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            Prologue

          

          Dawson

        

      

    

    
      Few people had the code to my house and the ability to get through security at the front of my neighborhood in Brentwood. Considering I lived in a neighborhood with several of my teammates, the doorbell ringing as I got out of the shower made me think it could have been one of them.

      Except I hadn’t invited anyone over, and everyone knew never to show up unannounced.

      I bought a ridiculous eight thousand square foot home when I only needed a tenth of the space to live in because I liked being alone, and space gave me peace. It wasn’t even the house, but the two acres of land that gave me privacy and room to not feel enclosed.

      I wrapped the towel around my body, tucked it in at my hip, and was heading down the stairs when my phone buzzed in my hand and the doorbell ringing turned to a furious pounding. Fucking hell. They’d shatter the glass at this point.

      My sister’s name flashed on my phone with an incoming call. Mystery solved.

      “Damn it.”

      The day I gave her the code and the go-ahead with security at the front gate to always be allowed entrance was only one of my mistakes when it came to her. I made a mental note to fix that as soon as I could kick her out this time.

      “I’m coming, damn it!” I shouted loud enough so she’d hear outside.

      The call ended, and the pounding stopped.

      My hair was dripping. Water was rolling down my back and chest. I white-knuckled my grip on my towel.

      If Crystal was here, shit was about to get ugly, and I did not need this, or her antics, in my life right before my team was headed out of town for one of our most important games of the season.

      She came with baggage, both the literal and figurative type.

      She was visible through the glass door, a set of Gucci luggage piled around her.

      I dropped my chin to my chest, stared at the marble flooring, and braced myself.

      Gucci luggage was an upgrade which meant she’d blown through whatever money I already gave her and any sugar daddy dumb enough to trust her.

      Awesome.

      “What are you doing here?” I was blocking the doorway, leaning against the frame with my fisted hand at my towel and holding the door open.

      She shoved right into me. I was forced to reach for her to steady myself or step back if I didn’t want the towel to fall and have my sister see all of me.

      “Happy New Year to you, too, Dawsy.” She lifted her sunglasses off her eyes and gave me a quick scan. “You should probably get dressed before you answer the door. Can you get my luggage? They’re kind of heavy.” She was halfway to the kitchen as she asked.

      “Can I get dressed first?” I muttered and closed the door.

      She didn’t answer.

      Re-securing my towel, I found her exactly where I figured she’d be. In the wine fridge, perusing the bottles and wrinkling her nose at each one.

      “Do you have anything nicer?”

      I drank red wine on occasion but never needed anything more than a fifty-dollar bottle of wine to be satisfied.

      My sister, somehow, believed anything under a hundred was beneath her.

      “No, Crystal. I don’t have nicer wine on hand in case you show up on my doorstep with enough luggage for a month. What are you doing here?”

      She scrunched up her nose at a bottle of chardonnay, but it must have been good enough for the moment because she grabbed the electric opener on the counter. “Lorenzo kicked me out of my apartment.”

      The apartment he probably paid for until his wife found out he had some mistress and lost her shit on both her husband and Crystal. It wasn’t the first time.

      “Am I going to have to pay off another scorned wife?”

      When it came to Crystal, she had no morals, no values, no concept of respecting anyone’s marriage, and hadn’t worked a job outside pretending she was a social media influencer since she failed out of college.

      She’d become the spitting image of our mother, and I detested her very presence as much as I still hoped she would change.

      “Probably not.” She shrugged and poured her first glass. She’d have two bottles gone before I had to get to the practice field. “You didn’t bring my stuff in.”

      “I’ll get it.”

      Because I’d give her anything. Even if it killed me.

      An hour later, I’d brought all of Crystal’s luggage in and moved it to the main floor guest bedroom. I was dressed to get to the practice field where I played for the Nashville Steel. We had an away game tomorrow in Raleigh, and today’s practice would be light before I would need to come back, grab something to eat and change for the flight out.

      Shame.

      I could have used a heavy workout day to unload the stress Crystal’s unannounced presence brought.

      After a quick search, I found her outside, tanning in the sun despite the fact it was January in Tennessee, and it was only sixty degrees outside. It wasn’t normal weather, and it certainly wasn’t hot, but there she was, sipping her wine, bottle in a chiller next to her, wearing a string bikini, and holding her phone away from her face and snapping selfies.

      My sister was gorgeous. Grabbed attention from every male as soon as she walked into a room or bar or club. Since she was only two years younger than me, all my friends had wanted her.

      In both high school and college.

      It was too bad her beauty didn’t go beyond skin deep. Any good things on the inside shriveled and died as soon as our mom had an affair, ditched not only our dad and the house we’d grown up in our entire lives, but her children as well.

      But long before that happened, I’d made a promise to my dad to always take care of her, and I wasn’t a man who went back on his word, painful as it was to keep it.

      He’d been a pilot, gone a lot more than he was home, but he wasn’t absent. We grew up with daily phone calls and nightly games of finding where he was on maps he’d set up all over his home office. We’d put push pins in them every time he flew somewhere new and we’d play countdown games until he came back home. When he was home, we had him. All of his attention, whether it was my football or hockey games, Crystal’s dance or cheer competitions. Laughter over dinners. Board game nights. He’d mow the lawn and sit one of us on his lap on the riding mower and always, always, freely and openly gave our mom affection.

      Until that fateful day he caught his wife sleeping with the neighbor. After that, all fond memories of time with my dad were just that. Memories. He might as well have left us that day as well for as little as we saw him after.

      After Crystal drained three credit cards he opened for her, totaling sixty thousand dollars in debt, and then ghosted him for a year, he was done with her, but I still couldn’t let the promise I gave him when I was a little boy go.

      I opened the sliding door and peeked my head outside. “Hey.”

      She smiled into her phone and took a picture. “Yes?” She stared at her screen, treating me more like the help than the one person in our life who hadn’t abandoned her.

      I was used to it.

      “I have an away game this weekend.”

      “Have fun.”

      “Want to come?” There was a time she never missed one. Sure, I covered the flights and the tickets and the hotel rooms, but she’d always been there.

      “I’m good here.” She laid her head back on the lounger and from here, I could see her skin covered in goose bumps from the cold. She’d do anything to get a follow, even freeze. “I’ve just been so stressed lately. I need the rest.”

      Sure she did. Ruining marriages was a full-time job for her.

      Lucrative considering she usually walked away with some hush money.

      “Fine. I’ll be back after practice.”

      She was back to staring at her phone. I gave her time to respond.

      Wasn’t surprised when I didn’t get one.
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      New Year’s Eve.

      My team was at The Honky Tonk, a popular country bar on Nashville’s Broadway Street. The single guys like to go there after we won games, usually to sit and be seen in the VIP section, take home women or make out with them there or‌ wherever.

      I rarely joined them.

      Country music wasn’t my scene. Most game nights I was too damn sore to do much other than sit in my sauna and watch a movie with an ice pack on whatever body part had been pummeled the worst during the game.

      Tonight was no exception. We’d flown to Raleigh on Friday night. Saturday, we did a quick walk-through on their field before having a team dinner, watched film in the hotel’s conference room and then lights out by ten. We woke up, ate, played the game, and went straight from their field to the airport.

      The sun was already setting by the time I turned down the street that would take me to my neighborhood and my sauna was calling my name.

      My phone rang, and I glanced at the CarPlay screen on my Tahoe.

      Security. Fantastic.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello, Mr. Butler. This is Shannon calling from the security station.”

      “What’s up?”

      “We received a noise complaint from your neighbors this evening and I know it’s New Year’s Eve, so that’s to be expected, but two of our other security guards thought you were out of town tonight. Need us to go check on the place?”

      Would have been nice if they would have checked the place before calling. What was I going to do on a normal day?

      Except this wasn’t a normal day or night.

      This was Crystal.

      “I’m pulling into the front security post right now and have family in town. I’ll be home in a few minutes and will shut it down. Please tell my neighbors I’ve taken care of it.”

      “Will do, Mr. Butler. Thank you.”

      “Yep.” I stabbed at the End Call button on the screen and fisted the steering wheel.

      Goddamn, Crystal. Two acres of land, granted it was because my yard was deep and not overly wide, but what in the hell was she pulling where I was getting noise complaints at seven o’clock at night?

      Question answered as soon as I turned onto my street.

      “Fucking hell.” A party. She was having a goddamn party.

      There were so many cars parked in my driveway and on the street out front, I had to drive through my own front yard to get close enough to the garage. Lamborghinis. Ferraris. A McLaren and two G-Wagons took up a few of the spaces. It could have been my team’s parking garage for as wealthy as the cars were, but how in the hell had she found the richest people of Tennessee already?

      “Jesus fuck.” I slammed my driver’s door and jogged up to the front door. It was unlocked, not a surprise, and I soon found myself in a crush of people decked in cowboy boots, Wrangler jeans, and my ears bleeding from the country music blasting through my home stereo. Gold and black decorations hung from the ceiling and every piece of available furniture and oh…she had to be kidding me…

      There was a girl, legs spread, one thrown over the back of my tan leather couch. All I saw was leather and flesh and a guy still wearing a black shirt on top of her.

      “Hey.” I grabbed the guy on the couch by the back of his T-shirt and tore him off the girl he was actually fucking on my couch. “Get the fuck out of here.”

      His dick, wet, smacked against his stomach. Oh god. I was going to puke.

      “Hey!” the girl cried out, covering her tits with his cowboy hat. “What was that for?”

      “Get out of my goddamn house. Now.”

      I was ready to tear them apart limb by limb. My face must have shown it because they both scrambled up, grabbing clothes and covering naked body parts faster than I snatched the football out of thin air.

      Fucking kill me.

      I cupped my hands around my mouth and lost my absolute shit. “Crystal!”

      She had to be kidding me.

      Of course she wasn’t.

      Crystal was on the hot mess express train, and until I grew a pair of balls and did what my parents had done years ago, I was along for the ride.

      For better or for worse.

      Yee-freaking-haw.
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            Dawson

          

        

      

    

    
      Six weeks. She’d been here for less than two months and this time, I was done. D.O.N.E. Done with my sister.

      Giving her money was one thing. Taking an unknown amount of ibuprofen to deal with the headaches she caused was workable.

      Spending a night in county jail because my sister was a batshit crazy freaking lunatic?

      Unacceptable.

      I slammed my front door behind me. I needed a shower. Wash away the stench from the bar the night before. I hadn’t been able to congratulate my teammate, Davis, or his girlfriend Maggie on a killer first showing on stage singing live music because my sister had, once again, caused a scene to make the night all about her.

      I stunk like stale beer, piss, and vomit, thanks to the drunken assholes that had been hauled in at two o’clock in the morning.

      And as I walked into my kitchen, Crystal was there, showered, made up, sipping what was most likely a mimosa, and smiled. Right before her nose scrunched up as she took in my wrinkled clothes.

      “You’re late. You said you’d take me shopping today, and we need to get going.”

      I dropped my keys to the counter and stared at her. “Are you serious?”

      “Stores open soon.”

      She was kidding. Had to be absolutely joking. I’d laugh, but the look on her face told me she was one hundred percent serious.

      “I spent the night in jail over your bullshit last night, Crystal.”

      “I know. That’s why I said you need to shower.”

      She was right. I needed a shower. I needed a damn minute to calm down before I picked up my own sister by her skinny ass and chucked her straight through my glass front door.

      “You’re a fucking piece of work,” I mumbled, but she was back to staring at her phone screen, ignoring me.

      I headed up the stairs toward my bedroom, and my phone rang in my hand.

      “Damn it.” This day kept getting worse, and I wasn’t sure that could happen after being arrested less than twenty-four hours ago. “Hey, Dad.”

      “Tell me what I’m seeing on the news is false. An over exaggeration. Something. Anything, Dawson.”

      “I haven’t seen the news.”

      I’d barely seen my own face until I walked into the bathroom and caught my reflection. A night in county jail apparently made you look five years older. Great.

      “What happened?” He bit it out and then sighed. “And are you okay? That’s most important, I should have started with that.”

      Harrison Butler had been the best man in the entire world when I was growing up. At least, that was until my parents divorced, and he threw himself into work to avoid coming back to an empty home. That home was eventually sold, and Crystal and I barely saw him outside birthdays and holidays after Mom moved us into boyfriend’s one, two, three, four, and five’s houses while she went through the rich men of Tennessee, working to find someone to treat her right which for my mom meant, opening up his bank account.

      I hadn’t heard from Dad since our first preseason game.

      “I’m fine. Just got home and I'm not really sure what’s going on.”

      “News is saying you’ll have to be suspended.”

      “Probably.”

      “Shit, Dawson. Why?” He cussed and then muttered something I didn’t quite catch. “Crystal,” he finally guessed. “She’s there.”

      Awesome and smart.

      “Yeah.” I shoved my hair back off my forehead and flinched. It was greasy and smelled, for some reason, like cigarette smoke. I was in desperate need of a shower. “Listen, I need to shower and call my agent and probably my coach. Hell, maybe our GM. Can I call you back once I know more?”

      “Cut her loose, son. She won’t learn if you’re always there to pick her back up. Hate to say it, she’s my daughter, but just like you had to fight for your future, she has to learn someday. All these handouts you give her…”

      I quit listening and turned on the shower.

      “Gotta go. Bye, Dad.”

      He might have been able to turn his back on her, but I had never been able to break that damn promise he had me make.  He didn’t know the pain we went through. The fighting over us. Our mom telling Crystal she didn’t want her. That shit had to hit a teenage girl right in the prefrontal cortex. Imagine not having your brain fully developed and being reminded how unwanted and unlovable you were.

      Back when Crystal and I were twelve and fourteen, we thought we had the perfect life. Not nearly as rich as I lived now, but it’d been perfect for us. That all changed the day Dad came home from work and caught our mom fucking the neighbor. His best friend. Who made twice as much money as Dad did.

      Trent and his wife got divorced, and Mom moved us in with him before the ink was dry.

      Dad sold the home and moved across town. We lived with Trent for a year before he kicked us out because he caught Mom cheating on him. That started the rest of the hell my mom put us through, and my dad avoided.

      Crystal was never the same after that. Neither was I. I learned early on that love didn’t mean shit when those who were supposed to love you the most abandoned you as soon as shit got hard.

      So yeah, I didn’t really like my sister, but for years, she was all I had.

      She was my sister. The only one who understood what we went through. If I turned my back on her, she’d have no one.

      But that was before her choices and shitty decisions threatened to ruin everything I’d built for myself.

      My phone rang again. Looked like my shower might have to wait.
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      An hour later, I left Crystal pouting on my couch. Showered and shaved, I was dressed in dress pants and a gray T-shirt as I walked into Rick Marchand’s office.

      Our general manager was a decent guy, a kind one, but we weren’t his friends or his buddies. We were his employees, and it was his job to bring in as much money to keep lining not only his pockets, but those of the owners and everyone who worked for the entire Steel organization. From the owner to the custodians, the team’s success determined the success of everyone else.

      And right now? Right now, I was the walking red flag. The blemish.

      I was the problem he had to fix. If it hadn’t been clear enough from the tone in his voice when he demanded I get my ass into management’s offices as soon as possible, it was definitely obvious in the way he glared at me as I entered.

      “It was an accident,” I told him immediately.

      I’d take my hits where I earned them, and last night might have started out as Crystal’s fault, but the shit that happened after wasn’t intentional.

      “Reports say you assaulted a man inside the bar on Broadway, slammed his face into the bar. Unprovoked by him, you attacked him without cause and smashed not only his nose but his right cheekbone.”

      “The floor was wet, and he slipped.”

      “Is this funny to you, Dawson?”

      Not a damn thing about this was funny.

      “No sir.” I shook my head and took a seat I hadn’t been invited to take across from him at his desk. “I’m not trying to be funny. My sister told me he wasn’t leaving her alone. She screamed. I went to protect her. Guy said he hadn’t done anything, but by then, he and his friends were worked up, and I was pissed. Shoving happened, and I grabbed his shirt, but I didn’t throw him into the bar or slam his face into it. We were both shoved. He slipped. I was yanked back, and his head slammed into the bar, but I didn’t do it. Not on purpose.”

      “So our press statement should just read, ‘Oops. My bad. Didn’t mean it?’”

      I hated politics. Hated the marketing and the promotion, and I was shit at it. I was paid to do a job, and I did it well. Yeah, we were public figures. I knew that, too, but the focus on players should be on their job, not their lives. Every damn secret or mistake shouldn’t be swept across the internet for keyboard warriors to dissect when they knew jack shit, and the media should keep their mouths shut until the entire story was out. Before that, it was gossip and conjecture, and I hated that bullshit.

      I’d leave the press release to him. If I had it my way, it’d say fuck off, and that’d only make things worse.

      “How much trouble am I in?”

      “Owners want you gone. You know that last year an online poll was done and you’re one of the top five most disliked players in the entire professional football organization?”

      I’d seen that BuzzFeed poll that moved to Instagram and Twitter and all across social platforms. Cole had given me shit for it, too. We’d laughed it off.

      Marchand was not laughing.

      “I also score more touchdowns than any other tight end and some wide receivers.” Perhaps pointing out my usefulness doing the actual job would help.

      “That’s why they’re not demanding you’re immediately let go. But there will be changes.”

      “Like what? Smile for a toothpaste ad?” I gave him a fake, winning smile.

      Had to hand it to the guy, he cracked a little. A barely there hint of a chuckle came before he went all serious again.

      Then he laid out my future.

      I was fucked in the worst ways.

      Stay with the team. Settle down or ship out after next season.

      How in the hell was I going to do that when I’d sworn a vow to myself at the age of fifteen I would never let a woman get close enough to my heart to destroy it like Mom had done to Dad?
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      By the time I returned home, Crystal had given up her need to go shopping. She was napping.

      I took the time to pack up her shit. Given that she didn’t wake up or so much as twitch while I did it, I figured she wasn’t napping but passed out from too many mimosas. A peek at my kitchen counter told me she’d also switched to wine at some point.

      She was a disaster. I should probably haul her ass off to a treatment facility. Somewhere in the Bahamas or some shit. Maybe that’d keep her out of my hair.

      It was hours later that she woke up. I’d had to miss practice to deal with Marchand, but since I was suspended for a game during playoffs, for fuck’s sake, it wasn’t like I had to be there. I should have been. Definitely. Coach Bowles had already called and yelled at me, but Crystal took precedence.

      Instead, while she slammed cabinets and doors in the guest bedroom, looking for her shit, I called her an Uber.

      When she finally stepped foot into the living room, her face was blank of all emotion.

      “Your shit is outside the door. Your Uber ride to the airport is coming now. Be here any minute. You’re leaving. I’ve transferred a million dollars into your account, and I want to see you again… never. You understand me?”

      Her face went from blank to a wicked sneer in a blink. “You’re kicking me out? Just like Dad and Mom. Fuck you, Dawson.”

      We’d been through this before. Many times. She cried. I caved. Round and round we went.

      Not this time.

      “I mean it, Crystal. I want nothing to do with you ever again. That shit from last night almost cost me my career today. My dream. You’re not worth it. Thought you were, tried to get you help, but now I know you won’t help yourself and I can’t force you into it.”

      “I don’t need help. I need someone to give a shit about me.”

      “Then maybe you should start by giving a shit about yourself and being a decent human being.”

      Steam poured out of her, so damn angry I could feel it from across the room right before her chin started shaking. “Why does no one love me?”

      “Because you don’t love yourself and never bothered trying. Get out, and if you’re not out on the stoop and in your Uber when it pulls up, I won’t be shoving you into it, I’ll be calling the cops and have you arrested for trespassing.”
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            Hailey

          

        

      

    

    
      “No. Absolutely not. No way.”

      “Yes.”

      I stared down at my best friend, Meredith, who was running a straightener through her red hair and groaned. “I’m not ready.”

      She ran the most successful romantic dating match service in the Southeast. I’d been dumped at the altar two months ago. Not even dumped. Darrick didn’t have the courtesy to let me know he wasn’t showing up for our wedding I’d spent a year planning. He ghosted me, didn’t bother showing up at all, unless you count the parking lot of the country club. But that was only because he needed to pick up my bridesmaid who slipped into his car and disappeared right along with him.

      Destination? Our honeymoon to Greece and Italy and the rest of the Mediterranean.

      Which I knew because they had no problems flaunting their vacation on their Instagram accounts. Overnight, they’d both wiped off any pictures of me on their social media accounts. Not that I was forced to check their profiles daily, sometimes multiple times, but I was an addict.

      A heartbroken one.

      The man who insisted we wait until we were married to do anything without clothes on had run off with one of my friends. How long had they been having sex?

      My stomach still rolled at the thought. Two months later, with zero answers to my unasked questions, and I was still obsessed. Hurting.

      Also, pathetic.

      “It’s the best way for you to get back out there again, and you know it.” Her sky-blue eyes watched me from her mirror’s reflection where we were currently getting dressed to meet our other two friends out for drinks on a Thursday night.

      Something I’d never done while engaged to Darrick.

      But screw him and Bianca, my old college roommate, who I knew, always knew, had a crush on Darrick.

      Joke was on me. Along with the deposits and fees from the wedding, I was still paying off on payment plans. They were worse than my student loan debt and at this point, my children’s grandchildren would still be paying off my debt.

      I collapsed onto her fluffy white comforter. “I don’t think a new long-term relationship is the right thing for me.”

      “And a Tinder hook-up is?”

      “I hate you,” I grumbled. “Maybe?”

      She chuckled. “You haven’t passed third base, Hailey. Tinder guys would eat you alive.”

      “Well, maybe I want to be eaten.”

      She turned and flung a hair clip at me. I barely dodged the plastic thing from smacking me in the face. “Hey!”

      “Get real. Trust me. This is my gift.”

      She’d started matchmaking people in college and every single couple, as unlikely or likely as they could be, were still married. Her Instagram feed was picture after picture of all the happy couples she’d successfully brought together. To say she had a gift was downplaying it. I long ago started believing Meredith could sniff out perfectly complementary pheromones on soulmates.

      There was no other explanation. That she’d never fully believed Darrick and I were meant to be together should have been my first red flag and the only one I needed.

      But I wasn’t ready for her to go sniffing around for a man for me.

      I wanted freedom. I’d been with the same man for six years, never been able to explore my sexuality or any experience sex fully outside of Darrick’s fingers.

      I wanted to take time to make sure my heart was healed and in the right place before I started another relationship. More so, I needed to make sure I knew what I liked and needed—both in bed and out of it.

      “I’ll think about it,” I finally sighed. It was a carrot dangled in front of her, one I figured she’d run with but whatever.

      It gave me time and got me out of this conversation.

      For now, at least. Pretty sure happy hour was going to be a different story.
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      “Okay. How about this?” Misty flung back her blonde hair and tipped her wineglass in my direction. “Let Meredith go through the men she has in her files. Maybe she’ll find someone in it who can give you the D.”

      “That’s not what I do,” Meredith grumbled.

      I slumped down in the booth on the rooftop bar area at Vecchio Mondo Vino and rested my head on Sloane’s shoulder. “Can we please stop talking about this?”

      Mission: Get Hailey to have hot sex, commenced as soon as Sloane, the last of our party of four, joined us and poured herself a drink from the bottle of Montalcino we’d started with.

      The table was filled with a variety of tapas, including my personal favorite, bruschetta.

      Sloane patted the top of my head. “There, there. It’ll be okay.”

      I huffed a laugh and sat back up. “Why can’t we focus on Sloane or Misty? They’re single, too.”

      “Yeah, but I’m dating,” Misty said. “And I’m perfectly happy with my situationship.”

      Situationship. I didn’t even know what that stupid term meant. Friends with benefits? Fuck buddies? Seemed like that’s what it was supposed to be, but Misty’s situationship bought her flowers and had soup delivered to her when she was sick and took her out on real dates. Seemed an awful like dating to me, especially after four months, but both claimed they didn’t want a relationship. Except, wasn’t that exactly what they were doing? Sometimes the dating world made my head spin.

      “Sloane isn’t.”

      “Don’t bring me into this.” She bumped her shoulder into mine, and I lifted the glass of wine over the table, thankfully not spilling any of it. “I’m in my post-divorce healing era.”

      So she had a pass. At least my relationship ended before I’d changed my name, moved in together, built a life and mixed finances, and then had it all blow up.

      Small mercies. I grabbed a piece of bruschetta and bit into it, moaning at the flavorful burst of tomato, basil, and fresh mozzarella. Vecchio not only made the cheese on site, but grew  the basil and tomatoes on the rooftop gardens on the other side of the deck from us.

      “How about this, then?” Meredith sipped her wine and tilted her head to the side. “I won’t force you to listen to me, again, by the way, because I think I already tried…”

      She arched a brow.

      I rolled my eyes. “Can you please stop telling me I told you so?”

      “Sure. Happily.” She grinned like a maniac. “If you agree that if I find someone who fits exactly what you think you’re looking for, you’ll consider it for twenty-four hours before telling me no.”

      Think? I knew what I wanted. Someone who was the complete opposite of Darrick in every single way I could imagine.

      If the tall, lean, tennis-playing, country club blond, blue-eyed boy who looked like the sweetest boy in the world could screw me over this epically, my next guy would be his exact opposite.

      “Exactly what I’m looking for?”

      She reached into her Burberry bag and pulled out her old-school paper planner, flipping to the notebook at the back. “Let’s make a list. Shall we?”

      She clicked the tip of her pen and put it to paper.

      I’d play this game. And make it completely impossible for Meredith to deliver. Then I’d never have to be the target of her matchmaking again.

      Drop-dead sexy.

      A little bit rough looking.

      Tattoos because Darrick said they were skanky and classless, even if I’d always wanted one.

      A body that showed confidence and his ability to please a woman.

      Maybe a piercing somewhere. Anywhere.

      He had to be strong.

      Most importantly, he needed to be a little possessive and a whole lot protective even if he wasn’t looking for forever.

      The forever part was what was going to get me out of this.

      No man went to Meredith if they were looking for a good time and not a long time.

      I sat back in my booth when we were done, grinning behind my wineglass at Meredith’s scowl.

      Checkmate to me.
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      Just over four months ago, I was celebrating Christmas alone, exactly how I liked it. I ended the year on a high note. My football team smashed our regular season and our eyes were on planning for the postseason. I had everything I wanted, exactly how I wanted it.

      Then Crystal showed up and started wreaking havoc. She might as well have shown up at my house that day with a wrecking ball in tow for as much damage as she caused.

      Six weeks after I finally kicked her ass out with a check for a million dollars and telling her it was the last penny she’d ever receive from me, I was still paying for her visit.

      Not with money, but with an ultimatum.

      “Fans don’t like you, Dawson. They might like the touchdowns you score, but in this day and age where everyone and everything is on social media, your off-the-field attitude matters as much, if not more, than your on-the-field performance.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      I’d been called to his office the day after my arrest. Fortunately, the man whose face I almost broke in two—by accident, mostly—wasn’t pressing charges if I paid the medical bills.

      Fine. Happy to.

      I had no doubt they’d be minimal compared to what Rick Marchand, our team’s general manager, had in store for me.

      “Your contract is up after next season. You’ll be a free agent. I need a reason to convince the rest of the organization to keep you. Frankly, I don’t give a shit about your personality, or lack of one, but if you want to see the field this season, and stay beyond…”

      He waited for me to respond.

      “I do.” I absolutely did.

      I started my career in Nashville and wanted to end it here. I didn’t have that many more years left. Getting bounced to a new team now, especially with us on the cusp of going to the Super Bowl was not how I wanted to go out.

      “Good. Then you need to play for me right now.”

      “What exactly does that mean?”

      He danced around the topic for several more minutes before finally singing.

      Find a girlfriend. A suitable one. Plaster my happy little relationship all over social media. Take the non-required interviews that were now required for me. Meet with our social media manager to get me all over the internet proving what a stable, kind guy I was.

      If I wanted to stay in Nashville, I was Rick’s new puppet. A marionette, really, because he basically shoved his fist up my ass and owned me.

      Four months later and I had the Super Bowl Championship, an empty, quiet house, and I was no closer to figuring out how to fulfill the deal I’d made with Rick than I was the day I agreed to it.

      Time was ticking down though, and I was out of options.

      I needed help, and for the first time in my life, I was going to have to ask for it.

      “Shit,” I grumbled and hauled myself out of my pool where I’d been swimming laps to try to clear my mind.

      How in the hell did one go on finding a girlfriend, someone Rick and our team’s management would find acceptable? I found women at bars and clubs, occasionally on the road. I’d used the dating app for celebrities, but I wasn’t going there again.

      Too many narcissist drama queens who were better at gaslighting than any man I’d ever met.

      I needed someone simple. Quiet. Believable. I needed her to want the exact same things I did so there were no complications once I fulfilled my end of the deal and we went our separate ways.

      I grabbed a towel and dried my hair and gave my body a quick wipe-down before heading to the shower.

      If I needed help, I needed my brothers. My teammates.

      The ones I could trust to keep this quiet and who could actually give me decent advice were slim pickings, though.
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      Davis, who’d grown a lot since finding out he got a girl pregnant on a one-night stand and who was now planning their wedding in a few weeks, was at least trying to take this seriously. Mason Yeets, on the other hand, was looking like a kid in a candy shop at the prospect of finding me a girlfriend.

      I called Davis because he was the only person who I’d mentioned this to and that was moments before we took the field for the Super Bowl. Not the right time but getting it off my chest then had allowed me to focus on helping our team win the game.

      I didn’t have brothers growing up, only teammates, but I imagined the look on Davis’s face would be one a brother would make when they were trying to keep from laughing their asses off.

      Cole Buchanan, my saving grace, was inside grabbing us all beers while the other two lunatics and myself were hanging out on the covered patio of my backyard, overlooking acres of land, my pool, and a putting green.

      “I can’t believe you haven’t found someone yet,” Davis said. “It’s been months.”

      “It’s not like chicks who make management happy come in a catalog.”

      Mason hid his laughter, poorly, behind his fist. “Catalog. Wouldn’t that be awesome? Didn’t they used to do that way back when? Mail-order bride or some shit? Maybe do that, bruh. Put out a wanted ad online.”

      If he was closer to me, I’d punch him. He probably took the seat across the table from me so he could be this big of a jackass and stay out of my reach.

      “Right. That’s what Rick meant when he told me to be someone respected. A billboard in Times Square was just what he was thinking.”

      “Why not just go to the clubs? Find someone you’re attracted to, and that’s the end of it.”

      “Because I won’t know anything about them or if I can trust them. And the last thing I want is to be attracted to a woman who’s playing the part of my girlfriend.”

      “Yeah, that’d suck.” Mason laughed. “Being attracted to someone you have to spend months with.” He shivered.

      I grabbed the bottle cap from the table and flicked it at his face. “I’m paying them, idiot. A fuckton of money so they keep their mouths shut. I don’t need to be tortured by someone I want to fuck, and I’m not hiring a goddamn prostitute.”

      “Might be easier,” Davis said.

      “What would be easier?” Cole asked and set down a bucket in the center of the table.

      It was filled with ice and more beer than I usually drank in a month, and I only used the metal tin when I had parties. How in the hell he found it in my butler’s pantry in a matter of minutes was anyone’s guess.

      Mason lost his hold of his laughter. “Hiring a prostitute.”

      Davis chuckled, laughed louder, and soon enough, both men were doubled over laughing their asses off.

      At me. I hated being laughed at.

      Cole gave me a wide-eyed look and I shook my head. No, I was not hiring a hooker.

      “Should have known not to invite the kids to the adult party.”

      “Live and learn,” he said and took a seat next to me.

      “Noted,” I agreed and drained the rest of my beer. I’d ordered pizza after I got a hold of them, but we’d already demolished the five pies while I was telling them all the bullshit that went down.

      “So, if you don’t trust meeting someone at a club, how can we help? I mean, Eden’s made some friends in Marysville. I think Nora and Sarah are both available. They have pretty normal lives. I could talk to them.”

      Nora was a vet, and Sarah owned a local dog rescue. Talk about perfect professions for me to be associated with. I’d met them both when I spent time with Cole in the small town he and his new wife lived in. They’d hauled off right after the Super Bowl and been married in the Caribbean with only their families in attendance.

      Not a step I ever saw myself taking, ever wanted to, but more power to Eden and him because they were happy and together after years of being apart.

      As far as Nora and Sarah? They weren’t right. Not for what I wanted. Not for the time I needed. If I was actually desperate enough to pull something like this off, it needed to be believable.

      Besides, when this was over, I would see them again.

      “No. Not them, but that’s the problem. I don’t know what Rick expects from me and how in the hell do I find it without potentially hurting someone?”

      “I’ve got it,” Davis said, head down in his phone.

      Mason leaned over and his black brows rose right before his tan lips curled. “Oh, yes.” He punched Davis in the shoulder. “Perfect. Yo, check this out.”

      He grabbed the phone from Davis and handed it to me.

      “What the hell is it?” I really hoped it wasn’t porn. We weren’t that close.

      Cole leaned toward me, and I tilted the screen so we could both see it at the same time.

      Meredith’s Matchmaking. The Most Successful Matchmaker in the Southeast.

      “Is this a joke?” Had to be. What woman could claim she was successful at setting people up?

      I read the website in between taking turns to scowl at Davis. “You’re joking. I’m not looking for long-term love, you idiot.”

      I went‌ to hand the phone back to him, but Mason practically jumped over the table and snagged it first.

      “No. Yo, it’s serious. Check this out.” He came around the table and shoved the phone in my face. “She’ll be able to help. Check out her Instagram.”

      Two thousand happily married couples and counting…

      That was her Instagram bio. As I scrolled, there was picture after picture with the caption of their wedding date and how long they dated before getting married.

      All right, so maybe this woman had a good business going for her.

      She still wasn’t selling what I needed.

      “Could be worth a shot,” Cole muttered and shrugged. “Better than a random at some club, you know? Never know.”

      “I don’t want long-term.”

      “Maybe whatever you’re offering to pay would help someone change their mind in the short-term. Besides, wouldn’t it help them in the long-term? Connected to you after you break up?”

      “We wouldn’t break up because we wouldn’t actually be together.”

      Cole sighed. Davis chuckled.

      “Fine,” Davis said. “I’m just sayin’, the women who go to this Meredith are looking for something. There has to be something you can give them more than money, maybe the status of dating an athlete would help. And when your business deal comes to its mutual, contractual end…everyone walks away satisfied.”

      Mutual, contractual end.

      At least he was getting it. That was vastly different from a breakup.

      “What do you have to lose?” Cole asked and reached for a fresh beer.

      “My dignity?”

      “That was gone the moment you agreed to Rick’s asinine deal.”

      He had a point there.
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      It was a week before I could get in for an appointment with Meredith Skyye. In which time, I did a vast amount of research on the woman. The last thing I needed was to be scammed by some con artist. Turned out, Meredith Skyye was legit.

      At least, as a person. She was married to Tuevo Skyye, a Finnish hockey player for Tennessee’s professional hockey team, the Avengers, and after making a few phone calls to players on the team I knew, they assured me her business was legit. Not only had Meredith successfully matched two other players on the team, she’d started it as a side gig in college, hooking up her sorority sisters with fraternity guys for formal events and when those couples started dating and gave all the thanks to Meredith, her future was sealed.

      Still, I didn’t quite know what to expect when I found her office building, a suite on the third floor of a four-story building near downtown. Based on her pink-flowered, black-glittered website, I expected her suite to be decked out in shades of pink and sprinkle confetti from the ceiling.

      Instead, it was all black leather and chrome with clear glass desks. Modern, with abstract art on the walls, there was only one woman in the open reception area.

      She peered at me from behind her plastic, red-framed glasses. With her graying hair pulled up in a bun and the age lines around her eyes, the woman looked more like a mother or grandmother than mine had ever looked.

      “Hello. May I help you?”

      I stepped toward her, and damn if my palms weren’t getting clammier by the second. Professional football player used to breaking tackles by men and shoving others out of the way to help my team score, and I was reduced to a nervous pre-teen all over again.

      Fucking Rick.

      “Yeah.” I cleared my throat and cringed. Dry as the Sahara. “I’m Dawson, Dawson Butler? Here to see—”

      “Mr. Butler.”

      I spun on my heels at the sound of the new voice and nodded. “Yes, ma’am. You must be Mrs. Skyye?”

      “Please.” She came to me with her arm extended, her smile pleasant and welcoming. Too bad I was a second away from declaring this a bad idea and bolting. “Call me Meredith. I hear you’ve done some checking up on me.”

      I shook her hand and didn’t bother apologizing. “I’m in a unique situation.”

      “Understood. Come back to my office?” She turned and started walking.

      Might as well have been in stocks, walking to a public execution for all the excitement in my steps as I followed her.

      As soon as we reached her office, my hesitation worsened. Unlike the front office, hers was homey with a light wood desk and bookshelves covering one wall. A round, same light wood table that looked more fit for a breakfast nook in a kitchen with cream cushions on the chairs. Two small, tan leather couches not unlike my own were in another corner with a cream fur rug in the middle and a coffee table set up as a seating area.

      It was meant to bring comfort.

      It only further hijacked my nerves.

      What the hell was I doing? Was I supposed to open up to this woman like she was a therapist or my best friend? Spill all my secrets, my deepest desires?

      A shiver rolled down my spine at the thought, and I curled my hands into fists, my toes into my Doc Marten boots to fight the urge to flee.

      I left a modern office area and stepped into my own personal hell.

      Clearing my throat, I glanced at Meredith who wore an expectant look on her face.

      “Yes?”

      She was still smiling. Pleasantly. “I said Tuevo says hello and congratulations on the win.”

      “Oh.” Damn. Missed that. “Thanks. So…what now?”

      “Considering the couch made you look like you were about to pass out, how about we sit at my desk and talk for a bit?”

      I could do the sitting. It was the talking that made me want to swallow a cup full of glass shards.

      I went straight to the leather-backed chair opposite her desk and collapsed into it. Not a moment too soon. It was possible my legs wouldn’t have held me up much longer. The desk was better anyway, kept everything more professional.

      As she slid into the chair across the desk from me, she grabbed some kind of band and did a quick flip with her red hair. In seconds it was up and off her shoulders in some twist thing.

      The move to be casual helped me slightly.

      “So, I know we spoke on the phone last week, but maybe you should tell me a little bit more about what you’re looking for.”

      I went through the exact spiel I told her on the phone, the mild threat from our GM I hadn’t shared before. Since she was married to a professional athlete, I figured she’d understand that this time. After, we went through a list of questions. What kind of woman I was usually attracted to, what I wanted this girlfriend to look like. Height. Hair color. Eye color. Body shape. Career. For me, the only preference I had was the taller, the better. I was six-four. Anyone shorter than five-six felt too small next to me. I didn’t need to bend in half to give someone a kiss or a hug. The rest, I couldn’t give two shits about. Curvy, thin, athletic, blue-eyed, brown-eyed, I had never narrowed down my type of woman to one small niche. Didn’t need to, considering I wouldn’t be spending much time with any one woman ever.

      When I was done, she tapped her pink pen on her desk. “You have to realize this puts me in a difficult position. I’ve made a name for myself finding long-term relationships for people that have often ended in marriage. If anyone finds out I had a hand in this ruse, and it failed…well, there goes my reputation.”

      “I’ll ensure that doesn’t happen. Outside my three teammates, I have no plans on telling anyone else I’ve been here. No offense.”

      “Very little taken.” She smirked and grabbed a binder from the bookshelf behind her desk. Filled with relationship books and a few that mentioned personality assessments. The rest of the shelves were filled with framed wedding photos.

      The binder landed in between us on her desk with a heavy thump.

      What was this? Buy-a-Bride?

      I didn’t want a bride. I needed to get our GM off my ass so I could play next season.

      End of. I shoved it back toward her.

      “I understand the position you’re in.” I did. No one wanted a reputation they’d worked hard for to be ruined. But this was mutually beneficial because we both wanted to keep this private. “But I promise you, I don’t want long-term. I need someone willing to fake it.”

      She quirked a brow and grinned. “I think that’s the first time I’ve heard a man wanting that from a woman.”

      Oh, the ginger had jokes. Funny.

      “Not orgasms,” I all but growled and as I did, her eyes flared. “I can make any woman come as many times as I want. That’s not my issue. What I don’t want is an actual relationship. Can you help me or not? Because I’m willing to pay a boatload of money for this, but if you can’t help me, I don’t want either of us to waste more of each other’s time.”

      This was what I’d been reduced to. Begging. Desperation. Crystal and Rick were going to give me a heart attack before I was thirty.

      “Hmmm.” Her pink pen tapped the binder. Of course the matchmaker used a pink freaking pen. Probably doodled hearts in her sleep. “I might have someone, at least, if what you’re saying about the orgasms is true.”

      “They’re not on the table. I need a fake girlfriend, not a prostitute.” What kind of business was this?

      I never should have trusted Davis or Mason’s Google abilities. Yeah, they were my teammates, but they were idiots. I’d always suspected. Now it was confirmed.

      Assholes. All of them.

      If I played defense, I’d lay their asses out for this. Maybe I could invest Carr’s help. But that’d involve talking. Explaining. And being grateful for the help.

      No thanks.

      That pink pen kept tap, tap, tapping.

      I was about ready to rip it out of her slim, long fingers and snap it in two.

      “Okay. No orgasms. Disappointing. For her, I mean. But I still think I have someone.”

      “Great.” I curled my hands around the edge of the armrests and went to stand.

      “You’ll need to text her by Monday. I’ll send you her contact info via email shortly, and I’ll let her know to expect you. If this doesn’t work out, let me know, but I think you’ll like her.”

      I didn’t need to like her. I needed her to do a job. If Meredith didn’t make that clear to her, I would our first night.
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