almost as hard as I am.

      I try out different requests in my head. Kiss me. Fuck me. Make love to me. They all sound cringe-worthy awkward. Shit. I’m not used to having to ask when I’m lying on my back under a man. Usually, it’s pretty crystal clear what should happen next. I bite my lip, trying to give Cody the sign, but he doesn’t move a muscle. He holds steady, waiting for words I haven’t prepared.

      What's his problem? Make a move. Oh, screw it. I’ll do it.

      Reaching down, I cup my hand over the zipper of his jeans, pressing my palm against his length. My hand trails up, then down, mapping it out until I feel the bulge grow against the denim. He groans before grabbing my wandering hand and pinning it against the pillow above my head.

      “Quinn…”

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      “Will you be with me?”

      I bridge my hips just a hair to meet his. “I’m trying to be.”

      “No, I mean—damn, this sounds so lame, but I don’t know how else to ask… um… I want to be your boyfriend.” His eyes dart urgently between mine.

      “Isn’t that a demotion?” I snort loudly. “Technically, you’re my husband.” I try to put my lips on his, but he leans away.

      “I’m serious.” He looks so nervous, it’s making me uncomfortable. Rolling to the side, he frees me and my hand. The fluffy pillows flatten as he leans on them. “I was going to plan a whole thing to ask you, but between the courthouse today, then the chapel, there wasn’t a good time. So, here goes. I like you, Quinn. It’s been four months of obvious flirting, spending time with each other, and getting to know one another. I’m into this. I’m not saying we’re ready for marriage, but I’m ready for more. Are you?”

      No, no, no, please, no. I don’t want to lose you, too.

      “Oh…” I stare down at my hands, looking for the right response. I search through business scripts in my mind and weigh the options. Should I tell Cody that right now, it’s not the best fit, and I wish him the best in his future endeavors? Should I tell him the department is shifting focus and we no longer need his services? Is there anything I can say right now that doesn’t make me sound like a heartless bitch? Cody’s amazing. What woman in her right mind wouldn’t want this man?

      And I do want him.

      But I’m not in my right mind. I haven’t been for years.

      I’ve let an obnoxious amount of time go by, and Cody tries to cut the tension. Leaning forward, he lunges for my feet.

      “These look so damn uncomfortable,” he huffs as he pulls off my stilettos and throws them on the floor.

      He massages the insoles of my feet, and I feel the blood returning to my toes. That’s playing dirty. That’s sexy and sweet.

      “You have the tiniest feet.”

      “You don't.” I glance at his giant dress shoes still on his feet, which could easily be mistaken for boats. “Your feet are massive.”

      He peers over his shoulder and gives me the cheesiest smile. “Of course, they are. You saw my dick. What else would you expect?” he asks with a straight face.

      I laugh so hard, I have to cover my mouth with both hands.

      “See? I make you laugh. We get along, and I know you liked what you saw this morning. Haven’t I been a good guy to you?”

      I stop chuckling and force sincerity into my tone. “You’ve been a great guy to me.”

      “I’m crazy about you. I haven’t talked to any other women since we started… whatever this is. I married you just to keep you here… to make you happy. I’d do anything to make you happy.”

      “No other women since we met?”

      “Nope.” His head shakes side to side before he turns to smile at me. “Not one.”

      “So, to be clear, you haven’t had sex in months?” I cross my arms, wondering what Cody considers ‘talking’ to women.

      “Four months, one week, three days, and some change in hours.”

      “That’s incredibly specific.”

      “Well, when you’re not getting laid, you have time to do stuff like calendar math.”

      We both laugh—him at the joke and me from relief. The idea of Cody with another woman makes my stomach churn. I know he’s not mine, but I’m a little possessive. I like being the girl he thinks about.

      “Me, neither… no other guys since we met.” I didn’t need to. Cody’s companionship is just as satisfying as sex. I think. I don’t know…

      Let’s find out.

      He looks up at me, full of hope. Climbing back up the bed, he presses his smooth lips against mine. I part my lips to make room for his between mine. Mmmm, it feels good, warm. I like the pressure. I love the pace. His breath. His tongue. It’s better than I could’ve hoped. Kissing Cody is pure satisfaction.

      He just wants to be seen, and I certainly don’t want anyone else. Is slapping a label on it really that big of a deal if it makes him feel better? Boyfriend. It’s just a word—who's it hurting? Cody and I could do this for a while and enjoy each other until he tires of me and how I operate in a relationship—which he will. The ending doesn’t have to hurt when you go in knowing it will end, right? It’s the surprise part that’s a real bitch.

      I don’t want to stop kissing him. It’s too good. Cody grabs my breast through the thin fabric of my dress and squeezes powerfully but tenderly. He knows exactly how I like to be touched. This is good. Maybe we can—

      Swoop.

      I feel it.

      Swooop.

      An uncomfortable urge demands attention. The feeling you get when you’re plunging from the top of a roller coaster, about to bottom out, and there’s nothing here to catch you.

      Swoooop.

      I haven’t felt this in so long, and it's not just coming from between my thighs. The pressure in my chest—my heart—accelerates to a zone I’m not comfortable with.

      “So,” Cody says against my lips before moving to my neck, lighting me on fire. Fuck, the sensation is pure exhilaration, entirely overwhelming. “What do you think? About us?” He leans against me, pressing me into the wall of pillows. Pushing up the hem of my dress, he brushes the pad of his thumb against my clit through my panties. Shuddering, I buck against him, not even embarrassed as the fabric he’s touching dampens. I swear I could come just from the hellish anticipation. I’ve thought about this moment so many times. Desperate for it with Cody, I almost swallow my words.

      Almost.

      “Yes, to sex… but no to us,” I hurriedly whisper. It takes him a minute to register my words because he touches me again—there, right where I want it—before he stills and pulls away so he can study my eyes.

      “Wait. Seriously?”

      I tent my hands over my mouth, and my words muffle through. “Cody, I’m sorry, but Sawyer needs you more than I do.” He rolls to the side, allowing me to pull in my bare feet and tuck my knees to my chest.

      “To be clear,”—his brows knit in confusion—“I like you in a very different way than I like Sawyer.” Cody bunches his cheeks playfully.

      He’s so sassy for a dude. I constantly wonder if he was this way before Denver or if living with Addie has had a major impact on him.

      I don’t like admitting my weaknesses, but Cody deserves an explanation. He just married me to save my ass from Singapore and my dad’s misguided attempt at good parenting. I owe him.

      “I’m not over my last breakup,” I offer.

      Cody shakes his head, not buying it. “That was three years ago.”

      “How much do you and Addie talk about me when I’m not around?”

      “A lot,” he responds matter-of-factly. “You’re still in love with your ex?”

      “No, not remotely. I’m just not over the way things ended. It was my fault, and in three years, nothing has changed. I’m the same person, and all the reasons why Sully broke up with me are still valid. So… no. I don’t want to get on that merry-go-round again.”

      “What things?”

      “I’m selfish and laser-focused when it comes to work. Apparently, I’m driven to a fault and don’t care about anything or anyone else.”

      Cody traces lightly up and down my shin with the tips of his fingers. I resist squirming under his unintentional tickling.

      “Do you think that about yourself?”

      I suck in a deep breath. Do I?

      “Maybe. I get off on the high of winning, I suppose. Results. Promotions. Raises. There’s a part of me that enjoys being the best and having the title to prove it.”

      Cody snorts. “Maybe you should try out for the league.”

      “Ha. Sully and I were together for six years… engaged for two. He called off our wedding three, maybe four weeks before the big day. All I know is we sure as hell didn’t get any deposits back. I was just getting my feet wet as a director at the time, and he said either I take a step down at Sabin Tech and be there for him more… or we were done.”

      “Ah.” Cody bobs his head in understanding. “I’m assuming you, of all people, took that really well.”

      I blink at him. So sassy.

      “The opposite.”

      “Obviously.”

      “I love my job. I’ve never minded long hours. Excellence takes time and attention. I didn’t want to apologize or explain myself anymore. It was like trying to take steps forward in my career with Sully’s hands firmly on my shoulders, holding me back. After we broke up, I was relieved, and all the guilt dissipated.”

      Only to be replaced by new guilt.

      “I’ve learned not to try to make something fit in my life that just doesn’t. I’m happy, Cody, just as I am, on my own. I definitely don’t want to risk Sawyer getting hurt again.”

      Lost in deep thought, Cody runs the tip of his finger against his lips in contemplation.

      “What does any of that have to do with Sawyer?”

      I want to stop—before I reopen the wound—but Cody just owned up to his feelings and asked me to be with him. It’s not the moment to be stingy with details. I can’t give him anything other than an explanation, so at least I’ll do that.

      “Sawyer and I are twelve years apart. I started college when he was six, so he’s always seen me as more of a second mom than a sister.”

      “Let me guess… he latches on to the guys you date.”

      “Sully and Sawyer were really close. After we ended, Sawyer reached out… a lot. Sully all but ignored him. He was so mad at me, I think he was trying to find a way to really twist the knife, and hurting Sawyer was his way of punishing me.”

      I crumple inside at the memories. Sawyer cried so much after Mom died, his eyes were swollen shut for weeks. I swallow the lump in my throat, but it doesn’t budge. To this day, I wonder how many of those tears were for losing Mom and how many were for losing Sully.

      Cody lets out an odd groan that rises from deep in his chest.

      “Quinn, listen to me.” Cody nudges my shoulder with the bulge of his bicep, then weaves his hand around mine. “Sorry if this is harsh, but your ex is a fucking coward. A real man doesn’t give ultimatums to the woman he loves. A real man doesn’t abandon a kid out of spite. A real man puts his family’s needs above his own from the very moment he proposes.”

      There’s something gruff and protective in his voice—all humor buried.

      “Okay,” I say, barely above a whisper, not knowing how else to respond. Cody’s confidence in the matter silences me.

      “If you’re ready for a real man, I’m here. I’m different. I’d never ask you to give up what you love to be with me. We’d figure it out together.” Kissing the back of my hand, he returns it to my lap. The only thing strong enough to break the tension between us is possibly the emotional weight.

      How is a man like this so eloquent with his words and feelings? He thinks he’s not good at romance? He sounds like a pro. My heart knocks uncomfortably in my hollow chest. Too small beneath my chest cavity, it's bouncing around aimlessly, making a ruckus.

      “Hey,” Cody whispers.

      “Hm?” I tug on my earlobe with my free hand just to have something to touch. I hate vulnerability. It’s so awkward—before, during, and after. Fucking awkward. It’s my least favorite way to feel.

      “The letter I’m not allowed to bring up…”

      “That you’re bringing up?”

      “Does it have something to do with Sully?” I hold up my palm—stop—and bob my head in lieu of an explanation. Cody nods in understanding. We’re officially communicating like cave people. “Sorry, just had to know.”

      His question is gone as quickly as it entered, but the uncomfortable memory captures me and holds me like a hostage.

      That fight.

      The words that left my mouth… how could I…

      Understanding I’m far beyond my comfort zone, pushed to my limits by this conversation, Cody quickly swoops in to save me from myself. He jostles my shoulders playfully, and his boyish teasing smirk returns.

      “Quinn, it’s okay. If you want to be just friends, I’ll make my peace with it.”

      “Really?” Oh, thank god. I thought this was going to be bad. Cupping his cheek, I try to put my lips back on his, but he leans away before tucking me back in place a foot away from him.

      “But not the kind of friends who sleep together. I’m not interested in blurring lines like that. All right?”

      “Oh,” I say, trying to hide my shock. “Yeah. Okay. No worries.”

      I know… I know. I’m the one who said no first, but the rejection still hurts. He’s right, of course. Cody doesn’t give himself enough credit. On more than one occasion, I’ve heard him call himself dumb, and he couldn't be more wrong. He’s especially emotionally intelligent… and sweet… and strong… and so damn hot.

      And I'm a fucking idiot with a lot of problems for turning him down.

      It’s never been more evident that I have issues.

      “Then, that’s that,” he mumbles. “I’m starving. Wanna order the entire room service menu again and watch season two of Bridgerton?”

      “Bridgerton? You’re such a girl.”

      “You’re such a girl,” Cody jests, and I pretend to gasp in horror. He hoists himself up to grab the remote and the room service binder off the desk from the corner of the room. “Hey, your phone’s going off.”

      Hopping off the bed, I dig through my bag. I’m greeted with ping after ping from one of my directors. Something about a campaign faltering and some outsourced partner fudging numbers.

      “Shit. I have to step out to make a call.”

      Cody flips through channels and nods at me. “Okay.” He smiles, but it’s guarded. His dimples don’t deepen the way they normally do.

      He’s hurt. I’m hurt.

      What is wrong with me?

      I wish I could explain that this—this phone call—is the problem. Actually, it’s metaphorically right on point. It’s our wedding night. We’re not having sex, and I’m about to ditch him to handle a work emergency.

      That’s me.

      That’s my life.

      Something is broken in me, and I don’t know how to fix it. So, I work, and I market. I like numbers and returns. I like graphs and charts. I enjoy winning. It’s the only thing that makes sense to me. When it comes to business, it’s the only Quinn Sabin guarantee—I win.

      As for everything else? It’s not that I’m losing…

      I’m just not even playing the damn game.
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      The waiting room for the radiology department is empty. I’m the only one here, which makes me wonder why they're running over twenty minutes behind for my scheduled appointment.

      I detest MRIs. Not dislike. Not even hate. I fucking detest them with a passion. I have gone to great lengths to avoid this test, even faking a miraculous recovery after my injury to avoid more of them, to no avail. I basically crawled into that appointment. The doctor had his suspicions I wasn’t truly feeling back to normal and ordered the damn scan, despite my protests.

      By my third MRI, they learned I had to be sedated. I can’t get through it on my own. I fidget, then freak out.

      I’d liken the experience to being stuffed in a shoebox one size too small. Then being buried in said shoebox six feet under the ground. If that’s not enough, pour a thick slab of concrete onto the ground above you. Once you’re close to relief, passing out from a severe claustrophobia-induced panic attack, a jackhammer starts drilling through the concrete above your head. Top it all off with the damn hospital gowns that are never large enough to fit around my body. I’m usually sweating like a stuck pig in the damn machine with my ass completely exposed.

      I thought I was done with these. My back’s been feeling much better lately, but here we are—new doctor, new hospital, new tests.

      Joel returns from the hospital cafeteria and slumps down in the chair beside me. He hands me a Styrofoam cup, cool to the touch.

      “Smoothie. You need to put something in your stomach before those sedatives. Remember last time?”

      Oh god, I was nauseous for three days, like a perma-hangover. Popping the lid on the cup, I chug.

      “Good call, man. Hopefully, this is the last one.”

      “Why are they requesting these so much? Seems unsafe. You’re probably radioactive by now.”

      “I don’t know. I had surgery, and it fixed one thing on my spine but caused another to break. God knows what they’ll find this time. I swear these surgeons just want to keep me under the knife for sport.”

      “Don’t worry about all that.” Joel pats my shoulder firmly. “Today, just the MRI, all right?”

      He’s coddling me, so I know I must look as nervous as I feel.

      “Thanks for meeting me, but you didn’t have to stay. You could’ve just picked me up after.”

      “No problem.” Joel pulls off his glasses and leans back in his chair to stretch. He’s exhausted. He was at the office late last night… actually working and not just up to his late-night office ‘sexcapades’ with Addie. I know because I grabbed a bottle of water from the kitchen at about one in the morning, and Addie was passed out on the couch in front of a Friends marathon, trying to wait up for him. I would’ve thrown a blanket on her, but Felices was curled up next to her, glaring at me. I swear if looks could kill, one of us would be dead by now.

      “Hey, before I forget, you’re still coming to Adler’s birthday party next Friday, right?”

      “Of course, wouldn’t miss it. Remind me where you guys decided on?”

      “Quinn didn’t tell you? They picked that rooftop bar they love, Rise. They're setting up karaoke to bait Reese into singing. Reese is the one with the curly blonde hair—”

      I hold up my hand to interrupt. “Yeah, man. I’m not brand new here. I know who Reese is. Addie’s been hosting Friday girls’ night at our place for the past month. They’re all very… loud.”

      “Dude, I’m considering buying a second condo, so they have a different place to go,” Joel deadpans.

      I cackle. “Just tell Addie one of the other girls has to host it from now on.”

      “And risk pissing Adler off? Do you know what the best part about being engaged to a beautiful woman who held out in the bedroom until she was twenty-five is? She’s curious”—Joel raises his eyebrows at me knowingly—“about everything, and the girl is making up for lost time. So, fuck no. I’m not risking getting it nightly. Hell, I’ll buy all her friends a condo in the city if I have to.”

      “‘Mr. 'I’m Never Getting Married,’ look at you now. Whipped.”

      “Not ashamed,” Joel says with a quick shrug. “But back to Adler’s birthday. The girls handled the setup, decorations, cake, and even arranged for their other friend from L.A. to fly out for the party.”

      “Amani?” I ask. The redhead?

      “That’s the one. Basically, they’ve railroaded everything and left me nothing to do except getting her present. It’s Adler’s first birthday since we’ve been together, and I wanted to get her something really special. I thought about diamonds, but she’s not big into jewelry. I considered booking a trip somewhere, but I can’t get away from the office right now, and she’s knee-deep in her new book.”

      “Joel,” I say, pinching the space between my eyes, concerned about where he’s going with this. “Please, for the love of God, do not bring another Savannah cat into our home.”

      He snorts. “The cats only hate you because you hate them.”

      “Whatever, man.”

      “I’m not getting any more animals. I’m going to buy her a car, but I can’t ask what she likes because she’s such a detective. If I even say the word ‘car,’ it’ll blow the whole surprise. Think you can get some intel from Quinn for me?”

      I bury my face in my hands, feeling my growing scruff. I haven’t let it grow in a while, assuming Quinn liked the clean-shaven look, so for the past few months, it became a habit to shave daily. I guess there’s no need anymore. Beard, no beard—Quinn made it clear two days ago in Vegas that we’re not happening.

      “I haven’t been talking all that much to Quinn.”

      Joel turns in his chair. “You’re already avoiding your wife? That was fast.” He chuckles until he sees my expression. “Oh shit, man, I’m kidding. You okay? I know the marriage thing was just a front, but did something actually happen with you guys?”

      “After we got back from the chapel, she came on to me at the hotel.” I shake my head as if I’m trying to shake off a bad play.

      “The girl you’ve been chasing for almost half a year made a move on you? I don't see the issue.”

      “Exactly. Almost half a year. I took my time and tried to set the stage perfectly. I really cared about her. I really liked her.”

      “That’s all past tense, Cody.”

      “Right. She tried to go for it, but I asked her to be my girlfriend first. She basically told me all she wanted from me was sex.”

      “Oh, shit,” Joel mutters. “What’d you say?”

      “I told her we could be friends, but I wasn’t looking for a friends-with-benefits situation with her. I slept in the other room and caught the first flight home in the morning. She’s supposed to be sending over annulment papers next week.”

      “Damn, Cody. I’m sorry. What’re you going to do about it?”

      “Nothing. It’s time to move on.”

      “Serious?”

      Clasping my fingers behind my head, I let out a deep breath I feel like I’ve been holding for days. It feels good to talk to someone about all this, a weight off my shoulders.

      “I’ve been putting in the work with Quinn for months. I did everything I could to show her I was the real deal. If she’s not into it, she’s not into it. I can’t make her have feelings for me, and I can’t keep wasting my time. So… yeah—”

      Whoosh. The double doors of the waiting room burst open. Right on cue, a cute brunette with freckles in black scrubs breaks through the double doors to the waiting room with a little paper cup and a miniature red Gatorade, making a beeline to me.

      “Mr. Kartlin, I’m so sorry for the delay,” she smiles wide, cheek to cheek. “Special delivery. These are for you.” She hands over the paper cup filled with two huge white pills, then uncaps the plastic bottle for me. Her hand lingers on mine as she hands over the drink, and she bats her eyes… flirtatiously? I sneak a glance at Joel, whose eyes widen at her forwardness.

      “I’m going to get in so much trouble for saying this, but…” She throws a glance over her shoulder before squatting down and squeezing my forearm—again, suggestively. “I’m a big Bandits fan, but we’re in ‘Broncos Country’ so keep that on the DL for me, okay?” She winks.

      Is she allowed to touch me like this here?

      “Yes, ma’am,” I say, clipping my smile. For some reason, this feels wrong. I haven’t even noticed other women for months, but I literally just said it’s time to move on.

      Here’s a test.

      “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Kacey. I’ll be your MRI tech today.”

      “Well, Kacey, it’s really nice to meet you. How does a girl in the Midwest become a New York Bandits fan?”

      “It’s a long story,” she chirps, scrunching her nose. “I’m sure you’re not interested.”

      I shoot one more side glance to Joel, who shrugs. I can almost read his mind—‘why the hell not?’ So, like riding a bike, I let myself do something I haven’t done in a really long time—I lay down a little game.

      “Are you kidding? Pretty girl like you? I’m very interested.” I pop the horse pills in my mouth and wash them down with my drink. “If you wanna tell me about it, I’m all ears.” I stand and wink back at Kacey, who nearly pops out of her scrubs from excitement. She flushes red and giggles uncontrollably. Whoa, that was almost too easy.

      She looks at Joel briefly. “He’ll just be about an hour, depending on how long the sedatives take to kick in. When he’s done, transport will wheel him out to this waiting room.”

      Joel nods. “I’ll be here.”

      “Okay, this way, Mr. Kartlin,” she says giddily.

      “Cody, please.” I gesture for her to lead the way. She’s practically bouncing as she walks in front of me. I can’t help checking her out as I follow her down the hallway and through the double doors. She’s cute. Her ass is perky. Sweet smile. I could work with that, right? I mean, she’s no Quinn… but hell, at least she seems interested in me.
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      The Monday after the Sabin Tech leadership retreat, my squirrelly assistant is waiting for me in front of the company building. Her nervous expression comes into clear focus as I cross the block from the parking garage to the main entrance. My heels feel like ice blocks in the twenty-degree weather, but I ignore my discomfort and quicken my pace. She has coffee in one hand and a card tucked under her opposite arm.

      “Good morning! It’s freezing balls out here today.” I greet her with a smile which is met with a puzzled eye squint.

      “Do girls say that?” She cocks her head to the side.

      “Why are you waiting for me out front in the cold?” I unfasten the tie on my winter pea coat as we shuffle through the revolving glass doors.

      “Mr. Sabin dropped this off this morning, and I wanted to warn you,” Leti says as she hands me the takeout cup.

      “He dropped off coffee?” I raise my brow. “That was mighty thoughtful.”

      Leti palms her forehead before pulling the envelope from under her arm. “No, he dropped off this. I picked up the coffee from your favorite little place down the block. It’s decaf.”

      Yes, Leti. I see the logo. Wait—decaf?

      She hands me the card that’s still warm from its nesting place against her body. It’s already been opened, and she cringes when I eye her questioningly.

      “Sorry. I didn’t realize it was for you when I opened it. It was left on my desk because your office was locked…” She grimaces. “I should’ve checked first.”

      “Leti, you’ve been my assistant for five years. You schedule my gyno appointments. I went to your weird puppy training graduation party. You even lent me a condom once. We’re so far past formalities. It’s fine. Stop apologizing.”

      “Okay, sorry.”

      Geez. Rolling my eyes, I yank open the card, and a small puff of pink and blue confetti falls from the envelope. The front reads, ‘Congratulations, Mama!’ with a little duck in a diaper on the front. Darren Sabin absolutely picked out this tacky-as-all-hell card—no doubt in my mind. My dad’s card taste is atrocious, but the bigger concern is why.

      “Um… Leti?”

      “Congratulations?” Leti stares at me wide-eyed and bewildered. “I think?”

      I take a long sip of the coffee, forgetting it’s decaf and won’t do a damn thing.

      “Why the hell does my father think I’m pregnant?”

      “I don’t know… but… um, maintenance let some of the executive assistants into your office and um… I tried to stop them, but it’s…”

      “It’s what, Leti?”

      She hunches her shoulders and shows her teeth in dismay. “Decorated.”

      “Fuck my life.” I whip around and hit the up arrow of the elevator. The button lights up, but I continue to rapidly tap against it, willing the elevator to collect me quicker.

      “Are you?”

      “NO!” Unless immaculate conception is an actual thing, it’s impossible. I wasn’t lying to Cody last week when I told him I hadn’t had sex in months.

      “Then why—”

      Ding!

      The elevator doors part, and Leti hustles in behind me. A couple of suits jog toward the elevator to sneak in until they see who occupies it. The blond male in the navy suit halts and takes a quick step back.

      “Oh! Good morning, Ms. Sabin.”

      “Morning.” Normally, I’d offer more of a greeting, but I have a lot on my mind at the moment. “Coming?”

      “Uh, no, go ahead. We’ll catch the next one.”

      “Okay, then.” I’m nice to every single person at this office, so why are they so damn skittish around me? “Enjoy your Monday.”

      I press the button for the fortieth floor, then tap the 'door close' button with unnecessary gusto while searching my mind.

      Why, oh why would anyone think I’m pregnant? Especially my dad? How could a rumor like that—

      It hits me.

      “Dammit,” I groan.

      “What?” Leti asks.

      “I uploaded some documentation to the new HRIS system over the weekend.”

      “I hate that damn thing. I wish we could go back to the old system. I tried to put in a time off request, and it’s so freaking buggy.”

      “Exactly,” I gripe. “I submitted paperwork to stop a location transfer, and it glitched on me a couple times. I bet my life my paperwork was saved under the wrong code, and HR hasn’t rectified it yet. Regardless, managers get instant activity notifications of all their direct reports in the new system.”

      “Ah. So, you accidentally implied to your dad that you’re pregnant…”

      “Through a freaking HR system notification. Yeah.”

      “Yikes. What was it supposed to be coded under?”

      I suck in my lips as the elevator doors open on the top floor of Sabin Towers—the C-level executive floor.

      “Marriage,” I say simply.

      Leti’s jaw drops. “What?”

      “Yeah, that part is accurate. I got married in Vegas last week at the leadership conference to avoid being transferred to the new company headquarters in Singapore. I’m assuming my dad found out this morning.”

      I haven’t checked my phone since I left home this morning. I keep my phone on ‘driving mode’ religiously. It’s my number one rule—no texting and driving. I rarely even talk on the phone when I drive. On more than one occasion, I chucked Mani’s phone out of a moving car when she checked her damn social media notifications with one hand on the wheel. It’s just not worth the risk.

      My phone is still silenced, and I’m willing to bet I have dozens of missed calls from my father.

      Leti matches my pace down the long-tiled corridor. The clicking sounds of high heels quicken as I approach my office at the end of the hallway. It’s easily discernable—about fifty mini pink and blue balloons are taped to the door. Fuck, fuck, fuuuuuuck!

      Leti stops at her desk just a couple of lengths down the hallway from my destination. My entire office is walled with extra-secure privacy glass, but I can already see his silhouette inside.

      “I think I’m going to skip the festivities and go confirm your meetings for the day.” Leti translation—this is going to be awkward as all hell, and I’d rather not be there.

      “Thanks.”

      “Hey, Quinn?” she calls after me, and I turn around.

      “Who’d you marry?”

      I’ve been trying not to think about him for the past few days. Things changed after he asked to be with me, and I said no. Drawing a firm line between us, he made it clear that he wasn't interested in fucking for nothing. He slept in the guest room of the hotel suite that night and caught an early flight home the next morning. He told me to text him about the annulment’s next steps.

      Cody was friendly and kind… but different. His last text was to inform me he made it back to Denver, but that was it. All the flirtatious messages, all the suggestive humor—gone. It’s been five days, and he hasn’t contacted me. Cody hadn’t gone that long without texting me since we first met. Maybe I should step up and reach out to him, but hell if I know what to say.

      I blow out a deep breath. “Cody… Cody Kartlin. He’s come by the office a few times with Sawyer. Remember?”

      Leti puckers her lips and tilts her head to the side. “Awww, I love him. He’s so sweet. You guys are perfect toge—”

      “Leti… lock it up.” I press my fingers to my lips. “It’s just paperwork. Cody simply did me a favor.”

      “Whatever you say, boss,” she mocks.

      I draw in an exaggerated breath as I rotate the door handle of my office, very much unwilling to acknowledge what is abundantly clear to everyone else.

      Cody’s wonderful. Amazing.

      I’m the villain here.

      But what’s new?
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        * * *

      

      My dad is still suffocating me in a big bear hug when the sound of high heels crescendos at the door. The door bursts open, and Maren—out of breath and disheveled—all but tumbles into my office.

      “Not… a… pregnancy,” Maren huffs with her hands on her knees. “Wrong… code. Wrong code… I really need to do more cardio. My assistant told me you”—she twists her wrists, gesturing to the decorations around us—“were caught in a huge misunderstanding this morning. I hightailed as fast as I could.” She straightens and runs her palms over her head, trying to tame her brunette flyaways that are a little out of control at the moment.

      “What?” My dad releases me, and I let out a dramatic exhale. “You’re not pregnant?”

      “No!” I smooth the crinkles on my blouse. “I’ve been trying to tell you that for five minutes, but you just keep hugging me and talking over me. You think this is the way I’d tell you I was pregnant?”

      Then again, it’s the way I told him I got married. Oops. In my defense, it’s not a real marriage. Just me cleverly foiling his master plans.

      “Then why was the transfer stopped? I thought it was because of the ‘Families First’ initiative…” My dad’s face twists in confusion, and he turns to Maren, his expression suddenly accusing. “Maren, you told her about—”

      “Darren! Hush right now,” she hisses as she shakes her head at him, telling him to keep whatever secret he is about to unleash. I’d be more curious if I didn’t have a mountain of explaining to do myself. “Quinn put in the paperwork under the wrong classification due to…” Maren shoots me a side glance. “Can you please tell him, so I’m not breaching employee confidentiality?”

      I flatten a stare at Maren, unamused by the formalities we all pretend to maintain. I get it. It’s corporate… but good grief. Maren’s known me since I was about ten years old.

      “Sure. Dad, um…” I’m briefly distracted by my dad’s bugged-out eyes resting on me. Pulling down on my face with my fingertips, I finally fess up. “I’m not moving to Singapore because I got married.”

      He blows out a breath in… relief? What the hell?

      “Oh, Quinn, I thought… well, oh!” He reaches and clamps his hands around my upper arms. His eyes are sparkling.

      “You’re not upset? I was expecting a fight.”

      Maren’s eyes lock onto my dad’s face in concern. Okay, they are definitely hiding something. Dad’s not yelling at me for eloping and ruining his plans. He’s not threatening to fire me. He seems oddly at peace. So, I sure as hell won't pry and rock the boat.

      “I’m a little upset,” he says, still smiling. “You don’t tell your old man you’re getting married? I didn’t even know you were dating someone.”

      I wasn’t. I’m not.

      “We were kind of low-key. You know I’m not big into PDA.”

      “Who?” He raises his brows.

      “Cody.”

      “Cody? Your brother’s football friend?”

      Cody Kartlin—two-time pro-bowler, Super Bowl winner, the leading tight end in the league when it comes to yardage and touchdowns—reduced to my sixteen-year-old brother’s ‘football friend.’ Wow.

      I nod as I glance around my office, which is decorated in pink and blue streamers. There are boxes of diapers in the corner of the room and a sad-looking congratulations basket on my coffee table. It’s all supplies from our party stock room, dubbed the ‘oh shit, we forgot room,’ for all last-minute employee celebrations. I saw all this crap in storage the last time I forgot one of my director’s birthdays. No wonder my dad got my office decorated so fast. I resist the urge to call maintenance with an emergency to immediately remove all this shit from my office.

      “I’m surprised. I mean, I knew he was around a lot, but I thought you guys were just friends. He never mentioned anything besides Sawyer. I certainly didn’t think you’d ever entertain the idea of marriage again after Sully—”

      “Yeah, Dad, don’t overthink it. I’m close to thirty. People change, and I really didn’t think my relationship would survive a move to Singapore. So… yeah, we grabbed the bull by the horns.”

      “Oh, honey,” my dad says, slumping onto the couch by the coffee table. Maren’s breathing finally slows, and we all relax a little. “I had no idea. I wanted you to go to Singapore for a change of pace, a fresh start. I wouldn’t have done that if I knew you were in love and wanted a family… here in Denver. No wonder you didn’t want to leave. Why didn’t you tell me that the other day?”

      “It just didn’t come up.” Really Quinn? That’s the best you got? Maren shoots me a puzzled look. Okay, fine, that was a pretty lazy lie.

      I turn on my triple monitors and check my paper inbox. I’m waiting on a few urgent documents from my most reliable senior directors, Scott and Dex. We just got the updates over the weekend, and seeing as it’s nine o’clock on a Monday, I doubt they’re ready for my approval. Still, best to double-check. I almost log into my email and forget my office still has company.

      Okay, nothing is burning. My job is safe. I’m not moving. All is well. Can you both please excuse yourselves now? I need to get to work. I sink into my plush leather executive chair—the most comfortable chair in the world—and it molds to my ass. I could sit here all day and night. Actually, I do.

      “I’m really proud of you, Quinn.”

      My dad’s words stop me in my tracks. I glance across the office at him with a sly smirk.

      “Why?” Because I outsmarted you with an obscure company policy?

      “I know how hard it must be to open up to someone after everything you’ve been through.” His face is full of sincerity. “And marriage? I mean, I’ll give Cody the whole ‘if you hurt my daughter, I’ll kill you’ speech, but I can’t lie… I’m thrilled. Sawyer speaks so highly of him. I want to get to know him better. I’m just so pleased you’re following your heart for once. That takes guts. Your mother is in heaven, smiling ear to ear right now.”

      What the hell? Stop. What is with him lately? Why does he have to drag Mom into every conversation?

      “Dad, how many times a week are you going to therapy now?”

      “Three…. three sessions a week,” he says proudly.

      “Isn’t that a bit excessive?”

      “Ahem,” Maren clears her throat.

      Fine Maren. Yes, that was rude of me.

      “Okay, well, since this miscommunication is resolved, I’m going down to the fifteenth floor for my first meeting of the day. Darren, please approve Quinn’s paperwork in the system so we can get that squared away. Or, more accurately, get lost in the abyss. We’re really having issues with that new HRIS system. Actually, this whole impromptu baby shower is evidence enough. Darren, can you make time on your calendar today for a meeting with me and the director of Information Systems? We need to get this fixed ASAP.”

      “I can move some things around. Just check with my assistant, and she’ll work it out on the calendar.”

      Thanking my dad, Maren pats my shoulder on her way out. “Congratulations, Quinn.” She shoots me a quick knowing wink.

      Maren’s in the know—and by in the know, I mean she knows it’s bullshit. This whole thing was kind of her brainchild, whether or not she realizes it.

      Dad finally stands as well and makes his way to my office door. This shindig has sucked about twenty minutes from our day… and however long it took to decorate my office… more accurately, destroy my office. Grief. At any rate, it’s time for us all to get back to it. We already missed too much work time with the leadership conference last week.

      “Do you want to get lunch today?” Dad asks, still beaming. “We have a lot to talk about, and I’m out for most of this week and next for that acquisition in New York.”

      “I’m swamped. Even though I’m not moving, I’m still responsible for APAC, right? I have a lot of research to do.”

      “You still need to eat, Quinn.”

      “I will,” I respond absentmindedly. He’s hovering, but I’m already sitting at my desk, distracted by emails. “I promise.”

      “Does your brother know about you and Cody?”

      “Not yet.” Crap. I don’t know how I’m going to explain that one to Sawyer.

      “Bring Cody to the lodge next weekend when I get back. Your grandparents are coming into town. I’ll arrange a nice dinner. It’s the perfect way to welcome my new son-in-law to the family.”

      “I don’t know, Dad. Cody’s really busy.” And if everything goes my way, we’ll no longer be married in two weeks.

      “Quinn.”

      “Fine, I’ll ask.” I look up at my dad, who is standing by the door, staring right at me. “What?”

      “I’m just relieved.”

      “Why?”

      “I’d much rather tell your old-school Southern grandparents that you’re married instead of pregnant out of wedlock.”

      “Do we really need to tell them? It’s still new, and you know how they are. They’ll make a mountain out of this because I’m their only daughter’s daughter. And it’s a lot on Cody… the Banks family is… a lot.”

      “They’re the only family we have left. What’s there to worry about? Cody’s from Alabama, right? I think Sawyer mentioned that. Your grandparents always hoped you’d end up with a country boy. You know they still call me a Yankee to this day? They’ll be thrilled you ended up with a Bama boy and probably celebrate by writing you guys a big fat check and sending you to Fiji for your honeymoon.”

      “Joy,” I snark, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. I’ve avoided my grandparents the best I can for the past few years. I already wasn’t looking forward to their upcoming visit. I always send a thank you note for my birthday cards—I’m not even brave enough to challenge Southern etiquette—but I don’t cash the checks. I’m certainly not looking forward to my inheritance.

      Grandma and Grandpa would probably strip me of it anyway if they knew what a monster I was to their daughter moments before her death. And they should. I don’t want the money. I’d tell them I don’t deserve it, but I don’t want to explain why. I can’t relive that conversation… I do my best to pretend it never happened. Like the memory will just one day fade if I keep running from it.

      “Dad, I have to get to work.” I nod toward my monitors.

      “All right,” he sing-songs, chipper as ever. “Work away, but the lodge next weekend. You hear me, Quinn? Non-negotiable.” He gently closes the door behind him.

      Great. I whip out my phone before the day catches up to me, and I forget. It rings a little longer than usual. I’m not an idiot. Cody’s debating whether he should answer.

      “Hey, Quinn.”

      “Hey!” I try to sound normal, which just comes out overly enthusiastic and forced. “How are you?”

      “I’m fine. What’s up?” Cody asks, guarded.

      No ‘princess,’ no ‘beautiful,’ no jokes about how he had a dirty dream about me last night… nothing. I guess I should be grateful he even answered.

      “Do you have any plans next weekend?”

      “Not yet. Why?”

      “Do you want to come up to my family’s lodge in Estes Park for the weekend? My grandparents will be in town. Would you be willing to play the new husband part for their benefit? I rarely see them, so it’s not like a long-term thing. I’ll just tell them we broke up amicably later.”

      “Really? You sure that’s a good idea?”

      “No, but my dad just got the news, and he’s insisting.”

      “Oh. How’d it go? Did everything work out how you needed it to?” I hear cups clanking together in the background. He must be grabbing a coffee mug. It’s just past nine o’clock. I’m surprised he’s awake.

      “Yeah… mostly. My move to Singapore is officially canceled, and I thought my dad would be furious, but he’s elated. He’s jumping to all sorts of wrong conclusions, though.”

      “Such as?”

      I let out a deep breath. “Like we got married for love or something.”

      “Imagine that,” Cody scoffs, and there’s no mistaking his bitter undertone.

      “Listen… about what I said at the hotel—”

      “Quinn, I’ll come out to the lodge and play along. It’s really not that much trouble. I like Sawyer. I like your dad.”

      Not me? I don’t make the list anymore?

      “However you handle your grandparents is your business, but you should tell your dad the truth sooner rather than later. It’s not nice to string people along, you know?”

      Okay, that was unmistakably passive-aggressive, but I wasn’t leading Cody on. I never told him I was looking for a relationship. Not once.

      I’d been a good friend to him… hadn’t I?

      “Okay, thanks, Cody.”

      “Sure.”

      “Um, I just got home from the conference late last night, so I haven’t had a chance to talk to Reese about the annulment paperwork yet. I’ll talk to her this week, I promise.”

      “It’s fine. We’re on your schedule, not mine. Just let me know what you need from me.”

      I need for this not to be so awkward between us.

      “Okay, thanks again.” I tap my fingers against my desk to fill the silence between us.

      “Was there anything else?” Cody asks, clearly eager to end the phone call.

      “Yeah, actually… do you want to grab a bite tonight? My last meeting is at five, but it’s with the warranty team, and those always run long…” Oh my god, I’m nervous rambling. This is what Cody and I have been reduced to—nerves. “I can meet right after that, about six-thirty… anywhere you want. Maybe we could talk about everything… face to face?”

      “Oh.”

      “What?”

      “I… I just wasn’t expecting that. Are you asking me out?”

      Shit.

      “Uh, no. Not like that. Just dinner between friends.”

      “Right,” he says with a breathy huff. “Well, either way, I can’t. Sorry.”

      The words fall right out of my mouth before I can stop them.

      “Cody, please don’t hate me. I don’t want things to be weird between us. I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings. I didn’t mean to. I really don’t want what’s going on with us to interfere with everything you’re doing to help Sawyer—”

      “Quinn, stop. I don’t hate you… I never could. And my friendship with Sawyer will always be independent of whatever you and I have or don’t have going on. You never have to worry about that.”

      I sigh in relief. He’s so good at that. He always knows how to reassure me.

      “Then why not grab dinner with me tonight? No big deal, right?”

      I need to see you.

      “It’s not a big deal. I just already have plans. Um… I have a date.”

      My heart pounds audibly, as though someone's pumping up a balloon in my chest. The pressure builds, and it’s going to burst any second.

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah, but it’s just at her place. So, don’t worry, we won’t risk any run-ins with your dad or anyone else who might be surprised to see your husband on a date with another woman.” Cody forces an awkward chuckle.

      “Thanks,” I mumble, somewhat in shock.

      “Is that okay? Would you prefer I wait until the paperwork goes through? I can reschedule if it looks bad. Shit, sorry. Now that I’m saying it out loud… I didn’t even think about it.”

      “No. No… I mean, yes… as in you should… not reschedule. Cody… yes, to going on a date. Shit! With your date. Not me.” Oh my god, get it together, Quinn. “I’m actually getting a call from finance I can’t miss, okay? I have to go—”

      “Quinn, wai—”

      I hang up before I can make a bigger idiot of myself. Taking a deep breath, I tug on both of my earlobes until it hurts. I feel the bumps where my piercings healed years ago.

      Okay, I’ll admit it—just to myself—Cody has a date. That hurts. I didn’t expect it to hurt.

      Truthfully, it’s excruciating.

      I push on the speakerphone of my intercom to buzz Leti, and in less than thirty seconds, she’s cracking open my office door.

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Don’t call me ma’am.” I scowl. “Will you please call maintenance up here ASAP to handle all this?” I rotate my wrist with my pointer finger extended, gesturing to the streamers and confetti occupying every inch of my oversized office.

      “Sure thing. Anything else?”

      I groan. “Tell Scott and Dex I want to see them in my office before they take lunch today. They owe me some updates, and I’m not in the mood to wait.”

      “You got it. Anything else?”

      “Do you want to do a working dinner tonight?” Wrapping my forefinger around my lips, I cradle my chin with my thumb. “Keep me company while I review some reports? I’ll order from that Japanese place you like and get the big sushi boat.” I widen my hands to emphasize all the sushi I’m willing to waste just for some company. I’d call the girls, but I know they’ll have questions about Cody I’m not ready to answer. They’re my best friends. I can’t lie to them… or hide things from them… they know me far too well. Leti knows how to tiptoe around my moods—her salary depends on it.

      She pouts her bottom lip. “I actually have a date tonight.”

      “What is with people having dates on a Monday? Isn’t it considered a school night?”

      Leti squints her eyes, concerned about my grown-woman tantrum.

      “Perhaps… if you’re in school. Um… I mean, if you really need me, I can canc—”

      “No,” I grumble. “Nobody should cancel their dates. Good grief. I’ll just eat alone.”

      Leti opens her mouth but closes it quickly, choosing not to press my sour mood. “Okay, boss. Let me know if you change your mind.”
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      A light plop at the foot of my bed encourages me to open my eyes. A fury ass planting right on my face forces me to shoot up to sitting.

      “Argh, Kitty!” The fury kitten slides down my chest and nestles in my lap. I have a soft spot for Kitty’s antics because she’s still a baby. If it was Felices—full-sized and full of attitude—I would’ve chucked him across the room, but Felices is sitting tall beside his mama at the foot of my bed. Cross-legged, Addie is holding a mug in each of her hands, her head tilted as she examines me.

      “Hey Cody-cakes,” she chirps. She’s wearing her dorky blue light readers and looks cute as a button.

      Meh, I’ll admit it, my best friend did well for himself. I reach for a mug of coffee that smells like heaven, but Addie leans backward.

      “Nuh-uh. Talk first, then coffee.”

      “You’re a cruel woman, Addie-cakes.”

      “I know. The worst.” She sticks her tongue out.

       I stroke Kitty’s little head, and she rewards me with a nip to the back of my hand. I fight the urge to flick her ear.

      “You know what this home needs?”

      “What?”

      “A dog.”

      “Do you want Joel to kick you out?”

      “Do you want Joel to kick me out?”

      Addie clicks her tongue and points to the door. “Okay, furbabies. Out!” Both sets of paws are immediately in motion. Kitty follows Felices out the open door.

      “How do you do that?” Those jerks don’t even listen to Joel.

      “Love and affection. You should try it with them.” Addie hands me the mug in her left hand. “And no, I don’t want you to leave.” She glances around my bedroom, where you can’t see the floor, and raises an eyebrow. “Housekeeping might, but I’m happy to keep you.”

      The hot coffee instantly relieves the residuals of the sedative from Friday’s scan. Three days later and I still feel like shit. I hardly remember anything except Joel wheeling me out of the hospital. Somehow, I ended up with Kacey’s number. I think she had to help redress me. Not my most impressive moment, but whatever they gave me could’ve taken down a full-grown rhino.

      “Well, thank you for that. Not that I’m complaining, but to what do I owe this morning coffee delivery?”

      “Well, first off, it’s not morning. It’s three in the afternoon. As much as you hate cats… you nap like one.”

      “Oh, you’re funny.” Truth is, I’m really sensitive to sedatives. I used to endure playing through injuries on the field without pain medications because I hated the groggy feeling I got.

      “I wanted to make sure you were all set before Joel and I leave for New York tonight… and to ask if you know what Joel’s getting me for my birthday.”

      “Um… no, I don’t.” Addie scowls—she knows I’m lying. “And ah, how are you feeling about finally meeting his fam?”

      “Should I be worried?” Addie scrunches her nose. “His sister made a special trip back to the states just to meet me. They want to talk about wedding stuff. This is my new family, and I really want them to like me, so I’m… nervous.”

      I poke her in her forehead. “Mrs. Lewis and Cami are going to be your new best friends. Joel’s brothers are all going to flirt with you just to piss him off, but they are harmless. And Mr. Lewis… he already adores you because Joel does. You’re going to do great, Addie. Just be yourself. They’ll love you.”

      “Thank you—”

      “Shit! Wait. That means I’m on cat duty?”

      “Yes, sir.” She nods, and her hair bun knocks her on the forehead. “It’s just a couple of days. We’ll be back Thursday night. Their feeding schedule is on the counter, and you have to walk them daily, but resident services will take care of the litter boxes.”

      I take another long sip from the mug.

      “Walk them?” Fuck no.

      “You said you wanted a dog. Here’s your chance to practice.”

      I’ll let them out on the balcony for fresh air, but that’s as far as that goes. Those assholes are probably plotting my death as we speak. I favor Kitty, but I know she’s still in cahoots with the other furry punk.

      Ping, ping, ping… ping.

      I reach for my phone, trying not to hope…

      Glancing at the notifications banner, it’s just Kacey. I don’t know why I bother. Quinn’s not playing games. She’s not going to change her mind. I need to move on.

      
        
        Kacey: Hey, handsome.

        Kacey: How are you?

        Kacey: Looking forward to tonight. *kissy face*

        Kacey: What should (or shouldn’t) I wear? *winky face*

      

      

      She really could’ve bundled that all into one text message.

      “Who is that?”

      “Just a girl I met at the hospital.”

      “And she’s texting you because?”

      I duck my head low enough so I’m looking up at Addie. “Do I need to explain what happens when a boy meets a cute girl?”

      Addie glowers at my sarcasm and leans forward slowly, holding her mug steady in one hand while reaching around my head with the other. Whack! She smacks me in the back of my head with far more gusto than I expected from the pipsqueak.

      “What the hell, Cody?”

      A drop of coffee dribbles down my mug and falls, saturating my clean white comforter.

      “I want to say that was unnecessary… but let’s hear your explanation first.” I widen my eyes.

      “Oh, I was just trying to see if my hand could get through your thick skull. You just married my best friend, and you’re texting some skank? Are you kidding me? That is… just… no.”

      Addie scolds me the same way she does the cats. Scratching up her shoes is also 'no.'

      “Okay, Kacey isn’t a skank. She’s…” Honestly? Yeah, she’s a little forward, but what’s wrong with a girl going after what she wants? It’s flattering, really. “We already explained to you why Quinn and I got married. It’s not for real, Addie. I’m not cheating on anybody.”

      “I’m not talking about that! Believe me, the girls and I are eternally grateful you were willing to do whatever to keep Quinn here. I’m talking about the fact that you like Quinn, and she actually likes you! Why are you chasing after other women?”

      “Joel didn’t tell you?” I smirk. Hm, nice to know my best bro still keeps our conversations somewhat confidential from his fiancée.

      “Tell me what?” Addie’s eyes narrow.

      “I finally asked Quinn to be in a relationship.” I shrug as if it’s no big deal. Keeping my response casual, I try to hide that I’ve been moping around about it for days now. “She shot me down.”

      “What?” Addie asks, her blue eyes growing to the size of ping-pong balls.

      “She said she didn’t want to go there. So, I moved on. I asked a girl out. Not a crime.”

      A throaty laugh at the door cuts into our conversation.

      “At least this one’s much easier work,” Joel says with a chuckle. I reach for the pillow next to me and chuck it at his head. He dodges it in the nick of time. “Bandits groupie. Won’t take you four months to seal the deal with that girl.”

      I snort in laughter but quickly compose myself. Addie still looks enraged, but come on! She forgets I’m a single, former NFL player with a comfy checking account and a lot of time on my hands. If Joel and I hadn’t almost immediately gotten caught up with feelings for specific girls when we moved to Denver, I can guarantee he and I would be having the time of our lives exploring the women of this city.

      His girl panned out… mine didn't.

      “Don’t encourage him.” Addie points at Joel. “And you.” Her finger lands on me. “You’re not actually going to hook up with this girl?”

      “Why not?” I might need to. I need something to get Quinn out of my head.

      “Together or not, if Quinn finds out about another girl, you’re going to really hurt her.”

      Ah, fuck. So, I didn’t imagine Quinn’s spaz out on the phone this morning. She was bothered. I hurt her feelings.

      “Baby, it’s not our business.” Joel joins Addie at the foot of the bed and wraps his arm around her.

      They’re still in their honeymoon phase, and it’s nauseating. Mostly because they fuck like they're the only two people who inhabit the city of Denver and are free to be as loud as they want, but also a bit because I’m jealous they have each other.

      “Quinn had her chance—she passed. Cody’s a free man.”

      “Nope. Nuh-uh,” Addie says, shaking her head. “We’re”—Addie points to herself, then Joel, back and forth—“going to fix this shit. Not too long ago, Cody and Quinn were patching up our messy love story. Now, it’s time to return the favor.”

      “Adler, no,” Joel groans. “We’re not getting involved—”

      “Bup, bup, bup,” she says, tapping the giant pink diamond on her hand. “I make the rules now.”

      Joel leans in, whispering something in Addie’s ear. She bites her bottom lip and turns crimson. Joel chuckles flirtatiously, then kisses her cheek as if I’m not sitting right here.

      “Um… would you guys like to be alone? Or perhaps get the hell out of my room with all that?”

      “Sorry,” Addie says, flushing again. “Anyway! Cody, please don’t give up. I’ll admit when I first gave you Quinn’s number, I thought you guys would just hook up and move on, but I watched two people I care about fall for each other over the past few months, and now I’m invested.”

      “Addie—”

      “No. You don't understand. I’m determined. I’m team Cody and Quinn all the way. I will not rest until you guys mount a very sturdy white horse—that can carry your big-foot-sized self—and ride right off into the sunset.” Addie clicks her nails together in glee, and I can see the gears turning in her head as she cooks up a master plan.

      “Adler,” Joel says. “Cody liking Quinn is not the issue. She turned him down. There’s nothing you can do.”

      “Wanna bet?” Addie squeezes my foot beneath the comforter. “You know what? I changed my mind. Go out with that girl,” she says but points her finger at my chest while narrowing her eyes warningly. “But don’t sleep with her.”

      “What?” Joel and I balk in unison. For different reasons, I’m sure.

      “Quinn is a stone wall when it comes to her feelings, but she’s never been great at overcoming her more uh… competitive nature. She wants to be with you, I know it. Maybe a little jealousy will help her own up to her feelings.”

      “No.” I shake my head emphatically before taking another glug of the hot coffee. “No. Hell no. Fuck no. Addie, I’m impressed with how diabolical you are right now because you’re usually all cupcakes and sunshine, but I’m not doing that. I’m not playing games with these women, and I’m absolutely not going to lead on one girl to manipulate another. I asked Kacey out because I wanted to. Quinn already knows. She called this morning to see if I wanted to grab dinner, and I told her I had a date. It’s all amicable. I still want to be her friend.”

      “She asked you to dinner, and you said you had a date?” Addie palms her forehead. “Ugh. Cody, are you brand new here?”

      “I’m done chasing down a dead end,” I grumble.

      “Okay, new question—are you stupid? Quinn’s not a dead end. She cares about you, and she’s doing the best she can.”

      “Baby, I know your heart's in the right place, but they’re adults,” Joel tries to intervene and reason with his girl. “Let them live their lives. It’s a terrible idea to—”

      “Ah! Okay, both of you—stop! I just need to explain. I’m going to friendship hell for telling you this, but it’s worth it. I’d go straight to hell for Quinn, and she’d do it for me, too, but whatever I say stays in this room. Clear?”

      Joel and I nod obediently. I feel kind of bad talking about Quinn behind her back, but if there’s anyone I trust to do right by her friends, it’s Addie. If she’s okay with going there… let’s go there.

      “How much did Quinn tell you about Sully?” Addie asks.

      “Just that he’s a chump who was a total ass to Sawyer.”

      “What about her mom?”

      “Pretty much nothing.”

      “Of course not.” Addie sighs dramatically. “Okay, here we go. In college, Sav, Quinn’s mom, was like a mom to all of us, especially to Reese and me, because our own moms are pretty much nonexistent. She’d drop in on our apartment weekly with snacks, cook for us, bring us clothes, and take us shopping. I could’ve been really jealous Quinn had such an incredible mom, but Sav shared the love. She treated us all like we were her own.”

      “That’s a Southern woman for you.” I smile. Addie talks about Savannah the same way Sawyer does.

      “Exactly. Sav was traditional. She wanted to see her daughter in a white dress. She wanted grandbabies. But Quinn wanted to be a CEO. She wanted to work for her dad—be just like her dad. She had unbelievable stamina in school. Quinn took a full load of classes, interned twenty hours a week at Sabin Tech, and still graduated summa cum laude, top of her class. After graduation, she went to work full-time for her dad, and in her spare time, she got her master’s degree. Quinn’s always been a workaholic.”

      “Hey, man, you and Quinn have more in common than I thought,” Joel pounds the bed and nods toward me.

      He’s not wrong. That sounds a lot like my early twenties. I just studied game day plays, and my office was a football field.

      “So, why did they break up? Quinn said Sully wanted her to step down at work?”

      “Umm,” Addie says, pursing her lips. “More than that. Sully’s a marine biologist. He got offered a grant to study whales in Alaska.” Addie’s eyes roll up as she searches her mind. “Beluga? Humpback? I don’t know. You’d think I’d remember because he wouldn’t shut up about it. Maybe it was orcas actually, but I think they’re technically dolphins… no wait, according to taxonomy, all dolphins are considered—”

      “Baby, focus. Marine mammals, we get it,” Joel says, nudging Addie, sparing us both one of her chatty tangents.

      “Okay, so he was going to live on a boat for like a year studying whales. It was crazy. He wanted Quinn to take a literal year off from work and be with him. She had just gotten promoted. In my opinion, they weren’t right for each other. Something had to happen, or they would’ve spent the rest of their lives just existing with each other, you know? Anyway, Quinn said no. She refused to quit Sabin Tech, so Sully called off the wedding.”

      Oh, poor Quinn. Now, this makes a lot more sense. She chose herself and her career, and Sully left her.

      “Was her mom mad?”

      “Not even I really know the whole story. I know Sav tried to talk Quinn into patching things up with Sully and going through with the wedding. They got into a big fight, and Quinn was more upset than I’d ever seen her. I just remember we all went over to her place to comfort her, and she was bawling her eyes out. Not really about Sully but about the fight she had with her mom.”

      “Did they work it out?” I ask but feel as if I know the answer… why Quinn doesn’t talk about her mom.

      Addie drops her head and is quiet for a moment. She’s not like Quinn. She doesn’t fight her tears. Her eyes glisten as Joel instinctively pulls her in close.

      “No. Sav was in a car accident a couple days after Sully ended the engagement. The jerk who was texting blew past a red light going sixty miles an hour. They said she died instantly from the impact.”

      “Shit,” I say, releasing a shallow breath. My stomach twists. When you care about someone—really care about them—you hurt when they hurt. You hurt when you even hear about their past hurts.

      “Oh god,” Joel adds. “She lost her mother and marriage within a few days of each other?”

      “Yeah.” Addie sniffles and continues. “Quinn never really recovered. Noa, Reese, Mani, and I are not the kind of friends who tiptoe around things, but none of us push her for answers and explanations because we’re worried she’ll break. We’re even more terrified that if she does, we won’t be able to fix it. So, for three years, we’ve watched her cope with work and not really make time for anyone other than her dad, Sawyer, and her best friends… until you, Cody. For some reason, she makes time for you. I know she’s not the easiest girl to woo, but Quinn has opened up more to you than she has with any guy for years.”

       Dammit. There is it again—hope.

      “I wish we could start something, but I have to take her at her word, Addie.” Her sober word. Her drunken words in Vegas confirmed everything Addie’s telling me now, but level-headed Quinn wants to be alone.

      “Just think about it, okay? I know how she tries to act, but Quinn has the biggest heart. She just needs to be with someone who is as strong as she is. Please don’t give up on my friend. I think she could really love you.”

      My phone goes off again, back-to-back, and I glance at the message previews.

      
        
        Kacey: You there?

        Kacey: Everything okay?

        Kacey: We’re still on for tonight, right?

      

      

      I need to get up and get the blood flowing through my legs. Take a shower.

      “I’ll think about it. That’s all I’m promising. Okay?”

      “I’ll take it.” Addie beams triumphantly.

      When I peel off the covers, Addie squeals. She and Joel shield their eyes and grimace.

      “Dammit, Cody!” Joel bellows.

       I can’t control my laughter as I immediately cover back up. “My bad guys, I forgot I wasn’t wearing bottoms.”

      Her hand still covering her eyes, Addie maneuvers her way out of the room. Joel follows suit but halts at the door.

      “You don’t owe anyone anything, man. You know that, right?”

      “Meaning?”

      He lowers his voice and glances over his shoulder, ensuring Addie is out of earshot.

      “Addie’s going to bat for her friend, but I’m going to stand by mine. Go after the girl you want. Not the one anyone else wants you to want.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      “All right, I gotta finish packing. Feed my damn cats, Cody. I want them alive and well when I get back,” he calls from down the hall.

      Ha.

      I’ll seriously think about it.
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      “So, this is new,” Reese says before taking a giant swig from a silver container which—let’s be honest—looks like an oversized flask. Let’s be even more honest—I wouldn't be surprised if it was actually filled with vodka at eleven o’clock on a Friday. Luckily, Sabin Tech and the law firm where Reese works are within walking distance. Drinking and driving is not something Reese would ever risk or something I could look past. Reese day-drinking on the job, however, is her boss’s problem.

      She notices my expression and rolls her eyes. “Oh, calm down, warden. It’s kombucha.”

      Turning off my monitors, I join her at the coffee table on the far side of my office. I unpack my meal from the brown paper takeout bag containing the lunch Reese picked up for us.

      “Since when do you drink kombucha?”

      “This guy—Miles—he makes it. He’s a little granola crunchy. Like he can make his own yogurt and knows how to garden. Basically, everything he owns is made from hemp.” Reese smiles and averts her gaze in a way that makes me raise my brows in surprise. What the hell is that look on her face? Smitten?

      “Are you dating this Miles person?” I don’t mask the utter shock in my voice.

      “No… just like… I don’t know. He’s… it’s a whole weird thing… I… yeah, it’s not…” Reese trips over her words as if a villain wearing a hockey mask is chasing her as she flees for her life.

      Wow.

      “Have I ever complimented you on your impressive communication skills?”

      “Have I ever complimented you on… shut it?”

      Snickering, I grab my Greek salad and plop down on the leather couch beside her. It’s always cool to the touch in winter since it sits next to the oversized windows that overlook the cityscape. The view I busted my ass for, for years.

      “What’s new?”

      “Huh?” she mumbles, her mouth already full of her spicy chicken Caesar salad. Over one hundred items on that deli menu on Sixteenth Street, but Reese and I order the same thing every time. I poke around the romaine leaves, hunting for the salty Kalamata olives and the tiny specs of feta cheese.

      “You just said something was new.”

      “You’re taking lunch. Normally, your version of a lunch break is thirty seconds to chug a protein drink.” Reese swallows her bite, then wraps her thick curly mane into some semblance of a bun, but her hair has a mind of its own. She doesn’t need a hair tie. She needs a sturdy metal chain link. Beautiful, but wild—just like her.

      “I made time because I needed to get to this annulment paperwork. I told Cody I’d handle it,” I say, half-lying. The truth is I’ve been burying myself in work as a distraction this week. Tuesday night, I didn’t make it home until ten-thirty. I'd made more headway on the APAC marketing strategy than anyone would’ve expected because I was in my office from sunup to sundown. By Friday afternoon, there isn’t too much more I can do. I’m not just caught up—I’m too far ahead.

      “Speaking of which.” Setting her salad aside, Reese fishes through the bag she brought, pulls out a paper packet, and slaps it on the coffee table. “These are all set and ready for your signatures, then we’ll mail them off certified from my work’s office.”

      “You’re an angel. I owe you.” I flip through the packet, glancing over the pertinent parts. I read a few lines before I shoot Reese my most unimpressed look. “Lack of consent due to intoxication? Reese, I told you, we weren’t drunk.”

      “Yeah,” she says, squinting with a puzzled look. “But it’s Vegas. No one is going to question it. They process hundreds of these requests a day.”

      “That has to be an exaggeration…”

      How many people are getting drunk Vegas married for purposes other than getting out of their out-of-country work relocation?

      “It’s really not.” Reese leaps off the couch to retrieve a black pen from my desk and hands it to me. “Just two signatures on the back. One from you, one from Cody.”

      “Annulments are public record, right?” I grumble as I flip through the paperwork.

      She nods slowly. “Yes.”

      “This makes Cody look like he took advantage of a drunk girl. He’s really sensitive about that. I don’t want…” I trail off, trying to figure out what the hell I actually want. “Can we file this under a different reason?”

      “Um, no. Not unless you guys are long-lost cousins or one of you was secretly already married. We can’t even really make a case for financial fraud because you and Cody are both independently wealthy.”

      “I’m not wealthy yet. It’s still over a year before my bank account blows up.” People tend to assume I have millions in the bank, but it’s far from the truth. I can afford the things in my life right now because I'm a single woman with no family to support, living off an executive’s salary. My father owns all the different properties I reside in outright, so I don’t have a mortgage.

      “Yeah,”—Reese flashes a toothy grin—“I’m really looking forward to your thirtieth birthday party… on a boat… in the Caribbean… where you guys will leave me so I can enjoy the very early retirement you’ll be funding.”

      “Ha. Funny. You’ll be all alone on that island. I’ll be working.”

      “Not an issue for me, honey.” Reese twists her hair around her finger like a diva. “You waste away in this boring office, and I'll enjoy the good life. I don’t mind a little long-distance as long as you keep me dripping in diamonds and stocked up on Chanel.”

      “See? If I had to marry one of my friends, it’d be Addie because you”—I tap her on the nose—“are a textbook gold digger.”

      Reese guffaws loudly. “Fine, marry Addie, but you’ll regret it. I know all the bedroom stuff.” She waggles her eyebrows.

      I choke on my spit as I let out a throaty laugh. “Apparently, so does Addie now. Cody told me she and Joel are the loudest roommates in history.”

      “Good for Bear. I’m proud of her,” Reese says, tapping the paperwork again. “Now, back to this. I could change it to imply Cody only married you for your pending inheritance, and once you found out, you wanted to annul. As long as he doesn’t combat it, a judge would probably grant it in your favor.”

      “No.” I cringe. “That’s even worse than marrying a drunk girl. I don’t want to make Cody look bad in all this. He was just trying to help me.”

      Reese holds out her hands, palms to the ceiling. “What’s your idea?”

      “We haven’t consummated the marriage. Isn’t that a thing?”

      “Quinn, you’d still have to file that under fraud.” She presses her fingers against either temple. “In which case, you and Cody would have to go back to Las Vegas, appear in front of a judge, and explain how the only reason he married you was for the promise of sex. You’ll not only have to explain why you’re holding out but also admit to deliberately luring him into a marriage with absolutely no intention of sleeping with him—ever.”

      “You’re not serious.”

      “I’m dead serious! This is a legal marriage you both consented to. Did you think ending this would be as simple as ordering a Big Mac?”

      “Shit. I mean, yeah… kind of.”

      “That’s just movies, honey. This is how the real law works. Just say you and Cody were drunk, and you can put this whole thing behind you. Cody was a professional athlete. It’s not like he’s gunning for the presidency. So what if you guys got married drunk? It’s not a big deal.”

      “It matters to me.” Because it hadn't been like that. Cody was sweet and supportive. He even kept a straight face when he parroted the vows from the officiant. He’s the best guy. I don’t want to tarnish his reputation… or ridicule his incredibly kind gesture. “There are no other options?”

      “Divorce—irreconcilable differences. That just looks like two people who got married decided to no longer be married.”

      “Oh, hell.”

      “You really didn’t think this through, did you?”

      “Sure as fuck didn't.” I groan as I rise from my seat. “All right, I’ll call Cody and see what he wants to do. He should get a say in how we handle this.”

      “You’re such a good wife,” Reese teases.

      “Shut it,” I snap. Grabbing my phone from my desk, I dial Cody’s number, which I know by heart, then place it on speaker as I join Reese back on the office couch. It only rings twice before he picks up.

      “Hey, Quinn,” he answers out of breath, in a huff.

      “Hey, you okay? Why are you breathing like that?”

      “I’m at the gym.”

      “Oh, want me to try you later?”

      “I can take a break. What’s up?” I hear metal clanking in the background, and I picture it for a quick moment. Cody… shirtless, bench-pressing… sweat dripping everywhere. My little momentary fantasy is rattled by a different thought.

      “Should you be working out like that with your back?”

      He chuckles. “You’re sweet to worry, but I’m feeling fine.”

      “Okay, if you’re sure.”

      “I’m sure. So, what’s up?”

      “Reese popped by with the paperwork, and the annulment isn’t as straightforward as I thought it would be. I wanted to talk to you about what we should do.”

      “Oh, okay. Yeah, we can do that. You want me to come by your office?”

      Reese silently nudges me and taps her wrist where a watch would be.

      “Shoot, I forgot we have a couple of errands to run before Addie’s birthday party tonight. You’ll be there, right?”

      “It’s Addie-cake’s birthday. Wouldn’t miss it. Who do you think is popping out of the cake in a G-string, all ready to put on a strip show?”

      “Perhaps her fiancé?”

      “Nope! Yours truly.”

      I let out a breathy giggle. Old Cody is back. This is good—night and day from our conversation on Monday. Maybe we can go back to what we were, to what was working. Friends, who flirt? Friends, who want each other?

      “Impressive.”

      “The strip show?”

      “No, that there’s a cake out there large enough to conceal you.”

      “Ha, ha, very funny.”

      Glancing to my right, Reese is looking at me with a mocking expression. I'm doing nothing to hide my glee and excitement talking to Cody. You can only distract yourself for so long. It’s been a long week. I missed him. I missed this.

      “Anyway, do you want to chat tonight? Maybe we can steal away from the party for a couple of minutes, and I’ll explain everything.”

      Cody hesitates. He’s silent for just a moment.

      “You still there?” I ask.

      “I’m here. Um, I’m happy to talk, Quinn, but maybe not at the party. I’m bringing Kacey, and I didn’t tell her about our whole situation.”

      “Kacey?” I’ve never been sucker-punched in the gut before, but I imagine it feels something like this.

      “Yeah, I told you I had a date, remember?”

      “I thought it was over… or I mean on Monday.”

      “It was…”

      “Wow. Second date. That’s fast.” I talk louder to cover up the sound of my heartbeat rapidly accelerating.

      “Technically, third, but she’s not my girlfriend, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      “I wasn’t.” My eyes fall to my lap, but I can feel Reese watching my every move like a hawk. She squeezes my knee in a show of support.

      “I’m still happy to help however I can. Are we still on to meet your grandparents in Estes Park next weekend?”

      Shit. I forgot all about that. Dad’s back next Thursday, which means I have exactly one week to come up with a good excuse why Cody and I won't be going to the lodge together. There’s no way. The swoop. The jealousy that’s brewing in the deepest cavity of my chest right now. I’m suddenly fighting the stupid urge to cry. Cody is forcing all sorts of emotions out of me that make me… less me, and it needs to stop.

      “You know what? It’s Addie’s special day. Let’s just table this until next week, okay? I’ll have my assistant send over the documents to wherever you’d like.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, but anyway…”

      “Let me guess… you gotta go? Important call?”

      It’s salt to the wound. It’s crystal clear to Cody the way I operate, which is why it took him mere days to move on from the idea of us. If he really felt about me the way I thought he did, it should’ve taken a little longer than a week to recover from ‘no.’

      “Bye, Cody.”

      “See ya, Quinn.”

      Cody hangs up before I can this time, no doubt eager to get back to his workout. Probably polishing up his perfectly sculpted body before Kacey uses it as a jungle gym tonight. Fuuuck. I have never hated a name more in my life. I bet she’s all squeaky and wears flip-flops religiously. I tug on my earlobes as hard as I can while Reese patiently waits for me to say something.

      “In your experience, people who go on third dates…”

      “Doesn’t mean anything, Quinny.” Reese looks at me with eyes full of pity. “He said she wasn’t his girlfriend…”

      “Reese,” I say, narrowing my eyes. “There’s no bullshit between best friends.”

      “Fine,” she sighs. “They’re probably going to do their third date doggy-style.”

      Fuck. Yeah, that’s what I was thinking.

      “I’m done with work today.” I pat Reese’s knee before I stand. “Let’s go pick up stuff from the liquor store for tonight.”

      Reese snorts. “We’re hosting her birthday at a bar. There will be liquor there.”

      I deadpan and finally meet her gaze.

      “Not enough.”
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      Last time I was at Rise, I was trying to pimp Joel out to help him get over Addie. He hadn't been ready for a commitment and was tormented by the idea of playing games with her, so the kinder thing to do was to move on.

      Obviously, it didn’t work. I’m pretty sure he spent the entire night on the phone with her, begging like a lonely puppy for her to come out and play. Fast forward six months and my best friend can’t keep his lips off his very drunk fiancée at her twenty-sixth birthday party. Addie’s monopolizing the karaoke machine, singing a Spice Girls song… terribly.

      “She’s so cute,” Kacey says with a soft giggle. Her hand inches up my thigh as she nuzzles against me.

      I wrap my arm around her shoulders, but my eyes are still locked on the back of Quinn’s head, where she's sitting at the rooftop bar. She was friendly enough when I first arrived, and even gave Kacey a quick—and awkward as all hell—hug when they met, but I can already feel that everything’s changed. Bringing Kacey tonight wasn’t just toeing the line. I blew past the line, going one hundred miles an hour.

      I told Addie I’d think about things with Quinn, and I did. After all that awful, painful shit Addie spilled the other day about the trauma Quinn has been through, who am I to force her into something she’s not ready for just because I have feelings for her? That’s selfish. She’s not done healing—it sounds more like she hasn’t started. I’d be an asshole to keep pushing her toward the edge of that cliff—no matter how badly I want her to dive over so I can catch her.

      Kacey is my way of showing Quinn I’m listening. I get it. She needs just a friend, and I can do that. No more flirting, no more trying to get my way. I’m going to try to be actual platonic friends… with my wife.

      “Did you hear me?” Kacey peeks up at me with bright blue eyes. She must’ve really caked on the makeup tonight because I can’t see her freckles. I like them. To be honest, I like Kacey well enough. She’s bubbly, fun, and really into me. We get along fine, which is why she’s so puzzled that I won’t sleep with her. I’m not sure if I can use the ‘tired’ excuse again. If I don’t take her home and undress her tonight, I know she’s going to freak out on me.

      “What’s that?” I ask distractedly.

      “I said she’s really cute… Addie. She and Joel are a perfect match. Look how sweet he is to her.” Kacey points across the rooftop to Joel, who's pulling down the hem of Addie’s dress and straightening her birthday-girl sash. Addie bats at him and tries to wiggle away, worried he’s trying to pull her off the makeshift wooden stage and interrupt her solo.

      “You know they broke up for a few weeks earlier this year. That was all Joel needed to know that life would never be the same without her. We spent days shopping for the perfect ring, even though he was positive she was going to shoot him down. He didn’t care, though. He just wanted her to know how he felt.”

      “Awww,” Kacey squeals. “That’s like out of a fairy tale.” She nudges me, and her cheesy smile says what she’s not bold enough to—like us. I’m so glad she doesn’t say it, so I don’t have to bumble through an awkward pity response. We’re not even close to being an ‘us.’ Let’s just enjoy the party.

      The microphone makes an awful squeaking sound as it drops to the floor. Half the party grabs their ears as Addie stumbles on the stage.

      “Okay!” Joel bellows. “My fiancée clearly needs a chair and some water.” Everyone at the party chuckles when, against her protests, he hoists her over his shoulder. “How about a toast? Quinn? I think you’ve been nominated this year?”

      My eyes dart to the bar, sensing Quinn's movement. She dutifully peels herself off the bar stool, where she’s been posted all night, nestled between Noa and Amani, nursing a dirty martini. It’s odd—in the four months I’ve been around her, I’ve never seen her drink anything as girly as a martini. She’s clearly in a mood, seeing as this is her third. I’ve been subtly watching her as my guilt expounds. She looks so sad tonight, and I really hope it’s not about me.

      “Thanks, Joel,” Quinn says as she picks up the microphone. The ruckus dies down as she takes the stage. Even when she’s wearing a sleek, skimpy party dress, Quinn commands a room with sophistication and authority. People quiet down for her—she just has this presence.

      I don’t know why, but an unknown innate force in my mind always puts a spotlight on her anytime we’re in the same room. God, she looks good in that silky blue dress. I love when she wears blue.

      Quinn searches the crowd, but she doesn’t see my stare. I wish she’d look at me. Maybe I can apologize with just a look? Her eyes rest on her friends—more specifically, Addie. Their whooping and clapping are the encouragement she needs to speak into the mic.

      “I’ll keep this short because Addie has another set from the Spiceworld album I know she’s eager to bless you all with.” The crowd ripples with chuckles, and Quinn half-smiles at her well-received joke, but her eyes are locked on the group of girls huddled close to the stage. “Joel, buddy, you are a lucky son of a bitch. You somehow got the most incredible girl in the world to fall head over heels in love with you. Addie, I’m sorry, I know I’m supposed to say woman, but I see you and your baby face and can’t stop picturing the very first day I met you… your campus tour, remember? You were only seventeen. I remember thinking you looked so small on that bench in front of the commons where you were waiting for me. I was a big-shot upperclassman at the time and Darren Sabin’s daughter. I thought you’d at least be a little intimidated.”

      “I was!” Addie squeals from in front of the crowd.

      “No, you weren’t.” Quinn chuckles. “I’d barely introduced myself, and you were talking a hundred miles a minute about your long bus ride into the city, the best fourteeners to hike, how you owned every season of Sex and the City on DVD and Blu-ray. Oh, and how you’d only kissed one boy in your entire life.”

      “Yep!” Joel calls out. “Sounds like my girl.”

      Quinn laughs lightly into the mic. I like her smile, so full and vulnerable.

      “Addie’s a born storyteller. I could listen to her talk nonstop for the rest of my life and consider it time well spent. Addie-love, never stop writing stories. Don’t ever stop laughing. You are a force to be reckoned with. Your strength is in your kindness. Your intelligence is weaved through all of your books. Your charm is clear through the wittiest one-liners that make you my favorite wannabe comedian. You have the most beautiful and dynamic soul, and um…” Quinn pauses. Silence fills the entire bar as she debates… something… “Mom used to tell me all the time you’re like sunshine. There’s light and warmth in this world because of people like you, and I couldn’t agree more.”

      “Oh my god, that’s so sweet,” Kacey whispers to me. “I love these girls.”

      I nicely try to shush Kacey so I can hear what Quinn says next.

      “So, if everyone would please raise a glass and wish my best friend, my little sister… this incredible woman who is a ray of sunshine in so many of her loved ones’ worlds… a very, very happy twenty-sixth birthday. Addie, we love you. Welcome to the wrong side of twenty-five. Joel, don’t you dare cut her off. It’s her birthday.”

      The clapping and cheers swell so loud, it takes me a minute to notice the man who snuck up at some point and is standing right next to Kacey. I wrap my arm around her protectively, out of instinct.

      “Is this seat taken?” he asks, pointing to the empty chair to our right. I don’t know what it is, but I’m immediately put off. He’s tall and slender, with dark hair neatly trimmed in a military cut.

      “No, go ahead,” Kacey responds, friendly as ever.

      “Good speech, huh?” he says as he sits down, joining us at our table.

      Kacey swallows a swig of her beer in a hurry. “Great speech. I wonder how long she rehearsed that.”

      “Quinny didn’t rehearse.” He smiles, eyes locked on Quinn as she exits the stage. “Impromptu public speaking is her superpower. That’s why the girls always give her the mic.”

      Quinny? The girls? Who the fuck is this guy?

      “I’m Cody. This is my date, Kacey. We’re friends with the birthday girl.”

      “Nice to meet you guys. Quite a turnout for this party, huh? The girls really went all out. A buddy of mine saw the invite on Instagram, and I just had to pop in to see Quinny while I was in town.”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry, how do you know Quinny… and the girls?”

      “I’m an old college friend. We go way back. More history than I’m willing to discuss before a drink.” He chuckles, raising two fingers as a cocktail waitress passes. She nods at him, somehow understanding his unspoken order.

      “Sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” I grunt as my eyes narrow on this stranger. Kacey nudges my leg under the table, probably to inform me I’m being a little rude, but I just have this weird feeling…

      “Oh, my bad, man. Where are my manners?” He leans over and extends a handshake. “I’m Sullivan. Everyone calls me Sully.”
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      Rotating my wrist, I swivel the drops of liquor left in my martini glass as I lose myself in my dismal thoughts.

      Cage diving with hungry great white sharks. Competing on Fear Factor during that challenge where you have to stick your hand in the box of tarantulas.

      Finishing off my martini, I pop the plump green olive in my mouth.

      Butt naked, getting one of those head-to-toe tattoos Noa’s cousins have. Volunteering for a preemptive colonoscopy.

      Chewing slowly, I mull over all the things I’d rather be doing right now than sitting at this table with the man who I almost married, the man who I actually married and who I’m vehemently trying to ignore my feelings for, and the cute chirpy brunette the man I want for myself is no doubt going to plow into his headboard tonight.

      “Quinn?”

      “Hm?” I look up from my lap, not sure who said my name.

      “Do you want another?” Sully asks me.

      Staring into his dark eyes, I'm catapulted into the past and all the memories I’ve outrun for so long. It’s been three years since I’ve seen him. I peek at his social media every now and again. I’m human. Sully is making waves in his field. Alaska was just the beginning of it. He’s buried so far in his research, I’m sure he’s just one fellowship short of uncovering a living megalodon. He’s also married to another marine biologist. She’s in every picture on his Instagram, right by his side—right by their baby girl’s side.

      “No thanks,” I mutter. I glance around the bar looking for someone to save me. Noa’s tucked in the corner on her phone, I’m sure either checking on the kids or sparing a few moments to talk to her movie star fiancé between takes. Reese is… not by the bar, which is surprising. She’s run off somewhere. Mani is trying to force Addie to eat fries to sop up some of the liquor. Nobody sees me, or they’d know I needed rescuing. Grief. Why did I even sit down? Sheer surprise rendered me docile, I think. I’d been avoiding looking Cody’s way all night, so imagine my surprise when the one time I gave myself permission to peek his way… there was Sully, looking cheery as ever, completely clueless he was sitting in the eye of the shitstorm that is my life right now.

      “All right,” Sully continues. “Then I’m good, too.” He settles back in his seat, no longer motivated to head to the bar.

      I glance up at Cody, sitting across the table with Kacey practically glued to him. I smile at him, but his lips stay pressed together in a weird man pout.

      “I read about your promotion in Bizness Daily. CMO, wow. Finally got your big office on the fortieth floor, huh?” Sully asks with a genuine smile.

      I nod. This was always a source of contention in our relationship. He thought that office was the only thing I cared about. It hadn't been true. Once upon a time, I'd cared about him, too.

      “That didn’t take you long. Oh, Quinny Sabin, boss lady, in the big office… all alone?”

      Cody clears his throat loudly. “Sully, I hear you make your living watching fish. What’s that like?” Cody’s mocking tone is surprising. I haven’t seen that color on him before. Maybe green? But why? He’s the one with a groupie all but wrapped around his dick right now.

      Sully’s none the wiser of Cody’s attitude. Did I imagine that? Maybe I’m just sensitive and overthinking this.

      “My research mostly involves the mating habits of migratory whales. It’s a lot of waiting around, sometimes years, but when you hit gold and get to witness these ocean mammals in their element, it’s life-changing.”

      “So, your life purpose is to wait around and hope you get to see whale sex?” Cody hikes his brows, and Kacey covers her small giggle with a cough.

      I didn't imagine it—definitely passive-aggressive.

      Sully shrugs. He’s never been the type to engage in a pissing contest. Gallantly taking the high road, he chuckles.

      “In more elegant words, but yes, pretty much.”

      “Sully has his Ph.D. in marine biology, and is a guest lecturer at one of the most prestigious universities in Nova Scotia. So, he knows a little more about whales than how they like to fuck.” I let out a weird, awkward laugh. Shit. Did ‘how whales like to fuck’ just leave my mouth? I meant it as a lighthearted joke to come to Sully’s rescue from the peacock contest he doesn’t even realize he’s in, but Sully’s face grows serious.

      “Whales don’t ‘fuck.’ There’s no evidence their sex organs are designed for anything other than reproduction. There’s the whole dolphin debate, but I have some pointed opinions on that. Whales copulate strictly to produce offspring.”

      I groan, and Cody jumps in unnecessarily.

      “She’s joking, dude. No need for a lecture.”

      This time Sully’s bothered. “What do you do for a living, Cody?”

      “You don’t watch football?” Kacey chimes in. “Cody’s an NFL legend. Played for the New York Bandits.”

      “Legend, huh?” Sully never had much respect for sports, only academia. “Did you get traded to Denver?”

      Cody’s eyes fall to the table. “I’m retired.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Almost thirty.”

      “A little early for retirement, isn’t it?” Sully knows nothing about sports, especially not football. Cody’s seven-year stint in the NFL is actually longer than most players pray for.

      Cody lets out a short breath, and for the first time knowing him, he looks small and wounded. “It was an injury.”

      “See? That’s why athletes need a backup career. It’s just like horse racing. You’re such a big deal, then”—Sully makes a snapping motion with his hands—“break a leg, can’t race, then they want to take you out back like Old Yeller.” He laughs lightheartedly, but Cody’s face is humorless.

      Suddenly, I want to switch teams and protect Cody from the insensitive attack on his career.

      “Something like that,” he murmurs before leaning over to Kacey. “You ready to get out of here? My place?” he asks, unnecessarily suggestive.

      My heart drops a few floors. I know what that means, but it’s cruel to shove it in my face.

      “Yes.” Her eyes pop, then brighten three shades. “I’m ready.” Kacey stands quickly. “Nice to meet you, Sully.” She gives me a cute wave. “Quinn, we should hang out sometime. Ooh, do you like book clubs? The girls at my work host a great one with fantastic snacks. We’re already in the middle of Tessa Rayne’s Toy With Me, but if you’re a fast reader, I bet you can catch up.”

      I blink at Cody, who's staring at his shoes. He knows Addie ghost-wrote Toy With Me for her writing mentor, Tessa. He knows because he’s in the inner circle. This girl with him… isn't.

      “I’ve read it. Thank you for the invitation, but I’m swamped at work. Not much free time these days. It was nice to meet you, Kacey.”

      “Okay, well, maybe another time.”

      “Sure.” I nod politely.

      She grabs Cody’s hand and leads him away from the table. He holds up his palm at me as he passes, and I resist the urge to stop him.

      Come back, please don’t do this.

      Stay… fight for me.

      The idea of you and her… it's killing me.

      Sully lets out a low breath. “Well, that guy didn't like me. Can’t for the life of me understand what I did to piss him off.”

      You broke my heart. That’s what.

      “Sully, I’m not in the mood to drink anymore.” Letting in the old memories that knock on the door, for once I actually find some comfort in the echoes of the past. “Want to grab a slice of pie at the old place?”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I’m craving something sweet.”
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        * * *

      

      The neon sign that reads Zeo’s buzzes above my head. I don’t know why we always picked this booth. The sign is still wobbly, even after ten years. I used to flinch every time the front door of the diner slammed, fearing the light bulb letters would crash down on the table, but low and behold… this was always our spot. With the girls. With Sully. With Mom. So much of our lives in college and shortly after happened right here. The fear of glass shattering all around us used to pale in comparison to the fear of breaking tradition.

       Zeo’s Diner is the only twenty-four-hour diner within walking distance of our old university campus, but that’s not why it used to be my and Sully’s go-to place. It’s because it has the best selection of pies in the entire city. On multiple occasions, my mom would buy a Zeo’s pie, shove it in a glass pie dish from home, and pretend she slaved away preparing it. Ha. But we knew. You’d know a Zeo’s pie because it’s perfection—every time.

      Sully returns to the diner booth with two slices of pie—one coconut cream, one key lime, our usual—and four plastic forks. Two more than he used to bring, but seeing as he’s married, swapping spit in any facet is off the table.

      “No coffee?” I ask.

      “It’s past ten.” He stabs two forks into each slice of pie and slides a plate over to me. “All they have is decaf, and I know how you feel about decaf.”

      I roll my eyes. “It’s not real coffee if it’s decaf…”

      “Yeah, I’m familiar with the rant… heard it for six years straight.”

      I poke out my tongue before I stab my fork into the fluffy whipped cream sprinkled with coconut flakes.

      “What’re you doing in town, anyway? I thought you were living on the East Coast now.”

      “My dad broke his leg and needed some help for a while. I’m between research trips, so I’m pitching in at home. Plus, he can’t get enough of his grandbaby.”

      “Oh,” I say, covering my mouth, which is full of the sweet, airy whipped pie topping. “So, I take it your wife is in town, too?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      I squint my eyes at him. “What does she think you’re doing right now?”

      He mockingly squints back. “Having a slice of pie with you.”

      “What did she say about it?” I stab my fork back into the pie, this time committing to the coconutty custard and a small crumble of the award-winning crust.

      “To bring her home a slice of apple pie.” Sully shrugs. “She’s not the jealous type. I’ve never given her a reason to be, but if you’re uncomfortable, I can call her on speakerphone.”

      I hold out my palms. “Just wanted to make sure I wasn’t here, looking like the other woman.”

      Sully takes a huge bite of his slice of key lime pie, engulfing half of it in one go. Keeping his fork, he scoots the plate over to me. “Switch.”

      “Um, no Wolverine. I’m not done with the coconut.”

      “Fine, slowpoke.” He leans back into the booth and licks his fork clean before setting it aside. “Hey, I really liked your toast to Addie tonight.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Sav did love Addie. She used to call her munchkin all the time, like the donut holes. Remember?”

      “Yeah, everyone loves Addie. I always thought you had a secret crush on her when we were together.”

      “Addie?” Sully asks, bewildered. “No. Not even close…”

      “Hmm.”

      “Now, Noa… maybe.” He says with a wink and clicks his jaw. “How’s Wes doing, anyway? And the baby?”

      “Jonah's not a baby anymore. He’ll be six in a few months. And Wes and Noa got divorced last year.”

      “What?”

      “Mhm. She’s been engaged since the end of December to Chase Ford.”

      “Chase Ford… why does that sound familiar… Oh, no way. You don’t mean the actor dude, do you?”

      “I do. He’s a nice guy and very much in love with her.”

      “Well, I’ll be damned. A lot changes in three years, doesn’t it?”

      “Some things, I guess.” Popping one more tiny bite of pie in my mouth, I scoot the plate over to Sully, but he doesn’t budge.

      “How’s Sawyer?”

      I'd actually been enjoying the conversation until now.

      “You’re pretty ballsy to ask about Sawyer.”

      “Quinn, come on.” Sully leans forward and folds his hands on the table.

      “You really want to do this?” My chest tightens. I never got the chance to tell Sully what a grade-A asshole he was for how he treated Sawyer after Mom’s death.

      “Have at it.”

      “He was a kid, Sully. He was twelve years old. He cried over you. He missed you. He needed you. You were his best friend in the world. His mom just died, and you wouldn’t take his call? Wouldn’t even throw a ball around with him? He looked up to you, and you tossed him aside like an old torn shoe. To what? Hurt me? Well, it worked. You hurt me. You hurt Sawyer. He was drowning, and you just walked away… and that was really shitty of you. Unforgivable.”

      Sully knocks his thumb on the table, soaking up my words.

      “That’s what you’ve been thinking all this time? That I was trying to hurt you?”

      “Pretty much,” I snap, snatching back the plate of coconut pie, rethinking my willingness to share.

      “Quinn, it was the only way to let you go. I needed to move on.”

      “Oh, please, Sully.” I meet his sad eyes with a flat stare. What a cliché excuse. “Let’s not forget who broke up with whom. You were fine.”

      Sully pulls down on his face in frustration.

      “We were together for so long, your family became mine. Our lives were so interwoven, if I didn’t completely cut ties, we would’ve never let go. We would’ve stayed together out of grief and fear. Did you think it was easy for me when your mom died? I loved Sav and was hurting, too, but I didn’t want Sawyer to depend on me to make it okay. Not when you and I…” Sully ducks his head and falls silent as he composes the right thought. “I didn’t want us to hold on for the wrong reasons.”

      “You’ve really convinced yourself the way you left things was all in gallantry, haven’t you?” A bitter laugh harshens against my lips. “Sullivan Roberts… always trying to be the good guy. But guess what? All the awful shit you said to me lives right here.” I tap my finger against my temple. “You said I was soulless and heartless. You told me I was an ice queen who was going to die all alone in a pile of money.”

      Sully buries his face in his hands and groans. “I was hurt and angry, Quinn. You said things, too—”

      “Not to that degree.” Not to you, anyway.

      “I’m sorry. I am. Look, I didn’t see it until I married Molly, but you weren’t the whole problem. As much as I was upset that you wouldn’t choose me over Sabin Tech… well, I wasn’t willing to give up that grant for you, either. I blamed you at the time, but the truth is, whether we broke up before the wedding or ten years into our marriage, we were always going to end. As a couple, we were doomed.”

      I shouldn’t ask, but I unleash my curiosity.

      “Why were we doomed?”

      “Because we weren’t willing to compromise for each other. We loved the version of our lives apart more than we loved the version of it together. There’s nothing wrong with that. We just…”

      “Weren’t meant to be,” I finish for him.

      “Exactly.” He nods, pulling the plate with the coconut pie back to his side of the table.

      “Can I ask you something?” I don’t wait for his response. “Do you think about us?” I roll my eyes at his squeamish expression. “Not like that, Sully. I mean, do you ever dwell on our breakup and feel helpless… like you’re stuck in the past, in the middle of a never-ending fight?”

      “I want to say no… but care to explain?”

      Grabbing the fresh fork still wedged in the key lime pie, I let the tart custard melt on my tongue, contemplating if I’m ready to open up or would prefer to keep pushing down the pressure of all the bubbling emotions. Maybe Sully’s the perfect audience for this conversation. He knows me, and he’ll be a memory again come tomorrow.

      “We ended, then Mom died”—I snap my fingers—“just like that. I think back and try to remember the climax of the pain, you know? I try to remember how I felt, but all I remember is the numbness. Sometimes, I have this dream—nightmare, really—that I sleep in and miss Mom’s funeral, and everyone is so fucking mad at me.”

      “You didn’t miss your mom’s funeral.”

      “But I didn’t cry, not one tear.”

      “You were in shock. That doesn’t mean you’re a monster.”

      “I’ve been in shock for three years. I’ve been going through the motions for three years. Even this CMO promotion… I can’t tell if, in the grand scheme of things, it was a big step forward or a giant leap back. A part of me—the part that used to really want love—went dormant, but it was the only way I could function.”

      “It’s called mourning,” Sully says, trying to quickly swallow his mouthful of pie. He looks guilty, as though he wasn’t prepared for the weight of my confession and shouldn’t be enjoying Zeo’s treats while I’m so close to tears.

      “I was getting by for the longest time, but a few months ago, I started feeling… off. I get tired more easily and slip up at work in ways I’ve never slipped up before. My appetite is all over the place, and I forget things. I’m distracted. Sometimes, I cry when I’m alone and don’t even know why. All the emotions I’ve squashed are rising to the surface, and I don’t know why now. I thought if you were feeling this way too, it was just the natural order of the universe. Maybe the planets are aligning, and this is just a scheduled meltdown at the three-year mark or something.” I laugh bitterly. Scheduled mourning—wouldn’t that be convenient?

      Sully bobs his head from side to side. “There has to be a catalyst.”

      “What?”

      “I’m a scientist, Quinn. Nothing happens without causality. There has to be a catalyst—something that changed in your life that’s causing all this.”

      I blow out a frustrated breath because I know. I know what—who—the catalyst is. The man who entered my world and started making me… feel.

      “Once you figure it out, lean into it.”

      “What?” I ask absentmindedly, losing myself in thoughts about Cody and how, in just one week, I pushed him into the arms of another woman with the stupid words I wish I could take back.

      “I know the bad feelings are bubbling up, but once you get past the sludge, you’ll get to feel all the good stuff again. When you’re numb, you don’t feel anything, omitting the good with the bad. So, lean into it because feeling things is worth it.”

      I pop a full bite of key lime pie into my mouth and savor the tangy, tart, rich filling. It was Mom’s favorite pie, no matter the season. Key lime in summer. Key lime in winter. That floral robe she’d wear during that time of the month to hide her bloated tummy—I had a matching one. We’d paint each other’s toenails after popping Pamprin for cramps, grumble about how much it sucks to be a woman, and share a key lime pie. No plates, just forks, starting right in the middle.

      I smile as a few tears dribble down my cheek, and a new sensation overcomes me. It’s like letting out a breath I’ve been holding all this time.

      What’s this feeling? How the hell can I talk to Sully like this? Is this closure? What comes after closure?

      I scoot to the end of the booth in a hurry.

      “Where are you going?” Sully asks.

      “To order a whole one of these to go.” I point to scant remnants of key lime pie on my plate.

      He smiles and nods. “Hey, grab me a fat slice of apple pie to go, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Pausing as I walk down my building’s hallway, I balance my clutch on top of the pie box tucked under my arms so I have a free hand to yank off my high heels. Lean into it… the feeling. I remind myself of Sully’s words, and right now, the feeling is pain. I yank off my gorgeous cream Valentino pumps and relieve my feet of their torture chambers. Ahhhh. The relief rivals an orgasm, I swear.

      Hands full, I trudge to my apartment door, debating what I’m going to put down to fish out my keys, but as I approach my condo door, a loud “Quinn!” startles the shit out of me, causing me to drop everything.

      Dammit!

      I whip around to see Cody jogging down the long hallway to catch up with me. Is he carrying… flowers?

      “Oh, shit. Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” He squats to scoop up my pie, which landed with the finesse of a cat, perfectly intact… I hope.

      “Pie?” Cody asks as he rises. He’s still wearing the white polo with the light gray stripes he wore at the party. It’s slightly wrinkled from the wear of a long evening.

      “Flowers?” I ask, nodding to the full peach and white bouquet in his hand.

      “Peonies, specifically. An apology. I was hoping to catch you and Sully to say sorry for being such a dick earlier.”

      I grab the bouquet he holds out as he squats back down to collect the rest of my belongings. Smelling the flowers, I smile as I shake my head.

      “Cody, these are carnations, but thank you.”

      “What? No, they are peonies. I had to go to like three different stores to find them. I googled a picture.”

      “Ah, you know what? You’re right, they're just in full bloom.” I’m going to let him have this one because Cody driving around to whatever mart or store was open past nine at night already makes it incredibly sweet. He could’ve brought me sticks, and I think I’d swoon.

      “You’re lying for my benefit, aren’t you?”

      “Ahem. So, you thought you’d win over Sully with flowers?”

      “No, I have a nice bottle of Johnnie Walker Blue in the truck.”

      I chuckle. “You weren’t that bad, but thank you.”

      “Where is Sully? Did you guys… uh… leave together?” Cody tries so hard to sound casual.

      Letting out a small, breathy giggle, I tuck the bouquet under my arm and pull my keys out of my purse. If only this building had Sabin’s biometrics infrastructure installed, all it would take is a fingerprint scan to let me into my apartment.

      “Yes.”

      “Oh.”

      “We grabbed a slice of pie and talked about old times… then he went home to his wife and baby.”

      “Oh,” Cody says with more enthusiasm.

      After unlocking the door and pushing it open, I spin around to face him. I have to raise my eyes and tilt my chin upward to meet his gaze. With my shoes off, Cody towers over me.

      “Where’s Kacey?”

      “That’s over.” Cody shakes his head. “I shouldn’t have brought her to Addie’s party… probably shouldn’t have asked her out at all. But just so you know, nothing happened between us.”

      “You don’t owe me an explanation—”

      “Because it’s not right to be with one girl when you’re thinking about another.” Cutting me off, he hangs his head. “I heard you in Vegas, Quinn. I’m not going to push you into something you don’t want, but I had built us up in my head for so long, it’s harder to get over than I thought. Seeing you with Sully”—he blows out a quick breath—“made me a little crazy.”

      A warm smile spreads across my face, and Cody returns a puzzled expression.

      “Seeing you with Kacey made me a lot crazy.”

      Cody throws back his head as he laughs. Damn, I love that smile. It’s so full. It makes me feel warm, like sunshine. I feel the swoop again from my chest, but this time, it’s coupled with Sully’s words. Lean into it. Don’t run.

      “Cody, I really want to invite you in, but today’s been a lot, and I really want to just take off my makeup, throw my hair in a bun, turn on mindless reruns, and eat this entire pie in bed.”

      “That’s okay. I just stopped by to apologize. I had no expectations... Wait, the entire pie? I’d pay to see that. You can’t even finish an M&M.”

      Suppressing the urge to roll my eyes, I graze my earlobe with my thumb, a little nervous about what comes next. “Do you want to go on a real date with me? Tomorrow maybe? Feelings included… the whole shebang.”

      “Really?” His smile widens even further, if that’s possible.

      I waggle my eyebrows and nod slowly in jest to hide my nerves.

      “I’d really like that… Oh, shit!” He runs his hand over his head, slicking back a few loose strands. “What am I saying? I have to fly to New York tomorrow to meet with the Bandits' trainers.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Just a formality. They got my MRI results, and technically, they're still overseeing my medical care because my injury happened under contract.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      “I wish I could cancel everything and be here with you. There’s nothing I’d rather do than take you on a real date.”

      “Go do what you need to do. I’ll be here when you get back.”

      “I’ll plan something really nice when I get back. I’ll take you to whatever fancy, over-the-top restaurant you like.” Winking, he smiles, and his dimples deepen in the familiar way that lets me know he’s back. We’re back. Actually… forward.

      I hear the gears locking perfectly into place. Why did I fight this? Cody and I are inevitable. I think I’ve known that all along.

      “Or we could stay in… sweatpants, takeout, and stream a movie.” I bite my bottom lip seductively. “Then again, maybe we’ll be too busy to watch anything. What do you think?” I smile and reach for my pie, and Cody carefully hands it over.

      “I think you might be the perfect woman.” His eyes narrow a bit as he checks me out, head to toe. “Why do I get the feeling you don’t own sweatpants?”

      I do. They just happen to be Juicy Couture and still have the tags on. “I could just wear nothing if it’s an issue.”

      “Oof. Keep talking like that, and I might put out this time.” He chuckles.

      I smile and force myself to lean in again, not fighting the swell of pressure ballooning from the pit of my stomach.

      “Speaking of which, no rush, but if you happen to ask that question about us again… I’ll have a different answer this time.”

      Cody’s humorous expression sobers. “Seriously?”

      I nod determinedly as he takes a step toward me. I smell a warm wisp of his cologne, the fancy stuff that smells a touch feminine for this manly man—a perfect balance of man and sweet, and I love it. Leaning down, he touches his lips to mine, and his tongue wets my bottom lip.

      I’m unable to wrap my hands around him because they’re occupied with pie and shoes. I don’t even have time to kiss him back the way I want. His lips are just a brief electric jolt—a quick invigorating shot. He pulls away, leaving me wanting him more than ever. He’s far more clever than he realizes. His kiss is a tease, and now, I’ll dream about him for nights to come.

      “Good to know,” he says barely above a whisper. “When I get back, then.”

      “When you get back.” Turning, I enter my apartment before I’m too tempted to drop my belongings again and crawl up Cody’s body in the middle of the hallway.

      “I want a slice when I get back,” he calls playfully from the hallway, and I can’t help but think he’s not talking about pie.
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      This locker room used to be my sanctuary, my church. It’s way more luxurious than a changing room should be, a perk of all the renovations the Bandits facility underwent a few years ago. Damn, that was a good year. Everything in the training facility was upgraded with state-of-the-art equipment. Film review rooms were basically transformed into movie theaters, but the best part was the cafeteria. They finally got a chef with half a brain who realized good nutrition didn’t have to taste like licking dirt.

      I sniff the air and smell… nothing. I realize it’s the end of March, and there’s not a ton of activity, but still… They must’ve replaced the carpet because I can’t smell the familiar dried sweat. New chairs, too—smooth black leather with the Bandits logo imprinted on each of them. I walk the perimeter of the neatly lined oversized cubbies and find my old locker. My practice jerseys and sweats, all embroidered with number eighty-three, are folded neatly—untouched. Waiting to be claimed by someone who was never supposed to return… until today.

      I’m throwing on my shoulder pads when I hear the entry door open and slam shut.

      “Cody Kartlin.” Crew’s voice bellows from across the room. “I almost didn’t believe it when they told me. Risen from the fucking dead. I can’t believe it.”

      He picks up his pace before slamming into me with a hug. Rodney Crew, starting quarterback for the Bandits, is six-foot-six, two inches taller than me but still slighter. His body isn’t built to help hold off a three-hundred-pound defensive tackle. His job is to be nimble and reactive. My job was to be a moving brick wall.

      “Don’t get too excited, man. It’s just a pickup practice,” I mumble as he releases me. He heads down to his own locker and starts yanking on his practice gear.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Gearing up, dumbass… what’s it look like?”

      “Hell, no,” I bark. “You’re not risking a pre-season injury for something like this. We’re going one hundred percent today. The trainers want to see if I can withstand a hit.”

      Crew pumps his eyebrows. “So do I.”

      “Idiot,” I grumble but know better than to argue a lost cause. Once something is in Crew’s mind, it’s over and done with.

      “So, what the fuck, man? You can’t pick up the phone and call somebody? I didn’t even know you were in town. Wait till Hills and Bobby hear about this shit.”

      Ducking my head, my hair wraps around my cheeks. Growing out my hair was an act of rebellion, but I hate sweat-dripping hair under a helmet. If I’m really going to play again, the long hair will be the first thing to go.

      “Don’t tell them yet. I don’t even know what the hell is happening. I just flew out to sign some paperwork. Just some PR stuff to announce my official retirement from injury, but Doc Cannon wanted to talk about the MRI I just got. So, I met with him yesterday.”

      “What did he say?” Crew asks. “I thought it was case closed.”

      “I know. I thought the same. He basically said it was some miracle shit. No narrowing, no density loss, no lingering damage, no inflammation, and the bone cement and pins are still secure. It’s like the injury never happened.”

      “Why aren’t you on your knees thanking the football gods? This is a fucking resurrection, man. You should be…” Crew raises his hands in the air and shakes them at me instead of finishing his sentence.

      “I’m a little shocked,” I admit. “I wasn’t even supposed to be able to walk. They told me to wrap my head around the idea of a wheelchair after that first surgery. This?” I say, tugging on my shoulder pads. “Wasn’t in the cards.”

      “So, thank your guardian angel for this miracle and do a happy dance right onto the field.” Crew slumps next to me in a chair as he laces up his practice cleats. “What’s wrong with you, Kart?”

      I gear up next to Crew like I have a million times before. Just like old times, where right before we took the field on game day, we’d dump all the weighty crap out right here in this locker room so we could get in the game, clear-headed and focused enough to do our jobs.

      “One hit took my life, man. It was over. Everything I cared about was over in one instant. I can’t unsee that shit.”

      “Unsee what shit?”

      “Since I was a kid, all I’ve ever made room for is football. I had nothing else. When I didn’t have the game… it was… lonely. I lost myself, I guess.”

      “We were all here, man.” Crew throws me a side glance. “You shut us out. You stopped responding. You stopped showing up even during off time. Then next I hear you moved to Denver.”

      “I sat almost two seasons and wasn’t coming back. I wasn’t in a good place, Crew. I didn’t want to drag you guys down with all my depression shit.”

      “Your shit is our shit.” Crew taps the bottom of his fist on my leg. “We’re not just a team, Kart. We’re a family, and it sounds like the universe is telling you to come home.” He rises and makes his way to the door.

      “Where you going?”

      “Trainers. I gotta get my wrists taped. Something is starting to pop in this one.” He teeters his left hand.

      Crew is one of the best quarterbacks in the league. His precision in the pocket is unmatched, but they call him a playmaker because he knows how to pull off the impossible out of the pocket. He has an unfair advantage—the guy is ambidextrous.

      “The practice team is coming geared up. They're probably on the field already, so don’t stall in here too long.”

      I nod. Game time.

      “Tell them not to pussy out. First guy to ring my bell gets a steak dinner on me.”

      “Ha! Atta boy,” Crew calls over his shoulder. “I’ll tell them to go for blood.” Crew pauses at the door and points at me with the widest smile. “God, it’s good to have you back, man. Really. Fucking. Good.” The door slams behind him, but I hear him whooping and grunting something about the dream team back together.

      Am I?

      Back?

      Do I want to go back when going forward in Denver was starting to look so good? I savor a quick moment to myself and let Quinn’s words from the other night swirl in my head—she said she was ready for us. Maybe with any luck, one of these linemen will knock me out and spare me from making this difficult decision. The silver lining? This time, when I wake up in the hospital, I can almost guarantee I won’t be alone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Damn, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” I say into the video chat on my laptop, grimacing as I shift my weight on the too-small-for-me hotel couch.

      Quinn cocks her head to the side. Her dark brunette hair, pulled into a neat bun on her nape, is coming loose.

      “Why are you wincing like that?”

      Because I just got my shit rocked on the field for three hours.

      “Why are you still at the office? It’s nine o’clock your time. You need to go home and rest.”

      “Ah, ah, ah. Rule number one of being my boyfriend—no lecturing me about how late I work.”

      “Boyfriend, huh?”

      “I didn’t mean to assume.” She goes shy, and her eyes fall to her lap. “I just—”

      “Assume away. You know how I feel about you.” I give her my sweetest smile, but it’s stifled. Even my face hurts at the moment.

      Physically, I’m still in good shape, but it’s been over a year since I’ve been thrown around on the field, but fuck, it felt good. Like riding a bicycle. Crew found me in the end zone three times, and I swear I could hear the nonexistent crowd roaring.

      “I’m happy to be your boyfriend, but I’m going to lecture you about how late you work as much as I please because I worry about you. When it comes to your well-being, there’s no bossing me around, Princess. Got it?”

      Quinn leans back into her fancy office chair and crosses her arms. She crosses one leg over the other, and I see just a peek of her tan thigh as her skirt rides up. If I didn’t feel like I got hit by a bus, I’d beg her to pull that skirt all the way up.

      “Fine,” she mumbles to my great surprise.

      “Really?” No way. It can’t be that easy.

      “Really. Why are you surprised?”

      “The past four months, I’ve learned that you’re used to getting your way. You like to have the final word.”

      “Are you saying I’m bossy?” She smirks, challengingly.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, was I too subtle? Yes, your sexy ass is bossy, but you’re also caring and kind… and will work yourself straight into your grave if someone doesn’t stop you.” I cringe again, and this time, Quinn won’t let it go.

      “Cody, you’re in pain.”

      “I’m just a little sore.”

      “From what?”

      I hesitate because I’m not going there yet… this is all too new. Quinn and I together is new. Being handed back my career is new. I don’t know what I’m going to do yet. I’m not sure which I can sacrifice.

      “I just dicked around on the field a bit today. I’m a little rusty.”

      “You got tackled?” Quinn leans into the camera, her eyes filling with concern and maybe a little anger. Is that anger? “Cody, your back—”

      “The doctors were all there, babe. Calm down. Plus, the guys weren’t hitting that hard.” Blatant lie. They sure as fuck followed orders and went for blood. I ate grass for hours, but I doled it out as much as I got, just like old times.

      Quinn's eyes contract. “Take off your shirt.”

      Ah, smart girl. I’m covered in welts and bruises, and she knows it.

      “Then my pants?” I try to distract her with humor. “Not how I was picturing our first time, but I’m willing to give it a try.”

      “Cody,” she says sternly.

      “Quinn,” I plead. “Please, I’m fine.”

      “If you take off your shirt, I’ll take off mine.”

      My ears pique like a puppy’s when someone says ‘walk.’

      “Bra, too?”

      “Fine,” she huffs.

      I yank my athletic t-shirt over my head. My arms feel like lead—heavy and unwilling to move. When Quinn gasps and tents her hands over her mouth and nose, I peek at the thumbnail image of my torso. The patchy bruising has darkened, and the swelling is at its peak. After a short pause, Quinn’s expression turns from shock to fury.

      “Dicked around on the field? Are you out of your goddamn mind?”

      I know I shouldn’t be smiling, but it’s so sweet to have her fuss over me. She really does care.

      “Your turn,” I say, smiling.

      “Cody! Look at you! You must feel terrible. Should I… do you want me to fly out? I… what do you need? Ice? I don’t know what to do. Why are you smiling like that?”

      “I’m five minutes down the road from the Bandits’ two-point-five-billion-dollar training facility with some of the best physical trainers in the world. I bet you anything they have ice. You don’t have to fly it out to me.” I give her a teasing smirk.

      “Don’t make fun of me.” She scowls. Her brown eyes are gleaming, and she looks so vulnerable. Worried. Worried about me.

      “I’m not. I just don’t want to be the reason you’re stressed. I’m okay. In fact, Doc is convinced he can clear me, so if that tells you anything… Now, about your shirt, which for some reason is still on.”

      “Clear you?”

      Ah, fuck. Slipped.

      “Clear you to play?” Quinn clears her throat. “You’re… you’re going back to the Bandits?”

      “Nothing is set in stone.” I can’t help getting a little defensive. “It’s a miracle this is even an option, Quinn. This wasn’t supposed to be in the cards for me.”

      “Oh, Cody.” She shakes her head and scoots closer to the camera. “I’m sorry, I should’ve led with congratulations. That’s incredible. I know how much football means to you. I’m happy for you. I wished this for you.”

      My girl. Everyone thinks she’s a savage in the boardroom, but this right here? This is the real Quinn—always thinking about someone else before herself. Her ability to be a badass boss is actually her fighting her nature. Something I wouldn’t have known if I hadn’t spent four months taking my time getting to know this woman from the inside out.

      “Hypothetically, if I came out of retirement, what would happen to us?”

      She blows out a short breath and tilts her head. Her eyes shift away from the camera as if she’s watching someone at the door, but I know no one else is at Sabin Tech this late.

      “My love isn’t the overwhelming kind, Cody, but with everything you’ve told me over the past few months about your life in the NFL, between your training schedule, your season schedule, the travel, that’d be hard enough. Add on my career? I don’t think we’d be able to work that out.”

      I know she’s rambling about all the reasons we’d crumble under the pressure, but I only heard one word…

      “Did you say ‘love?'”

      She tugs on her earlobe, which I’ve recently learned means both bad and good nervousness.

      “I haven’t gone there in a really long time… but with you… yeah, I think I could.”

      So, it’s settled.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Quinn. Give me a few days to get doctored up and finish up some PT, and I’ll meet you this weekend. We’re still on with your grandparents in Estes Park, right?”

      “Yeah, I tried,”—she hangs her head in dismay—“but I couldn’t get out of it.”

      “Why would you try to get out of it?”

      “You’ll see,” she grumbles. “Grandma and Grandpa Banks are a lot. No boundaries. And their only granddaughter just got married without so much of an announcement. We’re both going to be on the stand. Speaking of which, we still need to talk about the divorce paperwork—”

      “Princess, you’ve been my girlfriend for about a millisecond. Can we hold off on planning our divorce? That seems like a third date kind of conversation.”

      “Fine.” Her warm smile returns.

      Quinn stands and disappears from the camera view. I think I hear her lock her door, then she returns with a devilish smile. Slumping back into her chair, she toys with the top button of her blouse, then shuffles backward so her entire body fits in the video frame.

      “What’re you doing?”

      She pops the top button free on her flowy black blouse… then another. One more and her cleavage is in view.

      “I don’t make deals lightly.” She undoes another button, and the cups of her black bra come into view.

      “Wait.”

      “What?” Quinn’s hand freezes on the next button, and she stares at me anxiously. Extending my legs, my feet land on the coffee table, and I straighten the computer in my lap.

      “Getting comfy,” I explain with a grin. “Okay, proceed. Take it all off.” I’m relieved only my eyes are required. The rest of my body is beaten head to toe, so I wouldn’t be able to treat Quinn right tonight, even if she was here.

      I try to focus as Quinn pulls down the straps of her bra, but as enticing as the moment is, an uncomfortable thought keeps rattling around my brain, clear as day.

      A future with Quinn and a future with football…

      Don’t mix.
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      “I swear to God, Sawyer, if you touch that thing one more time, I will crush it into pieces and scatter its remains all over this highway. Capisce?”

      Sawyer side-glances at me in the passenger seat with bewildered eyes as if my threat is unwarranted. On rare occasions, I let him drive the Range Rover, so he was eager to get in the driver's seat on our way up to the lodge in Estes Park. Sawyer is a decent driver for a sixteen-year-old, but the one thing I don’t tolerate is messing with your phone in the car.

      “I was just changing the song.”

      “Quit it. Just ask.” I reach for his phone and try the code I already know. “You changed your password?”

      “Taiya started going through my phone, so I changed it. Ten-fourteen.”

      Oh. Mom’s birthday.

      “Why are you changing your password on your girlfriend?” Clamping my eyelids shut, so Sawyer can’t see my annoyed response, I roll my eyes. I'm trying very hard to take a sixteen-year-old’s relationship seriously. I wasn’t that much older when I met Sully.

      “One of the cheerleaders started texting me, and she flipped out.” Sawyer shrugs nonchalantly, both hands still on the wheel, but there’s something about that cocky-ass smile on his face I don’t like.

      “Take the next exit for the rest stop.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m your big sister, and I said so. Take it.”

      Mumbling his objections, Sawyer pulls into a diagonal parking spot to the left of a green field. We know this rest stop well. It’s one of the nicer ones—well maintained, the bathrooms are tolerable, and there’s a nice picnic area in the center of a well-kept lawn. There’s even a paved walking trail around the entire rest area. Mom and I would have heart-to-heart chats here on our way up to the lodge.

      “Come on.” I nod my head to the right as I open the passenger door. “Let’s take a walk.”

      Sawyer grumbles his entire way out of the car until he meets me on the pavement. Even at sixteen, he towers over me. I still remember his awkward, lanky days. He was always tall and skinny growing up, but something changed in his freshman year of high school when he was introduced to the weight room by his high school coaches. It’s as though he transformed overnight, and things have never been the same. He gained about fifteen pounds of muscle and became a Varsity starter, even as a freshman.

      Taiya came into the picture pretty soon after that. Call it raging teenage hormones, but overall, she’s a sweet girl. I like her. She’s a bit of a wallflower and follows Sawyer around like a lost puppy, but she has kind eyes, and she’s so polite. She's a good girl—a girl Mom would’ve approved of for her baby boy.

      Walking side by side in silence, Sawyer and I enjoy the crisp Spring air. Spring is chilly in Colorado, especially as you near the mountains, but I love the brisk weather. It’s energizing. I wait a moment longer before I pony up and break the ice.

      “If you have a girlfriend, one you’ve been dating for over a year now, why are you texting a cheerleader?”

      He shrugs again in that annoying way brooding teenagers do. When I glance at him icily, he heeds my irritation and responds.

      “I’m thinking about breaking up with Taiya.”

      “Why?”

      “Because…”

      He's too embarrassed to finish his sentence but judging by the sheepish look on his face, I know exactly what ‘because’ means.

      “Are you having sex with her?” Sawyer flinches at my straightforward question, and I have to remember this is my baby brother, not one of my direct reports. Okay, yes, it’s fucking awkward, but Dad isn't the kind of father who gives sex talks, and Mom is gone, so who's left to do this but me? Hell, I’d call Cody to tag him in on speakerphone, but he’s on a flight as we speak.

      “For the next ten minutes, I’m not your big sister. I’m your friend. Be honest, then whatever we say stays here.”

      He bobs his head. “Taiya’s kind of a tease about it. Like one week, she says she’s ready, then the next week, she changes her mind. It’s been like that for months now, and I feel like she’s messing with me. Nikki from the cheer squad is like… more outgoing, you know?”

      “I get it. You’re going to dump your girlfriend for guaranteed sex?”

      “Well, it sounds shitty when you say it like that.”

      I stop in my tracks and look up to match his gaze.

      “It is shitty.”

      “I’m a man. I have needs.”

      I suck in my lips so I don’t burst out laughing. I can still picture him in diapers, carrying around his raggedy Winnie the Pooh blanket everywhere.

      “Little brother, there are two types of men in the world. The kind that hides their phones from their girlfriend, and the kind that doesn’t.”

      “Like good guys and bad guys?”

      “Exactly. What kind of guy do you want to be? Because the choices you make now shape what kind of man you’re going to turn into.”

      We continue walking, and Sawyer is silent, contemplating his response.

      “The rest of the guys on the team… they’ve all had sex. I lied to them and told them I had, too. I thought Taiya would want to by now, and I don’t want to seem lame. I’m the only virgin on the team.”

      “You’re younger than they are—”

      “But I’m ready.”

      “Are you? Because the way you’re talking right now tells me you’re as far from ready as possible.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” He slows his stride but refuses to look at me.

      “It means your first time having sex is going to be uncomfortable. And I hate to tell you, but it’s probably going to be more awkward than enjoyable, especially for her.”

      “This conversation is fucking awkward.”

      “Sure is, isn’t it?” I blow out a breath. “Hang in there. We’ll get through it. What’s more important about your first time is the aftermath. You should be with the person you can talk to honestly afterward. The one who makes you feel safe and secure. The one who you can comfort. If Taiya isn’t ready to have sex, maybe you should focus less on what she’s not doing and focus on why she’s not doing it. This is a really big deal, Sawyer. More so for her, in a way that you’ll never be able to understand. You need to earn her trust. Do you hear me? Unless you actually like this Nikki girl?”

      Sawyer shakes his head solemnly. “No.”

      “Then talk to Taiya about it and actually listen, but no matter what she says, respect her decision and don’t pressure her.”

      “I know. I haven’t been.”

      I narrow my eyes. “And ditch the floozy.”

      “Okay.”

      “All right. Good.” I smack him on the back. “See? We survived. Let’s go.”

      “Not so fast. Is there something you want to tell me?”

      Ah, fuck. Sawyer’s grin is torturous. It’s rare when he’s a step ahead of me.

      “Dad blabbed?”

      “Yup. When were you going to tell me you married my best friend?” Sawyer nudges me, and we continue down the path. When the wind kicks up, we’re eager to get to the car.

      “Cody is your best friend? He’s fourteen years older than you.”

      “So? The best tight end in the league hangs out with me, and we don’t even pay him. Sure, probably just because he’s in love with my sister, but don’t ruin this for me, okay?”

      I wrap my hands around my bare arms and rub, trying to procure some warmth.

      “Cody genuinely cares about you, Sawyer. With or without me, he’s going to be there for you. He’ll be there for you through this upcoming scouting season, and knowing how Cody is, he’ll probably be there when you get picked up by the league one day. He’s a good guy.”

      Sawyer laughs. “You don’t have to convince me. I’m glad you guys got married.”

      “Can you keep a secret?”

      “For a fee.”

      I glare at him, and he laughs.

      “Seriously, keep your mouth shut. It’s not a real marriage. Dad was transferring me to Singapore, so Cody offered to marry me on paper as a business loophole to prevent the move.”

      “Oh,” Sawyer says, unable to mask his disappointment.

      “The marriage isn’t real… but my feelings for Cody are,” I admit. Sawyer’s eyes light up like a little schoolgirl who just confirmed her crush likes her back. “Let’s just leave it at that until I know what to do about all this. Step one is surviving this weekend trip with Grandma and Grandpa.”

      “They are going to lose their shit.”

      “I know.” I sigh audibly and touch my fingers to my temples. “But Cody’s agreed to play along. I don’t want to disappoint them, but once this weekend is said and done, Cody and I will get divorced, then start over as girlfriend and boyfriend, like normal people.”

      “Should I give him the talk?”

      “What talk?”

      “You know…” Sawyer’s goofy smile spreads across his face as we approach the SUV. “You break my sister’s heart, and I’ll break your face?”

      This time I snort out loud. I can’t help it. Cody is almost double Sawyer’s size and built like a sturdy brick wall of muscle. Cody would have to be tranquilized, tied up, and blindfolded for Sawyer to have a shot at avenging me.

      “I don’t think that’ll be necessary.” I have a good guy. I swivel around and wrap my brother up in a hug. “But thank you. Means the world to me that you have my back.”

      “Always, big sis.” Sawyer plants a quick kiss on the top of my head as if he’s the older sibling. “You seem a lot happier lately. That makes me happy for you.”

      “Yeah,” I mumble. “It was the catalyst.” My sexy, sweet, patient hunk of a catalyst.

      “Huh?”

      “Nothing,” I say as I hold out my hand. Sawyer rolls his eyes but deposits his phone in my palm before sliding into the driver’s seat. Perfect timing—a notification pops up on the screen.

      
        
        Nikki: Wanna do a phone date tonight? You’re not with Taiya, right?

      

      

      My jaw twitches and I’m suddenly warmer against the chilly breeze as my blood begins to boil. I can’t believe this shit is starting in high school these days. Women have enough to deal with when it comes to men who lie and cheat. Sometimes, even when you have a good man, circumstances will break your heart, anyway. There’s enough going against us, but this? Girls turning on girls? Shamelessly going behind each other’s backs? Nuh-uh. Not on my watch. Not my baby brother.

      Call it despicable—I don’t care. Turning my back to shield my devious antics, I respond to the text before Sawyer can see me.

      
        
        Me: No thanks, Nikki. I’ll be calling my girlfriend tonight. You take care.

      

      

      Deleting her text, then mine, I block the floozy’s number. That’s what we call, ‘hashtag-handled.’
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        * * *

      

      There’s only one man in the world my dad gets nervous around. When you’re the big boss of a billion-dollar company, there aren’t a lot of people who can intimidate you… except your father-in-law.

      Even if he is known in the family as Pop-Pop.

      My dad busts in and out of the dining room like a dancing monkey, ensuring the catered dinner stays on schedule. It’s just me, Sawyer, Grandma, Grandpa, and soon-to-be Cody, but Dad is nervously scuttling around as if he’s hosting a welcome dinner for the president.

      Grandpa elbows me under the table, and the smell of his most recent cigar kicks up. I hate the smell of smoke unless it’s on him. Cigar smoke mixed with bourbon and a subtle hint of Old Spice is Grandpa’s signature scent.

      “Pumpkin, what the hell is this?” His thick Southern drawl makes me laugh. Grandpa couldn’t whisper if his life depended on it. He uses the tiny fork to poke at the jiggly brown mound on his plate.

      “Duck pâté,” I answer in an actual whisper. “It’s supposed to be fancy.”

      “Fancy as in ‘Feast?’ Because this smells like cat food.”

      I choke in laughter as I look around the table. Grandma is sipping her seltzer water, carefully avoiding eye contact with her plate. Sawyer is on his phone texting, not even having touched a fork. My poor Dad. He hand-picked this catered menu, no doubt to treat his in-laws to the most expensive meal he could come up with.

      Grandpa knocks his knee gently against mine. “Do you know what’s for dinner?”

      “Lobster,” I respond under my breath as Dad returns to the table and takes his chair. “Flown in from Alaska this morning.”

      “Oh, Lord.” Grandpa lifts his thick white brows and grumbles. “Just really big crawfish and not as tasty if you ask me.”

      “Grandpa, be nice.”

      “I am. Bless your father’s heart, but hot damn… Where’s the closest barbeque joint to this godforsaken house in the haunted forest?”

      Grandpa taps his fingers against my hand playfully. That used to be our code. He’d tell Mom he wouldn’t give me and Sawyer sweets, but the little trill of his fingers against the back of my hand told me we were going to sneak out and hit up Dairy Queen the moment Mom went to bed. Sawyer and I are probably the only reasons Grandpa was motivated to visit the Midwest. He’s not a fan of the mountains. He says they have too many secrets, and he prefers his weather muggy and scalding.

      “Everything okay, Mr. Beau?” Dad calls across the oversized dining table that could easily accommodate sixteen guests.

      “Yes, son. Quite all right. This is uh… an impressive spread you’ve put out.”

      “Just wait,” Dad says, beaming. “The next course is a cucumber gazpacho with the rarest truffles you can get in the U.S.”

      Grandpa nudges me with his knee under the table again as I snicker.

      “So, when’s Cody getting here?” Grandpa asks, and like a bomb-sniffing dog, Grandma is suddenly alert. She’s been practically drooling about meeting Cody. When they first arrived at the lodge, she couldn’t even manage a ‘Hi, grandbaby’ before tripping over her words, asking where my new husband was. Poor guy's about to walk into a mosh pit of adoration—but mosh pit, nonetheless.

      “His flight was delayed. He’ll be here any minute,” Sawyer answers.

      I throw him an accusing glance, feeling territorial. Technically, Cody and Sawyer’s bromance began before I fessed up to my feelings, but still… why does my little brother know the whereabouts of my boyfriend—or husband—better than I do?

      “Pumpkin, explain this to me again… you married a hot-shot football fella after knowing him for a few days?”

      “No, Grandpa. Cody has been around for a few months. We were…” I pause, trying to remember which lie I told to whom in this room and how to piece it all together. Sawyer knows the truth, and Dad at least knows the marriage was spontaneous. What the hell to tell Grandma and Grandpa?

      “Cody and I were dating unofficially for a few months. Then I had the choice to take a job overseas or really commit to my relationship. I chose the latter. It’s as simple as that. Can we please not overwhelm Cody when he gets here?”

      Grandma and Grandpa exchange a way-too-obvious look.

      “Don’t,” Grandma hisses at her husband, but Pop-Pop Beau listens to no one.

      “And there’s no lil’ peanut you’re about to announce?” Grandpa points to my belly.

      “Beau!” Grandma shrieks. “You don’t ask a lady that at the dinner table! Good lawrd, where are your manners, you big ol’ buffoon?” Grandma’s Southern accent makes Trisha Yearwood sound like she’s a native Californian. You can barely understand the words coming out of her mouth. She shoots me a honey-sweet smile, and I flinch.

      Looking at Grandma Lynn is like looking in a mirror and seeing my mother. We all favor each other in looks, but Grandma and Mom share their blonde hair and blue eyes. I have their features, but my dark brunette hair is a stark contrast, and my natural tan is at least four shades darker.

      “But since we’re on the subject, baby, did Cody get you pregnant?” Grandma asks, oh-so hypocritically. I thought we weren’t supposed to ask that at the table…

      “No.” I bury my face in my hands. “Why does everyone keep assuming that?”

      “After that whole fiasco with Sullivan, you haven’t brought any fellas around. Pretty girl like you, educated, well-off… and you still can’t land a man… we thought you were, uh, applying for the women’s team, if you know what I’m saying.” Grandpa arches his brow.

      I scowl at him. Pregnant… lesbian… all the things my family would believe before they believed I was getting married. Cool.

      “Beau!” Grandma shrieks again, this time smacking his shoulder. “But Quinny, no judgment. Family is family, no matter your taste in lovers. We just hosted a benefit for gay couples who are tryna adopt. We met the nicest man-man couple, and last I heard, they just got approved to adopt the sweetest little oriental baby—”

      “Grandma.”

      “What?” Her perfectly sketched brows curve in alarm.

      “Asian… Asian baby. Oriental is how you describe rugs.” My grandparents try—very hard—not to be wildly politically incorrect, but they were Southern born in the fifties. Pardons must be made.

      “Well, no matter, that sweet little thing is going to a nice American home in Alabama. Full of love from two daddies and hopefully full of better food than whatever this mishmash is.” Grandma turns her lips up at her plate.

      “You guys think it’s gross, too?” Dad grumbles from the other side of the table.

      “Swing and a miss, Dad,” Sawyer says without looking up from his phone.

      “No one was going to say anything?” Dad pouts.

      “Listen, son, we appreciate you making a fuss over us visiting. We weren’t going to complain about your Yankee food. That’d be mighty rude.”

      Yankee? No.

      “Grandpa, don’t say Yankee. Pretentious is the word you’re looking for. Pretentious food.”

      Dad rolls his eyes and throws back his head, letting it knock against the top of the high-backed wood dining chair.

      “Try to do a nice thing…” he mumbles under his breath.

      “So, Cody played for Bama, then off to the New York Bandits, right? Is he a city slicker like your pops or a good ol’ Southern boy?”

      City slicker? Wow. You know what? I’m going to let him have that one. It’s best to pick my battles.

      “Cody is...”

      I’m interrupted by the loud rumble of a truck engine that’s audible from outside. Of course, that’s Cody’s truck. The growl of his massive F-150 with the lift kit and all the unnecessary upgrades is unmistakable.

      “Here. Cody is here. Excuse me, please.” Scooting out of my chair, I toss my napkin on the table as I make my way to the front entrance, determined to be the first person to greet my man before the vultures descend.

      I’m barely through the front door when Cody steps out of his truck. It’d take me a leap of faith to dismount from Cody’s truck, but his long legs accommodate the drop with ease.

      “Hey, Princess,” he calls to me, grinning ear to ear. Closing the space between us, I gasp when I see his new look.

      “Your hair!” I call out as I approach him.

      “Oh, right. I forgot.” He instinctively rubs his hand over the top of his new neatly trimmed short haircut. “You don’t like it?” He looks a little insecure, especially for a giant.

      I forgot how large he is. He’s only been gone a week, but I feel like I have to study him all over again. Looking him up and down, from his black dress shirt to his tan Dockers, his clothes are neat and wrinkle-free. He must’ve changed at the airport. Rising to my tiptoes, I try to wrap my arms around his neck, but he has to duck to accommodate my reach.

      “No, it’s nice.” He locks his hazel eyes on me. “But I liked it long. Why’d you cut it?”

      “Just for a change, I guess.” He shrugs, making my forearms bounce.

      It’s a weird answer. Normally, he’s an open book, but there's avoidance evident in his expression. At the moment, I don’t care. It’s been a week since I told Cody I was ready for more, and all I want are his lips. I drag him by the hand to the back side of his truck, where we’re shielded from the front windows of the lodge—where, no doubt, my family is sneaking peeks.

      “I missed you,” I murmur right before my lips lock with his without hesitation. My tongue explores his mouth eagerly as his hands wrap around my waist greedily, pulling me into his hips as he leans back against his truck. He only breaks our kiss so his lips can trail down my neck to my collarbone. God, I love how that feels. Every swell of want and need I’ve been shoving down for four months is clawing its way to the surface, and for once, I give myself permission to pursue him. Getting a little carried away, I toy with the button on his slacks.

      “Quinn Sabin.” Grabbing my hand, he stops me from popping his pants button free. “I am not meeting your grandparents with a situation down there.”

      “Sorry.” I giggle as I come back to my senses. “I just really missed you.” I scrunch my nose and pout my bottom lip in a very un-Quinn-like fashion.

      Looking down at me, Cody half smiles. “You’re not getting all soft on me, are you? Where’s my sassy, bossy, too-cool-for-school princess?” He tries to make a joke, but there’s something heavy in his eyes.

      “She’s…”

      Sniffing the air, a scant hint of something salty catches my nose. I shoot Cody a puzzled look and sniff again. Following the scent coming from his truck, I yank the door open to see bags and bags of KFC takeout neatly secured in the back seat.

      Cody guffaws right behind me. “You’re like a fast-food sniffing bloodhound.”

      “What is this?”

      “Sawyer texted me and said dinner was a bust, so I picked up something along the way. I didn’t know what everyone liked, so I just ordered the entire menu.”

      I look over my shoulder and squint one eye. “Did you get honey sauce for the biscuits?”

      “First Taco Bell, now KFC.” He roars in laughter. “Girl, I’m on to you. You’re not as bougie as you pretend to be.”

      I twist in his arms, and he instinctively cradles me again. We’re perfectly in tune as though we’ve been doing this for a lifetime—as though this is how it should have been from day one.

      “Are you okay with that?”

      “More than okay with that.” He plants a quick kiss on the tip of my nose.

      “All right, good.” I swivel around and grab two bags, nodding over my shoulder. Cody grabs the remaining fast-food loot and trails behind me.

      “Just so you’re tracking, my grandparents think we were pretty much love at first sight, we’ve been dating for months, and we spontaneously got married to avoid a long-distance relationship… but it’s probably best if you let me do the talking.”

      “What else is new, bossy?”

      I can almost feel his grin from behind me. Whipping around, I take a few paces backward and lock my eyes on Cody’s.

      “Very funny. You know… there’s at least one room in the house where I don’t like being the boss. If you behave and we survive this family dinner, I’ll show you exactly what I’m talking about.” I waggle my eyebrows suggestively and bite my lower lip. I can’t be any more obvious, so I pray he gets my point.

      “Turn around before you trip,” he says with a smirk. “And before I really have a situation down there,” he mutters as we arrive on the welcome mat. “Let’s make this dinner quick, though,” he growls in my ear from behind me before planting another kiss on my cheek.

      His cheek is smooth against mine, and I smell his aftershave. What a gentleman. He dressed up, cut his hair, freshly shaved… all to make a good impression on his pretend new in-laws.

      What a guy.

      My guy.

      I smile to myself.

      “You got it, boss.”
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Cody

        

      

    

    
      It shouldn’t be this easy—or feel this comfortable. Quinn and I are performing a skit, yet somehow, this feels natural.

      “Well, Cody, I knew we liked you when we heard about everything you’ve been doing for Sawyer.” Mr. Beau Banks smiles at me widely, causing his peppered mustache to spread across his face. “And knew we’d keep you when we found out you stole Pumpkin’s heart.” He nods toward Quinn, who's nestled in my arms. “But if I’m being honest, son, it was the KFC that sealed the deal. I would’ve gone hungry tonight without it.”

      The room erupts in chuckles, and Mr. Sabin flattens his expression, unamused.

      Dinner really was a bust, but the catered dessert was on point. I’ve never been a fan of tiramisu, but this version was all right. The gooey strawberry mess the waiters brought out in a little glass bowl was also tasty. They served us drinks in the lodge’s main sitting room, and between the plump leather couches and the fire crackling in the corner, this whole situation feels like home.

      Quinn is tucked into my side with her shoes off. Humming sweetly, she leans against my chest as she nurses her bourbon. The girl drinks just like her Grandpa. Whatever he requests, she gets the same. And here I thought she was so much like her dad, but apparently, she’s a Banks through and through. It’s a wonder she’s never mentioned this side of her family.

      Now and then, Quinn sighs as she nuzzles a little deeper into my embrace and traces my ribcage with her slim fingers. Mmm. Definitely feels like home.

      “Thank you, Mr. Banks, Mrs. Banks. It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

      Quinn was a little jumpy the first fifteen minutes of dinner, nervous about everything that came out of my mouth. But now, she’s relaxed, trusting I know how to conduct myself around adults.

      “So how did y’all meet, anyway?” Mrs. Banks asks, sitting on the edge of her seat on the sofa across from Quinn and me. The leather crunches as she leans forward, and her eyes bug out. She has to be in her late sixties, and it’s shocking she barely has a wrinkle. I’m not going to say Botox, but…

      “Through friends, months ago, Grandma. I told you,” Quinn says.

      “Not that story, the real story. Your first date, when y’all knew you loved each other, and have y’all talked about when you’re starting a family? I mean, I realize y’all just got married, but Quinny, don’t you believe that science-shmience mess that they're preaching about waitin’ to make babies. I’m tellin’ you from experience, your eggs are not the same when you get older. Sav was my smart baby because I had her when I was just nineteen. Her brothers are Tweedle-Dee and Tweedle-Dopey cuz I had ‘em old.”

      Quinn shakes her head against my side and explains.

      “I have two uncles, and neither can hold down a job or a relationship.”

      “Ah,” I respond.

      “And neither have given me grandbabies, which is why Quinny and Sawyer here are the only apples of our eyes, which brings me to my next point.” Mrs. Banks darts a quick look to her left at Mr. Banks, who shakes his head as he swirls the bourbon on the rocks in his hand.

      “Lynn, leave them be.”

      “Oh hush, Beau. What do you know?”

      Quinn straightens on the couch and narrows her eyes at her grandmother.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I didn’t want to say anything until I knew for sure, but halfway between that weird cat food appetizer and cucumber soup mess the waiters served, the country club got back to me and told me they have one last July weekend available for an event, so I was thinking since y’all didn’t have a proper wedding—”

      “No, Grandma, no,” Quinn interrupts sternly.

      Mrs. Banks narrows her eyes right back at Quinn, undeterred.

      “I was thinking,” she enunciates slowly in her thick accent, “that it’d be in good taste to throw y’all a little reception.”

      “And by little, she intends on inviting half of Alabama, mind you,” Mr. Banks adds before Mrs. Banks throws him an icy glare.

      “Before you say no,” she continues, pointing at Quinn accusingly, “you know your mama would roll over in her grave if she found out her only daughter eloped in some Vegas shack. You know it. It’s not right by her. Your mama wanted to see you walk down that aisle in a white dress, baby. It would’ve been her dying wish had she had time to make one.”

      “Wow, Grandma,” Quinn says, exasperated. “Really? Dying wish? That’s going for the jugular.”

      “The woman’s ruthless when she wants her way,” Mr. Banks mumbles in my direction.

      “Hush, Beau.”

      Quinn begins to protest again, but Mrs. Banks ignores her and turns her attention to me. Her voice softens and sweetens, the way a woman talks to you when she really wants something.

      “You agree, don’t you, Cody? How did your parents feel about y’all elopin’?”

      “Um…” I glance at Quinn, who currently looks like she smells something rancid. “They don’t know. My foster parents and I don’t talk too often.”

      “Oh, baby, I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize,” Mrs. Banks replies, her eyes filling with pity.

      “Don’t be. It’s fine. I had a really nice foster family. They were great to me. It’s just… they raised a lot of kids. They still are. Good people, determined to help kids who are down on life’s luck. They call me on my birthday and holidays, but we don’t really keep in touch past that now that I’m grown.”

      My foster parents did more than most, and I’m eternally grateful for them, but once I got my scholarship to the University of Alabama and they knew my future was secure, they turned their attention to the younger kids who needed it. My team became my family. My coaches became my parents. That’s how it’s been for as long as I can remember. I graduated from college, and the Bandits became my new family. Outside of Joel, they were the only friends and family I had for the past seven years.

      Quinn squeezes my side, grazing one of my bruises, and I do my best not to flinch. She gives me a bewildered look, no doubt about the family fact I just shared. I shrug at her.

      What? You never asked.

      “Well, all the more reason you need a proper welcome into this family. We’re your family now, Cody. It’s settled. July at the clubhouse.”

      “Grandma, no,” Quinn argues. “I don’t even know anyone in Alabama anymore. My life is here. My friends are here. It’s pointless.”

      “Fine,” Mrs. Banks concedes as her eyes brighten with a new idea. “We’ll do it here… at the lodge.” Her head whips around the room and to the open two-story ceiling. “Actually, this is perfect. Sav always wanted to give this place a serious makeover. I can get it ready in time for a July wedding. Oooh, yes, this is perfect. Beau, call that contractor you like… Dale? See if he can fly out this weekend and do a quick estimate for us.”

      “Dad?” Quinn pleads. “Say something.”

       “Quinn has a lot of big projects at the company this quarter. I doubt she’d have time to plan a wedding.” Mr. Sabin gives a half-hearted excuse on his daughter’s behalf.

      “She isn’t going to have to lift a finger. I will do it all. Quinny, all you gotta do is show up in a pretty dress, and you let Grammaw take care of the rest,” she says as she pats her chest.

      Mr. Sabin shrugs. “I tried.”

      “Bullshit,” Quinn shoots back to her dad. “Tried, my ass.”

      “Watch your mouth, baby,” Mrs. Banks scolds, but her gloating smile says she’s thrilled to get her way.

      Quinn looks up at me, her chocolate-colored eyes bulging in warning, trying to remind me about all the reasons we shouldn’t do this. Are we forgetting this marriage isn’t real? Are we forgetting our relationship is still brand new, and we're not ready by any means ready to walk down the aisle for real? We are literally in the midst of arranging our divorce.

      “Cody, surely you can think of a reason why this isn’t a good idea?” Quinn baits me into a response.

      The room falls silent, waiting, and I give Quinn my most wicked grin.

      “I don’t have a problem with it.”

      Quinn’s mouth falls open as her grandma belts out a victory cheer.

      “That does it then. A July wedding! Oh, Sav would be so happy!” Mrs. Banks rises from her chair and plants a fat kiss on Quinn’s cheek, then mine, ruffling my hair affectionately. Mrs. Banks is the most stereotypical Southern Grandma I could conjure up in my imagination. She all but prances out of the room, prattling on about all the arrangements she has to put together, but I don’t hear a word over Quinn’s side-eyed glare.

      I have a sneaking suspicion I won’t be getting laid tonight after all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After two rounds of bourbon, one cigar, and a complete play-by-play recap of the Bandits’ Super Bowl win three years ago, Mr. Banks finally allows me to retreat to my room for the evening. I see Quinn through the clear glass sliding doors leading from our bedroom to the private deck, shoulder-deep in the hot tub outside. It’s been a long day of travel, concluding a very long week of brutalizing my body, and I’m not sure what looks more enticing—the hot tub or the girl in the tub.

      I slide open the doors, but Quinn doesn’t turn to greet me. Dammit. Confirmed. I’m in trouble. Unbuttoning my dress shirt, I let it fall to the deck, then yank off my undershirt. The shock of the cool mountain air feels like relief on my aching muscles. Squatting by the side of the tub, I hang on to the ledge and find Quinn’s eyes. Her hair is coiled on top of her hair, but the long pieces that have come loose are drenched at the ends.

      “Have you been pouting in here this whole time?” I pucker my bottom lip playfully. “You must be pretty pruney.”

      Quinn glares at me, unimpressed with my best attempts at an adorable puppy dog face. “You think it’s a good idea to mock me right now?”

      “Oh, come on, Princess. You can’t play along for one day at one little party when it makes your Grandma that happy?”

      “What about after, Cody? You don’t know Lynn Banks. If you think ‘little party’ is a concept she understands, you are sorely mistaken. She has more money than she’ll ever know what to do with, and that’s after donating millions to charity each year. She’s going to make a huge ordeal out of this, then how am I going to tell her we got divorced, hm?”

      Oh, that’s what this is about. Quinn doesn’t want to hurt her grandparents.

      “I didn’t realize—”

      “My Grandma wasn’t exaggerating when she said all my mom ever wanted for me was to walk down the aisle. Doing it like this feels deceitful. I mean, getting out of moving is one thing, but now I’m really lying to my family, and I don’t like it. All you had to do was make an excuse. She wouldn’t have pressured you. You could’ve easily gotten us out of this.”

      Reaching for her chin, I tilt it upward with the pad of my thumb and lock on her dark brown eyes. “I’m sorry, baby. I didn't know you felt that way.”

      “I know,” she mumbles and presses her cheek into my palm. “It’s not your fault.”

      Letting her go, I strip off my slacks and get down to my briefs, then sit on the ledge of the far corner of the tub. The hot water wraps around my legs up to my knees. Quinn wades over to me and rests her elbows on the tops of my thighs, wedging herself between my legs. For a moment, I think she’s about to get sexy, but she’s distracted as her eyes trail across my bare torso and all the residual marks.

      Shit. I should’ve kept my damn shirt on. Here comes a lecture.

      “These look worse in person.” She nods at the still visible bumps and bruises on my body. “Does football always look like war?”

      I let out a breathy chuckle. Yes.

      “My pads are old and need to be restructured. They aren’t absorbing shock where they should be. This”—I gesture across my chest—“isn’t the norm.” It’s a half-lie, but the way Quinn’s eyes are pooling with worry, I’m not going to make this worse.

      “Did your doctor clear you?”

      “Still pending.”

      She flattens her palm against her cheek, making a point to watch my eyes, the way you watch to see if someone’s lying.

      “Do you want to play again?”

      I suck in a deep breath and let the cool evening air fill my lungs.

      “What I want is not so cut and dry.”

      “Explain it to me,” Quinn demands, then relaxes her tone as she rubs the top of my thighs. “Please.”

      “You know it was an illegal tackle that did me in, right?”

      “Yes, but that’s all I know.”

      “It was the season opener against our biggest rival. I caught the first touchdown within the first three minutes of the first quarter. We call that a good omen. We were shoe-ins for the NFC championship that year. The team was strong, but this guy, Murphy…

      “I’d never been much for drama off the field, tuning it out and staying focused on the game, so I didn’t even realize this guy was coming off some shitty trade and that they fucked up his pay. Not that it justifies anything, but he was a ticking time bomb, and I became his target. He came for me after the whistle. He wasn’t trying to tackle me—he was trying to break me. He put his helmet right into my back, full force, purely out of anger. The instant he did, he ended the NFL for both of us. The thing is, he ended his career, but he ended my world.”

      “Oh, Cody.” Quinn’s eyes fill with tender empathy. “What a piece of shit.”

      I shrug. I’ve let my anger toward Murphy go. What can I do at this point?

      “They told me I might not walk again, but I couldn’t stomach that reality. I was hellbent on playing again. It was a weird mix of depression and manic obsession. Joel was worried. My teammates were worried. I wasn’t myself for a long time. I read up on every experimental spinal reconstructive surgery I could get my hands on. I would’ve gone bankrupt, looking for a solution just so I could get back what I lost because I had nothing else.

      “Football wasn’t just my job—it was my life. And somebody had the ability to take away my life with one illegal tackle. I don’t know if I want to go back to that kind of fragility. So, when I recovered somewhat and came to my senses, I promised myself I wouldn’t put all my eggs in one basket again.”

      “Meaning?” Quinn squeezes the tops of my thighs, dripping warm droplets of water across my skin.

      “Meaning there’s more to life than the game. I spent the past year looking for other things that could fulfill me and bring me happiness.”

      “What’d you find?” I wink at her, and she rolls her eyes. “I mean career-wise. What do you want to do?”

      “I found you. There’s this feeling I used to get right before we took the field on Sundays, especially during home games. Before the stress of the score on the board, before you get knocked around on the field and bleed… there’s a moment where it’s all raw excitement and energy.” I pause to groan in appreciation as I remember the delicious nerves as the fans started screaming when I was announced. “It’s the best high in the world, and I never thought I’d feel it again… until I met you.”

      “Cody, come on…”

      “I’m serious. I’m glad Joel and Addie worked out, but I swear their main purpose was bringing us together. There’s just something about you I was meant to find. You’re better than football.” I raise my brows at her dramatically. “And there’s no higher compliment, girl.”

      “Then, even if they clear you, you’re not going back? You’re not moving back to New York?”

      I shake my head slowly. “I’ll be where you are. I’ll be whatever you need.”

      “You better not be playing around with me.” She lets herself smile and swoon as my words sink in. “Don’t make me fall in love with you and then leave. I’m not great at goodbyes.”

      “I know.” I nod, knowing who she’s talking about. “I promise I’m not playing around. So go ahead, feel free to fall in love with me.”

      That earns me a chuckle right before her eyes narrow, seductively.  She watches her fingers tiptoe farther up my thighs. Knowing how Quinn operates, her last statement is about as much emotion as she can handle in one spurt, so no doubt, she’s using seduction as a diversion.

      “Are you getting in with me?”

      “I didn’t bring a suit.”

      Her eyes stay on mine as she reaches behind her and unties the bow around her neck, then just as quickly unfastens the tie around her back and tosses her green bikini top aside. The video chat did not do her gorgeous chest justice. To be fair, she’s in a haze of steam, and little droplets are riding the curve of her tits before falling from her nipples. At the moment, I’m kind of wondering how the fuck I made it four months without getting on my knees and begging for it. I’m instantly stiff just at the sight of her topless.

      “Suits optional.”

      “Fuck, you’re sexy. So sexy. You want to do this in here?”

      “I want to start here.”

      When she tugs on my waistband, I bridge my hips, allowing her to pull my briefs down, and my erection springs free. I don’t have time to think about anything else before I’m in her warm, wet mouth.
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Quinn

        

      

    

    
      I’ve always been a team player, but giving head has never been at the top of my favorite activities list. Most of the time, I do it, but I’m usually relieved when it’s over.

      Until tonight.

      This is strange.

      Definitely new.

      I could convince myself it’s because I’m just so comfortable and relaxed in the hot tub. I could also tell myself I'm a little giddy because of the two bourbons I downed after dinner, but neither of those is entirely accurate. As cliché as it sounds, having real feelings for a man makes everything so much sexier, and it’s been a long time since I’ve felt like this—if ever.

      For Cody, I put in my best work, and it doesn’t feel like work at all. I could bob on top of him for hours just to keep this look on his face, which is split between unadulterated pleasure and obvious relief. I don’t know how long he’s been dreaming about this, but I shouldn’t have made him wait so long.

      For me.

      For more.

      “Mmmm,” I moan, coaxing him along. My tongue slicks across his tip, tasting his salty pre-cum, which normally would make me cringe, but again with this man—my man—it’s perfect. Delicious. All I want is more evidence he wants me, too.

      Taking as much of him in my mouth as I can, I let my hand handle the rest. I think there’s some rule about this. No hands? I’m almost certain Wacka Flocka made a song about it. But I have no choice. I smile smugly to myself since there’s no one here to brag to. There are certain perks to falling for a giant of a professional athlete and all his epic proportions.

      I pause to catch my breath. “Is this okay?” I ask for reassurance. I usually approach this favor with a take it or leave it attitude, but right now, I care more about my performance than I care to admit.

      “Geez. Yes, baby, yes. Perfect.” Cody grunts and reaches for my head but stops himself mid-reach and grips the ledge of the tub instead.

       I trace his entire length with my tongue one last time before I pull away and look him in the eyes. I know he’s disappointed, but he doesn’t dare complain.

      “Stop with the kid gloves,” I command clearly. It’s not a request.

      “What?”

      The elastic tie resists when I try to yank it from my dampened hair. I have to wiggle it a bit, but once it’s free, my hair falls across my shoulders and down my back, the tips dipping into the water. Grabbing Cody’s hand, I place it on the back of my head.

      “Hold me. Show me how you like it.”

      Clearing his throat, he takes his hands back, then rubs his finger against his lips. He has to look down to meet my gaze because I’m still kneeling in front of him, mostly submerged in the tub.

      “I don’t want to come off like a prick.”

      “You’re not.”

      “Or too aggressive.”

      “It’s not.”

      “We’re new, Quinn. I don’t know what you like and don’t like yet. I’d rather err on the side of caution.”

      I grip Cody’s thighs, using them for leverage to pop out of the water, I press my lips against his to see if he’ll pull away after what my mouth’s been up to, but he returns my kiss. See? Sexy. No rules. Even if there were, I feel the sudden urge to break all of them with him.

      “You’ve been patient with me, and I noticed it all.” My whisper comes out low and a touch grumbly. “You’re sweet to the core, and I love that you’re tender and considerate, but when it comes to this...” I drop back into the water and place his hand back around my head. “I want you to have it your way.”

      I teasingly swirl around his tip with my tongue, and he groans, his arousal peaking as he weaves his fingers in my damp hair. I open my mouth in response right before he thrusts.

      His eyes never leave me, watching for the breaking point when I tell him it’s too much or I try to wriggle away. He’ll have to keep waiting. Leaning deeper between his legs, I force my mouth wider, trying to give him more room to play. He enjoys himself for a while as I make sounds that encourage him to get carried away, exactly the way I’d hoped. Eventually, he slows and yanks his hips back, away from my eager mouth. Tilting forward, he brushes his thumb against my cheeks affectionately.

      “Stop.” He lets out short, controlled breaths. “I’m close.”

      “Then finish.” I dive back onto his lap, not giving him a choice. I break one of my final rules, one I’ve never come close to breaking before, but curiosity claims me. He’s tensing, throbbing in my mouth, so I pick up the pace and suck harder as my hand glides over him faster. My moans are rowdier, and it’s not long before I cause him to spill—exactly as we are… his warmth sliding down my throat.

      I’m shocked for multiple reasons. One, Cody comes quietly. As loud and chatty as he is, I really expected him to be a groaner. Two, that might’ve been the hottest experience thus far in my life, and Cody hasn’t even touched me yet. I’ve never felt closer to a man than I do at this moment, and I’m relieved it feels so... good… so safe.

      “Quinn… what the fuck?” He balks when he finally comes to, and his spasming thighs settle under my palms.

      “What?” I bat my lashes innocently.

      “I had other plans for us, and you just uh… forced my hand.” He’s still wearing that satisfied smile, so I know he's not that upset.

      “I’m okay with it,” I say, smiling back. In a weird way, I’m sort of sated, too.

      “I’m not,” he says, spinning around butt naked and hopping off the edge of the hot tub.

      Bruised or not, Cody’s body is a masterpiece. Outside of the scars from his surgery, his body is literally perfection. He must know it because he walks proudly across the deck, unbothered by the freezing night air. Cody’s used to the northeast cold that seeps into the bones, so this light chilly mountain air doesn’t even faze him. He grabs a towel from the rack and returns, holding his hand out. Guiding me out of the hot tub, he wraps me tightly in the oversized fluffy white towel.

      Ping, ping, ping.

      The deck lights up bright blue against the dark night as Cody’s phone goes off in rapid succession, text after text after text. I have to laugh at the irony that, for once, my phone's not the mood killer. He leans down to growl in my ear as he rubs the sides of my arms to warm me.

      “Since you like being bossed around… lose your bikini bottoms, then go lie on the bed. And don’t even think about turning the lights off.” He swats my ass firmly. “I’m right behind you.”

      Tiptoeing through the sliding doors, I drop my towel and bottoms as instructed. Shimmying onto the bed, my heart races with anticipation. I’m not sure which way this is going. Either Cody defies everything I know about basic male anatomy, and he has an encore erection up his sleeve, or we’re about to play on third base all night long.

      Through the glass panes, I see Cody’s face fall as he reads his messages. He pulls on his briefs, then his slacks. He’s putting his shirt back on when he squeezes through the glass doors.

      “Do you need to be fully dressed for this?” I ask, raising my eyebrows.

      He pauses briefly to eye me up and down, soaking up my nakedness, then hangs his head and lets out a huff of frustration.

      “Where’s your phone?”

      “I put it away for once.” My brows cinch in confusion as the man in front of me—who asked me to get naked on the bed and should be ravishing me—looks full of worry and concern.

      “Get dressed, baby. We have to leave. Emergency.”

      “Leave?” I protest. “What the hell could be an emergency up here at the lodge?”

      Cody tosses his phone on the bed with perfect aim, it lands beside me. He opens my suitcase on the floor and is flustered when he finds it empty.

      “Where’s your stuff?”

      “I unpacked it. What are you looking for?” I ask, unnerved enough to pull a pillow in front of my naked body.

      “Your clothes. Read the texts from Sawyer. Two-four-three-nine.”

      “Top drawer of the main dresser,” I answer, distracted.

      I tap the password he just gave me. He could’ve unlocked it for me or read me the texts himself, but it’s Cody. He’s an open book, eager to share everything, and has nothing to hide. I smile to myself at my good fortune of falling for a good one…

      My smile instantly disappears when I see the most recent texts from Sawyer.

      
        
        Sawyer: Are you with Quinn?

        Sawyer: EMERGENCY

        Sawyer: Why aren’t you guys answering?

        Sawyer: Dad collapsed. The ambulance is on the way. Please help me.

      

      

      My stomach sinks as my mouth goes dry.

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      “I don’t know. My service is spotty out here. I must’ve caught a signal outside because I got all of those at once. I bet he’s been trying to call. Why wouldn’t he knock?”

      “This place is nearly eight-thousand-square feet. He probably doesn’t want to leave Dad alone to find us.” The visual makes my stomach curl—Sawyer hunched over Dad, unmoving. Paralyzed with fear.

      Cody tosses me a pair of panties and a bra. Maybe in different circumstances, Cody rummaging through my lingerie would be hot, but there’s nothing sexy about this moment as the absolute worst scenarios flood my mind. I yank on my underwear and join Cody’s urgent scramble to get me dressed. I rummage for something simple, but all I find are A-line dresses, slacks, pencil skirts, and neatly hung silk blouses. I didn’t pack anything remotely comfortable for this trip. That’s fucking it. As soon as I get home, I’m having Noa or Addie take me to Old Navy or wherever the hell it is they buy their yoga pants and loungewear.

      Perfectly timed, the distant wail of an ambulance becomes audible. If there was any part of me that thought this was a bad joke, it’s quickly vanquished as fear seeps into my blood. I dart to the corner of the room and grab my shoes, not even stopping to slip them on.

      “Cody, I have to—”

      “Just go. I’ll grab your stuff.”

      “Just my purse, my IDs, my phone.”

      He nods. “Go. I’ll figure it out.”

      I leave him in the dust, moving so fast, I might as well be flying.

      I’ll be damned if I let this happen again.

      This time, when my parent needs me most, I’ll be there.
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Cody

        

      

    

    
      My offensive coach from college used to tell me performance under pressure is the best weapon a player could have. Sure, there’s talent, raw athleticism, and sometimes a little luck, but Coach Bard would pick a player who could keep his head in crunch time over everything else.

      Quinn knows how to operate under pressure.

      She’s not flustered, manic, or yelling. She's calm and collected and not freaking out the way she should be after an ambulance transport with her barely responsive father.

      It’s almost a little frightening, like she’s mentally checked out, and all that’s left are tasks and actionables. It’s five o’clock in the morning, and she hasn’t slept a wink. Still, she’s as alert and comprehensive as ever when she speaks to doctor after doctor, nodding her head as they rattle off medical terminology I can’t quite make out because Quinn ensures all the important conversations are out of earshot from where I'm sitting in the waiting room with Sawyer. No tears, no gasps, not even pacing, she’s just calmly running the game like the most experienced head coach in the league. She keeps Sawyer at arm’s length, only informing him of the good news—Dad is stable. Dad’s oxygen levels are normalizing. He’s taking the IVs well.

      I’ve watched her make about fifteen calls from the corner of the hospital waiting room, arranging for Mr. Bank’s transfer to a facility in Denver. She even sent her grandparents home to rest, promising they would switch shifts in the morning, but I know she’s bluffing. A stick of dynamite couldn’t remove Quinn from this hospital.

      I’m beginning to understand what everyone was alluding to when it comes to Quinn and trauma. Quinn and tragedy. She shuts down. She works. It's all she knows how to do.

      Once Mr. Sabin stabilized, Quinn insisted Sawyer and I move to the main hospital waiting area. The emergency room waiting area is a little closer to Mr. Sabin’s ICU room, but we at least have access to vending machines and water fountains out here. They even have a few sofas and a working TV. I’d call it considerate, but I suspect it has more to do with Quinn keeping secrets from Sawyer.

      The click of high heels echoes off the tile floors as Quinn cuts through the double doors of the Emergency Department entrance. For the past three hours, she’s been holding down the fort, in the trenches all by herself, only popping out of the double doors on occasion to provide updates and make sure we're as comfortable as possible. You would’ve thought she was the hospital concierge.

      Quinn makes a beeline to where Sawyer and I have slumped on the stiff plastic sofa, which is definitely not built to accommodate both of our frames. Still, we sit together.

      I jostle Sawyer’s shoulder as she approaches, and he straightens in his seat, trying to pretend he wasn’t dozing. Quinn approaches with two Gatorade bottles in her hand, one red and one orange, holding them both out to me.

      “They’re cold. Pick your poison.” She tries to smile, but her lips barely twitch.

      “I’m okay,” I say as Sawyer reaches for the orange bottle. “Do you want to rest, babe? Eat something? You’re going to collapse.” I wrap my hands around the small of her waist. She looks a little ghostly, as though the color is draining from her face, but her eyes are determined.

      “No, I’m fine. Thank you. I know you must be tired. Are you okay to drive?” She cradles my cheek in her small palm, her hands cool to the touch. This whole damn hospital is drafty. Covering her hand with mine, I nod against her palm.

      “Sure. Why?”

      “Will you take Sawyer back to the lodge to get his stuff, then drive everyone back home?” Sawyer opens his mouth to protest, but Quinn's eyes turn to slits, and I swear her voice drops an entire octave. “I am not in the mood to argue with you, Sawyer Drew. It's still my job to make sure you get home safely, so do as you’re told. Grandma and Grandpa will be staying in town for a while until things settle. Make sure they’re comfortable at the house, okay? I’ve already arranged for groceries to be dropped off this afternoon, and the housekeepers are preparing linens and whatnot. Please be a good host until I get there.”

      “I want to stay here and help,” Sawyer argues.

      “Help me by going home.” She blinks at Sawyer, almost pleadingly. “I can only take care of one Sabin right now, baby brother. Please?”

      One Sabin. You can be damn well certain she doesn’t mean herself.

      “Fine,” Sawyer grumbles. “Call me the very second he’s up.”

      Quinn nods assuredly. “Promise.”

      Standing, I fish my keys out from my pocket and hold them out to Sawyer.

      “Do you want to pull the truck around?”

      “Really?” Sawyer’s eyes light up.

      I swallow the vomit rising in my throat at the idea of a teenager getting in the driver’s seat of my prize possession, but I need a moment alone with Quinn.

      “Yep.” I nearly choke on the word, and it’s a little harder for Sawyer to loosen the keys from my grip than I intended.

      Quinn waits until Sawyer is out the front doors before she smirks at me.

      “That’s brave.”

      “I’m desperate.” My smile turns into a big yawn, and I immediately feel guilty. Yes, I’ve been up all night as well, but Quinn’s had it the worst, and she’s as poised as ever. Pulling her into my chest, I kiss the top of her head and can smell the faint scent of chlorine. What we had been up to in the hot tub hours ago seems like it was another lifetime. Poor thing must be exhausted, but she’s prideful and really fucking stubborn. I’d fight a little harder to get some food in her and make her lie down, but I know when my opponent outmatches me.

      “Cody, I’m fine,” she mumbles against my chest.

      “I know you are, Princess,” I say, running my hand up and down her back. “This is for me.”

      “I’ll explain everything later.”

      “It’s okay. I’m just glad he’s okay.”

      “He’s not.” Quinn shakes her head against me. “He’s not okay.” She leans away and lifts her chin to meet my gaze. “I won’t know the weight of it until Dr. Hirst calls me back… his oncologist.” Quinn purses her lips, and her eyes widen, but they're bone dry, not a single tear.

      I know what she’s saying without her having to elaborate.

      The word lingers between us—oncologist. This is a two-part revelation.

      The reason Darren Sabin collapsed at the lodge this evening has something to do with cancer. Darren Sabin knows he has cancer, which is why there's already an oncologist for Quinn to call.

      “Quinn… I’m sorry. I never would’ve guessed. I’ll take Sawyer and your grandparents home, but I’m coming right back. I’m not leaving you here alone to deal with all this by yourself.” I know how heavy this news is. Cancer. The big C. The destroyer of families. I was young, but I remember the feeling of helplessness all too well.

      “No. I said I’m fine.” She breaks free of my arms and hands me the red Gatorade bottle she’s still holding on to. “You go. Get some sleep. I want to be alone. I need to collect my thoughts because when Dad wakes up, we have a lot to talk about… a lot to plan out.”

      Her tone is matter-of-fact, like we’re simply talking about the weather forecast. I look down to meet her focused eyes and imagine her mentally moving chess pieces. Who knows what’s going on up there? She wants me to leave her alone so she has time to strategize. As if she can just boss around cancer. The power this woman thinks she holds is scary. The pressure she’s able to bottle up inside of her, the pain she locks away…

      It’s frightening.
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Quinn

        

      

    

    
      I toggle through several emotions as I try to get comfortable in the stiff chair in my dad’s hospital room. Anger comes first. It always does. Next, the dreadful harrowing worry. Sadness makes a brief appearance, of course. Anger circles back around, but at a new target—me. How did I miss this? This is my dad. My hero. My role model. And he’s been holding on to this secret for so long. God knows why. I understand keeping it from Sawyer, he’s a kid… but from me?

      Helplessness doesn’t make an appearance in my emotional performance. Neither does fear. I crunch the numbers and talk to Dr. Hirst about an action plan. Leukemia doesn't currently have a cure, but because of an odd—and unrelated—lump on Dad’s stomach, they caught the cancer in the very early stages. He has acute lymphoblastic leukemia, which I’m told is very responsive to chemotherapy and immunotherapy. His five-year survival rate is near seventy percent, and with current medical advances, total remission is no longer a pipe dream.

      We'll fight this, and we will win.

      It just comes down to the numbers.

      Grumbling, Dad tosses in his sleep, and I rise to adjust the thin plastic tubes of his IV. Every time he shifts, the needles tug on the tender spot of the inside crook of his elbow. Sleeping or not, I know that has to be uncomfortable. So, for the past umpteen hours, this has become my new job, my mission. Dad shifts, and I adjust the tubes. He coughs, and I cover him with another blanket. He sweats, and I dab his forehead. He’s still sleeping because the antibiotics used to fight off multiple infections were rough on his system. That’s what happens when you have rapidly progressing leukemia. One infection can wipe you out physically.

      My phone buzzes loudly on top of the plastic table to my right, next to the untouched tray of hospital food. Everything rattles from the powerful vibration making an obnoxious ruckus in the nearly silent room. I snatch it up quickly.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, baby, I just dropped everyone off at your dad’s house.”

      My sigh of relief is audible. “Thank you.”

      “Your grandparents are getting settled in the guest room, Sawyer was sleeping when I left, and I put all the groceries you had delivered in the fridge and pantry…”

      “You’re wonderful, Cody.”

      “I’m on my way back to you. I’ve got about an hour to go.”

      I roll my eyes and groan in irritation. “I told you—”

      “Stop.” His clipped tone screams annoyance. He’s not interested in having this argument. “You’re my girlfriend.”

      “And the sky is blue. What does that have to do with me telling you I can handle this alone, and that you don’t need to go through the trouble?”

      “I know you can handle this alone, but that doesn’t mean you have to. We’re together now, right? You said you were ready for more.”

      Taking a deep breath, I try not to cringe at the vulnerability. Lean in. I have to remind myself daily because, with Cody, it’s worth it. He’s worth not missing out on.

      “Yes, I said that.”

      “Then let me be more. Let me be the one who is there for you. Please.”

      As I debate, the line is silent, then I hear Cody’s truck rumble as he accelerates. His turn signal clicks, and I picture him weaving around someone on the highway, eager to get here, to be here for me—with me.

      “Okay,” I say, fighting my natural instincts. If I’m going to be a new Quinn, it’s time to try new things. Vulnerable is new. I glance at the sad-looking hospital tray with the stale bread and grayish-looking meat pretending to be a sandwich. “Would you mind grabbing me dinner?”

      “Of course, Princess. Happy to.”

      I wait for a moment, but he doesn’t say anything else. Cody’s lack of follow-up questions is out of character.

      “Are you going to ask what you should pick up?”

      “No, girl.” He chuckles heavily. “I already know what you want. Taco Bell coming your way.”

      I snort loudly, causing my dad to flinch in his bed. Clasping my hand over my mouth, I force my giggles to a whisper.

      “Good. There’s a laugh, but seriously, what are you in the mood for, baby?”

      You.

      This.

      I’m in the mood not to be alone. I’m in the mood to learn what it’s like not to have to carry all this weight by myself.

      “You know what? Taco Bell sounds great.”
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        * * *

      

      “Quinn?”

      The screech of the tires is nonexistent. The headlights are right on top of me, but the squeal of rubber skidding across the asphalt is distant and distorted.

      “Quinn, wake up.”

      The car is rolling, but I don’t feel the familiar jostle or the dip in my stomach. I try to focus… so fucking hard, but nothing. Why? Everything is numb. It takes me a moment to realize I’m not in the car but watching from the sidelines—her blonde hair is flying out of the window as the metal silently crunches on all sides… rolling… rolling…

      “Quinn!” The panicked bellow of Cody’s voice yanks me back to reality.

      Shooting up in my chair, I rub my stiffened neck. Seeing the taco wrappers crumpled on the side table, I remember where I am and what we’re doing here. Squatting so his face is level with mine, Cody examines me, with his brows furrowed in concern.

      “What?” I ask, my voice cracking. My mouth is so dry it’s as if I’d been sleeping with my mouth open and all moisture has evaporated.

      “What’s wrong? You were crying in your sleep.”

      “No, I wasn’t.”

      Tracing the wet streaks on my face with his thumbs, he wordlessly proves me wrong. He doesn’t pry, just gently presses his lips to my forehead.

      “Your dad’s awake.” He nods over his shoulder. “You want some privacy?”

      I nod.

      How? How is this man this good? We’re like a well-rehearsed tango. Every step I take, he matches in tandem. He knows what I need when I need it… when to push, when to pull. Cody knows me better than I know him, and it isn’t fair. There’ll be time to rectify that, but right now, there are more pressing issues at hand.

      “Mr. Sabin, what would you like from the cafeteria? I think it’s open for a few more minutes.” Cody stands and crosses the spacious hospital room.

      “I’m not sure if I’m supposed to be eating,” Dad croaks from his hospital bed. He’s upright, still nestled against the angled bed, and his color has returned somewhat. He points to the whiteboard on the wall, where his nurse’s name is scribbled in blue marker, with clear notes about a liquid diet right underneath.

      “They always say that. I’ve never listened once. What’ll it be?” Cody winks.

      “Can you see if they have Honey Buns? Maybe a Coke?” My dad asks, his eyes lighting up like a child at Cody’s rebellious suggestion.

      “You got it.” He retreats through the door, catching the handle from the other side so it doesn't slam.

      “Honey Bun? Coke?” I press my lips together in a flat line, expressing my disapproval.

      “Let it go. I’m allowed a last meal,” Dad chokes out awkwardly.

      His insensitive joke is met with silence, but I’ll let the sugar snacks and soda go—I don’t have time to die on that hill. There are more important conversations to be had.

      I drag the heavy chair across the room to sit by my dad’s side, then grab his large hand with both of mine.

      “How the hell could you keep this to yourself, Dad?”

      Groaning, his head knocks against the floppy pillow, which all but melts under him.

      “Because you look like shit, Quinn. Let me guess? You haven’t slept or eaten much. I bet you haven’t left this hospital in twenty-four hours.”

      Thirty-two actually.

      “What did you expect? I’m your daughter.” I squeeze his hands a little more firmly than intended. Dad raises an eyebrow, and I loosen my grip. “I talked to Dr. Hirst—”

      “I know. As did I.”

      “And?”

      “And…” He rubs his hand against the noticeable stubble on his cheek. I haven’t seen Dad unshaven for years. “It’s time for the chemotherapy.”

      Holding my head in my hands, I try to swallow down the angry word vomit.

      “Dad, it was time for the chemo three fucking months ago. Three! Dr. Hirst said he recommended treatment back in January, and you just—”

      He holds up his palm. “I was trying alternative methods.”

      “Such as?”

      “Homeopathy, acupuncture, meditation, to name a few.”

      Are you fucking kidding me? There’s no stopping it. The word vomit bubbles right at the surface.

      “You are about ten IQ points away from being a Mensa member, Dad. There is no way in the goddamn world you thought essential oils and positive vibes were going to cure cancer. Please tell me you’re not that delusional. How could you be so reckless with your health and postpone—”

      “Quinn!” Dad erupts, his tone torn between pleading and commanding. Sometimes, it’s necessary to shut me up. Once he has my attention, his tone softens. “Do you think chemotherapy is going to be a pleasant experience?”

      “Lots of people undergo chemotherapy with minimal discomfort.” I stare at the wall, unwilling to match his gaze due to the obviously valid point I overlooked. “And remission is real,” I offer flatly.

      “There are side effects.”

      “Well, compared to this,”—I glance up and down the hospital bed and jut my chin toward the beeping monitors above his head—“side effects seem like a decent alternative.”

      Dad shakes his head and rotates his thumbs nervously as he lets silence consume the room. Something tells me not to speak first, so I wait… and wait… until his voice breaks through, hardly a whisper.

      “It’s not easy for your old man to admit when he’s scared.”

      “Of?” I ask, almost reluctantly, not liking the helplessness of his admission. I don’t know how to carry the man who carries me. I can’t out-hero my dad.

      “Of leaving you and Sawyer with memories of me that aren’t me. Chemo isn’t for the faint of heart, and it’s not always successful. If you had to choose between one more good year or three shitty ones, you’re telling me you wouldn’t think twice?”

      Sucking in a breath, I hold it until I’m sure I have my budding tears under control, then meet his pointed stare.

      “When it comes to the people I love, I would always choose more time. You know better than anyone… we’re not always in a position to choose.”

      He nods slowly, humoring me… maybe patronizing me. Whatever look he’s giving me tells me I don’t understand the truth he’s holding on to. What’s new? I haven’t understood this for years now—why we dwell on the pain and problems. On matters like this—unerasable, unforgivable—if you can’t fix it… move on. A sudden realization comes over me as I reflect on Maren and Dad’s panicked exchange in my office two weeks ago, and the secret they were trying to keep...

      “This is why you were trying to send me to Singapore, isn’t it? You didn’t want me to watch you go through chemo.” I nod before he replies, validating my question as if I’m the most clever person in the room.

      “I look at you, all grown up Quinn Bailey, but all I see is my little pigtail princess.” Dad touches my cheek with his cool, dry palm. “I didn’t want to cause you more pain and stress. You didn’t need one more excuse to close yourself off from the world. I didn’t want you to see me at my lowest, but now, I know you’re not alone.”

      Guilt swells and crashes over me like a wave as I stand in the sopping mess of my own damn lie. Apparently, one Dad has come to rely on.

      “Cody is…” Dad smiles as he searches for the word. “Warm, kind, funny. He complements you. He’s good for you. So, now I can face this bravely, knowing no matter what, my daughter gets her happy ever after. That’s all I’ve wanted for you. That’s all your mom wanted for you. She’d be really proud of you today. God, what she would do to be at this wedding.”

      Fuck. Fuck my life.

      Cody is warm. Cody is good. But Cody is new. This is new, and while this may be real love, it certainly isn’t a real marriage. Right? Those are two entirely separate concepts. Why the hell do people equate marriage to happily ever after?

      The anchor of reality drags me into the abyss, and I feel the weight of one hasty decision that was supposed to be just paperwork. It suddenly dawns on me…

      “Dad… my marriage, it really means that much to you?”

      “Of course, it does.” Dad clutches his chest in a wordless gesture. “Doesn’t it to you?”

      All I can do is blink. Cody means a lot to me. Our marriage… means trouble.

      “Quinn, if I have one regret about your mother’s passing, it’s the time I lost. Night after night, I holed up in the office and worked. I filled my head with the future of Sabin Tech so thoroughly, at times, I missed what was right in front of me. Moments… all the precious moments I let slip right through my fingers. Once your mother was gone, all that was left were the memories… except most of the memories I have are being in the office.”

      My dad is baring his soul—confessing—but I hang my head guiltily, the admission sounding painfully familiar.

      “You were busy pioneering a future for so many people in the empire you built. Don’t forget that. Don't forget how much good you’ve done, how many people you’ve helped.”

       “I’ve never seen ‘pioneer’ on a tombstone, Quinn.” His smile is half-baked at best. “Not once in my life.” He presses against the IV needle wedged in his arm, where a faint hue of bruising is already visible. “Husband, father… those are the words I want etched in stone to represent me. The words that I don’t know if I deserve. Don’t miss the moments like I did. Don’t bury the memories. Sabin Tech is never going to fulfill you the way you think it will. Trust me, I know.”

      “So, what’s going to happen at the office now?” I ask, evading my own guilty conscience. “With your treatment plan?”

      “As I said, this year is about slowing down. I’m calling for interviews for some support, a new VP who can step into my role if and when necessary.”

      “What?” I nearly choke.

      “It’s just a precaution.”

      Leaning back in my chair, I cross my arms and bore into his dark eyes, asking the obvious question I know I won’t like the answer to.

      “Am I on that interview list?”

      Dad’s heavy eyes meet mine. “Do you want to be?”

      Longer hours. More responsibility. Extra pressure. Do I?

      “Of course. Do you want me to be?”

      “No,” he answers honestly. “But I’ll consider it if you want me to.”

      “I know there’s no linear progression from marketing to CEO, but who can you trust with Sabin Tech other than me?”

      “There are more important things I want for you than VP or even CEO one day.”

      “Such as?”

      “This wedding.”

      “Dad…” I grumble.

      “You know how your grandmother is.” He chuckles mercilessly. “That ship has sailed. But truthfully? It’s giving me something to look forward to, even in the midst of what will probably be the most difficult few months of my life. I know I’m going to be a little late to the punch, but nothing would make me prouder than to walk you down the aisle.” This time his smile is full of the heartiest kind of hope. And I can’t let this go on any further…

      “Dad, listen, Cody and I aren’t quite what you’re think—”

      The door handle clicks, and I shut my mouth when Cody waltzes through the door triumphantly.

      “Mr. Sabin, I had to fight a kid off for the last one,” he says as he tosses a plastic-wrapped pastry into my dad’s lap and sets a Coke on the side table. “But I got it.” Cody squeezes my shoulder tenderly and hovers over me. The way my dad looks at Cody makes sense—he’s worthy, the best kind of man—but the way his eyes dance between the two of us makes me think he sees something I’m not ready to see.

      “Thank you. I’m mighty grateful.” He rips the plastic open eagerly and takes a huge bite of the pastry. “For everything,” he mumbles through a full mouth.

      Satisfied, Cody grins, unaware of the building pressure—emotional pressure—that makes me want to run in the opposite direction. Suddenly, our fictitious marriage isn’t simply tasked with overcoming a geography issue. It now has to atone for an unforgivable wrong, appease my nosey grandparents, and conquer cancer. Not to mention, the way Cody smiles every time he lays eyes on me makes me think he’s in this for way more than an IOU.

      And now I hear the screeching of the tires as we near the crash.

      Thirty minutes past due.

      I can hear the dream clear as day in my mind—the shrieking protests of brakes against the asphalt just before the collision, right before we inevitably begin to roll.
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Cody

        

      

    

    
      Joel answers my call on the first ring. “What’s up, Cody?”

      “What the hell is a spatchcocked chicken?” If there’s anyone who eats bougie enough to know what the hell that means, it’s Joel.

      “Why do you need to know what a spatchcocked chicken is?”

      “I’m trying to make Quinn a homemade dinner.” Lifting the heavy cookbook on the counter, I drop it, and it lands with a heavy thud. This thing is a dinosaur. The pictures are in black and white. It has to be a Lewis family heirloom. “I grabbed one of your old cookbooks.”

      “Jesus, Cody.” Joel cackles on the other end of the line. “Is the sex that good?”

      I wouldn’t know. I’m kind of hoping this chicken will seal the deal.

      “She’s my girlfriend. You’re supposed to cook for your girlfriend.”

      “Technically, she’s your wife.”

      Damn, I keep forgetting about that.

      “Is she with you?”

      “No, she likes to work until midnight, like you. I want to surprise her with a nice home-cooked meal. She’s had a rough couple of days since she got back from the lodge. I've barely even seen her.”

      “How’s her dad?”

      “Good, I think.” As good as he can be. When I called Mr. Sabin to check in on him, he was appreciative and cheery, but I could tell it was bullshit. Like father, like daughter—tightlipped and holds bad news close to the chest. I’ve only been getting updates from Sawyer, my reliable little chatterbox of a buddy.

      “Can you help me?”

      “Cook a gourmet dinner? The last thing I saw you cook was a hot pocket in the microwave, and somehow, you screwed that up.”

      I hadn't realized you were supposed to take the plastic off… whatever. Cooking isn’t my forte. I used to eat the vast majority of my meals in mess halls, cafeterias, the Bandits' training facility, and after that, the hospital. So, cooking something edible is a new challenge.

      “Are you going to help or not?”

      “Yeah, I’ll help you.” Joel guffaws. “Did you touch a raw chicken?”

      “Yeah…” I glance at the naked bird exposed on the countertop. I probably should’ve put a cutting board down.

      “First, wash your hands.”

      Holding the phone between my shoulder and ear, I wave my hand over the motion sensor kitchen faucet. Convenience at its finest.

      “With soap, Cody.”

      “Shaddup,” I grumble, but I heed his warning and pump the blue liquid into my hands before lathering. I’m patting my hands dry on my sweats when I ask what’s next.

      “Next,” Joel says with a mocking tone, “hang up with me and call for takeout.”

      “Dick.”

      He’s laughing at his clever joke. He doubts me, but I can do this… probably.

      “I thought you really liked Quinn? You want to kick off your relationship by poisoning the girl?”

      I’m about to throw a snarky reply back in his face until I hear the familiar beeps of call waiting. I examine the number, and it’s one I know all too well. Shit.

      “Hey, I gotta go, man. Another call.”

      “What’s wrong? Who is it?”

      “Bandits' office.” I told myself I wouldn’t get excited about this call. I made my choice. I chose Quinn. I chose Denver. I chose to move on. But curiosity gets the best of me. Is this really an option? Are the glory days really in the past?

      “All right, good luck,” Joel says before I swap calls.

      “Hello?” I was expecting Doc on the other line, calling from his office in the training facility. Every outbound call from the training facility pops up the same. You never know if it’s Coach calling to rip you a new one, the trainers reminding you about conditioning, or staff from the cafeteria informing you that you left your access badge in the dining room… again.

      “Mr. Kartlin?”

      It's a new voice. Mr. Kartlin?

      “Um, I guess. Who is this?”

      He clears his throat and sounds more authoritative. “This is Walt Mercer, the new owner of the Bandits.”

      Oh... What?

      “I didn’t know the Bandits were for sale.”

      “It was in the works for a while, but I ensured PR kept it under wraps until it was finalized.”

      “Well, uh, congratulations?” I’d been unsure about this call, but now it’s clear as crystal. There’s a new owner, and they're trimming the fat. Cleared to play or not, I’m sure in the past year, the Bandits have had no problem replacing me with someone younger, faster, and let’s be real… cheaper.

      “How can I help you, Mr. Mercer?”

      “Walt, please.”

      “Then Cody, please.”

      “Fair enough.” He chortles. “Look, I’ll come right out and say it. I spoke to Doc Cannon today, and after the neuro consult, he feels good about clearing you to return to active status. I fought tooth and nail with your coaches to be the one to deliver the good news. I figured I’d introduce myself and make a great first impression. It’s time to re-up your contract, and Cody...”

      “Yeah?” Oh, shit. Shit! Good news shouldn’t be this uncomfortable, but all I can picture is Quinn’s eyes in the hospital… needing me.

      “I want to apologize.”

      “Huh?” Of all the things I expected, that didn’t make the top ten. Leaning back on the counter, I grip my phone tightly against my ear. “For what?”

      “I want you to know we’re pursuing legal action against Murphy, the player who—”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know Murphy.” That name will be engraved in my brain forever. The career-ender, the piece of shit who took my life… but then again, he kind of gave me a new one.

      “We’re suing for assault.”

      What the fuck? “That seems a bit over the top.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, nothing will come of it. The Marauders are protected under so many layers, the lawsuit will probably never make it to an attorney, but I wanted it to be a good faith gesture to you. What happened was wrong. The way you were treated by the Bandits was… wrong.”

      What is he talking about? I got the best medical care a player could ask for. The entire medical team was obsessive after my injury, determined to see me walk again.

      “I don’t understand. The Bandits went all out for my medical care.”

      I hear a door shut aggressively on the other end of the phone, then Walt shuffling.

      “I’m not talking about the medical care. I’m more concerned with your transition. Were you offered personal counseling? Did anyone talk to you about a career transition? What opportunities were you offered off the field? Who has been checking in on you over the past year and a half during your recovery?”

      No one. Absolutely fucking no one.

      “I… um… I moved with a friend to Denver and have been looking into some job prospects.”

      “Cody, they're going to retire your number when you’re officially done in the league, which I promise, isn’t today. You were an inspiration, not just to your team but to so many young football players. Your career shouldn’t have ended like that. Football keeps us connected, whether or not you’re on the field. I’m not proud of the way the Bandits handled business at the time, and I wanted to let you know I have every intention of rectifying the situation.”

      His admission shouldn’t make me feel relief, but it does. Someone saw it. Someone understood. When I lost the game, I lost everything, and that shit was lonely. I was lonely. Maybe it shouldn’t have been like that.

      “Thank you, Walt. I appreciate that.”

      “It’s my mission to completely turn over the culture within the Bandits franchise. I promise, as the new owner, I’m going to work as hard for my team as they work for me. I care about you guys as more than players. I care about you as people.”

      Who is this guy?

      “Walt, I think I can speak for the entire team when I say that’s incredible. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. We’re working on an entirely new lineup before training camp starts. We’ve got you a brand-new offensive line and picked up a few rookies in the draft who are going to make waves this season. Cody, you’ll be protected. You'll be set up to break records… to become legendary. Between you and Crew, I can feel it. We’re going to put another ring on your finger at the end of this season. You can also count on a significant salary bump. No one has earned it more than you. What do you think?”

      His energy is contagious—all the ego-pumping shit that was so effective for the majority of my career—and he’s good at it, saying all the right words.

      “I think, um…”

      I think Quinn will backtrack on us so fast, the past half year of my life really will have been for nothing.

      “Well, you take some much-needed time with family to prepare yourself mentally and physically. If you need anything, call me. I’m going to send over my personal number. Cody, I’m very serious. I’m here for you. I’m incredibly sorry it’s taken so long to get you the support you deserve.”

      “Thanks,” I huff, trying to hold back my emotion. Someone reading me, someone who doesn’t even know me, is unexpected. How did this guy know I needed an apology when even I didn’t know?

      “All right, well, I look forward to seeing you in August at training camp. I can’t wait to shake your hand and treat you to the best steak dinner New York has to offer. We’ll get your updated contract sent over this week. Take care, Cody.”

      I try to protest, hesitate… anything, but he hangs up as I barely get out, “Goodbye, nice to meet you.”

      Fuck my life. Why now? Why now—when I finally have my girl—do you make me an offer that’s near impossible to refuse? My mind swells with questions I don’t have answers to. How do I keep both? My dreams and my other dreams…

      I need a distraction, so I google ‘spatchcocking’ a chicken and am only mildly horrified to learn the process of spatchcocking involves separating the chicken’s spine from its body with kitchen shears, then using sheer force to break its bones and completely flatten the poor bird. That’s just too metaphorical for my taste, so I take Joel’s advice and look for takeout near Quinn’s office.

      I need to see her.

      We need to talk.
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        * * *

      

      I have to beg Sabin Tech’s security guard to allow me past the front desk and up the elevators to the executive floor. I really wanted to surprise Quinn, but he had every intention of informing her of my arrival. I had to show Walle, the night security manager, three different pictures of Quinn and me together, two forms of ID, let him peek into the picnic basket that I brought… and sign his undershirt beneath his security uniform. Lucky for me, he happens to be a big Bandits fan.

      I should be appreciative that security is aggressive, seeing as Quinn pretty much lives here after dark, but that was a little over the top. I was convinced he was going to swab my cheek for evidence, just in case.

      I’ve been to Sabin Tech Towers a time or two but never past the lobby. I’d dropped Sawyer off and picked him up here before a workout on a couple of occasions, but at night, the place looks massive… actually, past massive. It’s not a company building, more like a palace. Sometimes, I can’t believe Quinn is one of the big bosses at a place like this. Not because she isn’t absolutely powerful, lethal, and cunning in all the right ways, but because there must be a lot of pressure, which she never owns up to.

      The elevator dings before the doors peel apart on the top floor. Every office in the hallway is dark, except one, lit up like a stage at the end of the hallway… there’s my girl.

      I tap on her door with my knuckles before trying the handle, which is unlocked. Poking my head through the crack of the door, I see Quinn posted behind her desk and triple-monitors. Her makeup looks a little smudged, her hair is loose across her shoulders and back, and her stilettos are in a corner of the room. She looks like she’s worked a thirteen-hour day.

      “Cody? What’re you doing here?”

      Pushing the door all the way open, I enter with a giant smile. She shakes her head when she sees the wicker basket I’m holding and the buffalo plaid picnic blanket draped across my arm.

      “Just here to win the world’s best boyfriend competition. Did you eat dinner?”

      “Yes,” she says, but her eyes fall to her lap.

      “Quinn,” I warn.

      “Fine, not yet. I was working on this proj—”

      “Princess, it’s nine, well past dinner time,” I scold, but the whole point of being here is I know she hasn’t eaten… or taken a break… or probably seen sunlight today.

      “I wasn’t hungry.” A couple of pings sound from her computer, and her attention shifts back to the monitors. I roll my eyes, and she catches me in her peripheral vision. “I saw that. You’re in my office. What did you expect?” Satisfied with whatever message came through, she leans back in her executive chair, which looks more like a throne, and crosses her arms as she smirks.

      Setting down my loot, I cross the room, closing the gap between us. Quinn squeals as I push her rolling chair a few inches to the right with more gusto than I intended. Whoops. I take the opportunity to shut off her monitors, turn off her keyboard and mouse, and hoist myself on top of her oversized desk, blocking any chance of her continued manic work.

      “Eat first,” I command.

      “You know something? Having a boyfriend is a little more annoying than I thought it would be,” she snarks, but something in the way she’s looking at me tells me she’s happy I’m here. Rising from her chair, she nestles into me. I kiss the top of her head and breathe in the smell of rich cashmere—warm and sultry. It’s becoming the most arousing scent of my life. Even when she’s not around, I smell hints of Quinn everywhere, and I’m becoming obsessed. We’re finally alone, no interruptions, but first… the girl needs to eat.

      “What did you bring?” She juts her chin to the picnic basket behind us.

      “I cooked.”

      Her eyes bulge. “You cooked?”

      “Yes… but for some reason, the chicken was burned on the outside and still raw in the middle, so I stopped at that little Italian place you like.” Quinn snorts against my chest and buries her nose into my pec. “Hey, the point is I cooked, okay? I still want credit.”

      “You can have all the credit, baby.”

      Baby. The pet name always sounds so good coming from her lips. How was there even a question in my mind? My choice is clear. I dreamed about this girl before I even met her, and now that I finally have her in all the real ways, I can’t risk losing this.

      After shaking out the picnic blanket and spreading it on the floor, Quinn unpacks the basket and moans appreciatively. “All my favorites,” she murmurs as she pulls out the takeout containers of giant meatballs, spaghetti noodles, and garlic bread with shaved parmesan instead of grated—just like she likes it. She pulls out two small, square Styrofoam containers and peeks inside. Her eyes literally sparkle. I swear, nobody should get that excited about side salads. “Did you get—”

      “The special house dressing? Yes, ma’am, I did.” I point to the basket, and she unearths several small plastic containers of her favorite vinaigrette.

      Quinn slants her head to the side and finds my gaze.

      “How do you know me so well? We’ve been dating for barely two weeks. Two kisses, one blowjob, one emergency room Taco Bell dinner date, yet… you know me. How is that possible?”

      I plop down onto the picnic blanket behind her. I should’ve brought candles, maybe some rose petals—twisted up with her on her office floor could be so romantic. Pulling her back against my chest, I kiss the crook of her neck.

      “I know you because I pay attention,” I whisper into her ear. “Do you think I’ve been in love with you for only two weeks? Quinn… I’ve been paying attention for months.”

      She stills for a moment before she slumps into me, letting me support her.

      “Maybe you should wait to say that until you really know me.”

      “I know everything I need to,” I mumble, letting my lips get carried away. I trace my lips across her shoulders as I undo the top button of her blouse, securing a bird’s-eye view of her cleavage. “I love everything about you.”

      Those should be the magic words. I should spin her around and bury her into the blanket and show her just how many nights I’ve pictured us together, but something changes. Dipping her shoulders, she shrugs away from my lips, then swivels and meets my eyes with a guarded smile.

      “I’m starving,” she says innocently. “Mind if we eat?”

      I nod encouragingly but sense danger. She didn’t say it back—which doesn’t really bother me. Quinn always takes her time, but the eventual payout is worth it. I’m good with that. It’s this constant back and forth and her desperate attempts to convince me she’s unlovable. I need to know what damn skeletons are in the closet because I’m having a hard time understanding why she doesn’t see herself the same way I do.
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Quinn

        

      

    

    
      I love you. I love you. I freaking love you. How fucking hard is that to say?

      Shit.

      The words dance around in my head, but my wiring must be crossed because they don’t actually make it out of my mouth. Instead, I act like the most evasive and immature idiot in the world.

      “House dressing is good, right?” I ask, sheepishly.

      Cody stops mid-chew to stare at me with his big green eyes, which look translucent under the fluorescent lighting of my office.

      “Um, yeah, it’s fine.” He pokes his fork through the iceberg lettuce leaves, but his expression is less than enthusiastic.

      Popping up from the picnic blanket stretched out into a giant square on the floor, I turn on the lamp on my desk, then turn off the overhead lights. The warm hue of the subtle desk light makes it far more romantic.

      I love you.

      Fuuuuck. Just say it.

      Because I do. I’m sure of it.

      Cody is like winning the lottery, going to collect your prize, and finding out you actually doubled down. He’s too sweet, too kind, too manly… too damn sexy. He’s way out of my league, and the funny thing is… he has no idea. He looks at me as if I actually have something to offer him.

      Cody lifts his arm when I return to the blanket, and I take my rightful place, curled into his side. Maybe, for now, I’ll pretend this is the end scene. Roll credits. Happily ever after.

      “You smell so good all the time. Have I ever told you that? I love your perfume.”

      “It’s just Bur—”

      “Ah!” Cody interrupts me and leans away so I can see his horrified expression. “Don’t tell me. Let it be a mystery. Keeps the magic alive and makes the chase more fun.” He winks.

      “Chase?” I let out a very unladylike snort. “You’ve already got me.” I nuzzle back against him, and he lies flat on the floor, tugging me on top of his broad chest. Reaching up, he tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. His touch is perfect—dreamily romantic, intimate, overwhelming—I have to divert my eyes for a moment, so I don’t get sucked into a black hole of emotion that could swallow me up.

      “Getting you was only half the job, Princess.”

      I raise my brow and pair it with a half-smile. “And the other half?”

      “Keeping you.”

      Someone up there is daring me not to fall head over heels for this man. I lock onto his eyes, bravely steadying my gaze. I swim. I bask. I drown in the feeling I’ve run from for so damn long.

      Say it. Just say it.

      “I love… the way you make me feel, Cody. Like you think there’s more good in me than bad.” Ah, fumbled it. Shit. That was close enough, though, right?

      “All right, Quinn,” Cody grumbles as he sits up, supporting his upper body with one hand planted on the floor behind him and wrapping the other around the small of my back. “I have to know. What is it? What's this whole ‘ah, I’m wounded, don’t love me, I’m not worthy’ speech you keep giving me? Are you a secret serial killer?”

      I scowl. “No.”

      “Underground pimp?”

      “Nope.”

      “Exclusively listen to Coldplay?”

      “No.” Not exclusively. What the hell is wrong with Coldplay? I’ll circle back to that one.

      “Then what?” Cody bats his eyes at me, looking too damn cute than a man of his size should. I don’t want to have this conversation, especially when my crotch is pressed against his bulge. There are other things we could be enjoying, but I’ve learned Cody Kartlin is the whole package—feelings included—so we have to talk… there’s no way around it.

      I exaggerate a groan. “It’s past nine o’clock,” I say matter-of-factly.

      “Past your curfew? Should I call Pops?”

      “Shush, sassy. You’re not allowed to hang out with Addie anymore.”

      “All right, sorry.” He chortles. “It’s past nine…” Cody rolls his wrist, indicating I can continue.

      “This is the norm.” I take in a panoramic view of my chic yet minimalist style office. “This is me. This is what I like and where I want to be. I’m not great at compromise… ask Sully.”

      Cody's fingertips trace the small of my back.

      “A little birdie told me what Sully asked of you… why he ended things, and I think it was impressive you stood up for what you wanted.”

      Dammit. Freaking, Addie. I grimace, but Cody continues.

      “And if he really loved you, he would’ve been okay with long distance. What’s a little time apart so you can both chase your dreams?”

      “What are you talking about?” My face screws up in confusion. “What did Addie tell you?”

      “She’s not in trouble, right?” He smiles earnestly.

      “You’re gossipy like a girl, you know that?”

      “I’ll take it. Just don’t tattle on me. I was sworn to secrecy.”

      “Fine.” I hold out my pinky, but his hands are occupied, so he leans forward to kiss the tip of my finger, sending a jolt down my spine.

      “Addie told me Sully got that whale job or whatever and would be gone for a year. When you wouldn’t drop your life to go with him, he dumped you. It’s awful he couldn’t be patient and wait for you, especially after you offered to make it work, even if you guys were apart for a while.”

      It takes me a minute to understand what Cody is actually saying.

      “Addie told you I wanted to do long distance?” Cody nods in response, so I clarify. “Wrong. She was either protecting me, or she misunderstood the whole situation, but bottom line… no. I wasn’t willing to do long distance with Sully.”

      His expression falls.

      Tilting my head back, I let out a tortured grumble. I can’t believe I’m back here... in this conversation. Cody just brings it out of me.

      “He was your fiancé. Why not?”

      “I didn’t see the point. I met Sully my freshman year of college, and in the beginning, he promised he’d let me lead. I’ve known who I am and what I wanted to do since I was twelve years old, so he knew exactly what he was getting into. Sabin Tech was always my destiny, then Sully changed the plans on me. I decided if he couldn’t respect what I told him from the start of our relationship, what was the point? We wouldn’t have survived long distance. He’d have spent a year begging me to join him, and I’d have spent the year turning him down. Why waste our time?”

      He ducks his head, and I’m looking at the top of his neatly cut—now short—hair.

      “No compromise?” he mumbles as he glances up and latches onto my eyes.

      “And no exceptions. I know who I am.” Cody dips his head, trying to hide the disappointment in his expression. I wrap my hands around his clean-shaven cheeks. “That’s why you have to be careful about throwing the L-word around before you really know the monster you married.”

      Planting a quick kiss on his lips, I try to pull away, but he lies back and pulls me on top of him again. His lips wedge between mine, and he slides his tongue on top of mine.

      “Did you hear me?” He manages a grunt as he makes fast work of the buttons on my blouse. “Cody.”

      “Quinn,” he responds distractedly. Sliding my blouse off, he grapples with the hooks of my bra.

      When the band releases, I capture the cups with my forearm. Sitting up, I stare at the rising heat in his eyes. I feel his arousal bulging against the thin fabric of my slacks and know where we’re heading… fast. If he doesn’t hear me now… he may never.

      “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “What did I tell you about real men?” Cody bridges his hips, pressing his growing length against me. “I’m in this all the way. If you need to take the lead, take the lead. I’ll be right behind you.” Wrapping his hands around my hips, he offers me everything with one touch—security, support, love and lust, want and need, gruff yet gentle.

      Cody’s the unicorn—a real man who lets his girl lead. I didn’t think he existed, but he’s here, and if this is an option? I’ll take it.

      Dropping my forearm, my bra hits the blanket. I press my lips firmly against his before letting the words flow naturally.

      “I want you.” My heart anchors to the depths of my chest, like concrete sinking to the bottom of the ocean. It’s been so long, I forgot the heft of it.

      My hands search for my prize.

      I’m actually good at this part of a relationship.

      Shimmying backward, I sit on Cody’s thighs, so my hands can maneuver the button of his jeans. Yanking down the denim and his briefs as much as possible, I expose his erection. I swear I only pause for a second to admire him, but it’s long enough for him to chuckle at my ogling.

      “Satisfied?” He smirks, watching my eager eyes.

      “Thoroughly, but… shit, we don’t have condoms here.”

      Dammit. Mood ruined.

      “You’re my girlfriend, my wife… whatever the hell you want to be today. I love you. I don’t need a rubber. Do you?” I shake my head, right on the same page. “All right, Princess. How are we doing this? Your move or mine?”

      I don’t bother tearing my eyes away from his gorilla of a dick. He’s mine now, which means being this wet for him is allowed. We’ve played this game for far too long, and I need it—now. Tracing my bottom lip with the tip of my tongue, I try to encourage whatever sexy thoughts are swirling around in his head.

      “Your move,” I rasp.

      His eyes darken three shades.

      “You got it,” he mumbles as he yanks his shirt over his head. His bruises are gone, his perfectly sculpted torso is blemish-free and unfairly sexy. His pecs must be magnets because it’s difficult to control my hands and keep them at my side. His move, I remind myself. Cody tears his eyes away from my naked chest for a brief moment to find my eyes and ensure I hear his command. His voice drops an octave, and he all but growls at me, stirring a whirl of need six inches below my navel.

      “Turn around. Get on your hands and knees.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




cody

      Quinn’s a nuclear weapon. That’s for damn sure.

      The heat she’s containing could blaze cities and topple buildings. I won’t hide my smug satisfaction in that the woman I fell in love with likes to… fuck. I spent four months setting the scene and would have spent four more making sweet love to her, making her feel safe and treasured—but my girl is on her knees, her cheek resting on the blanket as I drool over her perfectly shaped ass.

      Enjoying the anticipatory jitters, I tease her wet crease with my tip.

      Quinn peeks over her shoulder. “Problem back there?”

      She laughs for half a second before I smack her ass, then thrust in fully. Her giggle is replaced by a throaty groan of satisfaction. Damn, she’s dripping for me. Holy shit. Her walls clamp around me, determined not to let go. I hoped sex with Quinn would be mind-blowingly amazing.

      This is even better.

      “Fuuuuck, Cody.” Quinn bunches the blanket in her fists as if it can keep her in place. She lurches forward rhythmically as I slam into her. I lose myself in the burning pleasure for a moment as sweat beads form, tickling me as they ride my pec, down my abdomen, and disappear where my thighs meet Quinn’s. I roar with satisfaction, but Quinn’s suddenly silent.

      “You okay?” I barely manage two words. It’s too fucking good. I feel the pressure everywhere—my balls, my cock, my head, and my heart. It’s not like I ever doubted it, but now I know for certain—Quinn and I are made for each other.

      “I’m fine… don’t… stop,” she whimpers. “Please.”

      She matches my thrusts when I pick up the pace. Mewling, she arches her back as I go deeper and fill her past full, but she throws her hips back to meet me as if it’s still not enough. I try to slow down so I don’t break the girl, but she won’t allow it. I slow down, she speeds up. The more tender I am, the rougher she demands.

      She clenches, then relaxes, over and over, sliding over my cock, squeezing me perfectly as if she’s a mold made for my pleasure. How could I exist without this all these years?

      I enjoyed my bachelor days, and I’ll admit, I used to think pussy was pussy, but this is something I’ve never known before. My heart tingles with the thrill of anticipation, even though I’m already here. With her. In her. What’s next?

      Her perfect body, her sweet, sassy smile, her bleeding heart—I want it all. No settling. I want the entire package.

      Sliding out, I flip her over so I can see her face. Her eyes are damp, her tears smearing her makeup. She’s wrecked, panting… dripping… and fuck me, it’s hot to see her so raw and desperate. I brush my thumbs against the side of her eyes to mop up the tear trails.

      “Is this good?” I ask, even though I know the answer. No way I could be in heaven, and she’s still on the ground. I know she’s right here with me. Quinn smiles one of my favorite smiles—soft, vulnerable, and needy—one that doesn’t often make an appearance on the boss.

      “So good,” she whisper-moans. “Better than I dreamed.”

      I’m so addicted, I could hear those words on repeat for the rest of my life.

      It’s so good—too good. I need her to find her release before I beat her to the punch. Starting under the curve of her tit, I trail wet kisses down her stomach, headed for her most sensitive spot, but she quickly catches me with hands on either side of my head, preventing me from dipping lower.

      “I’m great at it,”—I lick the smooth skin beneath her belly button—“I promise.” I plant another wet kiss just beneath her navel, and she wiggles with anticipation.

      “I don’t doubt it, but that’s not how I want to come.”

      “Then how?”

      Stroking my fingers against her inner thigh, I lift her leg, exposing her sex. I marvel at her for a moment, venerating her little jewel… imagining sucking on it, but Quinn’s in no mood to wait through my musings. Grabbing my erection firmly, she guides me back to her soaked entrance.

      “On your cock.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes,” she says, the inner vixen she’s been warning me about bubbling to the surface. “Now… harder. I’m serious.”

      I’m done for. I think I was a goner before I knew how good she feels, but go ahead and call her perfect pussy the last nail in the coffin. I’d die every day for this girl.

      I pump into her mercilessly as she grasps my hips, and demands more. Her walls tense and don’t let up, squeezing tighter and tighter. It’s delicious torment, and I take my cue. Holding my thumb against her lips, she knows exactly what to do. She wets the pad of my thumb with her tongue, then I press it against her clit and quickly stroke her. Stretching out her arms, she reaches for me. Instinctively, I lean forward to give her something to hold on to. As she comes, her manicured nails dig into my shoulders so hard, they'll leave a mark.

      Good. Damn straight. Mark me. I’m yours.

      I’m barely a moment behind her. All this time pining for her, it’s a miracle I’ve lasted this long. The swell of pressure hurricanes through my balls, and I don’t have a spare moment to think twice. I shatter, still inside her.

      Knowing what a planner Quinn is, I thought she’d object, but she just rubs my back as I slump onto her, careful to hold my weight on my elbows.

      “You’re on birth control?”

      “Abso-fucking-lutely.”

      Not that I mind. Quinn and I would make cute babies. There’s not a doubt in my mind about starting a family with this woman, but I try to pretend I’m not as desperate for her as I really am. Kissing the tip of her nose, I roll her onto her side.

      “Good.”

      She turns into me, and I feel her cold, damp skin. Her sweat cools as she snuggles into me like a moth to a flame. After draping the loose part of the picnic blanket over her naked body, I pull her against me tightly. Goddamn, the relief. After all this time waiting, it’s fucking relief.

      “So, Princess, I tell you that I love you, then you want it hard from behind before you ask to come on my cock? Who are you? How’d I fall for such a naughty girl?”

      “Oh, Cody.” She laughs against my bare chest. “You think that's naughty? Just wait. You have no idea.”

      Maybe not, but I’m certainly going to find out.

      “Should we pack up and go home?” I’m all about testing my stamina, but the sexy office scene is over. I want to take my girl home and hold her all night under the covers. Quinn nods but holds me back as I make a move to get up. I tuck the long dark locks that have gone rogue behind her ear. “You want to go or not?”

      She frees her arm from the blanket and wraps it over my ribs, pulling me closer.

      “Just another moment. I’m savoring this.”

      “Savoring what?”

      She whispers, but her words come through like a morning alarm.

      “Falling in love.”
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      My mom was the master of scrambled eggs. It doesn’t seem like a task that should take such an intricate level of skill, but I’ve been attempting this for at least ten years now, and mine never come out fluffy like hers. The butter in the pan browns unevenly, and my eggs burn on the bottom. I can’t remember if it’s too much heat or just too much heat too fast. It’s not something I ever cared about until this morning, as I’m trying to make breakfast for Cody before he wakes up. He deserves eggs like my mom used to make.

      He may need them, actually.

      I put that man to work last night. Fuck, cuddle, power nap, and repeat. I couldn’t get enough, and Cody was more than happy to oblige. I figured I’d feed him before begging him to go at it again. Is it a little obsessive? Sure, but I can’t remember the last time I had sex with someone I wanted to see the next morning, so I’m leaning in.

      I’m using a metal spatula and elbow grease to scrape the bottom of the frypan when a sturdy knock on my front door startles me. Tightening the tie around my robe to ensure I’m covered, I shuffle to the door in a pique of annoyance.

      As soon as the handle clicks, my girls come barreling through the door. Reese pushes past me and bolts to the master bedroom.

      “Wait!” I shriek, but she’s gone, disappearing into my bedroom.

      Mani steps through the door and presses her cheek against mine, smelling like the expensive face cream she gifted me a few weeks ago. She puckers her lips and smacks them together.

      “She’s had to pee for like an hour. You know how she is about public bathrooms.”

      I plant my hand over my forehead and mumble, “Cody is sleeping in there.”

      Reese could’ve used the powder room, but she likes to tinker in my bathroom and steal my good makeup.

      “You’re finally getting busy with your husband?” Mani’s green eyes widen, and she taps my nose. “Good for you, girl.”

      I try to roll my eyes but only manage a reluctant goofy smile.

      “For curiosity’s sake… how is he?”

      We’ve always been protective of who we consider our baby sisters. I realize that’s not fair. Noa and Reese are only a year younger, and Addie’s only a year behind them, not to mention we’re all grown up now. But, Mani and I bonded our freshman year, we learned hard lessons together, before our little clique was formed. So, sometimes we save the grown girl conversations just for the two of us.

      “A fucking beast.”

      “Atta girl.” She winks as she unwraps her crimson hair from its top coil, letting it fall, then secures it into a new bun. Mani has the thickest hair and is convinced it’s the source of her migraines. She constantly has to readjust her updos. “Addie and Noa are on the way.”

      “For what?”

      “Addie didn’t spill the beans?” Mani scoffs as she follows me back to the kitchen, so I can tend to my soiled fry pan.

      “Nope.”

      “Your grandma DM’d Addie and asked her to round us all up for dress shopping.”

      The hell? DM? Grandma is on social?

      “I guess she assumed we tolerated you enough to be your bridesmaids or something. Crazy, right?”

      My eyes widen in shock as I release the pan’s handle to clasp both of my hands around my mouth. Mani has a devilish smile that says I’m caught. Sliding onto a bar stool, she plants her elbows on the granite on the opposite side of the sink. She mirrors my shocked expression,  mockingly.

      “When were you going to tell us this marriage is an actual thing?”

      “It’s not,” I insist.

      “Mhm… yeah, G-Ma Banks might be confused. From what I understand from the Insta group chat, she has a meeting with two caterers before she meets us at the boutique she rented out for you.”

      Oh, hell. That got away from me fast.

      “And your dad has cancer?”

      Shit.

      “What the hell, Quinny?” Her face turns grave as she reaches across the rectangular island for my hand and squeezes my fingertips. “I know you like to deal in solitude, but you can’t cut us out like that. What did I move home for?”

      “Common sense? Because L.A. is a dumpster fire?”

      “No, because you told me family stays together and leans on each other. So, I’m here. This is big, and I’m not letting you go back to the bad place. Hear me? Noa is in la-la land with Chase, Addie is in love, Reese is… alive—”

      “That’s all we can really ask for,” I add.

      “Point is… the girls are fine, and I have nothing but time on my hands to worry about your ass.” She squeezes the tips of my fingers again, then releases me. “So, don’t shut me out, okay?”

      I nod obediently before pinching my earlobe.

      “Cody and I are officially dating now. I like him… a lot.”

      “You’re dating or married?”

      “Dating,” I say with a small shrug. “I’m still working all that out. Every time I bring up annulment or divorce, it hurts his feelings. I don’t know what to do. I feel like we just got started, and we’re at the good part, but it’s temporary. All men are the same. You, of all people, should get it.

      “Men don’t like it when you log longer hours than they do, you have more authority at work, and your bank account dwarfs theirs. What’s going to happen when Cody realizes what being with me really means? He’ll be the one begging for the paperwork. And everything with my dad…” I trail off as my thoughts swim.

      After we got sorted with the hospital and Dad’s upcoming treatment plan, I buried myself in the office, putting the chess pieces in motion. I had APAC to attend to, needed to build my pitch, and put together my play for second in command at Sabin Tech. So, I did what I always do, what always makes the most sense. I worked. As long as I don’t slow down, I don’t have to face the nauseatingly painful reality that Dad is fighting for his life.

      “Are you going to take some time off to help him?”

      I shoot her a knowing look. “I’m making my move for VP.”

      Mani lets out a low whistle. “Damn. You just got promoted to CMO. Is that really what you want?”

      “What choice do I have? Sabin Tech is privately owned. Who else can my dad trust? I can’t watch everything he’s built fall into the hands of investors and money-hungry board members. He had a vision, and it wasn’t just to make money. He wanted Sabin Tech to help people, to innovate and inspire. My dad might be the last honest CEO of his caliber, and I can’t watch everything go to hell if he needs to take a step back.”

      “Babe,” Mani says, tapping the speckled counter, the gorgeous cream granite with the gold speckles I fought for.

      I made the contractors reinstall the damn thing twice because the original slab didn’t have enough glimmer. I wanted what I paid for.

      “I’m not asking what your dad needs. I’m asking what you need. This is heavy. We’ve been through heavy stuff before, and I know how you handle grief or more accurately… don’t. How are you? How can we help? We’re all here for you.”

      Opening my mouth to answer, I realize I don’t know what to say, so I’m relieved as all hell when Reese surges out of my bedroom, my new designer lip plumper in her right hand.

      “You know Cody’s in your bed, right?” She smirks so hard, her eyes clamp shut.

      “I’m aware,” I huff. “You’re not taking that.” I nod at her right hand.

      “The hell I’m not, money bags. Perks for your broke friends, thanks much.” Reese slides onto the stool next to Mani and examines her loot. The stupid light pink shade is perfect for her. “I guess I don’t need to get you that divorce paperwork, huh?”

      Mani nudges her. “Cody’s performing in the sheets. Quinny might actually keep this one.”

      “Nice. My, how the tables have turned. How is it Addie, Noa, and Quinny suddenly have more interesting sex lives than we do?” Reese gripes.

      “That’s what I’m saying.” Mani pops up to rummage through my fridge, settling on cold-pressed green juice. She grabs two bottles and holds one up, nodding to Reese.

      “Nuh-uh.” Reese shakes her head aggressively, and her unruly blonde curls dance. “Not even if you put vodka in there.”

      “Put something in your stomach. We have a long day of dress shopping. The timeline is tight, so we have to decide on something today.”

      “Okay, wait, wait,” I say, holding up my hands. “So, to be clear… Grandma contacted you guys to meet for dress shopping, and we have a deadline. Meaning this wedding has an actual date. What the fuck? Even if this is happening, wouldn’t my dress be the more pressing timeline issue?”

      Mani and Reese exchange a guilty look, then quickly shift their eyes to… anywhere but me.

      “Spill. Now,” I hiss.

      Mani pokes my shoulder with her pinky as she passes, then slams the green juice in front of Reese.

      “G-Ma Banks already picked out your dress,” she says with her back turned to me.

      “What?”

      “Um… yeah. I think she thought you’d make a fuss, so she took the liberty of picking it out. She’s already had some work done on it, and she’s crazy excited. I mean, just let her have it, right? Isn’t this wedding more for her than you guys, anyway?”

      I don’t know anymore. The lines are so damn blurred, I don’t know if I’m falling in love with my boyfriend or my husband. I don’t want this wedding. I have so much work to do… my dad has cancer… my mom is dead. It’s overwhelming to pretend like I’m okay all the time.

      “Do I actually get to see the dress before the day of my wedding, which I’m still not privy to?” I sass.

      “What do you think today is for?” Mani says, spinning around. “Go hop in the shower, get ready, and we can go.” She whips out her phone. “I’ll tell Addie and Noa to meet us there.”

      Not bothering to argue, I trudge down the hallway like a zombie, just letting this happen. To be perfectly honest, I’m curious. What dress? What wedding dress does Grandma picture for me? Maybe it’s a white pants suit. I snort to myself.

      “Hey!” Reese shouts after me. “Tempted as you may be, don’t have sex while you’re in there. We don’t have time for all that.”

      “Shaddup,” I call over my shoulder. As I enter my bedroom, my eyes dance over Cody’s large frame bundled under the covers, and wicked ideas flood my mind. I mean… we have a little time, right?

      “Damn,” I mumble, annoyed my girls can read me like a book.
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      I carefully climb on top of the fluffy duvet covering Cody. He smiles before he opens his eyes. He looks so relaxed like this, I hate to disturb him, but it's time to go. Straddling his taut stomach, the feather-down comforter molds to the thick bulge of his abs muscles as I squeeze my thighs on either side of his stomach.

      “You smell nice,” he hums. “You showered already?” He opens his eyes, and his smile remains wide.

      “Yes, sir. Sure did.”

      “For what?” He wraps his hands around me and squeezes my hip bones. “I have all sorts of plans for us today, and none of them involve you all dressed up like this.” He eyes me up and down. “But you look really pretty, Princess.”

      “All right, I have to know… why do you always call me Princess? Not baby, sweetheart, honey, sugar lips...”

      “Sugar lips?” He arches one brow.

      “You get my point.”

      Cody traces the top bumps of my cleavage with the tips of his fingers, as if I’m a doll he’s admiring.

      “When I first learned who you were and who your family was, I guess I kind of thought you’d be a little prissy… spoiled… entitled…”

      My face contorts in offense. “Wow, please don’t hold back.”

      “Let me finish.” He snickers as he sinks his head back into the pillow. “Then you finally agreed to see me, and I met the most intelligent, beautiful, generous, kind-hearted, and strong woman I could ever imagine. So, I call you Princess to remind myself I had it all wrong. Now I know what royalty actually means.”

      Oooh, that’s tempting. I’d love nothing more than to waste an entire Saturday with Cody… in this bed.

      “Good answer. How long have you been rehearsing that?”

      He purses his lips and bobs his head with the cutest grin. “Weeks.”

      I trace his cheek with the pad of my thumb as sweet butterflies tickle my insides. I don’t remember the last time I felt like this, not even with Sully. All I remember is the end. What was at the beginning? Did it feel like this? If so, how could I have ever let it go?

      “Well, you nailed it.”

      “Yeah?” He yanks down on the V-neck of my shirt, exposing the top of my bra. “You giving out rewards this morning?”

      To you? Yes. I let him slip his giant bear paw into the cup of my bra and toy with my nipple before I finally lean away.

      “The girls are here, waiting on me. I have to go.”

      “Go where?”

      “Wedding dress shopping… or a fitting, more like.” Cody’s face pulls in surprise. “Do you want me to call it off? This whole thing? I feel like it’s all becoming a lot. I really didn’t understand the magnitude of what we did in Vegas.”

      “And risk pissing off Grandma Banks? No way! When I drove them back from Estes Park, she actually told me I was like the son she never had.”

      “Cody… she has two sons.”

      “I realize.”

      “So?”

      “So what? Look, if you want to talk about it, I’m right here, so let’s talk about it, Quinn. I’m an open book. If you want to ask me something, just ask. You’re the one who's in a rush for this paperwork.”

      I look at the door, worried Mani or Reese could bust in at any minute. Maybe I’m just looking for an excuse to escape the inevitable truth. If you really want to be in love—all in—you have to share everything, and I have some secrets that need to stay buried.

      “What are you doing today?”

      Cody rocks his head back and forth against the pillow. “I’m running Sawyer through some training, then I was debating apartment hunting.”

      “What? Why?” I scoot back on Cody’s hips—mostly teasing myself. He’s hot, and I’m bothered. I plan on surfing this ‘honeymoon’ wave as long as it lasts. But he grabs my hips and holds me steady before I can rock against him and encourage his growing arousal. I smile at him innocently as if I wasn’t just caught.

      “I thought Joel’s place had plenty of room,” I continue.

      “It’s not about the square footage. Addie and Joel need space to be a family. I love my roommates, but once they’re married, they don’t need a third wheel. Lately, I feel a little caught up in their story. I need my own.”

      “Do you have a Realtor? I know a couple of agents—”

      “I’m fully capable of attending open houses without a chaperone.”

      I roll my eyes. Egos.

      “I wasn’t suggesting you need a babysitter,” I sputter. “I just meant… anyway, hey… why don’t you stay here for a while? I have the space.”

      Big step.

      Big, big, big fucking step, Quinn.

      “Yeah?” Cody looks just as alarmed as I do, but that’s what happens when you lean into your feelings. You never know what atrocities will spill out.

      “I mean, we have to get through this wedding. Technically, we’re married, so it makes sense, right? This is a two bedroom… we don’t have to rush anything.”

      That’s bullshit since we’re rushing everything. We’re so backward—friends to married to feelings to fucking. Something seems out of order there.

      “And after?”

      “Hm?”

      “After the wedding,” Cody says. There’s a depth in his eyes as he asks me the question on both of our minds in the most roundabout way. “Should I apartment hunt when it’s over?”

      “Let’s just worry about now.” I trace his wrinkled brows and smooth the worry away. “We have time to figure out forever.” That’s the best I can offer at the moment. I pray it’s enough.

      “Okay, deal.”

      “Really?”

      “Sure,” he mumbles as he sits up. His lips are on my neck, then his teeth graze my earlobe. “How much time do we have before you have to go?” he growls in my ear.

      “None,” I reply but throw my head back, pressing my chest against him, begging his lips to explore. We were at it all night. I’m stripped, raw, and sore, yet still so damn hungry for it.

      Cody pops my pants button free and yanks on my waistband. He lifts me with one arm, reminding me how effortlessly strong he is. Every tender touch he’s ever given me is because he’s purposely careful. When he rips the covers off his lap, my clothes are the only things separating me from his growing manhood. I used to think Cody sleeping in the nude was a little silly. Now? I think it’s just damn good sense.

      “No time, huh?” He presses me backward into the bed and makes quick work of my pants and panties. “Make some,” he commands before he’s between my thighs, claiming what he knows is now his.
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      “Sawyer,” I bellow. “You need to goddamn focus!”

      Sawyer falls to his knees on the field and buries his fist in the grass.

      “I’m trying!” he wails.

      This is the umpteenth time I’ve broken free of the line, straight into the end zone on this empty high school field. If Sawyer is the only thing standing between me and the end zone, I'll break the scoreboard apart. He can’t wrap up a tackle, and I need to know why.

      “You’re twice my size,” he complains.

      “Nuh-uh.” I shake my head, and the sweat flies. We’ve run this drill fifty times over. He should be able to make this damn tackle. “No excuses. You're completely capable of blocking me.” Looping my hands under his shoulder pads, I yank him to his feet, and he dangles there like a fish on a line. I get right in his face, knocking my mask against his. “You want to be coddled, or you want to work?”

      I care about Sawyer, love him like a little brother, which is why I have no mercy. If he’s serious about a career in football, this is where he has to prove it—every single day. There will always be someone stronger, faster, and younger who will pull the rug out from under you at the first opportunity. There's no option outside of excellence in the league.

      And you can’t be a tight end in the fucking NFL if you can’t block.

      “I want to work,” Sawyer mumbles. His neck is drenched, and sweat soaks the top of his shirt under his pads.

      I smack the back of his helmet, knowing damn well the echoing thud that sounds inside. My coaches would knock the same way on my helmet when my head wasn’t in the game.

      “Say it like you mean it, Sawyer.”

      “I want to work!” he barks.

      “You know what your problem is?” My tone is cruel, but I don’t regret it for a minute. Mr. Sabin is leaps and bounds out of my league in academics and business, but on the field, I’m the one who has to teach Sawyer how to be a man, and I refuse to cut corners.

      “What?”

      “Your heart isn’t in it unless the ball is in your hands.”

      “That’s not—”

      “It is. Let that sink in for a minute. You’re a tight end. Your first job is to block. It’s not all touchdowns and glory. You understand that, right? If all you want is to race down the field and catch Hail Marys, then go work on your forty time. Become a wide receiver. Tight ends,”—I bang my fist against my chest—“we’re the wall. Our first job is to defend.”

      “You have more touchdowns than any tight end in the league… and no fumbles. That’s why you’re my hero. That’s what I want to learn how to do.”

      No fumbles? Jesus. Of course, the kid knows my stats, which I think are a fluke. Turnovers or not, I had my growing pains. I struggled and learned lessons the hard way, like everyone else.

      “You want to be like me?”

      Ducking his head, Sawyer nods, then looks up at me. Our height difference isn’t as dramatic as it was when I first met him. He’s getting taller. Definitely stronger. He has all the tools—I just need to teach him how to use them.

      “Yeah. Just like you.”

      I pick up the ball from the ground.

      “Then it starts with a block.”

      Squatting into a ready stance, I face the end zone twenty yards out. You can do this, Sawyer. I nod at the space in front of me, instructing him to get in position.

      “Don’t you fucking dare let me get by you. You hear me?”

      He nods determinedly, fire in his dark eyes.

      Then I make my move…

      But this isn’t a Disney movie, and things don’t just magically come together after an impassioned speech. I bust right by him again, then again… and again. He’s able to get his hands around me but doesn’t have the strength to hold me back. I know he’s trying. Every time we run the drill, he tires a bit more, but I don’t let up until he’s puking on the sidelines.

      The sun is setting by the time we’re through. Sinking down next to Sawyer on the dewy grass, I nudge him with my shoulder as I hand over a water bottle. My take-no-prisoners persona cools—practice is over. Now, he’s just my buddy. He should be pissed at me. I definitely wasn’t kind to him over the past few hours, but all he throws my way is gratitude.

      “Sorry,” Sawyer mumbles before he downs half the bottle.

      “For what? You did good.”

      “Good?” He twists up his face like I’m stupid. “I couldn’t wrap you up, once.”

      “Of course not, man.” I let out a hearty laugh. “I’m twice your size. You need years of conditioning before you can go one-on-one with me.”

      He glares at me. “But you said no excuses.”

      “I wanted to see how you handle the odds against you,” I say, taking a swig of my bottle. Even if it’s only Sawyer and me on this tiny high school field, the game still has a place in my heart. I love the aftermath of a day of work.

      “So, this was some Yoda mind-screw bullshit?”

      “Hell, yeah,” I admit. “Did it work?”

      “Yeah.” Sawyer pops his shoulder. “Kind of. I think I was motivated because I really wanted to ring your bell out there.”

      Ha!

      “One day, man. One day. You’re going to do bigger things than me, Sawyer. I promise you that. I’ll be in the stands, watching you own the field at Bandits stadium.”

      “You don’t really believe that, do you?” Sawyer lies back, flattening the freshly cut grass beneath him. “So many kids dream about it. So many don’t make it. I think my mom was the only person in the world who really believed in me, you know?”

      “Quinn believes in you,” I offer.

      “Quinn would kill for me. She’d obliterate anything in my way. That’s not the same as believing in me. It’s the opposite. Why do you think she tolerated your ass for so long?” Sawyer chortles. “She thinks I need you to be my ticket into Bama, then straight into the league.”

      Clutching my chest in jest, I’m actually a little wounded. I guess it’s the truth. I’ve loved Quinn for a lot longer than she’s loved me. No matter. We’re here now, and it's working out.

      “Do you believe in you, Sawyer?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are you going to throw everyone the bird who doesn’t believe in your mission? Because that’s what it’s going to take—laser-focus and never losing faith in yourself. I’ll do everything I can for you, but in the end, you’re the only one who can carry you, and it won’t be easy. The only thing harder to overcome than the odds is self-doubt. Somehow, you need to believe in yourself more than anyone else does.”

      “The guys on the team think I’m a joke,” he mutters.

      “Why?”

      “They know I’m a trust fund baby. They say colleges like Bama should save spots for the kids who actually need it. I’ll just grow up into money. But I don’t want football for the money. It’s the only thing that makes me feel…” Sawyer blinks a few times, trying to find the words, and when he fails, I finish for him.

      “Alive?” Because I know. I know so well.

      “Yeah, exactly. I was never going to sit in a stuffy office and try to be some big executive. That’s Quinn’s path, not mine, but sometimes, I wonder what happens if I fail at this. I wouldn’t know who I am anymore. Football is my heart and soul. My mom used to tell me that the heart was the most important muscle to care for. You have to feed it hope and happiness every single day, otherwise it’ll grow weak. Cheesy, huh?”

      “Not at all.” I smile at the analogy. “Sounds like she was very wise.”

      As the sun sinks even lower, Sawyer’s head nodding in the background is more of a shadow than anything else.

      “She was incredible. She was our rock. With everything going on with Dad right now, she’s the only one I want to talk to, and I can’t…”

      “Why not?”

      “Huh?”

      Lying on the grass next to Sawyer, I watch the sky. It’s one of those days when you can actually see the clouds moving against the dusky sky.

      “I talk to my mom all the time.”

      “Your foster mom?”

      “No, my mom, mom.”

      “Oh…”

      Sensing the awkward lull, I clear my throat and encourage Sawyer to ask what I know is on his mind.

      “I’m an open book, man. Ask away. I’m not shy about it.”

      “Okay. What happened to your mom?”

      “I grew up really poor, like dirt poor. My mom had a habit of falling in love with abusers and misogynists, and it broke her spirit in some way. She took a few punches, but it only took one asshole laying his hands on me when I was four, I think?”

      I flinch at the memory. I dream about it all the time, even though I barely remember it. With my size and strength now, I want to go back and protect her like no one ever did.

      “That’s all it took,” I continue. “We walked away, and I remember spending more nights in the backseat of a beat-up Toyota Camry than a bed. With no family or friends to help, she did everything she could but could barely scrape together enough cash to feed us. I think things got a little better once I started kindergarten. My mom would get temp jobs here and there during the day while I was at school, and we were surviving. I still remember when she bought me my peewee football jersey with the last ten bucks in her pocket. I tried to tell her I didn’t want it, but she insisted. It was the kindest thing anyone has ever done for me. I still have that jersey to this day.”

      “Cody… holy shit, man. I had no idea.”

      “Yeah, like I said, I have no secrets, but I don’t bring it up because it bums people out.” A reporter once interviewed me about my journey to the league, and she cried so hard, her notes were senseless. We never actually got that article to publication.

      “What happened after?”

      “Mom was diagnosed with lung cancer when I was about seven. That’s what did us in. Man, it happened so fast. I swear I blinked, and she was so sick. We didn’t have medical insurance—we didn’t have anything—so she gave up before it even began. My mom wasn’t a fighter, and I was a kid. What could I do? She put me in foster care and begged my foster parents to keep me permanently. I don’t know what arrangement they worked out, but the Rogers raised me for ten years, which is a long time for foster care. They drove me every day to visit my mom in hospice before she passed.”

      “How did…”

      “She was uncomfortable at the end, but they told me she went peacefully in her sleep.” Or that’s the story they spun. Maybe it’s better that way. I like that narrative better. “I still talk to her whenever I need to. Just like you should talk to your mom. Tell her how you feel, Sawyer. Tell her what you’re worried about.”

      Sawyer hops to his feet suddenly. “Can you stand up, man?” His voice breaks, and it takes me a minute to realize he’s crying.

      “Why?” I ask as I get up.

      “Because it’d be fucking weird to hug you lying down.” He wraps me up in a heavy hug and tightens his grip. “You’re a good bro, Cody. Thank you for everything… for me… for Quinn. It’s the first time I’ve seen my sister happy in years.”

      “It’s all right, kid. You don’t need to thank me. I’m glad I found you guys.”

      “We’ve been broken for a while. We really needed you. Somehow, you’re bringing out, like... the best in all of us.” He lets go and quickly wipes his tears away. He growls a bit, like he can fake some type of manly ego with me. “You want to grab a bite at that burrito place?”

      “Yup, sounds good. Right behind you.”

      I dawdle a bit as Sawyer heads to the truck, needing a minute to myself. I take in a panoramic view of the field as the stadium lights kick on. They are wimpy, flickering, but I still feel it—that little spark of adrenaline. The energy that fueled me for years through all the toughest shit of my life. The life I’m about to turn my back on.

      Speaking of moms…

      Ma, can we talk? I need some help. I don’t know how to make this decision. I didn’t think I could fall in love twice… the game and the girl. My old family and my new one. I’m going to lose one.

      And I don’t know how to choose.
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      “Quinny, what do you think?” Mani asks, tugging on the neckline of the slinky satin blue dress, standing in front of a tall mirror with embedded soft lights that seem to work as a built-in filter. All my best friends look stunning on that little platform. “I’m thinking we go with something that shows more boob.”

      “Jesus,” Noa grumbles loudly from behind the dressing room curtain concealing her.

      “What?” Mani enunciates, so her voice carries to her protestor behind dressing room number two. “I paid top dollar for these and want to show them off.” She squeezes her assets affectionately.

      Good grief.

      “Mani, stop fondling yourself,” I mutter.

      Addie pops out of the dressing room on the opposite side of Noa with a pouty glower. I don’t blame her—she looks like a slutty cream-colored cupcake in a bridesmaid dress that is way too puffy and far too short.

      “Um, Quinny, this one is…” She grimaces, her bright blue eyes—pleading. “Please tell me you don’t like this,” Addie says as she gestures at the train wreck of a dress she’s fashioning.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I feign shocked bewilderment. “It’s phenomenal, by far the front runner.”

      “Oh… well…” She stills, her eyes wide like a startled lemur. “Maybe it’s not so bad.” She nearly chokes on the words, and I snort, unable to hold it.

      “Addie, hell no. Take it off!”

      “Thank God,” she squeals as she ducks behind her curtain.

      “So, seriously, what do you think?” Mani says again as she spins on the platform in front of the curved mirror, trying to check out her ass. “More boob, right?”

      “I love you girls, but I know you girls, and can say with absolute certainty, we’ll never all agree on a dress.”

      “That’s the damn truth,” Reese says as she emerges in her bra and underwear. She’s unabashed since it’s just us here today. Actually, it’s Reese. She’s just plainly unembarrassed about her body. Still, Grandma rented out the entire boutique for the day, and we’re getting the VIP treatment. God knows how much that cost. The store attendants flinch every time I scratch my nose, shuffling closer in case the fake bride needs something.

      “I’ve tried on at least seven dresses.” Reese grabs a champagne flute off the table and sinks into the chair next to me. “I’m over it. I don’t care. I’ll wear whatever, Quinny.”

      “You know what I think?” I raise my voice a bit. “I think the ladies who are actually getting married should try on some white dresses.”

      Noa pokes her head through the curtain. “I’m getting married on the beach, crazy. Everything in here is couture. I can’t drag this stuff through damp sand.”

      “I’m not letting you get married in a sundress from TJ Maxx, Nono,” I snark.

      “Worry about your own wedding,” she calls back as she disappears into her little cubby.

      “Addie?”

      “You’ll have to ask Joel’s mom what I’m wearing. I have zero say in my wedding.”

      Hm, you and me both.

      “So, when’s my wedding, by the way?” I ask Reese.

      “July twenty-first, at sunset.” She doesn’t even look up from her phone.

      Nice.

      The bridal attendant, who has been fetching us champagne and tea sandwiches for the past hour, makes her way over to the cluster of seating with a giant smile. She reminds me of someone, but I don’t know who. Her auburn hair is in a high ponytail, and her big brown eyes blink at me expectantly.

      “Your dress just arrived.” She clasps her hands together with glee.

      On cue, Grandma Banks waltzes into the boutique with a gigantic black dress bag draped over her arm. Grandma waves at the attendant with a sugar-sweet smile as she hustles over to relieve her from the garment.

      “My girls!” Grandma squeals. Damn, she’s a boss. Her ivory pants suit is perfectly pressed, and the pearls draped around her neck only look subtle. Lord knows they cost more than most people’s monthly mortgage.

      Mani steps off the stage and shimmies over to Grandma, which is difficult in the trumpet-style dress she’s wearing. “Grandma Banks!” She exclaims right before they embrace. I don’t know why I always forget that they have history. Grandma knows all my friends. Once upon a time, she was such a big part of my life—before I went into hiding.

      “My oh my, Amani,” Grandma says as she squeezes her. “Did you get some work done, honey?” She glances at her chest. “Not that you needed it, but you look great. Let’s find a dress that shows off the girls a bit better, hm?”

      Mani locks eyes on me, smiles wickedly, and sticks out her tongue. My eyes hit the ceiling, but I smile to myself. I love the relationship Grandma has with my friends. She’s a natural at making people feel warm and welcomed.

      My grandma really is the best, like another mom, so of course, I’ve shied away—I don’t deserve a mom anymore. Nonetheless, Grandma swooped in, filling in all the painful pieces. She bounces back and forth between the lodge, overseeing renovations, and Dad’s house, cooking him homemade Southern meals full of butter and fatback. At this point, cardiac arrest is just as much of a concern as his diagnosis.

      “Baby, you look beautiful.” Grandma squeezes me last. “I can’t wait to see you in your dress. I have such a big surprise for you.” She clasps her hand over her mouth dramatically. “But let me and my big ol’ mouth not spoil it. I want to see the look on your face when you see it for the first time.”

      “Yeah, Grandma, about that… how did you already pick something out? Don’t you need me to—”

      “Bup, bup, bup!” she interrupts. “I told you I’d handle it all. You don’t need to lift a finger or spare a thought. You and Cody just need to show up when and where I tell you, and you let Grammaw take care of everything else, hm?”

      “Thank you,” I force myself to utter. “This is incredibly generous.”

      “Oh, baby!” Grandma smashes her cheek against mine and makes kissy noises in my ear. “You deserve it. I know how hard you work, and Cody is a gem. I’m so happy to be doing this for y’all.”

      “Aren’t you getting bored at the lodge?”

      “Bored?” Grandma screws up her face. “I have an entire renovation to oversee and a wedding to plan, all in about three months. I’m not bored. I’m busier than a squirrel who lost its nuts right before winter.”

      What? I throw a side glance at Reese, who just shrugs. Southern soliloquies… or nonsense? God knows.

      “Don’t you miss Grandpa?”

      “We’ve been married for over fifty years.” She purses her lips and arches one brow. “We’re over the honeymoon phase, baby. The man can do without me for a few weeks. Plus, I love all the time I get to spend with Sawyer. Such a handsome young man. You know I met his sweet little girlfriend. Ooooh, I hope he marries that girl. Cute as a button!”

      Oh god. Run Taiya, before Grandma turns you into a kept woman.

      “So, about this dress…”

      “All I need today is for you to try it on so the tailor can get your final measurements. It might be a little big… are you eating? You look a little slight.” Standing, Grandma holds out her hand which I take cautiously. She pulls me out of my seat and spins me around, eyeing me like a prize pig she’s about to take to the fair. “You need to eat, baby.”

      “I do.” More often lately. Cody makes me.

      “Okay, we’re ready! It’s all smoothed out on the rack.” The perky attendant returns, her hands once again clasped together in enthusiasm. “The big corner dressing room to the left.” She points down the short hallway. “We’ll help you get into it.”

      “Okay, get your tush in there.” Grandma beams so hard, I actually see a trace of wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. She spends a lot of money not to look seventy, but her pure glee is breaking past the Botox and layers of expensive makeup. “I really hope you love it, baby.”

      Yeah… me, too.
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        * * *

      

      Less than an hour after we left the dress boutique, I’m in my closet, unearthing all the broken pieces of my life I’ve kept hidden. My Hermes purses and Jimmy Choos litter the floor of the master closet as I search for that damn box.

      Fuck, I hid it well. Too well.

      Grabbing the step stool from the corner of the room, I scour the top shelf of my built-in organizer. I pull down the neat stacks of sweaters and blouses I rarely wear but can’t bear to get rid of. My closet works as a central borrowing station for all my friends, so I keep everything. What doesn’t work for me usually works for them. What I don’t love, I happily gift. What I love, I hold on to with a death grip. The exceptions were my cream suede Dolce & Gabbana thigh-high boots. I loved those boots, miss those boots, but they look even better on Addie.

      Finally, after tearing through half of my giant closet, I see it in the middle of the top shelf—my blue keepsake box. Nervous energy floods my chest, and I have to take a few deep breaths to settle the fluttering. I haven’t faced this box in years. Unearthing it from its resting place, I plummet to the floor and hold the box between my legs, right in the middle of the wreckage of my now destroyed closet.

      I hold my breath as I unclasp the little gold latch.

      Mom’s face.

      My entire world goes a little fuzzy for a moment. I hear her laugh, smell her perfume. Her long blonde hair neatly frames her face, perfectly curled at the ends. Her eyes look like aquamarines in this picture. Mom was gorgeous, so damn beautiful. Sometimes I forget, because I never let myself look.

      I try not to remember.

      Once the initial shock settles, I go through photos, setting one after the other aside as I search desperately for answers. Memories swell as I flip over image after image, moment after moment—lost, past… forgotten.

      By the time I find what I’m looking for, tears are streaming down my face. A fat droplet lands on a polaroid of my mom on her wedding day.

      In that dress.

      The dress I tried on earlier today. Grandma had the bodice embellished with Swarovski crystals. My mom had been slightly taller, so the hem had to be taken in. They cinched the fabric around my waist and hips so it fit me like a glove. Everyone cried, all my girls. They know this marriage, this wedding, isn’t for real, yet they still wept like babies. They said I was the most gorgeous bride they’d ever seen.

      They'd never seen this picture. Mom wore it so much better.

      Mom did everything better… and I took it all for granted.

      Glancing down, I see an angry-red envelope at the bottom of the empty box. I don’t dare touch it. It’s an anomaly. It's impossible a single letter in a paper envelope can weigh a thousand tons. I’ve tried so many times, but I'm not strong enough to lift it.

      Instead, I melt into the carpet as I clutch my mom’s wedding picture to my chest. Letting out the breath I’ve been holding, I let my heart break open. I let the gory, gruesome guilt seep out of me. Here it is. I found it. My breaking point has arrived, but give me some credit—it took three full years to get here. I wail and howl—the way I should have at her funeral.

      Fuck, I miss her.

      Fuck, I screwed up so bad.

      Fuck, she hated how much I cussed.

      The only thing I want is to turn back time and tell her I’m sorry. Tell her I didn’t mean a single word of what I said. I need to tell her I’m scared for Dad. Tell her I’m lost and don’t know how to see past my remorse, and I’m worried I’m going to lose everything because of it. I need her more than ever but can never get her back.

      I’m not sure how much time passes. All I know is my eyes are swollen shut, and I’m hyperventilating on the floor, dry heaving because I’ve run out of tears. Curled into the fetal position, I let the slurry of images envelop me. Whether it’s a dream or a vision, it’s so real. Every single time—the fear is so real.

      “Quinn! Watch out!” Mom calls my name as the tires screech and the lights blind me. This time, I’m in the car, and Mom is on the sidelines. She's petrified as she watches me meet my end. I don’t just hear the crunch of the metal, I feel it… in my bones.

      “Quinn?”

      “Mom?” My voice is so garbled it’s nearly incoherent.

       “Oh, baby, what happened?”

      There’s a heavy thud beside me on the floor, then thick arms wrap around me, scooping me into warmth and security.

      It’s not Mom.

      Maybe the next best thing.

      Maybe she sent him when I needed her most.

      There’s no hiding my shambles this time. The façade is over. I’m not strong. I’m not good. I’m not even sure if I’m really here.

      Cody holds me tightly and kisses my head. I feebly hold out the picture to him, explaining the cause of the meltdown he’s witnessing.

      “Your mom?” he asks.

      “I messed up so bad,” I sputter through my tears. “And I can’t take it back. I have to live with this forever, and it’s going to destroy me. You’re going to leave me when you find out what kind of person I really am.”

      Cody shushes me and pulls me tighter against the firm wall of his chest. He doesn’t ask me for more of an explanation. Instead, he coos in my ear the way a parent comforts a child. He doesn’t wipe away my tears. He just holds me and lets them flow.

      “I’m here, Quinn. I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”
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Cody

        

      

    

    
      Three weeks since I found Quinn balled up on her closet floor, I still can’t get the image out of my head. I’ve watched men get beaten to a pulp on the field for years. I’ve seen bones break, faces bloodied, ligaments tear, shoulders and hips pop right out of their sockets, but I have never, ever seen someone in pain like that.

      I carried her to bed, spooned her from behind, and let her cry until she fell asleep. I thought we’d talk about it the next morning, but she snapped right back. By the time I woke up, the picture of her mom was gone, and her closet was put back together. All that was left was the breakfast she had prepared for me before she left for work. She left it on the kitchen island, with a little note that read, ‘Thank you. Sorry.’

      Nearly two months after I married the girl, I know when not to push, so I let it go. She’ll tell me when she’s ready. Instead, I’ve put all my energy into being the best new roommate possible.

      I’m known as a slob—Addie and Joel constantly reminded me—but I walk on eggshells in Quinn’s apartment. She keeps the place immaculate… without a cleaning service. Although to be fair, she’s never really here to dirty it up.

      I’m making the bed—okay, attempting to make the bed—when an aggressive knock at the front door relieves me of my domestic duties. I rip open the door to see most of Joel hidden by a giant-ass gift basket.

      “This shit keeps coming to my place,” he grumbles, no doubt irritated he had to haul the thing all the way over to Quinn’s. Pushing past me, he plants the over-the-top gift basket on the kitchen island. It’s filled with summer sausage, cheese, crackers, and about a million different spreads.

      I hunt for the tag, and when I see the sender’s name, my palm meets my forehead.

      “Walt,” I mumble. Of course. This level of grandeur is expected from the new owner of the Bandits. Walt must sense my hesitance on the new contract because he’s been trying to butter me up. The basket isn’t even close to the beginning of it. In the past few weeks, Walt has sent VIP theater tickets, exclusive early demos of the new Madden that’s coming out in a few months—which Sawyer borrowed and refuses to give back. When I mentioned on our last call that I had a special someone in my life, Walt even took the liberty of sending a pair of diamond earrings for Quinn. I tucked those away because no one buys jewelry for my girl except me.

      Quinn would probably deck me if she knew I was even entertaining the idea of going back to the league. I want her. I love her, but I’m still torn. I’ve loved football for over twenty years, while a future with Quinn has only been a reality for a few months.

      Joel helps himself to Quinn’s fridge, grabbing a water and a plastic container of fruit, then finds a fork in the cutlery drawer. He’s become very comfortable here lately. Addie’s been traveling on book tours, so he’s been sexless and bored.

      “When are you picking up the rest of your shit?” he asks through a mouthful of pineapple.

      “What shit?”

      “The rest of your clothes and shoes, some luggage.”

      “You may have to keep it for me. Quinn left me like a sliver in her closet.” I hold my palms about an inch apart. “After hanging up three shirts and three pairs of pants, I basically hit my allowance.”

      Joel snorts. “Doesn’t she have a guest room? Move your stuff in there.”

      I shrug. “She gave me a choice when she said I could move in, but I didn’t want to be her roommate. I want to be her…” Everything. Is that crazy? That’s how it’s supposed to be when you’re in love.

      “Husband?” Joel raises his eyebrows and pops another piece of fruit in his mouth. “You sure you guys are on the same page?”

      “I think so. She hasn’t brought up divorce, seems happy, and the sex is…” Fucking wild, hot, and constant—by far the best I’ve ever had, and we always cuddle after. Isn’t that considered the whole package? Quinn gives me everything I want. “It’s really good.”

      Joel secures the lid back on the container and points to the giant gift basket sitting between us.

      “Can I?”

      I’m sure there are some spreads and cheeses in here only his fancy ass will appreciate. To me? Cheddar or Cheez Whiz. Same difference.

      “Go for it.” I glance him up and down and notice he’s in sweatpants and a plain white t-shirt, which is a little unusual. “What is this? Addie leaves town for a bit, and suddenly, you’re dressing like a bum? You don’t know what to do with yourself, do you?”

      “Something like that. Work is slow. I was so bored I walked the cats twice this morning.” Freeing the basket, he waves his hand over the touchless kitchen trashcan and folds the cellophane before dropping it in. Quinn and Joel are kindred spirits—annoyingly neat.

      “How long could Addie be gone before you’d get upset?”

      “What?” he asks distractedly as he examines the label on a little jar of jelly.

      “Her writing is keeping her pretty occupied lately. Does that bother you? I didn’t realize she’d have to travel so much.”

      Returning the little jar to the basket, he pulls off his glasses and places them on the counter before giving me the look that says, ‘out with it.’

      “No. I want Adler to soar. I think she’s a phenomenal writer. Who am I to hold her back? Wouldn’t that be hypocritical?”

      He has a point. Joel has been cutting back more, but he used to travel nonstop for work.

      “Why do you ask?”

      I’m tired of keeping this all to myself.

      “I got cleared to play again.”

      “What?!” Joel’s eyes bulge as he holds both palms to the ceiling. “What the fuck, Cody?” He wraps me in a hug and slaps my back. “This is”—he clasps my shoulder—“huge, man. That’s awesome. What the hell are you still doing in Denver? When does training camp start?” Joel releases me and stares at me with utter elation in his eyes.

      He’s been there for me through it all—when my dreams got ripped away and on the messy road of recovery. Now, he’s here when I’ve been handed a second chance, and he can’t understand why I’m not as thrilled as he is.

      “About a week after the wedding.”

      “So, that works out, right?”

      “Not really.” Burying my face in my hands, I let out a frustrated growl. “It’s the girl or the game—I can’t have both. If I go back to the Bandits, Quinn and I are over.”

      “Why the hell do you think that?”

      I shoot him an annoyed look.

      “Because Quinn blatantly said if I go back to the Bandits, she and I are over.”

      “Oh, okay.” He taps his fingers on the counter. “Well… then yeah, I see how you drew that conclusion.”

      I let the lull between us linger for a moment. I don’t want to talk about this because I don’t know what to say… or what to do. Every day, I wake up with a different resolve. How can you love two different things so much? How is it possible to get everything you want, then have to choose?

      “Cody—”

      “Don’t say it, man,” I warn.

      “Once upon a time, I didn’t want your truth bomb bullshit, but it saved me and Adler, so I think I need to return the favor.”

      “You’re going to save me and Quinn?” I scoff like a total asshole and immediately feel guilty for my attitude.

      “No.” Joel shakes his head somberly. “Look, I like Quinn, and I’m happy you’re happy, but I don’t want you to save your relationship. I want you to save you.” Joel makes his way to the living room and sinks into the firm, light blue, tufted loveseat, which is barely broken in. Quinn isn’t much of a lounger. Her furniture is pretty, but it’s better on your eyes than your ass.

      “We need to sit for this?” I jest, but Joel’s in no joking mood. He juts his chin toward the chair across from him, and I reluctantly oblige. I know he’s about to say some shit I don’t want to hear… something I probably need to hear. “What is it, man?”

      “Since I met you, football was your world. Then you got hurt, and you lost everything. But instead of…” He twirls his wrist in the air looking for the right words, trying to fight his to-the-point nature and be considerate. “You didn’t really find yourself in the void. You went from obsessing about football to obsessing about Quinn. And again, it’s nothing against her, but you’re more than just a player, more than someone’s boyfriend, husband, or whatever you’re trying to be for her. You can’t keep getting wrapped up in just one thing.” Joel presses his hands together, almost like he’s praying for me to understand. “You have to make up your life with pieces so everything doesn’t crumble when one thing falls apart.”

      “You’re telling me to leave Quinn to go back to the league?” I stare at him flatly, a little disappointed.

      “I’m not telling you to do anything. I’m just saying you should fill your life with the things that add to the picture, not take away. I’m just going to say it, Cody. I understand Quinn is a different breed. She’s strong and driven, and I know why you’re so attracted to that, but she washes you out, man. You’re letting her completely wash you out. How much of your day do you spend worrying about what Quinn needs? How much time does she spend supporting what you need? Or do you even know what that is anymore?”

      Truth hurts, doesn’t it?

      I hang my head in shame. I know love makes you weak, but not like this. I thought I was being the hero, but Joel has a point. The more I worry about what Quinn needs, the more I lose sight of myself.

      “I know you want to knock me out for saying it, but—”

      “You’re my best friend, Joel.” Shrugging, I rest my eyes on Quinn’s fluffy carpet—the one that's impossible to vacuum. The long hairs just clog the damn machine up. I know because that’s what I do all day while Quinn works. I tidy up after myself and respect her space exactly as it is. I try to make it like I don’t even exist, so she doesn’t regret asking me to be here.

      I see it clear as day.

      “You’re right,” I admit.

      “She loves you, though. Even Adler says it. Maybe it’s not as cut and dry as you think. Maybe you just go for the Hail Mary. Tell her what you want, and maybe she’ll find a way to make room for it.”

      I nod as if I’m going to take his advice, but it’s just for show. It’s not an option. It’s not that Quinn doesn’t want to compromise…

      It’s simply that she can’t.
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Quinn

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know what I expected from chemotherapy, but it’s far tamer than I was picturing. Of course, the vision I had was something along the lines of Mary Shelly’s Frankenstein right before the monster comes to life—electricity, a lot of growling, glass beakers shattering on the floor—but it’s so far from the visual currently in front of me. Dad's in a comfy reclined sofa chair, feet extended, IV tubes neatly taped to his arm and chest, nestled under a cozy plaid blanket with his laptop in his lap.

      This is the moment I know I'm my father’s daughter—he’s getting chemotherapy, and he’s working. Then again, I’m here to accompany him during his treatment, and… I'm working.

      I shut my laptop and look up at Dad, who returns my stare, slightly startled.

      “Something on your mind?” he asks as his dark brows arch in perfect semi-circles.

      Somehow, in the midst of his diagnosis, his collapse at the lodge, then his grueling long nights at the office trying to prepare for a possible extended leave… he looks oddly at peace.

      “How are you feeling?”

      He follows my lead and closes his laptop.

      “It’s only the second treatment, so I doubt I’m experiencing all the side effects yet, but so far,”—he winks at me—“I’m doing just fine, my little pigtail princess. No need to worry.”

      Princess. That word. It suddenly dawns on me that both my dad and my lover have the same pet name for me, and it gives me the creeps. One of them needs to cease and desist immediately.

      “You’re not tired? Nauseous? How are you sleeping? Grandma says she’s caught you a couple times roaming around the house in the middle of the night. Do you have insomnia? I heard about this supplement you can take with treatment that helps—”

      “Quinn,” my dad grumbles in a pique of irritation. “Can't a man get up for a glass of water in his own house without being tattled on? Your grandmother is a night owl, and it's quite uncomfortable, actually. I prefer when she’s at the lodge.” He pats his belly, which looks a bit softer these days. “And my arteries could use a break from her cooking.”

      “It’s a wonder she’s so thin since the main ingredient in her famous green bean casserole is lard.” I click my jaw as I smirk.

      “Oh, please.” Dad chuckles, jostling the IV tubes. “She doesn’t eat her own cooking… neither did your mother.”

      I try not to wilt, to be strong enough to say what Dad needs to hear right now. It’s my turn to be there for him.

      “Mom would be really proud of you. If she was here,”—she’d know what to say—“I think she’d tell you to suck it up, buttercup.”

      Dad bellows in laughter. “Rub some dirt on it,” he manages between breathy chuckles.

      “No pain, no gain,” I add, catching his contagious smile.

      “And every other tortured football metaphor she could think of.”

      Mom was an Alabama girl through and through—beautiful blonde Southern Belle, loved to cook, loved her football, loved… to love.

      “I had twenty-five wonderful years with her. I watched as she grew into this stunning, fearsome woman, amazing mother, and yet it’s funny… now when I think of her, I still picture her in that Bama cheerleader uniform when I first met her during her freshman year.”

      “Dad... ew.”

      “Not like that.” He laughs again. “She was just so pretty and sweet, and I couldn’t believe those big blue eyes were looking at me. You know I met your mother by chance, right? I was a TA and had traveled with one of my professors for a guest lecture at U of A. I had no business being there. I grew up in the Denver metro. I didn’t care for the South. I certainly wasn’t interested in football, but I went to the game that night just so I could watch your mom throw those pom-poms around. She came up to me after the game…” Dad trails off and shakes his head, lost in a sweet memory. “I still can’t believe she picked me.” He groans. “I was such a nerd.” He mumbles something under his breath along the lines of ‘lucky bastard.’

      I’m jealous.

      Dad reflects on mom and remembers when they met, remembers how lucky he felt. His thoughts are full of warmth and treasures. I’d kill to have the same, but all I hear is the shouting. All I feel is an uncomfortable tremor of guilt that creeps its way under my skin, making me want to peel it all off. All I see are the fucking blinding headlights.

      Pinching my eyes closed, I find the bravery to ask a question I've never asked before.

      “Do you remember the last thing you said to Mom?” My voice is small and weak. I crumple under the weight of this question, not knowing what I’m hoping for. Is there another monster in this cage with me? Or am I really all alone?

      Dad cocks his head to the side, and I know he wants to ask why I’m asking, but instead, he answers.

      “It was in the morning, before work. I grabbed my coffee, kissed her cheek, told her she smelled heavenly, and that I’d see her at home for dinner.” He dips his head. “Actually, I promised her I’d be home for dinner.”

      That’s lovely. So, it’s really just me in this dungeon of regret.

      “But I didn’t,” Dad continues. “She called me a couple times, a little past seven at night, and I just knew I was going to get an ear full about her roast going to waste. Do you remember that acquisition that fell through with DynaTech? I was knee-deep in a potential scandal, and I… I just couldn’t make it home that night and was in no mood for a lecture. She called, and I didn’t answer.” Dad’s eyes start to glisten.

      In my entire childhood, I never saw my dad cry. My mother’s funeral was the first time. Since he started therapy a few months ago, it’s been like being front row at a freaking SeaWorld dolphin show, and it’s kind of incredible—a man who is strong enough to cry.

      “The next call was from the police… letting me know she was gone.” He wipes at the wet streaks on his face. “I think about it all the time. What if I had just gone home for dinner? Where was she that late? What was she doing? She could’ve been home with me…”

      I see the burden in his eyes, the one he shouldn’t carry… because it’s mine and mine alone.

      “She was with me,” I admit.

      “What?” Dad’s face screws up in puzzlement as he straightens in his chair. “You never told me that.”

      Dismayed, I meet his look of surprise.

      “Well… she wasn’t with me. She came by my place, but I wouldn’t let her in.” I swear my soul levitates right out of my body, leaving behind a hollow shell. My mouth moves and executes the words as I watch from above, cringing at the sight of all my demons spilling bare. “I sent her away. We had a huge fight about calling off the wedding. Mom and I… we didn’t see eye to eye. At the time, I was so angry.” I choke on my words but force myself to keep going.

      We’re already here. Just lean into it. Lean into the feeling.

      “I said horrible things, awful things I didn’t mean. We blew up, and the next night, she came to see me to patch things up, but I wasn’t ready.”

      For the first time in years, I let myself go back to where I promised I’d never return…
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three years prior

      Knock, knock, knock.

      Fuck my life. She’s been pounding for ten minutes, begging me to open the goddamn door. She can sleep out there for all I care. I’m never speaking to that woman again.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Quinn… please,” Mom begs through the door.

      Fucking pathetic. If you want to get on your soap box and preach about what being a real woman means, at least stick to your guns. I opened the sewer yesterday and called her every name in the book. What kind of mother doesn’t take her daughter’s side when her idiot fiancé flips the entire script? She should support me. Woman to woman. She should be proud I want more from my life than to be barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen.

      Trying to ignore the pounding, I grab a wine glass from the cabinet and let the anger flood through me. It’s so bizarre. Six years of a relationship down the drain, and I’m not even sad about Sully. Good riddance. I’m pissed at her. Why? Why can’t she accept me as I am? Why does she only care about that stupid white dress and babies?

      I don’t want to share her path. I am capable of so much more.

      She will never understand that.

      “Quinn!”

      I swivel the decanter holding the chianti that’s been patiently waiting for me to devour it for twenty minutes. Is that enough time? Tannins or not, here I come. Filling my glass halfway, I down it in one massive gulp. That won’t do. One more… then three.

      The crystal decanter is empty, and Mom is still making a fuss at the door. Her pounding has softened… just soft raps with her knuckles. I hate what this has become, but it’s my final stance. All my life, she’s only seen what I’m not. All she’s pushed me toward is what I don’t want.

      I’m free of Sully.

      I just want to be free of her judgment, too.

      “Baby… please. We need to talk.” I think I hear her slump against the door. “I love you, Quinn. I never meant to hurt your feelings.”

      Well, you did.

      Clutching my chest, I can feel my heart beating out of control from angst or anxiety, I don’t know. I’m exhausted. It’s been the longest few days. I haven’t even had time to think about the aftermath of Sully and me breaking up, calling off the wedding.

      I have to call the caterers, the photographer, the florist, and fuck, the cake lady has probably already ordered all the ingredients. No way we’ll get the venue deposits back. What the hell do I do with the dress? Donate it? Can I ask Leti to help with all this, or is that abusing my assistant?

      I have so much freaking work to do at Sabin Tech, so many deadlines, so many decisions. People count on me now, and I can’t afford to make a bad impression as Dad’s daughter. Even though I earned my promotion to director, I have to spend every single day convincing the entire company I’m worthy and deserve what I’ve been given. Excellence is the bar, and I’m shooting to exceed it, which means I don’t have time for all this other bullshit. I just want all the distractions to disappear.

      Let me do my job.

      “Quinn! Open the door.”

      Anger swells, the acid of sheer exhaustion and defeat furiously bubble to the surface, and I don’t bother trying to suck it back down. Let it burn this place to the ground.

      Stomping to the door, I knock right back. I hear Mom jump to her feet, expectantly, as if her pleading and demanding paid off.

      “Let me be crystal clear,” I hiss through the door. “I never want to see you again, got it? You spoke your piece yesterday, and I spoke mine. I am done trying to explain myself to you. I don’t have an iota of respect for your life choices. All you did for twenty-some years is wipe a man’s ass. Forgive me for wanting more. I’m sick of being held back and chastised for working the way I want. So, this is the end of it. I don’t want to get married. I don’t want your life. I don’t even want to be your daughter. Just leave.”

      Instantly, I know I went too far, but my pride prevents me from rectifying anything at the moment. I’d peek through the door peephole, but I don’t want to see her wounded expression. Shit.

      I just need to breathe.

      I need some space.

      I need to cool down and calm down, then I’ll fix this in the morning, but right now, I just need to feel it all. I need to feel like the failure Sully thinks I am and that apparently Mom does as well.

      There’s a prolonged silence before I hear two gentle taps on the door.

      “I’ll always love you, baby… even when you’re wrong.” She enunciates, so I hear every word. How can she be so sure I’m still standing at the door?

      Because she knows me… better than anyone.

      I finally hear a deep sniffle before the sound of her heels clicking in the hallway fades. Tears flow down my cheeks the same way I imagine they are flowing down hers.

      Dammit.

      Changing my mind, I yank the door open, fully intent on chasing her down to make sure she’s okay. Maybe I'd have caught up to her if the damn letter on the doorstep didn't distract me. A solid red envelope lies on my welcome mat, no ‘to’ or ‘from.’ I grab the letter and retreat into the condo, debating if I should read this thing before deciding who needs to apologize first.

      As the woozy haze from half a bottle of wine begins to claim me, I throw the letter on my kitchen island. I’m over the drama tonight.

      Over it.

      There’s time.

      I’ll deal with this whole mess tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      “Dad,” I say, my eyes down, too ashamed to lift my gaze off the treatment room floor. “I said terrible things I can never take back. Mom died, probably hating me, and she had every right to.”

      “Oh, Quinn,” Dad undertones. “Look at me.”

      I lift my chin, but my eyes don’t follow.

      “Look at me,” he commands again.

      “Please don’t.” There they go again, the tears dancing all over my face, their newfound favorite playground. I’ve cried more in the past few months than I have in my entire life. And I know it’s Cody. He’s bringing out all the emotions I’ve buried, and yes, the good feels so good. The way he holds me, the way he touches me. The way he smiles at me every morning like I’m the prize.

      It’s also bringing out the worst, and the bad feels… terrible.

      “Your mom loved you so much. We had you so young, but there was this maturity in her right from the beginning—a determination. She was only nineteen… we were kids, but I can’t say we were foolish because our actions brought us you. Your mom was never afraid and never looked back. From the moment she saw the second pink line, you were her entire world, Quinn.”

      “I know. That’s the problem. College drop-out, knocked-up at nineteen, married within minutes… what woman would want that? And it’s my fault.”

      “She didn’t see it like that. She always said she was blessed to have found love so early. The greatest kind of love… and I’m not talking about me.” Dad leans forward, trying to catch my gaze, widening his eyes so the whites become staggeringly prominent. “Your mother had twenty-five years to know you and love you, and there's no way you could lose her over one fight. Your relationship with your mother was so much more than one moment. You need to give yourself permission to remember all the good because I promise, my little pigtail princess—the good outweighs the bad.”

      I hold my cheeks in my palms and try to remember…

      Iced sweet tea, even in the wintertime.

      Ugly blue sweatpants and floral-patterned robes during our periods.

      Eating whole Zeo’s pies right from the box.

      Her cherry red lipstick staining every glass.

      Endless Gilmore Girls reruns.

      Fried chicken picnics on the Fourth of July.

      Brushing my hair. Her lips on my cheek. The smell of her perfume that I borrowed, never gave back, and still wear to this day—the perfume Cody loves so much on me.

      “I miss her, Dad,” I whimper. “It’s not fair.” Scooting my chair to his side, I lean my head on his forearm and drench his skin with my tears. My makeup runs, my hair dampens from the heat of my skin, and I let it all go for the second time in a month. Curling up, I wail as the dam breaks open. Cody saved me the first time. This time, my Dad holds me, even though his treatment tubes restrict his range of motion. He can only embrace me with one arm, but he holds me tightly.

      “I know, honey. Me, too… every single day. Me, too.”

      He comforts me as I rip apart right in front of him. And I hope—I pray—that every time I break like this, I get a little closer to healing.
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Cody

        

      

    

    
      It’s Saturday. Why the hell is she up already?

      I turn to my left and paw around for my phone on the nightstand to check the time—a very annoying seven o’ three in the morning.

      Hearing her shuffling in the kitchen, I pull myself out of bed to see if I can intercept whatever misguided plans she has for the day. Not bothering with briefs, I tug on the pair of sweatpants I laid neatly on the ottoman.

      I’ve been living here for over a month now, and I’m still afraid to make a mess. Quinn is too orderly. I’m never going to tell her that I accidentally came across her secret drawer in the closet, which happened to be unlocked. Even the girl’s vibrators are neatly lined up in individual drawer dividers.

      She’s trying to be accommodating. Quinn makes the sweetest little gestures… picking up my preferred toiletries at the store, adding my favorite junk food to the weekly grocery delivery, and she even bought an extra organizer shelf for my workout clothes and shoes. Yet somehow, I think I'll always feel like a guest in her home.

      I stumble through the bedroom door, still groggy from waking up way earlier than necessary. Quinn is making a pot of coffee, fully dressed in a pencil skirt and an ironed, tucked-in short-sleeved blouse. She really looks sexy in her work clothes—all of them—but especially when she wears navy. Maybe I’m biased because it's one of the Bandits' colors. I’d kill to see her in my old football jersey and nothing else.

      “Well, good morning, Princess. Where the hell are you off to on a Saturday morning?”

      She avoids my accusing look, but a pitiful smile creeps across her face.

      “Work.”

      “Mmmm, no,” I say flatly. Crossing the room, I wrap my arms around her waist and my lips around her neck. “Weekends aren’t for work.”

      “That’s a little hypocritical. You worked Sundays for like seven years straight.” She winks, then wriggles free to finish filling the coffee maker’s water tank.

      “Clever.” I fake a laugh and wrap my arms back around her.

      “Cody,” she protests as I squeeze her possessively.

      “No, don’t ‘Cody’ me. You’ve worked late every night this week, and I didn’t say a word. You left the office yesterday and went straight to girls' night, and I didn’t complain. So, Saturday,”—I spin her around so she’s facing me and can see the suggestive look in my eyes—“is for us. What’s so important that can’t wait until Monday?”

      “I’ll show you.” Quinn ducks under my arm and moves toward her laptop at the end of the kitchen island.

      Of course, it’s right there. If I’m ever going to have a threesome again, it’ll be with Quinn and that damn computer. I swear if she got too far away from it, it would wail like a lost baby animal.

      She opens the laptop and shows me a picture of what looks like a nearly condemned high-rise.

      “What's this?” I try very hard to feign interest, but I can barely peel my eyes away from the curves of her body. When were we together last? This week has been busy, and the testosterone in my body must be pooling. All I want is to rip that form-fitting skirt off her and bend her over this counter.

      “This is my forty-million-dollar APAC integration strategy. I have to get it exactly right.”

      “Huh?” I can’t even pretend I’m tracking. Looking at the picture again, I can’t fathom how rundown concrete could be worth that kind of money.

      “Asian culture is so beautiful and so heavily deep-rooted in loyalty, propriety, and doing the honorable thing, but trust is hard to come by. Sabin Tech can’t go barreling in with our Western approach and upheave the intricacies of a business culture that’s already well established, so I spent weeks thinking about how to earn trust.”

      “Hm,” I say, nodding at the screen. “And this is what you came up with?”

      “This is a high-rise in Jalan Kukoh, one of four buildings that make up this community. You won't find a lot of impoverished living in Singapore. It’s one of the cleanest, safest countries in the world, so this is an anomaly. The entire community is run down and less than safe. If a crime happens, it’s probably in this neighborhood. There are residents all over social media singing their tragedies and struggles, but no one has heard them. No one has acted.”

      This is my girl at her finest—passionate Quinn, in her element.

      “This is Sabin Tech’s in.” She taps the screen with her manicured nail enthusiastically. “We’re going to use our technology to give every resident biometric home security. We’ll wire the entire community—all four buildings—with top-of-the-line digital home security and access to immediate emergency services. We’re going to reframe the entire technical infrastructure of this community.”

      “I know I’m a little out of my wheelhouse here, but if they're poor, how can they afford that? If you’re going to dump money into the building, shouldn’t you start with that lean the building kind of has going on?” I tilt my head to the side in case I’m imagining it. I’m no architect but leaning concrete screams disaster to me.

      “Absolutely. We’re also bringing in a local contractor to review the building’s foundation and completely remodel all the apartments… new plumbing, new lighting, new amenities… everything.”

      “Jesus, Quinn, they definitely won’t be able to afford that.”

      “Sabin Tech is gifting it, asking absolutely nothing in exchange… over forty million dollars for good faith.”

      My jaw actually drops. “No way will your dad fund that.”

      “Damn straight, he will.” She smiles smugly. “I got the green light last week. Yes, it’s a huge investment, but we’re doing a good thing. And if by doing a good, selfless thing means we can earn their business community’s trust as an exclusive partner, then I’ve done my job.”

      “You’re brilliant, baby. Absolutely brilliant.”

      Quinn scrunches her face at me and wiggles her nose, then shrugs it off as if she’s not the most masterful mind in this room.

      “If nothing else, it’s a huge tax write-off.”

      I snort. “God, it’s insane that you play around with that kind of money. My girl is a total boss.”

      “It’s not my money, Cody.” Quinn closes the laptop and pulls a travel mug from her cabinet. Whipping around with a curious look, she catches me off guard with a pointed question. “How come you’ve never asked?”

      “Asked what?”

      She pulls down another mug and hands it to me. We wait as the coffee finishes brewing.

      “How much I’ll inherit from the Banks and from Sabin Tech?”

      “Because I don’t care,” I answer honestly.

      “You’re not even a little curious about what life with me looks like long-term?” Her hand finds her hips as she examines me up and down. Her eyes trail all over my bare abdomen up to my pecs before they slant hungrily.

      Maybe I have a chance to persuade her to stay home today.

      “Well, what are we talking? Could we buy a boat?”

      “We could buy a boat and an island where we can dock it.” She sticks her tongue out. “I’m exaggerating… a little. But seriously, does it bother you that you were a hot shot in the NFL, and in about one more year, my bank account will swallow yours whole in one bite?”

      She’s baiting me. The look in her eyes is challenging—testing me. Waiting to see if I’ll let my ego trip us up.

      “What are you worried about? Do you want separate bank accounts? A prenup?”

      “We’re already married… too late for a prenup,” she says and pumps her brows. “You’ve got me right where you want me.”

      I shut my eyes before I roll them.

      “Not quite yet.” A gruff growl leaves my lips as I lift her by the hips and set her on the counter. She squeals as I nearly throw her into the ceiling. I forgot she’s barely a paperweight. She definitely feels lighter, like she’s not eating. Wedging myself between her legs, I nibble on her earlobe.

      “Mmmm,” she groans as she clamps her knees around me, locking me in place. “I know what you’re doing.”

      “Mhm.” My lips trail down her neck as I fumble with her blouse buttons.

      “Cody,” she lazily protests.

      “Stop it. You know what you want.”

      I know what I want.

      “You’re avoiding the question.” She grabs my cheeks with her hands and lifts my face from between her breasts.

      “I want you whether you’re in a trailer or a palace. I don’t care. This isn’t about what we have. It’s about what we are, which is together. Okay?”

      Untucking her blouse, I nip at the top of her exposed breasts, so soft and smooth. I love her sexy slight curves. I’ll trace them all with my hands, my tongue. Whatever she’s willing to give up, I’m all over it.

      I sink to my knees and force the hem of her tight skirt up, wrinkling the fabric, but she doesn’t stop me, just spreads her thighs, inviting me to make my move. Eager to dive into my favorite new pastime, I pull her panties to the side, in too much of a hurry to bother with pulling them off. I slick my tongue over her crease and her clit as her hands weave into my hair. It’s too short to grasp, so she anchors her nails against my scalp. The faster my tongue laps against her, the harder she digs in her nails.

      “Sorry,” she pants when she realizes what she’s doing.

      Quinn likes it a little rough.

      She forgets I can take it rough and tumble, too.

      “For what?” I yank her to the edge of the counter, and she falls back flat on the granite. Kneeling, I tug off her skimpy black thong before placing the backs of her thighs on my shoulders.

      Then I really go to work.

      She moans and writhes, but I show no mercy. My tongue explores every inch between her thighs, before dipping inside, tasting her abundant arousal. The ultimate pleasure is knowing how bad she wants me. I suck on her little button until she arches her back and begins to beg. Whimpering and gasping, I know she’s right at the cusp, so I pull away.

      Quinn sits up with a horrified expression. “What’s wrong?”

      Wiping her slickness from the bottom of my lip with my thumb, I return her shocked expression with a teasing smile.

      “Promise you’ll stay with me today, and I’ll finish.”

      “What?!”

      “You heard me.” I plant my palms on the counter and lean my face into hers daringly.

      Her mouth falls open. “That’s playing fucking dirty.”

      “It’s called a power play. You should be familiar.”

      “You set me up,” she says, scowling.

      Fuck yeah, I did.

      “What’ll it be, Princess? You want to go to work? Or you want me to work you over?” Playing cool, I pop my shoulders nonchalantly, but I’m already rock hard. Please stay. It’d be extremely difficult to let her go at that moment.

      Grumbling, she lays back and hikes up her knees.

      Ha. Knew it. Peonies, my ass. Oral is still my go-to move. Constant and enthusiastic oral sex and even the most badass, sexy, independent woman in the world can melt.

      “You got it, baby.” My tongue goes back to work as I slink my fingers in her wet heat.

      “Oh god, Cody.”

      She’s right back where we left off, squirming in sweet hellish delight. I pump my fingers until she’s well past the brink. Her head knocks against the granite so hard, I worry, but when I look up, I don't see pain, only ecstasy and relief as her thighs quiver.

      “Damn, you do that well. Every single time.” She lets out a low hum followed by a deep exhale of satisfaction as her spasms calm. She’s relaxing… as if we’re done.

      Wrong.

      “Pace yourself, girl,” I say smugly as I rise and pat between her thighs. She flinches at my touch, still sensitive from her orgasm.

      “We have all day.”
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Quinn

        

      

    

    
      This might be my favorite Saturday in the history of Saturdays.

      Five times.

      He sent me over the edge five times over the course of two hours, then left for sustenance. Realistically speaking, Cody did most of the work, but he still left me behind to nap and lounge while he fetched us some lunch.

      I don’t really have loungewear, so I settle for my underwear and one of Cody’s t-shirts, which smells succulent. He’s been using my ‘cashmere rose’ scented fabric softener when he does his laundry. In fact, he’s been using all my toiletries. I giggle to myself every time I think about it. I’ve been doubling up on my auto-orders of my collagen face cream, and I swear on my life, he uses my volcanic mud scrub while I’m at work. I can see the indent in the cream where his thick fingers have scooped out the salve. He’s not so great at hiding his tracks.

      Cody’s allowed to be a little girly when it comes to skin and hair care. The man is all man where I need him to be. I press my thighs together before my wicked thoughts can go exploring again. I should be spent—five times—but I could go for more.

      Damn, what is this feeling? It's like nothing I’ve ever felt before. How can he be so hot and sweet? Playful yet passionate? He’s the whole picture. Why did it take me so long to see this for what it is? I can’t picture another man completing me like this. He supports me and gives me space, but pushes me when I need it most. Cody’s a fucking unicorn, a rarity, an almost impossibility. And maybe…

      Yeah, if it’s up to me, I’ll keep him… forever.

      Fuck the paperwork.

      It’s so damn clear this is real.

      I need a gesture, something to show Cody how important he is to me. How much this matters and how much he’s changing me in all the right ways. An ultimate gesture. But what?

      How do I give him my whole heart?

      Then it dawns on me…
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        * * *

      

      I try to roll over under the covers, but I can't because Cody is sitting on top of the comforter. His heavy frame pins the blanket in place, effectively making it into a straitjacket.

      As soon as he sees me peek up at him, he lunges for the nightstand and retrieves a pie box marked with Zeo’s logo. I can already guess the flavor.

      “It was really hard to wait for you to wake up, to eat this together. I'm expecting a very big reward later for being patient.”

      “A reward?”

      “Yes.” He nods.

      Breaking free from the prison of the sheets and blankets, I wiggle into an upright position as Cody hands me a plastic fork.

      “The kind of reward good boyfriends get.” He pushes his tongue against the inside of his cheek, repeatedly.

      “Such a man,” I grumble as if I haven’t been enjoying it, too.

      “That’s what happens when you ice me out for an entire week. Girlfriend duties. You have to make up for an entire week of sex all in one day. These are the choices you make, Princess.”

      When he opens the lid of the box on his lap, I dig my fork into the center of the pie and offer him the first bite of the tangy lime custard. He opens his mouth eagerly and moans in appreciation. “So good,” he mouths with the sweetest smile, and I feel that familiar swoop. The one that makes me think I want more than what I have.

      Cody makes me want more.

      “Girlfriend duties or wife duties?” I ask bravely. The nerves shoot through my body because he could always say no… Cody’s chewing slows, and he looks startled, so I try to backtrack. “I didn’t mean—”

      “Nuh-uh,” he says, his eyes still wide. “Don’t you clam up on me now. What’re you saying, Quinn?”

      Dropping the fork, I weave my fingers together nervously, rubbing my palm with my thumb so hard, it aches.

      “I don’t know if it’s timing or if it’s you, but to me, this feels like it’s the real deal. If you feel the same, maybe we don’t rush into a divorce. I thought we could give this an actual shot. Do you want—”

      “You don’t even need to ask,” Cody interrupts me with a look of elation. “I’m all in, Quinn. You’ve been my forever girl from the start. I love you. I was just waiting for you to catch up, slowpoke.” He taps me on the nose.

      I roll my eyes, mostly at myself for absolutely loving this cheesy, corny, happily-ever-after feeling I’ve run from for so long. This place feels warm, good… safe, and I want to stay.

      “I love you, too.” I plant a tender kiss on his cheek before I reach into my nightstand drawer to pull out the ‘gesture’ I stashed away earlier. “I think I want to stay your wife, but before we go any further, I need you to know the worst about me.” I hand him the red envelope.

      “You want me to open this?” he asks.

      “No!” I squelch in horror. “Sorry, I mean… please no. It’s still sealed for a reason.”

      “Then why are you handing it to me?” Cody squints his eyes, puzzled. Setting the pie aside, he turns toward me, giving me his full attention, the way he had from day one. He was always listening—I just wasn’t talking.

      “It’s a gesture. This is my darkest secret, something I’ve kept buried, and if you can love me through this,”—I nod at the letter in his hand—“I think you could love me through anything.”

      “What is it?”

      I take a deep breath and jump off the damn cliff.

      “When Sully ended our engagement, the first person I called was my mom. I thought she’d be furious at him. The feminist in me felt threatened, as if Sully didn’t know his place. I know it was selfish, but it was hard for me to stomach. We planned our whole lives one way, then he just woke up and changed his mind. I didn’t change… he did. When I wouldn’t completely uproot my identity, he wanted out. He dumped me. His job mattered more. My job mattered more. It was probably the first clue that he and I weren’t meant to be. We didn’t have the kind of love that would last.”

      Cody nods but doesn’t interrupt. He juts his chin toward me in a silent command to keep going.

      “I thought my mom would be on my side but turns out she was on Sully’s. She told me…” I have to take a moment to prepare myself because even three years later, the words still cut. “She told me I didn’t understand what it meant to be dedicated to a relationship, and if I kept heading down the path I was going, I’d end up alone. She told me some bullshit about the real purpose of womanhood—being selfless, gracious, supportive, and willing to sacrifice what you need for what your relationship needs. Real love means putting your husband’s needs first, that Sully deserved to ask for what he wanted, and I was reckless to dismiss it.”

      “Wow.”

      “She grew up with cotillions, cooking classes, and booster clubs… all the stuff I didn’t want to touch with a ten-foot pole. Mom got pregnant with me during her freshman year of college and had to drop out. She could’ve been so much more. If it wasn’t for me, for my dad, God knows what she could have accomplished with her life. Instead, she threw it all away to stand behind someone else’s dreams, which never sat right with me. Then again, I’m sure she thought I was a cold, selfish, soon-to-be barren spinster.” I try to force a laugh to lighten the load I’m dumping on Cody, but there’s not a trace of humor on his face.

      “So, you fought.”

      “Then she died, and I never got a chance to…”

      To tell her I was… wrong, maybe? At the very least, confused. Maybe more hurt by my failed relationship than I was willing to admit.

      “After our big fight, she came by the next day to make amends, but I refused to speak to her. I just wanted to be angry for a while and took it all out on her. She left this letter on my doorstep after I sent her away. I never got a chance to talk to her again.”

      “These are the last words your Mom said to you?” Cody hands me back the envelope.

      “Yes.”

      “And you haven’t opened it because…”

      “What if my mom died hating me? What if she died regretting me?” I hold the heavy paper in my hands, in awe of its magnitude. One little letter weighs ten tons. The risk is not worth the reward. Whatever is in here needs to stay buried because if it’s worse than what already remains, it will end me.

      “Quinn, you need to read—”

      I hold up my palm, stopping him.

      “I just want you to understand what you’ve done for me. I haven’t been able to touch this letter for three years since I hid it away. I’ve made more progress in the past half year of knowing you than I would in ten years on my own. You… you’re like… sunshine, Cody. Just like Addie. You bring me light and hope, and you make me want to try.”

      “You’re so sweet.” He tries to lean in for a kiss, but I pull away.

      “But all I can really give right now is my best try, and I’m worried it’s not good enough. I’m too bossy, at times, selfish, maybe too stuck in my ways, and I'm worried I’ll lose you as soon as you know the real me.”

      Cody sits on the bed and tenderly pulls me against his broad chest. This beast of a man who treats me like I’m his Belle.

      “You’re not going to lose me.”

      “I said awful things to her,” I mumble against his pec.

      “I love you, Quinn.”

      “I’ll never get to apologize to her,” I whisper.

      “I love you, Quinn.”

      “She died all alone, thinking I hated her, which was so far from the truth. I loved my mom. She was incredible.”

      “I love you, Quinn,” he hums again.

      “Why are you repeating that?” I ask, feeling a little uncomfortable.

      “I’m going to say it until you hear it. I know you don’t want it from me, but I forgive you, baby. Your mom forgives you. She loves you. And I love you. Everything is going to be okay.”

      This time, I don’t argue and let Cody hold me as I bury myself in the comfort of his embrace.

      I’m ready for it to be okay.
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Cody

        

      

    

    
      My phone buzzes relentlessly in my pocket while I'm standing in the lobby of Sabin Tech. It rings, then stops. Then rings again. By the third time, I’m worried it’s an emergency. I have about ten minutes before my meeting with Darren, so I attend to the irritating alarm. Yanking the phone out of my pocket, I let out an annoyed huff when I see a familiar number.

      “Hello?”

      “Cody! Are you busy?” Walt Mercer sounds chipper. It’s bizarre—I’ve never seen a man with so much money and so much power… grovel. “Did you get the Rolex?”

      “I did. Thank you, Walt. It was really unnecessary, but it’s a very nice watch.” Walt’s latest bribe—I mean gift—is a diamond-studded Rolex with my number, ‘83,’ subtly etched across the face, with the Bandits logo on the back.

      “It’s no problem. It’s something I’d do for any of the guys on the team.”

      Bullshit. He has a play.

      “Walt, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m about to duck into a meeting, so I only have a few minutes. Is there something I can help you with?”

      “All right, cards on the table.” He clears his throat, and I can sense his discomfort. “You’re making me a little nervous. I spoke with Coach this morning. The offensive strategy is built. Our entire play for the Super Bowl is built around Crew putting the ball in your hands and you dancing in the end zone all season, but uh… your agent said you’re still mulling over the contract. Your pads need to be refitted, and you haven’t confirmed when you’re free to shoot promos. Cody, training camp is about a month away. What’s going on? Can we count on you?”

      Shit. It’s been so good with Quinn over the past few weeks, time has flown. Since she explained about that letter, something changed in her, and she’s giving us her all. She gets her ass home by six o’clock each night. I know she doesn’t want to, but she forces herself to—for me. Saturdays have become our sacred time. Sleeping in past ten, we stay in our underwear and hide away from the world with movies, junk snacks, and Zeo’s pies.

      She’s been grilling me about my past—my mom, football, how I met Joel, what college was like. Our pillow talk is her trying to get to know me, really know me, and she’s been opening up to me as well. She tells me about Sav—the good parts and her fondest memories. Quinn lets me hold her when she cries, letting me glue the little pieces of her heart back together. We’re all sexing and secrets, and I can’t wrap my head around it ending.

      The wedding is only a few weeks away, which means training camp isn’t too far behind, and I’m still stringing both parties along.

      Tucking into a corner of the building lobby, right next to a fake decorative tree, I toy with the leaves as I admit to Walt that his intuition is entirely accurate.

      “Did you know my wedding is in a couple of weeks? Right before training camp.”

      “Oh! Congratulations. I didn't know you were getting married. I’ll have my assistant send—”

      “Walt, no. Please, no more gifts,” I complain. For the love of God! “Technically, I’m already married. We eloped, and my wife’s grandmother is insisting on a celebration.”

      “When is the wedding? Is it an open invitation? I bet some of the guys on the team would like to come out to show their support… and drink one more time before camp starts.” He laughs in a throaty chuckle.

      So, Coach’s old rule still stands. Training camp is dry season, and anyone who breaks that rule goes to the box—hours upon hours of punishment in the weights room.

      “I think it’s going to be pretty small.” I think—I’m not sure. Grandma Banks is busy as a bee, and Quinn and I haven’t really done much outside of picking cake flavors and the song for our first dance. I thought doing a choreographed dance to “Wobble” by V.I.C. would’ve been hilarious, but that was quickly overruled. We’re dancing to something by John Mayer, I believe. Hell if I know… or care.

      “Did you guys find a place close by the facility? A lot of guys are moving outside city limits for a little extra yard space for the kiddos. The Bandits have a new realty team that can help you get sorted.”

      I rub the back of my neck nervously. Just spit it out, Cody.

      “I don’t know if my wife can leave her job right now. She’s um…” What’s the best way not to lie? “She’s not exactly excited about me returning to the league. We’re still trying to decide what’s best for our family.”

      That was definitely toeing the line. Borderline lie. Borderline.

      “Ah,” Walt exhales, and I can picture his head nodding. He knew it. Something was off. “A lot of wives in the league feel that way. The travel, the publicity, I understand it’s not always a great fit.”

      “Oh, it’s not that at all. My wife has a very demanding career and isn't in a place to move. Her job is her world, day in and day out. She works the craziest hours and has to stay in Denver.”

      “What does she do? Medical? If she’s a surgeon, I might be able to find her a great gig out here.”

      Surgeon might be simpler. Quinn logs more hours than a surgeon.

      “She’s a chief marketing officer for a big tech company.”

      There’s a slight lull as Walt waits for further explanation, but that’s really all I have.

      “At that level in her career, she can’t find another marketing job in New York? It’s… New York.”

      She could. She won’t, though.

      “It’s a little more complicated than that. It’s her dad’s company, and she’s being groomed to take over as VP. It’s a big company. Sabin Tech… ever heard of them?”

      “Oh! Yes, I’ve heard of them. We have a contract with Sabin Tech. That’s who provides our building’s security.”

      Damn, small world.

      “Well, there you go. So, you know it’s not a job she’ll easily walk away from. If I have to choose between my career and my family—”

      “Cody, wait, wait. I understand it’s a big transition back and that amid your injury, life moved forward. As I mentioned when we first talked, I'm determined to treat every Bandits player and team member like family, so your family becomes my family.

      “How about this? Why don’t you bring your wife out to the facility next weekend? Show her around, maybe meet some of your teammates and their wives? Let her know we’re a community, and we’ll do everything in our power to make her feel welcomed and at home.”

      “Yeah?” Hmm… maybe? Would that work?

      “Absolutely. I’ll have my assistant make the arrangements. First class flights, and we’ll book the penthouse at that luxury hotel, The Jewel. We’ll make it so magical, your wife will love the idea of New York and the Bandits.”

      “You’d really do that?”

      “Of course, it would be my pleasure. As I said, I’m here to work as hard for you as you do for me. Cody, I know how difficult the league can be on families, and I really want to help.”

      “Walt, I…” Pulling the phone from my ear, I check the time—three minutes. I move toward the elevator because I can’t be late. “This would’ve been a lot easier to walk away from if you hadn’t come in with all this kindness and support. I never expected that from a team owner.”

      He bellows in laughter. “Everything I’ve said and done is genuine, but I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t strategic. Cody, we’re going to get that ring this season, and you’re going to lead the pack.”

      I return his laugh. I like his bravado and his confidence. I miss talking football. Funny thing is, a year ago, I was lonelier than I’d ever been in my entire life. Fast forward to now, and I’m almost too full—too many things I love, too much to care about.

      The elevator arrives with a ding.

      “Fair enough, Walt. Thank you. I’ll see if my wife can make the trip. I appreciate it, man.” He responds with a ‘my pleasure’ before the call ends, and I clamor into the steel box with a little more hope that everything will work out.

      The girl or the game…

      Maybe… somehow… both?

      Oh… An idea flickers through my mind as I ascend to the fortieth floor.

      As if the gifts and travel weren’t enough, I need to ask Walt for one more favor.
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        * * *

      

      Mr. Sabin exits his office with a gentleman wearing a smart black suit in tow.

      I rise from my chair in the small waiting area outside of the CEO’s office for no apparent reason other than I’m nervous as all hell. Mr. Sabin sees me, and his smile widens.

      “Are you sure I can’t interest you in lunch, Darren?” The man in the suit extends his hand to Mr. Sabin, who firmly shakes it while beckoning me over with a nod.

      “I appreciate it, Bill, but I have plans with my son-in-law for lunch.”

      I stand awkwardly by Mr. Sabin’s side. Height-wise, we’re not too far off, but he seems slimmer. Quinn mentioned the chemotherapy was messing with his appetite.

      “This is Cody Kartlin—”

      Bill releases Mr. Sabin’s hand to grab mine. His hands are clammy, evidence of his nerves. Now the nice suit makes sense. This must’ve been an interview.

      “Where do I know you from?” He tilts his chin sideways.

      “I used to play for the Bandits.” Used to? Still do? Shit, I don’t know.

      “Ah,” Bill gasps dramatically. “Knew it. My brother is a huge Bandits fan. Eighty-three,” he muses to himself. “That’s your number, right? Kartlin. That late hit—”

      “Right.” I quickly cut him off, relieved when he takes my cue. Must we? Every single time? Cody Kartlin… decades of hard work down the drain. I’m just the guy who barely survived an illegal tackle.

      “Well, I don’t blame you, Darren. An NFL star is far better company for lunch. Take care, and I look forward to hearing your decision.”

      “I’ll be in touch once all interviews are complete, within the month.” Mr. Sabin’s poker face is astounding. He gives nothing away except curt professionalism. “The front desk will validate your parking.” It’s an effective dismissal. Mr. Sabin looks relieved as Bill disappears behind the elevator doors.

      “I take it that didn’t go so well?” I ask as I follow Mr. Sabin back into his office.

      “Ah,” he groans as he sinks into the plush black sofa in the center of his office. “He was fine but not impressive. Between you and me, I have a front-runner in mind for VP.” Mr. Sabin winks at me, and I hang my head in shame. Vice President of a Fortune 500 company—Quinn wants this, her dad wants this for her, and I just want to rip her away from it.

      “When’s Quinn’s interview?”

      “Best for last.” He gestures with his hand to the opposite sofa, inviting me to sit down. “After the wedding, so you guys can focus on one thing at a time.”

      I glance around as I sit. Mr. Sabin’s office isn’t really an office, more like a generous-sized living room. Why the hell do you need this much space to work at a computer? They could host a three-table pool tournament in here without bumping sticks or elbows.

      Rubbing my damp palms against my pants, I force myself to speak. It’s just Mr. Sabin—just do it. Say what you came here to say. It’s just Mr. Sabin. Just the father of your wife. Just the man whose blessing you need.

      “Uh…” I ungracefully clear my dry throat. “Thank you for making time to meet with me.”

      “Of course. I’ll always make time for family.” He’s smiling at me a little apprehensively, the same way you’d smile at a five-year-old on stage under a spotlight who is about to perform a solo of the ABC song, and you’re not sure if he’s going to belt out a musical masterpiece or piss his pants.

      “So… uh, well, Mr. Sabin, I’m a Southern man, and if my foster dad knew I’d married a girl without speaking to her father first, he’d probably try to put me over his knee.” I chuckle under my breath, picturing my foster dad, who may be a buck fifty soaking wet and under five-nine, trying to pull me over his knee. Ha. I compose myself and try to stuff down the blubbering idiot who climbed out of my throat. “I never meant any disrespect, and I love Quinn. In any other circumstance, I would’ve come to you first, but…”

      “But you and Quinn weren’t actually dating and spontaneously eloped to evade her work assignment in Singapore,” Mr. Sabin finishes with a smug ear-to-ear smile.

      My mouth falls open. Shit, we didn't fool anybody.

      “Uh…”

      I’m going to need to phone a friend, ask an expert, or maybe poll the audience. I believe Who Wants to Be a Millionaire recently added a fourth lifeline. Did it involve a magic lever that would drop me from this couch and plant me in front of Quinn, so she could tell me what to say or not say?

      Mr. Sabin laughs at my obvious discomfort. I’ve rubbed my hands so hard on my dark-washed denim, my palms are tinted blue.

      “You think I don’t know my own daughter?”

      “You suspected it was fake all along?”

      “Almost. After I found out you guys were married, I thought she was pregnant, but once that got cleared up, I figured as much. Quinn takes after me. Finding a legal loophole is something I would’ve done if I didn’t want to move for my job.”

      “Why?” I somberly meet his gaze. “Why’d you want her to leave?”

      Mr. Sabin rubs the back of his thumb knuckle against his eyebrow, smoothing the hair.

      “Quinn has anxiety.”

      “Huh?”

      “In our society, most people have anxiety. We’re too busy and do too much, too fast. We’re all on sensory overload. The problem for Quinn is her outlet to relieve stress is the thing that causes her stress. She tends to get a bit manic and obsessive about the things she really wants. Quinn isn't great at focusing on the things that bring her happiness, just the things that bring her success.”

      “What does Singapore have to do with anxiety?”

      He blows out a long breath.

      “I didn’t want my diagnosis to take over her life. I knew she would fixate, as though cancer is simply a tricky calculus problem to be worked out. She would’ve driven herself into the ground to hold me up, her brother up… hold this entire company up. I didn’t want to watch her descent into—”

      “Madness?”

      He exhales slowly. “Something like that.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, I let my heart fall off my sleeve.

      “I love your daughter, Mr. Sabin, with everything that I am. It was almost instant with Quinn, and I can’t explain it, but I'll sure as hell protect it. I know it’s too late to ask for your permission, but if I could humbly ask for your blessing before this wedding, I promise I will be a good man to her for the rest of our lives. I’ll take care of her, respect her, and always put her first—”

      Mr. Sabin raises his hand to stop me. “First, I appreciate the Southern manners, but please, call me Darren.”

      Darren… nope. That just sounds unnatural. Maybe ‘Mr. Darren?’ I don’t know. I’ll play around with it.

      “Second, I believe you, Cody, but I want to warn you… you say you’ll take care of her, respect her, love her, but are you willing to let her go?”

      “Excuse me?” I can’t hide my confusion.

      Mr. Sabin leans forward, rests his elbows on his knees, and waits until my eyes lock on his.

      “I know my daughter loves you. She’s changed with you. The light she used to have before her mother passed… lately, I’ve seen it flicker here and there. Since you came into the picture, I've had hope, but Quinn still has wounds not even you can heal. If you push her before she’s ready, she’ll break. You’ll lose her—we’ll all lose her—for good. So, if that time comes, are you willing to let her go?”

      “If I let her go, how is that taking care of her forever?”

      Mr. Sabin's brows arch so high, the wrinkles on his forehead look painful.

      “Do you really think she wants to be taken care of?”

      Shit. I never thought of it like that.

      “I don’t think she wants to be alone.”

      “Cody, she’s never been alone. This isn’t about being alone. This is about Quinn finding a way to move past whatever has her stuck. If you two end, would it be enough to know she might get through the biggest heartbreak of her life because of you?”

      End? What end?

      “Heartbreak as in…”

      “Her mother.” He nods once, the pain clear in his eyes, but his expression is far less guarded than Quinn’s usually is.

      Everyone heals at their own pace.

      “I want Quinn to be happy, whatever that means, even if it’s not with me.” I choke on the words. What is this dismal warning? Of all the things I was prepared for when I walked into this office and asked the father of the woman who has my heart for his blessing… this depressing caution wasn't it. All this hope I’ve been carrying around… is it false?

      Mr. Sabin nods his head and smiles in a way that tells me he hears me but doesn’t believe me.

      “Then you have my blessing, Cody, but I’m not sure if it’s enough.”
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      “Can I get a double shot of jack, a Coke Zero, and please keep the champagne coming.” I hold up my empty glass flute.

      Three pairs of eyes lock on me. Cody, Sawyer, and the flight attendant all stare at me as if I had just confessed to a particularly gruesome murder.

      “Um, Princess, it’s nine o’clock in the morning.” Cody pats my knee cautiously.

      “Are you serving liquor this early?” I give the flight attendant my most professional smile.

      “For first class, ma’am, yes.”

      “Then my order stands, please.” I add ‘please,’ but my tone says, ‘hop to it, missy.’ I turn to Cody as she retreats. “I’m a nervous flyer.” It never used to be this way before mom’s death, but now, all types of transportation are becoming a problem, so I cope how I can.

      “You fly all the time for work. Do you show up to all your meetings drunk?”

      “Cute. You think I can’t handle my liquor?”

      “Would you like me to remind you of all the dirty things you tried to do to me in Vegas, which I believe was the last time you”—Cody smiles with glee as he makes air quotes with his fingers—“handled your liquor.”

      “Gahhh!” Sawyer bellows from the seat across from us. “Please stop.”

      Cody shoots him a wink before turning in his seat to shove his tongue into my mouth. He kisses me hard amid Sawyer’s squawking protests.

      I know he’s being playful, but he still gets me every time. I’ve woken up next to this man for the past however many weeks, and I still get butterflies when he touches me like this.

      Once I finally let myself fall, the descent was swift, and I haven’t hit the ground yet. Cody carries me—somehow, I’m lighter with him, as if he’s holding me up against the weight I didn’t realize was suffocating me all this time. This man adds, not takes away. He gives, yet never asks. It makes me want to be better for him.

      Realizing we’re making out in first class on a commercial flight, I break our kiss to catch my breath and reclaim some propriety. I haven’t been this cringey with PDA—ever. My poor brother popped in his headphones and is deliberately facing the window as Cody and I get a little carried away. I can’t help it. Sometimes, Cody’s kiss brainwashes me.

      Cody chuckles as he puts his lips on my neck. I allow a quick peck, then push against his muscled pec.

      “Stop.”

      “Why?” he murmurs as he tosses a playful smirk in Sawyer’s direction.

      “Because, if you don’t stop, I’ll have to take you into that bathroom, so you can join the mile-high club.”

      “What makes you think I’m not already a member?”

      “Because I haven’t seen you at the meetings.” I hold my poker face steady when Cody’s humorous expression is replaced by a scowl. “Kidding.”

      “No, you’re not,” he says as he nods toward the fancy first class sign that says lavatory instead of bathroom. “But get in there, and let me show you how I can do it better.”

      “You sure? You know I’m loud. I’ll embarrass the hell out of you.”

      He leans over and whispers in my ear, “Don’t try to threaten me with a good time.”

      I think it’s playful banter until his catcher mitt of a hand starts tracing up my thigh under my skirt. The familiar knock of my arousal makes me flush. My heart rate accelerates as my breath shallows.

      “You always wear the most uncomfortable clothes. Don’t get me wrong—sexy as fuck—but this stiff-looking, skin-tight skirt can’t be comfortable on a plane. Want me to take it off?” He’s inches away from his intended destination when I catch his hand.

      “Cody, stop,” I hiss as I glance to my right at Sawyer, who is deafened by his music with his eyes glued to his phone.

      He winks. “You’re all bluff, baby.” He ends his game just as the flight attendant returns with my drinks.

      “Is there anything else I can get you to make your flight more comfortable?” She smiles as her eyes bounce between Cody and me, obviously suspecting something.

      “Princess, anything you need?” Cody smirks.

      Damn. I can feel the warmth in my cheeks.

      “No… thank you.”

      “No, thank you,” Cody parrots to the flight attendant with the goofiest playful smile on his face. Is this my life now? Adventure? Fun? Flirting? Things to look forward to with the man who makes me feel alive? For the first time in a long time, I feel…

      A wave of energy.

      A satisfying breath of relief.

      Something new.

      Something that feels like forever.
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        * * *

      

      Sawyer floats up and down the hall at the Bandits training facility in a daze, passing the Hall of Fame player posters—signed and encased in glass—with a look of awe.

      Cody and I trail a few paces behind him. I expected Mr. Chatter Box to be rattling off statistics and name-dropping all the players he’s worked with in this private tour of the luxurious Bandits facility, but he’s quiet. Every time I look at him, I catch him staring at me, anxiously awaiting my reaction.

      “Okay, what?” I ask when I catch him leering at me for the hundredth time.

      “Hm?” He plays innocent.

      “You’re up to something.” I pause and cross my arms in a show of confidence. “What is it?”

      He slides his hands into the pockets of his athletic pants and leans down to kiss my forehead. Normally, Cody looks too large for normal doorways, but he fits perfectly here, the tall ceilings and oversized hallways easily accommodating his giant frame.

      “What do you think of this place? They remodeled recently, and I’m curious what the expert thinks.”

      “I’m versed in graphic design, not interior design.”

      “Same thing, baby.”

      Uh, no, definitely not the same. At moments like these, I’m still not convinced Cody knows what I do for a living.

      Spinning around in place, I take in a three-sixty view of the slightly off-white walls and the player posters lining them. My inner OCD marketing designer appreciates the crisp symmetry of all the posters perfectly lined up.

      “It’s beautiful, very well designed.”

      Lacing his fingers around mine, Cody pulls me to the end of the hallway in the opposite direction of Sawyer, who's gawking over some signed picture or another, and points to a space on the wall.

      “This is me.”

      “It’s blank.”

      “This wall is for retired players, only the greats.” He pats the wall with his glowing green eyes locked on mine. “It’s supposed to be my spot… but I’m not sure...”

      He’s trying to tell me something. With Cody, I’m usually intuitive, but I can’t read him at the moment. He needs… something. I search for the right words as I place my hand against his clean-shaven face.

      “You were a phenomenal football player, Cody. Look at everything you’ve accomplished.” My tone is honey-sweet and full of pride. I didn’t mean to be so emotional, but it’s a natural side effect when I think about his dedication and drive. It was an amazing career, something he should be proud of. “You deserve to be among the greats, baby.”

      “Thank you.” His eyes drop to the clean tiled floor.

      I meant every word… but clearly, I said something wrong.

      “Don’t you agree?”

      “I’m not sure.” He shrugs. “Maybe just shy of greatness. If I had another season or two…”

      “You’re great to me.” I duck my head to meet his eyes. “Whose approval do you need?”

      He contemplates for a moment.

      “My own.”

      I don’t like the haunted, cloudy look on his face. His disturbed expression tells me there’s a storm brewing behind his eyes.

      “Cody?” I ask softly, trying to interpret his tepid expression. “Are you okay?”

      He leans back against the blank space, which somehow dwarfs the giant.

      “I love you, Quinn.” His smile is small and short-lived, but sincere. “I want to show you something.” Cody bellows down the hall to Sawyer that we’ll be right back and to meet us in the cafeteria for lunch in a bit. Then he swiftly takes my hand and drags me down the hallway.

      We pass the Hall of Fame and bank a swift right to a large metal door. Cody yanks a lanyard out of his pocket with a keycard at the end. The flashing light turns green, a two-second pause, then the familiar click of the door unlocking. I recognize this technology as Sabin security—our newest model.

      “What’s in here?” I ask as Cody props open the door for me.

      “Somewhere you’re not technically allowed to be, but no one is here. This whole facility is ours today.”

      Ah, yes. Cody mentioned something about a surprise later this afternoon. No doubt he’s planning some gooey, over-the-top declaration of love, but I’m growing to love the gestures—no, I’m growing to need them and the feeling they give me.

      Someone in this world actually thinks I’m great. Not my title, my position, my money, or my family—me. Quinn Sabin is loved… for exactly who she is.

      I enter the room, whistling low, beyond impressed. It doesn’t look like a locker room, more akin to an upscale lounge, equipped with plush leather couches, recessed lighting, and large mounted flatscreen TVs. The only things that indicate it's a football locker room are the oversized cubbies lining the walls, with football pads and jerseys hanging neatly. It’s quite apparent no one has been in here for a while—the place is pristine, untouched by the stampede of dirty, sweaty pro football players.

      “It smells really nice in here… like citrus and um…” I try to find the right description. “Fresh linen?”

      “That’s a fluke.” Cody snorts. “You should smell this place mid-season. You’d want to burn it down and start fresh.” He makes his way over to a cubby in the center of the far back wall and points to the placard, ‘83.’

      “This was me.” His eyes droop, heavy and weighted down by a burden I don’t understand.

      I try to be intuitive, but it’s like watching Lassie do charades.

      “What is it?” Why are you suddenly so sad?

      “Hm?”

      “Is this bringing back memories of that hit you took? You must’ve been in so much pain.”

      Cody grumbles as he plants himself on the chair in front of his locker and pulls me between his legs. His hands rest on my hips.

      “I sometimes forget all the other memories because of that hit. I played football for over twenty years, Quinn. Do you know how many memories I have? But my entire career has been reduced to one illegal tackle.”

      Oh, I never thought of it like that. I press my palms against his smooth cheeks. Cody’s all cleaned up—hair neatly cut and he’s freshly shaven—my first tip-off he’s planning something big for tonight. He also very unsubtly asked me to bring something nice to wear for tonight—again, incredibly obvious—but I play dumb for his benefit.

      “You know,” I say as I stare into his earthy green eyes. “Sometimes, I’m worried I’ll only be remembered as Darren Sabin’s daughter or the heiress of the Banks fortune. I worry that no matter how hard I work, no matter what I accomplish, no one will know my name is Quinn. I’ll forever just be a product of my family.”

      He tilts his chin upward, asking for my lips, just a soft touch.

      “I know your name.”

      “I know.”

      He kisses me again, lingering a moment longer.

      “Quinn Bailey Rose Banks-Sabin.” A silly grin stretches across his face. “I know all your names.”

      I roll my eyes, pretending his humor isn’t just as sexy as his body. It’s easy to drool over a man with the body of a Spartan, but the man who constantly makes me laugh—he’s the one who has my heart.

      Cody stands, locking our lips together purposefully as he pulls me to my tippy toes. His kiss changes, going deeper as he runs his tongue along mine, the same way he does when I know he can’t stop at kissing. His hand finds the curve of my ass and grips a fistful.

      “Cody,” I protest against his lips. “Not here.”

      “Yes, here,” he growls against mine.

      “We’ll get in trouble—”

      “Hush.” He makes quick work of the buttons on my blouse.

      Isn’t this technically considered public? Who else has access to this room?

      I disregard my sound reasoning because suddenly, the swell of desire trickling down my throat, whirling around my chest, and diving straight between my thighs leaves me defenseless.

      “Who’s the boss when it comes to this?”

      I want to scoff, but his tone isn’t funny. It's authoritative… brusque… arousing. I unhook my clasp and let Cody remove my blouse and bra. He firmly engulfs my nipples with his teeth, testing my limits, and I gasp at the stinging pleasure.

      “You,” I pant. “You’re the boss.”

      Cody’s eyes dart to the corners of the room, where I pray the cameras are dormant. Lifting me like a rag doll, he carries me to the locker room showers and kicks open the door to the closest stall.

      Fucking in a football locker room is not sexy—unless it’s a billion-dollar pro football training facility, and the bathroom looks like a luxury spa.

      Cody collapses onto the tiled shower bench, with me still in his arms, but now astride his lap. He kisses me hungrily, thirstily… whatever it is, it’s desperate and deprived. This man might need me almost as much as I need him.

      Holding me tightly, he groans in my ear as his manhood stiffens beneath my thighs.

      “You are so sexy—”

      “Aaaah!” I shriek as the shower nozzles come to life—overhead, to the left, and to the right—soaking us. The stream is so powerful, we’re instantly drenched. I can’t see through the water beads clouding my vision, ruining my hair and makeup. I should be annoyed… but I giggle—hard.

      These days, I like to laugh.

      Cody jostles both our bodies with his heavy laughter.

      “Shit,” he says between chuckles, “I forgot these were on auto-sensors.” He pushes my damp hair away from my forehead. “Sorry, Princess.”

      The look he gives me is a little hesitant, unsure if I’m about to tell him off. Instead, I climb off his lap and remove my pants and panties, then spin around, giving him a three-sixty view of my nakedness.

      “Since we’re wet,” I say, shrugging.

      He’s on his feet immediately, yanking off his soaked shirt and pulling down his sweats. Spinning me around, he grabs my hands and plants them on the shower wall as a clear instruction. He pulls my hips out so my hands slide down the smooth tile.

      “We don’t have a ton of time,” he says from behind me as his fingers toy with my clit.

      “That’s okay,” I mewl. “Fast is fine. Fast and har—”

      I all but scream as he ruts into me. Good grief, he’s thick and long… especially in this position. My knees go weak, then buckle. Cody catches me by my hips as I collapse.

      “Are you okay—”

      “Don’t fucking stop,” I plead. “Just… please hold me.”

      Wrapping his strong forearm around the underside of my belly, he thrusts into me again, over and over. The squelching sounds caused by my arousal fade into the pattering of the shower stream still attacking us. It’s… just…

      All. So. Wet.

      This is ecstasy, too much and not enough. I fucking need relief but don’t know if I can handle my release. The salacious swirl of desire and satiation brews from so deep, so hard, that once it bubbles up, I think it’ll end me. One way or another, we’re about to find out.

      “I’m… close. I’m really… close.” My words are breathy and broken.

      Cody pulls away, then spins me around in one smooth motion. He groans when I hook my legs around his waist. Clamping his eyes shut, he mumbles something incoherent, and we’re right back in rhythm.

      “Look at me,” he commands softly as he opens his eyes.

      The added intimacy is all it takes to make me explode. I come, watching his green gems twinkle from the pride of owning my body. He’s the only one, and he knows it—the only one who can handle me the way I want.

      My back presses against the cool tile as I lean back, bracing as Cody wildly rams into me like an animal with its prey.

      “Oh god, Quinn. You feel so fucking…”

      His words fade as he wraps both arms around me and erupts inside me, gripping me so tightly, it almost hurts—so tightly, he could crush me—but the pressure is perfect. This is what I’ve been craving. Strength. Someone to hold me—carry me—when I have a hard time carrying myself.

      Coming to, his expression relaxes, and his playful smile returns.

      “Well, it’s not the mile-high club,”—he plants silly kisses all over my forehead and cheeks—“but maybe better.”

      I kiss the tip of his nose. “Much better.”

      He releases me, and my feet splash against the floor.

      “Stay here,” Cody says. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Where are you going?”

      He nods to our soaked clothes tucked in the corner of the shower as he exits the stall. Moments later, he’s back with a towel and holding out a practice jersey with ‘83’ in thick navy letters that will surely be a muumuu on me.

      “Arms up,” Cody says as he pats me dry. He slides the jersey over my head, which ends well past my mid-thighs. Stepping back, he admires the view. “Girl, I knew it was only a matter of time before I got you in my jersey.”

      I’m uninterested in his playful banter. I just want sweet and sentimental at the moment. Even though his bare skin is still wet, I cuddle into him. He wraps his muscular arms around me and strokes my back tenderly.

      “Thank you,” I say, looking up at his loving smile.

      “Hmm, sex that good, huh?” He grins proudly.

      “I mean, thank you for knowing my name.” I kiss his pec and snuggle deeper into his sweet embrace, which feels more and more like home.
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      I wanted Quinn to feel comfortable here—the place I gave my soul to for years. This training facility, facelift or not, is my history—my home. I so desperately need her to feel at home here, too, but in all honesty, Sawyer is more impressed by the training facility. Quinn may be the only girl in the world I can’t woo with a professional athletic career.

      I stare at the artificial grass of the practice field, which looks like a motionless sea of flowers. I should’ve known Walt would over-deliver. He nudges me with his shoulder, which only comes up to my elbow.

      Walt Mercer is about half the size I was picturing. His voice booms on the phone, so I figured he’d come close to matching my height, but I doubt he breaks five foot seven with lifts in his shoes. His bravado comes from his confidence… and money, probably.

      “Are these enough peonies?”

      “Where the hell did you get all these?”

      The entire end zone is covered in a blanket of cream-colored peonies—we’re standing in a cloud of flowers. I asked Walt to help decorate the training field with a few bouquets of peonies, my wife’s favorite flower, and somehow, he heard ‘cover the entire end zone in thousands of de-stemmed flowers.’ Cleaning this up is going to be a bitch.

      “It was my wife’s idea. She hit up every flower shop in New York, then hopped through the tunnel to Jersey.” He chuckles in jest, but I have no doubt it took all the flower shops in New York City and New Jersey combined to create this spectacle.

      “It’s way more than I could’ve asked for. Thank you, Walt. Quinn is going to love this.” I hope.

      Walt reaches up to straighten the lapel on my suit jacket. “May I ask… you guys are already married, but you’re just proposing, now?”

      “Something like that,” I mumble to myself because it’s too complicated to fully explain. I married my girl to save her… to save us. It was a favor, yet also destiny. A dream or a nightmare, only time will tell.

      “Hm.” Clearly, Walt’s still confused, but he doesn’t press. “How did she take the news about your contract? Was she happy about the bonus?”

      “Quinn’s not really moved by money.” I bite the inside of my lip. “But I’m hoping”—no, I’m praying—“she’s happy if I’m happy, you know?”

      “Are you? Happy?” Walt’s mousey smile is questioning. “Because if there’s anything you need—”

      I hold up my hand. “You’ve done more than enough. If it wasn’t for you, I don’t know if I would’ve come back, Walt. I’m not used to someone caring like that, so thank you.”

      “For?” His brows crease in question.

      “For reminding me this is a family and where I belong.”

      “This is our year, Cody.” He slaps my back chummily. “The Bandits are going to be world champions again, with you and Crew at the helm.” He clenches his fists in the air. “I feel it.”

      I mean to respond, but my words fall short when Quinn appears at the entrance to the practice field. I catch my breath—like the very first time I laid eyes on her, and my broken heart jolted right back to life. It’s a new dress, feminine, flowy, and floral—one I haven’t seen her wear before.

      “Good luck,” Walt says as he hustles off the field, granting us our privacy.

      Quinn freezes at the sideline and tents her hands over her mouth. I can’t quite make out her expression from across the field.

      I wave my arm in the air and bellow, “Get over here, girl!” It’s a classless beckoning, seeing I’m dressed in a suit and tie, but monkey suit or not, Quinn knows I’m still me—country accent and loud as fuck. I also plan on making a few inappropriate jokes during this proposal.

      Her hips sway elegantly as she picks up her pace, moving as quickly as she can as the heels of her stilettos sink into the artificial turf. To my utter surprise, she yanks her shoes off one by one and prances over to me. Every step brings her into focus—my mission is crystal clear.

      I can’t live without either.

      The game and the girl.

      I need both.

      The peonies flatten under her bare feet as she blazes a trail through the flowers to me. I bow my head so she can wrap her arms around my neck.

      “How’d I do?”

      “Perfect. Amazing. Flying colors.”

      I expected some sass, maybe a little snark at my over-the-top theatrical attempt at romance, but all I see are Quinn’s big brown eyes glistening and her bottom lip trembling.

      “These are peonies this time… right?” I glance at the bed of flowers beneath us.

      She nods confidently. “Nailed it, baby.”

      Fishing out the box from my pants pocket, I sink to one knee. She has to know what’s coming, but she sucks in a sharp breath, anyway. I open the box and keep my eyes on hers, watching her reaction. Her approval is everything, and honestly, I suck at this. I walked into the upscale jewelry store and asked them for the biggest diamond they had. When it looked like a skating rink attached to a keychain, I decided to pick something a little more in tune with how I see Quinn—elegant, classic, show-stopping. The flawless square diamond that cost—let’s not even go there—doesn’t shine half as bright as she does.

      “It was always more than a favor, Princess.” I yank the ring from the cushion it’s tightly nestled into.

      “I know.” She holds her hand out.

      “I love you.” My brain goes blank, and I lose all the damn words I’ve been rehearsing all week. I want to tell her everything, but I can’t find anything worthy to say at the moment. Here we are at the finish line… or maybe the start.

      “You did so well, Cody. This is the most romantic moment of my life.” Her voice cracks. She takes a short breath and holds it, trying to keep her sniffles at bay as I slip the ring on her finger. “I love you.”

      “Quinn, will you—”

      “Yes.”

      “But for real… my actual wife—”

      “Yes.”

      I don’t have time to stand before she tackles me, only successful because I wasn’t suspecting it, but we both fall back into a bed of soft peonies. The smell of fresh flowers and her perfume swell around me, and I can’t help thinking that this is how I want to be buried.

      “I should’ve known you were going to wear me down,” she whispers, half-giggling.

      As I pull her against my side, she stretches her arm out so we can both admire the ring on her finger.

      “I told you from the beginning, begging is kind of my move.”

      “I don’t know if I deserve all this…”

      “Deserve it or not, it’s yours.” I kiss her temple and cradle her slight frame against me. “Do I need to remind you every day for the rest of our lives how incredible you are?”

      “That’d be nice.” Her smile shows off her unguarded joy.

      “You got it, Princess. Every single day.”

      I wish the game could end here. The game clock would tick away as the confetti popped, announcing the ultimate triumph. The big one—the championship. Quinn—mine forever, for real, but it’s never that easy, is it? I’ve been so busy chasing Quinn, I almost left someone behind.

      “I need to tell you something.”

      “Hmm?” She mumbles against my chest, thoroughly sated, as though love is as satisfying as making love.

      “I brought you out here to New York, to this facility, for more than one reason.”

      “More than just to show off to me and Sawyer?” She chuckles playfully. “It worked. He’s impressed. I’m impressed. I swear the halls here whisper your name.”

      “I wasn’t trying to show off.” I clear my throat nervously. “I was trying to show you more about me and where I come from. Who I was before I met you.”

      “What’s on your mind?” She tilts her head as her soft smile coaxes out my secret.

      “I was debating a new contract for the past few months, and I finally signed it. I’m not sure how you'll feel about it.”

      She shrugs her shoulders. “Cody, if it’s about money, I’m sure you did the right thing, and you don’t need my permission. I’m not the micromanaging kind of wife, but I hope they gave you some kind of medical retirement perks, just in case—”

      “I’m not retired… not anymore.” The words fall out clumsily, but I have to get them out. Realizing she doesn’t understand the kind of contract I’m talking about, I can’t mislead her a minute longer.

      “What?” Quinn’s eyes narrow as the realization washes over her face. “You said you weren’t…”

      “I know. You’re right, and I’m sorry I kept it from you. I really didn’t think I’d even consider it, and it definitely wasn’t a decision I took lightly, but… Quinn…” I grapple for the right words. The truth. “I have unfinished business here.”

      “Unfinished business?” Sitting up, she leans away from me.

      I lunge for her hand as I rise to a seated position as well, pulling her back.

      Stay. Please.

      “Football saved me when I lost my mom. It was my life, my family, the only thing I was ever good at… the only thing I ever really understood. For almost two years, my life’s work was reduced to one tackle that broke me. It’s not the memory I want all this to end on.”

      The silence is concerning. Quinn’s bewildered eyes scream at me with fury. I feel the need to defend myself… but from what? Isn’t this a part of love?

      “How long?” she asks in a clipped, professional tone, the voice I heard her use on the phone when one of her directors pissed her off by missing a deadline and making lazy excuses.

      “It’s a three-year contract—”

      “Three?” she squawks, then clears her throat and regains composure. “Sorry, I mean three before they even know how your back will hold up? You don’t feel like that’s a pretty big commitment after everything you’ve been through?”

      “They have faith.” Apparently, you don’t.

      “I… um… wow, Cody.” She wraps her arms around my neck awkwardly and misses when she kisses my cheek, her lips landing gracelessly on my jawline. “Congratulations.”

      “Quinn…”

      Scrambling to her feet, she smooths her bunched-up dress.

      “Cody, it’s okay. I’m proud of you. I know this is your legacy. I want you to be happy,”—she gestures around the field of flowers—“I just don’t know what this was all for?”

      My heart knocks at the door I’ve been scared to open, but it’s time.

      “Am I not allowed to have both?”

      “Both?”

      “Football and you.”

      She folds her hands in front of her chest and points the tips at me.

      “I will never hold you back from your purpose. I support you, but football is here… and I’m in Denver. I’m not moving, Cody. Don’t you remember how this started in the first place? I want to be home. My family, my friends, my job… they’re everything to me.”

      “I’m your husband,” I say with more angst than I intended. “I don’t make the list?” The one-hundred steps forward we’ve taken over the past few months disappear as Quinn catapults back into the past.

      “I love you… but love doesn’t mean we work as a couple. We didn’t go through the proper steps of figuring out if our lives fit. We got caught up in the moment, but it was never going to work. We can’t both take the lead. There can only be one boss.” She releases a humorless laugh.

      I don’t bother obliging her with a pity laugh at her weak joke.

      “What do you want?” I ask pleadingly. She holds up her hands in the air as if it’s obvious, and I widen my eyes at her. “No, don’t assume I know. Say it. What do you need from me to make this work?”

      Her arms fall heavily to her side as her frustration takes over.

      “All this time, you said you weren’t leaving. You said you were going to stay… with me.” She bites her bottom lip to keep it from trembling. “I believed you.”

      “Quinn, I can’t just be your puppy.”

      She inhales sharply as I blow out a deep breath. Leaning back, I catch myself with my hands behind me and let the truth spill out.

      “You want someone who sits on a shelf and waits for you. It’s your timeline, your way, and your wins. I don’t want to stand in your way or hold you back, but I’m more than a prop in your life. If you really love me, you’ll make room for my dreams, too.”

      “Don’t…” She shakes her head firmly.

      “Don’t what?”

      “Cody, I… I will always treasure our time together, but it’s time to get back to reality. I have a job to do, and now, so do you.”

      “Don’t do this.” Clamoring to my feet, I wrap my arms around her. “I know what I’m asking is big, but I think we can make this work. I love you. More than I’ve loved anything before.”

      “Except football.”

      “Stop,” I beg. “That’s not true.”

      Quinn’s eyes narrow to slits, and I realize she’s trying desperately to hold back her anger. I’ve been so focused on the fear of losing her, I forgot I’m the one pushing her away. Why couldn’t it have been enough? Why couldn’t I have been satisfied just standing next to her? To hold her purse and let her lead? I tried… I really did.

      I’m still trying.

      “I will do this however you want, baby. You don’t want to move? Fine, don’t move—stay in Denver. I’ll fly to you every chance I get, and you can do the same. I’ll never ask for more than you can handle. We can make room for all the things we love in our lives, including each other.”

      “Don’t,” she grumbles.

      “Don’t what?”

      “Make plans for me! Don’t try to make something make sense that doesn’t. I know what I want and what I don’t. Sitting on the sidelines and playing cheerleader doesn’t sound appealing. I’m sorry, I thought…” Her eyes dart back and forth, calculating her response. “I thought we were in the right places in our lives… that we could be a match. I didn’t know you were unhappy—”

      “I’m not.”

      “That’s what I’m hearing, isn’t it?” She stares at me, ignoring the tears that well in her eyes. “You’re not happy with your life as it is, so you’re going back to the league. You’d rather be here than with me.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “But what we have isn’t enough for you, is it?” She lifts her shoulders and immediately drops them.

      There are a million workarounds for this—endless solutions. Maybe I’d find a way to convince her, but Mr. Sabin’s words swirl around in my head.

      Push her now, lose her forever.

      This isn’t about the feasibility of our relationship. This is about Quinn not being ready—still. After all this time, she’s not ready for what we could have, the magnitude of what we are.

      “I have to move back to New York. Training camp starts in a month, right after our wedding. I really want you to come with me.”

      Nodding, she tugs on her ear lobe, pinching it so hard, her whole ear reddens.

      “What’s the point of a wedding?” Her words hit me square in the chest, and hope plummets. It’s clear where she stands. “I can’t, Cody.”

      No… you won’t.

      “I know.”

      She yanks the ring off, and I obediently hold out my hand so she can drop it in my palm.

      “You made a choice.”

      “You’re making one now, too,” I respond, defeated.

      “I didn’t say you made the wrong choice. I want what’s right for you. I just… want what’s right for me, too.”

      Quinn wraps her arms around herself protectively as she locks eyes with me. With one look, she’s pleading and challenging me. Who will cave first? Are we really willing to leave it like this? I want to rip that fucking contract up and take my girl home to Denver where she belongs, but something tells me this isn’t how love is supposed to be. It shouldn’t be only my way, but not hers, either.

      If we can’t compromise, we have nothing.

      Judging by the look in her eyes… we have nothing.

      “I’m always going to care about you—”

      “Quinn,” I mutter, interrupting her. I don’t want to hear her say what I already know. “You don’t need to say it.”

      “Can we go back to being just friends?” She forces a pathetic smile.

      I don’t know why she fakes it, I… Oh, of course.

      “Sawyer.”

      “He cares about you.”

      “You never needed to worry about that. I’ll always be there for Sawyer. As for you and me…”

      “Back to friends?” she suggests in a forced chirp that sounds like she’s mimicking Addie.

      “Were we ever just friends, Quinn?” Fuck. I feel a wet streak down my cheek. There’s no crying in the end zone unless you snapped a bone in half or tore a ligament, but maybe an exception can be made for getting your heart ripped out.

      “Weren’t we?” She sniffles and wipes her forearm under her nose in a very un-Quinn-like fashion.

      I lean down to place a kiss on her forehead, enjoying the feeling of my lips against her skin, like it’s the last time. Sucking in one more whiff of her rich, sweet perfume, everything in me aches.

      The force that’s pulling us apart is like gravity. Inevitable.

      “I don’t think so, but… maybe we can be in time,” I say confidently, trying to convince myself.
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      I nearly trip in surprise at the front entrance of the lodge when I see the remodel. I knew Grandma was good… but this is otherworldly.

      “Holy shit, Grandma!”

      I expect her to scold me for my language, but she just nudges my arm with her elbow.

      “That’s right. Grammaw’s still got it. Don’t tell me you doubted me, baby.”

      My gaping mouth could catch a swarm of flies. I float through the entry hallway in disbelief at the transformation. The outdated, ugly wallpaper has been stripped and replaced, but the original exposed wood beams were restored and refinished. The balance of country and rustic accents mixed with feminine pops of yellow reminds me of…

      “Mom would’ve loved this.”

      “She really would’ve.” Grandma wraps her hands around my shoulders and squeezes.

      I clear my throat to prevent my voice from breaking, not wanting to cry again. I’ve done enough of that in private for the past few weeks. I'm literally out of tears since Cody and I broke up, and he moved out and back to New York to get settled before training camp started. I’d need to chug a gallon a day to stay hydrated amidst the tears I’ve shed. I’m more than a mess… lately, I feel numb all over again.

      But I’ve broken like this before—life goes on.

      “Grandma, I’m so sorry again for all the trouble of canceling the wedding. You worked so hard, and this place is so beautiful. Now, it’s all gone to waste.”

      “Oh, Quinn, wedding or not, this place needed an overhaul. What?” Grandma snorts. “You think your daddy was gonna do it? Please.”

      “You don’t know how bad I feel. You’ve wasted months.”

      “Oh, shush. How can you say that?” Grandma makes a beeline for the kitchen, and I trail behind her. The remodeled kitchen gives me literal goosebumps. Tracing my fingers over my forearms, I feel the tiny rigid bumps rise.

      This is where Grandma really went to work. Custom navy cabinets, white granite countertops, and the refinished ash-colored wooden planks on the ground make it look like a home on the Country Living show. I take my time, appreciating every intricate decorative detail—sophisticated yet whimsical. Absolute perfection. A remodel like this should’ve taken at least six months, but what time can’t grant you, money can. I don’t even want to know what Grandma spent.

      Way too much.

      She waves her elbow over the automated faucet on the triple-sized trough sink in the oversized kitchen island, which is held up by a custom wooden lattice structure—a wine collector’s dream. The design is immaculate, and the colors are perfectly balanced. Grandma washing her hands looks like a well-budgeted soap commercial.

      Way, way too much.

      “For the past few months, I’ve spent precious time with my grandson, who is more man than boy these days. I’ve been able to support my son-in-law through one of the most difficult times in his life, just like my daughter would’ve wanted me to. Maybe the most wonderful of all… I got you back, baby. The past few years, you all but slipped away. Planning this wedding for you has made me feel closer to you than I have in a long time. So, party or not, let’s never call it a waste, hm?”

      “And Grandpa?” I raise my brow.

      “Lord knows I needed a break from that man. Marriage after retirement is not for the faint of heart.” She rolls her eyes before winking at me.

      After retrieving a water bottle from the fridge, I plant myself on a wood counter stool across from her.

      “It’s the weekend. How about something a little stronger?” Grandma nods at the plastic bottle in my hand.

      “Wine?” I ask, ducking my head and scouring the collection beneath the kitchen island.

      “Ha!” Grandma shrieks as she slams a bottle of bourbon on the counter that she conjured from somewhere, then pulls down two crystal glasses from the cabinets behind her.

      “Wine,” she scoffs as she pours the amber liquid into both cups. “I thought you had more country blood than that.”

      Grandma slides a glass over to me, and I wrap it protectively in my hands. I haven’t been sleeping great, my appetite is gone, colors seem a little dull these days, and I’ve barely seen my friends. Day drinking seems like the natural progression of the way my life is going. I tilt the glass back and swallow the liquor in one gulp.

      Grandma follows suit, and the minute her glass touches the counter, she begins her interrogation.

      “What happened, Quinn?”

      “What do you mean?”

      She purses her lips while raising one penciled-in brow—a look that says, ‘don’t play with me, missy.’ She’s probably out tens of thousands of dollars because of me, so the least I can do is talk.

      “Fine,” I huff. “Cody wanted to play professional football again, and I didn’t want to move to New York. My life is here. Just because Dad is doing well right now doesn’t mean things can’t change in an instant. I have to be here for him… and for Sabin Tech. And Sawyer is at a crucial point in his life and needs support. My friends are all—”

      “Bullshit,” Grandma fake coughs into the crook of her elbow.

      I’m tempted to scold her for language, which sounds so odd coming from her lips, but I side-step. Best not to poke the bear because, believe you me, there is absolutely a dormant bear that lives inside Grandma. Ask the jeweler who tried to con her with fake diamonds at that charity auction. Yeesh. I cringe when I think about that conversation—more accurately, verbal assault.

      “I’m interviewing for VP next week with the entire board. Did Dad tell you that? I’m his front-runner. No other candidate comes close, in his opinion. As long as I don’t screw up the interview, the job is mine. By the end of this year, I will be the Vice President of a billion-dollar tech company, and I have massive responsibilities now that—”

      “Bullshit.” This time Grandma omits the cough.

      “What?”

      Sliding around the island with the bottle of bourbon, she fills our cups again, pouring a little more generously this round.

      “You know, baby, sometimes when we’re scared, the best thing we can do is admit we’re scared.”

      “I’m not scared,” I answer a little too quickly. “It’s not that cliché. I’ll admit I loved Cody.” I still do. “But we’re adults. Loving someone else doesn’t mean you just throw away everything you’ve worked for and lose your identity.”

      I twirl my glass in my hand as Grandma slams back another, but I dare not match her shot for shot. I need to drive in a few hours and can’t waste an entire weekend in Estes Park. I have a lot to prep before my interview.

      “Quinn, love doesn’t make you lose your identity. Love is your identity.”

      “That’s real feminist of you,” I snark with all the sarcasm I can muster.

      “Damn straight!” Her eyes pop into angry round circles. “Since when is feminism denying ourselves love, hm? Since when is it powerful to choose a career over a relationship? Hear me, granddaughter… please.” She grabs my hand and cradles it in both of hers.

      “Being a CEO is powerful, but so is being a wife and mother… in some ways, more so. I’ve had sixty-seven years on this earth as a woman, so trust my experience when I say feminism is about choosing to pursue what matters most to you, which is unique for every woman. What’s right for one may not be right for another. Once we discern definitively what a woman should or shouldn’t be, that’s when we lose sight of feminism. A woman can be strong and soft, beautiful yet wild, disciplined yet a dreamer. We are all things in whatever phases that we choose. Baby, that's feminism… choice.”

      Usually, I’m known for a quick rebuttal or an argument at the drop of a hat, but now I’m lost for words. Cody left because I wouldn’t budge to accommodate him. I wouldn’t put his needs over mine. Was that really strength? Do I honestly feel proud right now?

      Lately, I’m floating again. Cody grounded me. His love tethered me to the earth and made me feel present and alive, but I let it go. Why?

      I thought I was out of tears, but a fresh batch pools on my eyelashes, and here comes the too-familiar pang in my heart. I squirm in my discomfort, but by now, I know the quickest route to relief.

      Lean into it.

      “Do you think Mom was happy when she died?”

      Grandma brings my hand to her lips before she releases it.

      “Of course, she was happy.”

      “Mom was brilliant, beautiful, and so damn strong. She was talented at everything she tried, you know? I’ve never met anybody so capable of conquering everything they set their mind to. But her whole world became cooking dinner, doing laundry, and grocery shopping. She waited on Dad hand and foot and obsessed over Sawyer and me.”

      “Baby, she was your mother…”

      “She could’ve been more. Something really great. Don’t tell Dad I said this, but mom was far cleverer and way out of his league. Sometimes, I think if Mom was running Sabin Tech, it would be worth ten times what it is today. She had so much potential, but she got pregnant at nineteen, and I ruined her life. Being a wife and mother, she missed out on so much instead of enjoying her life and taking over the world like she could have. I think…” I trail off as I chew on my thoughts, not sure where they're going. Taking a deep breath, I let the words flow, curious about what’s lying in the depths of my heart that I’ve shut away for so long.

      “I think… maybe I resented her. Maybe I was mad that she let everybody wash her out, and I was determined never to do the same.”

      “Oh, Quinn…” Grandma shakes her head. “Baby, listen to me… I never expected Sav to get pregnant so young and out of wedlock. She was the one we never worried about. That child came out of the womb an angel. When we found out she was pregnant with you, we were so shocked. Your Grandpa,”—Grandma rolls her eyes dramatically—“let’s just say, I had to lock up all the shotguns… and the bourbon.”

      I snort, picturing Pop-Pop chasing Dad around, threatening his life. They’re so chummy now.

      “Did she ever consider…”

      “No, not even for a minute. She showed me the pregnancy test, and I’ll never forget the day. Facing your Grandpa and me, she should’ve been shaking in her boots, but she slammed that little pee test on the table and told us she loved your daddy, she loved you, and with or without our help or money, she was going to take responsibility for her family… whatever it took.”

      “Were you mad?”

      “How could I be mad? I raised a daughter who was brave enough to stand up for her heart and fight fiercely for her loved ones. If you ask me, I did pretty well.” Grandma chuckles. “My point is… you weren't a burden to your mother. You were light, life, and joy, and my daughter died exactly the version of herself she wanted to be, full of love and purpose.”

      The silence between us becomes a pressurized cabin, and I feel the need to confess before I explode from the inside out.

      “Grandma,” I say as I hang my head, unable to look her in the eye. “The night Mom died—”

      “You fought. I know. You sent her away.”

      I choke on the lump in my throat that has instantly formed.

      “What?”

      “She called me, baby, as she was leaving your place.”

      “What?” I wasn’t the last one to speak to her. My words… they weren’t the last she heard. Suddenly, I’m grappling with hope. “What… what did she say? What did you say?”

      “She didn’t say much.” Grandma places her hand on my cheek. “Just that you were hurting so badly, and she didn’t know how to help you. She was worried you were going to drown under all the pressure you put on yourself, so she asked for my advice about how to fix things between you two.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I told her not to worry because mothers and daughters always find a way. Just like she and I did through our worst fights. Sometimes, you’re cruelest to the ones you love because you trust them to love you through your worst. Is it fair? No, but that’s real love, even if it’s ugly sometimes. The last thing I said to Sav before she left this earth was that she was a wonderful mother and reminded her how much you loved her and admired her.”

      I can barely hear Grandma’s words because I’m blubbering so hard, choking on my snot and saliva—beyond relieved. Oh, the relief that the last thing my mother heard wasn’t my angry bullshit.

      She heard the truth.

      “You never told me any of this.”

      “Oh, baby, you weren’t listening until now.”

      It takes me a while to get my heaving under control, wiping beneath my eyes and across my cheeks, mopping up the mess of my mixed emotions.

      Finally, I’m bold enough to ask, “Do you think Mom had any regrets?”

      Grandma’s tears have smeared the thick lines of her eyeliner, but she’s smiling.

      “I think Sav would do everything in her life again the exact same way. I think your mother loved her life because she loved you guys so much. That’s all life is about, Quinn. Finding love, growing it… surviving it. Money, power, status—none of those matter in the end. Love… that’s all you take with you to the grave.”

      Nodding solemnly, I let the fit of tears consume me again. I’m sick of crying. Since Cody came into the picture, it’s all I do. It’s very un-Quinn, but then again, maybe I don’t know myself as well as I thought. Maybe I know what I want, but I still have no clue what I need.

      I spent all this time judging my mother for not doing more with her life when in reality, she lived fully, and completely. She found the greatest treasure.

      If my time was up today, would I feel the same?

      Would I do my life again—the same way?
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      Nine missed calls…

      My heart drops. Nine… all from Quinn. I immediately think the worst.

      My body is aching from a long day of conditioning and drills, and my mind is wiped from endless hours of game film review. Minutes before, I felt so tired, the floor of the locker room looked as inviting as a plush California King, but seeing Quinn’s number on my phone so many times gives me an unnerving jolt of adrenaline.

      I hustle out of the Bandits training facility and dial her number as I rush to my truck. To what? I don’t know. It’s training camp, and we’re on lockdown. We go from the training facility to the hotel to sleep—that’s it. Rinse and repeat for weeks. It’s not like I can go to her.

      But I would… if she really needed me, I would.

      “Cody?” Quinn answers almost immediately, and judging by the background noise, she’s in the car.

      “Are you—”

      “Hang on,” she interrupts.

      I’m patient as her blinker sounds and the loud background noise of the road fades.

      “Did you just pull over to take a phone call?”

      “Yes,” she answers flatly.

      “Doesn’t your fancy ass car have Bluetooth?”

      “Let it go,” she mutters. “It’s a thing.”

      “Are you okay? Is your dad okay?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sawyer?”

      “Yes, yes. He’s fine.”

      “Addie?”

      “Everyone is fine, Cody.”

      I breathe deeply.

      “Then what the hell? I’m not allowed to have my phone during practice and film sessions, so when I got to my locker room, I saw a gazillion missed calls from you.”

      “Gazillion is an exaggeration.”

      Nine is a gazillion for Quinn. She considers two calls on the side of desperation.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I was with my grandma at the lodge… I’m driving home… I was thinking about you.”

      Oh, no. Don’t say it. Don’t make this harder.

      Football has kept me busy since I moved out of Quinn’s and back to New York. The brief moments of leisure time I have are spent bonding with my football family. Joel doesn’t even bother calling me during training camp. He understands the cadence by now. Football isn’t a sport. It’s life. I haven’t had time to think about Quinn, which is probably why I’m still functioning.

      “How did she take the breakup?”

      “I don’t think she’s too concerned about canceling the wedding. The breakup, she was less enthused about.”

      “Did you tell her it was just paperwork?” I chuckle awkwardly, trying to lighten the mood, but Quinn finds nothing funny.

      “No… because it wasn’t… just paperwork.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t trying to say—”

      “Cody, I miss you.” She rushes the words as if she’s trying to get them out before she can change her mind.

      I miss you, too.

      Of course, I do, but I’m tired of dragging this out. Time away has given me a little clarity. Joel was right. I fixated on Quinn because I needed to believe in something again. No matter how much I love her, I can’t expect her to breathe for me—or drop her life for me. Quinn has an empire to run, and she’s already had one asshole in her life tell her his dreams were bigger than hers. I won’t do the same.

      “How are you?”

      “Good.” The disappointment in her voice is apparent.

      Shit. I should’ve just said it. I miss you, too. I really do. When I let myself think about how close we were… it hurts.

      “Sawyer got all the Bandits merch you sent over and has been showing it off at school. I hate to burst your bubble, but the signed Rodney Crew jersey seems to be a hotter commodity than number eighty-three.”

      “Fucking quarterbacks. What can you do?”

      We exchange nervous laughs. Goddammit. How are we back here, again? It reminds me of when Quinn was desperately trying to convince herself she wasn’t jealous of me dating other women. I don’t know what to say, so I try to combat awkwardness with next-level uncomfortableness.

      “I got the divorce papers, by the way. They were sent to my hotel a couple days ago. I’ll get them signed and back to you as soon as I can. I haven’t had much time to get anything done outside of camp.”

      She sucks in an audible breath. “Oh.”

      “You’re surprised? You’re the one who sent them.” It’s what we agreed on. For some reason, we both felt better about a divorce. An annulment says it wasn’t real. That’s not a lie I’ll support. It was real. It didn’t last—but it was real.

      “Leti sent them. They’ve been on her desk for a couple weeks. I guess she did a little administrative housekeeping. I wasn’t trying to twist the knife.”

      “Quinn, it’s okay. We agreed to get divorced. You’re not a monster for sending divorce papers. We’re okay.”

      “Are we?”

      “Of course. I called you back, didn’t I?”

      There’s silence with a couple of short breaths. I imagine Quinn is starting to speak and keeps sucking her words back down.

      “Maybe we made a rash decision. I was thinking about it—”

      “Quinn…” Oh, gosh.

      “No, hear me out. I don’t want to be with anyone else, Cody. I was thinking… maybe I could work remotely two weekends a month and come stay with you. Maybe we could start over, take it slow, and see if we can make things work. I can commit to that. Two weekends a month… I promise.”

      “Princess…” I hate myself for how this sounds. “I work weekends, remember?”

      “Shit. Right. Well, maybe I could—”

      “It means the world to me that you called and you’re offering, but…”

      She’s sniffling. Fuck, I wish I didn’t hear it. Leaning against my truck, I fight the urge to crank the damn thing and drive all night to Denver. I want to see her, hold her, kiss her, make things okay—for both of us.

      “But what?” Quinn asks.

      “I told you I didn’t want to just wait around and be your puppy. It wouldn’t be right to ask you to be mine when I know that’s not where your heart is. So, I think we’re doing the right thing going our separate ways.”

      “Okay,” she barely whispers.

      “But I'll pick up whenever you call, so whenever you need a friend, I’m here. Okay?”

      “Yeah,” she blubbers. “Me, too… for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So, uh… the paperwork, do you want me to have Leti arrange a messenger pickup? I can’t imagine it’s easy for you to get to the post office with your schedule. We should get that squared away as quick as we can.”

      Whether that was genuinely thoughtful or passive-aggressive, I’m not entirely sure.

      “Sure. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I can hear her fingers tap anxiously on a hard surface. She must not realize her phone’s microphone can pick up a cricket snoring a mile away. I can hear every nervous fidget.

      “So… good luck with the rest of training camp, and pre-season… and regular season,” she chatters. “Shit, I mean, good luck with everything, Cody. If you ever need anything, the door is always open to me and my fam—”

      “You know what, I actually just thought of something.”

      “What?” she chirps.

      I’m not used to this version of Quinn. I’m usually the one in pursuit, but I can feel her hopefulness, and at this moment, I realize Quinn may have loved me more than I understood.

      Maybe we…

      Is there a chance?

      I’m just not sure. There are still so many roadblocks to overcome.

      “I think I need to cash out,” I say with a smirk she can’t see.

      “What?”

      “Remember Vegas? Our deal? I didn’t marry you for nothin’. You still owe me one.”

      Her sweet giggle sounds like a melody.

      “Okay, but I swear if you ask me for nudes…”

      Tempting.

      “No, it’s something a little more heavy-handed.”

      “You married me, Cody. You saved me. A deal’s a deal. I owe you… whatever you want. Let’s hear it.”

      “All right,” I warn in a singsong. “The letter, your mom’s letter…”

      “What about it?”

      “Read it.”

      Silence.

      Not a sound other than the occasional whoosh of a car zipping by. I hold my breath as I wait for her reply, afraid I've gone a step too far.

      Then again—what’s left to lose?
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      Leti bounces behind me, holding clean matte black folders in her arms, gripping them a little too tightly.

      I wordlessly nod at Dad’s secretary in the waiting area in front of his office. Surely, his own daughter doesn’t need to sign in.

      “Leti,” I say, spinning around. She continues to bounce in place. “Do you have to pee, or are you that nervous?”

      “Nervous,” she admits.

      “Why?” I ask, ignoring the butterflies in my stomach. It’s not the interview itself—interviewing happens to be one of my strengths. I have no qualms about tough questions and being put on the spot—in a work environment, anyway. I’m nervous about what comes next. Vice President will be the final nail in the coffin of my social life. I asked to eat, sleep, and breathe Sabin Tech—my wish is about to be granted.

      “Leti, it’s not your interview. CMO, VP, or whatever else comes our way, we stick together. Your job isn’t in danger.”

      She nods assuredly, then shifts her gaze toward the closed elevator doors, trying to hide her watering eyes. “I just… I really want this for you.”

      “A promotion?” I raise my brow. Leti is the best-paid assistant in the entire building. I skim a little off my salary to compensate her well. Putting up with me is no easy feat, and Leti is more than worth it.

      “Not just a promotion… I want you to be happy. I’ve never seen anyone work as hard as you do, Quinn. I’ve watched you slave away for the better part of a decade. It’s time for you to get everything you want and deserve.”

      Wordlessly, I wrap her in a quick hug and kiss her cheek. It’s not the time to get emotional, and if I tell her how much she means to me, how much her constancy has saved me over the years, I’ll blubber like a baby. And right now… I have a job to do.

      “They’re ready for you,” Dad’s assistant says, rising from her desk.

      I hold up my hand. “No need to get up. I can see myself through,” I say, eyeing her very round tummy—she’s well into her third trimester.

      “Thank you.” She slumps back onto her rolling chair, relieved.

      Poor thing. I bet her ankles are swollen and angry.

      Leti hands me the folders, which are filled with cleanly printed presentation points, my updated resume, and my new business cards that read ‘Quinn Sabin – Chief Marketing Officer.’ Thousands of these will go to waste if my title changes after this interview.

      “Give 'em hell, boss.” Leti flashes her teeth and gives me an enthusiastic dorky thumbs-up as her brunette ponytail whips her across the forehead.

      Retreating into the CEO’s office after a quick wink, I suck down the burning ache in my heart that tells me I’m getting closer to what I deserve—but further away from what I want.
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        * * *

      

      Maren’s eyes are glued to mine as I eloquently answer every question the board members throw my way. They came for blood today. The board comprises six stuffy suits—middle-aged men—all thinking I’m only here because I’m daddy’s little girl. Luckily, Maren sits on the board as well, and other than Dad, who's sitting in a corner of the room, she’s the only person who's silently cheering me on as I’m interrogated.

      Mr. Brahm is the most verbally obtuse with his doubt about my ability to handle this position.

      “Ms. Sabin—”

      “Quinn,” I correct. “Please.”

      “Okay, Quinn,” he grumbles as he flattens his palm on the table between us.

      At first, I was glad the interview was taking place in Dad’s office for my comfort, but now, I wish we were in a large board room. I’d like a little more space between me and Mr. 'Doubt You.'

      “You’ve been in your position as CMO for half a year now? What’s the sudden eagerness to abandon your position?”

      Wow.

      “Mr. Brahm, I am an executive and shareholder of this company. Sabin Tech is far more than a career to me. My job is to help the company where the need is greatest. I don’t consider my interest in this position as abandoning my role, but a way to expound on the ways I can support Sabin Technologies.” Glancing at Dad, he winks and gives me a subtle ‘atta girl' head bob.

      “Even so, your experience at this level of management is minimal. Six months isn't enough time to prepare you for the responsibilities of Vice President. Typically, candidates have at least ten years of experience in a C-level position. In marketing, you may understand sales, but leadership for a company like this is so much more than maximizing growth and revenue. If I’m being frank, your youth and lack of leadership experience is a major concern for me and the other board members—”

      “Martin,” Maren cuts in and jumps to my rescue. “Quinn is qualified for the role. We wouldn't have entertained this interview if she wasn’t fully capable of completing the expected duties.”

      My jaw twitches in irritation. I appreciate Maren, but I can fight my own battles.

      “If I may?” I hold up my hand respectfully to Maren but turn a challenging stare at Martin Brahm.

      You want war? Let’s go.

      “Mr. Brahm, you’ve been a board member for how long now? Roughly three years?”

      “That’s right,” he confirms.

      “I’ve been planning for Sabin Tech for over two decades. I know all the flops, all the triumphs. I’ve been part of this company since it was just an idea in one man’s head. I have ten years of tenure at this company and have never once pulled rank as the CEO’s daughter, although I certainly could have. Instead, I worked my way up in this company because I wanted to know and understand it—inside and out. Real leaders learn from within the pack before they take the helm. Sabin Tech was my destiny long before it was profitable. Long before it attracted the likes of money-minded suits who only saw our technology as a return on investment.”

      I internally shrug as my monologue shifts, and my grand speech takes a quick turn I can’t seem to redirect.

      “Sabin Tech wasn’t designed to scale monetarily like this. That was a happy accident, fueled by good fortune. Sabin Tech started as a quest to innovate and inspire in a space where there was still so much to learn and discover. I’ve spent years learning from a great leader,”—I look at my dad, who is beaming at me—“and his greatest accomplishment wasn’t earning a billion dollars for this company but his humility. His most impressive achievements were implementing policies that supported our employees, such as the ‘Families First’ initiative, where...”

      Swoop.

      I feel it.

      Then finally… I get it.

      The damn policy that started it all with Cody. The policy was meant to prioritize families and togetherness over business needs.

      At that moment, my lips move faster than my mind, and the truth pours out clear as day. Looking at my Dad—the leader I’ve tried to emulate for so long—and thinking about the career I consider to be the zenith of success, I realize how completely I missed the point.

      Dad smiles at me, and the wrinkles on his forehead bunch. His face is a little slighter—the chemotherapy has caused him to lose a little weight—but every day, he wakes up and fights.

      But not for this company.

      He fights for me, for Sawyer… for Mom.

      His strength has nothing to do with this office, his title, or his authority. Dad is powerful and confident because he had real love.

      Has.

      “Ms. Sabin? Are you going to continue?” Mr. Brahm asks softly.

      “Quinn,” I remind him, clasping my hand over my mouth when I start giggling like a loon. Glancing around the CEO’s office, I can’t even remember why I always dreamed of residing here. It’s just a room. Just a desk.

      “Okay, Ms. Quinn?”

      “Gentlemen, Maren,” I say as I rise and plant my hands firmly on the desk. “I am so appreciative of your consideration, but at this time…” I blow out a deep breath and shut my eyes. When the room is still, dark, and quiet, I can almost hear his kitty purr. I imagine Cody’s light snore as we lie in each other’s arms on a weekend morning, with nothing to do except be. Together. “I don’t think this position will be a good fit for me, after all. Please consider this my formal withdrawal from consideration for the role of Vice President.”

      “Are you sure?” Mr. Brahm asks, glancing nervously at my dad, who looks torn between surprise and elation. “Um… Quinn, I apologize if my questions were a little direct. It’s an interview strategy, but I didn’t mean to deter you. We just wanted to see how you’d react when challenged, which is something you’d frequently face in this leadership role.”

      “I’m sure.” I reach across the coffee table and pat his arm before I stand. “Thank you, Mr. Brahm. I’m not offended… just inspired.”

      Smoothing my slacks and straightening my favorite silk business-looking vest, I go around the table, shaking each hand and personally thanking them for their time. My dad doesn't settle for a professional handshake. Yanking me in for a hug, he kisses my cheek and whispers how proud he is of me.

      Leti is standing so close, I nudge her with the door as I exit.

      “That was quick!” she squeals. Her dark eyes are wide and demanding.

      I move toward the elevator doors, Leti in tow. My office is down the hall, but I’m not going back to work today. I have more important things to sort out.

      “So, how did it go? How did you do?” She asks as the elevator doors close and box us in for our descent.

      “I fucking nailed it.”
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      “Quinny, we’re here! Where are you?”

      Despite only hearing Noa’s voice, the stampede of footsteps into the living room indicates all my friends have arrived. I left the door unlocked for them, so I wouldn’t have to abandon my post in my bedroom closet. I’m tackling the arduous task of packing up my closet as quickly as possible.

      Tapping my phone screen to check the time, I purse my lips in surprise. Impressive. I sent the ‘need you guys’ text less than thirty minutes ago, and they're already here. That’s freaking remarkable for a weekday, especially as busy as they’ve all been lately. But isn’t that how it goes? We’re busy until we’re needed, then the world falls away for your sisterhood.

      “In my closet,” I bellow as I continue to sort my wardrobe into keep, donate, and give-to-Reese piles.

      Noa waltzes through my master bathroom and finds me in the closet.

      “Nono, I didn’t expect you to come over. Didn’t Chase just get back yesterday?”

      “He did.” She plants her hand on her hip.

      “So, why aren’t you home, getting busy with Hollywood?”

      “Because one of my best friends, who never asks for help, sent a very ambiguous text about needing me, so obviously, I’m here.” She shrugs. “Or did you forget how this works?”

      Sweet Noa. When her world went dark this past fall, when she and Chase broke up for a while, I blew off work on multiple occasions to force-feed her and spike her chamomile tea with sleep aids. She’s a stubborn little thing when she wants to be and refused OTC sleep help, but her insomnia was out of control, and she had to drive her son around daily. Desperate times, desperate measures. I would’ve done anything, dropped anyone, been anywhere to help her. Why wouldn’t I expect the same in return?

      I place my hand over my heart before blowing her a kiss. “Thank you.”

      “Um… are you going somewhere?” Mani asks as she nudges Noa through the doorway and plops onto the floor on the empty side of my closet. Yanking off her Manolo heels—which I secretly suspect are the pair she borrowed from me years ago and never returned—she buries her bare feet in the plush carpet. Her body language is casual, but her bright green eyes are anime status, looking like they might pop out of her head.

      Reese gasps as she enters the master closet and sees half the room stripped bare.

      “All yours.” I point to the biggest pile of clothes, shoes, and purses to my right, expecting her to pounce on the tall mound of designer loot, most with the tags still on. Instead, she freezes in place, causing Addie to collide with her backside.

      “Jesus, Pieces, your brake lights are out.” Addie gasps when she sees the half-barren closet. “What's all this?”

      “Okay, everybody in,” I command as I pat the floor. My girls circle me, butts on the ground, legs crossed. “I have an announcement.”

      “You don’t say,” Addie sasses as she glances around the closet. “Please tell me this is Spring cleaning… in August.”

      I shake my head somberly.

      “I love you guys.”

      “You’re leaving, aren’t you?” Mani asks.

      “What?” Addie squeals. “Where? Is it work?”

      My poker face was strong. For the past few weeks, it’s been business as usual. When I told my friends the wedding was off, I simply explained my relationship with Cody had run its course. After all these years, they know me well enough not to push and prod for details I don’t want to give.

      “No.” Reese locks her gaze on me, and her lips curl into a knowing smile. “It’s not work, is it, Quinn? You’re going to go get your man.”

      I can’t help the grin that overcomes my face as I nod. I don’t know why I’m so happy when I haven’t spoken to Cody since he asked me to read Mom’s letter. I don’t know where he stands or if I still have his heart, but for fuck’s sake—for once, consequences be damned—I’m going after what I want.

      “I knew it.” Addie claps as she kicks her feet against the ground. “I knew it was going to work out.” She glances around our little circle. “Pay up. I called it.”

      “Actually, I called it,” Mani says with a cocky chuckle. She points at Noa, Addie, then me. “Three down… two to go. My psychic was spot on, as usual.”

      I roll my eyes, remembering the psychic's prophecy Mani announced when we were in the hot tub at our annual girls' trip to the lodge last year. Somewhere between Reese double-fisting bottles of tequila, Noa trying not to cry from her heartbreak, and Addie grumbling about her f-buddy of a boss, Mani announced we’d all get our shit together and find ‘the one’ within a year’s time. She guaranteed our girls' trip to the lodge this coming year would be a couple’s trip. It was laughable at the time, but here we are. Noa? Engaged. Addie? Engaged. Me? Married? Committed? I don’t know, but at the very least, in love.

      Then again, we’re four months away from our yearly trip, and I don’t think Mani’s psychic accounted for the wild child of the group. I glance at Reese and her thick, long curly mane. You know what? I would like to see her settle down. I’m just not sure there's a man brave enough to go toe-to-toe with her ex, and take on that quest.

      And anyway, Cody’s not a guarantee. I’ve fucked us up since the beginning, and a smarter man would’ve moved on by now. I have to put all my cards on the table and pray he’s still a fool in love—with me.

      “So, what’s your game plan to get him back?” Noa asks.

      “I don’t have one. I'm just going to show up in New York and see if Cody wants to give this a real shot.”

      “Why are you packing before you know where he stands?”

      “Because he needs to know there aren’t conditions. Cody’s taken all the risks and made all the sacrifices thus far. He waited for me, then married me as a favor, moved in with me, and took care of my family. All he’s done is think about me and support me in the way I needed most. We won’t work unless I show him I can do the same… that I can be there for him, too.”

      “Joel told me he just bought a condo, not too far from the training facility,” Addie offers enthusiastically, loving the master plan I’m concocting. She’s a sucker for a good happily ever after. “I can get the address.”

      “Good, thank you.” I know I could call Cody, but I don’t want to ruin the surprise. Hell, the element of surprise might be the only chance I have.

      “Quinn Sabin,”—Mani clicks her jaw and lets out a gloomy-sounding whistle—“breaking up the family, leaving us behind. Never thought I’d see the day.”

      “Who are you to talk, ‘L.A.’?” Reese snaps defensively.

      “I came back!” Mani defends as she points to me. “Because of this one’s whining.”

      “I don’t whine.”

      “Mhm.”

      “Anyway…” I say, narrowing my eyes at Mani. “On a serious note, I know I’ve not always been supportive of the idea of everyone moving on and moving away, and now here I am asking for your permission, or forgiveness, to do this because for the first time—”

      “Hey,” Mani interrupts my soap box declaration. “Our friendship is not dependent on geography. I felt more loved while I was in L.A. because you girls worked to keep me in your lives… just like we’ll fight to keep you in ours. Friendships like ours don’t fade, Quinny.”

      “Yup. You’re stuck with us,” Reese adds, flashing me a toothy grin.

      Addie crawls across the closet floor and wraps her arms around my neck. “Love you. Here or there. Always.” She releases me but plants her ass right next to mine, allowing zero space between us.

      “You said you needed our help with something,” Noa says, glancing around the closet. “You want me to go all OCD on this place? Because I will.” Nono is the queen of organized packing. I may actually need her expertise, but for now, I have a much more difficult task I need my friends' help with.

      Collecting the keepsake box from the corner of the closet, I pull out the red envelope that weighs a thousand tons, which I should’ve read long before. A deal’s a deal. It’s time to stop running from this, so I can turn around and move in the right direction. I’m not sure what’s in the letter, but good or bad, I know it will be exactly what I need to hear.

      I’m just not quite strong enough to do it on my own. So, I’m trying something else new today—asking for help. I toss the letter in the center of our circle, but no one budges. They all just blink at me.

      “I said some horrendous things to my mom the night she died—you guys remember that fight we had? About Sully, about calling off the wedding and my job? She came by the next night to make amends, but I was still so angry… mostly at myself. I feel like I failed everyone… and I took it all out on her. I’ve spent the past three years hating myself for making her last moments on earth terrible. I beat myself up about it so bad, all the good memories of my mom faded away, and all that remained in my mind were the poisonous words I spewed. All I dream about is the car accident I couldn’t save her from.”

      “Oh, Quinny,” Noa whispers before pressing her lips together firmly, so they don’t tremble.

      “When I refused to talk to her that night, she left this letter on my doorstep. I never read it, too afraid of what it contained.”

      Here I am, three years later… déjà vu. Once again, I had a man who loved me. Once again, when he asked me to support him, I pushed him away. Once again, I fucked up, but if there’s one thing Cody's taught me, it’s that love isn’t about perfection. It’s about redemption, which means we’re worth a second chance… a third… and a fourth if we need it. As long as I feel this way, I don’t think I’ll ever really give up on us.

      “Someone, read it to me,” I request.

      Meeting their eyes, one by one, I wonder who will be the brave one.

      They all hesitate, still as statues.

      “Well don’t everyone jump up at once,” I sass.

      To my great surprise, Noa takes the plunge. I underestimate her might sometimes, but when it comes to family, she’s far stronger than I am. She holds up the letter before opening it.

      “No matter what this says, Sav loved you with all her heart. This letter is nothing more than a letter.”

      I nod.

      Hurry up. Just do it. Rip it off like a Band-Aid.

      Noa pulls free the folded paper and scans the page with a quizzical look.

      “What?” I ask.

      Leaning to her right, she shows Mani the letter, and my eye begins to twitch. All right, I know I asked for this, but fuck. My irritation at its peak, I have to sit on my hands, so I don’t snatch the letter from her grip.

      “Oh, Quinny,” she breathes out deeply. “You might be disappointed. It doesn’t say a whole lot,” Mani whispers.

      All right, enough. I hold out my hand, and Noa promptly deposits the letter in my palm.
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      Smiling, I feel the weight of the universe lift from my shoulders, and my heart begins to beat audibly.

      I’m not disappointed.

      “It says it all.”
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      We end training camp the same way every year—a giant-ass banquet in the training facility cafeteria. There’s no drinking during camp—which lasts less than three weeks—but my teammates are chugging beer as if they’ve been without water in a desert for decades. Pre-season is literally right around the corner, and the way they're drinking tonight, they’ll still be hungover through the season opener.

      Grabbing a seat next to me, Crew pushes my empty dinner plate away and replaces it with a large slice of cake.

      “No thanks, man.” I never have an appetite for sweets after training camp. After working my body that hard, all I crave is healthy shit. If this cake was cantaloupe and strawberries, I’d take a nosedive.

      “I don’t blame you,” Crew says, sticking a fork in his own slice and pushing it away. “What’re you getting into tonight?”

      “Sleep,” I say shortly. I am past exhausted. Camp was a new challenge this year. I’ve only been gone for one full season, but somehow, the game is twice as competitive. Everyone seemed twice as fast, twice as strong, which meant I had to work three times as hard to keep up. I might’ve fooled everyone with my lucky performances in drills, but this season is going to be the challenge of my life. Achieving greatness and maintaining it are two different beasts, the latter more daunting than the former.

      “Come on… we have to celebrate. Camp went well, and the media’s already buzzing that we’re conference shoe-ins. It’s going to be a good season, Kart, which also means a long season. Have some fun now while you can.”

      Crew slides his phone across the table and makes a barrier with his hand so only I can see the naked blonde on the screen, posing with her legs open.

      “Am I supposed to be seeing this?”

      “What happens on DM, stays on DM.”

      Except not, because here I am in the middle of Crew’s very private conversation.

      “Impressive, Crew. That doesn’t sound sleazy at all.”

      “What?” He laughs. “She messaged me. She’s actually a cool chick, just really comfortable with her body and apparently, a little dick hungry at the moment.”

      “Clearly.”

      “You want her handle?”

      “Hmm… do I want your sloppy seconds? No, thanks.”

      “First—sloppy? Rude. Second—haven’t touched her. She just messaged me this morning, but I already have uh… plans tonight, so she’s all yours.” Crew likes to celebrate after training camp, but not with alcohol. It’s remarkable how well he keeps his very enthusiastic sex life under wraps from the media, but make no mistake, Crew’s the literal definition of a manwhore. A few years ago, I wasn’t that far behind him, but everything has changed. I can’t go back to all that now that I know what real love feels like. With or without her, Quinn showed me what I want from a relationship, and it’s not strange women sending me nudes.

      “I’m not into it, man.”

      “Not into it?” Crew’s face twists in indignation. “Are you blind?” He taps the front of his phone, and the naked blonde on the screen lights back up.

      I divert my gaze. She’s undeniably hot, but there’s nothing intriguing about her. It’s just ass and tits. Wrong ass. Wrong tits. Wrong girl.

      “I’m not dating right now.”

      “Aren’t you a free man? I thought you said your marriage didn’t work out.”

      “It didn’t, but I need some time.” Quinn was the real deal. You don’t get over that kind of thing in a couple weeks. “All I want to do tonight is go home and get in bed.” Crew pumps his brows suggestively, so I add, “Alone.”

      Camp’s over. This is when shit hits the fan. I haven’t had time to think about Quinn, which is probably why I’m still standing. Tonight will most likely be the night I start asking myself how the hell the most romantic proposal I could’ve thought up ended with the ring in my hand instead of on her finger.

      Tonight, I’ll have time to dwell on the fact I may have made a mistake. Perhaps I chose wrong. I don’t want company for that, especially not naked company.

      “All right, man. I hear you. You’ll let me know if you need anything, right?”

      Nodding, I stand and pat the navy cloth-covered table. “I’ll see you at practice.”

      “Hey, Kart!”

      I glance over my shoulder. “What?”

      “It’s fucking good to have you back, man.” Crew’s smile is wide. “Dream team.”
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        * * *

      

      The first things I see as I trudge down the hallway of my new home are moving boxes stacked neatly against the wall, all leading to my front door. Son of a bitch. I must’ve missed the delivery notification from the movers.

      When I first got back to Manhattan, I purchased a condo about fifteen minutes from the training facility. My signing bonus easily covered the cost. It's not permanent by any means, but Joel is always telling me how real estate, especially in the city, is a smart investment. One day, I’ll get a house with land, and my truck might actually be of some use, but for now, I just need a place to sleep between practice and travel. Two thousand square feet in the city is practically a mansion in New York. This is more than enough for the next few years.

      I’ve been putting off getting settled into my new place because A, training camp kept me ten skips past overwhelmed. I wasn’t even sleeping at my new place, instead, bunking with the team at the hotel. And B, all my crap hadn’t arrived yet… until today, apparently. Fuck. A text would’ve been nice. What moving company just dumps someone’s belongings on their doorstep without so much as a head's up?

      Frustrated, I let out a grumbled roar. Instead of sleeping, I’ll have to move all this shit inside. There are three other residents on this floor, and I can’t clutter our shared entryway with all my crap.

      I’m not looking forward to unpacking. It’s my second least favorite chore, only slightly preferable to packing. Most of my stuff was tucked away in storage when on a whim, I moved to Denver with Joel. I had trimmed down my belongings even more when I moved in with Quinn for a few weeks. I needed to collect my life from three locations and compile them here, so I hired movers to handle it all and make my life easier.

      Ha. Funny how that worked out.

      Yanking my duffel bag off my shoulder, I drop it on the floor, where it lands with a loud thud, followed by a soft yelp.

      What? Duffel bags don’t yelp.

      Quinn pops up from behind a tall stack of moving boxes, nearly giving me a heart attack. She lightly pats her cheeks, trying to hide the evidence she had been dozing.

      “Good grief,” she grumbles as she rushes toward me but pauses a foot away. “I thought you’d be home hours ago.”

      My mouth is still hanging half open. Quinn, live and in the flesh, is in front of me. It’s Quinn all right, but a version of her I’m not familiar with. She’s in a navy-blue form-fitting Bandits fan shirt. The gold numbers splattered across her chest are ones I recognize well. Her bottoms are what can only be described as booty shorts, which match the bow tied around her high ponytail. I squint at her in disbelief… is that... glitter? Is she wearing Bandits colors glitter?

      She glances around at the boxes surrounding us, completely misunderstanding why I look so shocked.

      “Sorry, I know this looks next-level stalker crazy.”

      “Did you sign for these?”

      “What?”

      “The boxes… were you here when the movers arrived?”

      “What?” It’s her turn for her brows to pinch in confusion. “No… Cody, these are mine.”

      The thumping in my heart tells me this is something big, that maybe all my dreams are about to come true, but it’s Quinn, so my mind is still full of doubt this is real. No way. No way my girl is in New York, in front of my door with boxes… looking like a Cody Kartlin superfan.

      “Did you get lost in a merch store?”

      She giggles and spins around, poking her ass into the air, and there it is—my number ‘83’ displayed across the ass of her athletic shorts.

      “What do you think? Too much?”

      “You look like the Bandits' fan shop threw up on you.”

      “Oh, baby, this isn’t the half of it. I cleaned out the NFL fan shop… bought everything with your number on it. A very large cardboard cutout of you—half-naked—is set to be delivered in three-to-five business days.”

      Baby? We’re back to baby?

      Clutching my chest, I laugh, mostly from nervous adrenaline.

      “You look beautiful. Relaxed—”

      “Ugh, don’t say it.”

      “Like you removed that stick from your—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she says, rolling her eyes at the déjà vu of our conversation in Vegas all those months ago when all this started. Quinn clasps her hands together briefly, then tugs on her earlobe—her nervous tick I remember so well.

      “Is it okay that I’m here?”

      “Depends why,” I answer honestly. Don’t you dare give me hope, then take it away again.

      “I’m here for you.”

      “Meaning?” My heart pounds so ferociously it nearly winds me.

      Closing the space between us, she wraps her small hands around my forearms. Her cool touch sends a tremor of nerves through the veins in my arms, across my chest, and up my neck.

      “Meaning, I fucked up, and I’m sorry.”

      “You didn’t fu—”

      “Yes… I did.” She squeezes my arms. “Let me own it. Cody, I love you. I loved you long before you were my husband. I should’ve screamed yes when you got on your knee and asked me to move with you. I’m the idiot who thought loving you more meant loving myself less… but I like the version of me that loves you. She cries a lot and is constantly at a loss for words. She’s nervous all the time and a little clumsy. She’s unsure of the life choices she’s made.”

      “And you like that?” I raise a brow.

      “I do because she’s happy. Cody, I was happy with you. I don’t think I really knew why happiness was so important until I met you.”

      “So, what’s with all the boxes?”

      I should kiss her. I want to so bad.

      Fighting the urge to wrap my arms around her and press my lips against hers, I let her explain, undistracted.

      “I might’ve put the cart before the horse, moving to New York before I actually had a place to go.” Laughing, she tilts her head back, looking at the ceiling. “Crazy, right?”

      Moved? You moved here?

      Sucking in my lips, I cave… I let hope fill me.

      “You have a place, Quinn. You can stay with me as long as you want.”

      “I was thinking forever.” She pivots to snatch a familiar stack of papers from the top of one of the boxes, then holds the packet out to me. “I know you signed these, but I haven’t mailed them yet, so technically, we’re still married.”

      Why does that make me feel relieved? The game isn’t finished after all—Quinn comes through in overtime.

      She continues as she pinches and tugs, torturing her poor earlobe. “I can send these in, and we can start at the beginning. We can take things slow, and I’ll be your friend, your girlfriend, or whatever you need to feel supported. I’m willing to put in all the work to fix what I broke.”

      “What about work? Your dad? Sawyer? Your friends?”

      “My dad is happier about my move than I am.” Quinn chuckles. “Sawyer is thrilled at the idea of me no longer breathing down his neck. My friends helped me pack, and technically, I’m on a sabbatical from work until Dad rearranges my position as director to be remote.”

      “Director? Wait, what?” I know I’m not incredibly well versed in Sabin Tech business operations, but VP trumps CMO, and I’m almost certain CMO trumps director.

      “I took a step down. I need more personal time to make room for all the other things in my life that are just as important, if not more so.”

      I shake my head at her. No. She can’t starve her dreams for mine.

      “Quinn, you shouldn’t have done that for me.”

      “I didn’t,” she says, her dark eyes twinkling. There’s determination in her eyes as if she's about to take the field and win the Super Bowl, all on her own. “I did it for me. I figured out what was missing. You see, I read the letter.”

      “Oh?” That one actually shocks me a bit. “What did it say?”

      “It said my mom was never going to give up on me. She loved me through all the ugly things I said to her… through all my worst decisions. Even when she didn’t agree with me, she loved me fiercely, flaws and all… the same way you loved me. I realized that’s the love I was waiting for. I couldn’t do this for Sully, but not because I was broken beyond repair.

      “It was you, Cody. You were the catalyst in my life. I was always waiting for you.”

      “Love.”

      “What?”

      “You said loved. I’m correcting you. Love.” I pull her hand away from her reddened ear. There’s nothing to be nervous about. This was destiny.

      “Still?”

      “Of course,” I say as I snatch the papers out of her hands. The stack is thick but tears easily. Shredding the papers into oversized confetti, I let it fly in the air, making a mess in the hallway.

      “Well, that seems unnecessary.” Quinn scowls adorably. “Now we have to clean thi—”

      She squeals when I yank her into my body, letting my lips get their fill. God, she tastes good and feels so good in my arms—right body, right tits, right ass, right girl…

      Right heart.

      I kiss her in the hallway, enjoying the comfort of her body pressed against mine until the blood in my brain drains south, and the pressure of need takes over. I was supposed to come home and rest tonight, but the way Quinn’s all dolled up in ‘83’ head to toe has me all kinds of worked up. I doubt I’ll get a wink of sleep tonight. Unlocking the door, I usher her into our new home.

      “Take all that off,” I command, looking her up and down from behind. She peeks over her shoulder mischievously.

      “Oh, yes, Sir. So bossy.”

      Chuckling, I grab a box on my way in and am absolutely shocked to find it empty. I toss it aside and pick up another. Empty. Then another. Empty.

      “Princess?” I call, and Quinn reappears in the doorway.

      “Hm?”

      “What the hell? These are all empty?”

      She snorts. “Oh, come on! It was a big romantic gesture. You don’t honestly think I was actually going to move my shit here until we talked first? Everything is in storage in Denver while my Realtor shows my condo to potential buyers this week.”

      I laugh out loud, sort of relieved. There she is—Quinn, my thinks-ahead, carefully calculating, control freak wife. Always one step ahead of me, but I’m good with it.

      As long as we’re on the same path.
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      seven months later

      We roll down the windows and let the swell of the ocean breeze wisp through the car. The view is distorted, and subconsciously, I know this is a dream, but I enjoy it, anyway.

      Mom’s blonde hair is so long, when the wind catches it, it smacks me in the face.

      “Good grief, Mom.”

      “Sorry, honey,” she says, collecting her long blond mane and pulling it into a side ponytail. “The wind is strong today.” She looks over at me in the passenger seat, and although her face is cloudy, I can make out her bright blue eyes and cherry-red lipstick. “You are so beautiful, sweet girl. The best of your dad and me.”

      “I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “Why is the car parked on the beach… half in the water?” I ask as my subconscious tries to organize this nonsensical dream sequence.

      “Heck if I know. Just enjoy the sunshine, love.”

      Mmm. Pushing the recline button, I sink back into my seat. Reaching over to grab my hand, Mom squeezes it, and for just a moment, I can actually feel her smooth hand wrapping around mine—

      “Baby, time to wake up.”

      I groan when the voice changes—deeper, still honey-sweet, but a drastic contrast from my mom’s feminine drawl. Dammit. Blinking, I see the familiar elements of our bedroom. Everything is decked out in navy, white, and gold. Not my taste, but then again, this room is the only room where Cody’s the total boss. Our bedroom is basically a man cave, but the closet is all mine.

      “Sorry to wake you. Were you dreaming about your Mom again?” Cody asks apologetically.

      Glancing at him up and down, aroused by the sight of his bulging six-pack on display, I get lost in the fantasy of running my tongue along the bumps of his abs…

      Good grief. Get it under control, Quinn.

      It’s not my fault. It’s hormones. Noa told me being horny twenty-four-seven is the natural evolution of the second trimester.

      “Yes, but it’s okay. I’ll see her again.”

      Lately, when I dream about Mom, the crunching metal and screeching tires are a thing of the past. Now, we're always somewhere peaceful and fill the silence with conversations about her granddaughter.

      “Why are we up so early on a Saturday?” I grumble at Cody, who disappears, then hustles back with a tray full of breakfast options.

      “You need to eat. I know extra sleep is expected, but you’ve been conked out for twelve hours. I bet my baby’s hungry.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Not you,” he says, setting the tray down next to me on the bed. Cody holds his hands out and helps me into a sitting position. Once I’m settled, he carefully places the tray across my lap, about an inch away from my slight belly bump.

      I reach for the cup of coffee, then pause.

      “Cody Kartlin… I swear if this is decaf.”

      He shrinks sheepishly, which is near impossible for a behemoth of his size, but my tone must do it. I’ll admit—pregnant Quinn can be a scary person.

      “The doctor said—” He stops mid-sentence when he sees daggers instead of eyes, knowing damn well I’m allotted one cup a day. Decaf my ass. “We’ll stop for real coffee on the way,” he quickly adds.

      “Ugh,” I complain. “I’m not in the mood to squeeze into a dress when I’m swollen and fat. I especially don’t feel like flying.” The nightmares faded, but my travel anxiety hasn't. Believe you me, I wouldn’t travel today for any other earth-shattering reason than one of my best friends having a pop-up wedding. It's not going to be fun to be pregnant in Las Vegas. At least Cody will sit with my lame ass all weekend.

      “You are not fat.” Sitting by my feet, he pinches my toes one by one. “Your feet are a little swollen, but it’s not from the baby. It’s your damn shoes. You have exactly one more month before I start burning your high heels one by one.”

      Scowling, I’m met by his challenging expression. Cody doesn’t mess around when it comes to his baby. Anything that’s a trip risk has got to go.

      “Fine,” I concede. Actually, flats sound heavenly these days. I live in loungewear lately since most of my old clothes are too uncomfortable with my changing body. I even borrow Cody’s clothes these days, wearing his shirts as around-the-house dresses.

      I reach for the dry bagel in front of me. Cody knows better than to bring cream cheese within one hundred yards of me. Most people say it’s odorless—baby Savannah disagrees. In fact, this little girl hates all kinds of cheese.

      “What time is our flight again?”

      “Which one?”

      “The flight home,” I mumble through reluctant chewing. It took God-given strength not to micromanage Cody when he made the travel arrangements, but he’s trying to practice his domestic skills.

      Walt is already aware, but the Bandits team is none the wiser that Cody Kartlin is officially retired. It took one last championship for Cody to feel… great. All along, I knew he was amazing, and maybe now, with two Super Bowl rings in his possession, he knows it, too. Or maybe he’s tired… I’m not sure. Whatever the motivation, he ended his contract early and is hanging up his cleats for good. Not for me, not for us, but because he’s ready. He says he’s looking forward to stay-at-home dad life.

      “We’re flying to Denver around noon. We’ll meet your Dad and Sawyer for lunch.”

      “Do I have time to meet with his doctor?”

      “No. Stop trying to parent your Dad. He’s in remission, baby. Besides, Joel rented a private jet to haul us out to Vegas right after lunch, so there won't be time.”

      “Ah, good ol’ money bags.” Ironically, in a couple months, Joel’s money will pale in comparison to Cody’s. Cody offered to sign a delayed prenup agreement before my inheritance kicks in, but I refused. Fifty-fifty is the only split I’m interested in with my man.

      “Does Sawyer know we’re moving back to Denver?”

      “Yes,” I scoff. “He’s thoroughly convinced he’s moving in with us.”

      “Ha! I wouldn’t mind an extra set of hands. I’m going to need all the help I can get with the baby.”

      “Um, hello,”—I drop my bagel and wave my hand in his face—“you’ll have me… her mother.”

      “Psh. When will you have time for us, miss VP? You go conquer the business world, and every night, I’ll greet you at the door with a sleeping baby and a martini in hand. I’ll even put on an apron if you like.”

      “Really?” My eyes pop with intrigue as my mouth starts to water. That shouldn’t get me going, but my mind wanders… my husband naked except for a short little apron shouldn’t turn me on. Fucking hormones.

      “Really.”

      “Don’t go blabbing that everywhere. Dad hasn’t announced me as Vice President yet. We’re waiting until after my maternity leave. When that time comes, I’ll take the martini but will pass on the already sleeping baby. I’ll be putting her to bed—every night. What did we promise? I will be home by five o’clock every day, and weekends aren’t for work, they're for—”

      “Family. Yeah, yeah, yeah. We’ll see.”

      “I’m serious, Cody. This time in Denver will be different.” I place my hand against his scruffy cheek. His hair is a little longer these days, and he could almost pull it into a little man bun again. It’s the same look he had when I first fell in love with him. “Some things matter more.”

      He grabs my hand and kisses my palm. “I love you, Princess.” He ducks his head and kisses my tummy. “And my little princess. We’ll make it work. I’ll be whatever you ladies need.”

      My wide smile stretches ear to ear, and I feel fuller and more content than I ever have before.

      “What I need is real coffee.”

      “All right, hup to then. You still need to pack.” Cody climbs off the bed, jostling me and the tray before he holds his hands out to help me out of bed. “Hey, do you actually think she’ll go through it?”

      “Hm?”

      “The wedding. I mean, impromptu Vegas nuptials have disaster written all over it.” We both snort as soon as the words leave his mouth, recognizing the hypocrisy. Who says happily ever after can’t start with Las Vegas?

      “We’ll see. If nothing else, it’s Reese, so it’s bound to be entertaining.” Stretching my arms to the ceiling, I dig my toes into the hardwood floor. “Wait a minute,” I say, eyeing my man up and down with a salacious smile.

      “You can’t be serious. We need to get going.”

      “Dead serious. We can spare ten minutes.” Nodding fervently, I point to his crotch, then the floor, back and forth. “Pants off, mister.”

      “You know something? Keeping you satisfied is more physically draining than training camp.” He chuckles as he slides his navy athletic pants down in a funny strip tease—a repeat of the one he gave me last night. “I’m going to meet an early grave from exhaustion because of you.”

      “I know,” I mumble as his lips touch mine softly. Our rough and wild romping is over for now. Cody only doles out gentle touches while I carry our precious cargo. “I’m such a monster.”

      “Yeah, you are.” He kisses my cheek, then my neck. Pulling down my comfy terry lounge shorts—which I now own in every color Old Navy sells—he trails his fingers between my thighs.

      “My monster… forever.”
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