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A year ago, Jackson Burke was married to the love of his life and playing quarterback for the Texas Redhawks. Now he’s retired, courtesy of the car accident that ruined his career – and single, after a nasty scandal torpedoed his marriage. Just as he’s starting to get used to his new life as a health and fitness columnist for Oxford magazine, his unpredictable ex shows up on his doorstep in Manhattan. Jackson should be thrilled. But he can’t stop thinking about the one person who’s always been there for him, the one girl he could never have: her younger sister.

Mollie Carrington can’t say no to Madison. After all, her older sister practically raised her. So when Madison begs for help in winning her ex-husband back, Mollie’s just glad she got over her own crush on Jackson ages ago – or so she thought. Because as Mollie reconnects with Jackson, she quickly forgets all her reasons to stay loyal to her sister. Tempted by Jackson’s mellow drawl and cowboy good looks, Mollie is sick and tired of coming in second place. But she can’t win if she doesn’t play the game.

Want more fun, fresh, flirty and very sexy rom-com? Check out all the titles in the Oxford series: Irresistibly Yours, I Wish You Were Mine and Someone Like You.

Can a guy and a girl really be ‘just friends’? You won’t want to miss Lauren Layne’s sexy take on this timeless question in Blurred Lines.
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Prologue

Mollie Carrington was twenty the first time she fell in love.

She’d had crushes before, obviously.

One did not survive high school without at least a handful of those sweaty-palmed, what-if-he-talks-to-me moments. And college, thus far, had even resulted in a couple of short-lived boyfriends.

But it wasn’t until she was twenty, dressed in a blush-colored bridesmaid gown at her sister’s wedding, that she fell really, truly in love.

It was a beautiful evening in late May. Of course it was; the sky wouldn’t dare release a raindrop on Madison Carrington’s wedding day.

The reception was being held at Raven’s Lodge—a sprawling estate with lush green foliage, fragrant flowers, and more twinkle lights than the mall at Christmas.

But while the rest of the wedding guests were gathered under a massive white tent singing along with the band’s rendition of “Oh What a Night,” Mollie had found her way to a quiet bench next to a small fountain where a stone mermaid seemed to be spouting water from her . . . breasts? Was that right?

Mollie was peering closer trying to figure out what the heck was going on with this poor mermaid when a male voice came from behind her.

“A little old to just now be getting curious about the female body, aren’t you?”

Mollie jumped, putting a hand over her thumping chest as she turned and saw him.


She should be used to his good looks by now, but Jackson Burke wasn’t just run-of-the-mill good-looking. No, he was underwear-model, sexiest-man-alive, face-of-the-NFL gorgeous.

At twenty-seven, he had all the cockiness of a star quarterback in his prime but with just enough life experience under his belt to have a quietness to his confidence. As though he was barely aware of his Super Bowl rings or the magazine covers or the modeling contracts.

But Mollie was aware. Heck, all women were aware.

Jackson Burke was six feet three inches of perfect man. His light brown hair was just a little bit long and effortlessly wavy. The hazel eyes were fringed by unfairly long, dark lashes. A strong jaw had just the slightest cleft. And there was the dimple. Just to the left of his mouth, there was a tiny little dimple that flickered when he grinned, hinting at an easygoing sense of humor underneath all the testosterone.

Not that Mollie had been studying him or anything.

And if she’d thought the man was dangerous in a football uniform, he was positively lethal in a tux.

Jackson tilted his head to the side with a little smile, and Mollie winced as she realized she’d been staring.

Sitting back, Mollie pointed at the fountain. “The water’s coming out of her breasts. It makes no sense.”

Her face promptly flooded with heat when she realized what she’d said, but instead of laughing, Jackson merely leaned forward to get a better look.

He stood back and nodded solemnly. “So it is. Maybe the lactation made her mermaid shells uncomfortable, so she got rid of them.”


Mollie let out a surprised laugh that Jackson Burke, starting quarterback for the Texas Redhawks, had just uttered the word “lactation.”

He winked and held out one of the two glasses of champagne he was holding.

She hesitated a moment, and Jackson grinned. “I won’t tell your sister if you won’t tell her I’m providing champagne to a minor.”

“I’ll be twenty-one next month,” she said, accepting the champagne.

“Yeah?” He jerked his chin toward a spot on the bench next to her, and she scooted over.

He sat beside her, and although there were several respectable inches separating them, Mollie could feel him. It had been like that for a while now—this strange awareness of the man.

She tried to tell herself that it was just normal starstruck nonsense; that plenty of females felt this way around a man whose face was on everything from ESPN to E! to GQ ads.

But when he was this close, with just the two of them and a topless, lactating mermaid, it felt like so much more of a crush.

It felt dangerous. Forbidden.

“I thought I might find you out here,” he said quietly as he took a sip of his own champagne.

Mollie snuck a look out of the corner of her eye. He’d come looking for her? She hadn’t thought anyone had noticed she’d slipped away.

“I messed up the toast,” she said quietly.

“Nah,” he said, stretching his long legs out in front of him and slouching down a bit to get comfortable. “Just think how many people you educated on the mating ritual of parasitic worms. They should be thanking you.”


Mollie groaned. “It was supposed to be romantic. I did a paper about them for my systematics and biotics diversity final. They’re unusual because they’re bonded for life. Most organisms sleep around or, you know, the male dies after mating—”

Jackson winced, and Mollie wished she could wither and die just like a male bee.

Mollie knew she had lots of useless trivia in her head, but she didn’t normally go spouting it out like this. Not that she was a smooth talker or anything, but she was usually pretty quiet and normal, if a bit nerdy.

But tonight she felt . . . off. Starting with the fact that the dress Madison had picked for her was the exact color of Mollie’s complexion, so she looked like a mole rat. And then there was the fact that she’d tripped a bit as she’d been going down the aisle, courtesy of the five-inch stilettos her sister had insisted on.

Add in an awkward maid-of-honor speech where she’d gone on for a good five minutes about Schistosoma mansoni worms and how they mated for life, just like the bride and groom, and . . . oh God. Why had nobody stopped her?

Mollie scrunched down on the bench with a moan as she took a sip of champagne. “Madison’s going to kill me.”

Madison was in a mood anyway. She’d been a bridezilla from the moment Jackson had put a ring on it, but Mollie had figured when the actual day came around, her sister would relax.

Nope.


She’d been pissed about the flowers being ivory instead of true white to match her dress. Had bitched about the fact that Lily, one of her bridesmaids, had styled her hair in a way that was too close to the bride’s style.

Then Madison had vented about how the bracelet Jackson’s mother had shyly presented as Maddie’s “something old” was dumpy.

That one had gotten under Mollie’s skin. Mrs. Burke was the closest thing to a mother that either of them had. Their own mother had died of an overdose years ago, and Mollie would have given a kidney to have a surrogate as lovely and kind as Jackson’s mom.

“Maddie won’t kill you,” Jackson said, putting an arm around the back of the park bench and smiling down at her. “She loves you, even if she doesn’t get your whole triple-major, science-camp vibe.”

Mollie withheld a snort. That was an understatement. She loved her sister, but the closest Madison ever got to science was her monthly chemical peel.

Still, Mollie felt a fierce need to make sure that Jackson Burke knew she was an adult. “I’m twenty. I do not go to science camp.”

He lifted an eyebrow, and Mollie pointed her champagne flute at him. “Okay, I used to go to science camp. But I’m not the one who used the word ‘lactation’ in relation to a mermaid.”

“Hey, you’re not the only one who took bio in college.”

“But you were a communications major. Journalism,” she said.

He gave her a surprised look, and Mollie looked away, mentally kicking herself. That was exactly what Jackson Burke didn’t need—another groupie stalker.


She snuck another glance and saw that he’d slumped even farther, matching her own crappy posture, and Mollie was surprised to see that he looked . . . exhausted.

“Are you okay?” she asked. Because she couldn’t not ask. Not after she’d seen the weariness around his eyes, the slight tension in his shoulders.

Jackson turned his head so their eyes locked and he frowned before returning his attention to the mermaid. “Nobody ever asks me that.”

Her heart squeezed at the lost note in his voice. It was strange to think of someone as big and important as Jackson Burke being lonely, but somehow . . . somehow she knew he was. Even here, among all these people, he was somehow alone. Apart.

Like her.

“Let’s just say that it’s been a long day,” he said quietly. “A long year, really. But yeah—yeah, I’m okay. I’m great.”

He gave her a half grin, and Mollie smiled back even as she got the sense that he was trying to convince himself as much as her. Why else would Jackson Burke be out here with her staring at a mermaid fountain when there were five hundred guests, most of whom were far more interesting than her, waiting for his attention?

“What do you think—should we get back before they miss us?”

“Miss you, you mean.” Mollie frowned down at her nearly empty champagne glass. It was making her feel warm and fuzzy—and making her say things she shouldn’t.

“Hey now.” He moved his knee to the side so it nudged hers. “None of that. I missed you.”


She shook her head. “Yeah, well, I suspect you’re just uncommonly nice.”

He laughed at that. “Mollie, hon, please don’t tell anyone that. You’ll kill my reputation.”

They were quiet a moment longer, both staring at the mermaid and her weird water-spouting nipples. Neither moved.

Mollie knew why she didn’t want the moment to end. But why was he still here?

She ventured another glance. Saw how his eyes locked on the rippling water in that way people had when their bodies were in one place but their minds were far, far away.

Finally he tipped his champagne glass to his lips and finished its contents in one long swallow before standing. He held out an elbow in a gentlemanly manner. “Let me walk you back?”

She looked away. “I’ll be there in a few.”

His arm dropped and he sighed. “You promise?”

Mollie’s smile was fleeting. “I promise.”

“Good. Because I’ll have you know I saw several guys who seemed all too happy about the fact that you didn’t bring a date tonight. I definitely see dancing in your future.”

Mollie rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to do that, you know.”

“Do what?”

“Be so nice to me. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I appreciate it. But promise me that when I go back there you’re not going to bribe some young buck to dance with me.”

Jackson tilted his head back and laughed. “Young buck? What is it with you and your animal comparisons?”


This time her smile was genuine. “Let’s just say animals can be more . . . interesting than humans.”

What she’d really wanted to say was that animals could be nicer than humans. From the way his smile dimmed, she suspected that he knew it—maybe even felt sorry for her. And that was terrible.

Mollie tilted back the rest of her champagne. The second she was done, Jackson stepped forward, plucking the flute from her hand. Before she realized what he was about, he’d lifted his huge hand—his huge, game-winning, touchdown-throwing hand—and wrapped it firmly around her elbow, lifting her so that they were chest to chest. Or actually nearly eye to eye, thanks to Mollie’s long legs and high heels.

Slowly he brought his face close to hers, his lips brushing softly at her cheek in what Mollie would long remember as the most perfect moment of her life.

“Someday, Mollie Carrington, men aren’t going to need to be bribed to dance with you. They’re going to fight for the honor.”

Mollie’s lips parted slightly as he took a step back, gave her one last wink, and then turned, walking back toward the party, two empty champagne flutes dangling from one hand as he whistled along with the George Strait song the band had just started playing.

Mollie lifted her fingers to her cheek, still feeling the warmth of his lips, the slight rasp of his five o’clock shadow. She watched him go, his broad shoulders getting smaller and smaller, until he rounded a corner and disappeared from her view.

Mollie dropped down onto the bench with an inelegant thud.


It wasn’t fair. Mollie had spent her entire life trying to do the right thing—going out of her way to do what she was supposed to, even when she wanted to do the exact opposite. But tonight her heart had betrayed her. Tonight her heart had done the wrong thing. No, the absolute worst thing.

Tonight, at her sister’s wedding, Mollie Carrington had gone and fallen head over heels in love.

With the groom.






Chapter 1

EIGHT YEARS LATER

There was a perky knock at the door, and Jackson stifled a groan as he realized that it was that time.

Lunchtime.

“Yeah?”

His office door opened a crack, and the familiar face of his petite brunette coworker appeared with big brown eyes and a wide smile. Penelope Pope was always smiling.

“Hey, Jackson!”

He jerked his chin. “Hey.”

“A bunch of us are headed to Roundy’s to grab a quick lunch before the one o’clock brainstorming meeting. Come with?”

His smile was automatic and forced. “Sorry. Just ate.”

Penelope pushed the door wider, leaning a shoulder against the door jamb as she crossed her skinny arms. The woman couldn’t have been more than five feet tall, but what she lacked in stature she made up for in personality. Bubbly, friendly, and unabashed, Penelope was as likable as she was exhausting.

His coworker’s eyes narrowed as she scanned the office as though looking for proof that he’d just wolfed down a turkey sandwich.

She wouldn’t find it. Because he hadn’t eaten yet.

Penelope didn’t accuse him of lying, but it was impossible to miss the disappointment in her eyes. At her small sigh, Jackson was about thirty seconds away from squirming under the scrutiny of his pint-sized colleague.


“I’m not going to stop asking,” Penelope said, lifting her eyebrows in challenge.

“Not going to stop asking what?” said a tall blond man who appeared at Penelope’s side, tossing a baseball from palm to palm.

Great. Now both of the sports editors were going to bust his balls.

Penelope Pope and Cole Sharpe were Oxford magazine’s latest power couple. Not that Jackson had made it his business to figure out their story, but best he could tell, the two of them had competed for the sports editor position a few months back and ended up having to share it as co-editors. And based on how often Penelope’s hair was mussed coming out of Cole’s office, they’d expanded their partnership beyond the workplace, and were damn happy about it.

Just wait, kids. That shit doesn’t last.

Penelope nodded toward Jackson. “I asked him to lunch.”

“Yeah? He fall all over himself saying yes like he always does?”

Jackson resisted the urge to give the other man the finger. Cole Sharpe was every bit the pain in the ass that Penelope was, except not as cute.

But flipping Cole the bird would convey the exact breed of familiarity with these people that Jackson had been striving for the better part of a month to avoid.

That was unfair. It wasn’t that Jackson didn’t like them. They were good people. It was just . . .

Jackson’s hand lifted to his shirt collar, a finger slipping into the neck of the white dress shirt as he tugged at it.


He didn’t belong.

For three weeks—three long-ass, bullshit weeks—he’d been trying to pretend that he, Jackson Burke, former quarterback of the Texas Redhawks, could change. That he could now be Jackson Burke, fitness editor for Oxford magazine.

It wasn’t working. He hated New York. Hated the suits. Hated the change.

“I already ate,” he grumbled for the second time, avoiding the knowing look his coworkers were giving him.

“Huh,” Cole said. “Heads up.”

Before Jackson fully registered Cole’s intentions, the other man’s wrist flicked, tossing the baseball toward Jackson.

The ball came to Jackson’s right side, but it was his left hand that crossed his body to catch it.

He felt a flash of rage, wondering if Cole had done that on purpose to test him—wanting to see for himself if the rumors about Jackson’s injury were exaggerated.

Believe it, Sharpe. The right shoulder’s every bit as useless as everyone thinks.

But Cole wasn’t paying attention to whether or not Jackson had caught the damn baseball. He was too busy shooting the shit with Lincoln Mathis—another Oxford staffer, and one who didn’t feel the need to lie about already having had lunch. Lincoln had that sort of easy confidence that he belonged here. They all did.

But then they hadn’t had their entire life turned upside down the moment a multitasking businessman had thought he was the exception to all the don’t-text-and-drive statistics. They hadn’t gone from NFL superstar to international douchebag. Although the douchebag part he couldn’t blame on Mr. Text-and-Drive. Jackson’s reputation was a gift from his toxic ex-wife.


As he lifted his finger to his too-tight shirt collar once again, it occurred to Jackson that maybe it wasn’t the shirt that threatened to choke him. Maybe it was the anger.

Anger that not so long ago his biggest worry had been Tirone Alberts’s occasional butterfingers in the end zone. Now the closest he’d be getting to any end zone was through the seventy-five-inch flat-screen in his living room.

“Hey, Burke!” Lincoln Mathis said, seeming to realize for the first time that they were standing in the doorway of Jackson’s office. “You coming to lunch?”

Even Jackson Burke could admit that Lincoln was one good-looking dude. Black hair, blue eyes, shoulders that knew their way around a gym.

And just like Penelope and Cole, Lincoln had no respect for the fact that Jackson had zero interest in joining their little clique.

“No. Not coming to lunch.” Jackson cleared his throat when he realized how terse his response sounded. “I have a couple things to work on here, otherwise I would.”

Penelope tilted her head, her long brown ponytail swinging to the side. “I thought you said it was because you already ate.”

Jackson lifted a hand to his forehead, relieved not to feel any dampness. Good Christ, were these people out to kill him?


Jackson had jumped at the job offer from Oxford magazine’s editor in chief with an odd mixture of reluctance and desperation. Reluctance to relocate to New York, to cease being an athlete and start being a journalist. Desperation to escape Houston. Desperation to get to—

“So that’s a no, then?” Cole asked, interrupting Jackson’s dark thoughts.

He gave a curt shake of his head. “Maybe next time.”

Someone snorted at that. He wasn’t sure who.

“Yeah,” Penelope said quietly. “Maybe next time.”

One of them closed his office door with a quiet click, and Jackson shut his eyes in gratitude for the silence even as he felt a stab of regret.

How many times would he have to say no until they quit asking?

How many times until he wanted to say yes? Until he wanted to be one of them, going to the casual lunches, the after-work happy hours, and the weekend whatevers.

But something held him back. No, everything held him back. Accepting a job offer with Oxford magazine had been foolish. Worse than the time he’d thrown an interception at his first Super Bowl. Worse than the time he’d had an affair with his professor in college. Worse than the time he’d blown his entire first year’s salary on a Houston mansion he hadn’t yet been able to afford.

Worse, even, than marrying the woman who’d nearly destroyed him.

But none of that—not the interceptions or the affairs or the money mistakes or Madison—quite measured up to the acute stab of foolishness that had Jackson staring rather desperately around his barren office wondering what the fuck he was doing.


For the first time in . . . well, ever, Jackson Burke was the outsider. The one who didn’t know how to fit in among the high-rises and the pinstripes and the stupid lunch meetings.

Jackson ran both hands over his face slowly until his fingertips dug into his jaw, hard, as though trying to wake himself up from this new life. With a muttered oath he turned back to his computer.

But not to the article he was writing, “Shortcut to an Eight-Pack,” which was due tomorrow. Instead, Jackson’s big hand closed over his computer mouse and navigated to his Gmail account.

There was the usual shit. Spam. Propositions from dedicated groupies. A handful of curt but well-meaning messages from his former teammates. One from his mother, whom he’d catch hell from if he didn’t respond soon.

But not the email he was looking for. No email from the head coach of the Texas Redhawks.

Jackson’s other hand reached for his phone. He could text Jerry. It would be so easy to text his former coach, ask if Jerry had considered his proposal. But it was bad enough that Jackson was going around his agent. Texting crossed a line that would send his agent over the edge.

Plus it smacked of desperation, and Jackson wasn’t there.

Not yet.

He was just about ready to close the Internet browser and get back to his godforsaken day job when a new email came through.

Not from Jerry. But this email was as good. No, it was better.

See, the whole damn world thought Jackson had hightailed it out of Houston because of a Carrington sister. They were right.


Where they were wrong was that it wasn’t Madison Carrington who’d inspired Jackson’s move to New York, although getting away from his ex had been a pleasant bonus. But Jackson’s new Manhattan address didn’t have anything to do with Madison. Or even Oxford.

No, Jackson’s presence in New York had everything to do with the other Carrington sister.

He’d been keeping his distance. He’d had to. But today he didn’t want to. He wanted to see her. Needed to see her.

He needed Mollie.






Chapter 2

“Joining us for dinner, sir?” The hostess at the upscale Italian restaurant gave him a polite if generic smile.

“I am, but I’m early,” Jackson replied, forcing a smile in return.

“Not a problem. Feel free to grab a seat in the bar while you wait.”

That was the plan, sweetheart. Jackson mustered up another fake-feeling smile and made his way into the dimly lit bar to wait for Mollie.

A tuxedoed bartender appeared even before Jackson had fully settled on the plush red barstool.

“Drink, sir?”

“Manhattan,” Jackson replied. “Knob Creek bourbon if you have it, with Carpano Antica if you have that.”

“Of course, sir.” The middle-aged bartender didn’t even bat an eye at the precise order.

Now this was one thing New York did better than Texas—cocktails. Perfectly cold, perfectly mixed, perfectly classic cocktails. The bartender fluttered a white monogrammed cocktail napkin in front of Jackson as he stirred the drink before straining it into a chilled glass.

Jackson took a sip. Perfection. Although what did it mean that Jackson’s life had turned into one where the highlight of his day was a well-made cocktail?

It wasn’t that Jackson needed the booze. He enjoyed it, certainly. Had relied on it more than he probably should have in those first few days when he’d gotten out of the hospital and come home to a whole lot of nothingness.


But these days he could take it or leave it.

Tonight, however, he was taking it. Sobriety had no place when you had to sit across from the most off-limits woman on the planet.

Knowing that didn’t stop the anticipation, however. He hadn’t seen her since she’d shown up in his hospital room to deliver a bag of Gatlin’s BBQ and . . .

His divorce papers.

That had been eight months ago.

He’d avoided her ever since, and he couldn’t even say why except that he’d avoided pretty much everyone. Jackson still spoke with his parents every Sunday, but everyone else—all the old teammates, the old neighbors—had eventually stopped calling.

Mollie hadn’t, though. Mollie had never given up on him. Until today, he hadn’t responded to a single text, a single email, and yet she hadn’t stopped sending them. That was Mollie for you. Fiercely loyal to both him and Madison, even when things had started to go to hell.

Mollie had been accepted to Columbia just about the time that he and Madison started coming apart at the seams. In hindsight, he was grateful that Mollie had been in New York when things started to go to hell in his marriage. That she hadn’t seen him at his worst.

At the time, however, he’d been hit with an unfair sense of abandonment. He hadn’t realized how much he’d come to rely on the much younger Mollie to mediate things between him and the volatile Madison until she was in a different time zone.

Even now, more than a decade since first meeting Mollie, he struggled to reconcile the fact that she and Madison had come from the same parents. Madison was perfectly coiffed, charming only when she was in the mood, and manipulative as all hell. Mollie, on the other hand, was adorably awkward—a brainy research assistant who cared a hell of a lot more about her scientific journals than her manicure.


But somewhere along the line, Mollie Carrington had ceased to be that awkward kid who talked about bugs at inopportune times. Somewhere along the line, she’d become his rock. The one person in the world, save for perhaps his parents, who always knew the exact right thing to say to make him feel like a human whenever he’d started to feel like a caricature of himself.

For years he’d tried to tell himself that it was just sibling affection—that he cared about her the way he would a sister. But then things had gotten worse with Madison—way worse. And Jackson had been hit upside the head with the truth: that maybe he’d married the wrong sister. That he didn’t want to spend the rest of his days married to the beautiful, brittle Madison.

He wanted someone who made him laugh. Who listened. Someone who cared more about people than she did about hair appointments.

Someone like Mollie.

“Fuck,” Jackson muttered under his breath as he took another sip of his drink.

The bartender shot him a glance as he dried a pint glass with a towel, but didn’t comment on Jackson’s obvious turmoil.

Get it together, man. It’s never fucking going to happen.

Jackson took a sip as he scanned the room, making sure Mollie hadn’t arrived before him. It took him about eight seconds to note that she wasn’t here yet. Mollie would have stood out in this crowd.


It was early on a Wednesday evening, which meant that most of the clientele was the after-work business crowd. Men in perfectly tailored suits, women in their classy pencil skirts and perfectly styled hair. Mollie was all crazy curls and had no respect for modern fashion, no interest in makeup. That had driven Madison nuts over the years.

Come to think of it, this was an odd restaurant choice for Mollie. He’d have expected her to pick some hole in the wall whose cuisine was from a country he’d barely heard of.

Feeling eyes on him, Jackson glanced at a group of twentysomethings near the window. He made eye contact with one of them, and though the entire group made a big show of not looking his way, it was obvious they’d recognized him. Had been talking about him.

Jackson took another sip of his drink and told himself that it didn’t bother him.

Not so long ago he’d been able to walk into a room—any room—and be swarmed with fans wanting autographs or selfies or just to touch him. But it was less common in New York. More often than not, he tended to blend into the suit-wearing, Monday-through-Friday crowd as though he were one of them.

Because he was one of them. Or at least he was trying damn hard to be.

Jackson slid a finger under the collar of his shirt and tugged. He didn’t care what his tailor said. The damn thing was too tight.

He went for another sip only to freeze when he saw a pair of very nice legs out of the corner of his eye. He turned his head subtly to get a better look, and all traces of boredom vanished.


A woman in a short red dress could do that to a man. Especially when the woman had the most perfect pair of legs he’d ever seen. Long—sinfully long—toned, smooth, golden skin . . .

His eyes traveled up over the trim ankles in their sexy sandals, over the defined calves and toned thighs and narrow hips. The woman was tall and thin, bordering on lanky, which he didn’t usually go for, but it was working for her. In a big way.

His gaze kept right on going, over the narrow waist, over the small but perky breasts, until he reached her face.

Pretty. Very pretty. Her shoulder-length blond hair was sexy and tousled, her eyes big and blue. And that mouth . . .

That mouth was smiling at him. No, smirking. At him.

The woman had definitely caught him in the act of leering.

Shit, he thought. Might as well roll with it.

Jackson calmly lifted his drink to his lips as he met her eyes, only to experience a jolt as their gazes collided.

No. Hell no.

Jackson felt a punch of lust in his gut, followed by something else . . . something low and dangerous, not unlike an eerie siren trying to tell him that his complicated life was about to get a whole lot worse.

Slowly the woman lowered herself to the barstool next to his. He watched in horrified arousal as she reached out, plucked his drink from his hand, and raised it to red, red lips, taking a deliberate sip.

Only after she’d set the drink—his drink—back on the bar did she speak.


“Hello, Jackson.”

Damn, he thought. If he’d been in trouble before, he was completely fucked now.

Jackson swallowed. “Mollie.”






Chapter 3

Jackson Burke was here.

He was here.

After nearly eight months of radio silence, he’d taken her up on her dinner invitation, and she felt . . .

She felt . . .

She felt . . .

Mollie threw her arms around him before she could stop herself, her cheek buried against the fabric of his suit.

“I missed you,” she said quietly.

His hand came up to her elbow. Gave it an awkward pat as he cleared his throat. “Missed you too.”

Mollie pulled back, and before she could think better of it, she placed both palms to his face, turning his head slightly from side to side so she could study him. She couldn’t help it. She’d always been a toucher—it was how she figured things out.

And what she was trying to figure out was how Jackson Burke was. Not how he said he was. How he actually was.

He looked handsome, but then he always did, in that rugged, sexy-as-hell way. His hair was that in-between place of dark blond and light brown that looked blah on women but which men could easily pull off, especially when paired with sexy hazel eyes and the perfect amount of stubble.

And yet Mollie looked closer. Saw beneath the perfect bone structure and full bottom lip. She saw the tension around his mouth, the flat look in his eyes.


It was worse than she’d feared. This was a shell of the man she’d once known.

Damn you, Madison.

He rolled his eyes at her scrutiny before gently pushing her away. “Quit inspecting me. My great-aunt Millie used to do that when she saw me once a year on Christmas, and then ask if I’d considered witch hazel for the pimples.”

Mollie released his face. “She was probably right. The bark and leaves of Hamamelis virginiana make a powerful astringent that is thought to help acne.”

Jackson let out a laugh. “Jesus. I haven’t seen you in eight months, and practically the first word out of your mouth is ‘acne’?”

“You don’t have any, if it makes you feel better. Pimples, I mean. I’d tell you if you did.”

“I know you would.” His eyes softened slightly as he smiled at her.

“So are you going to tell me how you’ve been, or what?” she asked, slapping the bar with her palm a little impatiently.

Jackson hesitated, licking a drop of whisky from his bottom lip with his tongue.

Mollie’s stomach tightened a little, but she told herself that it hadn’t. It mostly worked—she’d gotten darn good at telling her body that it had absolutely no response to Jackson Burke.

“How about we start with you?” he asked.

“Nope,” she said, already shaking her head. “You know how I am. I’ve been emailing you at least once a week for months. You know about my job and my friends and that weirdo I dated, and—”


“Anything you think you might have forgotten to mention?” he interrupted.

Mollie frowned. “I don’t forget things.”

He smiled. “Fine. Anything you might have neglected to mention?”

Mollie tapped her nails across the bar as she thought it over. “You mean updates on Madison?”

He flinched. “God, no. Why the hell would I want to hear about her?”

Mollie felt a little stab of relief. She’d deliberately avoided any mention of her sister in her messages to Jackson. She couldn’t imagine that he’d want to know how Maddie was doing—not after the way their relationship had quietly imploded and then violently exploded.

But for some reason, it was a relief to hear it all the same. She didn’t want to have to be the one to tell him that Madison was not only dating the guy she’d left Jackson for but had invited him to move into the house Jackson and Maddie had shared—the house that Jackson had bought.

That was just what a divorced man didn’t need to hear. That not only had his former wife kicked him out, she’d replaced him with a guy who was neither younger, nor richer, nor more successful.

Although Madison must think that her new fling had something to offer her. Madison didn’t do anything that didn’t benefit her directly.

“Okay, I give up,” Mollie said with a little shrug. “What is it that I neglected to tell you?”

His gaze flicked over her just briefly. “You look . . . different.”


Mollie burst out laughing. “Jackson, no offense, but that’s the most constipated non-compliment I’ve ever heard.”

“Shit. I mean you look good. Or something. Or . . .” He glanced at his half-empty cocktail. “I’m going to need another drink.”

Mollie took pity on him and reached out to pat his arm. “Short version, I lost a bet to my best friend.”

“Kim.”

Mollie nodded. “Yup. We had a bet going over who would get the final rose on The Bachelor, and—”

“Wait, do they show The Bachelor on Animal Planet?”

She made a face, although she did like Animal Planet. “Anyway, I lost, so she got to give me a makeover. Blond highlights, overpriced mascara, new wardrobe, the whole bit.” Mollie shrugged. “Turns out I sort of like the new look.”

Jackson put a fist to his mouth and cleared his throat, looking adorably nervous. “You looked fine—”

Mollie rolled her eyes and interrupted him. “If you’re about to tell me that I looked fine before, I will punch you.”

“You looked fine before.”

She punched him on the arm, and he grinned, relaxing slightly. “You look great. Seriously. I didn’t recognize you at first.”

Now it was her turn to grin. “I know.”

She couldn’t help the little thrill that gave her. Not that she wanted to be a stranger to him, but it had been fun. Fun to get a mini makeover. To imagine what it would have been like if this had been their first-ever meeting. Two single people meeting in a bar . . .


Don’t go there, Mollie. You’re done with that.

The bartender approached. “Miss, can I get you something to drink?”

“Champagne, please,” she said with a smile.

When she glanced back at Jackson, his lips were tilted at the corners in amusement.

“What?” she asked, eyes narrowed.

He shook his head. “Just remembering the first time you had champagne. You looked like it was the most magical thing you’d ever tasted. It was—”

“At your wedding,” she said quietly. “I remember. Long time ago.”

His smile disappeared. “Tell me about it.”

They fell silent, and Mollie stifled a sigh at the damage her sister had done to a man who’d once let everything roll off him. Might as well rip the Band-Aid off . . .

“Okay, enough about me and my discovery of lipstick,” she said, keeping her tone light. “How are you?”

He took a sip of his drink and didn’t meet her eyes. “I’m good. I’m really good.”

Acting on instinct before she could think better of it, Mollie reached out and touched the back of his hand. “Jackson. It’s me.”

His gaze flew back to hers, his greenish eyes searching her face.

She held her breath, hoping he’d find whatever it was that he was looking for. He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing enticingly, before his eyes moved to where her fingers touched the back of his hand.

Mollie wondered if she was making him uncomfortable, but decided she didn’t care. She was a toucher. A hugger. A feeler. Jackson Burke had best get used to it.


“How are you?” she asked again, her voice softer.

He blew out a long breath. “Honestly, Molls? Fucking miserable.”

Her heart twisted in her chest at the raw honesty of his words, even as she silently celebrated that he was confiding in her.

Mollie’s gaze drifted to his shoulder. “Does it still hurt?”

“Not so much,” he said, staring straight ahead as he took a sip of his drink. “Not if I don’t move it much.”

Not if I don’t play football was what he wasn’t saying, and Mollie’s heart squeezed again.

A mere eight months ago, Jackson Burke had been the quarterback who not long before had led his team to one of the most-watched Super Bowls of all time. Jackson had been on his way to the first day of training camp when a car accident had changed everything. Mollie had seen pictures of Jackson’s truck. He’d been lucky to walk away.

But she knew he wouldn’t see it that way. News that his right shoulder had taken the worst of the injury would have been an annoyance for most people. Perhaps even a sense of relief that it hadn’t been a neck or leg injury.

But for a right-handed quarterback? A shoulder injury was crushing. Career ending.

And just days after the accident, Madison had filed for divorce.

Which hadn’t been a big surprise, at least to Mollie. The marriage had been in a downward spiral even before the tabloids started speculating about the affairs and the fighting and the separate bedrooms. The divorce had been a long time coming, but her sister’s timing had been cruel. Mollie couldn’t help wondering if Madison had done it on purpose—had waited until Jackson was at his absolute lowest before walking out on him.


Mollie would never forget the stunned, stricken look when she’d gently set those divorce papers on Jackson’s lap as he lay there in the hospital bed, all bandaged and bruised.

“I know I’ve said this before, but I’m really sorry,” she said now.

He didn’t have to ask what she meant. “Don’t, Molls. It wasn’t your fault.”

She held his gaze. “I hated that I had to be the one to do it.”

“I don’t. I’d rather it have been you than anyone else.”

“Yeah?” she said, taking a sip of her champagne as she glanced up at the ceiling. “That why you been dodging me for the past few months?”

He didn’t respond and she glanced over, but his face was unreadable.

“I shouldn’t have shut you out,” he said finally. “I just didn’t know how to talk to . . . anyone.”

It wasn’t exactly an explanation, but Mollie sensed she wasn’t going to get one. Not today anyway. Whatever Jackson’s reasons for not communicating with her during the divorce proceedings, he didn’t want to talk about it.

“Forgiven,” she said with an easy smile that she hoped would lighten the mood. “And I can’t believe you’re in New York. I never thought I’d see the day. How’s the new job going?”

Jackson grunted. “It’s a job.”

“How the heck did that even come about? Oxford magazine, right? That’s big-time.” She wasn’t just blowing smoke—Oxford was the leading men’s magazine in the country. A guy could do a lot worse for a backup career.


He rolled his eyes but answered her question in his gruff Texas drawl. “It’s not really that much of a stretch. I was a journalism major in college. Wanted to go into sports reporting if the football thing didn’t work out. And, well, the football thing didn’t work out.” Jackson’s tone was joking, but his eyes were flat.

“So you’re their sports guy?”

He shook his head. “Nah. They filled that role just a few months before the accident.”

She lifted her eyebrows. “Yeah, but you’re Jackson Burke.”

He snorted. “That doesn’t mean anything anymore. And actually, the sports duo is pretty decent.”

“So what do you do?”

“Fitness editor.”

“Well, that sounds like a terrible fit,” Mollie said wryly, giving his impeccable physique an obvious once-over. Jackson Burke was built like . . . well, a quarterback. He was six-three easily, with broad shoulders and drool-worthy biceps, all paired with an easy agility.

At least he used to be agile, Mollie thought with a stab of regret.

The worst of the car accident’s injuries had been to his shoulder, but something had messed up his hip as well. The first time she’d seen him on camera after the accident he’d been limping, just slightly, and while she knew most people had seen only the resolute set of his jaw signaling that he would get better, she’d only been able to see the misery in his eyes.


“Do you like it here?” she asked.

“Hell no.”

His bluntness made her laugh. “Careful. You’re talking about the city of my heart.”

“Yeah, well, the city of your heart has too many damn pigeons. They’re everywhere.”

“You can’t dislike a city because of the birds.”

“Says the animal nerd.”

“Well, at least you’re staying free of the rats and roaches,” she said. “What with your five-bedroom penthouse on Park Avenue.”

He gave her a surprised look, and Mollie burst out laughing. “Oh my God. I was joking, but I hit it dead on, didn’t I?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s four bedrooms.”

She shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m having drinks with a man who lives in a penthouse on the Upper East Side.”

“Where do you live?”

She winced. “Ugh. Speaking of animals . . .”

He held up a hand. “Gross. Explain.”

Mollie blew out a breath. “Well . . . my place on the Lower East Side was fine when I was twenty-three and could barely afford a box of pasta. But I’ve been through a string of roommates ranging from awesome to annoying, and I think this latest one might break me.”

“Messy?” he asked, knowing Mollie’s neat-freak ways.

“That. And he—”

“He?”

“Yup. His name is Austin. Seemed nice enough at first, but failed to mention that he’s on a cabbage diet.”


Jackson frowned. “That’s not a thing.”

“I know. And get this. Pet tarantula. For real.”

“But you like bugs.”

Mollie gave him a withering look. “I don’t like bugs. I find them interesting. But not as pets. And besides, spiders aren’t—”

“Are not insects, I know.”

She patted his arm. “Impressive. But anyway, my place always smells like steamed cabbage, and I know that spider’s going to go missing someday soon. So I have to move, and I just . . . ugh. Moving in New York City is the worst.”

“Where are you moving to?”

“Whatever I can afford, I guess. I just hate the whole process. Finding a broker, and making sure your landlord’s not a weirdo, and—” She broke off as she realized whom she was dealing with. “You don’t know about any of this, do you, Mr. Millions?”

His smile was apologetic. “I confess I bought directly from the developer of my building.”

“You bought?” Mollie shook her head. “Of course you did. I’m having drinks with a man who can afford to buy a place in Manhattan. Hell, you can probably buy the whole city.”

This was so not her world. Even with her new makeover and attempts to get out there into the dating world, her reality was a lot more petri dishes and lab coats than it was champagne and hot men in suits. This was more Madison’s world. Madison’s man.

Except not anymore.


“So how does one go about finding a new apartment in New York?” he asked.

“Kim used to date a broker she said is pretty good. From there it’s figuring out what I can afford. After this latest roommate disaster, I’m hoping I can swing something on my own. Maybe a studio up near the university. It won’t be so bad, I guess. I’m due for a change.”

He lifted his eyebrows and took another sip of his drink. “Aren’t you a bit young to be having the itch for a change?”

Mollie rolled her eyes. “Perhaps, but I hear they have great nannies up in that area, so hopefully I can find someone to make sure the lid’s on my sippy cup nice and tight,” she said.

“Sorry,” he said. “Let’s just say I’ve been feeling old lately.”

Mollie pivoted on her seat and glared at him. “Jackson Burke, do not pull that shit with me. You’re thirty-five years old. I’m willing to bet that every man in this bar wants to be you, and every woman wants to—”

He lifted his eyebrows, and Mollie hesitated only slightly before she forced herself to finish the sentence. “Mate.”

Jackson burst out laughing. “You still do that?”

“Do what?”

“Talk about animal mating rituals when you get nervous.”

“I’m not nervous! Why would I be nervous?”

He was studying her. “You tell me.”

“Don’t be weird,” she muttered. “I’m just saying, you’ve hardly got one foot in the grave.”

“I don’t particularly care for cabbage either. And I don’t have any pets.”


She gave him a puzzled look. “What does that have to do with anything?”

He held her gaze for several moments. “Move in with me.”

Mollie choked on her champagne. “Sorry?”

He gave a rueful smile as he watched her dab at the champagne on her chin. “I figured I wasn’t the best company, but it’s that bad, huh?”

“Jackson, you can’t just go around asking strange women to move in with you.”

“Why not? You need a place to live. I have three extra bedrooms. And you’re hardly strange.”
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