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      To Mason

      

      It’s only fitting that my first NFL book is dedicated to you.

      I’m so proud of the young man you’ve become.

      You’re responsible, hard-working, driven, and I love spending time with you.

      

      Thanks for being cool about having a mom who writes romance novels that your girlfriends read.
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FIVE AND A HALF YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    




      TREY 5:56 PM

      Nothing’s worse than being double booked.

      Except for maybe a root canal. That’s pretty bad.

      But honestly, who puts an engagement party on the same night as the Super Bowl?

      Haji does.

      Because Haji and his fiancée don’t care about football, or funny commercials, or halftime shows.

      When I told him last Friday that I’d love to come to his party and meet his fiancée, Izzy, I wasn’t thinking that it would be at the same time as the biggest game in the NFL. I thought it would be, like, a Sunday brunch or something. So imagine my panic when I got his text last night with the address to Izzy’s parents' house and the 6:00 PM start time.

      I couldn’t cancel. Haji’s my only non-football friend—my study partner for the last two years. He’s the reason that I passed physics. I couldn’t not come to his engagement party, especially after I already said I would be there. So I’m forfeiting the pre-game show for friendship.

      I climb the front steps to Izzy’s parents' house and straighten my tie and suit jacket before I knock on the oversized wood door. The house is nice—a white, stone two-story ten minutes away from the University of Alabama campus. Convenient since I plan to be in and out and back at my apartment by 6:30 PM to watch the kick-off with some of my teammates. I’m even arriving a few minutes early for an extra buffer.

      It’s the perfect plan. I’m showing my face, meeting Haji’s fiancée, eating a few hors d'oeuvres, and then getting the heck out of here.

      The door swings open. “You must be Trey!” A petite woman with dirty-blonde hair smiles at me. She’s wearing a floral dress with a pink sweater tied around her neck like she’s some kind of Stepford wife. She grabs my hand, pulling me inside. “Haji’s told me so much about you. Plus, I saw you on TV a few weeks ago in that bowl game.”

      “I’m guessing you’re Izzy.”

      “Yes, sorry.” She offers her hand.

      “Haji talks about you nonstop. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

      Her smile widens. “Well, I hope so.”

      I look around at the house and the few guests that have already arrived. It’s a small crowd, which makes my leaving early harder.

      “I’m so glad you came. It’ll mean so much to Haji.” She leans in as if she’s going to tell me a secret. “Hardly any of his friends and family are coming tonight. They’re still trying to get used to the idea of an interfaith marriage.”

      That also makes my leaving early harder.

      “Oh, that’s too bad.”

      “There he is!” Haji comes around the corner, leaning in for a hug. He’s shorter than me by five inches—his head barely reaches my chin.

      We’re an odd friendship match. Where I’m light, his features are dark. And when I spend hours in the gym for strength and agility training, Haji spends hours in the library, studying. But it’s been nice having a friend in my classes, working toward the same engineering degree as me. Although, I hope I never have to use my degree. I hope I get drafted into the NFL in eighty-one days. But who’s counting?

      He pulls back, keeping his hands on my shoulders. “It’s good of you to come.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      He doesn’t need to know that I thought about missing it, pulling the ol’ “I’m sick” card.

      “You’ve met Izzy?” He wraps his arm around her waist.

      “Yep.” My eyes flick to her, then back to him. “I don’t know how you convinced her to marry you. You’re one lucky man.”

      “Don’t I know it?” He gives her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Come in, and let me introduce you to everyone.” He waves me farther into the house.

      By everyone, I hope he means three or four people.

      “Sure.” I exhale, following them into the living room.

      But as I go around the room, getting the life history of all of Izzy’s neighbors and cousins, it becomes clear with each passing minute that I’m not making it back for kick-off.

      

  




7:17 PM
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        * * *

      

      When nobody’s looking, I slip downstairs. Surely, Izzy’s parents have a TV I can turn on and watch the game for a little bit. Then, at halftime, I can go upstairs, make my excuses to Haji and Izzy, and leave with a clean conscience that I spent a solid two hours at their party. I’ll be able to catch the entire second half with my team.

      I walk down a dimmed basement hallway toward flashing lights and soft sounds coming from the room at the end. I peek my head around the corner. A giant flat-screen TV shows the replay of a running back trying to hurdle over the defender for a first down. There’s a woman with dark hair sitting on the couch. She’s wearing an oversized sweatshirt, and her hair’s pulled into a messy bun. Her back is to me, allowing me to watch her for a second before she knows I’m here.

      “Nice stop!” she says to the TV. Then her head drops, and her arm moves like she’s writing something down. “Way to hold ‘em!”

      I glance at the TV and watch live with her as the Patriots line up for a field goal. The ball is snapped and then juggled. The kick is rushed and shanks off the side of the goalpost.

      The woman leaps to her feet, jumping up and down. “That’s what I’m talking about!”

      I smile at her celebratory dance. It’s probably the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen—a woman genuinely interested in football, not just pretending to be.

      She turns her body to sit down again, and that’s when she sees me. Blue eyes go wide, and she jumps a bit, stumbling back into the coffee table. Her startled response is delayed by two seconds, making me smile even more.

      She’s pretty.

      Like, really pretty—a perfect mixture of dark and light traits. Dark hair and brows. But light skin and eyes. Even from across the room, her ocean-blue eyes stand out.

      She straightens, a little embarrassed. “I was just—”

      “Cheering?” I push off the wall and walk across the room to her.

      “Yes.” She brushes her hair back self-consciously as she sits. “They missed a field goal.”

      “I saw.” I take the seat on the opposite end of the couch. My eyes swing to the TV and the commercial playing. “Where are we in the game?”

      “Beginning of the second quarter.”

      “Score?”

      “Eagles are winning nine to three.” She glances at my tie. “How did you escape the party?”

      “I said I needed to go to the bathroom. You?”

      “I told Izzy weeks ago that I’d be watching the game in her basement instead of upstairs at the party.”

      That’s how she’s getting away with a sweatshirt and jeans.

      “Smart.” I nod, focusing on the end of a Doritos commercial before I talk again.  “I’m Trey, by the way.”

      She eyes me, adding a small smirk. “I know who you are.”

      “Oh, from Haji?” If she’s watching the Super Bowl by herself, she’s probably an Alabama fan and knows I’m on the team, but it’s more fun for my ego if I play dumb.

      Her head tilts like she’s on to my game. “More like SportsHub. They played the footage of you accepting the Heisman trophy over and over for a week straight.”

      “Ah.” I try to come off as humble. “Don’t believe everything you see on TV. They like to exaggerate.”

      “Clearly.” She looks me over. “I thought you’d be much bigger in person.” She keeps her expression serious, and it takes me a minute to realize she’s joking. I mean, she has to be joking, right? I’m 6’4” with two hundred and ten pounds of muscle. My goal before the draft is two-twenty, but either way, I’m a big guy.

      “It’s disappointing, isn’t it?” I smile, leaning into her teasing. “After this, I’m headed straight to the gym.”

      “Probably a good idea.” Her words come off as impassive, but I see the small twitch of her lips before her eyes go back to the game.

      It’s my turn to be impassive. “Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.” I keep my gaze fixed on the television.

      “Whitney.”

      Don’t look over. Play it cool.

      “Nice,” I say, then internally groan.

      What’s nice? Her name? Am I suddenly collecting data for one of those best-girl-names websites? This is the exact opposite of playing it cool. But I’ve got a cute girl and the Super Bowl happening all at once. It’s stimulation overload for my brain.

      “Izzy’s my roommate.”

      Do not say nice again.

      “Cool.”

      If the next thing that comes out of my mouth is rad or awesome, I’m cutting my tongue out.

      Time to change direction.

      Bring it back to football. Maybe eat some snacks.

      “I can’t believe you’re rooting against the Patriots,” I say, trying to find a groove.

      She rolls her eyes. “So typical.”

      “What’s typical?” I lean forward, reaching my hand into the bag of tortilla chips on the coffee table. I grab one and dip it into the queso, then bring it to my mouth.

      “Help yourself.” There’s so much sarcasm in her voice that I smile, making it hard to chew.

      “Thank you. I will.”

      I’m hitting my conversation stride again. Things are looking up.

      Her head flips to the game as the Eagles’s offense snaps the ball. “I’m just saying, you totally fit the mold of a guy who cheers for a bandwagon team like the New England Patriots.”

      “I’m not on their bandwagon. I’ve always liked them. But what about you? I bet you only want the Eagles to win because you like cheering for the underdog.”

      “It would be the Eagles's first Super Bowl championship. It’s a way better story if they win.”

      “So you’re admitting you’re only in it for the story?”

      “That is the best part.”

      My eyes drop to the notebook she left on the cushion between us. Scribbled notes cover most of the page.

      “I’m a sports communication major,” she explains as she pulls the notebook into her lap. “I have to write an article and interview questions based on the Super Bowl for one of my classes.”

      “Sports communication. Like you want to be a local sports reporter?”

      “Not just a local reporter.” She lifts her chin a little bit. “I want to work for Entertainment Sports Broadcasting Network as a reporter.”

      “ESBN. Someone’s dreaming big.”

      “What? You don’t think I can make it?”

      “I’m sure you can. I’ve just heard it’s really competitive.”

      “Are you saying I don’t have what it takes?”

      “I don’t know what you have.”

      One dark brow raises. “Or maybe you don’t think I’m attractive enough to be on camera.”

      That’s not it at all.

      “Maybe with a new outfit, they can get you looking decent enough for television.” I smirk as my eyes drop to the fresh queso dip on her University of Alabama sweatshirt. She follows my gaze and immediately swipes at the cheese with her finger, then stares me down as she licks it off.

      This girl just keeps getting better and better.

      She drops her arm, sitting back in her seat. “Well, it’s my reporting that’s going to get me there. Not my looks.” She crosses her legs under her. “I’ve already sent my demo tapes to ESBN. I’m waiting to hear back about an internship this summer.”

      “That’s exciting.”

      “Yeah.” Determination lines her brows. “My professor thinks I have a really good chance. I should be a top candidate.”

      I believe it. If Whitney’s knowledge about sports is half as much as her attractiveness level, she’ll be just fine. ESBN and other networks will be clamoring for her to be in front of the camera.

      “What about you?” She turns her head to me.

      “What about me?”

      “You’re slated to be a first-round draft pick for the NFL.”

      “So they tell me.” I like that she knows a little bit about me. But as discussed earlier, I’m playing it cool.

      “Maybe I’ll interview you someday.”

      “I hope you will.”

      She holds her fist up to her mouth, turning it into a microphone. Her voice takes on a serious reporter tone. “Trey, after that disastrous outing today—seven dropped passes and a fumble—tell me how you move on from this loss and prepare for the next game.” She reaches her arm out, moving the fake mic in front of my mouth.

      “Seven dropped passes?”

      She nods, quickly bringing the microphone back to her. “Don’t forget the fumble.”

      I shoot her a playful glare as she places her fist in front of my lips again. “Well, Whitney, since I sucked so bad today, I’m not sure I should be allowed to play in the next game.”

      “No doubt something your coach is already thinking.” She nods, then flips her head forward as if she’s talking into a pretend camera. “Trey Lewis might be the most disappointing first-round pick we’ve seen. He has so much potential but doesn’t deliver during the games. I’m Whitney Savittieri. Back to you, Kirk.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I laugh. “I don’t like that interview. Maybe we should do one where I’m the most valuable player of the game.”

      “Nah.” She scrunches her nose in the cutest way. “I like what we did.” Her eyes move to the TV, and I steal a glance at her as she gestures to the play. “That’s a lazy tackle. Wrap up!”

      A smile stretches across my mouth, and she eyes me.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      Nothing except for the fact that I really like her.
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        * * *

      

      I’m watching the Super Bowl with Alabama’s star receiver, not to mention this year’s Heisman winner, Trey Lewis.

      This is weird.

      It’s not like he’s some kind of celebrity to me, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little star-struck when he walked in. He’s kind of huge and intimidating.

      But the thing is, I’m going to be interviewing and rubbing shoulders with professional athletes the rest of my life, so this is good practice to just be myself around them.

      We’re on the same level…kind of.

      I mean, Trey’s got golden hair and bronze skin, with green-tinted hazel eyes and epic dimples. He’s GQ caliber with a freaking model for a sister—that’s not me being a stalker. His sister is literally a swimsuit model. Good genes have blessed this family in the most annoying way. So while we’re on the same level professionally, we’re definitely not on the same level physically.

      “No, I’m not doing it.” I fold my arms across my chest, showing my stubbornness.

      “Oh, come on!” Trey challenges. “Do you want to be a sideline reporter or not?”

      “I don’t have to do a mock halftime interview to prove to you I want to be a sideline reporter. Besides, don’t you need to watch the Super Bowl commercials? Isn’t your sister going to show up half-naked in one?”

      “Wow, that’s a low blow.” His jaw drops, but his lips tilt like he’s amused. “That was last year’s Super Bowl, and Jenna wasn’t half-naked. She was wearing a bikini and holding a Coca-Cola.”

      “Yeah, because I always wear a bikini when I drink a Coke.”

      “You might if you were at the beach.”

      “Your sister wasn’t at the beach, poolside, or anywhere that warrants a bikini.”

      “Hey, I’m not the one that comes up with these commercials.”

      “Are you weirded out that your sister is totally hot with amazing boobs?”

      His face twists in disgust. “Don’t use my sister and that word in the same sentence.”

      “Boobs?” I laugh. “Would you prefer that I say your sister has a nice rack?”

      An accusing finger points in my direction. “I know what you’re doing. You’re trying to change the subject so you don’t have to show me your interview. But it’s halftime, and sideline reporters do an interview with the coach as he exits. So let’s see what you’ve got.”

      “Fine.” I make a dramatic show of standing.

      I’m not doing this because Trey’s forcing me to. I’m doing this of my own free will and accord because this is the job I’ve been dreaming about since middle school.

      I lift the remote to my mouth as my makeshift microphone and interview a fake person next to me. “Coach, it was an entertaining first half with nearly five hundred passing yards, two shanked extra points, a missed field goal, a bungled two-point conversion, a Brady-dropped pass, and a Foles touchdown reception. What do you tell your team in the locker room as you head into the second half of this game?” I turn my head to Trey, a satisfied smile playing across my mouth. “Happy now?”

      “No.” He purses his lips. “It sucked.”

      My chin drops in offense. “It did not suck!”

      “Are you interviewing the coach or giving us a recap of the game?”

      “The recap was part of my question.”

      “No, I think you just wanted to show everyone how smart you are. But the interview’s not about you. It’s about the coach.”

      What a smug, arrogant jerk!

      Clearly, I don’t take criticism well.

      I glare back at Trey, but my daggers are no deterrent to his opinions.

      “If you only have fifteen seconds with a coach before he goes into the locker room, why would you spend ten of it telling him what he already knows?”

      I shift my weight, hating that he’s right.

      “Fine.” My jaw sets, and I lift the remote to my mouth, ready for my second attempt. “Coach, you’re ahead nine to three. What can you say about the way your team played this first half?”

      “Better.”

      I give an irritated slash of a smile in response to his approval.

      Trey hops up, coming to my side. He leans into the remote as if he’s the coach being interviewed. “The Patriots passed for over two hundred yards, so we need to tighten up our defense and make better plays and stops. Our kicking game also needs to step up. All things that we’ll address in the second half.”

      I move the remote back to me. “What’s the message you’ll tell your team in the locker room?”

      Trey looks at me with a frown. “Bad question.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I just told you the message. Clean up defense and work on our kicking game.”

      “No, that’s your plan. I want to know the message, like ‘believe in yourself’ or ‘play as a team.’”

      “A coach doesn’t have time to give you a pep talk.”

      I’m starting to hate every time Trey’s right. I glare at him and attempt to push him. But the push didn’t take away all of my frustrations, so I punch him a few times too.

      He laughs good-naturedly while also holding his hands up in defense. “Hey, it’s not my fault you ask dumb questions.”

      “They’re not dumb questions!” I try hitting him harder, but he ducks and wraps his arms around my waist, easily picking me up and throwing me over his shoulder. I slap his back, completely defenseless against his strength. Plus, we just met thirty minutes ago. This level of physical touch seems weird, but I guess he’s used to people tackling him, so I let it slide.

      “You said you wanted to be a reporter.” He turns, swinging my body around with him. “I’m just helping you.”

      “I don’t need your help,” I grunt.

      My legs kick out, and I make a definitive self-preservation decision.

      I pinch him.

      Hard.

      It’s kind of difficult since he has exactly zero body fat to hold onto, so it’s more like twisting his skin between my fingers, but it does the trick.

      “Ouch!” He squirms, arching his back.

      Our bodies fall forward, and there’s a split second of panic as I drop, but then my back hits a fluffy giant beanbag that’s next to the wall. Trey breaks his fall with his elbow so his ginormous body doesn’t crush me when he lands.

      We laugh, but that quickly fades as we both realize our position. His legs and stomach press against me. My arms are loosely wrapped around him, my hands resting on his muscular back. His face is inches from mine. If I knew the name of his cologne, it would already be in my Amazon cart so I could breathe in his smell whenever I want. His striking jawline—in all its smooth, golden glory—is right above my lips. Kissing a man’s jaw is girlfriend kind of behavior, and yet, I’m tempted. There’s a slight jerk of his Adam’s apple, and his lips twitch, showing his dimples.

      I swallow, dragging my gaze away from his neck, jaw, and mouth. But meeting his hazel eyes has my heart beating just as much.

      “Why do men think it’s charming to pick women up and throw them over their shoulders?”

      “I thought you’d like the chance to brag about how you’ve been tackled by Trey Lewis.”

      “You thought wrong.”

      “Well, I’ll tell you one thing. I’m not bragging about being pinched by Whitney Savi…” His smile widens sheepishly when he can’t finish my last name. But it’s cute that he noted it from when I’d said it earlier in my fake interview.

      “Sav - i - tear - ee.” I help him out. “It’s Italian.”

      “Whitney Savittieri.” He says it with reverence, like my name’s special to him.

      His eyes sweep across my face, dropping to my lips. Beyond this level of physical touch, I’ve never kissed a guy after thirty minutes of meeting him. That seems a little fast, but I can’t deny the attraction I’m feeling. Let’s set aside Trey’s good looks and focus on him.

      His bluntness bugs the crap out of me.

      His good-boy, all-American modesty gets under my skin. Nobody can be that perfect.

      And his athleticism is annoying.

      Yep, I’m attracted to him.

      If he tried to kiss me right now, I’d let him.

      His phone vibrates in his pocket, and a “Don’t Stop Believin’” ringtone ruins the almost-kiss moment. I should probably be glad for the interruption, but disappointment creeps into my beating heart.

      “Really?” I give him a skeptical look. “Don’t Stop Believin’” is your go-to?”

      “It’s got a powerful message.” Trey shifts his body to reach into his pocket and grab his phone. He tilts it to see who’s calling. I flick my eyes to the screen, recognizing the name.

      Jaylon Clark: Alabama’s top running back.

      “Just one sec.” He rolls his body off of me and to the side. “Hello?”

      “Dude, where you at?” Jaylon’s voice is loud enough to be heard through the phone. There’s a lot of yelling in the background, like a ton of people are there.

      “Uh, I’m still at the engagement party.”

      “You’re missing the game.”

      Trey glances at the TV and the Justin Timberlake halftime show. “No, I’m watching it.”

      “Well, come watch it with us.”

      “I think I’ll just finish it out here so I don’t miss anything.” There’s a hesitation behind his words, as if he’s a little nervous to say them in front of me. I bite back my smile. He’s choosing me over his popular football friends.

      Interesting.

      “Bro, why you got to be like that? Nobody watches the Super Bowl alone.”

      Trey eyes me. “I’m not alone.”

      “Who you with? Haji? I thought that dude didn’t watch football.”

      “Uh…” His eyes glance up at the ceiling. “No, I’m watching it with…um…Whitney.”

      “Whitney?” Jaylon lets out a high-pitched laugh. “Guys! Guys! Get this. Trey’s watching the Super Bowl with a lady friend.”

      Whistling and catcalling come through the phone, causing me to bite back my smile again.

      “Bro, she better be fire. Is she fire?”

      “I’ve got to go.” Trey sits up, obviously trying to make it harder for me to hear.

      “Wait, wait, wait.” Jaylon laughs again. “Just answer me this. Are you making out instead of watching the game?”

      “Goodbye!” He lifts his hand to end the call, but not before I hear Jaylon sing into the phone the chorus of “Let’s Get It On.”

      More catcalling in the background, then everything goes silent.

      Trey exhales, wrapping his arms around his knees. “Sorry about that.”

      I sit up, too, a smirk toying with my lips. “For taking a phone call or for your friend insinuating that we’re getting it on?”

      “Both.”

      I lean closer, lowering my voice. “Just so you know, I’d never get it on during a game.” I infuse a little flirtiness into my gaze. “I’d wait till the game’s over for that.”

      Trey’s smile widens. “I knew I made the right choice staying here and watching the game with you.”

      I stand up, switching my smirk to a smug expression. “You wish.”

      

  




TREY 9:13 PM
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        * * *

      

      The crowd on the television cheers. Somebody made a big play, but Whitney and I have our own game going. I open my mouth wide and jerk my head to the left as a piece of popcorn hits my chin.

      “And you call yourself a receiver?” Whitney’s raised brows mock me.

      Man, this girl can trash talk.

      “You’re not throwing them high enough.” I lean forward and grab a handful of popcorn from the bowl in the center of the couch. “It’s all about the arc.” I sail a kernel into the air. Whitney dips her head, and the popcorn lands inside her open mouth. “See?”

      “My arc’s fine,” she defends. “You’re just bad at catching.”

      “My stats this year prove otherwise.”

      “You have popcorn-catching stats? That’s weird.”

      “Trust me, I have stats for everything.”

      “Eww!” Her lips contort.

      “Not in the way you’re thinking.” I hop up from the couch, gesturing toward the foosball table in the corner. “How about a new game? I’ll verse you.”

      “You don’t even know what you’ve just gotten yourself into.” She stands and strides past me with an air of arrogance. “I can’t be beat.”

      “Probably because you’ve never played me.” I follow Whitney to the foosball table, and we each pick our side.

      She holds the ball over the serving hole. “First to ten wins.”

      “Deal.”

      She drops the ball, and the chaotic back-and-forth game begins. After a few seconds, she scores a goal and immediately rubs it in my face by doing a little dance.

      I shake my head, pointing to her row of men that are finishing their three-hundred-and-sixty-degree rotation. “That goal doesn’t count.”

      “Of course it counts.”

      “No spinning.”

      “That’s not a rule.”

      “It’s the fundamental rule in foosball. Spinning’s illegal.”

      “I’m a spinner.” Her blue eyes taunt me. “Deal with it.”

      “More like a cheater,” I say under my breath.

      That’s when she pushes one of the rods forcefully toward me. I pull my hips back, barely keeping my man parts safe. My wide eyes dart to her, and she flashes me an innocent smile that goes perfectly with her sweet-as-pie apology.

      “Oops, sorry.”

      “If I can’t have children, I’m blaming you.”

      “You’re fine.” She drops the ball in the hole again, starting the next round.

      We go back and forth for a minute until the ball gets stuck on the side. I nudge the table, sending the ball right in front of one of my men. I crank my wrist, and the ball flies past her defenders, scoring a goal for me.

      “You can’t do that!”

      “Do what?” It’s my turn to act innocent.

      “Nudge the table so your ball is in the perfect spot.”

      My expression is full of smugness. “I’m a nudger. Deal with it.”

      Her face hardens in the most adorable way. “It’s against the rules.”

      “Oh, so now you’re worried about the rules.”

      “You know what? It doesn’t matter. Either way, you’re going down, Trey Lewis.”

      “Someone’s a bit competitive.” I laugh.

      “And you're not?”

      A regular guy would let Whitney win the foosball game, especially since she wants it so badly.

      But I’m not a regular guy.

      I’m a competitor, and I’ve finally met my match.
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        * * *

      

      Trey and I are scrunched down low on the couch with our feet kicked out in front of us, ankles resting on the coffee table. The Super Bowl recap plays in the background. Normally, I watch all the postgame interviews, but tonight I’m more interested in the football player next to me than the ones on TV.

      “It’s not that my dad demands perfection,” Trey says, continuing our conversation. “But I knew from a young age that failure wasn’t really an option, so I’ve worked to be the best I can.” He frowns. “Okay, maybe he does demand perfection, and maybe I play into it.”

      “And if you aren’t perfect or the best? What happens then?”

      “I would have to listen to my dad talk about how I let him down. How he’s given me every opportunity, sent me to every camp and training coach, is a booster for Alabama, and has paid thousands of dollars to see me succeed, and how I keep blowing it.” His lips lift into a sad smile. “I don’t know. He means well, but he had a super successful career in the NFL until he got hurt. I guess he just wants to see me do better than him, and he won’t shut up until I do. So being the best in the NFL seems easier than listening to him for the rest of my life tell me that I’m wasting good talent.”

      I nod, repeating his words back to him. “Failure isn’t an option.”

      “Nope.”

      “Except with foosball. You failed at that.”

      “Anyone can win if they spin the rods.”

      “That’s a lame excuse, even for a poor loser.” I flip my eyes to him. “I want to feel bad for you. I really do, but—”

      “About foosball?”

      “No, about your family. But…”

      He smiles. “But what?”

      “It must’ve been really hard not choking on the golden spoon in your mouth when you were born.”

      An incredulous laugh bursts out of him. “Here I am, baring my soul to you, and that’s your response?”

      “Don’t get me wrong. I’m sure it’s been difficult growing up in a gated community, driving a fancy car, not having to work, and getting your college paid for.”

      He must sense the sarcasm in my voice, because he adds, “Don’t forget summer vacations on tropical islands.”

      “How could I forget those?” My mouth tilts upward. “I’m just trying to make the point that maybe it’s not so bad to have a dad or parents who are pushing you to be the best you can be. At least you have people in your corner.”

      “Who’s in your corner?”

      “It’s just me and my student loans.”

      “That’s it?”

      “No, I have my Grandma Gia. She’s awesome.”

      “What about your parents?”

      “When I told my mom that I wanted to go to college, she tried to talk me out of it. She said I didn’t need a career. I could just marry a man to take care of me for the rest of my life. That’s what she did.”

      “And how did that work out for her?”

      “I would say not good. My dad left her after fourteen years of marriage.” I glance down, avoiding his stare. I usually have no problem talking about my dysfunctional family, but it feels different with Trey. He can’t relate. “The only good thing that came from my dad was my Grandma G. Other than that, he’s a non-existent person in my life. I was thirteen when he left. But it’s not so bad,” I joke, finding my brave face. “I get the occasional $8.99 Hallmark birthday card from him in the mail.”

      “As opposed to?”

      “The cheap cards from The Dollar Store.” I force fake pride into my expression. “I’m an $8.99 daughter, not a 99 cent one.” My heart aches with the hurts from my past, but I’ve gotten good at brushing the pain aside, and putting on a tough face. If you don’t think about it, it’s like it doesn’t exist.

      His smile is soft and sweet. “I’d pay $8.99 for a card for you any day.”

      “That’s the cheesiest line I’ve ever heard.”

      “Who says it’s a line?”

      Me.

      I do.

      Because guys like Trey Lewis build their public image by telling people what they want to hear. Everyone knows that.
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        * * *

      

      I stare mindlessly at the television. “Why is the Golden Girls the only respectable thing on TV in the middle of the night?”

      “And during the day when you skip school,” Whitney adds.

      “So true.”

      The side of her body presses against mine like it has been for the last hour. Both of our hands are in our own laps. I keep glancing at her fingers, trying to figure out if there’s a decent way to transition into holding hands or if she even wants to hold hands. She’s not making it easy on me. Right about now, I’d appreciate a lone hand sitting awkwardly on her thigh. Maybe a few finger taps as she waits for me to grab it. That’s the kind of material I’m used to working with. Not prayer hands wedged between her legs.

      “Dorothy’s my favorite,” I say.

      “Ugh. Dorothy’s the worst. Everyone knows Rose is the best or the grandma.”

      “I think you're purposely saying the opposite thing from me because you like arguing with people.”

      “Ooooh, Trey’s got me all figured out,” she mocks.

      “Not all figured out.”

      The prayer hands are stumping me. Plus, there’s another thing I’m dying to know. I wait until the commercial break to broach the subject.

      “So, who do you leave behind when you go to Bristol, Connecticut for the ESBN internship?” This is my subtle way of asking if she’s dating anyone. There’s no way she’d spend all night flirting with me if she had a boyfriend. Although, flirting might not be the most accurate description of the evening. Arguing, fighting, debating, trash-talking—that’s more in line with what I’ve seen from Whitney.

      Her brows drop. “Who do I leave behind?”

      I guess I’m going to have to be more specific.

      “Do you have a boyfriend who’s going to miss you?”

      “Ah.” She smiles, catching my drift. “I already left that guy in Tampa when I came out to school.”

      Best news ever.

      “Was he your high school boyfriend?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Serious?”

      She bobs her head back and forth. “Kind of.”

      “You guys didn’t want to try a long-distance relationship?”

      “Who says we aren’t trying?”

      “Right.” I mask my disappointment. It’s like losing the National Championship all over again. “I guess Alabama and Tampa aren’t that far from each other.”

      “No, but Iraq and Alabama are. He’s a Marine on his second tour.”

      A military guy.

      That’s hard to compete with.

      Football star or a man who serves his country? There’s probably no comparison, but that’s not going to stop me from trying.

      “Are you waiting for him?”

      “I wouldn’t say that.” She’s thoughtful. “He gets back this summer, and then we’ll figure things out, see if there’s still anything between us.”

      A lot can change before summer, especially if I have anything to do with it.

      “So if I wanted to take you on a date, you’d say yes?”

      “Probably not.” The smile stretching across her lips gives me hope when her words don’t.

      “Why not?”

      “Aren’t you dating some cheerleader? A bouncy blonde that hangs on your arm after every game.”

      “Was dating some cheerleader.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “We broke up before Christmas.”

      “A holiday breakup. Did you take issue with the Christmas present she got you?”

      “With the NFL combine and draft coming up, I wanted to focus on football. No distractions.”

      “Won’t I be a distraction?”

      “Who better to help me focus on football than a woman who loves football herself?”

      “Who says I love football? Maybe I hate it and prefer baseball.”

      “Nice try.” I nudge her shoulder. “I saw you watching the Super Bowl before you knew I was here. You wouldn’t have cheered like that if you hated the sport.”

      “Fine.” She flips her head back to Golden Girls. “I love football, but that doesn’t mean I want to go on a date with you.”

      “Alright, we won’t go out.” I turn my focus to the TV too. “Instead, we’ll go bowling.”

      “Bowling’s a date.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s a showdown between two competitors where I completely destroy you.”

      “You obviously don’t understand the depths of my skills.” She leans forward, putting her blue gaze and her arrogant smile in my eye line. “If you’re trying to beat me at something, you shouldn’t have chosen bowling.”

      I can’t help it. I’m addicted to Whitney’s cocky smile, and she has no problem throwing it in my direction often.

      “I think you’re all talk.” I lift my chin, stopping short at puffing my chest out. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      “Oh, you will see it. Wednesday night at 8 PM.” She pokes me in the chest as she speaks. “I’ll wipe the floor with you and enjoy every second of it.”

      I’ve got Whitney right where I want her. I knew she wouldn’t be able to back down from a challenge. And even better, the prayer hands are broken apart.

      Hallelujah!

      I was beginning to think they were superglued together.

      “Unless I wipe the floor with you first.” I cover her pointer finger—still poking me in the chest—with my hand. I’ve finally found a seamless transition to holding hands. But despite my smooth move, I half expect her to pull out of my grasp. I’m surprised when she lets her hand drop with mine into my lap, interlocking our fingers.

      Holding hands feels like such a victory. I worked hard for this physical contact. I can only imagine the hoops I’ll have to jump through if I ever want to kiss this woman.

      The corner of her mouth lifts. “I should probably let you know I took a semester-long bowling class—Bowling with Bob.”

      “Who’s Bob?”

      “The teacher.” Confidence fills every inch of her expression. “He used to be a professional bowler.”

      I lean forward, putting my face inches from hers. I lower my voice like I’m telling a secret. “And I should probably let you know that I also took Bob’s semester-long bowling class.”

      Her lips twitch, but her game face doesn’t falter. “I can’t wait to see which one of us paid better attention.”

      It was definitely me. I signed up thinking it would be a great way to meet hot girls, but there weren’t any in my class. So, instead, I perfected my bowling skills. That’s why I decide to risk everything. “Tell you what. If I win, you have to go out on a real date with me.”

      The twitch in her lips melts into a small smile. “And if I win, I never have to see you again.”

      We stare at each other, her warm hand in mine. There’s enough organic chemistry brewing between us I could’ve skipped Chemistry 202.

      “Whitney?”

      We both jump. She jerks her hand out of mine as we turn our heads. Haji and Izzy stand behind us with wide smiles.

      “Trey, I texted you a bunch of times. I thought you left hours ago.” Haji glances back and forth between us.

      We’re caught red-handed. It shouldn’t be a big deal, but for some reason, I feel like I just got radared going eighty in a school zone—guilty as can be.

      “Um…I didn’t see your texts. I just came down here to check the score of the Super Bowl, and I met Whitney.”

      “Didn’t that game end hours ago?” Izzy’s smile says she’s enjoying this way too much.

      “Well, you’ve got the post-game.” Whitney scratches her head.

      “And interviews,” I chime in.

      Whitney nods energetically. “So many interviews.”

      I don’t know why we don’t just say we’ve been hanging out.

      “We came down here to make sure the lights are turned off before we leave.” Izzy walks to the switch on the wall. “My parents are already asleep, and it’s weird if you guys stay here.”

      “What time is it?” I ask.

      Haji glances at his watch. “It’s almost one in the morning.”

      That revelation kicks Whitney into gear. She starts gathering the chips, queso dip, and the bowl of popcorn. “If I had known it was that late, I would’ve left a long time ago.”

      What a little liar.

      “Well, Trey, it was nice meeting you.” She rushes out of the room with her arms full.

      I let her go because I know I can get her number from Haji for bowling Wednesday night. And after I beat her, she’ll be forced to go on a date with me this weekend. And from there, who knows what will happen?
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PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    




      TREY

      Did Brooke Johnson break up with me, or did I break up with her?

      It’s hard to tell. I mean, can you really count us as a couple when she was in love with my sports agent the entire time we were dating? I don’t think so.

      I’m calling false start on that one.

      Not that it matters. It’s not like I’m keeping tally marks in a diary at home of all my failed relationships. No, there’s really only one failed relationship that still bugs me. But that relationship is so far in the past that I rarely think about it. It only pops into my mind when I can’t sleep, I’m lonely, or I break up with a woman.

      It’s 3:33 AM, and I can’t sleep.

      Check.

      I’ve never felt so alone in my life.

      Double check.

      I ended things last night with Brooke (possibly she ended things with me first).

      Triple check.

      It’s the trifecta of feelings all coming together to create the perfect heartbreak storm. I’m a country songwriter’s dream come true—inspiration for days.

      I blow out an exaggerated breath that makes my lips vibrate off each other and throw off my covers, swinging my legs over the side of my bed. I push the heels of my hands into my eyes.

      When you’re awake at this hour, pining over your ex, there’s only one thing left to do. I grab my cell phone and open my browser, beginning my delve into what happened to the one that got away. I start with a Google search of her name.

      Whitney Savittieri.

      I scroll through her most recent news articles on the Tampa Bay Two website. I’ve already read them all. Don’t judge—she’s a sports reporter. I’m just keeping up on what’s said about the Tampa Bay Rays. I’ve recently become a huge fan.

      After that, I make the usual rounds, sifting through her Tampa Bay Two Twitter and Facebook accounts, feeding my compulsion to know what she’s up to, even though I don’t really want to know what she’s up to. There’s nothing new on those sites, either. Then I open Instagram. I always save this one for last—the finale of my heartbreak.

      Whitney’s personal Instagram account hasn’t been updated for five years. The last picture is of her in a white wedding gown, sitting on the lap of a guy in a tuxedo with dark, buzzed hair. Her arm is wrapped around his neck, and she’s holding a bright-pink bouquet of flowers. Her dark hair is pulled back in some elegant way, and a giant smile covers her face. The caption below the picture reads:

      
        
        Introducing Mr. Clegg and Mrs. Savittieri-Clegg. #justmarried

      

      

      She looks happy, which should make me happy. But instead, that smile makes me want to punch the wall or my face for letting her get away.

      I scroll back through the rest of the pictures leading up to that final one. I practically have them memorized. There’s the one with her and her friends in front of a club downtown. It was her bachelorette party. Then a picture of her kissing her grandma on the cheek. Her holding a moving box, standing with Izzy and Haji in front of their first home. A picture of her hugging the guy—Chris—when he came home from his tour in Iraq. That one’s dated just eleven days after we broke up and she moved back to Tampa. And then a bunch of pictures from college with her roommates.

      I know how it sounds.

      It sounds like I’m obsessed, or a stalker, or the next Ted Bundy.

      That’s not what this is.

      This is me trying to virtually catch up with my ex.

      Totally normal.

      And the fact that I just signed a contract with an NFL team that’s located in the same city where she lives is all coincidental. I wasn’t trying to move by Whitney. Why would I? She’s married. But things just happened that way. Luckily, it’s a big city. Our real-life paths don’t ever have to cross. From what I can tell, Whitney only does online sports articles for Tampa Bay Two news, and I’ve never seen her at any of our practices or workouts—not that I’ve been looking.

      So we’re good.

      It’s allllll good.

      I place my phone on the charger and lie back down.

      Tomorrow, everything will go back to how it always is. I’ll go to football practice. I’ll come home to my empty house. I’ll eat a nutritious lunch. I’ll spend a few hours lifting weights. I’ll shower. I’ll eat a nutritious dinner. I’ll watch SportsHub. Then I’ll go to bed.

      The life of a professional athlete—pretty swanky, right?

      In a few weeks, a new football season starts with a new team, and there won’t be any time for what’s-she-doing-now? thoughts.
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      WHITNEY

      “Can I get a side order of fries?” I call back to Lenny in the kitchen.

      I hate it when customers do an add-on to their order after their food has already come out. They’ll probably be done with their meal by the time the fries even get to them. Then they’ll be disappointed and take it out on me with their tip. I’ve seen it a hundred times.

      I wait for the fries by the food warmers, keeping my eyes trained on the small television in the kitchen. The Tampa Bay Rays are in the middle of a three-game series at home against the Red Sox. And since I’m supposed to be covering the series, I’m working while working. That’s pretty much the worst sentence any human being could utter.

      “You off tonight?” Paige asks.

      “Come on!” I raise a hand into the air, still watching the TV. “Catch the freaking ball.”

      “Whitney?”

      I glance at Paige. Her brows are raised expectantly.

      “Baxter missed a routine pop fly to get out of the inning,” I explain, but judging by the confused look on her face, that’s not the info she’s after. “Sorry. What did you ask?”

      “Are you working tonight?” She says the words slowly, like she thinks my chaotic mind needs extra help to understand.

      “No, I get off at seven.” I tap on the warmers, looking at Lenny. He owns the restaurant and is kind enough to work around my crazy two-job schedule. “The fries?”

      “Yeah, yeah. They’re coming.” He waves me off while he dabs at his sweaty forehead with the hem of his apron.

      “Good.” Paige pulls her blonde hair out of the ponytail it’s in. Her fingers comb through loose strands, then she wraps her gray scrunchie around her hair again, putting it in a tighter ponytail.

      Lenny sits a plate of hot fries in front of me. “Thank you.” I smile back at him as I grab the food. “Why is it good that I’m not working?” I walk out of the kitchen, but Paige follows.

      “Because I’ve got the cutest guy to set you up with tonight.”

      I roll my eyes, but since she’s behind me, she doesn’t see.

      “He’s a pharmacist.”

      “Ugh, a drug dealer?”

      “No!”

      “Here you go.” I set the fries down on the table in front of the family. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No, I think we’ll just take the check,” the mom answers.

      “Sounds good.” I spin around and nearly bump into Paige.

      “He’s thirty-two and totally normal.” She tilts her head from side to side. “He may or may not have a slight lisp. But I don’t think that’s a deal breaker.”

      I blink back at her.

      “What?” She looks offended. “You don’t like lisps?”

      “I don’t like men in general.”

      Paige’s brows dip. “Wait. Are you…”

      “No.” I can see where her train of thought is going. “I’m just saying I’m over men and dating.” I push past her, grabbing the water pitcher from the bar. “Besides, I have to work tonight.”

      “You just said you get off at seven.”

      “I do, but then I have to go home and write an article about the Rays game.” I walk to another one of my tables and fill up their water cups, nodding at their thanks before heading back to the bar.

      “Whitney, all you do is work.” Paige leans against the desk, folding her arms across her chest.

      “Yeah, well, someone has to pay the bills.”

      That someone is me.

      And the bills just keep piling on. Paying for your grandma to live in an assisted-living home isn’t cheap. But the fun doesn’t stop there. She has expensive medications not covered by Medicare, and since my savings were sucked dry during the divorce, I’m pretty much living paycheck to paycheck—or credit to credit, if you ask my bank. They’ll gladly tell you or put a red past due stamp on my mail for everyone to see.

      Okay, fine. Not everyone. Just my mailman. But that’s torture enough. I can picture him shaking his head and clucking his tongue every month when he sees all the envelopes with 'Please send payment’ written across the front.

      Oh, the joys of being an adult.

      I type the extra fries into the computer and print that table’s receipt.

      “If you marry a rich man,” Paige says, “then you won’t ever have to work again.”

      She sounds exactly like my mom.

      My eyes flick to her. “You just set women back fifty years with that statement.”

      Besides, work isn’t my problem. I like working. I just don’t like working two jobs and still not having enough money to pay for everything. I’m treading water, barely staying afloat. If things don’t pick up soon, I might have to get a third job.

      Ouch.

      It hurts just thinking about it.

      “You never go out. I’m starting to get worried about you.” Paige dips her head, trying to get me to look at her. This is the heart-to-heart part of the conversation where I have to pretend like I’m grateful that she cares. I glance up, doing my best to paste on a small smile. “You can’t hide out forever. Eventually, you’re going to have to start dating and trusting men again.”

      Ha!

      If I had a drink in my mouth, I’d spit it in her face from laughter.

      If life experience has taught me anything, it’s taught me that having a man in my life won’t make me happy. Experience has also taught me to brush tangly hair from the tips first and then work my way up to the roots. I learned both lessons the hard way.

      I keep my smile intact. “You know the promise I made.”

      Now it’s Paige’s turn to roll her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. You promised yourself that you’d never fall for a guy again. But it’s a stupid promise that leads to a life of loneliness and heartbreak.”

      “No, bending over backward to please a man leads to heartbreak.” I should really get that printed and framed for my wall. “And loneliness is the last thing I feel. I’ve got plenty of things to keep my mind busy.”

      It’s called stress.

      “Fine, then.” She pushes her body away from the counter. “I won’t set you up with the pharmacist. But you’re going to regret it.”

      “The pharmacist with the lisp?”

      “That’s the one.” She turns away defiantly, as if she’s the one refusing to set me up on the date. “I need to go check on my tables.”

      My eyes dart to the corner of the restaurant where Paige’s section is. She probably hasn’t checked on her tables in over five minutes. I don’t know how she ever gets any tips.

      I flip open the black checkbook and put my customer’s receipt inside, throwing a pen on top. I quickly glance at the TV hanging over the bar, noticing the score of the Rays game. Dang! They scored two runs while I was talking to Paige. Now, I’ll have to figure out how that happened so I can write my article tonight. It’s so much easier when I see it happen live. But I seem to miss more than I catch.

      I’m sick of being such a mess.

      I wasn’t always this way.

      I used to have it all figured out—my career, my love life, my dreams, and my ambitions. But that was the Whitney from six years ago. So much has changed since then. I want to pat that version of myself on the head and say, ‘You’re adorable.’

      Then I’d sit back and watch real life come swinging in with a vengeance and knock naive Whitney down a few pegs.
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A FEW WEEKS LATER

        

      

    

    




      WHITNEY

      I pop a BBQ Pringle into my mouth as I stare at my computer screen. I’m watching highlights from the Buccaneers's last practice before their season opener this Sunday. My eating gets more aggressive each time the camera shows one of Trey’s many catches.

      We get it.

      He can haul in a pass from the quarterback.

      He’s a wide receiver. That’s what he’s supposed to do. Not every single highlight needs to be about him.

      I look over my shoulder to see if anyone in the newsroom is behind me. Determining the coast is clear, I flip around and skip back to Trey’s best catch. I slow the video way down and click the play button. I grab the can of Pringles and sink lower in my swivel chair, letting my cubicle walls hide me as the video starts.

      Slow-motion Trey is a dangerous thing, yet I can’t seem to help myself. He’s like a four-car pile-up off the side of the interstate. I know I should keep my eyes on the road, but instead, I tap my brakes and gawk at the crash scene, trying to find out everything that happened in the two short seconds I drive by.

      These are my two seconds. I have to make the most of it.

      It’s a forty-five-yard catch. Trey jumps in the air, reaching over the defender guarding him. The pass was thrown a little high, but high passes have never been a problem for him with his height. His fingers extend, finding the ball. He tucks it into his body as his feet drop to the ground. The defender tries to stop him, but it’s too late. Trey high-steps out of the tackle and runs toward the endzone. Touchdown. There’s a fluidity to his athleticism that even I—his number-one critic—can’t deny. It’s a thing of beauty.

      Do you know what else is a thing of beauty?

      The smile on his face as his teammates run up to high-five him. It’s the perfect mixture of humility and confidence. And in slow motion, I can see the divot of his dimples grow deeper as his smile widens.

      It’s maddening.

      I chomp on another chip, unaware that half of it falls onto my shirt, landing on my boob shelf.

      The next clip has already started. This time, he does a short post route and beats out not one, not two, but three defenders to get the first down.

      I roll my eyes, scoffing at my computer as I shove another chip in my mouth.

      My chewing slows as the video flips to the next play. I lean forward a little bit, examining the screen as if I were looking at an x-ray of a broken bone. Except, there are no broken bones here. Trey’s sleeves are rolled up, his biceps on full display. It’s disgusting—in the most delightful way.

      “You’re studying Trey Lewis,” my boss says behind me. I’d recognize Alan York’s gruff voice anywhere. I’m convinced he’s a closet smoker, although I’ve never smelled the evidence.

      I jump at his presence, spilling the can of Pringles all over the floor as I pounce toward the mouse. I shake it back and forth, trying to find the stupid arrow so I can click out of the video. My movements are rushed and dramatic—you’d think I had been caught watching a movie with shirtless men using pelvic thrusts as dance moves.

      I finally close out of the video and turn around, meeting Alan’s hefty body and puzzled stare.

      “I wasn’t studying Trey Lewis. I was doing research on the Buccaneers as a whole.”

      I lean over, gathering the BBQ chips off the floor. Does the five-second rule still apply to twenty-seven-year-old adults, or is that only a thing in elementary school? Because those chips are my lunch. I sit up straight in my chair, very aware of the way Alan’s narrowed eyes watch me in confusion.

      “Research for the season opener in two days.” Technically, this is a terrible excuse. There’s absolutely no reason for me to research the Buccaneers, and Alan, my boss, knows this.

      In the three years I’ve worked at Tampa Bay Two, I’ve only been assigned to cover a few NFL stories. I’m mostly baseball and local sports articles for the Channel Two website. But I smile back at him, hoping my lame excuse holds up and there are no further questions about Trey Lewis.

      “So you’ve already heard about Tim, then?” Alan’s brown eyes flick quickly to my chest, then back up. He’s never been the type of boss to check me out. He’s more like the serious fifty-year-old that’s learned to care more about work than women. His quick glance down alerts my brain that something’s off.

      “Uh…” My eyes drop. There’s an impressive amount of chip crumbs all over me, clinging for dear life to the fabric of my shirt and strands of my hair. And not just the small residue crumbs. We’re talking large chunks and fragments. I’m starting to feel like my chest got more food than my stomach. I quickly dust myself off, looking back at Alan. “Yes, I heard about Tim.”

      That’s a lie. I don’t know anything about Tim, but between getting caught with my nose practically pressed against the computer screen displaying Trey’s zoomed-in biceps and the fact that I have enough Pringles stuck to my boobs to feed a small country, I’m just going to agree with whatever Alan’s talking about and figure out the meaning later.

      “It’s a sad deal about Tim’s grandma.” He frowns. “And her dog.”

      I press my lips downward, matching his. “Yes, very sad.”

      He looks off into space, nodding for a moment, and I’m intrigued. I have to find out what happened to Tim’s grandma and her dog if only to understand this moment of silence.

      Tim Lance is a fellow sports reporter for Tampa Bay Two. He’s one of the onsite guys that gets to go to the games and interview the players. Basically, I want his job. But since he’s only in his thirties, there’s no chance of retirement. I need him to either move to a different TV station or die. I don’t have a preference on which one. We’re not close.

      My gaze stays on Alan, waiting for him to join reality again. From my sitting position, I can’t help but notice the black hair coming out of his nostrils. He’s got some crazy ones that also curl like a pig’s tail on his ears. I think it’s an older-man thing. I don’t know how he misses them when he looks in the mirror every day. It’s shocking, really.

      “So you’re good to go for the game this weekend?” Alan snaps out of his trance without warning.

      “Yes.” I nod. “Good to go.”

      Still don’t have a clue what he’s talking about.

      “This is your chance to prove yourself.” He lifts his arm, resting his elbow on my cubicle wall. “It’s what you’ve been waiting for.”

      This sounds intense and mildly exciting—definitely bad timing not to know what’s going on.

      “I won’t let you down, sir.” That’s the perfect response. It’s generic and fits numerous situations.

      “That’s what I want to hear.”

      Phew!

      He pushes off the cubicle and turns to leave. I watch him waddle through the newsroom back to his office. Then I jump out of my chair and speed-walk to Bridgette’s cubicle. If anyone’s going to know what’s going on with Tim, his grandma, and her dog, it’s going to be Tim’s camerawoman, Bridgette. Plus, she’s my best friend at the station because she’s willing to swap work gossip.

      I pop my head over the side of her cubicle. “What happened to Tim?”

      “Whoa!” Bridgette leans away. “You scared me to death.” She pushes her hair back from her face. It’s light brown and streaked with pink, a bold statement that seems to match her personality.

      I tap on the top of the wall, impatient for her answer. “Something about his grandma and a dog.”

      Bridgette swivels her chair so she’s facing me. She lifts her leg, pressing one checkered Vans against the side of the cubicle. “You seriously haven’t heard?”

      “I’ve been busy.”

      And by busy, I mean drooling over Trey’s highlight reel.

      “Well…” There’s a bit of excitement in her voice. “Tim’s grandma was walking her dog on a sidewalk and got hit by a car. Both she and the dog died.”

      My eyes go wide. “That’s terrible.”

      “Tragic.” Bridgette’s lips twitch.

      I bite back my own smile. “Are you laughing?”

      “Are you?”

      “Uh-uh.”

      Only an awful human would laugh about something like that. It’s not funny. If my grandma died, I’d be destroyed. But because I’m immature and known for laughing during serious moments like funerals, Sunday mass, and people getting hurt, I cover my mouth with my hand to keep my giggles from escaping.

      Bridgette points an accusing finger at me. “You’re seriously messed up. Do you know that?”

      My hand drops. “And you’re not?”

      “No, I am. But people expect that kind of behavior from a camerawoman, not a flashy sports reporter.”

      “I’m not a flashy sports reporter. Besides, humor or anger are my go-to coping mechanisms, so people should expect that level of immaturity from me.”

      “You’re a flashy sports reporter now.” Her foot drops, and she leans forward. “Tim’s out for the next two weeks, and guess who’s taking his spot on the sidelines and at the press conferences?”

      A slow smile spreads across my lips as the meaning behind Alan’s words all come together. “I’m taking Tim’s place?”

      “You know it.” Bridgette nods excitedly. “You’re the sideline reporter. And if you do a good job, I bet Alan will let you be in front of the camera for more games.”

      I blink back at her. “It’s really happening? The thing I’ve been working for ever since I started here?”

      “This is your big break. You didn’t need Tim to die. Just his grandma.”

      “I can’t believe it.”

      I’m covering my first pro sports game as a sideline reporter. It’s what I’ve been dreaming of since middle school. All those days after school, standing in front of the bathroom mirror with my hairbrush as my microphone, will finally pay off. Tampa Bay Two isn’t ESBN, but I still get to be at the game, and go to the press conference, and ask the coach and players questions. It’s surreal.

      “You better start believing it.” Bridgette sits back in her chair. “It’s you, me, and the Buccaneers all weekend.”

      The thrill of the moment vanishes as if someone took a vacuum hose to the air around me and sucked all the excitement up.

      My shoulders drop. “The Buccaneers?”

      “Yeah, that’s the game we’re covering.”

      “Trey’s on the Buccaneers.” Realization of what that means fills my mind.

      “So?”

      Besides my Grandma G., Izzy, and Chris, Bridgette’s the only person who knows I used to date Trey Lewis. I wouldn’t have told her, but it slipped out one night when I’d had too much to drink. It’s not my fault. His stupid handsome face kept popping up on the bar TV during an LA Rams game. My life was at an all-time low, so I name-dropped that I used to date him in some weird attempt to make me seem less pathetic. Unfortunately, Bridgette wasn’t drunk enough to let that piece of information slide. She wanted all the sordid details of our demise.

      “I don’t want to see Trey.”

      “Why? You dated a long time ago.”

      “And I haven’t spoken to him or seen him since we broke up. So much has happened since then.” So much has happened to me. “It’s awkward.”

      “It doesn’t have to be awkward. Maybe he can give you a one-on-one.” A mischievous grin forms on her mouth. “And after that, an interview.”

      “There will be no one-on-ones.”

      “Why not? You’re single. He’s single.”

      “I’ve already been down that road, and it didn’t work out. Remember?”

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t revisit the situation. Have some fun. Take a little stroll down the Trey Lewis memory lane.” She wags her brows, giving me a clear indication of what stroll means in her mind.

      “We were a mess when we dated, constantly trying to outdo the other, with Trey always winning. Nothing about that sounds fun. Besides, I have a job to do. I need to prove to Alan that I should be a permanent sideline reporter for this channel, and the only way to do that is by staying focused.”

      “You can still be focused. Nobody says you can’t mix a little business with pleasure.”

      “That ship has sailed. Dating and relationships are a thing of the past for me. I’m not letting another man derail me from reaching my career goals.”

      “Fine.” She scoots her chair into her desk like she doesn’t care what I do. “I just thought you might want a second chance with the one that got away.”

      I hold up my finger, stopping her right there. “Trey is not the one that got away. He’s the mistake before I married the even bigger mistake. And ‘the one that got away’ implies that Trey left me, which isn’t true. I broke up with him.”

      More like I sabotaged the relationship because I couldn’t handle his success. And the fact that Trey didn’t put up a fight or even try to contact me after it all went down stung a little.

      Okay, it stung a lot.

      I waited by the phone for weeks for the call or text that never came until I eventually realized that Trey Lewis is a self-centered jerk like all men. Yes, I’m into sweeping generalizations.

      “If you say so.” Bridgette turns her attention to her computer, banging keys on her keyboard.

      “I do say so. We barely dated five and a half years ago. So much has happened since then.” Trey’s gone on to be a successful NFL player who seems to get more attractive each year, while I’ve become a divorcee carrying an extra ten pounds of weight and thousands of dollars of debt. “He’s a blip on my radar, not even worth a second thought.”

      “Alrighty, then. Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out.”

      It’s annoying that Bridgette doesn’t buy my story. I think I know what’s best for me, and it’s definitely not Trey Lewis. I’ve already played the game where I push my dreams aside because of a man, and look how great that turned out. I’m not making that mistake again. My career goals are the only thing that will be on my mind this weekend.

      That, and my outfit.

      Because every ex-girlfriend needs a killer revenge dress, even if she’s not interested in rekindling the relationship.
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      TREY

      There’s an energy that flows through me before every game—excitement, anticipation, confidence, and some nerves. Today the buzz feels stronger. I have a lot to prove on the field. I need to show my new team, new coaches, the owners, and the fan base in Tampa that I’m worth every penny of my five-year, eighty-five-million-dollar contract.

      It’s a lot of pressure.

      Everything feels tight and suffocating.

      I’ve felt pressure before—college championship games, the NFL combine, the playoffs, the Super Bowl. It usually dissipates once I’m on the field and get lost in the game. I’m sure that’s what will happen today.

      I suck in a deep breath and grab the turf tape from my locker. I rip off a piece and press it against my forearm, making sure it’s secure. My phone vibrates, and I pause to read the text.

      
        
        Ben: Hey, buddy. Good luck today. I know you’ll do great. Just be yourself and run your routes. There’s nobody better. See you after the game.

      

      

      My lips lift. I love Ben’s confidence in me. It’s been there ever since the day I met him. Most sports agents wouldn’t know that their client is nervous or take the time to send a text before a big game, but Ben Jackson isn’t just my agent. He’s a friend too.

      I rip off another piece of tape and place it on my other arm when my phone lights up again.

      
        
        Dad: If you’re going to play football as a wide receiver, you might as well be the best. Make sure your stats show that. Your mother and I will be watching the game up in the suite.

      

      

      I shake my head and toss the tape into my locker. My dad would never just say, ‘Good luck today,’ like Ben. No, he has to add to the pressure by throwing out his famous you might as well be the best mantra I’ve heard a thousand times.

      Even when I am the best, it’s not good enough for Larry Lewis.

      I just won the Super Bowl with the Rams and was awarded the game's Most Valuable Player. My contract with the Buccaneers is the biggest any wide receiver has ever been given. But none of that matters to my dad. He said, “Anyone can get to the top. The real challenge is to see if you can stay there. That’s when we find out if you’re really the best.”

      I slowly drag my hands down my face, trying to clear my head of the negativity.

      “You good, bro?” Damien Wallace pats me on the shoulder as he walks by. His shoulder-length dreadlocks dangle and jump with each of his steps. Damien’s a running back and a huge reason why I decided to come to Tampa—he and the quarterback, Westin Gehrig. Together, the three of us can make an explosive offense that’s going to be hard for other teams to stop. But I’ve ended up loving every player on the offense here. I just click with these guys.

      I drop my hands, looking over my shoulder at Damien. “Yeah, I’m good. Just excited to get out there.” I force extra enthusiasm into my voice to hide the pressure I’m feeling.

      “Excited to see how many yards I rack up?” Damien dances behind me. He’s the music guy for the team. I’m not sure how he got that role, but it’s his playlist that’s blasting through the locker room speakers.

      Next to me, Eli, the tight end, laughs.  He’s about the same size as me but with buzzed brown hair. “Those are some killer dance moves.”

      “Oh, just wait.” Damien swings his hips, circling his arm like he’s got a lasso. “My celebratory touchdown dance is even better. That’s when the real party begins.”

      Shep, a big guy on the offensive line, shuffles over to Damien and joins in on the dance moves, whipping Damien’s butt with his towel. Shep’s belly jiggles out from under his jersey as he dances, causing players to whistle and catcall. I like the casual vibe of this team before a game. It helps calm my nerves.

      “Okay, okay.” The head coach, Dwight Dennison, walks into the center of the locker room with the defensive and offensive coordinators at his side. The music stops, and all the players quiet down. “I’ve got a few pre-game changes before we say the team prayer.”

      I flip my chair around, giving all my attention to Coach Den.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Raymond James Stadium is going crazy. I can feel the fans yell from where I stand inside the tunnel, waiting to enter the field for the first time. Players are hyped. The announcer introduces the team. The crowd roars as pirates holding flags run out first.

      This is the moment I’ve been waiting for.

      It’s time to start a new chapter in my career.

      I wait until the players in front of me move, then I jog out of the tunnel onto the turf. My eyes dart to the big screen. There’s a camera zoomed in on me running, and the cheers grow louder.

      That’s a good sign.

      I scan the arena, trying to take it all in. My gaze flips ahead of me to the sideline, and my eyes do a double-take. There’s a woman wearing a cap-sleeved red dress that ends above her knees with a thick black belt cinched around her waist. Her brown hair is down and wavy with curls. I don’t normally notice women during games, but this one looks exactly like Whitney, and she’s holding a microphone. Maybe it’s my mind playing tricks on me now that we’re in the same city. Or maybe it’s the fact that I went down her social media rabbit hole one lonely night a few weeks ago. Either way, all I see is Whitney.

      I slow my jog a bit as I try to get a better look at the woman’s side profile. Then she turns. Her blue eyes lock in on me, and it’s like I just put a dime into an outlet. I’m jolted with shock. My feet trip over each other, and suddenly I’m falling forward as if I was blocked in the back. It’s slow how it happens. Her sapphire eyes go wide, and her mouth drops open. The entire stadium gasps. I hit the turf, my stomach skidding across the fake grass. The players behind me have no time to react. I’m the first domino that sets off a chain reaction of falls as teammates get tangled up and trip too, landing on me or beside me.

      This is not how I saw my introduction to Tampa Bay going.

      Maybe we can play it off as purposeful—a pre-game dog pile to get us pumped for the game. Maybe it could become a new season-opener tradition.

      Men swear and grunt around me as they jump back to their feet. The stadium howls—there might be some booing, but I’m choosing to ignore that—and my teammates that were somehow lucky enough to avoid the collision are dying of laughter.

      Damien reaches his hand out. “Dude, you went down!”

      I shake my head, letting him help pull me up.

      Shep pats me on the shoulder, laughing hard. “Talk about a memorable stadium entrance.”

      I laugh too, trying to keep my embarrassment from taking over. My eyes flick to where Whitney was, but she’s gone.

      Maybe she was never really there.

      But she seemed real.

      I walk to the sideline, keeping my head on a swivel. I’m still looking for her when the national anthem plays and the flag rises. It’s time for kick-off, but I can’t seem to get my head in the game.

      All my mind wants to focus on is Whitney.
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      WHITNEY

      “Okay, next up is Trey Lewis.” Gwen Delgado, the media manager for the Buccaneers, gestures to the side doors where the coach and players enter and exit the press conference.

      I’ve been dreading this part of the post-game interviews for the last twenty minutes. I meant what I said to Bridgette—Trey’s in my past. But that doesn’t mean I’m not nervous about seeing him again. And now there’s nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide. Although, I did strategically sit in the back row behind a large journalist in an attempt to hide. We’ll see how that works out for me.

      Trey walks through the doors, and my world stops. I’ve watched him on TV for five years, but now he’s fifteen feet away from me. It’s ridiculous how much more handsome he looks in person. Why couldn’t he have gotten uglier over the years? Not manlier with better hair. That’s just unfair. His gray Nike sweatshirt, black shorts, and flip-flops take me back to when we dated, as if his clothes are a sign that he’s still the same guy I once knew.

      I drop my eyes.

      It doesn’t matter if he’s still the same guy. I’m not the same woman. Life has beaten me down. I’m half the person I once was—not in weight. I wish that were the case. No, I’m talking metaphorically. Metaphorically, I’m half the person I once was, and that’s a big part of why I don’t want to face him. Trey became and did everything he set out to do in college while I floundered and went backward. It’s embarrassing.

      He walks up to the podium, his face solemn. “Well, that sucked.”

      The journalists in the room laugh in unison.

      “What sucked?” a man in the front asks. “The team loss or the way you played?”

      “Both.” Trey shrugs. “Every football player plays to win. When you don’t do your part, it feels like the loss is on your shoulders.”

      The loss might actually be on Trey’s shoulders. It wasn’t his best performance. I haven’t seen him play that bad since college. It’s like his head wasn’t in the game.

      “Trey, take us through the first half,” an ESBN reporter says. “You had some dropped passes and what looked like a miscommunication with Westin Gehrig on a passing route. Were you nervous?”

      He scratches the back of his head. “Obviously, I’d like to start every game playing at my highest level, but that doesn’t always happen. I had some nerves, and it takes a minute to find chemistry with your quarterback. You just have to keep fighting and hopefully make some plays.”

      The reporter follows up her first question with another. “Did Westin say anything to you about the dropped passes?”

      “Westin’s great to work with. He always says that he doesn’t care about dropped balls, that he’ll make mistakes too and throw bad passes. The important thing is that I just try to get open.”

      I sink lower in my chair as a bald guy three rows in front of me shouts out a question. “Trey, the second half didn’t seem much better for you. You had another dropped pass on third down and also the crucial fumble in the fourth quarter. What was the Cowboys's defense doing that prevented you from getting into a rhythm?”

      “Their defense wasn’t doing anything special. Coach Murphy put together a great offensive plan and had us well-prepared for the game. I didn’t execute how I needed to, and I take full responsibility for that. I let my teammates down.”

      The man in front of me—aka, my shield—leans forward to ask a question. Trey’s eyes flick to my side of the room, searching for the person talking, but instead, his gaze lands on me.

      Panic rushes through my body the second I realize I’ve been spotted. I’m ten years old, playing Battleship, and he’s just zeroed in on my submarine.

      I do the mature thing. I swear under my breath, then quickly drop to the ground. I can crawl to the exit from here without Trey seeing me. My fitted dress inhibits my progress, especially when I need to climb over the large man two chairs down from me.

      “Excuse me,” I whisper, but he doesn’t slide his legs to the side to let me pass. That’s row etiquette 101. Everyone knows you move over to make room, especially when someone’s crawling on the ground. My knee presses against the edge of his big toe, and he yelps. If he’d moved over in the first place, I wouldn’t have smashed his toe. He finally shifts his leg, but it’s not without consequences. His knee hits me in the eye, and I swear again. It’s more out of anger than pain.

      Whispers and murmurs fill the room, and it suddenly dawns on me that the commotion is because of me.

      Not my finest moment.

      I glance up at the people in my row from my hunched-over position. Their brows are lowered in a judgmental way, like my profanity ruined the press conference. What are they? A bunch of Karens with a swear jar?

      It’s clear that crawling on the ground to make a quick escape is not happening. I need a diversion.

      “I dropped my phone.” I hold the device in the air and shake it as added proof. Then I stand, glancing around at every face watching me (every face but Trey’s. I’m not looking at him). “Got it! Carry on with the press conference.” I climb back over the large man, stepping on his toe again as I return to my seat.

      The stares linger for a few more seconds until everyone seems satisfied that I’ll behave like a normal human, and the attention goes back to Trey. I’m sure my face is bright red with embarrassment.

      I peek up at Trey, hoping he’s not watching me. His hazel eyes are wide with wonder, and for the first time after his difficult loss, there’s a huge smile on his face conveying a million things—things that are too dangerous for my heart to decipher. So I won’t. But I can feel my face heat up even more.

      “Trey?” the man in front of me says, trying to pull his focus back to the press conference.

      “Sorry.” Trey shakes his head. “What was your question again?”

      His eyes flick to me as the man repeats himself. I’m dying under the heat of his gaze. It’s suffocating, like I’m in a tanning bed, buck naked and exposed, and the lamps are burning my skin. I’m sweating, and I can’t breathe because the heat is so stifling. Then he looks away.

      Finally, some relief.

      I don’t hear his answer, and I don’t care. I just need this interview to be over.

      “Trey, you just seemed off the entire day. What happened when you came out of the tunnel before the game? It looked like you tripped,” Bob from Channel 4 asks.

      “I thought I saw an old friend on the sideline.” His eyes swing to me. “I got so distracted that I tripped over my own feet.”

      No.

      That can’t be right.

      I only caught the tail end of the embarrassing fall, but there’s no way one of the most agile and athletic men in the NFL got tripped up because of me. I look good in my little red dress, but not that good.

      “That must be quite an old friend to bring down half the Buccaneers football team,” Bob follows up.

      Trey smiles again as he stares at me. “Yeah, she’s pretty special.”

      “Is she the reason you were off your game today?” another reporter asks.

      Annnnd this interview is over…for me, at least.

      I jump up, climbing over the people in my row—again—until I’m free.

      “I was off my game today for a lot of reasons. No more questions,” he says behind me just as I push open the exit and rush out.

      

  




TREY
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        * * *

      

      Whitney wasn’t a figment of my imagination.

      She’s here.

      Well, not here here. She just walked out of the press conference and my life again, but not if I have any say in it.

      Every eye and camera are on me as I leap off the podium and run after her. I have a nagging feeling that this will turn into my Tom-Cruise-jumping-on-Oprah’s-couch moment, but I don’t care. I’ve already made a fool of myself multiple times today. How much worse can it get? I can’t let this moment pass me by for the sake of not looking like an idiot.

      For the last five years, I’ve been hoping I’d bump into Whitney. It’s pathetic, I know, but I need closure—a way to get past my regret and my what-might-have-been thoughts. Everything between us ended so suddenly. I woke up one day, and it was all over, and I just let it be over. Before I could even process what a huge mistake I’d made in giving up so easily, she was engaged. You’d think seeing her wedding picture on Instagram would’ve provided enough closure for me to move on, but it hasn’t. It’s like I need to see her face to face, to hear from her mouth how happy she is with Chris Clegg. They probably have two kids, and a dog, and a life that’s so full that she never even thinks of me. That’s what I need to hear to move on, and that’s why I’m running after her.

      I push the door open and jog toward her retreating back. “Whitney, wait!” I run the last ten feet until I’m right behind her. “Were you really going to leave without saying hi?”

      She stops walking, and that’s when I’m smacked with an alarming amount of nerves. The last time I spoke to this woman, she told me her life would be better if she never saw me again. So yes, leaving without saying hi was most likely her plan.

      Her back is to me, but I can tell by how her shoulders move that she takes a deep breath before turning around.

      A guarded expression crosses over her face. “I wasn’t sure you’d remember me.”

      Remembering Whitney is my favorite pastime…unfortunately.

      I dig deep for a charming response. “How could I forget the girl that almost beat me in bowling?”

      Her brows raise in that same skeptical way that I used to love, and it’s like the last five years apart didn’t happen. I’m right back to college, to the time when I first saw those bright-blue eyes.

      “What is this? Revisionist history? I’m pretty sure I beat you in bowling.”

      “I see you’re still a poor loser,” I joke.

      She adjusts her purse strap over her shoulder. “And I see you’re still arrogant.”

      “Only around you.” The corner of my mouth curls upward. Whitney was always a force to be reckoned with. Sparring with her was my favorite thing. “You seem to bring out the worst in me.”

      Her expression stays measured. “I have that effect on people.”

      We stare at each other for a few seconds without talking. That doesn’t seem like a lot of time—unless you’re facing your ex for the first time and she doesn’t seem happy to see you. Then those few seconds become an eternity.

      “I…uh…you…” I clear my throat, desperately trying to pull it together. “It’s good to see you. You look great.”

      And by great, I mean she looks incredible. She was always a knockout, even back in college, but time has changed her. She’s the same but somehow better. There’s a maturity about her that’s beautiful and confident, like she’s taken what she’s learned the last five years and adopted it into her countenance, making her more of a woman—a gorgeous woman. And if I’m being honest, her fitted red dress definitely adds to her appeal.

      Easy, buddy. She’s married.

      “Thanks.” Her blue eyes tighten. “You look the same.”

      The same.

      I’d like to think I’ve gotten better with age too, wiser even, but maybe I haven’t. Right now, I wish I’d gotten that haircut I’ve been thinking about. And why the heck did I choose a hoodie and shorts to wear after the game today? I’m a grown man, for Pete’s sake! I have so many regrets.

      My gaze switches to the press badge around her neck. “So you’re a sports reporter?”

      “Yeah, I work at Tampa Bay Two.” Her chin drops a little, and the confidence in her eyes falters. “It’s not ESBN, but I still get to cover games.”

      “That’s awesome. I love sports. Of course I love sports. I play football.” I shake my head, silently berating myself for my Captain Obvious comment. “But you already know that. You’ve seen me on TV. Not that you’re watching me. It’s not like you turn on your television, hoping that Trey’s on.” I laugh as her blue eyes narrow in on me. I want to dial back the awkwardness, but my mind’s moving too fast. My next three sentences are already formed and on the tip of my tongue. “I promise I wasn’t trying to name-drop that I’m on TV like I’m some big celebrity. That would be conceited, and I’m not conceited. I just meant that maybe, over the years, you’ve seen a football game that I’ve played in, and obviously, you were here today in the press conference, so you know I play football.” I place my hands on my hips, taking a much-needed deep breath.

      “Right.” She slowly nods as she stares me down. The look in her eyes says her mind is churning, but I don’t know with what. “Well”—she points behind her—“I’ve got to go. I’m really busy.”

      No shocker there. After my pitiful display of human interaction, I’d run out of here too.

      “Wait.” I reach for her. Whitney’s gaze darts to where my fingers wrap around her bare arm, then she looks back at me. Judging by her glare, touching is not allowed. I jerk my hand away, shoving it in my pocket for a timeout. “Sorry, that was an accident.”

      Her lips twitch like she’s amused, but she doesn’t smile. “Your hand accidentally grabbed my arm?”

      “Intentionally accidentally,” I explain. “Where was the referee on that one, huh? I needed him to blow the whistle. Illegal contact.” I laugh at my lame football joke. “Don’t worry. It won’t happen again, because you’re married. At least, I heard that you got married…” (Or saw…I saw you got married.) “To Chris.”

      “I did.” More slow nodding without any further explanation.

      “He was your high school boyfriend, right? The Marine.” I cannot believe how hard I’m fishing for information. I’ve got my rod and line out. I might as well book a flight to Alaska and charter a boat because I’m after the forty-pound salmon. But I just need to know she’s happy.

      “Yep, that’s the one.” She takes a small step back.

      I’m losing her.

      “Do you guys live in Tampa?” I fish again.

      “Uh…” She looks to the side. “I’d love to stay and chat, but I really have to go.”

      With my performance today, no one in their right mind would love to stay and chat. I should be banned from ever talking to a woman again.

      “There you are.” I glance behind me, grateful to whoever is interrupting this painful conversation. There’s a woman with pink hair holding a camera at her side. She walks up to Whitney. “You left before the press conference was over. And did I see you crawling on the floor?”

      Whitney shakes her head, eyeing me. “I dropped my phone, and it skidded down my row. Way far away. So I had to reach for it.”

      The camerawoman’s brows lower like she’s assessing Whitney, then her eyes dart to me, and a wide smile spreads across her lips. “Oh, now I see what’s going on.” She extends her arm. “I’m Bridgette, Whitney’s friend.”

      “Trey,” I say, shaking her hand.

      “Yes, I know.” By the amused look on her face, I have the feeling she knows a lot more than just my name and that I play football. Does she also know that I’ve made a complete fool out of myself here?

      “Well”—Whitney loops her arm through Bridgette’s, pulling her away—“we have to go if we’re going to be ready for tonight’s news.”

      “Not so fast.” Bridgette stands her ground. Her smile flips to me once more. “Maybe Trey could give you a one-on-one.”

      Why do I get the feeling there’s a naughty undertone to Bridgette’s suggestion?

      “He doesn’t want to be interviewed.” Whitney glares at her friend. I’m glad to see the hardened stare isn’t only reserved for me.

      “I don’t mind.” I usually don’t do interviews with local TV channels and reporters. They get their footage from the parent broadcasting companies like ESBN or Fox Sports, but if it gets me a few more seconds with Whitney where I can prove I’m not such an idiot, then I’m all for it. “I’d love to.”

      “See?” Bridgette flashes her a satisfied smile. “He’d love to.”

      “We really don’t have time. We need to get back to the newsroom.”

      Bridgette seems unfazed. “Weren’t you just saying that you wanted to impress Alan so you could get promoted to a permanent sideline reporter?”

      “Who’s Alan?”

      “Our boss.” Bridgette looks at me and then back to Whitney. “An exclusive interview with the most popular player on the Buccaneers will definitely give you some street cred in the newsroom and help you get that promotion.”

      Whitney’s lips purse as an internal battle plays out in her mind. Like me, she’s probably remembering all the times she fake-interviewed me when we were dating and how, most of the time, those interviews ended up with us making out. But this is different. She’s married, and I’m a loose cannon that needs to be reined in.

      “Fine.” She digs through her purse, pulling out a microphone. “Let’s do the interview.”

      “Great!” Bridgette lifts the camera to her shoulder.

      Whitney combs through her hair. “How do I look?”

      I study her profile. “Beautiful.”

      Her blue eyes whip to me. “I was asking Bridgette.”

      “Uh, right. Of course. Sorry.”

      She probably thinks I’m a philanderer who preys on married women by touching their arms and complimenting their looks.

      “Let’s just get this over with.” She rolls her shoulders back. “Let’s make this more of a lifestyle interview and not about the game since you sucked so bad today.”

      “I wasn’t that bad.”

      “You weren’t good,” she mutters. Then she nods at Bridgette like she’s ready to start.

      This is where I can make up some ground today. I’m great on camera.

      Whitney holds the microphone to her mouth, giving me the perfect look at her hand. Suspiciously absent from her ring finger is her ring. I know Chris gave her a wedding ring. I’ve seen it in the picture on Instagram. It’s a simple gold band with a small teardrop diamond. But why isn’t she wearing it now?

      She could’ve lost it.

      It could be getting cleaned.

      Maybe she forgot to put it on that morning.

      Or maybe—and this is the reason that has my heart pounding—she’s no longer married.

      I can’t even let my mind go there. We’ve all seen what a nightmare I was today when I focused on Whitney and not the task at hand.

      “Trey, what’s the best thing about living in Tampa?” Her face lights up with a smile as she asks the question. I know it’s fake and for the camera, but my stomach flips over.

      “Uh…” So much for staying focused. “Um…I would say the beautiful weather in Tampa.”

      “Everyone says the weather.” Whitney tilts her head, fixing her eyes on me. “Plus, you just came from LA, where the weather was similarly beautiful, but okay.”

      “Maybe I like nice weather.”

      “You could’ve stayed in LA for that.”

      Is she heckling me during my interview? It’s like she wants me to fail, but I’m not backing down that easily. I may not know how to handle married Whitney, but I certainly know how to handle sharp-tongued Whitney.

      “True.” My smile grows as I meet her determined eyes. “But I also like the recreation here in Tampa.”

      “Also similar to the recreation in LA. But we’ll go with it.” Once again, she pushes a fake smile on her lips. “Do you recreate a lot?”

      “No. But I hope to do more of it during the off-season.”

      “What about the food here in Tampa? Have you found a favorite restaurant?”

      “Unfortunately, I haven’t had much time to try that many places.”

      “So you stay in and cook?”

      “I stay in, but I don’t cook.”

      “Do you go hungry, then?”

      She’s badgering the witness, but my smile stays calm. “I have a nutritionist that makes meals for me and leaves them in my fridge.”

      “How healthy of you.” Her words drip with sarcasm.

      “The Buccaneers trainer and coaches think so too. But I would like to get out more and try the local restaurants. Is there one you’d recommend?” It’s my turn to challenge her.

      “Bronze Brick Bar and Grill,” she answers quickly. “And what about your house?”

      “What about it?” I fold my arms, making this interview as easy on her as she’s making it on me.

      “Do you like your home and neighbors?”

      “I couldn’t ask for better neighbors, and I just finished remodeling my house. So, yeah. I like it a lot.”

      “You remodeled your house yourself?” There’s a satisfaction behind her smile like she’s cornered me.

      “No, I paid someone to do that. I try to stay away from tools as much as possible. I’d probably hammer my own fingers instead of hitting the nail.”

      “We’ve got to protect that hand. We need our star receiver.” There’s a smugness behind her expression that makes me smile even more.

      “I wouldn’t say I’m the star receiver. There’s a lot of talent on the Bucs. But, yes, a broken hand might make catching the ball a little hard.”

      Her lips press into another mocking smile. “So, to sum up, you don’t get out much to enjoy the nice weather, recreational activities, or the dining here in Tampa.”

      “I sound like a loser, don’t I?”

      “Perhaps. Or just someone really committed to his job.”

      “You’ve turned my boring life into a positive. Nice spin.”

      “You’re welcome.” She says it impassively, but there’s nothing impassive about how she stares back at me.

      “I’m loving the dynamic between the two of you,” Bridgette says.

      Whitney glances down, lowering her mic. “I think that’s good enough.”

      Bridgette leans her head around the camera. “I actually have one more question.”

      “Fire away.” I’ve finally gotten my act together.

      “How’s the social scene in Tampa? Are you dating anyone?”

      “I am not dating anyone at the moment.”

      “So you’re single?” Bridgette clarifies, even though my answer doesn’t need any clarification.

      Whitney peeks up at me, and I turn my head, meeting her gaze. “I guess I’m still chasing after the right one.”

      She jerks her eyes away and swallows hard, which leads to her coughing uncontrollably, like she’s choking on her own spit.

      “You know”—Bridgette lowers the camera, completely ignoring Whitney’s hacking—“you and Whitney should go out sometime. She could show you around Tampa. Help you recreate.”

      There’s definitely a double meaning behind everything Bridgette says.

      “That’s not happening.” Whitney manages to get out as she shoves her friend forward, giving her an I’m-going-to-kill-you look.

      “Why not? He’s single. You’re single. You guys could—”

      “I’m way too busy.” Whitney grabs her arm, pulling Bridgette with her as she walks away. “Thanks for the interview.” She waves her hand behind her but doesn’t turn around.

      I’m left standing alone in the hall. I can hear the press conference in the room next to me. But Bridgette’s last words to Whitney echo the loudest in my head.

      He’s single. You’re single.

      That changes everything.
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      WHITNEY

      “Alright, Grandma. Let’s curl your hair.” I unplug the blow dryer and rewind the cord around the handle. She relaxes into the leather stylist’s chair I found at a garage sale a few months ago. It’s the best thirty dollars I’ve ever spent. I used to wash her hair in the shower, but I’d end up getting her nightgown completely soaked. Now she can lean back comfortably while I use the sink.

      I spin her around so she faces the mirror. The nursing home bathroom is small. There’s barely enough room for both of us and the chair in here, but we make it work.

      “Do you want the regular or something different?” I smile at her as I pick up the one-fourth-inch barrel curling iron. It’s like 1985 all over again, but those tiny curls last a full seven days.

      I’ve been doing my grandma’s hair the same way, once a week, for three years. I’m not a stylist or anything. I can’t even braid my hair, but Grandma G. is too weak to do it herself, and we’re too poor to pay someone else to do it. So I’ve perfected her helmet head of curls hairdo. Seriously. I wouldn’t be surprised if the nursing home wanted to hire me on as their elderly hairdresser—I’m that good at the tiny curls.

      “The regular’s just fine.” My grandma lifts her hand to pat my arm. “Now, when will you show me last night’s news?”

      “You can watch it while I curl your hair.”

      I grab my phone from my back pocket and open it to the recording of my sports piece for the eleven o’clock news. She would’ve watched it live if she hadn’t already been asleep when it started. I hand her the phone, then push play since she doesn’t know how.

      It starts with me on the field at Raymond James Stadium, doing my intro to the game. Then there’s a reel of highlights with my voice dubbed over, explaining the plays.

      Did I include all of Trey’s missteps from the game in my report?

      Yes, I did.

      It gave me great satisfaction to highlight his mistakes. It happens so rarely that I had to take advantage of the moment.

      I mouth the words of my report as my grandma watches it since I still have it memorized from last night. After the highlights, it flips to a few shots of the post-game press conference and then back to me, where I say something clever about how I caught up with the Buccaneers's wide receiver to see how he likes his new home in Tampa. That’s when my interview with Trey starts. I wasn’t planning on showing all of it in my story, only a few clips. For starters, I was highly unprofessional in the interview, glaring at Trey and mocking his answers, but when Alan saw the exclusive interview, he insisted that we show the whole thing in its entirety, despite my behavior. If I had known he was going to use every second, I wouldn’t have been so combative, but being standoffish was my way of maintaining control of the situation.

      “Isn’t that your old boyfriend?” My grandma looks up at me excitedly. “The football player?” Her memory is remarkably still intact for an eighty-four-year-old. Or maybe it’s not, and Trey Lewis is just hard to forget.

      “Uh, yeah.” I keep curling her hair, ignoring her probing stare. “He plays for the Buccaneers now.”

      I’ve been avoiding telling her that he moved to Tampa Bay. I didn’t want to get her hopes up. Every time my life seems particularly pathetic—which is more often than I’d care to admit—she mentions Trey and asks what happened to him. As if I could call him up and, after one phone call, live happily ever after.

      She only met him once when we dated, but those dimples left a lasting impression on her elderly pacemaker heart. After that, Trey called Grandma G. weekly just to chat—a cute gesture we all had to forget about once I broke up with him and married Chris.

      Her eyes light up. “You saw him?”

      I use my elbow to gesture to the phone in her hands since I’m in the middle of curling a piece of her hair. “I’m interviewing him, aren’t I?”

      “What did he say?” There’s a hopeful smile on her lips.

      “If you’d watch the interview, you’d know what he said.”

      She drops her gaze to the screen, listening to the part where he asks if I have a restaurant I could recommend. I said Bronze Brick Bar and Grill because I thought Lenny would love the shout-out and be more friendly when I tell him I can’t work this weekend because I’m covering the Bucs’s game again while Tim’s still gone.

      “He’s handsome, isn’t he? And just an all-around gentleman.” She slowly shakes her head like she can’t believe how perfect Trey is.

      Nobody can. He’s the I-Can’t-Believe-It’s-Not-Butter of men, but instead of not believing that the oil-based substance isn’t butter, we women can’t believe that Trey Lewis is really that perfect. There’s a flaw somewhere—there has to be.

      “I didn’t notice if he’s handsome or not.”

      “Pfft.” Spit travels from my grandma’s mouth and lands on her floral-print dress. “I see the way you’re looking at him. You’re giving him your bedroom eyes.”

      “I am not.” I lean forward to get a better look at myself on camera. “That’s a perfectly professional way of looking at the person I’m interviewing.” Minus the glares.

      The camera zooms in on us just as he says he’s single—I can thank Bridgette for that tender moment. Then he looks at me and says his perfect one-liner, ‘I guess I’m still chasing after the right one.’

      Did my heart react when Trey said that?

      I’m pleading the fifth. I’ll take that answer to the grave with me.

      Truthfully, I tried to cut out that last part about Trey being single, but Alan said women would love it and forced me to keep it in. Since I want to be promoted to a permanent sideline fixture at Tampa Bay Two, I had no choice but to air it.

      “It’s you.” My grandma grins at me. I haven’t seen a smile that big from her since Stefano DiMera died for the thirteenth and final time on Days of Our Lives. “Trey’s still chasing after you.”

      This is what I was afraid of.

      “Grandma.” How can I put this gently? “Trey’s not chasing after me. We barely spoke yesterday.”

      Mostly, he just spoke in a jumbled sort of way that has me wondering if he’s taken up drinking or if he’s just adorably nervous around me. I’m going with the drinking.

      “Yes, but—”

      I hold up my hand. “I’m not interested in dating anymore, remember?”

      I shouldn’t have to remind everyone about my vow to stay single. I’ve said it repeatedly.

      “That’s just talk. I don’t believe it for one second.”

      Just talk?

      I’m not the kind of girl who just talks to get attention. No, I walk the walk. In fact, I walk the walk so well that I’m practically living my life on a treadmill at the brisk walking speed of 4.4. That’s fast for someone with my short legs.

      She hands me my phone. “So when are you going to see him again?”

      “Grandma!” I groan. “I’m not seeing him again.”

      Technically, I might see him again at the next game, but there’s no need to tell her that, or else she’ll have our entire wedding planned.

      I pick up the bottle of hairspray and douse her head of curls with it. The fumes are so strong she can’t open her mouth to rebuttal. I take her hand and pull her to a stand.

      “Forget about Trey.” I guide her out of the bathroom. “Let’s talk about my TV debut. What did you think about my news report?”

      “You’re a natural and so knowledgeable about the game. You know way more than that Anderson Cooper.” She shuffles to her recliner, and I help lower her onto the cushion.

      “Grandma, Anderson Cooper doesn’t cover sports.”

      “Exactly.”

      I frown, not sure of the point she’s making.

      “Are you going to be on TV again today? I’ve got Jeopardy at eleven o’clock, Password at eleven thirty, and Family Feud at noon, but I could switch the channel to the news if you’re going to be on.”

      I drape her afghan over her knees and hand her the remote. “Don’t worry. You can watch your shows. I have to work at the restaurant from noon to ten o’clock. But maybe this weekend I’ll be on the news. I’ll let you know.”

      “I’ll just be here.”

      “Love you.” I bend down and kiss her forehead.

      “Love you too.”

      I walk out of her room, feeling the same guilt I feel every time I leave the nursing home. I wish Grandma G. could’ve stayed in her house with me. I wanted to be there for her the way she’s always been there for me, but there’s only so much I can do with her heart disease. I can’t give her the necessary care and hold down two jobs. We need the money. So I’ll go to work like I always do and hope she knows I’m doing my best to take care of her.
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      WHITNEY

      “My interview’s coming up next.” Me, Lenny, Paige, and a few other waiters and waitresses hover around the bar, staring at the TV mounted to the restaurant wall. “Okay, quiet, quiet!” I frantically wave my hands in the air as the commercial ends, and the SportsHub music plays.

      Alan York called earlier and said that someone from ESBN saw yesterday’s interview with Trey. Apparently, fans loved the playfulness and the vulnerability behind the real Trey Lewis. #chasingaftertherightone is even a trending hashtag on Twitter right now. Because it’s gone viral, ESBN wanted permission to show the interview on SportsHub—the Holy Grail of every sports journalist’s dreams. After all these years, I’ll finally be on ESBN. I would’ve preferred that it wasn’t because of Trey, but beggars can’t be choosers.

      “You may have seen yesterday’s opening game between the Buccaneers and the Cowboys, but it’s a postgame interview that still has people buzzing a day later,” the SportsHub host says. A picture of Trey flashes onto the side of the screen. “Local Tampa Bay Two reporter, Whitney Savittieri”—cheers erupt with the mention of my name, but I shush everyone so I can hear the rest of the story—“pulled Trey aside for an unusual interview that has fans, especially women, wanting more. Take a look.”

      My interview starts, and everyone cheers again. This time, I don’t bother quieting them down. I lived this moment in real life, and I’ve seen the replay twenty times, so it’s okay if I don’t hear every single word. I glance at the woman on the screen, and a mixture of pride and sadness flows through me. I’m not anything like what I thought I’d be. It took me six years to get on SportsHub. I want to celebrate the accomplishment, but deep down, there’s the anxiety that I’ll never make it big as a sports reporter, no matter how hard I work. What if this moment in the spotlight is my only moment? The thought terrifies me.

      “But I would like to get out more and try the local restaurants,” Trey says. “Is there one you’d recommend?”

      “Bronze Brick Bar and Grill.”

      The entire restaurant goes crazy.

      “That’s us!” Lenny throws his hands up to the TV. “That’s my restaurant!” He turns to me. “You’re my new employee of the month!”

      Paige pouts. “That’s the second time Whitney’s been the employee of the month, and I’ve never been it once.”

      “You’ve also never mentioned my restaurant on national TV,” Lenny shoots back. He glances around at the tables. “I’m already seeing an uptick in guests.”

      I frown as my eyes follow his gaze. I think he’s being optimistic about the uptick.

      “You’re so lucky you got to interview Trey Lewis,” Paige gushes. “I bet it was a dream come true.”

      More like a nightmare.

      “Is he better looking in person than on TV?”

      “I really can’t say.” That is, I won’t say. A girl’s got to protect her heart one way or another.

      The interview clip is over, and SportsHub flips back to the host. “So if you see the hashtag #chasingaftertherightone on Twitter, you’ll know everyone is talking about Trey Lewis’s love life.”

      “Aww.” Paige places her hand over her heart. “Who knew Trey was so romantic? Maybe he’s talking about that girl he took to the Miami Heat playoff game. You know, the one where the kiss cam meme went viral with the jealous guy sitting next to them.”

      My head wants that girl to be the one Trey’s still chasing after, but my heart thinks it would be fun if he were talking about me.

      Nope.

      I cannot believe I just went there.

      I’m redacting that thought, plucking it out of my head and pretending it was never there.

      “That was great.” Lenny claps once the SportsHub host moves on to the next story. “But now it’s time to get back to work.”

      I exhale, pulling out the waitress pad from my apron pocket. I guess my five seconds of fame are over.

      I walk down the length of the bar, checking in on my patrons. I don’t mind being the waitress covering the bar and open seating. The turnover is pretty quick, increasing my chances for more tips. By the time I return to the kitchen, Paige is there, waiting for me.

      “Thursday night,” she says as she fills a tiny cup with ranch dressing.

      I reach across her, grabbing a steak knife. “What’s happening Thursday night?”

      “You and Noah are going on a date.”

      “Who’s Noah?”

      “The guy I’m setting you up with.” Paige’s expression bursts with excitement.

      “I told you. I’m not interested in the pharmacist.”

      “This is a different guy. He’s a computer programmer and super cute.”

      I grab a stack of napkins and an extra plate. “If he’s so cute, then why don’t you go out with him?”

      “Because I’m doing this new process-of-elimination thing.” Paige stands taller. “I’m going to lose a bunch of weight and be totally hot, and then if I’m still single after that, I’ll know the problem is my personality.”

      I pause what I’m doing, staring back at her.

      “What?” She shifts her weight.

      “You’re already hot. You don’t need to lose weight, and you’re not single because there’s something wrong with your personality. A man’s love doesn’t define who you are.” Believing it does is a recipe for unhappiness—just ask my mom and the version of me that was married to Chris.

      Paige rolls her eyes. “I don’t expect you to understand.”

      “I don’t.”

      Lenny pushes two plates onto the warmers. “Order up!”

      I shift my eyes to the food. It’s my sirloin steak and chicken nachos. I move around Paige and grab the plates, putting them on my tray before picking the whole thing up and resting it on my shoulder.

      “So you’ll go out with Noah on Thursday?”

      “I’m working Thursday.” My back bumps into the door, pushing it open, allowing me to escape the kitchen before she can say anything else. Thankfully, my dating life has been saved by the dinner rush.
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      TREY

      “You searched online to see if Whitney’s divorced?” I can hear my sister’s judgment through the phone.

      “Jenna, I had no choice,” I defend. “I needed to see for myself. Make sure it wasn’t just some rumor or that I misunderstood her friend. How else was I supposed to do that?”

      “It just seems like an invasion of privacy.”

      I glance in my truck’s rearview mirror, changing lanes. “You’re only saying that because you have legitimate stalkers and weirdos obsessed with you. But I’m not a weirdo. Whitney used to be my girlfriend.”

      “It still seems intrusive.”

      “Online divorce records are public in Florida.” A beneficial thing when trying to confirm if your ex-girlfriend is single or still married. According to the Hillsborough County Clerk’s office, Chris Clegg and Whitney Savittieri divorced two years ago. “I was just exercising my civic duty.”

      “If that’s what you need to tell yourself so you can sleep at night.”

      I shake my head, frustrated. “You’re missing the point entirely. Whitney’s single.”

      It’s strange celebrating another person’s divorce. She already saw her parents’ marriage break up. I’m sure divorce was the last thing she wanted for herself. But at the same time, I feel hopeful, like there’s a rightness to her being single again and us bumping into each other.

      “I knew you regretted how things ended with her, but I had no idea you were still hankering over her all these years later.”

      “I’m not hankering.” My sister always finds a way to make me sound stupid. “In my mind, Whitney was married. You don’t pine after another man’s wife. It’s not kosher. But now that she’s not another man’s wife, all bets are off. It’s like fate is giving me a second chance.”

      Yes, I just used the word fate like I’m some kind of philosopher with a mustache and a pipe. It’s dumb, I know. But believing that things between Whitney and me happen for a reason takes the pressure off. What’s meant to be will be. I don’t have to worry about whether or not we fit together perfectly like I did when we first dated. Back then, I let the illusion of a perfect relationship get in the way. Instead of fighting for her like I should’ve, I ran at the first sign of trouble and hardship. I’m not doing that again.

      “Well, what are you going to do with your second chance?”

      “I don’t know.” My fingers tap on the steering wheel as I think. “I guess go all in until I win her back.”

      “Oh boy!” Jenna laughs.

      “What?”

      “When Trey Lewis goes all in, nobody stands a chance. This poor girl doesn’t even know what’s about to hit her.”

      I wish that were true. But Whitney’s unlike any woman I’ve ever met. She doesn’t conform, give in easily, or go with the flow. She’s difficult in the most addicting way.

      “I hope so.” I don’t feel like explaining to Jenna that I’ve met my match with Whitney. Winning her heart is going to be an all-out brawl. “What about you?” I ask, trying to turn the conversation away from me. “Where are you at?”

      “I’m in New York. I’ve got that audition for the TV series tomorrow.”

      “Oh, that’s right! I shouldn’t be bothering you with my stupid dating life.”

      “It’s fine. I probably won’t get the part anyway. People see me as a swimsuit model, not an actress.”

      “Jenna, don’t sell yourself short. You can be talented in more than one way. So go into that audition like you deserve to be there.”

      “Thanks. I’ll try.”

      “Let me know how it goes.”

      “Same.” She yawns, pausing her words. “I better be the first to know when you’re proposing.”

      I laugh before I end the call.

      Proposing? There are a thousand things that need to happen before that. First up, getting Whitney to talk to me without looking like she wants to kill me.

      I pull my truck into one of the last open stalls in the Bronze Brick Bar and Grill parking lot. I’m here because Whitney recommended the place. She always did have great taste in food, and coming here is better than sitting home alone, obsessing over every detail of our surprise reunion yesterday.

      The place is crowded. That’s a good sign. I grab my baseball hat from the backseat and fit it over my head, tucking my hair behind my ears. I hope it’ll be enough to keep people from recognizing me, even though my 6’4” frame doesn’t typically blend in that easily.

      My phone buzzes on the console, and I glance down, expecting one final thought from Jenna.

      
        
        Dad: I watched the film from the game yesterday. You had your head so far up your…

      

      

      The rest of his text is cut off. I could open the message and read what he said, but what’s the point? I can already guess how he feels about my performance, and I don’t need more crap filling my head. It’s already full enough and with far more pleasant things than whatever he has to say. I shove my phone in my pocket and hop out of the car.

      The restaurant is primarily made of brick and metal beams, giving it a cool industrial vibe. A large neon sign with the words Bronze Brick Bar and Grill stretches across the top. There’s a strand of lights around the outdoor eating area and benches out front with people waiting for a table.

      I’m so dumb. I didn’t even think about calling ahead, and I probably won’t be able to get in tonight. I open the door, going through the jam-packed waiting area to the hostess desk.

      A young woman with thick eyeliner under her eyes and a gold nose ring greets me with a smile. “Welcome to Bronze Brick.”

      “Thanks.” My gaze travels around the crowded restaurant. “How long’s the wait?”

      “For how many?”

      “One.”

      Her brows climb like she’s judging me. “Just one?”

      I’ve never been more insecure about my singlehood than I am at this moment. “Yeah.”

      She looks behind her and then down at her little map of tables. “Probably forty-five minutes. But if you don’t want to wait, the bar is open seating. It shouldn’t be too long for a single seat to open up.”

      “I guess I’ll just wait for something in the bar.”

      “Sounds good.” She leans to the side, smiling at the person behind me. “Welcome!”

      I move over, finding a spot that’s out of the way but still has a good view of the bar so I can watch for an opening.

      My phone vibrates in my back pocket, and my stomach clenches, assuming it’s my dad again. But when I pull it out, I see Ben’s name on the screen and take the call.

      “Hey, Ben. What’s up?” I hold my hand over my other ear so I can hear him above the noise.

      “Did you watch SportsHub tonight?”

      “Uh, no. I didn’t feel like watching my crappy highlights from yesterday’s game. I already got enough of that in film study with the team today.”

      And I can always ask my dad if I want a second opinion.

      “The game’s not what everyone’s talking about.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “How bad you played is being outshined by your postgame interview.”

      I knew my leaping off the stage to chase after Whitney would come back to haunt me Tom Cruise style.

      I rub my fingers across my forehead. “Yeah, sorry. I—”

      “Sorry?” Ben laughs. “What are you sorry for? That entire interview with the Tampa Bay Two reporter has gone viral. SportsHub showed it during tonight’s show. People love you right now.”

      My brows drop in confusion. “Why?”

      “The interview shows your genuine side. It paints you as a regular guy who hasn’t found the right woman yet. It’s endearing. Plus, people like the back-and-forth chemistry between you and the reporter. Have you seen it?”

      “The interview? Yeah.” Only a hundred times. I recorded it on my TV so I could watch it over and over again whenever I want.

      “Then you know what I’m talking about.” Ben’s voice is full of excitement. “There’s like this competitive banter between you two mixed with sexual tension. I don’t know, but I loved it.”

      People like the chemistry between Whitney and me? My lips lift into a smile. Maybe I can use this as a way to see her again.

      “I know the game yesterday was kind of a bummer, so I thought you’d want to hear something positive surrounding your name.”

      “Yeah, thanks. I’m glad you called.”

      “Where are you, anyway? It’s really loud in the background.”

      “Oh, I’m just grabbing a bite to eat.”

      My eyes shoot to the bar. There’s an open seat at the end. I better jump on it before somebody else does.

      “I’ll let you go, then. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      “Okay, sounds good.” I end the call and walk to the open stool, taking a seat.

      The bartender places a napkin in front of me. “Your waitress will be with you in a second. Can I get you something to drink while you wait?”

      “Just some water. And do you have a menu I can look at?”

      He glances at the QR code on the counter. “It’s all online.”

      “Thanks.”

      I pull the menu up on my phone just as the bartender sets a glass of water down. There’s traditional sports food and some Tex-Mex options. I sip my drink and scroll down to the desserts. I don’t plan on eating any—it’s a game week—but there’s no harm in looking.

      “What can I get you?” the woman behind the counter asks.

      I lift my head.

      It’s Whitney.

      THE WOMAN BEHIND THE COUNTER IS WHITNEY.

      She glances up at the same time all the water in my mouth bursts out, spraying everything in front of me, including her. I surprise-swallow what’s left, forcing my drink down my throat. I don’t know how many tubes and avenues liquid can travel through inside an esophagus, but it didn’t go down the right one. I’m choking now—on water—coughing repeatedly. If I’m not careful, I’ll hack up a lung. I know enough about women to know that spitting up your lung and having it plop onto the bar is a turnoff. If that happens, I can pretty much kiss my second chance goodbye.

      “You just sprayed me with your spit!” She wipes my saliva droplets off her face with the dish towel tucked into her apron.

      “Be..cause…I’m…cho…king!”

      “Let’s hope you choke to death.” She turns the towel on me, whipping my arm over and over with it. “Why are you here? Are you following me?”

      “No!” It’s hard to deflect her blows and cover my mouth as I cough at the same time. “You recommended…the…restaurant. Remember?” I eye her as I clear out the last of my coughs.

      Her wavy, dark hair is pulled back into a ponytail. She’s wearing a white t-shirt, jeans, and a black half-apron with two pockets on the front.

      She’s everywhere—in my dreams, on the sideline, at the press conference, and now at this restaurant.

      “I wasn’t recommending it to you.” She whacks me one last time with her towel. “I was trying to drum up business for the owner.”

      “How was I supposed to know that?” I rub the side of my arm where the sting from her whips lingers.

      The skeptical look on her face suggests she doesn’t believe me. “Well, now you know. So leave.”

      “Actually, I think I’ll stay and eat.” I lean forward, resting my arms on the bar. “As the fates may be.”

      “The fates?”

      “Yeah. Don’t you believe in fate?”

      “No.” Her eyes sharpen, and she flips open her notepad. “What can I get you?”

      “What do you recommend?”

      “The chicken fajita salad. It comes out quick and will get you out of here as soon as possible.” She closes her pad and turns around, walking away.

      Whitney’s consistent. I’ll give her that. I just wish her consistency wasn’t in disliking me. Honestly, though, I’d be more worried if she was nice. Kindness means she’s moved on and doesn’t care about me anymore. Her hostile attitude is a front, a way to conceal deeper feelings—feelings that scare her. So I’ll gladly take every jab she throws at me.

      But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m ill-prepared for this surprise meeting, and now I’m sweating profusely. Whitney has a way of raising my overall body temperature. I’m ninety-seven percent sure I put deodorant on after I showered, but shouldn’t a guy be one hundred percent positive of something like that? I had hoped that the next time I saw Whitney face to face, I would be able to bring my A-game, not say ‘As the fates may be.’

      As the fates may be isn’t going to win over the woman of my dreams.

      Whitney comes out of the kitchen, holding a tray of food. My heart rate climbs as she passes by. It’s beating so fast I feel like I just ran the length of a football field for a touchdown.

      I try not to stare as she delivers the food to a couple a few stools down from me, but it’s hard. I’m living to see glimpses of her smile. She grabs two empty glasses and walks to the tap directly across from me, filling them with beer.

      “My agent said we were on SportsHub tonight, but I didn’t see it.”

      She keeps her back to me. “Do you always start sentences with ‘my agent’?”

      “Only when applicable.” I lean forward, resting my folded arms on the bar. “So, did you know we were on SportsHub?”

      “Yes.”

      “Apparently, people think we have a lot of chemistry. I’ve even heard some describe it as sexual tension.” Her eyes flick over her shoulder, and I raise my palms in innocence. “Their words. Not mine.” A playful smile spreads across my lips. “I would never say anything like that.”

      Whitney turns around, holding the two full glasses of beer. She leans in, a slight smirk paints her lips. “What you’re describing wasn’t sexual tension. It was hostility.”

      I laugh as she walks away to deliver the drinks. Fighting with her feels a lot like flirting.

      “How often do you work here?” I ask when she comes back and stands in front of the register at the end of the bar.

      “Whenever I’m scheduled.”

      “And how often is that?”

      “I’m going to go check on your food.” She escapes into the kitchen without a glance in my direction.

      She’s not making this easy. She made it pretty clear yesterday that she didn’t want anything to do with me. She practically had one foot out the door the entire time we talked. But I’m not the type of guy that backs down easily, especially when I know Whitney’s hard exterior is just her way of protecting herself. She’s been this way ever since I met her.

      I spent last night and all day at practice (when I should’ve been focused on game film) thinking about how I could worm my way back into her life. Okay, worm might not be the right word. That makes me sound slimy, and I’m not slimy. I’m genuine. Here for the long haul. Dedicated to getting to know her again. Because a woman like Whitney doesn’t come around twice—except in this case, she did come around twice. But a third time? That’s unheard of. So I need to capitalize on the situation while I can. Enough beating around the bush. Like Jenna said, when Trey Lewis goes all in, nobody stands a chance.

      When she comes out from the kitchen, holding my salad, I’ve pumped myself with enough bravery to make my move.

      “Go out with me,” I say as she puts the bowl down. Her blue eyes dart to mine. They’re not as warm and welcoming as I’d hoped. Should I have addressed the divorce before I asked her out? Yesterday, when I saw her, all I did was talk about her being married. Maybe I should acknowledge the divorce so she doesn’t think I’m just working behind Chris’s back? I study her glare and decide not to bring it up. Instead, I backpedal a little bit. “Go out with me just as friends. We’ll grab a bite to eat and catch up. It would just be two old friends getting to know each other again.”

      “Who says I want to get to know you again?” The twitch on her lips softens her snide remark. “Maybe I didn’t like you that much the first time I knew you.”

      “Maybe I’ve changed, and you’ll like me better.”

      A hidden agenda behind my words insinuates that although things didn’t work out with us five years ago, they could now because I’ve changed. However, I’m not really sure why she broke up with me the first time, so I don’t know what things about me needed to change. I know my reasons for not fighting for the relationship, but I never understood why she ended it.

      “You changed? I doubt that.” She reaches behind her, grabs a fork, and places it next to my hand. “But it doesn’t matter because I don’t date anymore.”

      “It’s not a date.” Whitney’s delicate—in a feisty sort of way. She’d never agree to a date. “It’s just dinner.”

      “I don’t do dinner either.”

      “Lunch, then?”

      “I hate to burst your super-inflated NFL ego, but you should know nothing’s happening between us. There’s no relationship resurrection, second-chance romance, or fate. I’m not interested in any of it, so do us all a favor, and don’t waste either of our time.”

      I’m cool, calm, and collected as I smile back at her. “We’ll see.”

      Her mouth drops a little, and her brows rise. “‘We’ll see’?”

      “That’s right.” I pick up my fork and stab it into my salad. “We’ll see if something happens between us.” I take a bite of my food, somehow managing a cocky smile as I chew.

      Whitney places both hands on the bar, leaning her body toward mine. I smell a hint of her shampoo—some floral, musky, perfume-y thing that’s competing with the scent of fried food and grilled meat from the kitchen. It’s like a man’s dream scent combination. There’s an intense sultriness behind her blue eyes, as if she’s teasing me with flirtation. Whatever her game, it’s working. My chewing stops, and my body tenses with a thrill of excitement.

      “It’s cute that you’re optimistic.” One corner of her pretty lips pulls up. “But your optimism backfired. I’m more determined than ever to stay away from you.”

      I lean in too, putting us inches from each other. My eyes sweep over Whitney’s face, and I’m stunned by her natural beauty and soft features. I have to be careful. If I study her too long, I’ll completely lose my train of thought and look like an idiot. So I pull my eyes to hers and force my mind to focus on our conversation. “And I’m more determined to prove you wrong.”

      “We’ll see,” she huffs, stealing my line. Her blue eyes quickly drop to the salad then back up. “By the way, I spit in your food. I figured it was only fair. An eye for an eye.”

      I keep a straight face as I stab my fork into the bowl over and over again until I have an enormous bite. I bring the fork to my lips and shove all the food inside. I chew, not breaking eye contact. “It’sh delicioushh,” I say over the food, adding as much of a smug smile as my full mouth can manage.

      She slams my receipt on the bar in front of me. “Here’s your check.” Then she walks away.

      And so it begins.

      I’ve played in a lot of games over my lifetime and competed against a lot of worthy opponents. But the stakes feel higher in this game. My heart and my happiness are on the line. I’m going head to head with Whitney. I just hope I come out alive…preferably with her by my side.

    

  







            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    




      TREY

      “We’ll have a condensed formation here.” The offensive coordinator, Coach Murphy, uses his finger to draw a few lines on the screen during Wednesday’s offensive prep session for our upcoming game. Coach Murphy’s a tall, bald man with a bit of a beer belly, but the guy knows football. “Then Trey, Eli, and Jarin will seal the edges here and here so that Damien can run the ball downfield.” He draws another line, indicating where the hole will be. “Any questions? Comments?”

      His eyes scan the meeting room and stop on me. I’m sure he’s wondering why I’m so quiet. Film study, scouting reports, and game plans are usually my specialty. I love recognizing defensive schemes and brainstorming plays to counter them. You don’t become one of the best receivers in the NFL without tedious study of your opponent, but my head and my heart aren’t in it today. I’m still stuck on what my game plan’s going to be to get Whitney back.

      It feels like Coach Murphy is singling me out, so I answer. “No questions. I’m good.”

      Damien throws a pencil at me, hitting my arm. “Dude, what’s with you this week? You usually don’t shut up during these meetings?”

      “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      “You are not fine.” Damien looks at Westin and Coach Murphy. “Does he seem fine to you?”

      Both the QB and the coach shake their head.

      Great.

      This is the first time in my football career that I’ve been called out for not giving one hundred and ten percent.

      “Are you sick?” Shep asks behind me. “Something’s going around. I was a little congested the other day, but my wife rubbed some essential oils on me, and it totally cleared things up. I can get you some if you want.”

      “Gross, Shep. None of us want your bedroom details,” Jarin Cooper, the other wide receiver jokes. He’s shorter than me by a few inches, but faster.

      “Let’s stay focused here.” Damien hits the desk in front of him. “The problem is Trey, and we’re not leaving this room until you tell us what’s going on with you.”

      “There’s nothing going on.”

      “We’d know if there was a death in the family,” Eli says.

      “What about a terminal illness?” Xander, the fullback, asks as he twists his long red beard around a finger. “Maybe he’s dying, and that’s why his head’s not in the game.”

      “I am not dying.” I look at Coach Murphy. “This is stupid. Can we please get back to the game plan?”

      Coach Murphy folds his arms, leaning against the table at the front of the room. “Losing that game last Sunday was stupid. I’m not saying it was your fault. We win as a team, and we lose as a team, but we need all of our players ready to go if we’re going to win our next game. So how can we help?”

      I puff out an exasperated breath. I’m not about to tell the entire offense that I suck at my job this week because I’m distracted by a woman that wants nothing to do with me.

      “It’s really nothing.”

      “Oh, no.” A solemn expression crosses over Damien’s face. “It’s worse than I thought.”

      “What is?” I frown.

      The look on his face makes me think I might be dying after all.

      “It’s a woman.” Damien glances around at the other players. “Our boy, Trey, is hung up on a woman.”

      I roll my eyes. “I am not!”

      “It’s that journalist. Isn’t it?” Westin throws me a teasing smile. “I saw your interview with her on SportsHub the other night. She’s pretty.”

      “Wait. I didn’t see it,” Xander says. “Put her on the TV so we know what we’re dealing with here.”

      I shake my head. “We are not putting her on the TV.”

      But Coach Murphy already has Google pulled up, searching for the video.

      I rub my hand down my face. I cannot believe this is happening. I’m so embarrassed.

      The interview starts playing, and the men whistle. Coach Murphy pauses the video when the camera zooms in on Whitney. “Is this her?”

      “Yes,” I mumble.

      From the back of the room, the offensive line coach shines his red laser on Whitney’s smile, highlighting her perfectly straight teeth, then the laser beam outlines her body, curving over her chest as if we’re fifteen-year-old boys obsessed with boobs. “Yes, very pretty.”

      “Alright.” I stand in front of the screen so the red light doesn’t keep circling over Whitney’s assets. “You guys have had your fun. Let's move on.”

      “No, no, no!” Shep says. “Not until we fix whatever’s bothering you.”

      “There’s nothing you guys can do.”

      “We got you, bro.” Damien comes to my side, putting his arm around my shoulder. “Lady problems are no problem for us.”

      “Thanks, but I think I'll work this one out on my own.”

      “What, you don’t think we can't handle it?” Westin challenges.

      “No, I don’t.”

      Damien points to one man after another. “Hot wife. Hot wife. Hot wife.” He points to himself. “Really hot wife.” Then he points to me. “Single and going to bed alone tonight.”

      “Damien’s right.” Eli laughs. “Compared to you, I think the rest of us married men are doing just fine.”

      So this is what peer pressure feels like.

      I huff. “I dated Whitney five and a half years ago. We broke up right after I got drafted. Three months later, she was married to her high school boyfriend, but I’ve never been able to get her off my mind.”

      “Forget this.” Jarin waves me off. “I’m not plotting to steal another man’s wife.”

      “Neither am I,” I defend. “She’s divorced now. I didn’t know she was divorced until I ran into her after Sunday’s game.”

      Xander shrugs. “If she’s not married, then what's the problem?”

      “She’s”—I exhale—“not interested. Standoffish. Doesn’t want anything to do with me or with rekindling a relationship.”

      “She told you that?” Xander asks.

      “Yes, but don’t worry. That’s just a front. I just need a little bit of time”—and a miracle—“to break down her walls and win her over again.”

      “It sounds like you need more than time. It sounds like you need us.” Shep smiles. “We’ll help you set up a game plan to win her back.”

      “Absolutely not.” I look at Coach Murphy. “This is ridiculous.”

      He thinks for a second before responding. “I actually like it. You win as a team, and you lose as a team. We’ll win this girl for you as a team so we don’t keep losing football games.”

      “No, I’m a grown man. I can do this on my own. Getting you guys involved is pathetic and embarrassing.” My eyes scan the room, looking for someone who’s actually on my side.

      “No, pathetic and embarrassing is losing more games,” Coach Murphy says. “When you’re here, I need your focus on football. I can’t have you thinking about a woman. So here's what we're going to do. Each week after the game, whoever is the Offensive Player of the Week gets to come up with your dating game plan for that week. That way, you don’t have to worry about it. You just take the advice from the men here and execute the plan.”

      A humorless laugh spits out. “You're joking, right?”

      “Not at all.” Coach Murphy folds his arms, exuding his power. “Trey, in Tampa Bay, you do what I say. Okay?” He seems pleased with himself for coming up with all the rhymes.

      “And lucky for you, I’m the Offensive Player of the Week.” Damien dances around the front of the room as if he’s just scored a touchdown.

      “We’re not starting this now,” I balk.

      “Oh, yes, we are. It looks like you’ll be doing what I say.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “Don't be.” Damien pulls his shoulders back confidently. “You say this chick doesn't want you. Well, we're going to show her what she's missing out on. It's called jealousy, bro. You’re going to show her how much other women want you. Think of it like a stiff arm.” He lifts one leg, pushes his arm out, flexes his hand, and goes into his version of the Heisman pose as if we’re in the middle of a game and he’s stopping a defender coming at him—such a running back thing to do. His head whips to me, and he smiles. “You’re playing hard to get.”

      “We’re too old for dating games.” Although, this will-we-won’t-we thing between Whitney and me is already a game.

      “We’re never too old for dating games. Damien slaps me on the chest. “All she needs is a little competition to see the light.”

      Competition.

      Damien’s right.

      Whitney’s always been driven by being the best and winning. It’s her Achilles’ heel. That’s why yesterday I said, ‘We’ll see.’ I was just luring her in.

      “A little competition is actually a good plan,” I admit.

      “Of course it’s a good plan.” Damien struts back to his seat. “After practice, I’ll take care of everything. I know the perfect woman to help Whitney see the light. Don’t you worry.”

      “No, it can’t be some bimbo. Whitney would never feel threatened by that. She has to be someone successful and cool for this to really work.”

      “My wife has a friend that fits the bill. She’s some kind of fancy lawyer, but she’s only in town this week, so there’s no issue with her becoming too attached,” Jarin says. “You could even fill her in on the plan beforehand. She’s really chill.”

      “Perfect.” Damien points to him. “Get your wife on that. Set something up for tomorrow night.”

      “Texting her now.” Jarin waves his phone in the air.

      “Now that we’ve gotten that taken care of”—Westin looks at me with a smile—“can we get back to work?”

      “I just have one question.” I turn to Coach Murphy. “How long do I have to do what you guys say?”

      “Until she’s yours.”

      “What if she never ends up being mine?”

      “Then she’s an idiot,” Westin says.

      I nod back at him as I take my seat. It’s crazy how these men have become such good friends in a matter of months. Instead of getting on my case for not being focused, they’re helping me. That’s the true definition of a teammate.

      My eyes swing to Coach Murphy. “If you’ll switch the screen back to that run play, I do have a few suggestions.”

      “Ooooh!” Eli calls. “He’s back, gentlemen.”

      As dumb as it sounds, I do feel like a weight’s been lifted off my shoulders.

      With the Buccaneers’s offensive team in my corner, Whitney’s heart doesn’t stand a chance.
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      WHITNEY

      I write a few notes on my order pad about the Rays baseball game that just ended. I’m covering their away games this week because I’ve been demoted. I thought I was going to be reporting on the Bucs’s game, but Tim’s back early from his grandma’s funeral, and Alan doesn’t need me on the NFL anymore. He said, ‘You did a great job, even got our station some notoriety, but it’s time to let Tim handle the big games again.’ But I refuse to let my dreams die a sad and lonely death. I’ve convinced Alan to take a few days to think about what roles I could step into. Small games or reports that would allow me to be in front of the camera and work my way up to an official sideline reporter. He said he’d consider it and get back to me next week, so I’m hopeful.

      “A party of four was just seated at table seven.”

      I glance up at Natalie, the hostess. “Okay, thanks.”

      I tuck the notepad back into my apron and grab a pitcher of water when my phone buzzes. I don’t read the text immediately. I wait until I’ve greeted the party of four and am safely back in the kitchen. Patrons get upset if they see their waitress looking at their phone when they don’t have their food yet. I lean against the metal counter and read the text.

      
        
        Dad: Hey, Whitters.

      

      

      My stomach twists.

      Whitters.

      That was what my dad called me when I was twelve—right around the same time he ditched my mom and me for another woman and a life full of freedom.

      
        
        Dad: I saw you on SportsHub the other night with Trey. Does this mean you’re back together? I’m glad to see you’re finally coming around. I told you it was stupid to break up with him in the first place, remember?

      

      

      Yeah, I remember.

      My dad pushing my relationship with Trey was one of the reasons I ran straight to Chris. I have a tendency to want to do the opposite of anything he says, especially when it comes to decisions in my life.

      
        
        Dad: You looked great on TV. I thought maybe we could get together sometime and have lunch.

      

      

      He’s trying this new thing where he wants to have a relationship with me, but he’s about fifteen years too late for that. This whole I’ve-decided-to-be-a-dad-again act started last year when he got married to a woman six years older than me. She’s encouraging the relationship because they’re starting a family of their own, and I’m sure my dad wants to prove to her what a good father he is. Now every couple of months, I get these random texts from him. They keep coming even when I don’t respond. I won’t be responding today, either. I shove my phone into my pocket and try to get back to work despite the constricting feeling his text caused.

      Paige rushes through the kitchen door. “Your date is here!”

      “My what?” I fill up four glasses with soda, adding lemon slices to the rims.

      “Noah, your date.” When I still seem confused, Paige rolls her eyes. “It’s Thursday night. I told you I was setting you up on a blind date with Noah, the computer programmer.”

      “And I told you I had to work.”

      “Yeah, but last night I said he could meet you here and that I’d cover your tables so that you could get to know him a little bit. You agreed, remember?”

      “I don’t remember agreeing to anything like that last night.”

      Paige puts her hands on her hips. “You were watching that stupid baseball game and just saying yes to everything I said. I should’ve known you weren’t listening to me.”

      I remember her babbling about something, but it was the bottom of the tenth inning, bases loaded, two outs. I had to see if the Rays were going to get walked off in extra innings—important details when you’re writing an article about the outcome of the game.

      “Well, what’s done is done. Noah’s here, so you’ll have to go talk to him.”

      I gesture to my tray full of drinks. “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can.” She grabs my shoulders, forcing me toward the door.

      “No!” I look behind me, dragging my feet. “Wait!”

      First, my dad’s text, and now a forced blind date. This night just keeps getting worse.

      “You can’t get out of this. It’s not my fault you agreed when you weren’t listening.”

      I can’t believe tuning Paige out got me into this mess.

      “I’ll take care of your tables.” She keeps pushing me forward.

      “Fine,” I relent because I see no way out. “Those drinks go to table seven, and then they’re probably ready to order. Food for table three is almost done, so look for that, and be sure to check in on table one. He’s drinking a ton of water.”

      “Relax. I know how to be a waitress.”

      Not a very good one.

      She swings the door open and points to table ten, where a man sits. “See? Noah’s cute!”

      He’s not unattractive. He still has some hair, and he’s slender. He’s wearing a navy-blue t-shirt with jeans—a very average Gap look—and his hair is cropped short like an adult boy scout. He’s nothing like I expected from Paige. He actually seems somewhat normal. For months, she’s been trying to set me up. I think it’s her life goal to be the reason two people fall in love. I’m still not interested in dating, but Noah, the computer programmer, looks too kind to completely blow off. It’s not his fault I was more interested in the end of the Rays game than what Paige was saying.

      I drop my shoulders. “I’ll talk to him for a little bit, but if I do, you have to swear that you’ll never try to set me up again.”

      Her eyes light. “Because Noah’s the one? Is this love at first sight?”

      “No, I don’t believe in the one.” I take a few steps forward, then turn around to issue a warning. “Don’t slack on my tables. If my tips are bad, I’m taking yours.”

      She waves me forward. “I got it. I got it!”

      I smooth my hair. I don’t know why. It’s not like I really intend to date this guy. This is just a quick conversation to get Paige and her annoying matchmaking off my back.

      “You must be Noah.” I slip into the chair across from him.

      “Yes.” He does this awkward half-stand thing like he’s unsure how to be a gentleman when I’ve already sat down. “Whitney?” He settles for reaching out to shake my hand, and I think back through every blind date I’ve ever been on and if I shook hands with the men. It seems formal.

      “That’s me.” I release his grip as soon as possible without coming across as rude.

      He lowers into his seat. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

      “Same.” I nod a few times. “I don’t know if Paige told you, but I’m actually working tonight, so I can’t stay long. I’ll have to check on my tables and…um…prepare the food.” Apparently, I’m a chef now—whatever—just as long as it shortens this so-called date.

      “She mentioned that you were busy working all the time.”

      “That’s me. A workaholic. And you’re a computer programmer?” I phrase it like a question, hoping he’ll take the lead on small talk.

      Luckily, he launches into his entire computer programming life history. I smile and nod where appropriate, glancing at my tables, keeping a mental checklist of what I need to do for my customers when I’m done here. I really do care about earning my tips. That’s why I was bugged when Trey left me a hundred-dollar bill the other night. That’s, like, a 566% tip on a $15 meal. I certainly didn’t do anything to earn a tip that generous. I was contentious, dismissive, and rude. I had to be. It’s imperative that I keep our relationship nonexistent.

      Everyone knows you don’t play with fire.

      Skate on thin ice.

      Play by the edge.

      March up to the cannon's mouth.

      Flirt with disaster (or, in other words, flirt with Trey Lewis).

      Because when you do those things, you get hurt.

      And I’m tired of being hurt.

      And dropping my dreams.

      And losing myself because of a man.

      It’s taken me two years to find who I am again after my divorce from Chris. The last thing I want to do is go backward.

      “What about you?” Noah asks. “Which operating system do you prefer? Mac or Windows?”

      I know I wasn’t giving him my full attention, but I’m still surprised that, five minutes into meeting each other, this is where he led the conversation.

      “You know, I haven’t really given it much thought. We use Macs at work, so I guess I’ll go with that.”

      “Macs at work, really? I would’ve thought…”

      Noah’s words turn into a bunch of blah, blah, blahs as my eyes dart around the restaurant again, this time looking for an escape.

      Instead, I find Trey. Did my wayward thoughts bring him here like some kind of twisted manifestation?

      He’s walking this way, eyes locked on me with that smug smile that makes me want to draw his lips to mine or slap him—both would be equally satisfying.

      Natalie leads him to a table in my section, right next to where I’m sitting with Noah. That’s when I notice the beautiful blonde accompanying him. She’s wearing a figure-hugging, ivory dress that seamlessly makes the transition from a work day to evening out. I’m immediately jealous of her entire wardrobe, even though I’ve never seen it.

      “Enjoy your meal,” Natalie says.

      My mouth falls open. His meal? He’s staying?

      The moment the hostess walks away, I snap at Trey. “What are you doing here?”

      He conjures fake surprise. “Oh, hey, Whitney. I didn’t see you there.”

      Yeah freaking right.

      “Are you working tonight?” He pulls off innocent arrogance so well. It’s annoying.

      “No, I just hang out here for fun.” I add a terse smile to my sarcasm. “What are you doing here?”

      He gestures to the sophisticated blonde sitting across from him. “This is Maggie.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Maggie smiles with so much elegant class I can’t muster any hate for her, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel a prick of pain.

      “She’s my date.” Trey’s boyish grin isn’t fooling me. The smugness behind his eyes says this date was calculated on my behalf. Then he gestures to me. “This is Whitney. She’s a local sports reporter by day and my waitress by night.”

      My waitress? I think I’m more than that.

      I stand, pushing my chair back in the process. I grab Trey’s forearm and pull him to his feet as I glance between Noah and Maggie. “Will you two excuse us for a moment?” Both their blank faces nod in approval.

      I drag Trey to the back of the restaurant, where the bathrooms are located. He comes easily, not putting up a fight. I push him against the wall and lift my chin. Pulling off intimidation to a guy that’s 6’4” is nearly impossible, but I’m giving it my best effort.

      “Why are you here?”

      “I’m on a date.”

      “Yes, I know, but why come here?”

      A man walks down the hall and stops. “Hey! You’re Trey Lewis.” He reaches for his phone. “Can I get a picture with you?”

      I push his arm away. “No, we’re in the middle of something.”

      Trey offers a polite smile. “Sorry.”

      Another man comes out of the bathroom and stops when he sees us. “Oh, my gosh. You’re the football player.”

      Trey’s smile grows. “I am.”

      “Dude, I love you!”

      “Thanks.”

      I roll my eyes and grab him by the arm again, yanking him toward the supply closet where we can talk privately. I open the door and pull him inside. It has one of those automatic lights that flips on as soon as it senses movement.

      “I love where this is going, but I’m already on a date with Maggie, so we’ll have to continue this rendezvous another time.” The corner of his mouth lifts to gloating levels as he stares back at me.

      I punch his arm, then immediately regret it. “It’s like hitting solid rock.” I shake my fingers out.

      “Are you okay?” His hand covers mine, and his touch is like warmth and strawberry gelato and bubbles floating through the air, all wrapped up in one single sensation.

      I jerk my arm back. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “I was just making sure you didn’t break any of your fingers.”

      I’m having an out-of-body experience. Time has frozen while my mind takes in the small space we’re crammed in, the familiar smell of Trey’s cologne, and the intimacy of being alone with him. Talking privately with Trey was the worst idea I’ve ever had. The danger of this moment brings me back to reality.

      “I’m fine.” I fist my hand, protecting it from his touch. “And just so we’re clear, I know what you’re doing here with Maggie.” I say her name with a little more oomph than the rest of the words.

      “What am I doing?” His eyes dance with amusement, and it’s not some easy-breezy waltz. There’s so much dancing amusement behind his stare that a freaking conga line has broken out.

      “Your little scheme won’t work on me.” I get right in his face—as much as possible, considering the height difference. “Because you can’t be jealous of something you don’t care about. Those feelings are long gone.”

      “Okay.”

      Okay?

      That’s it? That’s all he’s going to say? The Trey I know would at least give me a little pushback.

      “Okay, then.” My puffed-out chest collapses. “Glad we solved that.”

      I turn to exit the closet, but his hand lands on my waist, stopping me. This time, his touch is a sparkler on the Fourth of July, the smell of fresh rain on concrete, and the pop of a soda can.

      “Wait just a second.” There’s a sexy texture to his voice that adds to the weight of his touch against my body.

      I swallow, peeking up at him. I don’t dare speak, or else he’ll know exactly how much he’s affecting me.

      So I hold still.

      Very still.

      “And just so you’re clear, I’m not jealous of your date either.”

      Did I tell him I was on a date, or did he just notice Noah sitting across from me? I can’t remember.

      “Good,” I manage to get out despite Trey’s loaded stare.

      The lights click off.

      Too much stillness.

      Neither of us moves or waves a hand at the sensor. If anything, our bodies slowly gravitate to each other. Trey’s other hand slips around my back, and I don’t push him away. Instead, I melt toward him. Everything in my body stills except for my pounding heart. It’s like I’m at a parade, and the world’s best marching band stops in front of me. All I can feel is the tick and pulse of the drums thrumming through my chest.

      I sense our faces getting closer, smell the cologne permeating his neck, feel his breath on my skin, and know that a few centimeters are all that stands between our two mouths.

      I want to kiss him.

      Desire is a crazy thing.

      I’m blaming the strong emotion on the darkness. It gives permission for things we know we shouldn’t do, but because no one can see, everything feels okay. This closet is Las Vegas. What happens in the closet stays in the closet.

      My toes go up, or maybe he leans down to close the distance. And just as our lips brush over each other’s and our arms tighten, the lights flick on.

      Too much movement.

      I jump back from our intimate position, and now that I can see, everything feels so very wrong. That’s what light will do. It illuminates our crimes.

      “What the heck was that?” I wipe my hand over my lips as if that will erase what we almost did. “I can’t believe you tried to kiss me!”

      “What?” Trey’s head rears back, and an accusing finger points in my direction. “You tried to kiss me.”

      “Ha!” My mouth drops open wider than one of those wide-load trucks you see on the freeway. “That’s ridiculous!”

      “If you don’t mind”—he jerks open the door dramatically—“I have a date to get back to.”

      I throw my hands up, following after him. “So do I!”

      Neither one of us says anything as we head back to our tables. How long have we been gone? It feels like five minutes.

      Please let it be five minutes.

      I slide into the chair across from Noah. “Sorry about that.”

      “Me too. Sorry about that.” Trey plops down in front of Maggie. “Have you had a chance to look at the menu while I was gone?” He turns in my direction, which is odd since he’s not on a date with me. “I told Maggie about the delicious chicken fajita salad I had the other night, and she wanted to come and try some herself.”

      Her eyes watch us carefully.

      She knows! But what exactly does she know?

      “Yes, the salad sounds delicious, and I love the decor here.” She glances around. “Very fun.”

      Okay, maybe she doesn’t know.

      “Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.” Trey reaches across the walkway to Noah. There’s no sign of jealousy on his face, just like he said. Why would there be? Noah’s okay and all, but he’s no threat to someone as good-looking as Trey.

      No matter. Life’s about working with what you’ve got. I throw out my best smile as they shake hands. “This is my date, Noah.”

      The words feel like poison on my tongue. I’ve promised myself never to date again, but right now, all bets are off. Two can play Trey’s little game. But I have the advantage. I’m not playing for keeps. I’m playing to win.

      His hazel eyes challenge me. “I thought you said you don’t date anymore.”

      “I do when there’s actually someone worth dating.”

      “That’s nice of you to say.” Noah blushes, and I immediately feel like a jerk.

      “I mean, I don’t really know you.” I try to soften his involvement in our game. “But Paige says you’re a good guy.”

      “Oh, so this is a blind date?” Trey casually sits back in his chair.

      “Yes. What about you two?”

      Is it weird that we’re shooting the breeze with our dates as if we didn’t just almost kiss in the closet? It’s weird, right?

      “We just met,” Maggie answers. “My best friend’s husband plays with Trey on the Bucs, and they thought we’d hit things off. So here we are.”

      “That’s great.” I nod, filling my whole face with a smile. Obviously, Trey thought I would roll over and die from jealousy. That’s the only plausible reason for him bringing his date here. But he’s got another thing coming. “I hope you two do hit things off. You make such a cute couple.”

      And somewhere inside my mind, I try to convince myself that they do make a cute couple. If Trey’s single, it’s harder for my willpower. He needs to be unavailable and thousands of miles away from me. Since the distance thing isn’t going to work out, I need this woman to stake her claim on him to keep my heart from getting any ideas. Because ever since I saw Trey on Sunday, my heart’s been getting ideas as much as I don’t want it to. I think the closet incident is proof enough I can’t be trusted.

      “Maybe we’ll have a connection.” Trey smiles at Maggie, and it’s like Muhammad Ali just hit my chin with his right cross. I guess there’s a little jealousy in me after all.

      “It all depends on if Trey loves cats.” Maggie laughs. “I own three.”

      Trey hates cats. He’s extremely allergic. My eyes swing to him, whispering that I know his dirty feline secrets.

      “Uh…” His lips twitch as he takes in my stare, then his gaze flips to Maggie. “Cats are the best.”

      What a little liar.

      “The Buccaneers,” Noah chimes in, nodding at Trey with amazement. He’s like twenty seconds behind in this conversation. “I thought you looked familiar. So you’re a professional baseball player, then?”

      “Football,” Trey corrects.

      “That’s neat.” Noah smiles back at me.

      Men who use the word neat don’t know much about sports. Surely that’s statistically proven somewhere on the internet.

      Noah shakes his head. “I’ve never been good at kicking a ball, let alone scoring goals.”

      Bless Noah’s heart.

      “Trey plays American football, not soccer.” I offer a smile to ease his embarrassment.

      “Oh, right.” Noah laughs. “I’ve never been much into sports.”

      Trey eyes me with amusement as if he knows a man who isn’t into sports would never last a day in my life.

      Paige comes to my table. I forgot all about the fact that I’m supposed to be working right now. And frankly, I’m glad for her interruption. I don’t like how Trey and I communicate with just our eyes. It’s been five years since we dated. Why do we still know so much about the other person?

      “I’m sorry to interrupt your date,” Paige grimaces. “But I’m falling behind on orders and know you’ll never talk to me again if I mess up your tips. Can you pause things for a few minutes and help me get caught up?”

      I shoot out of my chair faster than a pro ping-pong player hits the ball. I look at Noah. “If you’ll excuse me…again.”

      “I’m here all night if need be.”

      That’s not what I want to hear.

      “Great. Thanks.” I turn to leave.

      “Don’t worry about rushing to us,” Trey calls after me. “I still need to look at the menu.”

      “Oh, my gosh!” Paige gasps beside me. “You’re Trey Lewis!”

      Here comes the fanfare.

      “I am.” He smiles, and I wince at the sight of his perfect dimples.

      “I’m such a huge fan!” Paige gushes.

      “Really?” I look at her. “What team did he play for before he came to Tampa?”

      “I don’t know.” Paige laughs. “I’m not a fan of his football career. I’m a fan of his six-pack and his adorable smile.”

      That’s fair.

      Trey has great abs and a dangerous smile that could rival tear gas. He’s somehow weaponized dimples—his could legitimately kill a woman.

      “I didn’t know my six-pack had a fan club.” A slight blush colors his cheeks as he laughs. Trey’s modest charm is the one thing I hate most about him because it’s so stinking irresistible. Who doesn’t appreciate the humble, boy-next-door vibe wrapped up in athleticism and good looks? It’s lethal for the heart.

      For my heart.

      Paige’s gaze glosses over with infatuation. “If there’s a fan club, I’m the president.”

      I just gagged.

      Instead of standing here, engaging in conversation about Trey’s six-pack, I decide to get to work. “I’ll be back to take your order.”

      I make the rounds through my tables. Everyone needed something. I’m not sure what Paige was doing during the ten minutes I was gone, but it’s clear she wasn’t tending to my customers.

      Natalie walks by, holding a stack of utensils wrapped in napkins like little burritos.

      “Hey.” I stop her. “Why did you seat those people in my section? Wasn’t it someone else’s turn?”

      She looks over at Trey. “That guy called earlier today to make sure you were working tonight. He specifically made a reservation for a table in your zone. He said you're his favorite waitress.”

      “Really?” My eyes narrow. This confirms everything. He’s trying to make me jealous. “I guess I better give him some of my excellent service, then.”

      “Whatever.” Natalie shrugs and walks off.

      I put my game face on and head to their table. “Are you guys ready to order?”

      “I think so.” Trey nods at Maggie to go first.

      “You’ve convinced me. I’ll try the chicken fajita salad.”

      I scribble her order on my notepad, not bothering to look at Trey. “And for you?”

      “What do you recommend?”

      My eyes flick up. “I thought you said you were ready to order?”

      “I am.” He smiles back at me in his annoying way.

      “Then why are you asking for recommendations?”

      “I just want to see if you have any suggestions.”

      I pull my shoulders back. “I’d recommend ordering the wings with the Death Wish Fire Sauce.”

      Trey’s smile grows. “That sounds spicy.”

      “It’s extremely spicy. Very few people can handle it.”

      He sits back in his chair, showing confidence. “I’ll get that.”

      My brows jump. “You’ll get that?”

      “Yeah.” There’s a trace of flirtation in his eyes. “I like spicy things.”

      If he’s implying that I’m spicy, and he likes that about me, I swear I’ll deck him. In fact, his date should deck him for his flirty eyes that are pointed right at me.

      “If you have a death wish, then I’m happy to accommodate it. Anything to see you die.”

      Trey laughs good-naturedly as I spin around and bump into Noah’s table.

      “I’m ready to order too.”

      Not only is this a blind date, but it’s a working blind date. How incredibly pathetic.

      “Oh, great.” I open my notepad again. “What can I get you?”

      “I’d like to try the Death Wish wings as well.”

      “That’s not a good idea.”

      “But you just recommended them, right?”

      I suggested the wings to put Trey in an uncomfortable position in front of Maggie. No man should ever order wings while on a date with a woman—especially a woman he’s trying to impress. They’re messy, and I’ve seen too much as a waitress to ever make it okay. And secondly, the Death Wish sauce is hotter than hot—like, keel-over-dead-because-your-stomach-has-burned-from-the-inside-out hot.

      “The sauce is really spicy. I’m not sure you can handle it.”

      Noah lifts his shoulders. “I love spicy food.”

      “Bring the guy some wings,” Trey says behind me, and now I’m really hoping the sauce kills him.

      “Okay, if you say so.” I move to leave, but Noah stops me by putting his hand on my arm.

      “Be sure to order something for yourself.” He winks at me. “My treat.”

      I nod but don’t say anything. This is the weirdest waitressing night of my life.

      Twenty minutes later, I deliver food to Trey and Noah.

      “Good luck.” I can’t help my gloating eyes as I put the plate of wings in front of Trey. He’s about to melt with the heat.

      “I’m glad to see you’re joining me for a second,” Noah says as I take the seat across from him.

      I dip a fry in some ketchup and pop it into my mouth. “Paige said she’d cover for me again.”

      Actually, I wouldn’t miss Trey attempting to eat the hot wings if my life depended on it. He’ll probably start weeping grown-man, professional-football-player tears after the first bite. I can’t wait.

      Trey rubs his hands together. “Alright, let’s try these bad boys.”

      I eye him as he picks up the first wing. His teeth sink into the chicken, and I hold my breath, waiting for him to, I don’t know, explode or something. I’ve never tasted the Death Wish Sauce, but Lenny has. His face turned seven shades of red before he ran to the bathroom and puked. He keeps the item on the menu because he said it’s good for business.

      Trey chews and chews, but nothing happens. His eyes don’t even water. I lean forward, anticipation getting the best of me.

      His gaze shoots to me as he swallows. “That’s delicious.” There’s a look of triumph on his face, like he thinks he’s won our little game. That smug expression is made a thousand times worse when he licks the Death Wish Sauce off his fingers slowly and purposefully, as if he knows I was hoping the wings would be too much for him.

      You’ve got to be kidding me.

      “Looks like it’s safe enough.” Noah picks up a wing from his plate and takes a big bite. His face turns red, and moisture immediately fills his eyes—the reaction I thought Trey would have. He chokes it down and then reaches for his drink.

      “No!” I stop him. “Water will only make it worse. It’ll spread the burning sensation around your mouth.”

      He nods as little beads of sweat dot his forehead.

      “It’s good, huh?” Trey asks with a mouthful of his second wing.

      “I don’t think he likes it.” Maggie’s expression seems concerned as she watches Noah.

      Noah coughs. “It’s great.” He picks up another wing.

      “You don’t have to keep eating them.” I push my hamburger toward him. “You can have my food.”

      “It’s good. I’m good.” He takes another bite.

      “It’s a man’s food.” Trey beams next to us. “Puts hair on your chest, am I right?”

      My glare whips to him. I don’t have feelings for Noah, but that doesn’t mean I’m okay with Trey bullying him into eating spicy food that’s obviously killing him. I’m the kind of girl that sticks up for the guy I didn’t want to go out with.

      Noah’s face is the color of Valentine’s Day.

      “Let me see if I can find you some milk.” I move to stand.

      “No, I can take it. Like he said, it’s a man’s food.”

      I slowly sit back down. “Are you sure?”

      “Yep, I’m fine.”

      There’s sauce all over Noah’s fingers and mouth. Sweat bubbles together at his hairline, and to make matters worse, snot drips from his nose and lands on the table. Oh, there goes another drip. It lands on the edge of his plate. And another one. Drip may not be the right word for the liquid freely pouring out of Noah’s nose. It’s a flood of snot pooling together in little circles on the table, and I don’t even think he realizes it’s happening. He’s too focused on his burning throat.

      I’m grossed out, and I know I’m not doing a good job controlling my facial expressions.

      “Hey, buddy? Do you need some napkins?” Trey extends his arm out, holding a stack. He’s clearly seen the snot puddles collecting over here.

      My eyes drift to Trey. He’s the epitome of perfection. Not a hair out of place. Not a droplet of sweat. Not an ounce of sauce on his fingers or lips. There’s not even a dirty pile of sauce-stained napkins off to his side. I wish I could say it was because he hadn’t eaten any of the wings, but his plate’s almost empty. The guy is a freak of nature. Even spicy food is powerless against him.

      “Yeah, thanks.” Noah pants as he grabs the offered napkins. Finally, he’ll take care of that running nose. But we’re all disappointed when he dabs his forehead instead. “I think…” His breath is shallow. “I’m going to go.” He stumbles to a stand.

      “Do you need some help?” I reach out as if I can somehow steady him.

      “No, it was nice to meet you.” He covers his mouth as he rushes out of the restaurant.

      Perfect! Now I’m stuck paying for dinner.

      “That’s really too bad. I liked him,” Trey says, watching Noah leave. His gaze switches to me. “I hope you got his number before he ran off like that.”

      I bite back my smile. I’m trying to shoot daggers at Trey, but the absurdity of the situation diminishes my resolve to show anger. His lips twitch like he finds the same humor in my situation.

      “Are the wings really that hot? Because you seem fine.” Maggie’s words remind me that Trey and I aren’t the only two people in the restaurant.

      “They’re pretty hot, but I’m used to spicy things.”

      And suddenly, I’m the third wheel on Trey and Maggie’s date. I stand, clearing away the plates at my table. “Can I get you two anything else right now?”

      Maggie looks at Trey, who’s looking at me. When he doesn’t answer, she speaks up. “I think we’re okay for now. Thanks.”

      I spin on my heels, speed-walking to the safety of the kitchen.

      I force Paige to finish waiting on their table while I keep myself busy with everyone else. That seems easier than facing the weird range of feelings spinning inside me. But I need to lock those feelings up and throw away the key. I was weak tonight. It won’t happen again. I’m not interested in reopening old wounds or old passions.

      The trick is in keeping my distance.

      After tonight, hopefully, I won’t see Trey again.
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      TREY

      “I told you my idea would work,” Damien says as we walk out to our cars after practice on Friday.

      I smile, thinking back to our moment in the closet when we almost kissed. Our lips touched briefly, but I’m not counting that as our second first kiss. I want the real deal.

      “It was a great plan. Whitney may not have been jealous, but she did feel something last night.”

      “And that’s just the tip of the iceberg.” Damien stops walking and faces me. “If I keep winning offensive player of the week, this woman will be yours by the end of the month, if not sooner.”

      “Eh, don’t get too cocky. I know Whitney. After everything last night, she’ll be even harder to sway. So whoever is the MVP next week has their work cut out for them.”

      “I mean”—he arrogantly raises one shoulder—“it’ll probably be me again.”

      “Then make it good.”

      “I got you, man.”

      “You better.”

      We get to the parking lot and stop walking, unsure where the other person’s car is.

      “Just promise me you’ll put everything with this girl on hold and focus on the game this weekend.”

      “Don’t worry. I will. I’ve been better the last few days.” There’s a lot on the line for my team and me personally. I can’t let any more outside distractions get in the way of my game-time performance.

      “You have been better. I see you at practice. You’ve been killing it.”

      “I’m just trying to keep up with you.”

      Damien takes a few steps, throwing his arms out to the sides. “Well, that’s impossible with talent like this.”

      I laugh at his never-ending trash talk. “Whatever you lack in talent, you have plenty of confidence to make up for it.”

      His smile is big. “And that’s what you love about me.”

      “You’re alright, I guess,” I joke as I turn in the opposite direction, heading to my truck. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I pull my key fob out and click on the button just as a call comes in. It’s Ben.

      I hold my phone to my ear. “Hey, Ben.”

      “Hey, how was practice today?”

      I open the door to my truck and throw my bag across to the passenger seat. “Great. I feel good, and I think we’re ready for the game on Sunday.”

      “Good. I tried to make it there to watch, but a few things came up.”

      “No worries.” I close the driver’s door and start the car.

      “I’m calling because I just got off the phone with ESBN. They’re rolling out a new program at the beginning of the year where they go one-on-one with athletes from different sports and do a behind-the-scenes story on them.”

      “Like a documentary?”

      “Not quite. It’s more like an up close and personal look at game days and practices and how players get along with their teammates. But beyond that, they want to feature everyday life, home, family, friends—that kind of stuff. Each week they’ll show a new athlete and air a three-part series about him or her. They’d like to include you in their lineup, especially with all the buzz around your recent interview.”

      I think through what his words mean. “How long would I have to have a camera following me?”

      “Sounds like the full schedule is up to you. But it could be off and on for at least three weeks to a month so they can gather enough footage for three episodes.”

      A month of cameras following me around. That seems daunting.

      “I don’t know.” I exhale. “What do you think?”

      “As your agent, I think it’s a great opportunity. As your friend, I know you don’t like having a camera crew around all the time. But ESBN is doing this whether you agree or not. If you say no, they’ll just get another NFL player. So I guess the question is, do you want to be the guy they feature, or are you okay with taking a backseat and letting another athlete take your place? I will say, though, they really want you. They’re willing to roll out the red carpet if that’s what it takes to get you to sign on.”

      Things like this are always good for your career, and it’s flattering that they want me that bad, but I’ve already got a lot going on. I’m not sure I feel like being a dancing monkey for ESBN for the next month.

      “When would they want to start filming?”

      “As soon as possible.”

      “I don’t know.” I slow my car to a stop at a red light and glance out the window. “Can I think about my answer for a few days?”

      “Sure. Take the weekend and see how you feel. They just want an answer by Monday or Tuesday.”

      “Okay, I’ll let you know.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll see you at the game on Sunday. Safe travels.”

      “Thanks.”

      This ESBN interview is just one more thing adding to my stress. I’m not sure I can welcome camera crews into my life for the next few weeks when I’m trying to focus on winning Whitney back. She’s the most important thing right now. Nothing else matters.
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      WHITNEY

      I hold my breath as I watch the Buccaneers’s game. It’s the fourth quarter. Third down. Two minutes left. The Buccaneers are up by ten, but something bigger is happening than the score.

      Trey’s about to break his personal record for the most receiving yards in a single game. He’s at one hundred and ninety-three yards and needs nine more to break his record. Everybody in the stadium, including the other team’s defense, knows Trey is the intended receiver. They’re double-teaming him to make sure he doesn’t get the ball.

      The pass from Westin Gehrig sails through the air. Trey cuts inward, creating space between him and the defenders guarding him. That gives him room to reach up and catch the ball. I jump to my feet, waving my hands in the air like a lunatic, and I inwardly scream. If I were at home, watching the game alone, I’d be screaming like a teenager on the front row of a Justin Bieber concert. But I’m at a nursing home with a bunch of eighty-year-olds who take naps, including Grandma G., who is currently snoring in the recliner next to me.

      There’s nothing but an open field in front of Trey. If he makes it into the end zone, it would be his third touchdown of the day and more than enough yards to break his record.

      “Go! Go! Go!” I whisper at the TV as he passes his record and continues down the field until the ball crosses the end-zone. I raise both hands in the air. “Touchdown!” The quietness of my voice stifles my excitement.

      The camera zooms in on Trey’s face and that adorable smile as he celebrates with his teammates. There’s nothing arrogant about his expression. He just looks happy and proud. I mean, even I’m proud of him, and that’s been difficult for me to feel in the past.

      If I was watching this NFL game at a bar right now, you better believe I’d be telling everyone that I know him, dated him, almost kissed him the other night—the Trey Lewis namedrop of the century.

      “I thought you didn’t like him,” my grandma says behind me.

      I startle, whipping around. Her eyes are closed, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d think she was still asleep.

      “I don’t like him.” I casually walk to her bed, taking a seat again. “I’m just cheering for the Buccaneers like any normal fan would.”

      “I’d offer you my napkin to wipe the drool off your face, but I need it for my own drool. Mine comes from my weakening muscle control in my jaw, not a certain football player.”

      “Okay, fine. I’m impressed with him.” I gesture to the TV, where there’s a stat graphic on the screen. “But anyone would be impressed with him today. He has two hundred and twenty-eight receiving yards, eight catches, and two touchdowns. That’s huge! It’s literally the best game of his career.”

      “Pfft.” Her lips vibrate. “Just a bunch of gibberish to me. But it does make me wonder about the reason behind his performance.” She peeks one eye open, cocking her brow. “Maybe there’s a certain woman motivating him.”

      “And maybe you need to go back to sleep,” I playfully snap at her.

      Her eye closes, and she shrugs in her suit-yourself kind of way. But the meaning behind her words isn’t lost on me.

      My gaze darts to the TV, and an intense feeling of FOMO burns inside my chest. I wish I was at the game, representing Tampa Bay Two, instead of Tim. Not because of Trey—okay, he has a little bit to do with it—but because his accomplishments today make a great news story. I should be the one interviewing him and broadcasting the story on the eleven o’clock news tonight, and the fact that I’m not crushes me to the core.

      I hold my chin up. It’s fine. Tomorrow, I have a meeting with Alan York to discuss my future at the station, and if all goes well, I’ll be on the path to becoming what I intend to be, and then there won’t be any time left for me to think about Trey or how his presence back in my life has completely rocked my world.
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      TREY

      “Alright, guys, good session,” Coach Murphy says to the offense as he turns off the film from yesterday’s game. The lights in the conference room flip on, and men twist in their chairs, stretching. “It’s a lot more fun analyzing a game like that than last week’s loss.” A few men laugh in agreement. “There’s only one thing left to do before we call it a day.” He looks around the room. “It’s time to choose an offensive player of the week.”

      The guys cheer, and a few chant my name. I put my head down, a little embarrassed by all the attention. I don’t know what happened at the game yesterday. Everything just clicked. I kept getting open, and Westin kept finding me. Aside from winning the Super Bowl last year, it was one of the biggest moments in my career, and the first thought that went through my head was I hope Whitney’s watching. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t motivated to do well because of her.

      “Trey made up for last week’s pitiful performance,” Damien jokes.

      “I definitely needed some redemption. But honestly, I couldn’t have had such a big game without you guys. There were some huge blocks made that allowed me to get open. Anything good I did was because of all of you.”

      “True.” Coach Murphy takes a step forward. “That’s why this week’s offensive player of the game isn’t Trey. The MVP goes to Xander, our fullback and lead blocker.”

      I raise my hands, clapping in his direction. He totally deserves it. Without Xander on the field, I wouldn’t have been able to break my receiving record.

      “That’s right, boys!” Xander stands and brings his arm to the square, flexing his muscles. “Let’s go!”

      “You know what being the MVP of the week means, right?” Shep says with a big grin. “You get to come up with the dating terms for Trey.”

      Xander turns to look at me. “I've got one word.”

      My brows slowly raise. “So, you’ve already thought this through?”

      “One word.” He nods back at me with a seriousness I’ve only ever seen from him when we’re on the playing field.

      The room leans forward. We're on the edge of our seats, waiting for this magical one word.

      “Service.” Xander sweeps his hand through the air in front of him like he’s Vanna White, highlighting the word for everyone to see.

      “Service?” Damian scoffs.

      Xander hits the ultimate bodybuilder pose, lowering both arms and curving them into a double flex. “Service!” he grunts. The room laughs, causing him to drop his muscle pose and straighten. “You know, like, do something nice for her.”

      “We know what service means.” I smile through my laughs. “But what do you want me to do? Weed Whitney’s yard?”

      “Does her yard need weeding?” Westin asks beside me.

      Damien raises his hands like he’s had enough. “Trey’s not weeding her yard. That would be weird and not romantic at all.”

      Eli looks at Xander. “Explain what you mean by service, then.”

      “Take my position in football, for instance.” Xander points to himself. “I’m the fullback. My entire job is to make sure I open up a path for the running back or the wide receiver so they have somewhere to go. The football game isn’t about me. I don’t get the ball or much recognition. Everything I do is for my teammates. That’s what I want to see from Trey.” His eyes swing to me. “This relationship is not about you. Your goal this week is to open up a lane for Whitney so she can run.”

      “I like it.” Coach Murphy points at Xander, and the rest of the room nods in approval. But I’m still confused.

      My lips push into a frown. “How am I supposed to open up a lane for her?”

      “I don't know, man. That's for you to figure out. I'm just giving you the assignment. You’re the one that needs to execute it.”

      “What does Whitney really need?” Eli asks.

      What does Whitney need?

      “I don't know because I don't know this new version of her. She won’t give me a chance to get to know her.”

      “Bull crap.” Damien’s eyes narrow. “If you like this woman as much as you say you do, then you must know something.”

      “What are her dreams, aspirations, and goals? And how can you help her achieve them? That’s the kind of service I'm talking about,” Xander explains. “Open up a lane for one of her dreams, and she won’t be able to resist you anymore.”

      “I think I understand what you’re saying.”

      “Good, because I want a full report tomorrow on how you plan to carry out my assignment.”

      “There you have it.” Coach Murphy claps. “Trey has his homework, and the rest of you can begin watching film on this week’s opponent. You’re all dismissed for the day.”

      Trey has his homework.

      I think about that as I walk to my car. Especially the part that Xander said. What are Whitney’s dreams and goals? Six years ago, she wanted to be an ESBN sideline reporter, but that never happened. I wonder if she still wants that.

      Our conversation after the press conference last week plays in my mind. Her friend and camerawoman said something about needing to impress her boss so she could get promoted to a permanent sideline reporter. And the fact that she has two jobs and constantly waitresses must mean her gig at Tampa Bay Two doesn't cover everything. She’s hoping for and needs a promotion. And so, if I had to guess, I’d say her dreams and goals are still the same as back then.

      If Xander wants me to open up a lane so she can run, then that’s what I’m going to do, but I have to be sneaky. I can't just make some phone calls to ESBN and get her a job. Whitney’s not the type of woman that accepts charity, especially from someone like me. If this is going to work, the open lane can’t come from me.

      I pull my truck out of the parking lot and head toward Ben’s office. I better call him to make sure he’s actually there.

      “Hey, I was just going to call you,” he answers the phone. “I wanted to see if you’ve put any more thought into that ESBN three-part series. I need to give them an answer today.”

      “That’s actually why I’m calling.” I look over my shoulder to change lanes. “I want to do the ESBN thing, but I have some stipulations.”

      “I’m sure that’s fine. They said they’d roll out the red carpet for you, and after yesterday’s game, I’m sure they want you even more than they originally did.”

      “I hope so.”

      “What stipulations do you have?”

      “I’ll do the interview and the show, but I want to choose the journalist they use.” I grasp the steering wheel tighter. I don’t know why I feel nervous about this plan, but I do. Whitney has a way of making me feel nervous in every situation.

      “Okay.” I can tell by Ben’s hesitation that he wasn’t expecting that. “What reporter do you want?”

      “Whitney Savittieri from Tampa Bay Two.” This is me making a big block and opening up a lane. Xander would be proud.

      “The woman from your viral interview last week?”

      “That’s right. Do you think ESBN would go for that?”

      “I don’t know. I can ask. She seemed capable, and you guys had good chemistry, so I could definitely make an argument for her if she’s who you want.”

      “She’s who I want.”

      In more ways than you know.

      “That’s the only way I’ll agree to let ESBN do the story.”

      “Alright. Let me make some calls, and I’ll let you know what I find out.”

      “One other thing.” I glance around, checking to make sure I’m alone, even though I already know I am. “No one can know that I requested this—especially Whitney. She needs to think this was the producers' idea. Like ESBN saw the viral interview and thought she would be a good fit.”

      I hate being secretive. Things like this always blow up in the liar’s face, but this isn’t a bad lie. I’m trying to help someone that won’t accept help. I wouldn’t have to do things like this if Whitney wasn't so stubborn.

      “Okay, I’ll see what I can do and then call you back.”

      “I’m actually headed to your office, so I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

      “This must be serious. I can’t remember the last time you visited my office.”

      “It’s a delicate situation that needs some planning if we’re going to make it happen.” Plus, I need to fill Ben in on the history between Whitney and me. Better to do that in person than over the phone.

      “Okay, sounds good. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Thanks.” I go to end the call but pause when Ben says one last thing.

      “Hey, Trey?”

      “Yeah?”

      “How do you know Whitney will even want the job?”

      “It’s ESBN.” I smile. “She won’t be able to turn down an offer from them even if she wants to.”
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      WHITNEY

      I sit at my kitchen table with a pile of past-due bills spread out in front of me.

      This is rock bottom.

      The lowest of the lows.

      Even my over-sugared cup of coffee can’t bring me out of this funk, but I take another sip anyway. The hint of cream is good but not enough to counteract my depression.

      My phone buzzes against the table, and my eyes flick to it.

      
        
        Bridgette: I just heard. How are you holding up?

      

      

      I pick up my phone, hitting the letters on the screen more forcefully than necessary.

      
        
        Whitney: I feel like painting a giant X on my roof and then begging someone with a bomb to take me out. How are you?

      

        

      
        Bridgette: That bad, huh?

        Bridgette: Did Alan really tell you that you’d never make it as a sideline reporter?

      

        

      
        Whitney: The details of my downfall traveled around the newsroom fast. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Alan York isn’t the first person to tell me he sees no talent in me.

      

      

      I think I’ve sent ESBN a dozen demo tapes over the years and received a dozen rejections.

      I take another swig of my coffee, slamming the mug down on the table.

      
        
        Bridgette: Well, Alan’s an idiot. I wouldn’t trust what he says.

      

        

      
        Whitney: It doesn’t matter if he’s an idiot. He’s the boss, and if he says he doesn’t think I have what it takes to be a sideline reporter, I’ll never be promoted. He’ll just keep sending Tim to all the games.

      

        

      
        Bridgette: So what are you going to do?

      

      

      I glance at the bills in front of me, wishing I could set fire to them and pretend they never existed.

      
        
        Whitney: Nothing. I need the job too much. I’ll just have to be okay with writing sports stories for the website for the rest of my life and waitressing until I’m seventy years old. The good news is, since I won’t ever be featured on TV, I can let myself go. Gain forty pounds and eat chocolate all day.

      

        

      
        Bridgette: I’m just going to be honest here. If you do that, I probably won’t be friends with you anymore. I can’t be seen with such a low-life.

      

      

      I smile at her text, knowing she’s joking.

      
        
        Whitney: I don’t blame you. I guess this is the end of our friendship.

      

        

      
        Bridgette: I guess so.

        Bridgette: But let’s take our breaks at the same time tomorrow, okay? We can make fun of Alan or Tim. Either one. I’ll let you pick.

      

      

      I laugh.

      
        
        Whitney: Maybe we’ll make fun of both.

        Whitney: Thanks for checking in. I appreciate it.

      

      

      A call lights up my screen from a number I don’t recognize. I think about not answering, but if it’s a bill collector, I’m in the perfect frame of mind to take them on. Bitter Whitney is a force to be reckoned with.

      “Hello?”

      “Is this Whitney Savittieri?” a male voice says on the other end.

      Definitely a bill collector.

      “Yeah, what do you want?” I snap, hardening my jaw. “Are you calling to repossess my car? Evict me from my house? Turn off the electricity? Kick my grandma out of her nursing home? Which one is it?”

      “Uh, none of that, actually.” His voice seems surprised. “This is Ben Jackson. I’m the sports agent representing Trey Lewis.”

      I’ve heard of him. Everyone in the sports world has.

      “Please don’t tell me that Trey has resorted to using his agent to try and set up a date. Are you supposed to pencil me into his schedule? Can I ask how many other women you’ve called for him today?”

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

      “Didn’t Trey tell you to call me?”

      “Actually, no. Do you and Trey know each other or something?”

      “Ha!”

      Do we know each other? The lengths some guys will go to just to win. It’s pathetic, really.

      “Ms. Savittieri, is this a bad time? I can call back later if you’d like.”

      “There’s no need to call back. Tell Trey, for the hundredth time, I’m not interested.”

      “As I said, Trey doesn’t know anything about this. I’m calling on behalf of ESBN.”

      My brows drop, and I pause. “What did you say?”

      “I’m calling on behalf of ESBN. They’d like to do a television feature on Trey and loved the interview you two did last week. They thought you’d be the perfect journalist for the job.”

      “ESBN thinks I’d be the perfect journalist?”

      I can’t even fathom that, especially after Alan York pretty much told me this morning that I suck.

      “Yeah, they think you and Trey have great chemistry.”

      Why does everyone keep acting like Trey and I are substances in test tubes that will react if mixed together? Okay, fine. My body reacts when in his presence—most women would have the same problem. That’s why, from now on, I’m keeping my distance from him, but another interview would throw me back into his charming ring of fire, where I’d inevitably get burned. Only Johnny Cash understands my predicament.

      “ESBN wants me?”

      “Yes.”

      Suddenly I’m regretting the harsh way I started the call.

      I soften my tone. “What would this interview involve?” I’m not agreeing to anything before I know the facts.

      “The feature is a three-part television series that’s scheduled to air in January on ESBN.”

      A three-part television series. This isn’t some ten-minute interview. We’re talking episodes here. It’s all I can do to keep my heart from geeking out over this incredible opportunity.

      “The goal of the project is to go behind the scenes with Trey and examine all aspects of his life, not just football. Fans want to see where he lives, his family life, and his social life. There’s nothing that’s off-limits. It's an in-depth feature.”

      And there goes all my enthusiasm.

      In-depth is the last word I want used when it comes to Trey and me. Something short and to the point would’ve been better. Get in, get out. Nobody gets hurt, especially my heart. But that's not what this is.

      “How long does ESBN think it will take to get the footage they want?”

      Please say one week.

      “They're anticipating three weeks or more.”

      “Three weeks or more!” I cringe, hoping my disgust comes across to Ben as excitement.

      “Yes, they feel like that would be the most accurate way to portray who he really is. Is there a problem with that timeline?”

      Yes, there’s a problem. I don’t want to spend weeks following around my super-attractive ex-boyfriend, getting an in-depth look at how awesome his life is. That seems like a bad idea for any woman across the US, not just me and my comparison problems.

      “I’ll just have to think about it. I’m not sure that timeline will work for me.”

      “ESBN is prepared to offer you a one-month contract with the option of an extension in order to edit and produce the final product. There’s a large payment for your time, including an up-front payment.”

      A few things stick out: ESBN contract, extension, large payment, and up-front payment. That all sounds like manna from heaven. My eyes scan over the overdue bills spread out across the table. If there was ever a time in my life I needed to catch a break, it would be now.

      Plus, it’s what I’ve been dreaming of my whole life—a chance to get my foot in the door at ESBN. But I can't ignore the downside to the agreement. If I accept, it would mean spending a ton of time with Trey Lewis. Intimately. I’d be in his house, at his practices, and around his family and friends.

      It’s a lot.

      But so are my debts and my dreams.

      

  




TREY

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I pace Ben's office as I listen to his phone call with Whitney.

      Is it wrong that he put the whole thing on speakerphone for me to hear? Maybe, but don't pretend you didn't do this same thing in middle school. The covert phone call has been a strong method of finding out information about the girl you like since before the rotary phone was invented. Back then, men would just place their ears next to the phone, hovering close enough to hear. Technology has advanced to speakerphones for moments like this.

      “I’m interested in the job,” Whitney says. “But there are other things at play that I need to think about.”

      She’s referring to our past. It’s time to tip the scales in my direction. Ben’s eyes drift to me, and I point to the whiteboard on his office wall where we’ve written down a game plan for the phone call. I underline the pre-discussed point about making Whitney think she has to fight for the position.

      Ben nods as he leans closer to the speakerphone. “I should also mention that you’re not the only reporter ESBN is considering for the job.”

      “You made it sound like it was already mine if I wanted it.” There’s a desperation in her tone that gives me a little hope.

      “Not necessarily. We're just feeling out options right now.”

      I give two enthusiastic thumbs up in Ben’s direction, liking his indifference. That’s the kind of stuff that drives Whitney crazy.

      “Who's the other reporter they're considering?”

      I shake my head at him.

      “I actually can't disclose that information. It's classified.”

      I incline my head to him. Classified? Really? What is this, CSI Miami?

      “Classified?” There’s a bit of surprise behind Whitney’s words. “I wasn’t aware that ESBN operated like CSI Miami.”

      What further proof is needed that Whitney and I belong together? We both bring up CSI Miami when there’s no logical reason to.

      “Uh, they don’t.” I’d love to see how Ben talks his way out of this. “I was just saying that I can’t tell you who the other reporter is. There’s something in the contract that prevents it. But I see that you’re not interested in the job. I’m sorry I wasted your time.”

      Whoa, whoa, whoa!

      I wave my hands in front of Ben. He’s coming way too strong right now. If I don’t step in, this phone call will be over in a matter of seconds. He gives me a confused look. I point to the board, but he lifts his shoulders like he doesn’t understand what I’m saying.

      “I never said I wasn’t interested in the job. I just said I need to think about it.”

      “Unfortunately, we’re on a tight timeline. ESBN is making their decision between you and the other reporter tomorrow. So they need to know tonight if you’d want the job.”

      I nod in approval. The more time Whitney has to think this through, the greater the chance she’ll say no. We’ve got to strike while the element of surprise is still there.

      “Why are you negotiating this with me and not someone from ESBN?”

      “Uh…” Ben’s panicked eyes shoot to me, and he lifts his hands.

      I point to item number three on the whiteboard: could lead to other opportunities at ESBN. He shakes his head, but I mouth for him to change the subject and point to the board again.

      “Um…I’m good at negotiating, so that’s why. Did I mention that if ESBN likes the story you put together for Trey, they’d be open to having you take on other stories and projects?”

      Nice deflect.

      Whitney perks. “So you’re saying this could lead to a permanent job with them?”

      My eyes go wide in alarm. I don’t want Whitney to get her hopes up. A permanent job was never the deal promised, but the ESBN executive Ben talked to didn’t rule out other opportunities for Whitney—if they like her, which they will. She has the it factor. She just needs a chance to prove herself.

      “They aren’t promising anything,” Ben clarifies. “But they liked you in that interview with Trey and said they’d be open to discussions for more projects after this.”

      “Does Trey know about this?”

      “Uh…” Ben looks like a deer in headlights. Who knew he was such a terrible liar?

      “He’s behind ESBN’s sudden interest, isn’t he?”

      I shake my head, waving my hands to signal no. Whitney can’t know about my involvement, or it will ruin everything. And not just for me, but for her.

      “I don’t think he knows unless someone at ESBN contacted him. But why would they do that? They’d only contact me. I’m his agent, and they’d expect me to contact him. So no. He doesn’t know.”

      My hands rake through my hair as I watch Ben stumble through his answer.

      “Okay,” she exhales. “I’ll do it.”

      My jaw drops, and my body freezes, like if I move at all, her answer will suddenly change to no.

      Ben stands, placing both hands on his desk in front of him. “You’ll do it?”

      “I’ll do it.”

      We both celebrate by raising our fists in the air and silently screaming. I may have jumped up and down like a schoolgirl, and I don’t even regret it.

      “Go ahead and send the contract over and the details. I’ll sign it and have it back to you tomorrow.”

      We give each other a high five that ends up being less silent than anticipated.

      “Uh, great. I’ll transfer you to my secretary so she can get the contract to you.”

      “Ben?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Now that I’ve said yes, what happens to the other reporter ESBN was interested in?”

      “He goes away.”

      Ben’s answer sounds like this imaginary reporter is going to be murdered in a way that makes it seem like an accident.

      “He moves onto a different athlete and story now that you’re with Trey.”

      “I’m not with Trey. I’m just covering his story for ESBN. That’s it.”

      “Right.” He glances at me, a grimace plastered to his mouth. “That’s what I meant. I’ll transfer you to my secretary, but if you have any questions while you’re reviewing the paperwork, feel free to call me.”

      “Thanks. I will.”

      Ben hits the button on his phone that sends the call to his secretary, and we both release a heavy breath as we take a seat.

      Ben sits back in his chair. “That was rough.”

      “Only because you went off script.”

      “She asked so many questions. I was rattled.”

      “You’re rattled? The entire reason we have to do things this way is because she rattles me.”

      “Then why do you want to date her?”

      “The snippiness and cold shoulder are just a cover. She’s been through a lot, so her gut reaction is to immediately put up a wall no matter the situation. But that’s not who she really is.” My mouth moves into a smile. “She’s adorable, and kind, and the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      “I have a hard time believing that coming from a Super Bowl MVP.”

      “I’m telling you.” My smile grows. “Being with Whitney is better than being the most valuable player in the Super Bowl.”
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      WHITNEY

      Bridgette’s sitting crisscross-applesauce on my flimsy desk in my cubicle, reading through my ESBN contract. I’m worried that it’s only a matter of seconds before the whole desk buckles below her, taking down her, the computer, and all my supplies. This isn’t some kind of fat joke. Bridgette is tiny. It’s more of a commentary on how crappy my job is at Tampa Bay Two. They can’t even bother giving me a sturdy desk.

      “And this is the payout for the project?” She points to the dollar amount typed out on the contract.

      “Yep!”

      Her mouth drops dramatically, and her eyes widen.

      “I know.” Her shock is justified.

      “This is more money than I make in a single year at Tampa Bay Two.”

      “Me too.” A lot more. In fact, it’s more money than I make at Tampa Bay Two combined with waitressing at Bronze Brick. “So you see why I had to take the job.”

      “Forget about the money. You had to take the job because it’s ESBN.”

      “Right?” I gesture to her like she just made the most valid point in the history of mankind.

      “What did you say to Alan when you went into his office and asked for some extra time off to work on the ESBN thing?”

      “I thought about not telling him about the new job. I’d rather he just be at home one night, eating a TV dinner, and see my face pop up on his screen.”

      “Hopefully, he chokes on his microwaveable salisbury steak.”

      “Exactly.” I nod. “But only mild choking, not life-threatening choking.”

      Bridgette smiles. “That’s very mature of you.”

      “I’d like to think of myself as a mature woman.” I bite back my smirk. “But I ended up telling him about the job to justify why I needed a little leeway with my schedule the next few weeks.”

      “And what did he say?”

      “That he wouldn’t work around my filming schedule. I had to choose between Tampa Bay Two and ESBN. So I told Alan that he was wrong about me, that I do have the potential to be a successful sports journalist whether it’s on the sideline of a game or anchoring SportsHub.”

      “Anchoring SportsHub? Wow, you really came with the big guns.”

      “I may have gotten a little carried away with my bright future. But I just wanted Alan to know that he was wrong for not giving me a chance. I’m going places, and he’ll regret the day he put me on desk duty.”

      “Or he might just hire someone new and never think of you again.”

      I give her a pointed stare. “Let me have my big I-quit moment.”

      “Does that mean you actually quit?”

      “What other choice did I have?”

      “I guess none.” Bridgette shrugs. “Alan will weep into his pillow every night because you left.”

      “Thank you.”

      “When does filming start for ESBN?”

      “Not for another week. I told the restaurant this morning about the new job to give them a little bit of notice so they had time to replace me. To my surprise, they said I could leave now. So I’m jobless, and I’m kind of freaked out by it, but it will be fine, right? ”

      “It’s totally fine. You already signed the contract with ESBN, so this week you’re just in between jobs not jobless.” Bridgette fidgets with the stapler on my desk, acting like she’ll run a line of staples down the side of the five-page contract. “What about Trey?”

      “What about him?” I grab the stapler from her hand and drop it into the box on my desk chair.

      “The entire job is centered around Trey Lewis. Isn’t that kind of a problem for a girl who said she doesn’t want to be near him?”

      I’ve been going over the situation for the last twelve hours, second-guessing myself ever since I got off the phone with Ben Jackson. But at the end of the day, I have to do what’s best for me and my future.

      “I’ve been saying for the past two years that I’m done letting a man get in the way of my career goals, and I mean it. So even though this job is centered around Trey, I’m not turning it down. It’s my chance to become what I want to be, and I’m not letting it pass me by.”

      “Do you think Trey had anything to do with getting you the job?”

      My pride wants to say no. I’m a woman who revels in doing things herself. I can pave my own way in life—except, sometimes I can’t. Sometimes it’s more about who you know than who you are. So I’m not above playing the game to get ahead, especially when the check comes with so many added zeros.

      My shoulders sink. “Trey most definitely got me the job.”

      “How do you know?”

      I flip through the contract in her hand until I find the paragraph I’m looking for. “There.” I point to the words. “That’s how I know.”

      Bridgette begins reading where my finger is at. “Whitney Savittieri will be commissioned as the journalist for the duration of the project, per Trey Lewis’s request!” She practically yells that last part.

      “Shh!” I glance behind me. “Do you have to announce to the entire world that Trey got me the job?”

      “Sorry.” She cups her hand over her mouth, mumbling an apology through her fingers. “How do you feel about that?” Her words are muffled by her palm.

      I grab her hand, pulling it away from her lips. “I don’t know how I feel about it.” I move the box from my chair to the ground and take a seat, twisting to face her. “I mean, on the one hand, it makes me furious. Like I want to march over to his mansion and punch him in the face for manipulating me this way and then lying about it.”

      The corner of Bridgette’s mouth lifts. “And on the other hand?”

      “It’s flattering.” I bite my lip, trying to keep from showing my smile. “No man has ever gone to this length just to be close to me. And on top of all that, he took my dreams and made them a reality. How can I really be mad about that?”

      “So you’re going to give him a chance?”

      “Heaven’s no! I plan on showing him who’s in charge. I’m not about to give him the upper hand.”

      “I’m surprised by your bitterness toward him. I’d understand if he was the one that broke up with you, but he’s not. You dumped him.”

      I twist the swivel chair back and forth. “So?”

      “So I don’t get why you act like you hate him so much.”

      “I don’t hate him.”

      “Then why are you so mean to him? He seems genuine.”

      I frown. “I’m not mean. I’m resolute.”

      “Well, it comes off pretty harsh.”

      “Okay, fine.” I lean forward, feeling the need to defend myself. “I have to be harsh to protect myself. If I let my guard down and am nice, I’ll fall for him.”

      “Girl, you’re going to fall madly in love with him whether you’re mean or nice.”

      “No. I’m implementing rules and boundaries.”

      “Rules and boundaries.” Bridgette laughs. “Good luck with that.”

      “It will work. It has to work.”

      She gives me a knowing look. “Would it really be that bad if you fell in love with Trey again?”

      “Yes, it would be that bad.” My heart’s fragile. More fragile than it was when I broke up with him five years ago. I’ve lost what little faith and trust I used to have in men. Plus, I’ve lost my confidence. I’m not a good match for someone as successful as Trey Lewis. We’d just end up resenting each other—more like I’d resent him like I did before. If I had a problem with Trey’s success back then, how much worse would it be now that he’s an even bigger deal? I don’t even want to think about it. But, it’s too much baggage to unpack with Bridgette, so instead, I swing my eyes around the newsroom, giving my tried-and-true response.

      “I quit my job—jobs, actually—for this opportunity. Everything is riding on me being successful. There’s no room for error, or else I lose everything. I have to turn this one project into a career. I can’t let romance get in the way, so my relationship with Trey must remain professional to have any future with ESBN.”

      “Okay, then.” Bridgette sits up taller. “If you’d rather have the job over love, then go show that incredibly handsome football player who’s in charge.”

      “I plan to.”

      Because I would rather have the ESBN job over love.

    

  







            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    




      TREY

      Whitney will be at my house any minute.

      I’m panicking.

      I want to appear normal, but nothing about my racing heart is normal. I’m freaking out because I didn’t set up this meeting. Whitney went through Ben to make the appointment. She wants to discuss the interview schedule with me. I tried to ask Ben how she seemed on the phone when she called him—like, will she show up at my house with an ax and break all my windows just to prove she doesn’t like me?—but Ben was no help deciphering her mood.

      I lift my arm and sniff. I just showered, but the racing heart and the panicking have upped my sweat game. I grab my cologne and spray a mist over my shirt and neck. Then I spray again. How many sprays are too many? I opt for one more and immediately regret it. I’m choking on woodsy freshness. I wave the air around me, desperate for plain old-fashioned oxygen to breathe.

      That’s when the doorbell rings.

      Oh, crap.

      Whitney will take one whiff of my overdone cologne and assume I’m trying to seduce her. It’s as bad as lit candles everywhere and Kenny G playing in the background.

      I pull off my shirt and rush to my closet, digging through the pile of clean shirts on the ground. These were the reject shirts, the ones I spent the last half hour trying on before deciding they weren’t good enough. Well, one of them will have to be good enough now. I grab a pink t-shirt, remembering when Whitney said real men wear pink. Tonight, I’m a real man.

      There’s a long, impatient knock downstairs at the door.

      What if Whitney thinks I’m not home and leaves? I run out of my closet and down the stairs, trying to undo the twisted mess the pink shirt is in. I push my arm through a hole, only to discover it’s the neck of the shirt. I try to tear it off, but somehow, I’m trapped, as if the shirt’s attacking me. I reach the front door as I yank the fabric off my head. There’s another loud knock, and I pull the door open.

      Her blue eyes narrow in disgust as she takes in my bare chest. There’s nothing like a look of distaste on the face of the woman you like to hit a man’s confidence down a notch or two.

      “Ugh,” she groans. “You answer the door shirtless? Really?”

      I glance down at my six-pack and firm pecs. “You act like I have a hairy chest and a beer belly.”

      Her brows raise. “Are you suggesting I should thank you for the show?”

      “No.” I wrestle the pink shirt, turning it the correct way so I can finally put it on. “I was running late and trying to get my shirt on before I answered the door, but…” I stop my sentence as I pull the shirt over my head and let the fabric slide down my face.

      “Did you also swallow a bottle of cologne?” She slips past me, glancing around my foyer. “A cotton ball with rubbing alcohol could’ve lessened the smell.”

      I shut the door behind her. “I’ll try to remember that next time the sprayer malfunctions and douses me in–”

      “Dior Homme? I can’t believe you still wear the same cologne.”

      “Look who remembers the name of my favorite cologne.” I smirk. “That seems like a very girlfriendy thing to remember.”

      “I don’t remember.” She shakes her head adamantly. “It was just a lucky guess of a popular brand.”

      Her slip-up gives me a jolt of confidence. “It is the same cologne.” My lips curl upward, and I pin her with my gaze. “I have a hard time giving up things that I love.”

      Too forward?

      Maybe.

      But is there really such a thing as too forward when it comes to second chances?

      Whitney stares at me for a second before turning away abruptly. “Uh, let’s get this meeting started.” She waves her finger around. “Where can we discuss?”

      “The living room works.”

      I gesture to the right, following behind her as she walks toward the couches. I take a moment to study her dark hair. It’s longer by an inch or two from when we dated, but the loose waves are the same as back then. She’s wearing black dress pants and a fitted white button-up shirt, giving off a very sexy-boss vibe that has my mind spinning.

      She sits on the couch, digs through her purse, and pulls out a notebook and pen. I lower into the seat across from her. Four feet and a coffee table separate us, yet my body shudders like she’s sitting next to me.

      Whitney looks up expectantly, and I jerk my eyes away. She caught me staring. My gaze awkwardly wanders around the room until I deem it safe to glance back.

      Her hard eyes drill into me. “Let’s get one thing straight. I know you requested me to be your journalist for this TV feature.”

      “I don’t know what you’re referring to.” I try to remain calm as my thoughts spiral. Twenty gears rotate in my mind, working to figure out how Whitney knows I requested her.

      “I’m referring to how you asked ESBN to hire me, then told your hot-shot agent to lie to me about it.”

      She knows.

      And she still said yes.

      I’m counting that as a win.

      “Okay.” I lean into the cushion, crossing my ankle over my knee. “I requested you.”

      “You’re wrong if you think this little stint of yours will make me change my mind about us.”

      “I don’t think that.”

      “I’m not sure I can believe you.”

      “Seriously. I have no expectations.” That’s not entirely true.

      “Then why did you request me?”

      I’m certainly not telling her that the Buccaneers’s fullback advised me to do a random act of service for her in order to win her heart. Who would believe that excuse anyway?

      “Because you’re talented.” Her hard expression falters under my compliment. “I’ve always thought you’d be perfect for ESBN.”

      “I have no experience.”

      “This project will give you experience.”

      “I don’t understand how you convinced ESBN to hire a woman that’s so unqualified.”

      “I think you’re more than qualified. You’re a natural in front of the camera, knowledgeable about sports, and excellent with people. You used to believe all of that about yourself. When I first met you, you were going to take on the world one sports network at a time. What happened to that woman?”

      Her eyes drop. “Life.”

      I’m tempted to ask more about that, but her closed-off body language says she doesn’t want to talk about it, so I decide to move on.

      “Honestly, convincing ESBN was easy. After I talked up all of your talents, I told them that I already knew you, and on such an intrusive project like this three-episode feature, I felt it was important to be relaxed and comfortable with the person I’m working with.”

      “Comfortable?”

      “Yes, comfortable.” I smile, meeting her gaze.

      “You actually don’t know me.”

      “Really? Because I think I know you pretty intimately.”

      She chucks her pen at me, but I catch it before it hits me in the face. “Nice try, but I have pretty quick hands. It comes with the job.”

      The glare behind her eyes softens, and just when I think she’s about to smile, she looks away. “Well, I just wanted to say”—her knee bounces up and down like she’s nervous or just really aggravated—“thank you for getting me in the door with ESBN. I appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome.” I smile, feeling like I need to pinch myself because this moment seems too good to be true. I was not expecting gratitude off the heels of her trying to poke my eye out with a pen. But Whitney’s softness is a welcomed change. Maybe her walls are starting to come down, and our relationship is making headway.

      “Granted, you lied to me, manipulated me, and basically forced a working relationship between us, so know that my thanks and appreciation are minimal.”

      Annnnd we’re not making headway.

      “Noted.”

      “Since I have to work with you in order to advance my career, we’re going to need some ground rules to keep things professional.”

      “I didn’t know there would be rules.” I bite back my smile, resuming my relaxed position on the couch.

      “When you insist on acting like a child, boundaries must be established. We can’t have another repeat of the closet incident. So—”

      “Hold on. Can we pause for a second? You’re the one that pulled me into the closet and tried to kiss me. I’m innocent in the matter.”

      “Innocent? You pretty much groped me.”

      “Uh, I put my hand on your waist to stop you from leaving so we could talk. That’s not groping.”

      “If you say so,” she mutters.

      “You know what? Maybe I want rules to protect me from you.”

      She shakes her head. “I make the rules around here, and rule number one: You’re not allowed to use the word intimate again when referring to the two of us.”

      “That’s rule number one?”

      “Yes.”

      “I think you’re being a baby about that word.”

      She ignores me and continues on. “Rule number two: no answering the door shirtless.”

      “Just to clarify, is that rule for you or for me? Because I don’t mind if you answer the door shirtless.”

      My joke causes a smile to break over Whitney’s lips like a chink in her I-want-nothing-to-do-with-Trey armor. “Both of us. Things like that are highly unprofessional.” She looks down, brushing her fingers over her pants as she restores her composure. Once her emotionless expression is intact again, she glances up. “And rule number three: things between us must remain completely professional the entire time we work together.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Agreed?” She raises a skeptical brow.

      “Yeah.”

      “That means no asking me out, no flirting, no bringing up our relationship in the past, and most importantly, no touching.”

      “What happens if we touch?”

      “Nothing.”

      I highly doubt she feels that way.

      “I just don’t usually touch people I work with, that’s all.” She lifts her chin. “So, do we have a deal? Can you agree to my terms?”

      “Should I be writing this down?” I wiggle her pen in the air. “Will there be a test later that I need to study for?”

      She inclines her head, piercing me with an annoyed gaze. “If you don’t agree, I won’t work with you.”

      “I agree to your terms as long as you agree to follow them as well.”

      “That won’t be a problem.”

      “Are you sure?” I press.

      “Are you done being obnoxious so we can actually work?”

      “I think you meant lovable. Not obnoxious.”

      “I meant obnoxious.” She holds her hand out. “Can I have my pen back?”

      “That depends. Are you going to throw it at me again?”

      “There’s a high probability,” she snaps. “Now, give it back.”

      “Someone’s not following rule number three about professionalism,” I mutter as I lean forward to make the hand off.

      I could just hold one end of the pen and let Whitney take the other end. It would be a quick and easy transfer. Nobody has to get hurt. But the rebel inside me wants to touch her. I fist my fingers around the barrel and place the whole thing in her palm. My eyes stay on her as my knuckles graze her skin. I slowly open my fist, releasing her pen, then slide my hand back, dragging my fingers over her palm. Her skin is a conduit for heat, and my feelings catch fire as the warmth spreads up my arm and into my chest as if no time between us has been lost.

      Whitney’s eyes flick to me. Traces in her gaze say she feels the spark too, but she immediately pulls her hand back and clears her throat as she opens her notebook.

      “Let’s start with the filming schedule.”

      I have the urge to violently shake the hand that touched Whitney’s skin, just to make sure there’s still blood flow to the fingers, because it feels like all the blood’s rushed to my beating heart. But I don’t want to draw any attention to the fact that I just broke her cardinal rule of no touching and plan to break it again and again. So I scoot into my seat and casually rest my arm on the back of the couch.

      “I’m sure you want the least-intrusive filming schedule possible.”

      “Not necessarily.” More filming means more time with Whitney. “It’s important we accurately portray my life and who I am. If that means long hours or late nights of filming, I’m all for it.”

      “Of course you are.”

      I smile at Whitney, noticing how her smile is strained with annoyance.

      This is going to be so much fun, and it’s all thanks to Xander. I need to hug the big guy and thank him for his service when I see him at practice tomorrow.

      

  




WHITNEY
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        * * *

      

      “So I think that covers everything for today.” I close my notebook and place it inside my bag.

      Being with Trey at his house for the past hour and a half was pure torture. Or maybe it was seeing his rippling abs, smelling his intoxicating cologne, watching his pink t-shirt pull taut around his muscular arms. It’s not for the faint of heart. I’ll tell you that much. But luckily, I’m all about business. I’ve put my rules and boundaries in place. What could possibly go wrong?

      It’s time to make a quick exit. I stand, intending to reach Trey’s door in record time. “I’ll stop by the practice facility tomorrow and check things out so we’re ready for filming next week.”

      Absolutely no lingering or conversations that aren’t work-related.

      “Hey”—he reaches into his back pocket and holds up his phone—“maybe I should get your phone number.”

      My flinty eyes dart to the device and then back to him. Why does this feel like he’s trying to pick me up in a bar?

      “You know, in case there’s a day I can’t film, and I need to cancel. How will I get ahold of you?”

      That’s actually a good reason for Trey to get my phone number. I guess I can pull back on the pitbulls I was about to sic on him.

      “Fine. I’ll call my number on your phone, and then we’ll both have each other’s information.” I reach for his phone, but this time I do it smarter by using my thumb and pointer finger to grab the corner of his screen, avoiding physical contact altogether. I can’t have a repeat of the whole pen fiasco. I barely survived that encounter.

      I glance down at Trey’s phone, slowly walking in the direction of the front door. I punch in my number when my name pops up on the screen.

      Whitney.

      No last name.

      No further clarification as if I’m the only Whitney that ever was and ever would be in his life.

      I stare at my name in disbelief.

      “Uh…”—I hand his phone back—“it looks like you’ve got my contact information. Ben must’ve given it to you already.”

      “Actually, that’s from college.” A captivating smile spreads over his lips. “I can’t believe you still have the same number.”

      And I can’t believe you still have my phone number in your phone.

      A thrill runs through each beat of my heart.

      “Why is it in your phone after all these years? Don’t you clean out your contacts?”

      “I clean them out all the time.”

      My mouth snaps shut. How the heck am I supposed to respond to that?

      “I guess I kept your number because I was hoping someday you’d call.” He shrugs in his boyish way that makes absolutely no sense for a man with his large stature.

      His hazel eyes soften my resolve, and I feel like my chest is about to burst open from the intensity of my hammering heart. This is precisely why I said no lingering or conversations that aren’t work-related.

      “I better get going.” I rush to the door, feeling his body behind me. “You don’t have to walk me out.”

      “I always see my guests to the door.”

      I reach for the handle just as he does, and our fingers collide briefly before I jerk mine away. I step back, moving out of the way so he can open the door for me.

      “Hey”—he points outside—“you still drive the same car.”

      I follow Trey’s stare out front to where my blue Mitsubishi Mirage is parked in his circle drive. I know what he’s thinking. It was a piece-of-crap car back then, and it’s an even bigger piece-of-crap car now, but it’s all I can afford.

      I take the front steps two at a time. “What can I say? It’s a relic that I can’t seem to part with.”

      “Whitney?”

      I spin, sending my purse swinging around my body. “Yeah?”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He says the words slowly and deliberately, making his farewell statement the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard. He pairs his goodbye with one of his genuine smiles and inviting dimples. I’m pretty sure my heart just stopped. He’s like a handsome heart attack.

      “You won’t see me tomorrow if I’m dead,” I say to myself as I turn around and head to the safety of my car.

      “What?” he calls behind me.

      “Nothing.” I wave over my shoulder and duck into my car.

      If I’m lucky, a defibrillator is in the first aid kit buried deep inside my glove compartment. I might need it to bring my pulse back.

      I turn the key. My engine chugs a few times, turning over and over until it finally comes to life. I put the car in drive and speed off without a look back.
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      TREY

      “So my plan’s working, then?” Xander says to a small group of offensive players after practice on Thursday. He grabs his foot and pulls his heel to the back of his thigh, stretching out his quad.

      “It’s too early to tell if it’s working.” Damien takes a paper cup from the table. He throws his head back, chugging the water in one gulp, then crushes the cup between his fingers and throws it into the garbage can.

      “You’re just jealous that my plan’s better than yours.” Xander switches legs, stretching out the other hamstring.

      Our eyes drift to the designated area in the bleachers where media and agents can sit and watch practice. Whitney’s there, scrolling through her phone. She’s dressed a little more casually today in jeans and a hot-pink silk blouse with ruffle sleeves. Her hair is pulled up in a messy bun, and a pair of sunglasses rests on top of her head. She looks incredible. I’ve never been more excited to show off a woman to my friends in my entire life. I remember feeling this way back when we were dating in college. I was always so proud to have such a beautiful, cool woman on my arm. Not that Whitney’s just a prize to show off, but dang, she does look good in a pair of jeans.

      “She’s here. So I’d say Xander’s plan is working pretty darn well.”

      She lifts her head and catches all of us staring.

      “Act normal!” Shep says, immediately looking up at the roof of the practice facility as if that’s normal. His eyes peek back to the bleachers. “Tippy-toe! Tippy-toe!”

      Jarin frowns, turning to Shep. “What the heck are you saying?”

      “Tippy-toe. It’s code for she’s coming.”

      “Why don’t you just say, ‘She’s coming’?”

      “Because what if she hears me and then knows we're talking about her?” Shep shakes his head like the reasoning is so obvious.

      Eli pushes his shoulder. “Dude, she's, like, twenty feet away.”

      “She knew the second she saw us looking in her direction that we were talking about her.” Damien folds his arms, staring Whitney down as she walks toward us—that’s not obvious at all.

      “Tippy-toe, tippy-toe, tippy-toe!” Shep says frantically as she approaches.

      “Howdy!” I wave my hand, arching it through the air like a rainbow.

      “Hi.” Her eyes thin, giving me her signature unreadable expression that scares me so much I might break into a cold sweat right here and now. “Sorry to interrupt. I just wanted to let you know that I’m on my way to talk to Gwen, the media manager for the team. I wanted to make sure she’s up to speed on what we need for filming.”

      “Great.” I run a hand through my sweaty hair, suddenly self-conscious of how I look after a long day of practice. “It sounds like you’ve thought of everything.”

      “Trey, why don't you introduce us to your friend.” Eli smiles at her.

      “Guys, this is Whitney Savittieri. She’s a reporter for ESBN.” A small smile tugs on her lips, like being introduced as an ESBN reporter is a bucket-list moment for her. “Whitney will be here over the next few weeks, shooting some footage for a TV feature the network is doing on me.”

      Shep stands next to me at attention. “It is a pleasure to meet you. Trey must be important if ESBN wants to do a special on him.” His words come off rigid and robotic, as if he's trying so hard to make me look good, but really, he's just made himself look like an idiot.

      She eyes me as another smile creeps over her mouth. “Maybe.”

      “Fancy!” Damien whistles. “But the real story is me. Let me know if you ever need to interview one of Trey’s friends.”

      “Thanks. I'm sure I’ll take you up on that.”

      “Just remember my right side is my good side.” Damien shifts his body showing off what he deems his perfect angle.

      Whitney’s smile tightens into a playful grimace. “I actually don’t think either side is good for you.”

      A puff of laughter bursts out of Damien’s mouth as his jaw drops. “Do we have a live one here?” He points to Whitney. “She’s not holding back any punches.”

      I laugh, knowing all too well how Whitney can pack a punch with her teasing words. My eyes flick to her and how she’s fighting her smile by biting on her bottom lip.

      “Well”—she leans back on her heels—“it was nice to meet you all, but I've got to run if I’m going to catch Gwen.”

      As she turns to leave, I instinctively take a step forward. “So, are we, like…working tomorrow or doing anything on this project?”

      She shakes her head and keeps walking. “Next week.”

      “So I'll talk to you then?” I call after her.

      “Yeah, I'll be in touch.”

      “Great.” I half-wave but stop myself when I realize she’s too far away now and not looking at me anyway.

      A strong hand claps against my back, lurching me forward.

      “That was pathetic!” Damien chides.

      I look over my shoulder at him. “Why?”

      “Let’s start from the beginning.” He shakes his head like he’s disappointed. “Howdy?”

      “What’s wrong with that? It’s another way to say hello.”

      Jarin shakes his head too. “No one says howdy.”

      “People say howdy.”

      “No, they don’t,” Damien snaps.

      “Some people do.”

      “Maybe people in Wranglers with bolo ties.” Damien raises his brows at me. “Are you in Wranglers today?”

      “No.”

      “I didn't think so.” Damien wags his finger in front of me. “You don't say howdy to a woman unless you’re Woody from Toy Story, and even then, it's questionable.”

      “Okay, I get it.” I roll my eyes. “Can we move on from that?”

      “Don’t even get me started on how you ended things. You were like an abused puppy begging her to pet you—and I’m not saying that in a dirty way. I mean it in the most pathetic way possible.”

      “Yeah.” Shep tsks. “This whole time, I thought you had game when it came to women, but you obviously don’t.”

      “I do have game. Just not with Whitney. She makes me nervous—like at any minute I’m going to lose her, and she’ll disappear from my life again.”

      Eli smiles. “You’re so far gone for this woman.”

      “Tell me about it,” I mutter, dragging my hand across my forehead.

      Xander looks around the circle of men. “It’s clear Trey has absolutely no chance to get this woman on his own.”

      “I’m right here.”

      “Yeah,” Jarin agrees, ignoring me. “Our work here as an offensive unit is his only shot.”

      “Oh, come on! It's not that bad.”

      Damien puts his hand on my shoulder. “It's that bad.”

      “How bad?” I turn to him. “Give it to me straight.”

      “Remember the 2000 playoff game between the Jaguars and the Dolphins?”

      Of course I remember. Any NFL-loving human would remember the sixty-two to seven blowout. It’s one of the worst losses in the history of sports.

      I exhale. “That bad, huh?”

      “But don’t worry. We have your back.” Damien drapes his hand over my shoulder, ushering me toward the locker room. “Just stick to the plan each week.”

      I will because I think it’s actually working.

      Two weeks ago, Whitney wanted nothing to do with me.

      Today, she’s at the practice facility to see me—or to see Gwen, the media manager, but close enough. Either way, it’s an improvement from where I started.
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      WHITNEY

      I’m usually waitressing at Bronze Brick on Saturday nights, but since I quit this week, I’m home on the weekend for the first time in years.

      How did I celebrate? By shaving my legs and watching some old ESBN one-on-one features they’ve done on different athletes over the years. So, basically, I’m doing homework on my first weekend off. But it doesn’t feel like homework. It feels like sharpening my journalism skills. It’s been a while since college, when I used to live and breathe interviewing and reporting. I just want to make sure I’m prepared for next week, and seeing how other ESBN reporters have done features in the past is the best way for me to learn.

      I pause the show about Michael Jordan and take a few notes when my phone buzzes.

      
        
        Unknown Number: Hey, I know this is super short notice, but I have two box-seat tickets for tomorrow’s game. I thought maybe you’d want to come. You know, to get inspired.

      

      

      I read through the text again. This has to be Trey’s number. I don’t know for sure because I was so rattled the other day that he still had my contact info in his phone that I never sent his number to myself.

      
        
        Unknown Number: You could bring a friend

        Unknown Number: Or

      

      

      The dots bounce like he’s typing something long. I stare at the screen for a solid forty-five seconds, waiting.

      
        
        Unknown Number: A date.

      

      

      Nope, not typing something long—probably just deciding whether or not he should plant the seed in my mind to bring a date to his football game.

      I smile, twisting the end of my hair as I think about how to respond.

      
        
        Unknown Number: I don’t think this is breaking any of your rules…I’m sure you’ll tell me if it is.

        Unknown Number: And you don’t have to come if you don’t want to. I just remember that you liked football, so I thought you might enjoy a Sunday afternoon game.

        Unknown Number: I’m not asking you to come just to watch me.

        Unknown Number: You can close your eyes whenever I’m on the field.

      

      

      I laugh. I don’t remember Trey floundering so much when he first pursued me. Back then, he had all the confidence of a Heisman winner and number-one draft pick, and I fell for it…hard. But this new version of him is sweet. You’d think after a Super Bowl ring, a Super Bowl MVP, and an eighty-five-million-dollar contract, he’d be more confident than ever—and sometimes he is—but then other times, he’s like an awkward fifteen-year-old boy asking a girl out for the first time.

      
        
        Whitney: I’m not one to turn down box seats.

      

        

      
        Unknown Number: Who would?

        Unknown Number: I’ll have Ben email you the information about your tickets, where to park, and what entrance to go to.

      

        

      
        Whitney:  And just so you know, I might bring someone with me, so I’m not sure I’ll even see you after the game.

      

      

      I had to throw that text in so he doesn’t think this is some kind of date between us with an open-ended hangout after. I’m all about rules and boundaries.

      
        
        Unknown Number: I might also bring someone with me, so I’ll probably be busy after the game anyway.

      

      

      I know he’s lying, just trying to keep up with me, but I still feel a pang of jealousy at the thought.

      
        
        Whitney: Then it works out perfectly.

      

        

      
        Unknown Number: It appears so.

      

      

      That’s the thing about appearances. They don’t always accurately portray what’s really happening.

      I save his name with his number and exit my text messages. The clock on my phone flashes 9:22 PM. The whole team stays at a hotel the night before a game, even a home game like the one tomorrow. They do this to keep the team focused. But at this hour, when the rest of the guys are texting their wives and families, Trey is texting me, thinking about me. Something about that creates a flutter inside my chest, and I’ll probably spend the rest of the night trying to convince myself that the growing flutters don’t mean anything.

      Not one thing.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    




      WHITNEY

      “I can’t believe this would’ve been your life if you’d stayed with Trey and married him instead of that loser.” Bridgette sets down a plate of free food on the table in front of us. She pulls out the chair next to me and takes a seat. “You really blew that one, didn’t you?”

      I eye her from the side. “Thanks for the unnecessary commentary on my life choices.”

      “You're welcome.” She shoves a forkful of meat into her mouth. “Oh, my gosh. Have you tried the brisket? It’s divine.”

      “No.” I flip my gaze back to the football game. The Buccaneers are winning twenty-one to seventeen. Trey’s already caught for eighty-three yards with one touchdown. It’s not last week’s performance, but it’s still really good.

      “Remind me again why you married the other guy instead of taking part in this incredible life?” Bridgette sweeps her hand through the air, gesturing to the luxury box.

      I keep my focus on the game. “The short story: I was stupid.”

      “And the long story?”

      “Everybody told me that breaking up with Trey was the worst decision I ever made.” Including my absent father, who shouldn’t have an opinion on my life. “And I guess I wanted to prove to all of them, especially my dad, that they were wrong.”

      “By marrying a complete jerk?” The level of judgment dripping off Bridgette’s words is astonishing.

      “I don’t like being told what to do, okay?”

      “I can’t believe that’s your reason.”

      “It’s not the only reason. Trey moved on and didn’t look back.” My eyes water as my mind drifts to all those years ago when I secretly wished Trey would come for me, but he didn’t. “It was a dark time in my life. ESBN had just turned me down for their internship, and I was heartbroken over losing Trey, and Chris was there to pick up the pieces.” I blink back the moisture. “I guess I thought if I married him, I wouldn’t care so much about Trey or how off-track my life was.”

      The crowd cheers, pulling my attention to the field and the third-down stop the defense just got.

      Bridgette puts her hand on my arm. “That’s actually really sad. Are you okay?”

      “Oh, my heck.” I roll my eyes, pulling my arm out from under her hand. “Would you stop? We don’t have that kind of friendship.”

      She frowns. “Yeah, that whole comforting-you thing felt really unnatural, but your story’s still sad.”

      “Don’t worry.” I smile, eyeing her. “I’m a big girl, and I’m fine.”

      I have to be fine because there’s no one to blame for my life choices but me. I made my bed, and now I have to lie in it. I made my bed out of jagged rocks and the sharp corners of cinderblocks. Obviously, if I could do it all over again, I’d make it out of memory foam—maybe add some fancy bamboo sheets with a feathered pillow. But what’s done is done. I can’t go back and change things. So cinderblock jabbing into my back is what we’re dealing with.

      “That’s ridiculous! Catch the ball!” My gaze turns to the box next to us and the man yelling about the ball that just slipped through Trey’s fingers. For the record, the throw from Westin Gehrig was a little high. It would’ve been a tough catch for any receiver to make.

      “Geez,” Bridgette says, glancing over too. “That guy’s taking the game a little too seriously.”

      “That’s Trey’s dad.” I keep staring, watching his irritated expressions. “I met him a couple of times.”

      “He seems like a joy.”

      “He’s not.”

      Sadly, he’s still criticizing his son, even though Trey has accomplished way more as a receiver in the NFL than he ever did.

      “Maybe he’ll recognize you.”

      “I doubt it.” I finally look away, focusing back on the game. “He didn’t like me. I wasn’t good enough for his son back then, and I’m sure I’m not good enough now.”

      “What a snob.” Bridgette’s phone rings, and she answers.

      I ignore who she’s talking to. My thoughts are stuck on Larry Lewis and the fight I overheard between him and Trey a couple of days before we broke up. I don’t remember it word for word, but basically, I was trash compared to them. He wanted a perfect woman for his perfect son, and I didn’t fit the bill with my broken family, student loans, and lack of a career.

      “I need to go.” Bridgette drops her phone into her purse, starts gathering her utensils and napkin, and puts them on her plate.

      “What? Why?”

      “That was Alan. I have to go into work because Pablo went home sick, and he was supposed to film highlights from the soccer game, so now I have to go.”

      My brows drop. “That’s lame.”

      “I know. I’ll see you later.” She turns to leave, then stops. “Shoot, I gave you a ride here.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about me. I’ll get an Uber to take me home.”

      “Are you sure?”

      My bank account might not be sure. Since I didn’t make any tips this week, things are tight until I get my first paycheck from ESBN in two weeks, but that’s not Bridgette’s problem.

      “Yeah, of course. Go.”

      “Okay, I’ll call you later this week.”

      Everyone around me cheers, and I look down at the field. Trey just scored another touchdown. That’s how it always seems to go between us.

      Trey’s up when I’m down.
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      TREY

      My dad corners me in the hallway as I walk out of the locker room after the game. The man can’t rest until he recaps everything I did wrong.

      “Did you study the film on that kind of defense?”

      “Yeah, I did. It was just a misread of the defensive pattern on my part.”

      “Players with contracts like yours can’t have misreads.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I sigh, nodding at a few of my teammates as they pass by. I’m twenty-nine years old. It’s embarrassing that my dad critiques me like I’m twelve and just blew the Little League Championship. But it’s even more embarrassing when my colleagues (can you call football players colleagues?) witness it. “It was one pass. We scored a touchdown on the very next drive.”

      “I can’t believe you’re okay with mediocrity. You should strive for perfection every single game.”

      “Larry”—my mom tugs on his arm—“you’re acting like we lost.” She smiles up at me, her blonde bob complementing her thin face. “Trey’s team won, and he scored two touchdowns. I’d call that a perfect game.”

      I always appreciate how my mom tries to stand up to him for me or at least soften his blow. Too bad he doesn’t listen to her.

      “Marlena,”—he rolls his eyes—“this isn’t about the team as a whole. This is about Trey being the best wide receiver there ever was. Perfection is what it takes if he actually wants to be remembered as the greatest.”

      It’s my dad’s dream that I’m remembered as the greatest, not mine. I glance to the side, not sure what else to say to end the conversation, when my eyes connect with Whitney’s. She’s fifteen feet away, her back pressed against the wall. Denim shorts and a Buccaneers t-shirt have never looked so good.

      I smile, excited that she’s alone and that she hung around after the game to talk. I was nervous when I texted last night and offered her the tickets. How do you find the right balance between pursuing and pulling back when the woman you want to spend the rest of your life with is convinced everything between you should be left in the past?

      But today, my gamble paid off.

      “Whitney,” I call, completely cutting off my dad mid-rant. I gesture for her to come over. “You remember my parents, Larry and Marlena.”

      “Uh…” She hesitates, glancing between my mom and dad, then decides to join us. “Yes, hello.”

      My mother smiles. “You’re that reporter who interviewed Trey a few weeks ago. That was a fun one.”

      “Yep, that’s me.”

      My dad barely glances at her before diving back in. “Trey, send me whatever film they give you this week. I want to break down your opponent.”

      My brows drop in annoyance. “Dad, Mom, this is Whitney Savittieri from college. We dated for a few months, remember?”

      “Oh!” My mom taps Whitney’s arm. “I thought you looked familiar. I assumed it was because I’ve seen you on TV before.”

      “I can’t keep track of all the women Trey’s dated over the years,” my dad huffs.

      Whitney smiles sweetly back at him. “Probably because you spend too much time keeping track of his stats.”

      I roll my lips together, holding in my smile.

      “It was nice to see you again.” Whitney looks at my mother as if the sentiment was only meant for her. She turns to me. “I’ll see you tomorrow for filming.” Then she walks away.

      I glance at my parents’ stunned faces and make a split-second decision.

      “Whitney! Wait.” I run after her until we’re side by side. “Let me walk you out.”

      She keeps her focus forward. “I see your dad’s still a jerk.”

      “Totally.” I laugh. “What about yours?”

      Her lips twitch. “Worse than ever.”

      “It looks like we still have that in common.”

      She eyes me. “I guess so.”

      “So, did you enjoy the game?”

      “Is this your way of getting me to compliment you on how well you played?”

      “Did I play well?”

      “Yes.” She shoots me a reserved smile. “Despite what your dad said.”

      “Well, the whole team is really starting to gel together. My teammates are the ones that make me look good. I’m lucky to play with such a great group of guys.”

      “Same old Trey.” A light laugh wisps over her lips. “Always the first one to give credit to your team but never accepts any for yourself.”

      “I don’t do that.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Okay, maybe I do.” I shove my hands in my pockets as we walk. “I think I’m just sick of my dad being so focused on me and my performance. Even when I was younger, he only zeroed in on the plays I made or didn’t make. It didn’t matter if another boy made an even better play, block, or pass that allowed me to shine. It’s like he’s incapable of recognizing others. Football was never a team sport to him—only individual. I’ve always hated that. I think that’s why I want to make sure everyone else gets the attention they deserve.”

      “It’s not a bad quality to have.” Her smile sends my heart leaping like it’s jumping over a giant puddle. She shifts her gaze to her feet. “Anyway, thanks for the tickets. It’s been a long time since I’ve been to a game as a fan.”

      “Is…”—I glance around—“your date waiting in the car?”

      “Wow. It’s impressive how you just slipped that in.”

      “You think? I thought my delivery could’ve been a little smoother.”

      “I came with Bridgette, the camerawoman that filmed our interview, but she took the car and left for work. That reminds me.” Whitney reaches inside her purse, grabbing her phone. “I need to get an Uber.”

      “Don’t get an Uber.” I push her fingers away from her phone, completely forgetting about the no-touching rule. She raises her brows, giving me her just-what-do-you-think-you’re-doing expression. “Sorry.” I pull my hand back and shove it into my pocket again. “I was just saying you don’t need to get an Uber. I can drive you home.”

      “Don’t you have a date that you need to take home?” Her expression says she’s calling my bluff.

      “No.” I smile. “You’re the only woman I invited.”

      Judging by her hesitation, she’s going to turn me down.

      “It’s no big deal,” I coax. “My truck’s right outside.” My hands are still in timeout, so I gesture to the parking lot with my elbow like a chicken flapping my wing.

      Her eyes drop to her phone. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Whitney, we’ll be working together for the next month. One car ride isn’t going to tip the scales in my direction and rekindle old feelings.”

      “You’re right.” She glances up. “Nothing will tip the scales in that direction.” A smirk forms on her lips. “So I guess it’s safe to get a ride home with you.”

      Whitney’s underestimating her opponent.

      Big mistake.

      I think she’s forgotten how charming I can be.

      But I’ll take it.
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      WHITNEY

      I wish I could forget Trey's charm. Then maybe I wouldn’t be stressed about how dangerous it is to be alone with him in his car.

      I blame Bridgette and my lack of funds for this twenty-minute ride.

      I’m more nervous being in Trey’s car than a mother sitting shotgun while her teenager drives for the first time. But these nerves stem from Trey’s perfect side profile. Why isn’t there a bump on his nose or a protruding overbite that sticks out? Is that too much to ask? I’d take any kind of flaw so I don’t have to stare at his prominent cheekbones, adorable dimple, and strong jawline.

      “So, where do you live?” He turns to me with a smile, and honestly, his front face is just as bad as his profile—and by bad, I mean really, really good.

      I’m sure he’s expecting a nice apartment or a cool house that I own myself. He’s going to be sorely disappointed.

      “It’s my grandma’s house.” I set my phone inside the cupholder between us. “I plugged the address in so you have directions.”

      “Grandma G.?” His eyes light up. “How’s she doing?”

      I stare back at him. He remembers my grandmother’s name.

      There’s not a trace of anything but love and genuineness pouring out of Trey’s eyes. This isn’t a trick to light the flame between us. He’s legit about Grandma G., and I can’t analyze how that makes me feel because a further investigation into my feelings is a slippery slope.

      “Oh, no!” His smile drops when I don’t respond. “Did she pass away? Please don’t tell me Grandma G. is gone, and I just stuck my foot in my mouth.”

      “No.” I shake myself out of his love and concern trance. “Grandma G. is still very much alive. But I had to move her to Sunset Assisted Living two and a half years ago. So I’ve been staying in her house, taking care of it.”

      That sounds better than saying I have no money and nowhere else to go.

      “Oh, phew.” Trey’s shoulders drop with relief. “I’m glad she’s still alive. I know how much she means to you.”

      His hazel eyes flick to me and then back to the road, and in that split-second stare, there’s more sweetness from him than I ever saw from Chris. Not that I’m comparing Trey and Chris against each other. There’s no point in doing that. Even when I married Chris, I knew he’d never be as good to me as Trey was. But I was young and stupid and thought I was invincible.

      “Thanks. My grandma does mean a lot to me.” I shift my eyes to my window so Trey can’t see the emotion threatening my vision.

      “Why did she need to be moved to an assisted living center? Is she sick or something?”

      “She has heart disease, and I’m not home enough to give her the care she needs, but I visit her a couple of times a week and call every day.” I blink back the moisture, feeling like I’ve got the situation under control. “In fact, I was there this morning washing and curling her hair.”

      The corner of Trey’s mouth lifts, but his eyes stay on the road. “I really love her.”

      “She likes you a lot too.”

      He eyes me, and I can’t take it. The lovey-dovey levels in this car are way too high for comfort. I have to do something about it.

      My arm shoots up, pointing to the left. “That’s your turn, up here.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Trey laughs. “This isn’t the first time I’ve followed directions on Google Maps.”

      “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t miss it.”

      “You’ve always been a terrible backseat driver.”

      “No, I haven’t. I’ve always been a very good backseat driver.”

      “I clearly remember driving from Alabama to Tampa to visit your grandma and pulling over on the side of the freeway to switch drivers because you were so annoying.”

      “We didn’t swap places because I was annoying. We swapped because I’m a better driver than you.”

      “Right.”

      “Seriously. You were driving too slow and not switching lanes when you should’ve.”

      “And you just made my point about being a backseat driver.”

      My lips lift as I think about that trip. “Haji and Izzy were supposed to come to Tampa with us, remember?”

      “That’s right. Izzy had to work last minute or something. Do they still live in Alabama?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you keep in touch with them?”

      “I did at first.” When we were both married. “But then our lives changed so much. They have two kids now, and our friendship has morphed into a random text a year, just to say hi.”

      I would ask if Trey’s kept in touch with Haji, but I know he hasn’t. He didn’t even bother coming to their wedding. It was one month after we’d broken up. He was practicing with his first NFL team in LA, but I still thought he’d come. I was all ready to see him. I had on this killer dress. I don’t remember the color, but I remember it was strapless and tight-fitting and would drive Trey crazy, and so would my date, Chris. It was going to be the ultimate I’ve-moved-on-without-you moment. But he never showed up.

      Trey sighs. “I haven’t talked to Haji since his wedding.”

      My whole body twists so I’m facing him. “You didn’t come to his wedding.”

      “I actually did.” His eyes peek over at me.

      “I never saw you.”

      “That’s because you were with Chris.” There’s a tinge of bitterness behind his words.

      My heart stutters, and a burning feeling coats the walls of my chest. “I don’t believe you. There’s no way you were there.”

      A humorless laugh escapes his lips. “I got special permission to miss practice and flew all day to get there in time. I even booked a hotel in Alabama close to the wedding so I could shower and change after my flight.”

      My brows crumple together. “You did all that for Haji?”

      “No.” His eyes shift to me, and since we’re stopped at a red light, they stay on me. “I did it for you. I had this plan to show up in a grand-gesture sort of way and win you back.”

      My breaths are shallow, or maybe I’m not even breathing anymore.

      “I walked into the decorated backyard, and there you were.” A small smile forms on his lips. “You looked gorgeous in a hot-pink strapless dress. The image is burned into my mind. I can still remember you taking my breath away.”

      He also remembers the color of the dress when I couldn’t. What does that mean?

      I suck in a ragged breath—apparently, I am still getting oxygen, despite feeling comatose.

      “I took one step to go to you, and that’s when Chris came from out of nowhere and scooped you into his arms. I think he kissed your neck, and you laughed.” His eyes drop. “So I congratulated Haji and Izzy, and then I left.”

      “Haji and Izzy didn’t even tell me you were there.”

      “I asked them not to.” He shrugs. “You looked so happy with Chris. I couldn’t ruin your happiness by butting into your life again. You’d clearly moved on.”

      But I wasn’t happy with Chris. He was just a Band-Aid to stop the bleeding.

      Trey came for me like I’d always wanted him to. The realization releases years of pent-up anger and makes me sad about the missed opportunity. I’m stunned, stuck in some kind of brokenhearted daze.

      HONK!

      Trey jerks, looking in the rearview mirror at the car behind us. The red light is now green, and people are mad we haven’t moved yet. He pushes the gas, and the truck speeds forward.

      I’m grateful for the distraction. I need a second to process what all of this means.
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      TREY

      I wasn’t planning on telling Whitney everything about Haji and Izzy’s wedding.

      Eventually, I would have, but not right now, when things between us are so fragile. But the conversation took me down that road, and one thing led to another, and suddenly I was word-vomiting my best-kept secret.

      I went after Whitney to try and win her back.

      I’m that guy.

      But my plan blew up in my face in a massive way, hence the reason why it’s my best-kept secret. I might be a pro athlete, but I still have feelings and an ego to nurture and protect.

      I glance over at her. Judging by her stillness, silence, and the way she’s turned her body toward the window, she’s freaked out by my stroll down memory lane.

      My eyes drop to her legs, then immediately flip back to the road like I did something illegal. It’s been over five years since I’ve seen her in short shorts. When we were dating, I used to check out her legs all the time, especially when I was driving. Whitney has great legs—toned, tanned, and smooth. Nothing’s changed in that department, except our relationship.

      We’re two grown adults. I can look at Whitney’s legs if I want to. It’s not like she’s married anymore…or like she’ll even notice a fleeting glance.

      I make an executive decision.

      I’m going in.

      I perch my left elbow on the ledge by the window, resting my knuckles on my cheek. My right palm presses against the steering wheel, causing my arm to straighten. I push my back into the leather car seat as my gaze covertly travels to the side. I make a  trail from Whitney’s ankles, up her calves, to her knees, and finally to her thighs. Her crossed legs press her flesh together in a flattering way, showing off the sexy indent on the side of her thigh that drives me crazy. I can almost remember what it feels like to rest my hand on the top of her leg and stroke her skin with my thumb, running it back and forth over the indentation.

      “Brake! Brake!” Whitney says with a heightened level of alarm.

      My focus shifts to the looming red lights, and I slam on my brakes, sending both our bodies lurching forward as much as our seatbelts allow. The truck makes a dramatic stop over the crosswalk lines.

      We both exhale as cars cross through the intersection in front of us.

      “You almost ran the red light!” Whitney exclaims. “What were you looking at?”

      What was I looking at? That is the question.

      The humor of the moment fizzles inside my chest, and I roll my lips together to keep from laughing. I even go as far as covering up my smile with the hand that’s still against my cheek. My eyes swing to the rearview mirror and the empty space behind the vehicle. I shift into reverse and slowly back the truck up so I’m no longer sticking out over the crosswalk.

      “You’re smirking.”

      How can she see that?

      I press my lips together harder and readjust my fingers over my mouth as I shake my head.

      “You were looking at me, weren’t you?”

      My laughter gives way to my guilt, shaking my shoulders up and down.

      “Oh, my gosh!” She slaps my arm over and over as she talks. “You could’ve gotten us killed all because you were checking me out.”

      I lean away, smiling. “We’re fine.”

      The light turns green, and I slowly roll forward before pressing the gas to accelerate.

      Whitney’s trying to come off as upset, but the blush tinting her cheeks tells me she’s a little flattered. “Next time, try focusing on the road instead of my—”

      “Legs?”

      She rolls her eyes, biting back her smile.

      “They look very good by the way. What are you doing, squats? Lunges?”

      “I’m not telling you that!” She turns her head even more so I can’t see her smile. “It’s up here on the right.”

      I shift my gaze to her grandmother’s white concrete block house with a carport on the side. It’s small. If I remember right, it’s only two bedrooms and around six hundred and fifty square feet, but there’s a large covered patio out back, and the house sits on a lot big enough to enjoy.

      I pull my truck into the driveway and park it behind Whitney’s car. But before I can say my goodbyes or say anything, she opens the door and hops out.

      “Thanks for the ride.” She gives a quick wave. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” The door slams, and she jogs to the mint-green door like she’s worried she left the stove on and needs to rush inside to turn it off before her house burns down.

      Disappointment settles into my chest as she unlocks the door and steps inside without a glance back. It’s not like I was expecting a goodbye kiss, but would a little lingering have killed her? I groan as my head falls forward and rests against the steering wheel.

      Why is winning her back so hard?

      One minute, I’m on top of the world, remembering what it’s like to have my hand on her thigh, and the next minute, a door is being slammed in my face.

      I drag out a breath and straighten, ready to put my truck in reverse and go home. The console vibrates, and I look down. Whitney’s phone is still in the cup holder. She rushed out of the car so fast she forgot to take it with her. The email alert on her screen is like my own personal saving grace.

      I shut the car off and grab her device. This isn’t me being weird, I tell myself the whole way up to her door. I have to give Whitney her phone back. I draw in a breath and then knock on the door. A few seconds later, it swings open. She scowls like she knew it would be me. To Whitney, I’m like a homeless cat that won’t leave her alone.

      I immediately hold up her phone. “You left this in my car.”

      The edges of her eyes relax as she takes it. “That was dumb of me.”

      I look past her into the living room. Pictures of her and her grandma are on a table against the wall, and there’s a small tan-and-cream, checkered couch with a matching oval rug in front of the TV. “The place looks exactly how I remember it.”

      “Almost.” She glances over her shoulder. “We had to put new flooring in the kitchen because there was a leak. Actually, there’s still a leak, but I have a bucket there to catch the water.”

      “Do you want me to take a look at it?” Today is technically the last day of Xander’s service week until a new offensive MVP is named tomorrow. Why not go out with a bang? “I can fix a leak.”

      She shifts her weight, pushing her hip out. “You said in your interview that you stay away from tools or you’d end up hammering a nail to your finger.”

      “I don’t think a leaky pipe requires any hammering.”

      Her gaze turns suspicious. “You don’t know how to fix things.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I know you.”

      “There’s actually a lot about me that you don’t know.” I lean my shoulder against the door frame. The action puts me three inches closer to her—not that I’m keeping track of how close I can get. Okay, I’m keeping track.

      “Thanks, but I don’t need your help. I can fix it myself.”

      “Would it kill you to let somebody do something nice for you?”

      “You got me a job with ESBN. That’s all the charity I can handle for one week.”

      “This isn’t charity. It’s service.”

      “I don’t want your service. Besides, I told you I can fix it myself. I don’t need a man to help me.”

      “If you could fix it yourself, it wouldn’t be leaking anymore.” I push past her, walking across the small living room into the kitchen.

      “Trey!” Her voice squeaks. “Wait!”

      Her tiny body zips in front of me. She digs her feet into the ground and pushes against my chest, trying to back me up.

      I hold my palms up. “I thought we said no touching?”

      “And I said I didn’t need any help!”

      I karate chop my arm over her hands, breaking them free from my chest. She gives up and rushes to the kitchen, flinging her body across the table like she’s in a belly-flop competition. Frantically, she gathers the papers left out, crumpling them into her stomach so I don’t see them.

      “Are those your love notes to me?”

      “You wish.” Whitney reaches for one last piece and tucks it into her body like a football. She rolls off the table and takes the pile in her arms back into her bedroom. But she missed one paper on the seat of a chair. The red Final Notice stamp sticks out, and it dawns on me that those were bills—probably past-due bills—that she didn’t want me to see. I don’t want to embarrass her, so I turn to the sink, pretending not to notice.

      I open the cupboard. There’s a half-full bucket and continuous water drips, causing ripples inside the pail. “How often do you have to empty this?”

      “Every two days,” she says as she exits the bedroom.

      “What if you forget?”

      I squat down to get a better look at the pipes and feel the exact moment Whitney hovers over me, sending every hair on my body upright.

      “I can’t forget, or else the new floor will get ruined.”

      “When was this house built? I bet those are the original pipes.”

      “1936, I think.”

      I grab my phone and take a picture of how it’s all set up. Honestly, I don’t know how to fix this, but if I had to guess, I think she needs to replace the original plumbing with new parts, and I bet any employee at the hardware store can help me figure that out. I’m also not ruling out YouTube videos for instructions.

      I glance over my shoulder, and my eyes run into her pink lips. Her face is a few inches above mine. My heart catapults into my ribcage as my thoughts drift to kissing Whitney again. I can’t remember exactly what it felt like to kiss her, but I remember that I liked it.

      I’m basically Lloyd Christmas. I liked it a lot.

      But I don’t need to remember the details of holding her in my arms. There’s excitement in discovering her all over again.

      “Fine.” She stands, no doubt trying to escape my hungry gaze. She takes a step back, leaning against the kitchen counter. “I’ll let you fix it since I’ve been too busy to take care of it and since you so obviously need it for your ego.”

      “Yes, because fixing your leaky pipe is the only way I can inflate my ego.”

      She hides her smirk, knowing her argument is completely ridiculous, considering my profession. “You can fix it, right? I don’t want to waste all this time with you here just to have it leak again.”

      “Of course I can.” I’m coming strong with way too much confidence. Fake it till you make it is my new motto. “I just need to turn off the main water line to the house and unscrew one of the pipes to see what size the connectors are. Then I can go to the hardware store and get some new parts.”

      “Okay, but I want to pay for the new parts.”

      After the Final Notice bill I just saw, there’s no way I’m letting Whitney pay for anything.

      “They’re plastic pipes. They’re like twenty-five cents each. I think I can handle it.”

      She folds her arms again. The action is meant to show her commitment to standing her ground, but I find her stubborn routine adorably amusing.

      “Well, I don’t accept charity or service, as you call it.”

      I stand, taking a few steps so I’m right in front of her. My nearness makes her nervous, causing her to stand straight instead of lean against the counter. I look down at her, our height difference giving me the perfect angle to see into her blue eyes. I’d give anything to reach out, place my hands on her waist, and pull her hips to mine. But this is a marathon, not a sprint, and if I play my cards right, I’ll be able to touch her the way I want soon enough. I just have to be patient—if someone could give my racing heart that memo, it would really help.

      I smile. “I’m sure we can arrange some kind of payment.”

      “Don’t push your luck, Lewis. One wrong move from you, and I’ll knee you in the groin.”

      My smile grows wider. “I’m not sure what you’re suggesting as payment, but I was thinking dinner.”

      “Nice try. I’m not going on a date with you over this. I don’t need my sink fixed that bad.”

      “I was thinking more like you make me some dinner as payment.”

      “Make you dinner?”

      “That’s right. I’m feeling a little hungry after so much physical exertion today. I did play in an NFL game earlier.”

      Her blue eyes stare up at me, and honestly, I can’t believe she hasn’t tried to wiggle away yet. For some reason, she’s letting me keep her pinned to the counter.

      “Fine. You fix my sink, and I’ll make you dinner.”

      “Deal.” I stick my arm out for us to shake on it, but our bodies are so close the tips of my fingers graze against her stomach, sending chills up my spine.

      She eyes my proffered hand, then pulls her gaze to me. “Rule number three: no touching. Remember?”

      “Actually, I believe rule number three was that things between us would remain professional. A handshake is as professional as it comes.”

      “Are you trying to make me mad?”

      There’s a playfulness behind her expression that adds to the buzzing tension between us. I don’t want to lose all the ground we’ve gained, so I’m waving my white flag and surrendering to her rules.

      “Nope.” I raise my palms and step back. “I’m just trying to fix your sink.”

      “Then why don’t you stick to that?”

      “I will if you cook dinner.”

      “Fine.”

      “Great.” I glance around her kitchen. “Do you have any tools I can use?”

      She points beyond the kitchen. “There’s a tool bag under the bathroom sink. I can grab it for you.”

      “Actually”—I turn over my shoulder—“I need to use the restroom if that’s okay.”

      “Sure.”

      I take my time, walking slowly down the small hall so that I can take a gander into her bedroom. I like having a visual of where Whitney lives. It completes the whole picture in my mind. I can see her cooking in her grandmother’s kitchen and painting her toenails on her bedspread like she used to do in college.

      I shut the bathroom door behind me, turning to face the small room. White subway tile with dark grout lines the wall three-quarters of the way up. There’s a free-standing white bathtub with a metal shower rod circling around it. The shower curtain is off-white with black dotted horizontal lines. It’s very Whitney. She’s not into florals or eccentric patterns. She likes to keep things subtle and simple.

      I pull the curtain back, peeking inside the shower. A shelf on the wall holds a hot-pink razor, a wool sponge, body wash, and her shampoo and conditioner.

      I pick up the skinny pink bottle, reading the label. “So Sexy by Victoria’s Secret. Strong and Shiny Shampoo.” I flip the cap and bring the bottle to my nose, smelling the fragrance. My entire body melts. That’s the smell that’s been killing me slowly every time Whitney’s near. “Yes, so sexy.” I pull my phone out and snap a picture of the bottle for future reference, then return it to the shelf.

      I don’t open the medicine cabinet to snoop further. You only do that when you’re trying to find out stuff about the other person. I already know I like Whitney. I don’t need to gather more information.

      I grab the pink tool bag from under the sink and look in the mirror, fixing my hair a little bit.

      It’s time to pretend like I know how to fix things.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    




      WHITNEY

      $9.28 for a pound of ground beef. It's highway robbery, and don't even get me started on the fresh vegetable prices, but I had to go shopping. My house has no food besides Captain Crunch cereal, Pop-Tarts, potato chips, Oreos, bread, and peanut butter. I have a hunch those items are not part of Trey Lewis's fancy diet.

      The second he left to get parts from the hardware store, I left for the market. I put the entire shopping spree on my credit card. I’ll deal with it when my first payment comes from ESBN.

      Did I absolutely need my sink fixed right now?

      No.

      I tried to tell Trey that and push him out of my house. I even used leverage, but it was no use. A romantic dinner for two is the price I’ll pay for not being a bodybuilder with muscles strong enough to evict Trey Lewis. I’m not sure why I added the romantic part. I’m redacting that word, so it’s just dinner for two.

      I go to rinse the lettuce off in the sink, then remember the water isn’t on. I wonder if Trey likes dirt and pesticides with his salad. Eh, he’ll never know the difference.

      I cut a few pieces of lettuce and put them in the bowl. But after a minute of cutting, my eyes drift down to the floor where Trey’s on his back. His head and half his chest are hidden under my sink, but there’s still a very good view of his muscular legs and thighs. His tanned legs are smooth, not in a creepy, he-shaves-his-legs kind of way. More like he doesn’t grow much hair. If he does, it’s so light I can’t see it.

      His elbows stick out of the cupboard as he cranks a tool back and forth tightening a pipe. The slight movement shifts Trey’s shirt upward a tiny bit, giving me a glimpse of the sexy V muscles that trail down the sides of his abdomen.

      What kind of cruel plumber fantasy is happening in my kitchen right now? Plumbers aren’t supposed to be sexy with a defined torso. They’re supposed to have a plumber’s crack.

      I turn my head away from the sexy one-inch glimpse of his stomach and close my eyes.

      I’m fine. It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.

      Even as I tell myself that, I know it’s a lie.

      I open my eyes and fan myself with a romaine leaf. Did somebody turn the heater on in the middle of Florida? Guess what? I don't even have a freaking heater. So, no. The rise in temperature is all thanks to the burning hot attraction in my chest.

      “I think that about does it.” Trey scoots his body out of the cupboard, which rolls his shirt up even higher, giving me a view of his lower abs as he sits up. It’s like some kind of sick joke. There’s probably a candid camera on me and a room full of people watching at another location. They’re all laughing, taking bets on how long I last before I pin Trey to the ground and cut off his shirt to see the rest of the prize.

      Stay strong, woman!

      I fan myself harder.

      He stands, which is perfect because his shirt falls back into its proper place, saving me from my misery.

      He stares at my lettuce fan. “What are you doing?”

      My arm drops. “Shaking off the excess dirt. You know, because I couldn’t rinse it since the water’s turned off.”

      He dusts his hands on his shorts. “I’m going to turn it on right now.”

      “Great. Dinner’s almost ready.”

      “It smells delicious.” Trey’s lips lift as he passes by me.

      Dang, that smile!

      I bring the lettuce leaf to my mouth and take a big bite, trying to chew away my attraction. My face twists in disgust, and I lean over the garbage can, spitting it inside. Plain lettuce is the worst.

      He comes back in, heading for the sink. “This is the moment of truth.”

      I’m secretly hoping for a spray of water to shoot out from the pipes, soaking Trey’s whole shirt, so he has to take it off and put it in my dryer for an entire forty-five-minute cycle because, heaven forbid, he stays in a wet t-shirt.

      Perhaps my plumber fantasy is too much to hope for.

      He lifts the nozzle. There's a gurgle, then a chug, then a rush of water. Both of us bend down, looking under the sink.

      Nothing happens.

      Not a drip.

      Not a pipe burst.

      Nothing.

      He actually fixed it.

      “I can't believe I did it.” His smile grows into something big and proud.

      “You said you knew what you were doing.”

      “I didn’t have a clue. Luckily, the sixteen-year-old with acne at the hardware store knew enough.”

      “So you’re admitting you lied just so you could have dinner with me?”

      “No, I figured I could fix it. I once unclogged a drain on my yacht.”

      “I don’t know what’s worse: the fact that you have a yacht, or the fact that you just name-dropped it to impress me.”

      His eyes go wide with embarrassment. “I promise I wasn’t name-dropping my yacht. I was name-dropping a clogged toilet, pointing out that I’ve fixed something before.”

      I give him a quizzical look, suspicious of Nautical Trey. “Since when are you into yachts anyway?”

      “I’m not. I just bought it to impress a woman—not you,” he adds for emphasis, “and as a tax write-off. But I’ll probably end up selling it.”

      I’m not going to let the fact that Trey bought a yacht to impress another woman bug me. I’m not jealous. Not one bit. I keep the conversation going to prove just that.

      “You know who would be impressed with your yacht? My Grandma G.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep, she’s always had a thing for overly priced, extravagant boats.”

      He smiles, and I lose myself for a moment in his dimples.

      “Speaking of Grandma G., let’s eat!” I shake myself out of his smile death trap and walk to the stove. I grab the pot of food, bringing it to the table.

      Trey takes a seat. “What's on the menu?”

      “Spaghetti with homemade meatballs and sauce. It’s my grandma’s recipe—an Italian classic.”

      “I love it.”

      I push the other bowl in front of him. “Plus, vinegar salad and French bread. And that's it.”

      A cute smile covers his mouth. “I don’t think you’ve ever cooked for me before.”

      “Well, if you don’t like it, just go home and eat something else.” I don’t know why I feel so self-conscious about the meal and my cooking, as if I need to impress Trey. I was married for three years and cooked for Chris that whole time. But this feels different.

      “It’s perfect. Thanks for making it.”

      “You pretty much forced me, but whatever.” I smirk.

      He puts some noodles onto his plate. “Do we need to save some for your mom? Does she still live here too?”

      “Uh, no.” I pour dressing over my salad. “She lives in South Carolina with some guy.”

      “Like a random guy or somebody you’ve met?”

      “I met him once—the day she packed up her stuff and moved out.”

      “I’m getting the feeling you disapprove.”

      “It’s just the same old story with my mom. She doesn't know how to be alone, so she changes her identity and everything about herself to fit with whatever guy is convenient. She's currently into some voodoo witch doctor stuff because that's what this guy likes. She lost herself so long ago that I don't even think she knows who she is anymore. Talk about a woman with attachment issues.”

      “Your mom’s issues aren’t your issues.”

      “I know that.”

      “Do you? Because since I’ve known you, her choices tend to shape yours.”

      I laugh, surprisingly not mad at his assessment. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Your mom is why you’re so adamant about not relying on a man for help and doing things on your own. You always said you didn't want to be like her, right? So, by being alone, you’re proving to yourself that you’re not following in her footsteps.” There’s kindness behind Trey’s eyes, like he’s really trying to understand what makes me tick instead of judging me for it.

      “Except, I did follow in her footsteps.” I shift my gaze to my food—it’s safer than his soft gaze. “I married Chris and lost myself and my dreams in the process.”

      “How did that happen?”

      I shrug off his question. “It doesn’t matter now.”

      “Marriage doesn’t always have to be like that.”

      “That’s probably not true with me. But I don’t plan on marrying again, so I guess I’ll never know if that’s true or not.” I push a smile onto my lips. “But that’s enough about me. Let’s talk about you. Is it true that the last woman you dated ended up with your agent, Ben?”

      “That’s correct. In fact, they’re getting married in a few months.”

      “Ouch. That had to hurt.”

      “Not really.” He takes a bite, pausing for a moment to chew. “The second I realized they had feelings for each other, I made it my goal to get them together.”

      “And before her?”

      His eyes narrow in a playful way. “Are you fishing for information on my dating life?”

      “Hardly. If I want information on your dating history, I can Google it and get a complete rundown.”

      Which I’ve never done. (I half expect my nose to grow bigger after that lie.)

      “You can’t get a complete history online.” His stare goes from playful to serious. “There's only been one real relationship that ever mattered, and Google doesn’t have any information on that.”

      By the way Trey’s looking at me, I'm catching the drift. We only dated for a little over three months, and in that time, I was pretty religious about not being photographed with him. I thought I had this big broadcasting career ahead of me, and it would look bad if I was rumored to be dating such a high-profile athlete. I didn’t want Trey to get credit for my career as if his fame made me who I was. Because of that, there’s no trace of our relationship online. At the time, I thought it was a good thing, but over the years, I’ve wished more than once that I had social proof that we were together—not for anyone else, just for me—so I wouldn’t feel like I made the whole thing up in my mind.

      But that’s another topic we can't talk about.

      “What do you think about the meatballs?” I change the subject. “Were they too spicy?”

      Trey laughs but goes along with my abrupt switch of conversation. “Not compared to the Death Wish Sauce I had on my wings last week.”

      “It’s your fault for ordering that.”

      “You’re the one that recommended them.”

      “You don’t have to do what I say.”

      “Maybe I want to do what you say.” His lowered brows contradict the smirk on his lips.

      My stomach swirls with delight in reaction to his flirty expression. This is another discussion that needs to be avoided. Every conversation we have is me steering us in appropriate directions and him veering us off course again.

      I lean back against my chair, covering my stomach with my hand. “Well, my cooking is no competition for your fancy chef that leaves meals in your fridge.”

      “Honestly, this was way better than the food she leaves me. I don’t think she adds salt to anything.”

      “Probably because she doesn’t want you to retain water.”

      “I’ll be nice and puffy for practice tomorrow, and I don’t even regret it.” Trey stands, carrying his plate and the pot of meatballs to the counter.

      I jump to my feet and scoot in front of him, blocking his body from the sink. “I can do the dishes myself. I have a whole system.”

      “I have a system too.” His giant arms close around me as he reaches for the faucet to turn on the water, then he begins washing his plate over me.

      I’m trapped between Trey’s biceps with his chest pressed against my back like some kind of inverted hug. And the worst part, I put myself here. My stupidity is astonishing.

      “Well, my system’s better.” I try to pull the plate out of his hands, but he holds it up high where I can’t reach it.

      His head dips down next to mine, and his cheek brushes the side of my face. “I think there’s more than one way to wash dishes.”

      I lift my shoulder, trying to shield my ear and neck from his hot breaths, but it’s too late. Chills have already branched out from that spot, funneling to the rest of my body like growing tree limbs. My hands clutch the counter, and I close my eyes for one second, enjoying the feel of his body hovering over mine before I have to kick him out.

      One one-thousand. Two one-thousand. Three one-thousand. Okay, that’s enough.

      My eyes pop open, and I push back with my hips, giving me enough space to duck under his arm and escape. I put at least four feet of space between us—basically the entire length of my small kitchen.

      “Well, thanks for fixing the leak.” I pick up his phone and keys that he’d taken out of his pockets and set on the counter and hold them out to him as a hint.

      “You want me to leave, don’t you?”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      He laughs. “If that’s what you want.”

      I can’t say what I really want because it goes against every promise I made to myself after my divorce.

      Trey turns off the water, then wipes his wet hands on a dish towel. His eyes are pinned on me as he reaches for his stuff. “I had a lot of fun tonight.”

      I know he’s talking about me. He had a lot of fun with me. But I can’t go there. “If you liked fixing my sink that much, maybe you should take some classes and get a van with a plumber holding a wrench painted on the side.”

      “Maybe I will.” Trey smiles as his eyes trace over my face. His stare could melt the entire frozen section at Costco. If he doesn’t leave soon, we’re going to need a clean-up on aisle five. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He finally takes a step back and turns to go.

      I stay put in my kitchen and don’t release my breath until I hear the door slam shut.

      I feel like I’ve just gone ten rounds in a boxing fight. I’m exhausted, and I haven’t even started working with him yet.

      It’s going to be a long few weeks.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    




      TREY

      I don’t know what I expected from having Whitney oversee the ESBN series, but it definitely wasn’t this. So far this week, I haven’t even talked to her. I’ve seen her from a distance. She’s been working with the ESBN camera crew, filming practices and team huddles. We couldn’t even have our weekly planning session about her because she was in the room with the film crew during the entire offensive meeting. Instead, we had to discuss the game plan in the showers because that was the only place we could get away from her.

      This week’s offensive MVP was Jarin, the other wide receiver. He caught for ninety-eight yards and scored the other two touchdowns, so naturally, it was his week to implement my dating plan.

      His advice: shower Whitney with gifts. I was skeptical at first. It’s not like I can go to a jewelry store and buy her a diamond necklace. She’d freak out about that. But then Jarin convinced me by telling me that gifts are his wife’s love language. I don’t think it’s Whitney’s, but it’s worth trying. I just have to get creative. It’s Wednesday, and all I’ve done so far is order her lunch every day and have it delivered to the practice facility. Subway sandwiches aren’t going to melt her heart, no matter how much chipotle sauce they put on them. But I do have one idea in the works that I hope will go over well.

      I dial Jenna’s number as I walk out of the practice facility. The call rings twice, then she answers.

      “Hey, what’s up? I only have a few minutes before I’m done with makeup and need to go in front of the camera.”

      “Have you heard anything about your audition for that TV thing?” I figure I better ask her about herself before asking for favors.

      “Not yet, but my agent thinks I’ll get a callback. Now, tell me why you really called.”

      She’s on to me.

      “I just have a quick question.” I glance around, making sure there isn’t anyone walking behind me, listening in on my conversation. “You know all those clothes you left in your room at my house?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “What are you planning on doing with them?”

      I can hear the smile in her voice. “Are you cleaning out closets or something?”

      “No. I was actually wondering if you’d be okay if I gave them away.”

      “To who?”

      “Goodwill.” Is it bad to lie about Goodwill?

      “You want to give designer clothes to charity?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Why do I not believe you?” Her voice gets louder as the pieces start to fit together. “Does this have something to do with Whitney?”

      “Maybe.”

      “If you want my clothes, you better tell me what’s going on.”

      Jenna already knows about my football friends helping me out each week. I’ve been giving her detailed updates. There’s no harm in telling her why I need the clothes and what I plan to do with them. It’s just a little embarrassing, but she’s my sister. I’ll get over it.

      “Fine. This week I’m supposed to shower Whitney with gifts.”

      “Oooh, I like this plan. Who came up with that?”

      “Jarin, but that’s beside the point.” I pull in a quick breath, gearing up for my explanation. “Whitney will never accept a gift from me, but if I make it look like she’s just doing me a favor, then I’ll be able to give her something she really needs and deserves.”

      “Like my clothes?”

      “Exactly. With all of these ESBN interviews, Whitney could really use some new things to wear.”

      “I don’t care about the clothes, but,” she hesitates, “maybe this whole thing is kind of weird.”

      “It’s not weird. You don’t need them. You get free clothes all the time. Plus, you probably don't even remember what you have at my house.”

      “Jenna, we're ready for you,” a voice says in the background.

      “Okay, I guess it isn’t weird. She can have my clothes, but don't let me forget that I have nothing to wear next time I plan a trip to Florida.”

      “You always pack four suitcases whenever you come to visit. I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

      “That’s true.” She whispers something to the woman doing her makeup, then comes back to me. “I have to go, but let me know how the clothing drive goes.”

      I roll my eyes. “It's not a clothing drive.” But Jenna’s already clicked off the call.

      I exhale. That was step one of my plan. Now, I’m onto step two. I open my text messages and pull up Whitney’s number.

      
        
        Trey: Hey, we got out of practice a little early today. I have a short window of time if you want to stop by my house and get one of the interviews out of the way.

      

      

      An impromptu meeting is crucial for my plan to work.

      
        
        Whitney: That actually would be really helpful since we have a ton of questions to get through, but I'm not dressed for an interview.

      

      

      I can’t believe how perfectly she’s falling into my trap.

      
        
        Whitney: I’d need to go home and change my clothes first.

      

        

      
        Trey: I only have a short window of time. Maybe you could just borrow something from Jenna’s closet. She has a lot of nice things.

      

      

      I put this next part in a separate text like it’s just an afterthought, not the main objective.

      
        
        Trey: Actually, I'm cleaning out Jenna’s closet to make room for some other stuff, and she told me just to donate all of her clothes to Goodwill. So, really, you can use and have whatever you want.

      

        

      
        Whitney: Jenna told you to donate her clothes? That’s really surprising.

      

      

      I forget that Whitney’s met Jenna before.

      
        
        Trey: No, she always gives away clothes. It's becoming a problem.

      

        

      
        Whitney: If you only have a short window of time, I guess I can make something of hers work. We’re finishing up filming in the weight room. Then we’ll go straight to your house.

      

        

      
        Trey: Great, see you soon.

      

      

      Who knew gift-giving was so difficult?

      

  




WHITNEY

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jenna’s guest closet is bigger than my entire bedroom. Actually, my bathroom, my closet, and my bedroom combined. I feel like Anne Hathaway in The Princess Diaries 2. Any minute, Julie Andrews will pop out and push a button, revealing a drawer full of sunglasses.

      I run my finger along a few designer blouses. I’m not exactly the same size as Trey’s supermodel sister, but there are enough clothes here that something’s bound to work.

      “Looks like you found Jenna’s closet.”

      I turn over my shoulder to where Trey leans against the door frame with his ankles crossed. He’s dressed up for the interview in a collared shirt and nice slacks. His blonde hair hangs perfectly over his forehead and ears like he just blow-dried and styled it.

      He looks utterly handsome.

      But I’m not here to stare. I’m here to work, so I pull my eyes away from the whole Ralph-Lauren-model thing he has going on and glance around the closet. “Are you sure Jenna’s okay with me wearing something of hers?”

      “Yeah, she doesn’t want any of it. I’m just going to be throwing it out.”

      “I thought you said you were donating the clothes.”

      His shoulders lift. “Eh, that seems like too much work.”

      My chin drops, adding emphasis to the dirty look I give him. “Helping the needy is too much work?”

      “Yeah, it’s easier just to throw the clothes in some trash bags and be done with it.”

      I can’t get over how nonchalant he’s being. When it comes to expensive clothes, do all rich people behave this way?

      “You can’t throw this stuff out.” I take a silk shirt between my fingers. “There are thousands of dollars of clothes here.”

      “If you think there’s something worth keeping, you can take whatever you want.”

      “To donate?”

      “To keep for yourself.”

      I puff out a laugh. “I’m not keeping Jenna’s clothes.”

      “Why not? You’d be doing me a favor. It’ll be less for me to clean out and save me some garbage bags.”

      As if he needs to scrimp and save on garbage bags.

      “I don’t take things from people. I buy my own things.”

      “So you’d rather all these expensive clothes go to waste just to stick to your principles?”

      I know it sounds ridiculous, especially coming from someone who needs nice clothes to wear for all these interviews—one month is a long time to keep repeating the same outfits over and over—but this is who I am. Love me or hate me (right now, I kind of hate me).

      I square my shoulders. “Yes, they’re good principles to adhere to.”

      “Pfft.” His head shakes as he pushes off the door and walks to a row of shirts hanging on a rod. One by one, he tugs on blouses, snapping them off their hangers and throwing them over his other arm.

      “You can’t take shirts off hangers like that. You’re going to stretch out the necks.”

      “Why do you care? You don’t want them. They’re just going to be rotting at a landfill.”

      Trey’s disrespect for designer fashion is maddening.

      “Give me the clothes.” I march over to him and try to scoop the shirts off his arm, but he holds on tight.

      His expression flashes attitude. “No.”

      I yank harder, even though it’s useless and immature. “You’re so stubborn.”

      “I’m stubborn? You’re the one that won’t take the clothes.” Trey twists, rolling his body away so the shirts are out of my reach. As he comes full circle, his arm cocks back, and before I know what’s happening, shirts are flying through the air, hitting me in the face, one after another. He’s like Buddy the Elf, but instead of snowballs, his weapon is wadded-up silk and cashmere.

      I swipe at the clothes, catching a few pieces and throwing them back at him. When he’s out of ammunition, Trey charges toward me like a defensive back about to tackle a receiver. I yelp out a laugh as one arm cradles my waist, and the other swipes my feet out from under me. I land on my back—more like he gently places me on my back. He holds my arms with one hand and gathers the clothes around me with the other, making a pile of them on top of my body like he’s burying me at the beach. I’ll tell you one thing, being covered in Gucci and Stella McCartney is way more fun than being covered with sand. And it smells better, too. I wonder what kind of perfume Jenna uses.

      “Okay!” I shake my head, trying to get the clothes off my face. “You win!”

      “What do I win?”

      I can barely see Trey through the lace shirt covering my face, but I see enough to know his smug smile is present.

      “If you’re just going to throw the clothes out, I guess I could take a few things.”

      “What was that?” He leans in closer.

      “I’ll keep some of the clothes!” I yell in the direction I think his ear is located.

      “Don’t do me any favors.” He tickles my side, causing my entire body to wiggle and squirm.

      “I want them!” I shriek in desperation.

      “You what?”

      “I want the clothes!” I’ll say anything to make the tickling stop. That includes begging. “Please, let me have them!”

      Everything ceases, and I relax my body.

      He brushes the shirts off my face so I can finally see. He’s leaning on his side with his chest pressed against my body. So many of my rules are being broken right now, and I don’t seem to care. All I care about is the excitement churning in my stomach.

      His head hovers over me, an amused smile on his lips. “Consider the clothes as my gift to you.”

      “Your gift to me?” I smirk. “I don’t like you very much.”

      The edge of his smile lifts higher. “Yeah, you do.”

      The truth of his words pounds in every single beat of my racing heart. The whole moment feels like deja vu. The playful fighting, the wrestling, the tickling—we were always such a mess, but that’s what made our relationship unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. Trey elicits all my strongest emotions, the good and the bad, making loving him my greatest thrill ride.

      Our gazes lock together, each of us waiting for the other to make the next move. We’re trapped in that gray area between our past feelings and our current relationship—where it’s hard to judge right and wrong. Would a kiss now ruin everything that came before this moment? Or would it shape everything that comes after?

      Trey slowly moves closer as if he’s made his decision. His eyes carefully watch mine, looking for the slightest hint of objection so he can jump ship before it’s too late. But instead of sewing the seed of doubt into his mind, I slide my hand over his waist like my fingers know just where to go. My eyelids hover between open and closed, making all his features hazy. And just when I think his lips will skid across mine, there’s a knock at the bedroom door.

      “Whitney?” a voice calls from out in the hall. I think it’s Andy, one of the cameramen ESBN sent. “Are you in here?”

      We both scatter and jump to our feet in record time. It’s impressive, actually.

      “Yes, in here!” My words are breathy and rushed. I turn my back to Trey and pick up a shirt still on its hanger, examining it like a precious metal under a microscope.

      “Oh.” Andy takes in Trey and the clothes everywhere. “I was just letting you know that we’re ready downstairs.”

      I glance over my shoulder, giving Andy the most innocent smile I can muster. “Great.” I point to Trey, who’s at the other end of the closet by the drawers. “We were just…um—”

      “Cleaning out clothes,” Trey finishes for me, and that’s when I notice he’s holding one of Jenna’s sexy negligees—something she’s probably modeled in.

      Andy’s brows fold in confusion, and his eyes dart to the black sheer fabric in Trey’s hands. It’s bad optics, and I’m sure he has a million questions and theories running through his mind, but he just leaves it alone.

      “Okay, well, I’ll just wait downstairs.” He nods a few times, as if he’s still trying to figure out what’s really happening here, but he doesn’t move to leave.

      Trey finally looks down at the piece of clothing in his hands. His eyes widen in disgust when he realizes what he’s holding. “I’ll join you.” He throws the sheer nighty across the closet and places a hand on Andy’s back, leading him out.

      I wait for them to be gone before I drop my head into my hands. Frustration settles over me. I thought my willpower was impenetrable, but Trey manages to find the cracks.

      Every. Single. Time.

      

  




WHITNEY

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I head downstairs in one of Jenna’s maroon jumpsuits. It’s sleeveless with a squared-off neckline, seamed bodice, and high-waisted pant legs that fall to a classic wide cut. The pants are a little long for me, but I'm not worried since we’ll be sitting during the interview. And Grandma G. can hem anything of Jenna’s that ends up being too long.

      Trey’s house is buzzing with ESBN people. There’s Quinton, the lighting guy; Andy, the camera guy; and Toria, in charge of makeup and set up. I nod at Andy and Toria as I pass by them at the bottom of the stairs.

      I’ve got my game face on, which means pretending everything that happened upstairs with Trey didn’t happen at all. Denial—that’s the key to survival. Don’t let anyone tell you differently. It’s a fantastic method that’s gotten me through years of dysfunctional parents.

      I walk into the living room, and Trey and Quinton shift their eyes to me. Quinton gives a quick up and down, then goes back to adjusting the backlight brought in to brighten the room. But there’s nothing quick about what Trey does. His eyes slowly rove over me, taking in every bit like he’s memorizing each square inch of my body. I’ve never been so checked out in my entire life or felt more beautiful because of it. His eyes are wide with appreciation when his gaze finally lands on mine, and his mouth is slightly ajar.

      How the heck am I supposed to live in denial with Trey’s greedy stare all over me?

      He blinks like he can’t come up with a single coherent thought. “Um…you…look…” He scratches his head. “Eh…I thought…um…we thought…” He somehow manages to point his finger back and forth between him and Quinton. “The…um…living room…” He rakes a hand through his blond hair and rushes out of the room. “I need water.”

      Quinton frowns, his eyes following him. “I hope he doesn’t stutter that much in his interview.”

      And I hope he doesn’t look at me like that during his interview.

      I breathe in.

      I’ve got this.

      I’m not some silly girl who falls apart after one sizzling look from a man. Even though every time that man looks at me, he acts like he’s seeing me for the first time, taken aback by my beauty over and over again. When we dated, Trey’s approval was the gift that kept on giving. It used to do great things for my confidence. Under his stare today, I felt a little bit of that again. I didn’t know how much I missed it until right now. We can just add that to the list of things I lost when we broke up.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    




      WHITNEY

      “Today’s questions are about your childhood and your family,” I say as I sit down in the chair across from Trey. This is me being professional—working under harsh conditions. “During this segment of the episode, we’ll probably show pictures of you growing up, old family videos, and flip back and forth from you to your mom and dad talking. Are you okay with all of that?”

      Trey slaps his thighs as he takes his seat. “I trust that you’ll do what’s best.”

      “If there’s a question you don’t like, we can skip it.”

      He lets out a nervous breath. “Like I said, I trust you.”

      “Okay.” I nod at Andy to start recording, even though Trey’s posture seems a little stiff. We can start with a few easy questions until he loosens up a bit.

      “How old were you when you first started playing football?”

      “I was catching a football before I could even walk.”

      “Really?” I smile, noticing the way Trey relaxes from my response.

      “My dad shoved a toy ball in my hand the second I learned to grasp things. Then as soon as I could sit up, he started throwing balls at me. We have a few family videos, and it seems like I caught more footballs with my chubby thighs than with my hands. I don’t think my hand-eye coordination was quite there yet.”

      I laugh. “Probably not.”

      “But my dad always said, ‘Start ‘em when they’re young.’”

      “Do you remember your dad playing in the NFL before he got hurt and had to retire?”

      “I remember going to a few of his games but nothing specific. His time in the NFL is something people tell me about, not a memory I recall. But now that I’m older, I’ve seen videos of him playing.”

      Trey naturally relaxes as he answers, and we both ease into our chairs in a conversational way. Everyone else in the room melts away until it's just us. It’s like we’re back to the night we first met at Izzy’s parents’ house. Golden Girls plays in the background as we talk about anything and everything. Just two people trying to get to know each other.

      “And who do you think is better at football? You or your dad?”

      “Oh, I better not answer that.” Trey laughs. “Besides, I don’t think you can really compare our careers because so many things are different in the NFL now. Plus, my dad got injured before his prime.”

      Trey’s gaze hasn’t left mine, but there’s nothing awkward about the moment. Instead, the casual back and forth between us feels right.

      “A lot of people would say that having a dad who played in the NFL is a big reason you’re so successful at this level. Do you think that’s true?”

      “It certainly didn’t hurt.” He crosses his ankle over his knee. “Ever since I was little, my dad pushed me to be the best. He understood what it takes to make it in the NFL and made sure I didn’t forget it. He was hard on me, always demanding perfection, and even when I was perfect, he’d still find a flaw or a way to criticize me.” Trey glances down like he’s lost in his own thoughts. “Even now, he still picks apart each game. For once, it would be nice to hear him say, ‘Good job,’ or ‘I’m proud of you.’ I don’t think I’ve ever heard my dad say that he’s proud of me. Even after I won the Super Bowl MVP, it still wasn’t perfect enough for him.”

      Trey’s not looking at me, but I can tell by the emotion filling up the edges of his voice that there’s a good chance his eyes are tearing up. I want to throw my arms around him to comfort the man and the little boy who never felt good enough for Larry Lewis, but I hold still, letting him work through his thoughts.

      “I used to let my dad’s obsession with perfection bleed over into every other aspect of my life. If I couldn’t be perfect on the football field, maybe I could be perfect in front of the media or have the perfect athletic physique, diet, or relationship. Then maybe my dad would be proud of me.”

      He pauses, glancing at me. His eyes are soft and weighted, as if he’s assessing his next words. I lean forward, dying to know what Trey wants to say but isn’t sure he should. A look of resolve passes through his gaze.

      “I let the woman I loved walk out of my life because things weren’t perfect. I was working under my dad’s warped idea of perfection. I didn’t know that fighting was a normal part of relationships. I just assumed we weren’t meant to be if things weren't always perfect between us. So I didn’t fight for the one person I cared about, and it’s the biggest regret of my life.”

      All these years, I never knew why Trey just let me walk away without putting up a fight. I had no clue that it was tied to his issues with his dad. We’ve both carried around so much regret and hurt about our parts in the break-up. We’ve held onto things we weren’t brave enough to say to each other. It’s really sad.

      “I realize now there’s no such thing as perfection. I thought everything would be fine when I got my big deal and signed my new contract. I thought my life would finally be perfect. But perfection is elusive, and constantly striving for it just makes you unhappy.” Trey wipes at his eye, and it’s like that action reminds him that he’s being interviewed, not just talking to me. He breaks the stare between us and glances up at Quinton, Toria, and Andy. A self-conscious laugh pours out of him. “Wow.” He switches positions. “You all just got a lot more than you bargained for with that answer.”

      I smile, reassuring him that his words are safe with us…with me. I would never put any of that in the final cut. I feel the burden of presenting Trey in a way that depicts what a good guy he is while also making his family show well, and this interview does nothing good for his dad. As much as I dislike Larry Lewis, I’m not about to defame him.

      I’m not sure my heart can take any more honesty tonight, so I stand. “I think that’s enough for now. You’d mentioned that you only had a small window of time before you had to go somewhere, so we’ll just call it a night.”

      “Okay.” He stands too.

      Embarrassment hangs off Trey’s movements, and I feel the need to avoid his eye contact, so I talk with the crew as they pack up. When they’re loading the rental van, and I’m out of words, I go upstairs and throw the mound of Jenna’s clothes into two garbage bags. I lug the first bag down the stairs.

      “What are you doing?” Trey rushes up the steps, meeting me in the middle.

      “I’ve got it.” I keep my eyes down.

      “It’s bigger than you. Let me help.”

      “No, really. I’ve...” My words trail off like they were swallowed by the awkwardness that still lingers from earlier.

      He takes the bag from me and throws it over his shoulder as if it weighs nothing. “I’ll put this in your car.”

      While Trey heads for the front door, I go back for the second bag. By the time he comes inside again, I’ve almost made it to the bottom of the stairs.

      He jogs to me, taking the second bag too. “Must you do everything on your own?”

      Since I’m the only person I can count on, yes.

      I follow him out to my car. The van’s gone. It’s just the two of us left here.

      “There’s no way both bags are going to fit in your trunk.”  He opens the backseat door and shoves the bag inside.

      “Maybe I should leave the clothes here, then.”

      “No give-backs.” He slams the door, putting an exclamation on it.

      I decide for once to drop the subject since the clothes are already in my car, and I really want to keep them.

      “I should probably get out of here so I don’t make you late.” I reach for my door handle.

      “I actually don’t have anywhere to be. I just said that so you’d be forced to wear something of Jenna’s. I thought it would be easier to convince you to take the clothes if you saw them first.”

      “You little manipulator.”

      “I prefer persuader.”

      “The clothes are tainted now. I can never wear them.”

      “They are not tainted. And I hope you do wear them.” His eyes drop down my body. “If the rest of them look half as good as this outfit does, I’m in big trouble.”

      I think we’re all in big trouble.

      We stare at each other, brewing chemistry like we always do. Why does Trey’s heated gaze make me question all of my life choices?

      “Well”—I swing the door open—“I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Whit?”

      I pause, looking back at the unsure expression on his face.

      “I’m sorry I blew the interview with all that stuff about my dad. I’ve never said any of that out loud before, but I feel like I can say anything to you. We got comfortable, and it all came spilling out.”

      “Don’t even worry about it.” I offer him a smile. “None of it will show up in the final edit.”

      “I know. I just—”

      “You don’t have to explain.” I lightly touch his arm. This is one time the no-touching rule doesn’t seem applicable. “If anyone understands, it’s me. I’ve got a dad—and a mom, actually—that complicate my life. I get it.”

      “Thanks for understanding. It means a lot.” A sad smile tints his lips, like he’s noticed what I’m not acknowledging from the interview—the part where he talked about us.

      I squeeze his arm, then drop down into my car, shutting the door.

      Trey steps back, hands in his pockets, but he doesn’t leave. He stands there in his circle drive as if he means to watch me drive away. There’s something really sweet and romantic about him seeing me off.

      I turn my key in the ignition. The engine turns over and over like it usually does. I try again. The motor hums and then stops. I try one last time, hoping the third time will be the charm, but everything goes silent.

      Please, don’t tell me that my car has chosen this exact moment to stop working.

      My shoulders sink as my eyes swing to Trey. He’s still standing there with his hands in his pockets. But this time, he’s wearing an amused smile.

      I open the door. “You think this is funny, don’t you?”

      “Nope.” He rolls his lips together.

      “Good, because it’s not funny. This cannot be happening.” I drag myself out of the driver’s seat and walk around to the front. “I need a car right now.”

      “Is it out of gas?” Trey comes up beside me as I pop the hood.

      “No, it has half a tank. Maybe it’s the battery.” My expression turns hopeful.

      “I don’t think it would make that kind of noise if it were the battery.”

      “Ugh!” I lean over the engine as if I can somehow see what the problem is.

      “Do you know anything about cars?”

      “No.” I look at him. “Do you?”

      “Not a thing. But”—he grins back at me in his big way—“I happen to own quite a few. Why don’t you drive one until you get this fixed?”

      “What do you mean you own quite a few? Like two?”

      He rubs his chin. “I think I have six. No, wait. I have seven. I forgot about the one they gave me when I moved to Tampa.”

      “Who’s they?”

      “The Buccaneers. It was part of my contract.”

      “Seven cars for one man.”

      He shrugs innocently.

      “You are so annoying.”

      “Yes, but if you take one of my cars, I’ll become less annoying.”

      “I’m not taking one of your cars.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s yours!”

      “You’re taking the clothes.”

      “There’s a big difference between a bag of clothes and a vehicle.” His ignorance on this subject must be a side effect of being rich.

      “If you don’t take one of my cars, what are you going to do?”

      I don’t know.

      I don’t have the money or the time to get this figured out.

      “Ride the bus?” I say it like a question, hoping he has another solution that isn’t taking his car or riding the Tampa Bay city bus.

      He turns on his heels. “Come on.”

      I follow him to the side of the property, where there’s a giant garage.

      “How did I not notice this before?”

      “I don’t know.” He punches in a code, and one of the garage doors rolls open.

      His truck is parked in front, and then there’s a row of five luxury cars behind it.

      “I’m not driving one of those. They’re worth more than my entire life.”

      “Are we doing this whole stubborn thing again? Because it’s getting old. Your car is broken. You have no other options tonight unless you plan to spend the night at my house.” I glare. “Which I can see you are not. So choose a dang car, and let’s be done with it.”

      And that’s how I end up driving home in a souped-up Escalade.
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        * * *

      

      As I climb into bed that night, my phone buzzes on my nightstand.

      
        
        Bridgette: Hey! How’s your first week going working with Trey as a big ESBN journalist?

      

        

      
        Whitney: Great. So far, the job comes with free lunch, a designer wardrobe, and a luxury SUV.

      

        

      
        Bridgette: Haha! You wish.

      

      

      I can’t say I blame Bridgette for her dismissal of the truth. I can’t believe it myself. It goes against everything I stand for. I don’t do extravagant gifts or expensive toys. I’m not the type of woman whose love can be bought. But at the same time, I don’t feel like that’s what Trey’s doing here. It feels like he saw a need in my life and fulfilled it without making me feel like a pathetic loser. I don’t know how he did that.

      
        
        Bridgette: But seriously, are you loving it?

      

      

      I smile as I write out my text.

      
        
        Whitney: Yes. The work is everything I’ve always dreamed of.

      

        

      
        Bridgette: And things between you and Trey???

      

      

      I grimace.

      
        
        Whitney: We almost kissed tonight in his guest closet.

      

        

      
        Bridgette: What is it with you two and closets? I’ve never been trapped alone in a closet with a man in my entire life, and somehow, you’ve managed to do it twice.

      

        

      
        Whitney: I don’t even know how it’s happening.

      

        

      
        Bridgette: Girl.

      

      

      That’s all she has to say for me to know what she means, and I instantly hate myself for being that woman again.

      
        
        Whitney: I know. I’m getting it under control.

      

      

      And by it I’m referring to my ever-growing feelings for Trey.

      
        
        Bridgette: You better if a permanent job at ESBN is what you want.

      

      

      That is what I want—what I’ve always wanted.

      I shouldn’t have to keep reminding myself. It’s time to start being the person I intend to be. No more excuses. Trey is a means to an ESBN job. That’s it.

      It’s time to double down on my defenses.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    




      TREY

      I’m nervous.

      Dropping in on a woman unannounced is risky business.

      She might be with someone else. She might be busy. Or the worst possibility—she might not want to see me. If that’s the case, I’ll suck it up and leave.

      I clutch the flowers I brought in one hand and lightly knock on her door with my other hand.

      “Come in.”

      Come in?

      Is it legal to just enter the premises? I look around. No one seems to care or be paying attention to me, so I push the door open and walk inside.

      The curtains are drawn, and the faint sound of the news plays in the background. There’s a medicinal smell mixed with the typical mustiness you’d expect at a place like this.

      A few more steps get me far enough inside to see around the wall to the rest of the room.

      I hold my flowers up with a timid smile. “Grandma Gia?”

      She looks lifetimes older than I remember—her skin is more wrinkled, her hair is whiter, and her body is frailer.

      Her eyes squint, assessing me.

      “I don’t know if you remember me, but I’m Whitney’s friend, Trey.”

      She smacks her gums a few times before answering. “I’ve been waiting for you to come see me.”

      “You have?” I breathe a little easier.

      “I knew it was only a matter of time.” She pats the chair next to her recliner.

      I walk across the room and sit down beside her. “I would’ve come sooner, but I just found out this last Sunday that you were here.”

      “Whitney told you?”

      “Yeah, she did.”

      She nods like everything’s how she suspected.

      “How are you?”

      She lifts her arm, showing me a patch of purple bruises in the crook. “Look what they did to me.”

      My brows drop, and I lean forward to get a better look. “Who did that? Did they hurt you?” I’ll go full-on Hulk if I find out that Grandma G. has been mistreated.

      “They couldn’t find a vein. Poked me five times.”

      “Oh.” The tenseness in my breath deflates. I’m not a nurse or anything, but I understand enough to know older people have fragile veins that make it hard to draw blood. “I’m sorry. I bet that hurt.”

      “Pfft.” Her lips vibrate as her arm drops.

      “But other than that, you’re doing okay?”

      “Fit as a fiddle.”

      “I’m glad.” I smile at her. “You look good.”

      She lightly touches her white curls. “Whitney does my hair every week.”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “Have you been seeing a lot of her?”

      I don’t know how much Whitney’s told her grandma, so I decide to keep things vague. “A few times.”

      “Don’t let her scare you off. Whitney’s harmless.” She wags her finger at me. “Her bark is bigger than her bite.”

      “I’ll try to remember that.” I laugh.

      She leans forward like she’s going to say something only meant for me. “You came to Tampa for her, didn’t you?” She nods slowly. “You can tell me.”

      I laugh again. “Honestly, I thought Whitney was still married. So I didn’t come for her, but I’m really happy to see her again after all these years.”

      Her penciled-in brows—or maybe they’re tattooed—raise in interest. “It’s fate.”

      “That’s what I keep saying.”

      “You two are meant to be.”

      I can’t help but smile. “I really hope so.”

      There’s no point in beating around the bush about it. I do hope Whitney and I are meant to be together. I’ve fallen for her all over again, just as fast as I did the first time. But this time, I’m changing how things end.

      Grandma G. scowls. “I never liked that husband of hers.”

      “Chris?”

      She lets out a low grumble. “He didn’t deserve her, and she never loved him. That makes for a bad marriage.”

      “If she didn’t love him, why did she marry him?”

      “Only Whitney can answer that. But let’s leave the past in the past.” She smiles again, placing her feeble hand over mine. “You finally came for her. I always knew you would. Now the two of you can be together, and she’ll get her happy ending after all.”

      I smile, but in the back of my mind, I’m trying to figure out why Grandma G. keeps saying I finally came for Whitney. That makes it sound like she’s been waiting for me for years. Like I could’ve come, but I chose not to. That’s not true. There was nothing I could do. Whitney was with Chris, and I thought she was happy. Now I’m starting to wonder if they ever were.

      “Tell me everything about that game you play.” Grandma G. sits back in her chair. She places her hands in her lap, rests her head against her recliner, and closes her eyes. “Start from the beginning.”

      I think she wants me to talk about my football career. I’m unsure if she’ll be awake and listening or if I’ll be having a conversation with a sleeping eighty-something-year-old. Either way, I do what she says and start from the beginning, talking to Grandma G. like I used to when Whitney and I were still dating.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    




      WHITNEY

      I glance out the airplane window, watching the ground crew load suitcases into the bottom compartment. Quinton and Toria are in the row behind, and there’s an empty seat between Andy and me. I’m hoping the cabin door closes soon so it remains empty.

      My phone vibrates in my hand, and I glance down.

      
        
        Trey: I thought I would bump into you at the practice facility the last few days, but I guess I missed you.

      

      

      I bite my lip, staring at Trey’s text. After our second almost-kiss in a different closet, I made sure we didn’t see each other again this week. Things were getting too heated, and distance is my way of cooling things down.

      
        
        Trey: It’s Friday, so practice ends a little earlier. I haven’t heard from you about the filming schedule this weekend. Are you coming over tonight? Or maybe tomorrow morning before I catch the team flight?

      

      

      My fingers slide over the keyboard, constructing a perfectly professional reply.

      
        
        Whitney: There’s no filming scheduled this weekend. Enjoy your time off, and good luck with your game on Sunday.

      

      

      I push send, hoping the conversation ends there.

      
        
        Trey: Wait. Aren’t you going to Kansas City for the game?

      

        

      
        Whitney: No, I’m headed to LA. The Rams have a bye this weekend, so it’s the perfect opportunity to interview some of your old teammates and coaches.

      

        

      
        Trey: You’re headed to LA right now?

      

      

      I roll my eyes. Does he really need a play-by-play?

      
        
        Whitney: Yes, the plane’s boarding.

      

      

      The dots shake back and forth as I wait for his response.

      
        
        Trey: I hope it’s a good trip and you hear lots of amazing things about me from my old teammates.

      

      

      That’s the part of the trip I’m least looking forward to. It’s hard enough getting Trey out of my mind when I haven’t seen him for a few days. Put me in a room full of people that love and admire him and then make him the center of the conversation, and I don’t stand a chance.

      You’d think by now I’d be used to having my life immersed in all things Trey Lewis. I’ve spent the last two days reviewing his childhood scrapbook and old family videos we collected from his parents’ house. I’ve seen his dimples at every single stage of his life, and I can testify they were just as adorable back then as they are now.

      I hoped his teenage years would provide good entertainment—maybe some buck teeth, a bad haircut, and zits the size of those candy DOTS, but no such luck. Trey’s been beautiful his entire life. It’s vexing. Move over Jonathon Taylor Thomas because thirteen-year-old Trey Lewis takes the cake for being the biggest teen heartthrob that never passed through those awkward years.

      But the last thing I want is for Trey to know that my thoughts are consumed with him.

      
        
        Whitney: I’m sure the interviews will go very well. The flight attendant is glaring at me, so I better put my phone away.

      

      

      There’s no such flight attendant—at least not yet—but I have to shut things down.

      
        
        Trey: Okay, one other thing. I had a tow truck come pick up your car and take it to a shop. There was something wrong with the…I actually don’t remember the name of the part…but I had them fix it. They traded parts and labor for a couple of signed autographs. Can you believe that? Huge Bucs fans.

      

      

      No, I actually don’t believe that.

      
        
        Trey: Anyway, they’ll drop the car off at my house tomorrow. But feel free to drive the Escalade as long as you want. I haven’t even missed it.

      

      

      Can you be grateful for somebody and hate them at the same time?

      Judging by how I’m feeling right now, I think it’s possible.

      I close my eyes and lean my head against the seat. Actually, I hit my head on the seat. Multiple times. I’m trying to knock some sense into myself.

      “You okay?” Andy asks.

      My eyes shoot open, and I force a smile. “Yeah, I was just”—I point to my head—“trying to get comfortable.” Because hitting your head repeatedly is the best way to do that.

      “Okay.”

      Andy definitely thinks I’m crazy.

      I keep my smile on my lips until he glances down at his book again, then I let the façade drop, feeling the weight of the ESBN job and my wayward heart drag me down.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    




      TREY

      I pace the film room Monday morning. “Things with Whitney are at a DEFCON level one.”

      “So that means things are good, right?” Eli says.

      Shep shakes his head. “No, I think DEFCON five is good.”

      “DEFCON one is for the most dangerous situations, like nuclear war,” Coach Murphy clarifies. He’s sitting on the corner of the front table, dangling his leg back and forth.

      “Forget about DEFCON.” I stop pacing and face the guys. “I was just trying to paint the picture that things haven’t been good between Whitney and me lately.”

      Damien folds his arms, sitting back in his chair. “Describe not good.”

      “I haven’t seen her since last Wednesday night when we…you know.” I roll my hand, indicating the closet moment that I can’t stop thinking about.

      “Got interrupted just when things were getting good,” Westin finishes.

      “Yes. And then I texted her a few times this weekend, but she didn’t respond.”

      “She ghosted you?” Damien’s face contorts in disgust.

      “Yeah, I think so.” I clasp my fingers behind my head with my elbows out. “What do I do?”

      “Don’t ask us.” Coach Murphy looks at Shep. “Ask the offensive player of the week.”

      All eyes turn to Shep. He stands and slowly walks to the whiteboard at the front of the room. He picks up a marker and yanks the cap off, tossing it aside. I think he’s trying to be dramatic, and honestly, it’s working. I’m so ready for whatever he’s about to write on that board.

      We all tilt our heads, watching as Shep scribbles Xs in a line, like he’s drawing an offensive play. He whips around, standing to the side with the tip of his marker pointing at what he’s drawn. “Do you know why I was named offensive player of the week?”

      Nobody answers. I’m hoping it was a rhetorical question.

      “Because I’m a lineman.” Shep’s expression is serious as his eyes dart around the room. “And do you know what linemen do?”

      Again nobody answers.

      He draws a circle over and over around the X in the middle. “They give the quarterback time.”

      “Amen!” another lineman in the back shouts. There’s some serious position pride happening right now.

      “Time is what makes things happen. Time takes away the scrambling. Time solves all problems.”

      Damien’s had enough of the theatrics. He leans forward. “And what does this have to do with Trey and Whitney?”

      Shep looks directly at me. “Give the woman some quality time. Quality time will fix everything.” He lifts his hand in the air and releases the marker, letting it fall to the ground like a mic drop, and then he walks out of the room without a glance back.

      “Did that really just happen?” Jarin asks.

      Xander stands, closing his playbook and gathering up his stuff to leave. “I’ve always said Shep’s crazy. Y’all might actually listen to me now.”

      I unclasp my hands, dropping my arms to my sides.

      Quality time.

      How am I going to manage that when Whitney has made it her main goal in life to avoid me?

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    




      TREY

      If I were keeping a journal this week on how my quality time with Whitney was going, it would be blank.

      So that’s a problem.

      Monday after practice we filmed a BBQ at my parents’ house. Whitney said we weren’t allowed to talk about football. I’m not sure if she did that so my dad couldn’t berate me over this week’s game—which we won, by the way—or if she just wanted the quintessential American family facade because that’s what she thinks viewers want to see. But since Jenna couldn’t be there, it was just me interacting with my mom and dad in a totally unnatural and inorganic way. Things might’ve been better if Whitney had been there as my girlfriend, but she wasn’t. She was there as a producer. She stayed behind the camera in the background, barely interacting with any of us.

      Tuesday after practice was all about filming my house. We did shots in the yard, on the balcony, in my kitchen, and by my pool. Whitney was there the whole time, asking me questions, but she was colder than playing football at Lambeau Field in December. So all those interactions felt forced.

      We filmed Damien and me in my living room Wednesday after practice, watching the most recent Super Bowl, which I was the MVP of. That probably should’ve been awkward, but with Damien making fun of me the entire time, it was actually a lot of fun.

      Thursday after practice, more teammates came over, and we filmed us “hanging out.” It could’ve felt forced, but the guys were easygoing about the cameras and the whole process, which I appreciated.

      With all of that filming, there hasn’t been any alone time with Whitney. It’s like she knew quality time was the aim this week, and she did everything she could to make sure that didn’t happen.

      But it’s finally Friday afternoon, and if quality time is what Shep wants, then that’s what will happen. I’ve got an entire evening planned. I put a lot of thought into this, and I hope she likes it. Shep never specified that the quality time had to be with Whitney.

      

  




WHITNEY

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Okay, Ms. Savittieri, it looks like your payment went through, and now your account is paid in full,” the woman from the credit card company says through the phone.

      Paying bills inside your car when it’s parked at your grandmother’s assisted living home isn’t how I imagined these accounts getting closed out, but it works.

      “In full?” I smile. The action pushes my cheek against the side of my phone. If I were still driving Trey’s Escalade, I’d be able to use Bluetooth and have a hands-free phone call, but beggars can’t be choosers. So I’ll hold my cell phone up to my ear the old-fashioned way.

      “That’s correct. We just sent an email confirmation to whitneysavwithamic@gmail.com. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

      “No, I think that covers it.”

      “Thank you for calling National Bank One. I hope you have a great day.”

      “You too.” I blow out a small laugh as I end the call.

      I’m not sure I dare believe this moment is real. I’ve had an outstanding balance on this particular credit card for four years, ever since Chris decided to use it to buy a hot tub, which he took with him when we got divorced.

      But today was my first payday from ESBN. I signed the contract three weeks ago and have only been working for two, but the upfront payment for the project hit my bank this morning. I don’t think I’ve ever had this much money in my account at one time. I mean, it’s dwindling fast as I pay off a few of my debts, but there will still be an even bigger payout before the project is finished.

      I sit taller and exhale.

      I haven’t felt this at ease in a long time. It’s amazing what a little money can do. Wealth doesn’t make you happy, but it sure alleviates a lot of stress. If I could have this kind of security and a permanent position with ESBN, I’d be living my best life.

      And Trey.

      His handsome face crosses through my mind.

      My heart’s telling me I could have it all—security, a permanent position with ESBN, and Trey. That would be my best life. But experience has taught me never to trust my heart. So I’m going with my head on this one, and my head says I’ll wind up in the same position I was with Chris—changing my entire identity to fit in with Trey’s life until I don’t even know who I am anymore or what I originally wanted.

      Other people have healthy relationships and can be the person they want to be, but I’m obviously not built that way. I was raised by a woman who doesn’t even have an identity independent of a man. And even when I swore I’d never be like her, I learned the hard way that I can’t be trusted. It was terrifying how quickly I fell into the same pattern of behavior as her.

      Even if Trey was the kind of man where I didn’t have to put my life on hold for him, I still don’t think it would be enough. My professional dreams look small next to the life he’s built. How do you live up to not only a Super Bowl Champion, but a Super Bowl MVP? My mind says I can’t compete with that.

      It’s funny how our minds work, how they can be so scared of something—real or imagined—that they control everything we do.

      I drop my phone inside my purse and open the door, exiting my car. The assisted living center’s electronic doors slide open as I approach. Once inside, I turn left toward billing—a place I usually try to avoid.

      The lady at the counter smiles at me. “Can I help you?”

      “Yeah, I’d like to pay my grandmother’s account through December.” It’s only three months, but not having to worry about that enormous fee each month will be a game changer.

      “Sure.” The woman scoots her chair in front of her computer. “What’s your grandmother’s name?”

      “Gia Savittieri.”

      She types a few things, stares at her computer, types a few more things, frowns at her computer, then flips her eyes to me. “It looks like your grandmother’s account is already paid for the next six months.”

      I smile, shaking my head. “That can’t be right. Gia Savittieri.” I begin spelling the last name, but she cuts me off.

      “Yep, that’s the correct account. I can add more payments if you’d like.”

      “No, that’s okay.” My brows fold together, and I rest my arm on the counter. “But can you tell me when the last payment was made and who made it?”

      Maybe my dad finally saw it in his heart to support his dying mother. In a way, his help bugs me. He’ll probably use these six payments as leverage against me. Or worse, act like he’s been helping pay for my grandma’s care this entire time. Just thinking about it wedges a rock the size of Canada in my ribcage.

      “It looks like the payment was made last week under Ten Pin Enterprises LLC.”

      To be honest, I have no clue what kind of businesses or LLCs my dad has set up, but the timeline makes sense. He reached out to me two weeks ago about seeing me on SportsHub and going to dinner, and when I didn’t answer his texts, he obviously thought he’d get my attention this way.

      I tap my hand on the counter. “Okay, thanks for the information.”

      I walk out of the billing office and down the hall to my grandma’s room, trying to decide if I want to send my dad a thank-you text. I decide it’s not worth opening up communication lines between us.

      My grandma’s door is wide open, and I knock on it as I pass through. “Hey, it’s me.” I round the corner and spin around. Her room’s empty, and so is her bathroom. I walk back down the hall to the nurse’s desk. Two women stand there in pink scrubs, discussing a patient’s file.

      “Hi, does anyone know where my grandma is? I just checked in her room, but she’s not there.”

      Both women look up. “Remind me who your grandmother is,” the older woman says.

      “Gia Savittieri.”

      “Oh, you just missed her.”

      “Is she with the doctor or something?”

      “No, she left for the evening.”

      My entire body freezes with panic. “What? She can’t drive or—”

      The older nurse holds her hand up, sensing my freak-out. “She didn’t go alone. She was checked out of the facility and will be back in a few hours.”

      “Who checked her out?” I’m practically yelling.

      “Well, Trey, of course.”

      It’s the blindside of all blindsides.

      My mouth drops. “Trey? As in Trey Lewis?”

      “Yes, Trey.”

      The nurses are on a first-name basis with him, but I have to remind them who my grandma is.

      “We thought you knew.”

      “No! Where did they go?”

      “Trey took her to his yacht to see the sunset on the water.”

      “Gia was so excited,” the younger nurse says. “She’s been looking forward to it for the past two days.”

      Trey took my grandmother on his yacht. He had two days to tell me about it and didn’t mention a thing. I can’t even process all the ways I’m furious at him.

      “I have to find them.” I rush out of the nursing home, frantically trying to call Trey the entire time, but his phone just rings and rings.

      I write a text before I speed out of the parking lot.

      
        
        Whitney: You kidnapped my grandma!!!!!! Tell me where you are so I can come and kill you.

      

      

      Not exactly the best text to send if you’re hoping to get a reply with a location pin.

      I drive down the road, not even sure where I’m going. There are a ton of boatyards and docks. Even if I knew what Trey’s yacht looked like, how am I supposed to know where it’s at? It’s impossible. But there is someone who might know.

      I yell at my phone, “Hey, Siri, call Ben Jackson!”

      His robotic voice calmly replies, “Calling Hit Gym in Jacksonville.”

      Usually, Siri’s British accent makes everything sound good, but right now, I’m furious at his artificial intelligence.

      “No!” I groan, trying again with more enunciation. “Siri, call B-E-N-J-A-C-K-S-O-N!”

      “Calling Ben Jackson.”

      The call rings twice, and then he picks up.

      “Whitney Savittieri. It’s good to hear from you again. How are things going?”

      “TERRIBLE!” I yell like some kind of lunatic. “Trey kidnapped my grandma and took her to his yacht! He’s probably holding her for ransom!”

      “Okay, calm down. I’m sure this is just a misunderstanding. Trey doesn’t have a history of kidnapping the elderly, nor does he need your ransom money.”

      “Where’s his yacht?” I yell impatiently, which isn’t fair since this is the first time I’ve even asked Ben for directions.

      “I’ll send you the address.”

      “Do it right now!” I say as I’m ending the call. When the only family you have is missing, or just spending time with the one man you’re trying not to fall for, you throw decency and kindness out the window.

      Deep down, I know she’s safe with Trey, but that doesn’t stop my anger. Grandma G. is all I have left. My dad showed his true colors years ago, and my mom’s off doing her own thing. My grandma is the only person who hasn’t left me. She stayed by my side through it all, and I feel like I let her down by not even knowing that Trey was checking her out of the facility. So maybe I’m projecting my anger about not being as involved as I should be, or maybe I’m mad at Trey for inserting himself into my life again.

      Either way, I’m just mad.

      I pull the car over and try Trey’s phone again.

      “Ugh!” I yell when he doesn’t pick up. “Answer the freaking phone!”

      I shoot off another text.

      
        
        Whitney: I’m coming to the yacht. It better still be in the dock when I get there!!!!!

      

      

      I feel like the extra exclamation points really help get my anger across. My phone buzzes with the address from Ben, and I flip my car around, following the directions.

      Google Maps says it will take seventeen minutes to get there, giving me plenty of time to plan how to kill Trey and where to hide the body.

      I turn right and run into some construction with traffic backed up. My eyes flick to my phone, glancing at the route time. Nothing changes. I guess Google knew there would be traffic.

      I shake my head, thinking back through the last half hour. What a turn of events. When I got out of the car at the nursing home, I was on top of the world. Then I had the weird thing with my dad and my grandma’s account. Ten Pen Enterprises. Something about that sounds familiar, but I don’t know why.

      The cars in front of me move a tiny bit, and I ease off my brake, still thinking.

      Ten Pen.

      Then it dawns on me. It’s not pen, like p-e-n. It’s pin with an I.

      Ten Pin—the name of the bowling alley where Trey and I had our first date almost six years ago.

      Could Ten Pin Enterprises LLC be Trey’s company, not my dad’s?

      He’s the one that paid for my grandma’s care.

      Suddenly, seventeen minutes doesn’t seem like nearly enough time to plot his death.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    




      TREY

      “Alright, Grandma G., this is it.” I push her wheelchair up the ramp to the boat. The wheelchair is more for her comfort than anything. Gia can walk, but it’s a long distance from the car to the yacht.

      She reaches behind her shoulder and squeezes my arm. “Oh, your yacht is so elegant.”

      “Yeah, I think it’s pretty nice, but I don’t really know. You probably know more about boats than I do.”

      “I just know I like looking at them.”

      “Well, today, you get to sail on one.”

      When we get to the top of the ramp, the captain helps me lift her wheelchair over the threshold.

      “Welcome aboard, sir.” Captain Rick is in the full captain get-up. Black pants, a white shirt, black tie, with the little gold-and-black stripe things on top of his shoulders.

      “Thanks, Rick.” I nod to Grandma G. “This is my friend Gia. She’s my special guest today.”

      “Welcome, Ms. Gia.” Rick smiles at her, then returns his gaze to me. “We’re ready to lift anchor whenever you are. If we leave soon, we should make it to the coastline for a beautiful sunset.”

      “Sounds great.” I lean over so Grandma G. can see my face. “Doesn’t that sound great?”

      “Yes, it does.”

      I look back at Rick. “Let’s get moving so we don’t miss the best lighting.”

      “I’ll let the crew know.”

      I wheel Grandma G. over to the couches on the bow of the boat and help her stand up. “This should be a comfortable spot for you.”

      “I should say so!” She glances around at everything while I help lower her onto a cushion. “It’s all very fancy. Do they pay you that much for playing that game?”

      “They pay me a little bit.”

      “It looks like it,” she clucks. “I didn’t know you were this rich.” Her eyes lift to me. “Does Whitney know you’re this rich?”

      “I think she has some idea.” I bite back my smile. “Now, what else can I get you?” I remove her bag from my shoulder and set it on the ground, digging through it. “I’ve got your blanket, your pills, whatever you need.”

      “I’m just fine.” She pats my forearm.

      “Okay, good.” I straighten, clapping my hands together.

      The engine rumbles slightly below us, and the horn blares twice. I laugh as Grandma G. covers her ears. When the horns stops, I hear the faint sound of Whitney’s voice.

      “Wait! Trey, wait!”

      I turn my gaze to the dock. Whitney’s running toward the yacht, both hands waving frantically above her head.

      “Stop the boat! Don’t leave!”

      I give Captain Rick the sign to cut the engines, and one of the crew members lowers the ramp again. Whitney’s fuming as she climbs it.

      “Oh boy,” Grandma G. says behind me. “You’re in for it now.”

      “It looks like it.”

      Once her foot hits the wood floor, she marches toward me without stopping. I’m more scared of her than I’ve ever been of a defensive cornerback.

      “I’m going to kill you!” She slams her hands into my chest, shoving me. “Why don’t you pick up your phone? I called and texted you a million times!”

      “I didn’t see it. My phone is in your grandma’s bag.”

      Her angry eyes get right in my face. “And why do you have my grandma?”

      “You said she loved yachts, so I thought—”

      “You’d kidnap her?”

      “No! I thought you knew about this.” I look over at Grandma G.

      “Whoops. I forgot to tell her. My memory’s getting so bad these days.” There’s a mischievous look in her eyes that says she didn’t forget anything.

      “See”—I gesture to her grandma—“it’s not my fault.”

      Her temper flares. “Don’t blame it on her. She’s eighty-four years old.”

      “I wasn’t trying to blame her. I was just—”

      “What are you doing hanging out with her anyway?”

      “Spending quality time.”

      “She’s my grandma! You don’t need to spend quality time with her.”

      “Whitney Gia Savittieri!” her grandma snaps behind us.

      We both glance to where Grandma G. stands by the side of the couch. She may be 5’2” and frail, but man, that little Italian lady is fierce. Daggers shoot from her eyes aimed at her granddaughter. I can see where Whitney gets her bite from.

      “Trey is my friend, and you have no right to treat him this way.”

      “Great!” Whitney throws her hands out, looking back and forth between her grandma and me. “Now she likes you better than me. Congratulations!”

      I shake my head, holding my palms up. “I didn’t do anything.”

      She drops her shoulders down dramatically as she walks toward her grandma, putting both hands on her cheeks and looking into her eyes. “Are you okay?”

      A grin spreads over Grandma Gia’s mouth. “I’m having the time of my life.” She leans into Whitney, lowering her voice. “Did you know Trey is this rich?”

      “Yes,” Whitney huffs. She helps her grandma sit back down. “Is your heart okay? Are you cold?”

      “I told you. I’m fine.”

      “If it helps you feel better, I have all her medication and a note from her doctor, clearing her to come on this little field trip.”

      “No, it doesn’t help me feel better.”

      The horns blare again.

      “What does that mean?” Whitney looks up at the bridge to where Captain Rick is easing us away from the dock. “What’s he doing?”

      Grandma G. covers Whitney’s hands with her own. “He’s taking us to see the sunset.”

      “No.” She straightens, looking at me. “We’re not going. Tell him to pull this yacht back to the dock.”

      “You wouldn't make Trey break his promise to a little old lady, would you?” Grandma G. leans her head against a pillow and closes her eyes, not even bothering to conceal her impish grin.

      “Perfect! Just perfect!” Her gaze narrows on me. “Can I talk to you alone for a minute?”

      “Sure.”

      “Remember, Trey,” Grandma G. says, “Whitney’s bark is a lot bigger than her bite.”

      “Grandma, whose side are you on?”

      “Whoever owns the yacht.” She smirks, still with her eyes closed.

      Whitney rolls her eyes, walking past me. I follow her to the back of the boat, where a nice picnic has been set up on the table just in case Grandma Gia gets hungry for dinner.

      She glances at the table full of food and champagne, then whirls around. “You had no right.”

      “I’m sorry, but I thought you knew.”

      “Still. What makes you think you can just drop by her assisted living home and take her on a boat ride?”

      “Well, we’ve been talking about this for a week, and she was so excited.”

      “What do you mean a week? I thought it was two days.”

      “Two days was when the details got worked out, but last week, when I went to visit her, we—”

      “You’ve been visiting my grandma?”

      “Uh…” I scratch the side of my neck. “Only twice. . .in the last week.”

      “Okay, this has to stop.”

      “What does?”

      “All of this!” Her hand circles in the air dramatically. “It's just too much. You visit my grandma. You get me a job. You give me clothes. You fix my car.” Her eyes widen with anger. “You paid for her bill at the nursing home!”

      “Oh…I didn't think you knew about that.”

      “Do you think I’m dumb? That I’d never find out?”

      “No, I—”

      “I don’t care. Just stop. Stop it all! I don’t want any of it! I can take care of myself and my grandma. I don’t need a man to sweep in and save the day for me.”

      “I know that. But I care about you and your grandma, so yeah, I paid for her bill. I was just trying to help.”

      “I don’t want your help!”

      My irritation for Whitney’s never-ending stubbornness grows. “It’s just money. I have a ton of it. Get over it.”

      Her anger burns hotter with my pushback. “It's not just about the money. You go too far. Taking my grandma out of her nursing home without my permission makes you borderline creepy.”

      “I don’t need your permission. Your grandma is capable of making those kinds of decisions herself.” My voice gets stronger as I speak, not backing down to her anger. “And I can live with being borderline creepy as long as I’m not bullheaded and always have to be right like you.”

      “Are you seriously coming at me when you’re the one that messed up and needs to back off?”

      “Ha!” I spit out a humorless laugh. “Messed up? I was being kind! But it’s like you don’t know what kindness is.”

      “And you don’t know how to butt out of someone’s life when they ask you to.”

      I glare back at her. We’re lost in a stare-down, both fuming with frustration. Whitney makes everything between us so hard. Even my kindness turns into a fight. I thought she would be glad that I wanted to spend quality time with her grandma and let her see the Tampa sunset from my yacht. But obviously, she’s not.

      At the end of the day, Whitney’s all I really want. Being with her, taking care of her, growing old with her…that’s the dream. Despite my frustration, I want to take her in my arms and convince her that we work. But if space is what she wants, then that’s exactly what she’s going to get.

      “You want me to back off?” I take a giant step away. “Well, guess what? You just got your wish. I'm backing off!” The words come out loud and fused with resentment.

      “Good!” A glimpse of disappointment passes through her eyes, but she tries hard to keep the feeling out of her expression.

      I keep walking backward. “You’re on your own now!”

      “That’s how I want it!”

      This woman.

      I want to strangle her and hold her tenderly in my arms if she’d let me...which she won’t.

      That’s the problem.

      She won’t let me love her, and it’s exhausting.

      I’m not sure how much longer I can fight for her, for us. I have it in me to go until the end of the regular season, but by playoffs, if Whitney’s still pushing me away, I need to be done.

      I turn and yank on the handle, opening the door that leads inside the yacht, leaving Whitney alone behind me.

      

  




WHITNEY
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        * * *

      

      I pace back and forth along the deck at the back of the boat, trying to slow my racing heart before I have to face my grandma again. Once I’m ready, I walk to the couch next to hers and sit down.

      I don’t say anything. Why draw attention to my behavior? Maybe Grandma will just let it slide, and we can start the evening over, like a mulligan in golf, because I need a redo right about now.

      “That’s more excitement than I’ve heard in years,” my grandma says, not even opening her eyes to look at me.

      I sigh, unscrewing the cap on the water bottle I stole from the picnic at the back of the boat. “You heard that?”

      “The entire Tampa Bay heard that.”

      I shrug instead of apologizing.

      “You know what they say about couples who fight?”

      “That they don’t belong together?” I take a drink of water.

      “They take that same passion and fervor with them between the sheets.”

      I spit out my entire gulp, spraying water all over the boat's deck. “Grandma! Get your mind out of the gutter.”

      “What?” She remains in her same position, hands resting on her stomach, but this time, she peeks her eyes open, giving me a side glance that matches her smirk. “Are you telling me you’ve never thought about it?”

      I laugh, biting back my smile as I glance away. “Okay, I’ve thought about it.”

      Many times.

      I keep my focus straight ahead, avoiding my grandmother’s knowing gaze, but I feel her stare on me like a dryer sheet stuck to a static electric shirt.

      “Don't give me that look,” I finally say.

      “What look? I don't have a look.”

      “Yes, you do.” I turn to her, pointing at her eyes. “It's the one you give me every time you think I've overreacted.”

      “Did you overreact?”

      “No.” My grandma frowns, causing me to reevaluate my answer. “I don't know.” I look away, squinting into the brightness of the setting sun. “Maybe a little.” I push out a breath. “But what was I supposed to do? I didn't know if you were safe, or taken care of, or—”

      “Yes, you did,” she cuts in. “You knew I was with Trey and that I was just fine.”

      She’s right. Deep down, I never doubted for a second that Trey wouldn’t take care of her. If I’m being honest, I was more worried that she’d end up liking Trey better than me more than I was worried about her safety.

      “Fine. I knew you were safe. But what about all the ways Trey’s trying to butt into my life? It’s too much. He needs to take the hint that I’m not interested in a relationship between us.”

      “Why? Because of your stupid rules about not dating?” She says it like the words are swear words that leave a bad taste in her mouth. “Those rules are some of the dumbest things I've ever seen you do, and I’ve seen you do a lot of dumb things, like walking away from Trey in the first place and marrying that idiot, Chris.”

      I never told my grandma the truth about why I walked away from Trey. I never told anyone, including him. How could I admit out loud that I turned our relationship into a competition? That I let unwarranted jealousy of his success destroy us? That I resented his rise when I was falling? No, it was easier to blame our demise on one of my lesser issues—lucky for me, I had plenty to choose from. So, all this time, I’ve blamed it on my fear of ending up like my mom or my trust issues because my dad left when I was young. I’m not sure my grandma buys it. But that’s my story, and for better or worse, I’m sticking to it.

      “My rules about not dating are good rules. They’ve kept my heart safe for the past two years.”

      She closes her eyes again, enjoying the wind blowing her hair. “Those dumb rules have led to unhappiness and an empty bed.”

      “Grandma! Seriously?” How do you chastise an elderly person? I feel like it goes in one ear and out the other.

      “What?” she scoffs, keeping her body completely still. “If you had any brains, you’d find that man, swipe everything off the table, push him on top of it, and thoroughly kiss him.”

      “That plan seems way too thought out to be a spur-of-the-moment idea.”

      “I’m not saying it’s my top fantasy, but I’m also not saying it isn’t.”

      I laugh, dropping my head into my hands. “You’re so inappropriate. Do you know that?”

      “Don’t wait until you’re eighty-something, wearing dentures and adult diapers to be inappropriate. Go after the man while you still have the chance and while you still have perky boobs.”

      That’s facts about the perky boobs, but even that isn’t enough to convince me.

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “A filthy rich, kindhearted, handsome man wants to be with you. It seems pretty simple to me.” Her voice changes to something patronizing. “But what do I know?”

      On paper, it does seem so easy. But what if my same insecurities creep into our relationship again? What if I can’t be happy for Trey because I’m so unhappy with where my own life has ended up? If that happens again, neither one of us will be satisfied with the relationship.

      Grandma shrugs her tiny shoulders. “If nothing else, you should at least apologize for how mean you were to Trey. You’re like that boy in second grade who used to pull your hair on the playground. Remember? You’d come home complaining every day about how rude he was. And what did I tell you?”

      I glance down. “That he was only being mean because deep down he really liked me.”

      “I think the same thing is happening here, but in reverse.”

      My gaze slowly pulls to hers. “Sometimes it’s easier to be mean than to sort through how you really feel.”

      “Well, Trey doesn’t deserve that. He was only trying to make me happy.”

      She’s right. Trey doesn’t deserve to be treated this poorly, even if it is my defense mechanism. From here on out, I’m going to try harder to be civil. And apologizing to a man who went out of his way to make my grandma happy is a good way to start.

      But as the evening goes on, it becomes evident that Trey isn’t interested in my apology. He avoids me and my grandma the entire boat ride, missing the stunning sunset and Grandma G.’s delighted expression as the sky changes from pink to orange to blue. It’s not until we’re almost at the dock that I find him on the back of the yacht, his stomach pressed against the side of the boat, hands spread apart on the railing, watching the twinkling Tampa Bay skyline as we drift to shore.

      I walk to him, matching his position against the railing.

      He eyes me. “Is this too close for you, or do I need to back off a little bit more?”

      There’s hurt in his voice, and I hate it.

      “It’s fine. I’m the one that came up to you.”

      “Got it.” A sardonic laugh spills over his lips. “So this distance wouldn’t be okay if I approached you?”

      “That’s not what I meant.” I stare at him, but his focus is zeroed in on the bay. “I'm sorry about how everything went down earlier. It wasn't fair how I treated you.” He doesn’t react, so I decide to continue my apology speech. “She’s just my only family, so I’m super protective of her. And when I found out you took her from the nursing home… I don’t know. Something just snapped inside me.”

      “I didn’t take her from the nursing home.”

      “You did.” I feel my defenses rising, but that would make this the worst apology ever, so I take a deep breath and vow to get back on track. “But that’s beside the point. You were only trying to be nice, and what you did for her today was amazing. I haven't seen her this happy in a long time. So, thank you. I appreciate it.” I try to sound as sincere as possible because I really do mean it, even if it’s hard to admit out loud. “Thank you for everything you’ve done the last few weeks.”

      “Wow, that must have been really hard for you to say.”

      I feel like the sentiment behind Trey’s words is playful despite the edge in his voice. I’m trying to ease the tension here, so I decide to counter with a quip.

      “You have no idea. I was gagging on the apology the entire time I said it.”

      He offers a weak smile. It’s not much, but it’s there. “Apology accepted. And I’m sorry if you feel I overstepped my bounds, but I’m not apologizing for giving your grandma a nice night and making her happy.”

      “It felt like you did it to try and help me, not her, and I don't need any help.”

      His small smile fills with amusement. “Not everything is about you, Whitney.”

      “I know that. I just—”

      “Don’t want my help. I got it.”

      “It’s not you specifically. Help—from anyone—makes me feel pathetic or that people think I’m incapable of taking care of myself.”

      Trey turns his head toward me. “Nothing I’ve done for you or your grandma was because I thought you were pathetic or couldn’t do it alone. I did it because I like you and wanted to make things easier. That’s all.” There’s still a measure of hurt, or maybe it’s frustration I see in his eyes as he continues. “What I do doesn’t mean that you aren’t capable. It just means that I have a surplus just sitting there, and I don't like feeling like my money is being wasted on yachts, big houses, and fancy cars. I want it to mean more than that. But fine.” He shakes his head, glancing back to the city lights in front of us. “If that’s how you feel, I won’t help again.”

      I understand the bitterness behind Trey’s words, but I feel weird about accepting so much generosity. It’s hard for me, especially with everything that’s happened with my mom. I just don’t want to end up like her, relying on a man instead of my own two hands.

      We spend a few seconds in silence, watching the water and the lit-up bay. I’m not sure where to take the conversation from here or how to smooth things over, but I try anyway.

      “I can't believe you named your LLC after the bowling alley where we had our first date.”

      Trey groans like he hates that I know that. “For the record, I set that LLC up right when I got drafted, so the name I chose doesn’t belong in your borderline-creepy assessment of me.”

      “Still.” I eye him. “Ten Pin?”

      His smile grows, barely reaching the edges of his eyes. “You mean the bowling alley where I beat you?”

      “That's not how I remember it.”

      “You remember it wrong because the bet was always that if I won, you’d have to go out with me, and clearly, we continued dating, so obviously, I won.”

      “No, that's not how it happened.”

      “I can't believe you're seriously arguing this.”

      “I’m not arguing that you won. I'm arguing the validity of your skills.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      I turn my body, facing him. “I let you beat me so I had to go out with you.”

      Trey’s lips twitch, and his expression brightens more than it has this entire conversation. “I don't know. You’re a pretty competitive person. I have a hard time believing you’d throw a game just for a date.”

      My lips lift, probably conveying too much. “I would if I really liked the guy.”

      A full smile releases across his mouth, and his eyes sparkle as he stares back at me. “I see.”

      “But to your point”—I flip my body back toward the bay—“losing on purpose doesn't sound like me at all. Maybe I am remembering it wrong, or maybe you make me do crazy things that I normally wouldn't do with anyone else.” I glance back at him, hoping he’ll understand my meaning. “Like be mean and scream and yell.” My gaze conveys that this is my apology for all of my immature and embarrassing behavior. “I don’t know.” I exhale. “You just…sometimes you get under my skin so much you bring out the absolute worst in me, and I can’t help it. I just—”

      The horn blares twice, cutting me off as the yacht gently drifts to the edge of the dock.

      Before the loud sound stops, Trey closes the distance between us. His solid chest bumps against the side of my arm, and he’s smiling. Why would he smile after I told him how angry he makes me? It wasn’t a compliment. His head dips down, and the breeze carries the scent of his cologne to me, making my body tremble with desire like some kind of unconditioned stimulus.

      “I understand what you're saying.”

      “You do?” I peek up at him.

      His face inches closer, but at the last second, he tilts his head, brushing his lips against my ear, whispering, “You drive me crazy too.”

      Chills roll through my body as he pushes off the railing and walks away. There's a bit more swagger in his stride, and that’s it. I’m a goner—a goner who’s going to vomit because there are so many stupid butterflies swirling around my stomach.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    




      WHITNEY

      What am I doing?

      What am I doing?

      What am I doing?

      I finish writing my text and stare at my phone. “What am I doing?” I say to no one other than myself.

      I close my eyes and push send.

      
        
        Whitney: I know this is supposed to be your day off from ESBN people bothering you, but the producers didn’t love the intro script that I wrote. They mostly loved it but suggested a few tweaks to your bio, so I thought maybe I should stop by and discuss those changes with you.

      

      

      “I can’t believe I just sent that!” I toss my phone across my car as if it were a hot potato I want nothing to do with. It lands on the pile of stuff that’s currently on the front seat of my car. Do other people throw their phones after they send difficult texts? No? Just me?

      My text to Trey was difficult because it’s full of lies. The producers loved the intro to episode one that I wrote. Of course they did. In fact, I sent it to them last Friday, and they already approved it. So basically, my text was the dumbest excuse to see Trey ever invented, but it’s all I’ve got.

      Really, I want to stop by Trey’s house because I haven’t seen him since the yacht Friday night, and it’s Monday…afternoon. That’s almost three whole days. And the last time I saw him, he left my stomach in a twist of feelings I can’t seem to unwind.

      The Buccaneers had another away game this past weekend, and since ESBN can use their regular footage of the game for the TV series if they need to, they don’t pay for me to travel with the team.

      So I miss him.

      There I said it.

      I miss Trey.

      I shouldn’t, but I can’t help myself. I know the dangers of falling off the cliff, but for some reason, I’m refusing to back up from the same edge I’ve been desperately trying to avoid this whole time. I blame my grandma’s stupid words for this joyride along the cliffside.

      Go after the man while you still have the chance.

      I wouldn’t say I’m going after Trey. I’m just not running away from him.

      There’s a big difference.

      My phone dings, and I leap forward, searching through my car rubble until I find it.

      
        
        Trey: Yeah, if we’re tweaking the intro, especially my bio, I need to give my approval. I’m just leaving the practice facility. If you get to my house before me, the code to the front gate is 78265. The side door by the kitchen is unlocked.

      

      

      The code to his front gate? Things are getting serious now.

      I give his message a thumbs up and start my car. I’ve been sitting just around the corner from his house in the hopes that Trey would be home and say I could come over, so I’m pretty sure I’ll get there before him.
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        * * *

      

      It’s not snooping if he said I could go inside his house. Did Trey expect me to just stand in his kitchen and wait for him? No, he would’ve said, “Just stay in my kitchen,” if that was what he wanted. So, the fact that I’ve wandered into his office isn’t a big deal. And who can really blame me? This place is a shrine to football greatness.

      Stacked on the shelves are pictures, trophies, and awards from every monumental moment in Trey’s football career. I run my finger along the wooden shelf as I slowly pass by each item, taking it in. A small surge of pride fills my heart, which is new for me. In the past, I’ve resented Trey’s success and envied how he was able to live out his dreams when I couldn’t. But standing in his office, I don’t feel the bitterness. Maybe I’ve matured, or maybe I’m at peace with all the wrong turns my life has taken. Or maybe this is just a fleeting feeling of pride, and in twenty minutes, I’ll covet all he’s accomplished. I’m not sure.

      My eyes flick to the large windows and the round podium in front of them with his Heisman trophy on it. I walk over to the football player made out of bronze and pick it up. It’s heavy, just like I remember. Memories flood through my mind like a rainstorm that won’t stop. I see myself holding it for the first time at his college dorm and helping him wrap it up to move to some unknown place that would be determined after the draft. At those moments, I wasn’t jealous. I still had the hope of an ESBN internship and the naive belief that everything would work out between us.

      But I don’t have that same blind faith anymore, and no matter how much I missed Trey this last weekend, I still have a ton of issues to work through. I shouldn’t have come here. It’s not fair to him. I need to leave…now. I was stupid to think I could stand this close to the cliff and not fall. Because Trey’s the kind of guy you fall over the edge for.

      I reach my arms out to put the trophy back on its perfectly-made-for-it podium, but in my rush to leave before Trey gets home, I miscalculate the drop-off and let go of the heavy trophy before it’s securely on the stand. Everything after that happens in slow motion. My arms reach out, desperately trying to catch the floating football player as it falls, but I can’t quite get to it. It crashes to the ground, landing on the hardwood floor. A piece of the trophy flies through the air like shrapnel. My eyes follow the piece as it rolls over the ground and then stops. That’s when time goes from slow motion to faster than the speed of light.

      “No, no, no!” I rush to the broken part, crawling across the floor until I can pick it up. I’m hoping it’s just a chip off the bottom or something like that. I turn it over in my fingers and gasp.

      It’s a hand!

      Not a hand, but the hand—in all of its five-fingers-spread-out, palm-up glory.

      I scramble to the trophy and turn it right side up, ignoring the huge gash in the wood floor. I have bigger problems to worry about. I place the hand against the arm. It’s a clean break at the wrist, which normally people are happy about, but not on a highly coveted bronze statue.

      “Oh, my gosh!” I breathe out. “What am I going to do?”

      Glue! Maybe Trey has a hot glue gun. Then again, what single, twenty-nine-year-old athlete keeps a craft drawer with a hot glue gun and glue sticks?

      I hear the door to the garage open and shut, and I freeze with wide eyes.

      This is fine.

      I’ll just tell him the truth and pay to have the trophy replaced. I have no clue who you call to get a new Heisman trophy made, but I’m sure an extensive Google search will eventually pull up something.

      I slowly stand, bringing the heavy trophy with me. I return it to the podium, making sure this time it’s fully in its spot before I let go.

      “Whitney?”

      I swallow, clutching the broken hand in my fist. “I’m in here.” I step in front of the statue, blocking it with my body.

      Trey’s footsteps on the wood floor sound like my looming death. He pops his head around the open door—why does he have to look so handsome? It would be easier to confess my indiscretions to an ugly person.

      His brows furrow in response to my guilty expression. “What’s up?”

      “I…um.” I rub a finger across my brow. “I was just looking around your office while I waited for you.”

      He smiles a little bit. “That’s fine. I don’t care.”

      “Well”—I swallow again—“you might when you find out what I’ve done.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I broke the stiff arm.” I step to the side at the same time I open my fist in front of him. “Technically, not the entire arm. Just the hand.”

      Trey takes a few steps forward, leaning in to get a better look. I bite my lip nervously.

      “How did you—”

      “Obviously, it was an accident,” I blurt. “I picked it up just to look at it, but when I put it down, I missed the table and dropped it.” His eyes dive to the floor, and I quickly slide my foot forward, covering up the two-inch gouge in the wood. I can only deal with one crime at a time. “I’m really sorry. Don’t worry, though. I’ll rectify the situation no matter what I have to do. I owe you that much.”

      His gaze shifts to the broken hand I’m holding. “So it just snapped off?”

      I glance down too. It’s like a miniature high five, and that realization is to blame for my first outburst of laughter—it spits out of me. I immediately clap my hand over my mouth because this is not funny. I broke Trey’s most valuable trophy. And with that thought, another snort heaves out of me in a very unladylike fashion.

      Amusement plays across his face. “Are you laughing?”

      “Uh-uh.” I roll my lips together and shake my head, fighting to keep it together. “Because this is a very serious situation.”

      A smile cracks on his mouth, and I can’t stand it any longer. I erupt in a fit of laughter, and before I know it, tears stream down my face, not because I feel so guilty for breaking the Heisman trophy but because I’m giggling so hard about it. The good news: Trey’s also laughing. He takes the hacked hand and holds it up to me like he’s giving me a bronze high five, then he wipes my laughter tears with it, which makes me laugh even harder.

      We spend the next two minutes dying of laughter, which is not how I saw the moment going.

      “Oh, my gosh!” I finally say as I gain control. “That’s the hardest I’ve laughed in a long time.”

      “Me too.” Trey’s smile is big as he hands the broken piece back to me.

      “I really am sorry.”

      “You should be.” There isn’t any anger behind his tone or expression, but his words contradict him. “This trophy is really special to me.”

      “I’ll make it up to you.”

      “I know how you can start.” Mischievousness glimmers in his eyes.

      My brows lower with caution. “How?”

      “By studying my opponent’s game film with me tonight.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, I need help with my homework. I’m a bad student.”

      Trey is not a bad student. In every interview I’ve done with his past and present coaches and teammates, his knowledge of the game and ability to study his opponent has been mentioned as one of his strengths.

      I give him a pointed look. “Watching game film with you has nothing to do with your broken Heisman trophy.”

      “It shouldn’t matter. It’s what I want, and you owe me.”

      This is extortion, but after laughing with Trey about the high-fiving Heisman, and seeing the sweet way he handled the whole trophy catastrophe, my resolve is fading. Fast. I’m leaning toward the cliffside again. I originally came here to spend time with him. It’s only fair that I do what I set out to do, right? At least, that’s what I’m telling myself. Plus, I said I’d be more civil. Watching game film is totally civil.

      “Fine. I owe you.”

      I’m wavering back and forth faster than an oscillating pendulum, but I don’t seem to care.

      “Great. I’ll order takeout.”

      “You didn’t say anything about dinner too.”

      “You can’t watch game film without food.” He shoots me a satisfied smile before spinning around to exit the office. “Just leave the broken hand next to the trophy. I’ll hot glue it in the morning.”

      The mystery’s solved. A single, twenty-nine-year-old pro athlete does own a hot glue gun.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    




      TREY

      Empty cartons of Chinese food are spread out on the coffee table in front of us. Condensation drips down the sides of our cups of water, pooling together in small puddles on top of coasters. The house is dark except for a light in the kitchen and the glow of the TV.

      SportsHub softly plays on the television. I turned the volume down about an hour ago when Whitney drifted off. I’d do anything to keep her asleep and in the same position. Her feet are tucked under her body, and her head rests on my shoulder. At some point, she looped her arm around mine, linking us together even more. I don’t know how this position happened. I couldn’t have choreographed this moment any better myself. I shimmy my body lower into the cushion, snuggling Whitney closer as I lean my head against the top of hers.

      Eli told me that the natural progression for his week as offensive MVP was physical touch. He said that his position as a tight end made him the most physical guy on the field, but it was my turn to take over that title. Then he proceeded to sing “Let’s Get Physical” by Olivia Newton-John. At the time, I was annoyed, but if I’d known that Eli’s assignment would lead to Whitney’s head on my shoulder, I would’ve washed his car for him or told the team masseuse to give him a shoulder rub or something.

      But the thing is, this cuddling wasn’t premeditated by me. Whitney did this all on her own. I don’t want to read too much into it since she’s sleeping, but basically, she loves me.

      Just kidding.

      But I do feel like the tides are slowly changing—emphasis on slowly. The fact that Whitney messaged me tonight to “go over the intro script” is a sign that things are changing. I received an email this morning from the ESBN producer about this very topic, saying they loved the intro for episode one and are approving it. So, Whitney is full of crap, and I love that I know she is.

      Up until this moment, my relationship with her felt like I’d fallen into a deep foam pit—like the kind at an indoor play area—and no matter how much I move or how many of my muscles I use, I can’t seem to make any headway and climb out. I just sink lower and lower into the pit. But today, I’ve made it to the wall.

      I close my eyes and relish in my contentment, letting my body relax. I'm so close to sleep, but if we stay in this position on the couch, we'll both wake up with kinks in our necks, which isn’t good for football practice tomorrow. So I’m making an audible at the line of scrimmage and changing the plan so we both get good rest. I just hope this change doesn’t backfire on me in the morning.

      

  




WHITNEY
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        * * *

      

      I rub my cheek against the side of my pillow.

      Is this bamboo? Egyptian cotton?

      Whatever it is, it’s not mine.

      My bed is decked out in Mainstays microfiber sheets from Walmart. $18.94 for the queen set, a killer deal for sheets so rough and coarse they exfoliate your skin while you sleep. Talk about a time saver.

      No, this softness can only mean one thing.

      I’m in Trey’s bed.

      My eyes pop open, confirming my thoughts. I’m lying on my side with Trey’s beautiful face in front of me, and his defined arm draped over my waist. I’m dressed in my same jeans and blouse from last night, but Trey’s changed into athletic shorts and a plain white t-shirt.

      It’s not like I was drunk and don’t remember what happened. We ate Chinese food, laughed, and flirted, all while watching game film. Then my eyes got heavy, and I fell asleep. I just don’t know how I got into Trey’s bed, why I’m here, or how I feel about it. I was walking the edge, but at some point, I flung my body over the side of the cliff. Or maybe Trey pushed me over. It’s hard to know whose fault this is when the entire night was premeditated by me.

      I should wiggle out from under Trey’s arm and sneak away before he wakes up, but my heart’s leading a charge to stay. And not just to stay but to break down the barriers I’ve put between us. It’s like there’s a bunch of townsfolk swinging a log into my door of issues, determined to knock them all down.

      What would it hurt if I just stayed one minute?

      My eyes flick over to Trey. I rarely get to just stare at his handsome face—especially this close. Actually, that’s not true. I can Google his face anytime and zoom in, but the real deal is so much better. Light stubble outlines his lips and covers his jaw. Brown eyelashes fan out, dusting over the tops of his cheekbones. His expression is relaxed and peaceful, hiding his dimples. And before I have the chance to talk myself out of it, I lift my hand, tracing over the features that make up his good looks. I softly graze one eyebrow and the perfect way it arches over his closed eye. My finger slowly trails to his cheek, to where I know his dimple resides, then lightly skims over his lips.

      A beeping sound startles us both, and he groans as he reaches behind him, turning off the alarm.

      He rolls back to me, closing his eyes again as he scoops my body closer to his. “Hi.”

      I keep my hands tucked against my body. “Hi.”

      “You were touching me.” He peeks an eye open, lifting the corner of his mouth into a smile. “I thought that was illegal.”

      I nod to his arm that’s cradling my waist. “You’re touching me.”

      “You started it. You fell asleep on my shoulder, then cuddled into me.”

      I cuddled him while I was asleep? Shoot.

      “I can’t be blamed for anything I did in my sleep. I was unconscious.”

      His eyes remain closed as he talks. “You might have been unconscious, but your subconscious knew exactly what it was doing.”

      That’s probably true. I always loved cuddling with Trey. There’s something really satisfying about snuggling up to a man that’s so much bigger than you. You get wrapped up in his full body like a burrito. And who doesn’t love a burrito?

      “Fine. My subconscious wanted to cuddle with you. What’s your excuse?”

      “Every part of me wanted to cuddle with you.”

      “So you carried me to your bedroom?”

      “Fully clothed.” He scoots his body closer to mine.

      “And put me in your bed.”

      “Fully clothed.”

      “Then climbed in bed with me.”

      “Fully clothed.”

      “And slept with me.”

      His smile widens, and his eyes open. “Slept by you…”

      “Fully clothed,” we both say together.

      “And now I’m going to go shower.”

      “Fully clothed?” I joke.

      “Probably not.”

      “You know, you have, like, seven other beds in this house. Why did you put me in yours?”

      “Because I wanted to keep you near me.”

      He stares at me for a long time while a fierce battle rages between my heart and my mind. There’s so much heat funneling between us I think we could legitimately pop some kernels—Orville Redenbacher would be so proud. Except, I don’t actually need popcorn. My heart feels like a kernel. It’s pounding, the desire getting stronger and stronger, so much that I think it’s about to explode out of its shell.

      His face inclines toward me, and just when my heart takes the victory over my mind and I’m about to give in to a kiss, Trey scoots his body over me like a steamroller.

      “I better go shower.” He grunts as he climbs off my side of the bed. “I need a little extra time in the weight room this morning before practice starts.” He stands there, flashing me his cutest smile with those butterfly-inducing dimples. “I hope I see you later.” Then he escapes into his bathroom, shutting the door behind him.

      I exhale a heavy breath, pushing my hands through my hair as if that can calm my racing heart.

      My solid boundaries have turned into squiggly lines that waver back and forth. I hate being this girl. But it’s hard to know if I’m just weak or if Trey’s just that great. I feel like it might be Trey and that if you put a thousand women in my same position, nine hundred and ninety-nine would cave from his tenderness. Not that that’s an excuse.

      I did this to myself.

      I take full responsibility.

      But all I can think about as I gather my stuff and leave his house is how much I wish Trey would’ve just kissed me, obliterated my lines without me having to make the choice myself. Because if I’m left in charge, eventually, my mind will gain control of my heart.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    




      TREY

      I’ve been alone in the Buccaneers’s weight room for twenty minutes when Whitney walks in. At first, I think she’s a figment of my imagination. Some dream I conjured up as a result of holding her in my arms all night. But as she gets closer, I realize this is real life. I’m inclined back on the dumbbell bench with a weight in each hand, but I drop the weights to the floor and sit up.

      She looks stunning.

      Whitney’s always stunning, whether she’s in a sweatshirt and jeans, business casual, or waking up with mascara under her eyes.

      But this morning, she’s dressed in forest-green cotton shorts that tie at the waist into a knot. Her cream shirt is tight, fitting over her curves and tucking into her shorts in very appealing ways. And then she’s wearing heels that make her toned legs look incredible. Dark waves of hair cascade over her shoulders, taunting me. I’m speechless by her beauty, but at the same time, I’m not. I could formulate all sorts of sentences about how good Whitney looks. But if you were to ask me anything else, I’d be a blubbering mess.

      “Hi.” She stands in front of me with a nervous smile. “I hope it’s okay that I found you here.”

      My spot on the bench puts us closer to eye level than we usually are, giving me the perfect view of her gorgeous blue eyes.

      “Of course it’s okay.”

      “I just…” She twists her body, looking around the weight room like she’s checking to make sure we’re alone, then she faces me again. “Last night.” She takes a deep breath, and I know where this is going.

      “I wanted to apologize. I shouldn’t have fallen asleep on your shoulder.”

      “I didn’t mind.”

      “I know you didn’t mind, but when you combine that with everything that happened this morning…”

      My brows slant. “What happened this morning?”

      “Well, we were in bed together and”—she scratches the back of her neck—“you know, we almost kissed.”

      I smile wide—wider than I think I’ve smiled in a long time. “You think we almost kissed this morning?”

      “Yeah. I mean…I thought so.” She shifts her weight. “Didn’t we?”

      “Whitney, if I’m about to kiss you, you’ll know.”

      “Oh.” Her face falls, and she transfers her weight again. “I guess it was all in my head. No need to discuss it, then.”

      “Wait.” My brows lift, matching my lifted grin. “Did you want me to kiss you?”

      “No!” she scoffs. “Of course not. Why would I want that when I’ve made it clear that there’s nothing between us? That wouldn’t make any sense.”

      “It doesn’t make any sense unless you’re starting to change your mind about us.”

      Her head shakes, but her eyes tell a different story, giving me a small fracture of hope.

      “What if we made new rules?” I sit up taller, keeping my eyes on Whitney’s measured expression. “Instead of no touching and keeping things professional, what if we did the opposite?”

      Shock splashes across her face. “The opposite?”

      “Yeah, what if we throw caution to the wind and give in to temptation?”

      Normally, I’d never suggest anything like this. I’d be the gentleman and, out of respect for Whitney, wait until she was ready to kiss me. But these are extenuating circumstances. I can tell by the desire circulating through her eyes that her heart’s ready. It’s her mind that’s causing all the problems. I just need to get her out of her head for a little while, and what better way is there to take her mind off things than a kiss?

      “That’s not a good idea.” She laughs off my words.

      “Why not?”

      “What do you stand to gain from switching the rules?”

      My lips tilt. “Well, for starters, a kiss or two.”

      “You could kiss any woman you want.” She gestures to the door. “Don’t hold back your hot-to-trot desires on my account.”

      I smile, loving how Whitney’s the only person in the world that I’ve ever heard use hot to trot in a sentence.

      I gaze into her blue eyes, trying to bring my persuasion A-game. “I don’t want just any woman. I want you. I’ve wanted you from the moment I knew you were single and every moment after that.”

      “See!” She points at me, exasperation lining her brows. “This is exactly why we can’t throw caution to the wind. You’d read into the physical relationship too much, hoping that it means more than it really does, which can only end badly for both of us. So, basically, your feelings complicate everything.”

      “And yours don’t?”

      “No, I’ve been consistent from the beginning. I told you that I’m not interested in getting back together, and I mean it.”

      “But are you interested in kissing me?”

      “That feels like a trick question.”

      “Just a simple yes or no will do.”

      “I mean”—she looks away, shaking her head—“it’s been a while since I’ve had any physical contact with a man, so would a kiss be welcomed? Yes.” She lifts her shoulders. “But that doesn’t mean it would be welcomed from you specifically.”

      I’m calling BS on that one, but I let it slide since she’s still talking. We can circle back to that later.

      “But, like, if I had woken up in another man’s arms this morning—not yours—I would’ve expected kisses and maybe breakfast with more kisses, where he, I don’t know”—she throws her hands out to the side—“lifts me up on the kitchen counter and my legs straddle him while we kiss. I’m just spit-balling here. It’s not like I’ve thought about it or anything.”

      Annnnd more BS. Sounds like she’s thought about it plenty. If we were playing the card game right now, I’d be out of cards while she held the whole deck, thanks to her inability to bluff.

      “So what I’m hearing is that it’s been a long time since you’ve kissed someone, and you’re open to it, but not specifically with me because you think I’ll get the wrong idea about what’s happening between us.” I drop my chin, fixing her with my gaze. “Did I get that right?”

      “Basically, that sums it up.”

      “Okay.” I nod like I’m really giving this whole thing a lot of thought. “What if I promise that I won’t read into anything.”

      “Trey.” Her tone is low, and her expression serious. “This isn’t a good idea. No matter how fun and uncomplicated giving in to temptation seems, you’re going to get hurt because I’m not changing my mind about us.”

      I’m not an idiot.

      I know what I’m proposing is risky for my heart. But sometimes you have to take big risks if you want big rewards. And deep down, I feel like Whitney and I are meant to be together, and she knows it too. She’s just stuck in her head, trapped by the mistakes of her parents and who knows what else. But if I could just remind her what it’s like when we’re together with no restraints on the relationship, I think I could break down her walls and get her to trust her heart more than her head.

      I just need a little time.

      I hold my hands up and plaster a giant smile on my mouth. “I’m not the type of guy that has to have everything figured out upfront in a relationship. I’m easygoing. Do I look like a man who’s worried about getting hurt?”

      “No, but—”

      “Three weeks,” I say, cutting her off. “That’s all that I want. You don’t have to promise me your heart.”

      Just time to change it.

      “And when the three weeks are up, you can decide if you want to keep doing whatever it is we’re doing or if you want to walk away. No strings attached. No questions asked.”

      “No strings attached?”

      “Not a single one.”

      “I’m telling you again that there’s no chance of anything permanent happening between us,” she says. “I will walk away.”

      “I’m giving you permission to…after the three weeks are up.”

      She bites her lip. “I guess it’s fine, then. I mean, we’re both adults here, and it’s just a kiss.”

      “Kisses.” I add the -es so she knows to expect a lot more than one dinky kiss. “And maybe some hand-holding, hugging, cuddling.” Basically everything I’ve been dying to do for the last month.

      “I think this is the weirdest conversation I’ve ever had. And if I came into this weight room, even remotely wishing we’d kissed this morning, this entire conversation has killed that desire. There’s such a thing as overthinking and over discussing a physical relationship.”

      “Then let’s stop overthinking it.” I place my hands on her waist and nudge her a step closer to where I’m sitting on the dumbbell bench. “I’m sure I can revive that desire from this morning.”

      She swallows, peering down at me. “If you want to.”

      Oh, I want to.

      I slowly scoot her body nearer, and she places her hands on my shoulders. This whole moment is touch and go. At any second, Whitney could slam on the brakes and throw my carefully laid-out plans crashing into the windshield. So I divide my advances into sections, pausing after each hurdle, giving her a chance to wrap her head around what’s about to happen. Plus, the build-up is kind of fun.

      I pull her body down to mine so she’s sitting on top of my thighs, straddling my waist. Her chest moves up and down, puffing out fragmented breaths. My head inches toward hers, and I whisper between us, “I can’t recreate the kitchen-counter scene you described, but I hope the dumbbell bench will be a good enough substitute.”

      “It might even be better,” she breathes.

      Her arms wrap around my neck, and there’s a moment of I can’t believe this is actually happening right before our lips connect. It’s been years of regret, pining, and wishing on my part that I had done something differently, that I hadn’t let Whitney slip through my fingers. But now she’s in my arms, and I don’t plan on taking her for granted.

      My mouth brushes up against hers like striking steel flint. Sparks shoot through my body, immediately catching fire in my chest. We’ve kissed a hundred times before, but the excitement of the moment rivals any first kiss I’ve ever had. It’s thrilling, a rush of adrenaline, the cheer of a packed stadium, the milliseconds suspended in the air before crossing the goal line, and the frenzy of winning the Super Bowl all tied together in my pounding heart.

      My hands shift to her lower back as our heads tilt to the perfect angles we’ve tested and practiced many times. My lips react as if they know exactly what to do. There’s power in familiarity. I already know how to deliver a mind-blowing kiss to Whitney Savittieri, and I’m using that knowledge to my advantage.

      What started out as a slow kiss upgraded to something more passionate. That’s another plus to familiarity—you can bypass the getting-to-know-you phase and go straight to the I’ve-gotta-have-you phase. There’s clearly been a lot of wanting between us because this kiss is heating up fast.

      Whitney’s fingers dig through my hair as mine roam up and down her back. I’m cursing this tight shirt of hers. What started as a lovely gift has become an impenetrable barrier between my hands and her skin. So I move to her neck, combing my fingers through the base of her hair.

      We fall back a few inches, landing on the incline of the bench. I’ve never been so grateful for the versatility of workout equipment as I am at this moment.

      “I don’t think this how the bench was intended to be used,” she mumbles over my lips, causing me to smile before capturing her mouth again.

      My hands drift down to her lower back, trying one more time to slip my fingers under the hem of her shirt with no success. I’d give anything to feel the warmth of her skin.

      “It’s a leotard,” she says against my lips.

      “What?”

      “My shirt’s a leotard.”

      I smile again, trying to talk while also still trying to kiss her. “That makes a lot more sense.”

      We abandon talking for more kissing—really hot and heated kissing. My heart rate has never been this high in this room, and it’s a gym full of equipment to keep me cardiovascularly fit. My trainers will be real happy about the oxygen and blood moving through my body.

      “That’s one way to use the equipment,” a voice says behind us, followed by whistles and laughing.

      We pull apart, both trying to untangle our bodies from each other, but spider is not an easy position to just jump out of. If you’ve ever been on a swing before in this position, then you know. We finally get to our feet as Eli, Damien, Xander, and Shep walk over to us.

      “Hey, guys.” I clear my throat, brushing my hair from my eyes.

      “Well.” Whitney backs away as if she means to get out of here as soon as possible. “I should go.” Her gaze whips to me, showing off the red in her cheeks. “I think we covered everything.”

      “You certainly did,” Eli mumbles, setting off a chain reaction of giggles from the others.

      Whitney nods a few times, then sends some finger guns in my direction. “Good talk.” She runs out of the weight room in record time for a woman in heels.

      “That’s not how my one-on-one interview ended,” Damien says. “I got cheated.”

      Shep bends down like he’s examining the dumbbell bench. “What do you call that exercise you two were doing? I’d like to incorporate it into my daily routine.”

      “You know, you guys could’ve walked away and given us some privacy.”

      “From the looks of things, you had plenty of privacy.” Damien taps me on the chest. “Besides, the whole team’s going to be in here any minute, so I think we saved you.”

      “It’s no big deal. I was just doing what Eli told me to do.”

      Eli shakes his head. “I said broach the physical touch barrier, not completely tear it down.”

      “Trey’s going to need an ice bath after that.” Xander chuckles.

      “Alright, alright.” I pick up the dumbbells I dropped on the ground and move them back to their spot on the rack. “The show’s over. Let’s move on.”

      But truthfully, I’m not sure how I can move on after a kiss like that.

      

  




WHITNEY

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m flushed.

      Is it hotter today than normal?

      They say the Florida humidity is a killer, and I believe it.

      I take another swig of my water bottle as I sit on the benches at the practice field. I’m purposefully sitting in the corner so I don’t get too distracted and end up watching Trey the entire time like a freshman girl crushing on the senior captain of the football team. And I’m sitting over here so I don’t have to face Trey’s teammates that caught us making out earlier this morning.

      Holy crap! I made out with Trey!

      I don’t think the gravity of the moment has really sunk in yet.

      It still feels surreal.

      One minute, I’m barging into the weight room with the intention to tell Trey we crossed way too many lines last night, because that was what my mind told me I needed to do. Instead, the conversation turned to why he didn’t kiss me when I thought he was going to, which was definitely something my heart brought up. Then Trey somehow convinced me to blow the lines between us out of the water. I don’t know how that entire conversation got so off course from my first intentions. Trey should be a summer salesman selling pest control, because by the time he got done with his pitch, I was eager to cross every line. If a referee had been there, he would have blown his whistle for offsides because I jumped.

      I jumped big time.

      It’s too early to know if I regret my decision. I’m still coming down from the kissing high. It could take days for me to get out of the clouds and back on solid ground. So I’m not going to worry about it right now. I’m going to take Trey’s words at face value. This is an uncomplicated, no-strings-attached, three-week thing that doesn’t mean anything. When I say it back to myself, the whole thing sounds completely ridiculous, so I won’t say it back to myself again—hear no evil, that’s my motto.

      The ESBN camera crew is on the field, filming casual shots of Trey and his teammates as they practice, while I’m supposed to concentrate on the details of the last week of filming. There are a few crucial cameos we still need that will help round out the overall theme behind Trey’s series, which is: How the good guy rose to the top.

      My phone buzzes. Trey’s name is on my screen, which doesn’t make sense because he’s supposed to be in the middle of an offensive play. I glance up, searching for him. He’s standing by the water table, staring at me with a smile, so I quickly read his text.

      
        
        Trey: I’m glad we did that, and I think we should do it again.

      

      

      I bite back my smile as I type out my response.

      
        
        Whitney: I can handle a repeat. Instant replay is one of my favorite parts about games.

      

      

      I look up at him, waiting as he reads my text. I see his smile grow the moment the message comes through.

      
        
        Trey: No. Instant replay only shows what just happened. I want it to happen again and again.

      

      

      I laugh, feeling my stomach swirl with anticipation.

      
        
        Trey: Bring some tennis shoes and shorts to my house for after filming tonight.

      

        

      
        Whitney: Why? Do you have some home gym equipment you’d like to try out?

      

        

      
        Trey: That’s not a bad idea. I do have a pretty conducive at-home weight room we can use. But first, you’re versing me in racquetball. If I win, you have to kiss me again.

      

        

      
        Whitney: And if I win, I never have to see you again.

      

      

      This whole conversation reminds me of the night we met.

      
        
        Trey: You never have to see me again after our three weeks are up.

      

        

      
        Whitney:  A deal's a deal.

      

      

      I glance to where Trey’s standing across the field. He nods in my direction and then leaves his phone on the sideline before joining his team again.

      If another kiss like the one we shared this morning is on the table, then I’m definitely throwing the racquetball game.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    




      WHITNEY

      Who thought racquetball was a good idea?

      We rally back and forth until Trey delivers a kill shot so low the ball bounces twice near the front wall, making it impossible for me to return.

      He smiles at me. “That’s game.”

      “Best out of five.” I’m trying not to let my competitiveness ruin everything, but it’s hard.

      Trey points to the scowl on my face. “You know this is just a game, right? It’s supposed to be fun.”

      “I’m having fun.” I spread my mouth into an overdone grin. “Your serve.” I throw the blue ball at Trey’s head. He ducks and catches it on the bounce back.

      Too far, Whit.

      Luckily, he laughs off my unwanted outburst. “You know, this isn’t how I saw the racquetball game going between us.” His lips lift with charming playfulness. “I thought there’d be more flirting, opportunities for touching, kissing.”

      And suddenly, I’m reminded of the real goal here. I’m supposed to lose so we can begin a different extracurricular activity. I flash him a teasing smirk. “Well, the stakes are high.”

      “I think they’re higher for me.” His smile grows as he twists his racquet. “I had to play hard, or else I’d lose more than just the game.” He walks toward me, killing me gradually with his swagger.

      “Really?” I act dumb, backing away from him. “What would you lose?”

      “Something I really want.”

      “What about what I want?”

      His steps follow me until my back collides with the wall. Within a second, Trey’s in front of me. His hand presses against the wall above me, allowing his body to lean into mine. If you don’t know the power of a lean, you clearly haven’t seen While You Were Sleeping. His body hovers above me, around me, pinning me to my spot.

      My already racing heart speeds up, knocking against my ribs as my empty hand lightly rests against his chest, feeling how his frenzied beats match mine.

      An amused smile covers his mouth, and his tone is sultry. “What do you want?”

      “I just want to win.”

      “Me or the game?”

      “Right now? Both.” My gaze sweeps over his face, easily finding his lips.

      The tip of his nose grazes against mine. “I think I can help you with that.”

      “I can help myself.” I drop my racquet to the floor and lock my arms around his neck, pulling him to me.

      My lips drift across Trey’s—slowly—teasing him with calculated moderation. One skim here. Another brush there. His racquet drops, smacking the floor as his hands move to my body, clutching my sides. My kiss is slow and quiet, like a tiptoe across his lips. The more relentless patience I use with the kiss, the more Trey wants me, until he can’t take it anymore. His thumbs lightly press into my ribs as his mouth seizes mine.

      The kiss goes from controlled to feverish passion in a matter of seconds. Trey straightens, lifting me with him to compensate for our height difference. He keeps my back pressed against the wall as he holds my body. My legs wrap around him, helping to steady our position.

      There’s a history between our two bodies that’s easily remembered every time Trey takes me in his arms. The repetition of our chemistry from the past makes the present even more exciting. It’s like neither one of us has any control over the kiss. Our bodies take the lead, remembering how to speak our secret language. There’s a connectivity with Trey that I’ve never experienced with any other man. And all I want to do is experience it over and over again.

      Every happy feeling inside my body releases. My senses overload with the thrill of it all. I’m charged with so much attraction that if somebody else were to touch me right now, they’d get shocked and be thrown back fifteen feet.

      We kiss like that for what feels like decades, making up for all the lost time between us. Trey finally breaks apart and slowly slides my body down the wall until my feet can touch the ground again. I’m breathless as I stare into his hazel eyes.

      “No one kisses me the way you do.” His fingers smooth over the side of my hair, brushing it back from my face and tucking it behind my ear. “You’re for sure the winner.”

      “I like winning.”

      “I know.” The dancing in his eyes stills to something more tender. His head presses against my forehead, and his hands find mine, holding them between his fingers. “Well, you’ve completely won my heart.”

      “Trey.” My voice comes out like a warning.

      “It’s a cheesy line, Whitney.” His dimples deepen as he smiles. “Don’t freak out.”

      Honestly, I don’t want to freak out. I just want to continue what we started and not think about anything else.

      Because thinking isn’t as fun as this.

      Thinking is overrated.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    




      WHITNEY

      “I’m so glad you texted to meet for lunch.” Bridgette plops her bag down on the empty chair beside me and sits at the table. “This was the longest work week of my life. Alan has all these goals he’s implementing in the newsroom, like”—she pauses, looking into space—“actually, I have no clue what his goals are. So who even cares? Anyway, how are you?”

      I smile. “Good.”

      Bridgette glances around the restaurant. “I can’t believe you used to waitress here. Why would you want to come back to this place and eat? Didn’t you get enough?”

      “Bronze Brick was awful when I was down in the trenches, working two jobs I hated, but now that I’ve had some space from the restaurant”—my eyes travel around the place—“I kind of miss it.” And I miss Lenny, Paige, and everyone else that works here.

      “So you’re saying now that you have a fancy ESBN job, you can appreciate the little things again?”

      “Something like that.”

      “And how is your handsome athlete?”

      “G..g..good.” I choke on the word, trying to keep my smile from overtaking my entire expression.

      “Oh, my heck.” Bridgette frowns. “You kissed Trey, didn’t you?”

      My head kicks back. “How did you possibly get that from one answer?”

      “Girl, the dirty deed is written all over your face.”

      “It wasn’t dirty.” A smile loosens across my mouth. “It was nice.”

      “How did this even happen?”

      “I let my guard down and stopped fighting him. It didn’t take long after that.”

      Bridgette leans forward, slapping the table. “Give me all the details.”

      “Well, a few days ago, we were in the weight room at the practice facility and—”

      “The weight room?” Her nose scrunches.

      “It’s better than it sounds. Trust me.” Her brows raise like she’s skeptical, but she lets me finish anyway. “Trey was sitting on a dumbbell bench, and then he grabbed my waist and pulled me down on top of him.”

      “Like, sitting?”

      “Sitting.” I smirk. “And then inclined.”

      “Oh my.” Bridgette leans back in her chair, fanning herself with the napkin on the table. “Yes, that is better than I thought. Another reason to get my gym membership reinstated.”

      I laugh.

      “Have you kissed since?”

      I scratch my neck, glancing away. “One or two times.”

      “You’ve repeatedly kissed him all week long, haven’t you?”

      “So much kissing.” My expression gives way to my guilt. “And in so many different places. The weight room, his racquetball court, his pantry, the women’s bathroom at the Buccaneers’s training facility, my grandma’s bathroom at her nursing home.” Bridgette’s eyes pop with interest, but I wave her off, continuing my list. “His car, my car, his couch, his deck, his garage, and the men’s locker room.” I exhale, shaking my head. “We’re talking the kind of kisses you sell your soul to the devil for.” Which is pretty much what I’ve done.

      “How many days has this been going on?”

      “Since Tuesday. So, like, four days.”

      A wide smile spreads over Bridgette’s lips. “You little floozy.”

      “I know! I went from not kissing a man in over two years—possibly three years because who even remembers the last time I kissed Chris?—to kissing every single second I can. I’m like a teenage girl with her first boyfriend.”

      “Oh, man!” She slaps the napkin on the table in front of her. “That sounds so fun.”

      “It is fun.”

      She wags her brows up and down. “So when’s the wedding?”

      Her words knock the smile off my face. “Oh, no. Things aren’t like that between us.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, nothing is going on between us besides all the kissing.”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “This was all Trey’s idea. He promised that he wouldn’t read into anything. No strings attached. Our relationship is purely physical.”

      Jeez, that does make me sound like a floozy.

      “And you believed him when he said that?”

      “Not at first. I told him all my hesitations and reminded him that I’m not changing my mind about not wanting to rekindle our relationship.”

      “And he still thought this was a good idea?”

      “Yeah.” I nod, trying to come off as confident as I can. “I know it sounds bad, like I’m toying with his emotions, but I was specific about where I stand, and he reassured me that he was okay with it. All he wanted was three weeks.”

      Bridgette’s frown deepens. “For what?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrug. “To throw caution to the wind. Then he said I could walk away. No questions asked.”

      “Let me get this straight.” She sits back, pursing her lips as she thinks. “You claim that the relationship is just physical.”

      “That's correct.”

      “Okay, give me a rundown of how you spend your time together.”

      My forehead creases. “What do you mean?”

      “Were you with Trey last night?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did you guys do?”

      “Well”—I draw in a breath, thinking—“we finished up a little bit of filming, and after the camera crew left, we ordered some salads to be delivered, and then we played ping pong. After that, we sat by the pool in his backyard and watched the sunset. Then—”

      “Okay, stop right there.” Bridgette pushes her palm out, signaling she’s done with the play-by-play.

      “What?”

      “You never once said anything about kissing.”

      “We kissed between all those moments.”

      “Yeah, but if this was just a physical relationship, all that other mumbo jumbo wouldn't be happening. You would make out for a little bit—or a long bit—then you'd leave. What you just described is a full-blown relationship.”

      “No!”

      “Did you cuddle while you watched the sunset?”

      My stomach tightens. “Yes.”

      “Did you hold hands and hug?”

      Now the tightening turns to twisting. “Yes, but that's just all part of the physical relationship.”

      “No, honey. Your mouth is part of the physical relationship. Bear hugs and hand holding are part of a real relationship.”

      I don’t want Bridgette’s words to be true because if they are, I’m doing exactly what I said I wouldn’t do: get distracted by a man.

      “What if you’re right?” I grimace, thinking it through. “Oh my gosh! I think you might be right.”

      “I honestly can’t believe you haven’t put two and two together sooner.”

      “I wasn't thinking with my head.” I hold my hand up to my forehead as if that can stop my mind from swimming. “I was just reacting with my heart.”

      “Eh.” Bridgette shrugs, glancing down at the menu on her phone. “It’s not that big of a deal. So what if you’re in a relationship with Trey? Take your cuddling Friday nights and full heart and move on with your life.”

      I drop my arm. “You know why I can’t do that.”

      “Oh, please.” She rolls her eyes. “I’ve tried to be a supportive friend because I like you, but your excuses for not being together are lame. You can have your ESBN job and Trey. It doesn’t have to be one or the other. And if you cast Mr. Perfect aside because you’re scared he won’t support you with your dreams, I don't think we can be friends anymore. Because Trey’s not the kind of guy that expects you to stay home, wear an apron, and cook homemade mac and cheese. He’s got people for that kind of stuff.”

      My shoulders sink. “Plus, he’d never eat homemade mac and cheese. It’s too fattening.”

      “Right?” She gestures to me. “See? He’s the kind of guy that would love to see you succeed as a sports reporter. He’s not Chris.”

      “I know all of that.” My words are soft and low, a result of being scared to admit that out loud.

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “I’m not sure what the problem is.”

      Yes, there’s the anxiety that I’ll lose myself again, that I’ll wake up in five years filled with bitterness, resentment, and not recognize the person I’ve become. But there’s also so much truth in Bridgette’s words. Trey isn’t Chris. He’d never make me choose between my dreams and him.

      I know that.

      I know that.

      But…

      I can’t tell Bridgette I’m worried that just being with Trey will slowly kill my dreams. Because how can I shine when I’m constantly in someone else’s shadow?

      That’s the real fear.

      It’s not just about some stupid promise I made to myself, my issues with my parents, or losing sight of my dreams because I’m with a man—although, those things scare me. It’s more than that. It’s about a mismatch in life. I’m clawing just to become something while Trey’s already arrived. I’m not sure I can handle the comparison. I couldn’t five years ago. What makes me think I can now?

      Bridgette shakes her head. “That’s because there isn’t a problem. So put on your big-girl panties and deal with the fact that you're in a healthy relationship, okay?”

      “You think this is a healthy relationship?”

      “I mean, he stalked your restaurant and got you a job at ESBN so he could spend time with you. Then he sealed your fate by tricking you into thinking you guys just had a ‘physical’ relationship. Classic bait and switch.” Bridgette shakes her head as if she respects how Trey played his game. “So either he’s so in love with you and pulling off the most romantic gestures to win you back, or he’s a stalker that needs a restraining order.” She lifts her shoulders. “You decide.”

      A small smile spreads across my lips. I know Trey loves me. It was in his eyes almost instantly the first time he saw me again after the press conference.

      Now I just need to decide if I believe love can conquer all.

      “Can we eat now?” Bridgette groans. “I’m starving.” She looks around the restaurant. “We haven’t even seen our waitress yet.”

      I laugh. “That’s because it’s Paige.”

      “Whoever she is, she sucks at her job.” She frowns, glancing at the menu on her phone again. “I’m so hungry I might start eating my arm.”

      “I’m sure she’ll come to get our orders soon.”

      “You have connections here. Can’t you just go to the kitchen and whip something up?”

      “I don’t work here anymore. I’m a freelance journalist for ESBN.”

      “Wait.” She sits up. “Did they offer you a permanent job?”

      “No, I wish. But I leave for ESBN’s headquarters on Tuesday to work on editing Trey’s series.”

      “That’s exciting! You’re, like, a big deal.”

      “Hardly.”

      “How long are you gone for?”

      “It depends on how long it takes to piece the story together. I’m guessing two weeks tops. This is my chance to prove myself as a sports reporter. I just hope the producers like my work.”

      “They will. You’re amazing at your job, and they'll offer you something permanent before your time there is up. I just know it.”

      “I hope so. It would be a chance of a lifetime.”

      “Does Trey know you’re leaving?”

      “I’m not sure. I feel like I brought it up, but that was weeks ago.”

      “He’s going to miss you a lot.”

      My lips lift in response, but inside, I have a nagging feeling that it’s actually me who’s going to miss him a lot.
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      WHITNEY

      Trey’s football game cuts to a commercial as halftime begins. I look over at Grandma Gia. “What are you working on?”

      Her eyes don’t move. “I’m needling something for Trey.”

      “Grandma, doesn’t it hurt your arthritis to do needlepoint?”

      “Pish posh. This is important.”

      I lean forward, getting a better look at the pattern she’s working on. “It looks like a goat.”

      “It is a goat.”

      My lips press out, and my eyes narrow. “Why are you needling a goat for Trey?”

      “Because people think he looks like one.”

      “Since when?”

      “I don’t know. It must be the long hair.” She shrugs. “Now it’s his favorite animal.”

      I think back through all my memories with Trey, searching for some kind of proof that what she’s saying is true, but I’m coming up empty.

      “Are you sure you didn’t hear wrong?”

      “Every time Trey visits, that male nurse calls him a goat. And then, when we were getting out of the car to go to the yacht, another group of men called him a goat. He smiles every time because he loves goats so much.”

      I roll my lips together, finally understanding. People don’t think Trey looks like a goat. They think he’s the greatest of all time or, in other words, a G.O.A.T., but my grandma doesn’t know that phrase, hence the misunderstanding.

      “He’ll love it.” I smile back at her.

      “I know. He can hang it on his wall.”

      Somehow, I can see my sweet grandma’s needlepoint of a goat fitting right in at Trey’s house next to his broken Heisman.

      I shift the pillow on her bed, putting it behind my head so I can lean back. I glance down at my phone, thinking that since it’s halftime, maybe Trey would grab his phone in the locker room and text me. It’s stupid. I know. He’s working. He doesn’t have time to send off a text to me.

      “Are you seeing him tonight?”

      “Who?”

      “Trey.”

      “No, his flight doesn’t get in until late.”

      “So go to the airport and greet him.”

      “I don’t think that would be appropriate. We have a working relationship, that’s all.”

      “What about the working relationship your lips have with him?”

      “Grandma!”

      “What? I’m part deaf, not blind. I saw the reflection of you two kissing the other night when you visited.” I glance at the mirror on the wall in front of her. There’s a perfect angle into the bathroom that I didn’t know about until now. “I thought you two were going to swallow each other. It was Jonah and the whale all over again.” She finally looks up from her needlepoint, flashing me a smirk.

      My face flames with embarrassment. Grandma G. caught me making out with Trey at her nursing home. This is a low point in my life.

      “Oh, don’t look so horrified,” she clucks. “If I were younger, I’d swallow him whole too.” I wince, not liking the visual that paints in my head. “I told you the ones we fight with the most are the ones that stir the most passion inside us.”

      “Can we talk about something else?”

      “Fine. Let’s talk about you settling down with Trey.”

      “I’m not settling down with Trey. I’ve finally gotten my foot in the door at ESBN. I have to throw all of my weight toward getting a permanent job there, because if I don’t, I have no other options, and we’re out of money. So that has to come first. Don’t you think?”

      “You can think about your career and be with Trey.”

      I hug one of her bed pillows to my chest. “My friend Bridgette said the same thing.”

      “She sounds like a smart, lovely woman.”

      “She is.”

      “Being with Trey is like having cake and eating it too.”

      “I think the phrase is, You can’t have your cake and eat it too, meaning that I can’t actually have both.”

      “Don’t sass me!” Her tiny brown eyes flash a glare. “Our minds can handle thinking about more than one thing. It’s called multitasking. You can juggle a job and a man at the same time.” She winks. “Several men, if you prefer.”

      I laugh, changing the subject. “Now remember, I leave Tuesday for a week or two.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to Connecticut to the ESBN headquarters to edit and produce everything I’ve been filming for Trey’s TV series, remember?”

      She shoves her needle through the fabric and pulls tight. “I don’t remember you telling me that.”

      “Well, I did. One of the nurses will do your hair, and I’ll call every night so you don’t get lonely.”

      “I won’t be lonely. Trey will visit me.”

      My heart lifts because I know Trey will come visit her. He’s the kind of guy that shows up.

      My phone vibrates in my hand, and I look down.

      Speaking of showing up.

      
        
        Trey: It’s halftime. I only have a second, but I just wanted to say that I miss you and can’t stop thinking about you. Two days without Whitney Savittieri is too long.

      

        

      
        Whitney: You should probably get your head back in the game.

      

        

      
        Trey: You make it hard to focus, but ironically enough, being able to kiss you also makes me play better…like I’m more focused. I don’t know how both things happen simultaneously, but they do.

      

      

      Trey texted me when he should’ve been thinking about something far more important. That little gesture makes me feel more adored than anything else ever has.

      Missing him these last two days is nothing compared to losing him completely.

      But I’m starting to think I may not have to lose him.

      Maybe I’d travel on the weekends to cover football games for ESBN while he’s playing for the Buccaneers, and then we could be together in Tampa during the weekdays. In the spring, when he has time off, he could travel with me while I cover stories.

      I know I’m putting the cart ahead of the horse, but for the first time, I’m actually considering how it could all work, not if it could work.

      And that’s huge for me.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    




      TREY

      I take off my suit jacket and throw it over the middle chair as I climb to the window seat. My teammates around me cheer about the win, but I’m eager to get back to Tampa and back to Whitney. I’m more excited about her than our winning record in the NFL.

      “Anyone sitting here?” Westin points to the aisle seat at the end of my row.

      “Not yet.”

      He drapes his suit jacket over mine, then sits down.

      “You’d think after the kind of game you just had, Coach Murphy would let you sit in first class for the flight home.” Westin went off in today’s game with twenty-four completions, three hundred and sixty-two yards, and four touchdowns.

      “You know the rules. Only the linemen get to sit in first class.” He gives me a side smile. “But I’ll be named offensive player of the week, so it looks like it’s my turn to help with Whitney.”

      I crack a smile. “I can’t wait to see what you have in store for me.”

      “Honestly, you don’t need any of our help. You could’ve done this on your own, but I like how our offense has played since that first week when we lost and decided to butt into your relationship. It’s like your love life has given us a common goal and banded us together, making us more in sync on the field.”

      “I’m glad my problems with women could benefit the team.”

      “Me too. That’s why I hate to give you this last piece of advice, but I think it’s time.”

      “You make it sound so…I don’t know…ominous.”

      “Nah.” Westin leans back, stretching one leg into the aisle. “Everybody else has been missing the point. They’ve been distracted with jealousy, gifts, and service when what you really need to do with Whitney is talk to her.”

      “We talk all the time.”

      “No, I mean you need to have a real conversation where you communicate with each other. Do you even know why you broke up the first time? Or why she’s so hesitant to rekindle things?”

      I shake my head in response.

      “Don’t you think you owe it to yourself to find those things out?”

      “Yeah.”

      There’s so much Whitney and I need to discuss, but I’ve been avoiding the tough questions because I’m worried she’ll bolt as soon as I ask them. We’ve come so far. I don’t want to have to chase after her all over again. I’m not sure I can keep chasing her. I told myself I’d give our relationship until the end of the regular season, and I meant it, but my determination is waning.

      “I don’t see how you can move forward with her until you figure out the past. To me, that’s the number one thing you should’ve been doing this whole time.”

      “So, is this your official advice for the week as offensive MVP?”

      “No, it’s my advice as your friend.”

      “As my friend, huh?” I smile. “I guess I better take it, then.”

      The bell dings above us, and the flight attendant starts speaking, ending our conversation. I glance out the window as the airplane rolls backward to the runway.

      If I don’t want Whitney to be scared of a future with me, then it’s time we cleared up the past. We both need closure about how things ended last time—at least, I know I do. And until we get that, our past will always hang over our heads.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    




      WHITNEY

      I smile at Max Shepherd, the guy everyone calls Shep. He’s one of the key players on the Buccaneers’s offensive line. “Thanks for doing the interview after practice on such short notice.”

      He pushes his large body out of the cushioned chair in the media room. “Anything for Trey.”

      The ESBN camera crew begins winding cords and loading equipment into suitcases. My interview with Shep was our last one before I head to Connecticut tomorrow morning. Originally, I wasn’t planning on asking Shep questions for the series, but over the last few weeks, I’ve watched the friendship between Trey and him, and I decided last minute that he’d add a fun perspective to Trey’s life here in Tampa.

      “What are you and Trey doing tonight?”

      My brows twitch as I consider his question. Why would Shep think I’m hanging out with Trey tonight? Then I remember he was one of the players that walked in on us kissing in the weight room last week. A pink hue covers my cheeks.

      “Um.” I brush my hair back from my face, glancing quickly at the crew to make sure they’re out of earshot. “I want to apologize about what you saw in the weight room the other day. That was so unprofessional, and I’m really embarrassed about it.”

      Shep’s jovial smile grows. “Don’t be embarrassed. We were all just waiting for that to happen.” His grin falters. “Not in the weight room specifically, but it looked like it turned out okay.”

      “Yeah.” I puff out an embarrassed laugh before coming back to something he said. “What do you mean by waiting for that to happen?”

      “Heck, that was Trey’s homework for the week, and since none of us took him for a bad student, we were waiting to hear when he finally made his move.”

      I smile even though my brows lower in confusion. “His homework?”

      “Yeah.” Shep picks up his gym bag and throws it over his shoulder. “Each week, we devised a new game plan on how Trey can win you back. Breaking into physical touch was last week’s.”

      Trey’s three-week proposal to abandon our previous rules makes much more sense now.

      “So, who’s we? Who’s been helping him with the game plan?” That’s such a football-minded term.

      Shep shrugs innocently, giving me the feeling he doesn’t have a single hesitation or problem with spilling all of Trey’s secrets. “Pretty much the entire offensive team.”

      I smile incredulously. “Seriously?”

      “You didn’t think Trey was that charming on his own, did you?”

      “Actually, I did.”

      “Nah, he didn’t have a clue how to get you back. That’s where we came in.”

      I fold my arms, still smiling as I process what Shep’s saying. “So what did you tell him to do?”

      “Shoot.” Shep releases a drawn-out breath. “There’s been a new strategy every week. I’m not sure I can remember them all.” His face brightens. “My week was quality time.”

      Quality time.

      That was Trey’s excuse for hanging out with my grandma and taking her on the yacht. Everything’s coming full circle now.

      “Are you sure you don’t remember the other strategies?”

      “The first week Damien suggested making you jealous, but that didn’t really work.”

      The date with Maggie.

      “And then I think it was service.” He looks into space like he’s tapping into a far corner of his brain he hasn’t used in a while.

      Fixing my sink.

      “Next was showering you with gifts.”

      Jenna’s clothes.

      “After that was my quality time and then physical touch.” He smiles triumphantly like he’s so proud he remembered everything.

      These men were using the five love languages to win me back. I’m not even sure if it was on purpose.

      “So what’s the game plan for this week? Words of affirmation?” If Trey starts complimenting me a lot, my theory will be proven true.

      “Oh, I can’t tell you this week’s.” Shep shakes his head. “It would go against bro code.”

      “Bro code? You’ve already told me everything else.”

      “Yeah, I probably broke bro code by doing that, didn’t I?” His lips push into a frown. “Are you mad at Trey now?”

      Am I mad at Trey?

      That used to be my go-to emotion when it came to him. But not anymore. I find the gesture flattering. Besides, how can I be mad about him tapping into his resources? Girls have been scheming with their friends about how to get boys to like them since the first slumber party way back when.

      Plus, I love that he went to so much effort just to win me back. I’m not even sure I’m worth that kind of effort, especially with how I’ve treated him this whole time.

      “It’s embarrassing that you’ve all been talking about me behind my back for the last month, but no”—I smile—“I’m not mad.”

      “Phew!” Shep wipes pretend sweat off his forehead. “So things between you two are good? He’s finally won your heart?”

      I smirk, keeping my cards close to my chest. “The verdict’s still out on if he’s won or not.”

      “Fair enough.” Shep laughs. “But my bet’s on Trey.”

      It’s probably a smart bet, no matter how much it scares me to admit that.

    

  







            CHAPTER FORTY

          

        

      

    

    




      WHITNEY

      I’m alone in Trey’s house again, waiting for him to come home from practice. This time, I’m not going to break anything. I swear. Speaking of broken things, I walk into his office just to check on my old friend, the Heisman trophy. His bronze hand is back in place at the end of his arm, thanks to a hefty amount of hot glue. I smile as I examine Trey’s glue job. The hand is tilted a little, there’s a clump of excess glue all around the wrist, and hot glue strings drop from the arm to the base of the trophy. In this condition, the Heisman doesn’t seem like the most coveted award in collegiate football. I need to ask his agent, Ben, if there’s a way to get a new trophy made.

      “Are you thinking about dropping it again?”

      My heart jumps, and I whirl around. Trey’s leaning against the doorframe, filling up the space. His practice bag is slung over one shoulder, and his legs are crossed at the ankles. He’s in peach shorts, white tennis shoes, and a white t-shirt. Blonde hair falls loosely around his ears and the base of his neck, casually styled like some surfer dude who lives at the beach. Everything about his smile keeps my heart jumping rapidly—the next logical step is to enter a jump-rope competition. Do they have those for bouncing hearts?

      It’s only been three days since we last saw each other, but I’ve missed him so much I consider running across his office and leaping into his arms. Then I remember I’m not that kind of girl and settle for a regular hello.

      “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “I was trying to be sneaky.” He pushes off the door, dropping his bag as he slowly walks toward me. “Catch you off guard.”

      I swallow, straighten, and do everything I can to keep myself calm and collected, but his approaching body has me on pins and needles, like I’m pressed against one of those pin art toys. Trey can see the exact outline of my body, which, if you think about it, would be kind of a sexy pinpression, so it’s fine.

      “I was thinking about how I’m going to replace your trophy for you.”

      “I’m not worried about it.” He stops in front of me.

      “I know, but—”

      Trey cuts my words off with his mouth, wrapping me in his arms. I melt into his kiss, returning the desire, making up for the time apart the last three days.

      He ends the heated kiss with a gentle peck on my forehead. “I missed you.”

      “I’m a really missable person.”

      He covers me with his giant arms, holding me. “I’ve known that for five years.”

      That’s cute and sad at the same time.

      Bridgette’s words about how hugs are more like a real relationship play through my mind, and I pull away. I wish I didn’t overthink every single interaction between us, but I can’t help it.

      “Was everybody excited about the win?” I change the subject to soften my distance. I walk around him, heading for the kitchen.

      “I think so.” He follows behind.

      I swing open the refrigerator door and scan my eyes over the shelves. “I’m starving. Do you think your nutritionist left anything good to eat in here?”

      “If you had waited for me after practice, we could’ve left together and eaten out.” Trey comes behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. Then he proceeds to kiss my neck—as if anyone can think clearly when someone’s kissing their neck. But I have to think clearly because I have to decide if I can get out of my head and make things work with Trey.  I’m straddling the line, trying to live in the best of both worlds. But it’s not fair to either of us. I have to choose a path once and for all.

      I lift my shoulder, blocking access to my neck. Then I grab a chicken salad meal from the refrigerator and wiggle out of his arms, picking up a fork on my way to the bar. Trey doesn’t say anything as he shuts the refrigerator and walks to where I just sat.

      “Okay”—he drops down on the stool next to me—“what’s going on with you?”

      “Nothing.” I stab my fork into the salad and shove the food in my mouth.

      Trey twists his chair so his knees are on either side of me. “Whitney, I know you well enough to know when something’s wrong.”

      My chewing gets frantic, and I bite the side of my mouth instead of the chicken. That’s going to turn into a canker sore. I can kiss salt goodbye for the next few days unless I like pain.

      I slow my chews and peek over at him. The mashup of green and brown colors in his eyes is so pretty, but I can’t let that distract me. I need a clear head to say what I need to say.

      “Do you ever think that we made a mistake by bringing physical touch into the relationship?”

      “Nope. We had a deal. You still have two weeks left before you can back out.”

      “I’m not backing out. I’m just saying maybe we should’ve sorted through other things first. Like our issues. Or my issues.” I shift my body, facing the trauma head-on. “We both knew that the physical relationship would complicate our feelings.”

      “Maybe I wanted it to complicate our feelings, to get you out of your head, away from overthinking everything.”

      “I know but”—I drop my shoulders—“maybe what I really need is space to figure out my stuff. We should probably stop things.”

      “You can’t stop things.”

      “Of course I can. It was just a silly verbal agreement.”

      “I’m not talking about our deal. I’m talking about us. You can’t just stop the feelings between us. That’s not how it works.”

      “I have to try and stop them before things go too far. I might not be able to work through the issues in my head, and if that’s the case, I don’t want to get your hopes up.”

      The edges of his eyes harden. “Are you really doing this again?”

      “Doing what?”

      “Deciding for both of us that we’re done. Five years ago, you did the same thing. You just ended things. It wasn’t even up for discussion.”

      “It was always up for discussion, but you had nothing to say. You didn’t speak up, text me the next day, call me, or come to my apartment. You just walked away without a fight.”

      “Because that’s what I thought you wanted.”

      The conversation I’ve been avoiding for years is on the horizon, and it just seems easier to keep avoiding it, to cut my losses and leave.

      I stand, pushing the stool back. “Listen, we don’t have to hash everything out again.” I gather my stuff and turn to go.

      Trey follows me out of the kitchen, talking as he walks. “We never hashed it out the first time.”

      “Yeah, because you didn’t care enough to come after me. Call me crazy, but I don’t want a man who’s content to just roll over and let things end. I want somebody who fights for me, fights for us.” I keep moving, hoping to reach the door in a few more strides. But just as I go to grab the handle, Trey captures me in his arms, spinning me around.

      “You’re right. I should’ve run after you the second you walked away. Instead, I waited a month to go after you at Haji’s wedding, but it was too late.”

      “Why did you take so long?”

      “I was scared. We’d started fighting a lot after I got drafted and after you lost the internship, and I assumed two people with a relationship like that probably shouldn’t stay together. I was young and stupid, and I thought a perfect match meant always getting along. But living all these years without you taught me one thing: I’d rather fight with you than be perfect with anyone else.”

      Okay.

      Fine.

      Whatever.

      Trey got me.

      He said the ideal thing that’s making my eyes well up with tears, but one excellent line—that’s so good it probably belongs in a movie—doesn’t change everything else stuck inside my head.

      “I told you why I did what I did. What’s your reason?”

      I blink away the moisture. “My reason for what?”

      “For why you ended things in the first place. All these years, I’ve never really known. Trying to figure it out used to keep me up at night.”

      “Well, that’s dumb.”

      “I know. I’ve lost a lot of sleep. So put me out of my misery. Tell me why.”

      “I told you when I broke up with you.”

      “No, all you said was that things between us wouldn’t work out.”

      “Yeah”—I lift my shoulders—“they wouldn’t work. That was my reason.”

      “That’s not a reason. It’s a line. It’s like saying, ‘It’s not you. It’s me.’”

      “Well, it wasn’t you. It was me.”

      He stares back at me like he’s tired of all my stupid games. In truth, I’m tired of them too.

      “Are you really not going to tell me?”

      I feel my emotions creeping in, but I’m not doing this. “None of it matters now. It’s in the past.” I reach for the door, but Trey grabs my arm again, keeping me there.

      “It’s not in the past. Everything between us is happening right now, in real-time. So stop being so freaking stubborn and have an adult conversation with me.”

      “I was jealous!” I shout in his face. “Is that what you want to hear?”

      “Jealous?” His brows drop in confusion. “Of who?”

      “You!” I yank my arm out of his grasp.

      “Me?” His head rears back. “Why?”

      “I don’t know.” I throw my arms out. “Because I’m an insecurity-riddled person. Because you achieved your dream of being drafted in the NFL while my dreams of becoming a sideline reporter for ESBN were shattered. I was sinking, and you were rising, and I resented you for it to the point that I caused fights between us and ended things.”

      My chest huffs up and down as I wait for Trey to respond. His forehead crinkles as he processes everything. Then he drags me into a hug, which was not the reaction I expected. I thought he’d be mad and tell me I was petty, shallow, and a bad girlfriend for feeling that way.

      “Why didn’t you say something?” he says into my ear.

      “How could I admit that your success was destroying me?”

      He pulls back, keeping his hands on my shoulders. “You just should’ve said it. Said, ‘Trey, stop being so self-absorbed and realize that I’m having a hard time over here.’”

      “And then what? Would you’ve held yourself back so we could be stuck on the same pathetic level in life? Or tried to call in some favors to ESBN to get me the internship like you did now? No.” I shake my head. “I wouldn’t have let you, and that’s not how life works. You still would’ve gone to LA, and I still would’ve floundered. I didn’t see any way for us to stay together. You were on your way to becoming a famous football player, and I was on my way to becoming a nobody. You won.”

      “It wasn’t a competition.”

      “It felt like it was to me.” I force a smile even though tears hang at the edges of my eyes. “I wasn’t good enough for you. Your father knew it, and we both knew it. That’s why you didn’t come after me. You just admitted that I wasn’t perfect enough to fit into your new life.”

      “Not you. Just us in general. And forget about my dad. Anything to do with perfectionism stems from his overbearing and demanding personality. I was happy with you. I just let his ideas about relationships get in my head. It only took one month of being miserable to figure out I was wrong. And as soon as I did, I came back for you at Haji’s wedding, but you were already with Chris.”

      “Chris was a safe rebound because we were at the same level in life. I thought that would make me feel better. It didn’t matter that my dreams and my heart were crushed. With him, I could pretend like things were okay even though my life was ending up so off course.”

      His lips press into a sad frown. “Is that why you married him?”

      “I married Chris for all the wrong reasons and not a single right one. I thought I would like not feeling like such a loser compared to him. And I thought that moving on with someone new before you did would make the hurt go away. But I was wrong.”

      Sadness takes over his expression. “It was never a race.”

      “I made it one so I could win and finally beat you at something.”

      Trey’s eyes cloud with tears as my heartbreak and self-doubt wash over him.

      “But the joke was on me.” I puff out a somber laugh. “With Chris, nobody wins. He was a terrible husband, and I didn’t even love him.”

      Trey pulls me into another hug, holding me, my insanity, and my insecurities like he’s my personal safety net.

      “Do you still resent my success?”

      “Not at this moment.” I push away from him and slowly walk to the stairs in the entryway, taking a seat on the bottom steps. He follows me, sitting down next to me. “It’s taken some maturing and self-realization, but I’m finally proud of you. You’ve earned your success. But maybe I don’t have career envy right now because you’ve given me this awesome ESBN opportunity that I’m excited about.” I glance down, fidgeting with my hands. “But if that falls through, who’s to say I won’t get jealous again?”

      “Who’s to say a little jealousy is the end of the world? Maybe if we talk through everything, it won’t feel as daunting or hurtful.”

      “Yeah, but if I really loved you, jealousy is the last thing I should feel.”

      “How about we both stop telling ourselves what our relationship should look like. It’s ours. It can be messy and imperfect and still completely right.”

      “I don’t know. It just feels too complicated and hard.”

      Trey grabs my hand. “Whitney, we lived without each other for five years because, at the time, things felt too complicated and hard to figure out. Let’s not make the same mistake again. Let’s figure this out.”

      I drop my eyes to our intertwined hands. “I’m scared. I’ve just made so many mistakes I don’t want to repeat. When I married Chris, I gave up on my dreams of becoming a reporter to make the marriage work. I couldn’t find a job as a journalist, so I took up waitressing to help pay for Chris’s spending habits, telling myself that when things calmed down, I’d look again. But instead, I helped him pursue his dreams by starting businesses that always failed, or paying for classes so he could learn new skills and become who he wanted to be. Then, one day, I woke up and realized I wasn’t who I wanted to be. I didn’t even know how I’d become this other person.” My eyes lift, meeting Trey’s stare. “So I promised myself right then to be the person I wanted to be, to say, no matter what, I’m putting myself first and going after my dreams. I filed for divorce that very day.”

      Sadness lingers in his gaze. “I bet that was hard.”

      “I thought it would be harder, but we didn’t love each other, and the marriage wasn’t working, so it was for the best.”

      “You owe it to yourself to go after your dreams, and I can’t wait to see you achieve everything you want. Because you will.”

      I blink back the tears that keep threatening to escape. “Thank you for saying that.”

      “I’m not just saying it.” He squeezes my hand. “I really believe it.”

      I bump his shoulder with mine. “Thank you.”

      “So what do we need to do? How can I help you get that job with ESBN?”

      “No, I have to do this myself.”

      “Sorry. I just have this weird personality flaw where I want to solve everyone’s problems. But you’re totally right. You need to do this on your own. I’ll cheer you on from the sidelines.”

      “That’s not what I mean, Trey.” I draw in a breath like the added oxygen will somehow get me through this next part. “I need to do this on my own.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “We can’t see each other anymore.” He stands, pacing back and forth in front of me, but I keep going. “I didn’t just promise to go after my dreams no matter what. I promised I’d never let myself get distracted by a man again or let a man hold me back.”

      “I’m not trying to hold you back. I want to help you achieve your dreams. I can help.”

      “But if you help, then I didn’t do it on my own. Can’t you see? I’ll always wonder if I paved my own way or just took the path you paved for me.”

      “What does it matter?”

      “It matters to me. I swore I’d never be like my mom and just bend to whatever man was convenient. But then I did. I lost myself in the relationship when I married Chris. I’m scared that will happen again.”

      He stops pacing and crouches in front of me, taking both my hands in his. “You’re not your mom, and I’m not Chris. I’m not going to make you choose between your dreams and me. You can have both. And if you want me to stay out of your way, I will. I just want to be with you, Whitney.”

      “You make it sound so easy.”

      His lips lift as he squeezes my hands. “It is.”

      “Then why does it feel so hard?”

      “You’re making it hard.”

      I lift my shoulders as moisture fills my eyes. “Maybe I make it hard because I’m not capable of having a healthy relationship free from jealousy and loss of identity. Until I figure that out, I don’t think it’s a good idea to start something between us.”

      “Start?” The corner of his mouth rises. “Don’t you think we’re already past that point?”

      I shake my head, prompting his brows to drop, as if my answer frustrates him. He stands and begins pacing again. I don’t want to hurt him, so I try to explain. “Trey, I’ve told you this whole time that things wouldn’t work. I’m too messed up. But you kept inserting yourself into my life.”

      “Because I love you!” His voice is loud and full of hurt. “I loved you five and a half years ago when I competed for your heart. I loved you when you broke up with me. I loved you when you were married and I knew I didn’t stand a chance. I loved you when I saw you again at that press conference and every day since then when you’ve been pushing me away.” He points to himself. “And I hate myself for letting you go when I had you. I hate myself for not knowing back then that you were hurting. I hate that I didn’t know you’re the person I want to spend the rest of my life with. And I hate that I can’t make you see that we belong together.” He drops his hands to his waist, staring back at me with heavy breaths. His voice lowers. “And I hate that the first time I’m saying I love you is right now when I’m yelling at you.”

      I didn’t know Trey saying he loves me would feel like a seal on my heart, but it does. No matter how long I live or how far apart we grow, my heart will always be his. Because despite what I try to tell myself, I do have a heart and feelings. I have so many feelings for Trey, but saying them now would contradict everything else I’ve just said, and I have to be true to myself.

      “A love confession during a fight.” I laugh, trying to lighten the heavy load weighing us both down. “I wouldn’t expect anything different from us.”

      “Yeah, I guess it’s par for the course.” His gaze searches mine. “So what happens now?”

      I lift my shoulders. “I go to Connecticut for the next two weeks and see if I can impress the ESBN producers.”

      “And what about us?”

      I use my headshake as my answer.

      “No, I don’t accept that.”

      “Trey.”

      “What? You still have two weeks left in our deal before you can walk away.”

      “After everything we just talked about, I think the deal is off.”

      “Not to me.”

      “I’m not even going to be here for those weeks, so what’s the point of dragging this out?”

      “To let the dust settle. You said yourself that you needed to figure things out.” He sits down beside me again. “Go to Connecticut. Follow your dreams. Focus on your job. I’ll leave you alone the entire time. I promise I won’t text you or call you. It will be like I don’t exist.” His nose scrunches. “Except for the fact that you’ll be editing a TV series all about me.” I laugh at the irony of the situation. “And maybe the time apart will help you work through whatever’s troubling you. Then when you get home, let’s just see.”

      “See what?”

      “See where we’re at. Maybe this entire conversation will have been for nothing because you’ll be such a big-wig reporter by then or you’ll be so self-aware and wise about our relationship problems you’ll know exactly how to move forward.”

      I incline my head. “It’s only two weeks. Decades of therapy probably couldn’t achieve that.”

      “I’m being serious. Don’t decide anything yet. Give yourself a chance to figure it out.”

      “It’s not going to make a diff—”

      “Good grief, woman!” he snaps. “Let the dust settle a little before you decide to run away again.”

      “I just don’t see things changing that much in two weeks.”

      “You don’t know that.” His hazel eyes plead with me. “If you care about me, take this time to think about what you want, and then we’ll figure everything out when you come home.”

      Trey’s really pulling out the big guns with that request. Of course I care about him, and he knows it. After everything between us, after everything I’ve done, how can I not give him this last request?

      “Whitney, just don’t decide yet. There’s no rush.”

      He’s right. This is the rest of my life we’re talking about. My future. My happiness. Maybe I owe it to myself to sit with this decision for a little bit. I didn’t do that the last time I broke up with him, and we all know how that ended up.

      “Okay. I won’t decide anything about us until I get home.”

      “But you should know, when you do get home, if you decide to stay with me, I expect a full, committed relationship. No games. No rules. No doubts. No breakups. It’s you and me forever. If you can’t give me that, then I’m done.” He shrugs. “I’m not trying to manipulate you into staying or anything like that. I just can’t keep doing this.”

      “I get it. I’ve been difficult. Rude, even. It’s not fair to you when you deserve the best relationship love has to offer.”

      “I prefer that to be with you, but at some point, I can’t always be the one chasing after you. I’ve been telling myself this for a few weeks now. Eventually, I have to grow a pair and move on—at least, that’s what my teammates will say.”

      My brows drop. “Speaking of your teammates. I can’t believe you’ve been scheming with them to get me back.”

      His smile portrays his guilt. “How did—”

      “Shep.”

      “I should’ve known he’d cave under pressure.”

      “Well, now I don’t even know if I like you or if I just like the man your teammates turned you into,” I tease. “Maybe they deserve all the credit for every good thing you’ve done the last month.”

      “Nobody gives credit to the game plan. All the credit goes to the player. He’s the one that executes.”

      “And what’s the game plan this week?”

      “To communicate.”

      “And whose idea was that?”

      “Westin Gehrig’s.”

      “That makes sense. As the quarterback, his position is all about communication. He’s calling the shots in the huddle and making audibles at the line of scrimmage.”

      “Well, I think we nailed this week’s strategy. I learned a lot about the past that I didn’t know. I might not have loved everything I heard, but at least we communicated.”

      “We communicated, but we didn’t decide anything. I’m not sure you can say we nailed it.”

      He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “We decided that we wouldn’t decide anything until you get home. But I like this open communication between us. Let’s promise to keep this going as we move forward.”

      “Deal.”

      His body leans into mine as he wraps his arm around my shoulder, pulling me to his chest. “You’re going to be amazing in Connecticut. Go get your dream job. Then once you do, figure out if I fit into your life.”

      “Gosh, that’s no pressure at all.” I laugh even though the weight of what he’s asking is more crushing than funny.

      “My heart and our future are in your hands. No big deal.”

      “No big deal at all.”

      But it is a big deal, and I’m hoping that it ends happily. I just don’t know how to get there or how to work through my fears and get comfortable with the idea of trusting myself in a relationship again.

      But if I can figure it out, Trey and I might actually have a chance.

      A second chance.

    

  







            CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

          

          

      

    

    






TEN DAYS LATER

        

      

    

    




      WHITNEY

      I smile at the fancy receptionist behind the large desk. “Whitney Savittieri to see Shelby Nakamoto.”

      “Of course, Ms. Savittieri.” The woman gestures to the leather chairs in the waiting area. “Please take a seat. Ms. Nakamoto will be with you shortly.”

      “Great, thanks.” I’m putting on my best professional facade just in case the ESBN executive producer asks her receptionist if she should hire me or not.

      I reposition my purse strap over my shoulder and glance around the empty waiting room. I decide to take the seat in the middle, thinking that it shows confidence but it probably doesn’t show anything.

      I’m fifteen minutes early to my meeting with Shelby Nakamoto. It’s smart to be punctual to job interviews, but also, I had so much nervous energy in my hotel room I almost called the maid service to see if I could clean the bathroom in my rented room—anything to work off some steam. Since that scenario seemed to cross a few health and sanitation lines, I decided to just leave for the meeting and wait outside her office door like a professional.

      I’ve been looking forward to this meeting ever since I arrived in Connecticut ten days ago. This is when I find out if ESBN wants me full-time or not. It’s one of the biggest moments in my life. I’m feeling confident to pretty confident. The edits on Trey’s series turned out amazing. Trey was the perfect subject. He made being a pro athlete charming and approachable.

      And as I watched the final cuts, I felt pride not jealousy. I’m proud of everything Trey’s accomplished over the years. He’s worked hard and put in the time to be the best despite having a dad that tore him down every week.

      But I’m also proud of myself. The episodes are really great. I put them together with little to no experience. I am a good journalist, and I don’t need a fancy job to prove that—I mean, I’d like one, but I don’t need it anymore for me to feel like I have value as a person. My life has taken the road less traveled, and it’s been hard, but I can be proud of my lesser accomplishments, like getting myself out of an unhealthy marriage and working two jobs to support my sick grandma when everyone else bailed. I did all of that, and for the first time, I realize that’s something to be proud of.

      This time away from Trey was supposed to help me discover what I really want and if I can handle being in a relationship without feeling like I’m going to turn into my mom again or run at the first sign of jealousy. I think I’m making strides. The longer we’re apart, the more the rightness of having a life with Trey settles into my heart. I’m desperate to talk to him about my time here, the edits, his win on Monday night, and my growing confidence in my achievements. I’ve almost broken down three times and called him. And it’s not because I’ve been working on his show or because I’m all alone in a city I’ve never been in. It’s because of him. I miss having him part of my life.

      The past ten days have been miserable. If this were a movie, we’d be at the part where they’d show me riding a bus in the rain, looking out the window, watching raindrops fall down the glass. Then they’d flip to a montage of our best moments as if I were thinking about them. Well, let me tell you. I am thinking about them. The highlight montage has been running on repeat through my mind from the second I left his house.

      I see us together five years ago. And I see us now. But I’ve never allowed myself to see us in the future until this moment. I see so much happiness—football games, visits with my grandma, and pool parties with his teammates, celebrating each other’s accomplishments, and consoling each other on our defeats. And beyond that, children running around the house and Trey in the backyard teaching them how to catch a ball. I see his retirement and me by his side. Family vacations and competitive games nights where we get in fights. I see lots of fights with passionate make-ups. But not once in my glimpse of the future did I worry about how successful I’d become compared to him.

      All along, I thought my jealousy meant I didn’t love him enough, but really, I just didn’t love myself enough. We’re a team. If our relationship’s successful, then individually, so am I.

      Suddenly, the dream is no longer about my career goals, though they’re still there. They’ll always be there, but the everyday plan has shifted.

      The real dream is spending my life with Trey.

      The door next to me swings open, and Shelby pops her head out, smiling. “Whitney, thanks so much for waiting.” She gestures inside her office. “Come in.”

      I feel like I’ve just had a huge life epiphany, and now I have to wait to dive into what it means. It’s like going to a commercial break right after the lead character says I love you, and now I have to wait two to three minutes for the other person’s reaction.

      It’s rough, but I follow her inside, noticing the large windows and framed pictures of memorable moments in sports like Tiger Woods hugging his dad after winning the Masters, Serena Williams holding up her first US Open trophy, Michael Jordan’s final shot as a Chicago Bull, the Boston Red Sox breaking the curse of the Bambino, and President George W. Bush wearing an FDNY jacket as he threw out the first pitch at Yankee Stadium after 9/11.

      “You have an amazing collection.” I point to the pictures as I drop into the chair in front of her cherry wood desk.

      Shelby follows my stare. “It’s crazy to think that ESBN has been a part of all those amazing moments in history.”

      “That’s one of the reasons why I’ve always wanted to work here.”

      “Well, you’ve done a great job on Trey Lewis’s episodic series.” She lowers into her plush leather chair, rolling it forward under her desk. “We love how it turned out.”

      “Thanks, but I have to give some credit to Trey. He was incredible to…”—flirt with, make out with—“work with.”

      “Yes, he’s quite the all-American charmer, isn’t he? That’s why we were adamant about having him as one of our guests for the in-depth feature.” I nod, totally comprehending what she means. “But Trey really seems to believe in you. The deal was off unless we agreed to let you be the lead journalist.”

      “We have history,” I explain, shifting in my chair. “I’m a local Tampa reporter.”

      “Yes, well, after working with you on this project and seeing the unique and fresh angle you approached it with, I understand why Trey was so determined to have you in his corner. You’re very talented.”

      “Thank you.”

      Shelby continues talking, even showering me with compliments about the story I put together and the edits. It’s everything I’ve wanted to hear since I was a teenager watching football games so that I could make up fake sideline reports. Any minute now, she’s going to offer me a job. My dreams are about to come true. I can feel it.

      This should be my happiest moment, but all I can think about is the epiphany from earlier. How it’s okay to have more than one dream. Everyone’s been telling me this all along, but I couldn’t see it or believe it until now. Sitting here, on the verge of getting what I thought was the only thing I wanted, I know the ESBN job isn’t enough to make me happy all on its own.

      “So despite being talented and having the natural charisma and knowledge that it takes to be a sports journalist, I just don’t think we can hire you on right now. We’re just so overstaffed.”

      Wait.

      What?

      Did Shelby just say that she couldn’t hire me?

      “But we do love your work, and in the future, I probably will reach out to you for some freelance stuff. And who knows? Maybe another reporter will transfer to a different network, and something will open up. You just never know.”

      Yes, I think she’s rejecting me. So maybe what I was feeling earlier was overconfidence—or perhaps indigestion. Could go either way.

      I coerce a smile, feeling the disappointment tumble inside me. “I understand. I’m just grateful for the opportunity to work on this project.”

      “And as I said”—Shelby’s smile matches mine—“we loved working with you. If there were a way I could give you a permanent position, I would. So don’t leave here feeling like all is lost. Hold your head high because I truly think you’ll be a breakout journalist in this field. Don’t let one little setback get in your way. Fight for the things you really want.”

      My forced smile melts into something real as I rerun her words in my head. Don’t let one little setback get in your way. Fight for the things you really want. But instead of thinking about how ESBN has rejected me once again, I’m applying her words to my relationship with Trey. He’s what I really want, and I’ve been letting so much get in the way of being with him because I was scared and jealous and, honestly, just plain stupid. But I don’t want to be those things anymore.

      “I will fight for the things I want.” I stand, extending my arm out to her. “Thank you for the advice.” It’s not like Shelby said anything new that other people haven’t said, but for the first time in years, everything clicked.

      As I walk out of ESBN’s headquarters that afternoon, jobless, with no prospects, I feel more hopeful than I have in years. I know exactly what I want.

      Now I just need to go after it.

    

  







            CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    




      TREY

      
        
        Ben: Good luck at today’s game. Brooke and I will be watching from one of the boxes.

      

        

      
        Jenna: I know it’s been a rough week, but you’ll do great in your game today. Not that I’ll be watching, but I’ll be sure to ask Siri who won. JK.

      

        

      
        Dad:  I just heard Preston DeSantos is out of the game today because of a pulled hamstring. Was that in the scouting report? Make sure you adjust accordingly.

      

      

      A slew of texts came in before the game, but none were from Whitney. I pick up my helmet as the team files out of the locker room. I trail behind, slowly making my way into the cement hallway and out of the tunnel onto the field.

      This is my second football game without Whitney here. We won the first one Monday night. I wasn’t the star of the show, by any means, but I also wasn’t so distracted that I lost the game for us. So I’d say it was a success. I’m hoping for the same outcome today.

      I’ve upheld my end of the bargain. I haven’t reached out to Whitney since she left almost two weeks ago. It’s been the worst. Worse than the worst. It feels like I’m standing at Haji and Izzy’s wedding again, watching her dance and smile with Chris. That’s the level of heartache I’m dealing with. And it’s funny because we’re not even at that point yet where she walks out of my life for good. We were almost there two weeks ago. But somehow, I convinced her to give herself a little more time to think things through.

      Our relationship is in overtime, and I’m on defense. Whitney won the coin toss, and she’s on the one-yard line. If she scores a touchdown, it’s game over for me. I’m not really sure what “scoring a touchdown” is in this metaphor. I just know I don’t want the game to end. But if it does, I’ll hold my head high and walk away. When you’ve given it everything you’ve got and left it all out on the field, what else can you do?

      I force my thoughts onto the game once it’s time for kick-off and the clock starts. If anything, the frustration in my personal life is helping me today. I’m more aggressive, determined, and harder to tackle. By the end of the second quarter, we’re in the red zone again at the six-yard hash with eight seconds left. If we score before halftime, we’ll go up seventeen to zero.

      Westin flips open the wrist coach on his arm, reading the play to the rest of us leaning into the huddle. “Double wheel route. X post.”

      We clap in unison and hustle to our spots, lining up on the line of scrimmage.

      I lean forward, waiting for the ball to snap. Westin yells a few things, then hikes the ball. I’m on the outside of the formation, running straight toward the end zone until the defensive back turns his head. I cut inside, using my footwork and speed to get open. Westin throws a high ball to my left shoulder, using my height to his advantage. My eyes stay on the spiral, timing my jump perfectly until I reach up and catch the ball. I come down on my feet, facing the goalpost. That’s when I see Whitney standing on the sideline. There’s no time to register if she’s just a figment of my best imaginations or if it’s really her. The defensive back knocks his body into me. Usually, I’m more prepared for these kinds of hits, but with the whole Whitney distraction, I’m a sitting duck. I fly forward, crashing to the ground.

      Just hold on to the ball.

      My back skids across the turf as the crowd roars with excitement.

      Touchdown.

      The pirate cannons blast through the stadium as Eli helps me up. I want to look for Whitney, but Damien jumps into me, and Westin hits my helmet. I literally can’t see. It’s not until I break free from the celebration that I find her.

      She’s wearing white jean shorts and a number 17 Buccaneers jersey that matches mine. She looks insanely attractive. A media necklace is draped around her neck—no doubt the reason she’s able to be on the field. The cheering crowd and pounding stadium roar in my chest, but it doesn’t match the intensity of my beating heart.

      My eyes stay on her as I make my way to the sideline. Her footsteps follow as if she wants to meet me there.

      Special teams runs onto the field, lining up for the extra point, but I don’t stop walking. I weave my way through the players standing on the sidelines, watching the kick—they’re like an obstacle course I don’t want to be in. I peer over the helmets, keeping my gaze on Whitney until we finally meet at the edge of the sideline.

      “Nice catch.” She smiles. “I thought about bringing a sign that said #thisismechasingaftertherightone, but I thought that would be too hard for you to read while on the field.”

      I stare at her in amazement, not registering whatever she just said. “You’re here.”

      “Yeah, I haven’t turned in my press badge, so…”

      The crowd cheers again, and another cannon fires, signaling the extra-point kick was good. But I don’t turn to watch the celebration. I’m still floored that Whitney’s here.

      She glances behind my shoulder and then back to me. Her voice is loud, competing against the noise in the stadium. “I know you have to go into the locker room soon, but—”

      My eyes dart to the clock. “There’s four seconds left. Special teams will have to kick off.”

      “Oh, well”—she fidgets with her hands nervously—“I just have a few things to say really quick.” Her blue eyes are frenzied, as if she feels the pressure of the clock. “I mean, it can wait until after, but I had this image in my mind that finding you on the field would be this grand romantic gesture, and I thought that maybe, for once, you’d want to be the one getting chased after. Hence the sign that I didn’t actually make.”

      I smile, puffing out a small laugh. “It does seem nice, having you come to me.”

      I want to ask when she got back to Tampa, if she got a job with ESBN, or a million other things that aren’t a high priority right now, but I stay silent, letting her speak.

      “I kept your old cologne bottle. It was almost gone, and when you weren’t looking, I pulled it out of your garbage can.”

      “You came here to tell me you took a used bottle of my cologne?”

      “Saved. I saved your cologne all these years. That’s how I remembered the name: Dior Homme.”

      My smile grows. “I’m not exactly sure what that means, but I think it might be something good.”

      “I think it means that I never stopped loving you.”

      Everything stills.

      Does she love me?

      This whole time, I never knew for sure if she did.

      “I broke your Heisman trophy, and you didn’t even care. You bargained with ESBN to get me a job. You took my grandma on your yacht, and she sewed you a goat. A goat! Even she thinks you’re the greatest of all time.”

      “The goat needlepoint makes a lot more sense now.” I laugh in understanding.

      Whistles blow, and I can tell special teams is about to kick the ball. We’re running out of time fast.

      “All I’ve said the last few years is that I have to be true to myself and follow my dreams. But being true to myself is loving you.”

      The stadium grows louder as the final whistle blows, signaling the runner is down, and the play clock is out. Players around us start walking toward the tunnel to the locker room, passing us by—some completely ignore our little moment, and some hesitate like they’re unsure what I’m doing.

      “So, just to clarify…” I stare back at Whitney, trying to contain my boyish laughter that’s probably better described as a giggle. I’m a grown man, wearing a jockstrap, giggling, and I don’t even care. “You love me?”

      Her smile widens to something so irresistibly adorable it could end me right here and now. “Yes, Trey. I love you. I’ve loved you all along.”

      “That’s really great news.” I laugh again.

      “Thank you for sticking with me. I know I haven’t made it easy, but I’m all in now. I promise I’ll make it up to you and be worth all the effort.”

      “You’ve always been worth the effort.” I brush my hand over her the side of her face.

      “Let’s go, lover boy.” Damien taps me on the shoulder as he passes us.

      “Uh.”

      “You need to go.” She gestures behind her.

      I really do. I’m being paid a lot of money to play this game, and if I’m not in the locker room for the halftime chat, my coaches and the owner of the team will be really upset.

      But I can’t just leave her I love you out there without a hug or a kiss or something. The seventy thousand fans surrounding us don’t make for ideal kissing conditions. So maybe I’ll have to settle for a hug.

      “Trey?” Coach Dennison, the head coach, says as he passes us after his halftime interview. “Locker room.”

      “Yeah, I’m coming.” I nod at him.

      Whitney steps to the side so I can pass. “You have to go.”

      “Wait.” I grab her hand, wishing I wasn’t wearing football gloves so I could feel the warmth of her skin. “What happened with the job and your dreams?”

      She shakes her head. “I didn’t get it.”

      “What? Are they crazy?”

      “It’s fine.” She smiles. “You’re the real dream.”

      “I’m the dream?”

      “You’re the dream.”

      I grab her waist, dragging her body to me. But my football pads make it hard to bring her close, and with the helmet, things are an awkward disaster.

      “One sec.” She leans back, bringing each hand to the sides of my headgear, and unsnaps the buttons. A smile crosses over her mouth as she slowly pulls the helmet off my head, and runs her fingers through my matted hair. “That’s better.”

      I press my hand against her back, pushing her body to me as my lips cover hers. The crowd cheers. I’m not sure if that’s because there’s a camera on us or because something else is happening. Either way, I don’t care.

      Whitney loves me.

      I thoroughly kiss her, without going so far that it’s disgusting for anyone watching us.

      After a few seconds, she pushes me away, laughing. “Go with your team!”

      “Okay, okay!” She hands me my helmet, and I kiss her cheek. “I’ll see you after the game?”

      “Yes!” Her nod is almost as big as her smile.

      “We have a lot to talk about.” I run backward, still calling to her. “We need to make a game plan for forever.”

      “Oh my gosh! Just go!” She laughs. “But yes, the game plan is for forever.”

      I did it.

      I won Whitney back.

      But this is about more than winning.

      This is about spending the rest of my life with the woman I thought I’d lost.

      I wave to her one last time before flipping around and escaping inside the tunnel. I jog down the hall to the locker room and fling open the door, a little scared that everyone will be mad about my three-minute tardiness. But the second I step inside, the entire team erupts in claps and cheers.

      I raise both fists, pumping my arms up and down.

      Cheesy, I know. But if Rocky Balboa can do it after running up a flight of stairs, why can’t I do it when the love of my life tells me she wants to spend forever with me?

      This is my big moment.

      It’s better than winning the Super Bowl.

      

  




WHITNEY

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I can’t believe I just did that.

      I mean, I want to be a sideline reporter on national television, so it’s not like I mind being the center of attention, but not in this way.

      Honestly, I don’t even know how many people noticed Trey and me talking or the kiss. I’m sure a few front-row fans caught it on camera and will post it online, but I’m not going to worry about it. Trey deserved a big moment, and while there are bigger grand gestures I could’ve done to make up for all the ways he’s proved his love for me, this moment fits us.

      Since I don’t actually have a seat for this game, I have nowhere to go. I lean against the wall that divides the field from where the fans sit and watch the rest of the game play out. This time, I plan on staying far away from Trey so there are no more distractions.

      My phone buzzes. I half expect it to be Bridgette, texting to tell me she saw Trey and me kiss on TV, but my brows drop as I read the text.

      
        
        Unknown Number: Hi, Whitney. This is Mack Lindblom from Fox Sports. I got your number from Shelby Nakamoto over at ESBN. I’m sorry to bother you on the weekend, but I’m headed out of the country tomorrow and wanted to jump on this. We’re looking to hire an additional sideline reporter for college football games, and Shelby highly recommends you. If you’re interested, I’d love to set up a meeting for when I get back in town next week. We can discuss the job and see if it’s a good fit for both of us. Feel free to call me on my personal phone number tonight, and we can go over some of the details. I look forward to hearing from you.

      

      

      I blink a few times, reading through the text again.

      Is this really happening?

      Tomorrow morning, I was planning on going back to Alan York at Tampa Bay Two and beg him for my job back, and then on the way home from there, I was going to stop by Bronze Brick and do the same thing with Lenny.

      But then this text came, and now everything has changed.

      Fox Sports isn’t ESBN, and college football isn’t the NFL. None of it is what I’d planned on, but maybe it’s better.

      I’m learning not to overthink things. I can just follow my heart. And right now, my heart’s telling me to go find somewhere quiet where I can call back Mack Lindblom from Fox Sports.

      As I run off the field, all I can think about is how excited I am to tell Trey the news.

    

  







            EPILOGUE

          

          

      

    

    






A COUPLE OF MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    




      WHITNEY

      “I think we need some popcorn,” Trey says out of the blue.

      I turn my head, looking at him like he’s crazy. “Now?”

      “Yeah, doesn’t that sound good?” He stands from his spot on his living room couch, forcing me to sit up since I was leaning on his chest.

      “We’re literally in the middle of watching the television debut of your series. I know you’re always on ESBN, but this is a first for me. Can’t popcorn wait?”

      He glances at the TV. “This is your big moment and it’s exciting, but I was there for this exact interview.” My eyes follow his to the screen and to the shots where we tour his house. “I know how it goes.”

      “But you don’t know how I edited it all together.”

      “I’ll just be really quick.” He turns toward the kitchen.

      “Let me at least pause it.” I look for the remote.

      “No!” He whips around, holding up both hands. “Just keep going. I’ll be right back.”

      My shoulders drop. “Okay.”

      I don’t know why he’s acting so weird. But if I were to put myself in his shoes, I guess I’d be a little freaked out too, watching a fifty-two-minute episode all about me. I sit back into the cushion, turning my attention to the TV.

      I practically have the entire thing memorized word for word. That happens when you’ve spent hours poring over the footage, cutting parts out, and switching the order around to tell a story across three cohesive episodes.

      After his house tour, the show segues into talking about how Trey grew up. It starts with pictures of his childhood home, then a video of him running around in his backyard with a football between his arms, with his mother’s voice dubbed over.

      But when the house tour ends, it flips to a video of Trey standing in his living room dressed in a black suit, holding a bouquet of flowers. He looks handsome, but I don’t recognize this interview.

      “Wait.” I sit up. “Something’s wrong.”

      I want to yell for Trey to hurry and come, but I don’t want to miss what he’s saying in the interview, especially since I’ve never seen this footage before.

      A giant smile pulls across his lips. “Whitney, you had my attention from the moment I saw your celebratory dance over that shanked field goal six years ago.”

      My mouth drops.

      Did Trey really just say my name and personally talk to me during his ESBN interview? I might die.

      “But that attention quickly turned into attraction, then friendship, then love, then complete happiness.”

      I’m so confused about what’s going on, but Trey’s words touch my heart and fill my eyes with tears.

      “I wouldn’t change anything about the broken road we had to travel down. It gave us time to mature and figure out what we really want and what’s worth fighting for. I loved you even when you weren’t mine. You’re more than the one that got away. You’re the one. And I want to spend the rest of my life with you.” He points to me. “Now, can you please turn around so I can ask you to marry me?”

      My eyes grow, and I spin in my seat.

      Trey’s kneeling behind the couch five feet away. He’s wearing that same black suit that he is on TV. The same beautiful bouquet of flowers is in one hand, and there’s a ring in his other hand. His eyes are full of tears, contradicting the wide smile on his mouth.

      I bring my hand to my chest, waiting for whatever happens next.

      “Whitney?” His smile grows even bigger. “I love you so much. Will you marry me?”

      My eyes swing to the TV. I can’t help it—I blame it on the journalist inside of me. I’m elated about the proposal, but my mind still isn’t processing everything that’s going on. The screen is black, causing me to look back at Trey. “What happened to your show?”

      “Don’t worry.” He laughs. “That’s a fake copy. I hired Andy and the crew to come back a few weeks ago and film this. Then they edited together this phony version just for us and this moment.”

      “Oh.” I smile, loving all the effort he put into this.

      He lifts the hand holding the ring a little higher. “So what do you say? Will you go through life with me?”

      “This is fast.” I puff out a laugh. “Is it too fast?”

      “I’m not letting you get away again. I want everyone to know that we belong together. So I’m making things official with this ring, but if you need more time before the wedding, I’ll give you time. Take whatever you need. We can be engaged for a year or two. This is just step one.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. “You’re crazy!”

      “I’m crazy about you, and nothing’s going to change that. I’ve loved you for six years, and I’ll love you forever.”

      I smile. “Then, yes. I would love to go through life with you.” I hop over the couch with surprising agility and leap into his arms, knocking Trey so we both fall back onto the floor. I land on his chest and begin kissing his cheek, his lips, and the side of his neck over and over again.

      He cups my face with both hands, lifting my head so he can look into my eyes. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      Then his lips press against mine. His kiss is tender and unrushed, the kind that’s born from experiencing the ups and downs of a relationship and making it out to the other side even stronger.

      Trey and I will last this time around. We know what it feels like to live without each other, and although our relationship isn’t perfect, we’re better together than we are apart.

      My lips pull back from the kiss, and I smile. “I forgot about the ring.”

      He laughs, twisting our bodies so we’re lying on our sides. He grabs my hand and slips the band down my finger. It’s platinum with two square diamonds on each side and a giant princess-cut diamond in the center.

      I gasp as I hold out my hand in front of me. “It’s beautiful! I love it!”

      “I hope so. Grandma G. helped me pick it out.”

      “She did?”

      “Yeah, it was another one of our field trips.”

      “And when did you manage that?”

      “When you were gone reporting at the Big Ten Football Championship Game.”

      “You’re very sneaky, Trey Lewis. Do you know that?”

      “I’d say determined.” He leans in for another kiss, but I stop him.

      “What about the ESBN show? I still want you to see the real version.”

      “Don’t worry. I will.” He kisses my cheek. “We’re meeting Grandma G. in one hour to watch it with her. She should be the first to know that we’re officially engaged.”

      “I agree. Especially since she likes you more than she likes me.”

      “It’s not a competition, remember?”

      “I remember. So let’s just call her love for us a tie.” I move to kiss him but pause before our lips touch. “Wait. So you’re saying we have one hour?”

      He puckers, giving me a peck. “We have a whole hour.”

      I smile mischievously as I push his body back down to the floor. “Then we better make the most of it.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      
        
        I hope you enjoyed Trey and Whitney’s story. I love hearing what readers liked most about my books, so don’t forget to leave a review and tell me.

      

      

      
        
        Join my newsletter at www.kortneykeisel.com for giveaways and to hear about my upcoming books. Stay connected with me on Instagram, Facebook, or Pinterest

      

      

      
        
        Read the next book in the Famously in Love Series

        How Jenna Became My Dilemma
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        I'm fake dating a man I don't even like.

        When a tabloid breaks a false story that I'm in a relationship with my co-star, Cody Harrington, I'm positive my acting career is over before it's even begun.

        I'm Done. Finished.

      

        

      
        But approval ratings skyrocket overnight, putting the rumors on the front page of every news outlet. Now I'm forced to make a deal with Hollywood's most notorious bad boy and chain dater.

      

        

      
        It's either go along with the fake-dating charade or single-handedly bring down both our careers. No, big deal.

        If only the lines between fake and real weren't starting to blur, leaving my heart wondering if Cody’s just a really good actor or if he's starting to fall for me too.

      

        

      
        How Jenna Became My Dilemma is a celebrity fake dating romantic comedy. It brings all the banter, sizzle, and chemistry while keeping the romance closed door. This is the second book in the Famously in Love Series.
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