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      For my bad ass readers.

      Never play small so they can feel big.
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            FORD MADIGAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Confetti fell around me, landing on my shoulders, my hair, sticking to the sweat on the back of my neck.

      My entire body was spent, tired, aching.

      But none of it compared to the pain in my chest.

      Because while everyone celebrated around me, cheering the other team’s win at the biggest game in the world, I’d lost.

      We’d lost.

      My team had gotten close enough to taste the trophy.

      To see the end zone.

      To feel the win.

      The win that my team worked our entire careers to get. That I dreamed of, my whole life, playing high school ball in secondhand cleats.

      But we didn’t go all the way.

      Because I threw an interception when we needed my best.

      So I sat here, on the empty bench, a loser on football’s biggest stage.

      And I promised myself: I would never feel this way again.
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      I stood in the box suite after the first Dallas Diamonds game of the season, although my attention wasn’t on the game.

      No, the Griffen Industries suite was purely another networking spot with a football field in the background. It was a place to get ahead while drinking and offering potential clients the experience of a lifetime. Today was all about solidifying my relationship with the Andersen sisters, two women who’d grown an incredible company from the ground up.

      I loved their mission of building microhomes for those in need. And better yet? They were underdogs, which I could relate to. Leticia and Andrina spent their childhood in and out of homeless shelters before becoming the first in their family to graduate from college and founding a successful philanthropic business. Although I didn’t have as much adversity to overcome as they did, I was a plus-sized, female CEO after years spent working as an executive assistant.

      Together, we could make history.

      That is if they would first agree to the acquisition.

      My plan was to acquire their company, Andersen Avenue and expand into the travel space, using the profits to continue their charitable efforts. There were so many people—those fresh out of college, starting new jobs, working in temporary travel positions and more—who just needed a no-frills place to lay their heads at night.

      And on top of the Andersen sisters, I had to convince the board to invest in something we’d never done before with the remaining budget for the year.

      Leticia approached me, a smile in her charcoal eyes. “This was great.” She flipped long locks over her shoulder, glancing toward the football field. “Do you think Ford will stop by?”

      She might have been trying to hide it, but I could tell she was eager to meet the team’s star quarterback—and the man voted football’s hottest player for the last three years. Couldn’t blame her one bit.

      “I believe he should be here any minute now.” I grinned and checked my watch. There were perks to the company’s founder, Gage Griffen, being from Ford’s hometown of Cottonwood Falls.

      Andrina approached, handing her sister a drink. “Is Ford coming?” She was far less coy about her excitement.

      I chuckled. It reminded me of a conversation I might have with my best friend, Farrah. She was here in the suite too with her husband, Gage, but I didn’t have much of a chance to chat with her with everything going on.

      All the color drained from Leticia’s face as she stared at the door, and I followed her gaze just in time to see a player in full uniform and slides walking into the room. All he was missing was shoulder pads, but his shoulders were still broad and strong under the purple and white jersey. His dark brown hair was damp with sweat, contrasting his lightly tanned skin. He caught my gaze with dimensional blue eyes, and I nodded subtly.

      His lips spread into an easy grin, the confusing kind that set you at ease while somehow making your heart beat faster. But I stifled those thoughts because this was business—and it rarely left time for pleasure.

      “Ford, great game,” I said once he got close enough. “This is Leticia and Andrina Andersen.” I gestured at the sisters standing next to me, different versions of the same font. They both had dark skin, narrow faces, and almond-shaped dark brown eyes that caught the light in the room.

      Andrina, just slightly taller than her sister at six feet tall, nearly stood eye to eye with Ford. “It is amazing to meet you, Mr. Madigan. You had a great game today. We’re so excited for the season. I really think we have a chance at winning the whole thing this year. Came really close last year. But that’s okay. I think the new kicker is really⁠—”

      “I’m Leticia,” her sister cut in, stopping Andrina’s nervous babble. “Can you tell my sister and I are big fans?”

      Ford chuckled. “Nice to meet you.” He had on all the charm, offering an easy smile, just a hint of a southern drawl in his tone. “But I’m the fan of y’all. Mia’s told me all about Andersen Avenue. It’s amazing what you’ve done for the unhoused community in Texas metros.”

      I thought Andrina might faint, while Leticia grinned ear to ear. “You’ve heard of us?” Leticia asked, almost like she was in a happy trance.

      I smiled and rubbed her arm. “You deserve all the attention you get. What you two have built is truly incredible.”

      Ford nodded in agreement. “I’d love to hear more about it—possibly once I’ve showered and am smelling better. Are you two free for dinner sometime this week?”

      Andrina swayed, nearly dropping her drink, and Leticia wordlessly put her arm around her sister for support. “We would love that. Mia, would you be able to connect us?”

      I nodded. “Absolutely. I’ll have Vanover handle the details.” I made a mental note to make sure that was the top priority on my assistant’s ever-growing list. I didn’t know what I’d do without him.

      Ford dipped his head and smiled. “I’ll be looking forward to it.”

      The two sisters walked away, whispering to each other, and I looked up at Ford, focusing more on business than his impeccable jawline. “Thank you for that.”

      His eyes trailed after them for a moment before meeting mine again. Even when he wasn’t on the field, there was an intensity behind his gaze that I recognized. I felt it in myself—whether I was on the clock or not, I was still a CEO. “I’m excited to see what you can do with their company,” he said. “How close are you to closing them?”

      “I think they’re warm to the idea. They’ve been operating on a shoestring budget, and an influx of cash is just what they need—if I can get the board to agree.” I glanced around to make sure no one could hear me. “My CFO has been a real pain in my ass.”

      Ford’s upper lip tugged in disgust. “Gage told me about Thomas.”

      “I know,” I muttered.

      “He should have let him go.”

      “He didn’t give Gage as much trouble as he does me,” I said, “and he’s generally good at his job. Plus, he has a lot of sway now with our board. Letting him go would cause a riot.”

      “As if those old fogies could riot. I’d pay to see it,” Ford retorted.

      I let out a surprised laugh, and he smiled back at me. I couldn’t help but think about Ford and where he came from. Everyone I knew from Cottonwood Falls was so kind, and those who rose to stardom rarely let it get to their heads.

      “Is there anything else I can help with?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Thank you, Ford.”

      “Any time.”

      He turned to walk away, and I gave myself a second to watch. I might not have been a football fan, but I was certainly a fan of Ford Madigan.
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      Now that the press conference and a visit to the Griffen Industries’ suite was over, I went down to the locker room to shower up. I knew my family would be waiting for me. They’d come to watch the game today and would be leaving soon. But just as I was about to walk in through the heavy metal door, an older man with dyed black hair and a three-piece suit said, “Madigan, got a minute?”

      I dipped my head to Trent Reynolds, the owner of the Dallas Diamonds. “Yes, sir.”

      He nodded, satisfied at my greeting, and said, “Come here, son.”

      I followed him down the hallway toward the office he kept on this level. It was full of Diamond gear, from a leather helmet signed by the first ever Diamonds team to a few jerseys of Hall of Famers who played for the Diamonds. He even had a diamond the size of my fist in a glass display case. It probably could have bought my childhood home and half the neighbors’ places.

      “Good game today,” Trent said, sitting behind his desk and pulling out a cigar box from the top drawer.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      His fingers, just as thick as the smoke, worked methodically to get out the cigar and light it before pulling it to his lips and taking a puff. Thick gray smoke rolled from his nose and lips around the cigar. “Want one?” he asked.

      “No, thank you,” I replied, watching him, wondering what this meeting was about. I’d played for the team several years now and had met with him personally only a handful of times.

      “You’ve done a lot for this team,” Trent said around the smoke.

      I dipped my head in acknowledgement. “This team is as much my family as the people I grew up with in Cottonwood Falls.”

      He pulled the cigar from between his lips, holding it with his pointer and middle finger. “I’m glad you see it that way, because I have a favor I’d like you to do for me.”

      I nodded slowly. You couldn’t exactly turn down a request from the team’s owner, even if he posed it as a “favor.”

      “My daughter has taken a shine to you, and it would mean a lot if you’d take her out on a date without letting her know we had this particular conversation.”

      An image of his daughter, Felicity, came to mind. I slammed a mask over my face so my initial reaction wouldn’t show.

      Felicity was an up-and-coming model with a vocal fry, and every positive thing she said was followed by a “but.” I’d spent all of five minutes around her at team functions and that was more than enough.

      A date with her sounded like torture, and that was saying something considering I subjected myself to ice baths on a daily basis. “Just one?” I asked.

      “A handful. Why not see where it goes? Hell, you might hit it off and be my new son-in-law.” He chuckled heartily, then choked on his smoke and coughed for a minute.

      I scratched the back of my neck. “Mr. Reynolds, I...”

      Trent’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not seeing someone, are you?” he said.

      I felt like I was on the field, judging the defense, eyeing the open players, trying to find a way out of the heavy defensive line coming in to take me out. Not sitting here in this cushy office on a hard chair after the time had run from the clock.

      I opened my mouth to say something, anything to back me out of this corner, when he said, “Because if you aren’t seeing someone, then you’re rejecting my daughter for no good reason. She’s a beautiful girl, comes from a good family, a family that’s given quite a lot to you and your charities. I would hate to see that relationship sour.”

      My stomach clenched. The Diamonds contributed generously to my charity, and the thought of them yanking funding just because I wouldn’t go on a date with his daughter put things into perspective.

      “So unless you’re taken,” he continued, “I expect you to take my daughter out and behave like the gentleman the world thinks you are and continue to do so until she tires of your company.”

      There was no arguing. So I nodded, stood to leave. Then he tapped his cigar against a crystal ashtray and said, “I believe your contract comes up for negotiations at the end of this season. Would hate for you to lose your spot so close to home.”

      My jaw tightened. I didn’t take well to bullies. But typically, bullies were scared shitless and had no power once someone stood up to them. This bully held my life and all I’d worked for in his hands.

      So I had a decision: I could either come up with a relationship that didn’t exist or let him win.

      As my sandals swished over the concrete floor, echoed off the cinder block hallways, I had to wonder... Was dating his daughter worth it? I made sacrifices all the time—eating to a specific diet, waking early when it would be easier to sleep in, working my body until it protested with each step. Was this all that different?

      I rounded the corner to the locker room, and my family started cheering.

      They were already waiting for me. Usually I had time to shower before they met me here, but now I felt a mess. Especially as my dad stepped forward and wrapped me in a hug. His weatherworn face crinkled into a smile as he stepped back and said, “I’m so proud of you, son. For what you do on and off the field.”

      His kind words hit my heart like a vice clamping shut. What if I couldn’t play football here anymore? What if my charity had to close down because I refused to have a relationship with the owner’s daughter?

      The question had barely passed my mind before my four brothers, two of their wives, and their kids took turns telling me good job. Well, all except my seven-year-old niece, Emily, who had been my biggest constructive critic since I met her and her mom a couple years back.

      I picked up her three-year-old brother, Jackson, holding him between me and Emily like a shield. “Can’t be too rough on me, Em. I’m holding a baby.”

      “I’m a todd-ah-yer,” Jackson protested.

      Everyone laughed while Emily launched into her usual post-game recap. “Coach Hinkle needs to have you throwing more,” she said, wise beyond her years. “Why’s he having you run this early in the season? We don’t want you getting injured. That would be a catastrophe! Especially before playoffs.” She gesticulated wildly, making the purple bow in her hair wobble.

      Jackson squirmed, and I set him down on the ground. His shoes lit up as he went back to his mom. As she picked him up, she gave me an apologetic look. But I shook my head at her. “I’m one of the biggest QBs in the league,” I said. “I can take it.”

      Emily tilted her head. “You’re two inches taller than average and twenty pounds heavier. Not that big of a difference.”

      I held my hand over my chest, pretended to be wounded while all four of my brothers guffawed at her comment.

      For the first time, Emily looked a little abashed. “What? It’s true.”

      “You’re right about the throwing, Em. I said the same thing to Coach after the game.”

      She smiled proudly in response.

      Then I said to everyone, “Thanks for coming, guys. Means a lot you could be here.”

      My oldest brother gave me a quick hug. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      My other brothers nodded in agreement.

      A tight spot formed in my throat, and I swallowed it down. “See you all next weekend for the game?”

      Everyone said they’d be back, except for my youngest brother, who had to prep for a college exam early the next day.

      We said a quick goodbye and I went to the locker room, my chest feeling heavy as I shed my clothes, grabbed a towel, and went to shower. I walked past my teammates, stepped under the stream of hot water, and closed my eyes just before the water covered my skin, soothing my bruised and tired body.

      But I couldn’t relax. Not with this problem standing before me.

      I didn’t want to date Felicity. Didn’t want to let the bully win. There had to be a solution...

      And then in my mind’s eye, I saw her. Not Felicity.

      Mia, smiling up at me with big blue eyes, soft blond hair framing her pale face, and the way her lips curled around her words as she thanked me just for showing up.

      Could she be the answer?

      I shook my head. She was the CEO of a billion-dollar corporation. She had better things to do than fake date a football player.
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      I stood in front of the board for our quarterly meeting, just having presented my plan for acquiring Andersen Avenue. I knew I’d crushed the presentation, even though it wasn’t a project Griffen Industries typically invested in.

      All I needed was a majority vote in favor of the acquisition, and I could extend an official offer to them before another investment banker realized what a good move the Andersen sisters were and took our chance.

      “This will use the rest of our allotment for acquisitions for the year,” I said. “Unless there’s anything else, we can move forward with the vote.”

      Several people were nodding their heads, shifting like they were getting ready, but then Thomas stood from his chair. “Actually, I have something else...”

      As the CFO, Thomas had missed his calling as a model or a high-powered politician. With a head full of thick brown hair, a winning smile surely assisted by veneers that were flawless, an impeccable wardrobe, and a wife who talked him up at all company functions, he was well-liked within the company. By pretty much everyone except me. I felt like he’d been trying to undermine me since I started in my role as CEO.

      Everyone turned to watch him, and I used the distraction to veil the frustration on my face. I sat back down at the long white table, settling into the sleek office chair with chrome finishings.

      Now that he had the floor, he said, “Griffen Industries has a long track record of successful investments. None of them in this space. I’d like to find an alternate to propose to the board, more in line with our typical acquisitions and present it at the next meeting.”

      My gaze narrowed at him. Thomas hadn’t even mentioned this in any of our meetings.

      The CTO said, “Can’t be a bad idea to have more options, right, Mia?”

      I ground my teeth together. “I wasn’t aware we needed more options.”

      “Investing based on emotions and goodwill isn’t what got Griffen Industries to this point. But it sure as hell will drive us into the ground.”

      It took all I had not to slug him. “Ignoring data and stalling for another quarter, there’s a chance another firm will extend an offer they can’t turn down.”

      Thomas leveled his gaze at me. “Have they had other offers?”

      Damn it. “Not at this time. Which puts us at an advantage so we don’t have to compete with other offers.”

      Thomas said, “It seems like the fair thing to do is vote. All in favor of waiting for an additional, potentially more proven investment option?”

      I clenched my fists under the table as, one by one, a majority of the people at the meeting raised their hands.
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        * * *

      

      I got back to my office and slammed my notebook on my desk, chest heaving with frustration. Those fucking assholes.

      I didn’t even have to close my eyes to remember Thomas standing pompously at the front of the boardroom, saying, “Investing based on emotions and goodwill isn’t what got Griffen Industries to this point. But it sure as hell will drive us into the ground.”

      My jaw tensed as I shucked my heels and paced in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows of my high-rise office, giving me an unmatched view of Dallas that I couldn’t even appreciate right now.

      I’d done everything in the board meeting to show them how this could be beneficial for Griffen Industries, including a detailed presentation showing them we could be profitable within the first three years while building goodwill with the public. Something priceless for a company like ours.

      I thought some of them were going for it, but Thomas was quick to turn the tables. I had no doubt he’d come back next quarter with some bland company to acquire, just like ones we’d done before. But deep down, I knew he wasn’t opposing this acquisition because it could be big for the company—only because it would be good for me.

      A knock sounded on my glass door, and I turned to see my assistant, Vanover, with the door cracked. He looked stylish and professional as usual, his wavy brown hair gelled back and his suit perfectly tailored. “Tallie is here,” he said. “I can tell her to fuck off.”

      I managed a smile, grateful for him. For some levity amidst my frustration. “It’s okay, Van. Send her in.”

      He shrugged like he wouldn’t mind the chance to annoy my head of PR. “Can I get you something? Perhaps some ice water to dump on that hot head of yours?”

      I rolled my eyes. “An ashwagandha green tea would be nice.” My wellness specialist had given me several tips to help with the stress that came with this job. And since I didn’t want to have a heart attack at fifty thanks to stupid Thomas, I followed most of her advice.

      Vanover nodded and left for a moment before returning with Tallie Hyde. She had a sharp nose and an equally pointed gaze with hazel eyes, pale skin, and a caramel-colored bob.

      She glanced from my head to my bare feet. “Grounding only works if you’re not six hundred feet in the air,” she deadpanned.

      I gave her a wry smile. “Is something happening? We don’t have a meeting scheduled.” The last thing I needed right now was a crisis.

      “We do now,” she said, approaching my glass meeting table with an armful of manila folders. Her short hair fell over her face as she leaned over, stacking them neatly on the table.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “You know not all PR happens in the outside world, right? Internal PR is an essential part of my position.”

      I nodded slowly, standing across the table from her. It was important to keep the employees in the organization satisfied and help them feel like a part of the team. One of the reasons I’d been looking for just the right CPO for a while now and why I wrote a “Letter from the CEO” once a month.

      Tallie tucked her bob behind one ear. “Well, Thomas is running a campaign of his own to undermine you as CEO. If you don’t watch out, not only will he tank this acquisition when it comes to a vote next quarter, but he’ll also get you booted from this position at the earliest opportunity.”

      As if on cue, Vanover returned with my tea. If it wasn’t steaming hot, I would have chugged it. He handed it to me, then passed Tallie a cappuccino with a swan swirl on top.

      “Thank you,” she said, taking a sip. I swore her eyes lingered on him a moment longer than usual as he dipped his head and walked away.

      We both sat at the table. I blew on the tea and then took a scalding drink before setting it down. “Tell me you have a plan. Because right now, the only idea I can come up with is decking him in the nose.”

      “Good thing that scenario is included in our emergency procedures.”

      I couldn’t tell if she was joking.

      She took another drink, and for a moment, it struck me how different it was to be sitting at this table with Tallie, when I used to be at the secretary’s desk, watching her work with Gage.

      Life had changed so much in the last few years.

      Immune to my nostalgia, she said, “There are several ways to change your employees’ perception of you. However, most of these are tactics you’re already doing well. Fair pay, generous benefits, time off, a culture of accountability and integrity, volunteering...”

      “But...” I said, eyeing the folders.

      “You can become more relatable, more sympathetic,” she said.

      I raised my eyebrows. Relatable? I’d done everything I could not to be relatable, rising above what society expected of a chubby blond secretary. I’d worked my way up, obtained a master’s degree, worked with the best mentors money could buy. I wanted to be an outlier, not another predictable statistic.

      “How would you suggest I become more relatable?” I asked. “I don’t have time for a puppy.”

      Tallie’s lips quirked in half a smile, and she tugged a folder away from the stack, dropping it on the floor. “What do you think most of our employees do when they go home?”

      I shrugged. “Work out, hang out with family, go on dates, have a life?”

      Tallie nodded. “What if you picked up a sport?”

      “Hot yoga doesn’t count?”

      She shook her head. “Too individual. Maybe softball? We have a company league.”

      I laughed. Genuinely. “Next.”

      She shuffled aside another folder. “You could be seen publicly with your parents. Having aging parents is something so many people can rela⁠—”

      “Next,” I said.

      She opened her mouth to argue, but I shook my head. “My family is off-limits. They are not pawns in this company’s game.”

      Nodding solemnly, she picked up the last folder. “You could have a relationship.”

      I pushed back my chair to stand and started pacing again. “What is this? The eighteenth century? I need a man to gain approval in this company? No. Dating someone just to get ahead is against everything I stand for! I made damn sure nothing ever happened with Gage because when I earned a promotion, I didn’t want anyone to think I’d slept my way to the top.”

      Tallie eyed me evenly, unphased. “Are you done?”

      I pressed my lips together, continuing to pace.

      “What does Thomas’s wife do at every company event? Every day when she brings his lunch to the office?”

      My shoulders sagged as I stared out over the city, the skyline hazy with smog. “She campaigns for him.” We both knew it. Every word out of her mouth was strategic. And charming. And earning Thomas’s favor amongst the board.

      “Can’t we ask an employee to talk me up?” I asked.

      She folded her arms across her chest, making her blazer’s shoulders bunch. “You could. But it won’t be as effective since you’re paying them.”

      “Thomas pays his wife to stay home!” I rebutted. Their kids were all grown, they didn’t have a pet—or really anything their team of housekeepers didn’t care for.

      “We both know plenty of rich housewives who hate their husbands,” she replied. “Thomas’s relationship is refreshing. Gives people hope. That’s something you could have too, with the right partner.”

      My phone speaker buzzed, and Vanover said, “Look sharp.” Our code that someone important was walking through.

      I stalled by my desk and slipped my heels back on. “You have to be kidding me, Tallie. This was your idea? Throw a ball around? Exploit my parents? Date someone? I’m not in middle school. I’m perfectly capable of running a company without a man.” Then I remembered Vanover listened to almost all my meetings so he could take notes. “A man other than Vanover,” I corrected.

      I glanced through the window to see him stifling a smile at the reception desk.

      Tallie stayed seated, keeping her calm far better than me. I practiced a breathing technique, taking two quick breaths and then releasing them slowly.

      “I want you to listen with an open mind,” she said.

      I paused for a long moment. “Okay.”

      She eyed me skeptically.

      “Okay!” I shook out my shoulders and leaned back against my desk.

      “Picture this—you have a high-powered ‘boyfriend,’ someone who is well-liked amongst the company. He comes to charities, galas, and the company picnic with you. In the moments you’re separated, he talks you up to the people who respect him—the ones you’re trying to win over. When the vote comes next quarter, you won’t only have the data and vision on your side—you’ll have the swing vote.”

      I blinked slowly, absorbing her idea.

      Tallie said, “It only takes one person being your hype man, to have confidence in you, to show everyone else that they should too.”

      I looked up at her. “You really think this will work?”

      She squared her shoulders, nodded. “If it doesn’t, I’ll resign.”

      Studying her, I could tell she meant it. “Why would you do this, Tallie?”

      She lowered her gaze and looked back up at me. “My mom and I lived in a homeless shelter after she left my dad. For me, this isn’t just business. This is personal.”

      I nodded. “Okay then, let’s get started.”
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      I walked into an invite-only café in downtown Dallas with my agent, Brock Hudson. Local celebrities were given a golden card to show at the door to ensure we had a semi-private place to spend time together without anyone listening in. Of course the paparazzi had figured this out and were always stationed along the sidewalk with their constantly flashing cameras.

      After getting inside, we picked a couple seats in the corner and ordered drinks. Brock was massive, a former lineman turned agent. He seemed out of place with the café’s stiff, modern chairs and tiny drinking glasses.

      While we waited for our drinks, Brock said, “Why the extra meeting, son?”

      I glanced around just to doublecheck no one was listening. “Things aren’t good, Brock.”

      Brock tensed, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees, making his dress shirt stretch dangerously around his shoulders. “What is it? If it’s that private, we can take it to my office.”

      I shook my head. I knew better than to trust his office, where a team of agents worked. Here, there was music playing loudly that made it impossible to overhear the intimate conversations taking place, and I didn’t bring business to my house. That was my place to relax and be with family. So I explained, “After the game yesterday, Trent suggested my contract may not be up for renewal.”

      “What?” Brock’s eyes widened so far they would have popped out of his head if he’d been a cartoon.

      I glanced up, seeing a server returning with our drinks. She passed me a frosted glass of green tea and gave Brock his espresso in a comically tiny cup. We both thanked her, and I took a sip, just to wet my lips. After she left, I explained, “Trent wants me to date his daughter or risk my spot on the team.”

      “Felicity?” Brock said, looking even more confused. “What’s the problem? She’s a good-looking girl.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “The problem? She’s daddy’s little girl, Brock. She gets what she wants, and apparently that’s a relationship with me. It’s all a distraction from what I should be focusing on. Winning the championship this year instead of sitting on the sidelines watching everyone else celebrate.”

      He twisted his lips to the side, mulling it over. “So it’s date her or get fired?”

      “Unless I have a relationship with someone else...”

      “Do you?” Brock asked, just as the café door opened.

      Camera flashes followed the pair walking inside. Hayden French, a famous singer my nieces adored and... My eyebrows drew together. Mia.

      She looked gorgeous in a dark blue dress that cinched in at her waist and showed off her curves. Her smile came easily as she said something to the singer and they sat down in a pair of chairs near a window. As if he was putting on a fashion show, he withdrew his sunglasses and posed subtly in the reflective window, mussing his hair. Did Mia notice it?

      Brock said, “Are you seeing someone, Ford?”

      My mind snapped back to the conversation, “No. I have shit to do that’s bigger than a relationship.” It came out rougher than I meant it, but Brock didn’t seem to mind.

      “The charity,” he said knowingly.

      I nodded. Even a gulp of tea couldn’t help the tightness in my throat. “But I have about five seconds to start dating someone and make it look real. If Trent’s this serious about me going out with his daughter, imagine how it will go when it’s time to break up.”

      Brock drained the rest of his espresso and then set it down. He took a long moment to wipe his lips with a napkin while he mulled over all the information. “A decision to let you go would not go over well with the fans. Maybe he’s bluffing.”

      I’d considered the possibility but doubted it. If I understood one thing, it was the lengths a person would go to for their family. “Trent can spin my release in any way he likes, and I couldn’t even defend myself because of my NDA,” I returned. “And you weren’t there in his office. He wasn’t bluffing. He meant it.”

      Brock swore and pressed his thick fingertips to his temples. “Give me a second to think.”

      I nodded, sitting back and glancing across the café again, toward Mia. The pop star was making her switch places with him... What the hell?

      She sat down with her back to the window, and sunshine passed through the glass, glancing off her blond hair. She looked like a cherub.

      Now Hayden was looking past her, still mussing his hair. Did he make her change seats so he could see his reflection better?

      Was this a business meeting? Please let it be a business meeting and not a date.

      But then I saw him reach across the table and hold her hand.

      Fuck.

      That wasn’t business meeting behavior, even for vapid pop stars.

      I tried to read Mia, but her friendly smile gave nothing away. Didn’t she know that he didn’t deserve her? That she deserved better than someone so self-obsessed he had hardly given her a second glance despite sitting across from her? How could a person like him ever be faithful with women throwing themselves at him?

      I knew it wasn’t my place to intervene. I was nothing more to her than the friend of her former boss. An acquaintance. And no matter how hot she was, I promised myself a long time ago to stay single until I had accomplished everything I wanted in life. No distractions.

      Brock shifting in his seat caught my eye, and I looked back at him. He steepled his fingers, saying, “Why don’t you take Felicity out, go out with her once a week for dinner? You have to eat sometime.”

      I raised my eyebrows at him. “Brock, women like that hear it’s once a week and are determined to prove you wrong.”

      He sat forward, leaning his elbows on his knees. “So you need help finding a girlfriend then, because that’s the only alternative I’m seeing to going out with Felicity or calling Trent on his bluff.”

      I lowered my gaze. I didn’t want to date at all. I just wanted to focus on the game, on my goals.

      “Your family is here. Your friends are here,” Brock reminded me. “You’ve built up these players and this program. Imagine the hours you’ve put into getting to know your teammates, finding out what makes them tick and getting the best of them... Tell me this, Ford, are you willing to lose your place on the team over this?”

      His hard gray eyes met mine, and I slowly shook my head.

      “You and I both know games aren’t just played on the field. Find a way to win this one. Or call me, and I’m sure I can find you a new team.” Brock got up to leave, tossed a few bills on the table, and walked away.

      I sat back in my chair, frustrated. One of the reasons I signed with Brock was because I liked how straightforward he was with me. But now, the truth was hard to handle. Maybe I was making Felicity worse in my mind because I was rebelling... Maybe she wasn’t so bad?

      Tugging my phone from my pocket, I typed “Felicity Reynolds” into the search bar. Within seconds, several headlines popped up.

      Model-actress continues feud with co-star

      Model reveals sordid details post-breakup

      This model’s Instagram post is causing an uproar, here’s why

      It took all I had not to groan. I didn’t want to be just another headline in her dating history. I didn’t want any part of this.

      I glanced up, seeing Hayden put the charm on Mia. And out of curiosity, I typed her name into the search bar.

      From secretary to CEO

      How this CEO motivates her employees

      CEO sighted volunteering with unhoused for local nonprofit

      I glanced up Mia, knowing if the media could find dirt, they would. Mia didn’t have any. It made me respect her that much more, and frankly, pissed me off that Hayden took for granted the woman who was sitting in front of him. She could do better.
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      Hayden French sat across from me at the posh café in downtown with drink prices so obscene they weren’t listed on the menu and an exclusive guest list more upscale than the one-of-a-kind designer rings Hayden wore on all his fingers.

      He paired the jewelry with skin-tight jeans, distressed sneakers, and a smug smirk on what magazines called “America’s most kissable lips.” And he was perfectly positioned in front of the café’s mirrored windows to have his image reflected back at him.

      Every so often his gaze tracked from my chest to his reflection, and a sparkle lit his eyes.

      I had to give it to him—Hayden French was handsome, and all of America loved him, but not as much as he loved himself.

      I swirled the glass stir stick through my vanilla latte, wondering when this date would finally be over. Hopefully Tallie had a backup plan ready to go.

      “Tell me, Mia, has anyone ever written you into a song?”

      My eyebrows drew together, almost surprised he asked me a question about myself. “My mom used to sing ‘Mama Mia’ to me,” I deadpanned.

      I could have sworn I heard someone snort behind me, but Hayden didn’t crack a smile. Instead, he leaned forward, scrubbing a hand over the short stubble on his chin that made him look perfectly messy. I wasn’t sure what he was about to say, but it wasn’t words he spoke.

      He sang.

      The opening lines to his most popular song, “Hello Beautiful.” But instead, it was “Hello Mia.”

      My cheeks instantly flushed with embarrassment, and I darted my gaze around the café to see if anyone was watching. This was so not on brand for Mia Baird, CEO of Griffin Industries, a multi-billion-dollar corporation making waves in the world like no company had ever done before. It was humiliating to be treated like some kind of groupie.

      “Hayden.” I reached for his hand, only to get him to stop as a rally of applause went through the café.

      I made a mental note to tell Tallie never to set me up on a date with another singer.

      Hayden nodded graciously to his nearest admirers and turned smoldering brown eyes back on me. His gaze flicked to my lips and then back to my breasts before returning to my eyes. “I need to excuse myself for a moment. Be right back, Mia ore.”

      Oh, he did not.

      I forced a smile, and as soon as his back was to me, I got out my phone. There were several texts, one from the mayor, another from my best friend, Farrah, asking me how the date was going, another from Gage responding to a question I had, and then one from Tallie. I tapped out my response.

      
        
        Mia: He’s a 10 but he keeps checking himself out in the windows. He’s a 2.

        Tallie: He’s a 2, but in an office poll, he ranked in the top three favorite celebrities. He’s a 10.

      

      

      She sent me a screenshot from a social media account that was already showing images of us going into the café together. The caption called us a “future power couple.” They also said I was too old for him.

      
        
        Mia: Pass.

      

      

      Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw Hayden sitting across from me again and tucked my phone back in my purse. Just fifteen more minutes of this date before I could excuse myself to my next meeting. But when I looked up, it wasn’t Hayden filling the chair after all.

      My lips parted as I took in the wall of muscle opposite me. Even dressed casually in jeans—that actually fit—a nondescript navy-blue shirt, and a Madigan Ranch ballcap, he breathed influence, power. From the broad shoulders, the pull of the shirt against his biceps, the outline of his quads through his jeans... Damn.

      But with all of that to look at, the part that distracted me most was the green-blue of his eyes, like they couldn’t pick a color so decided to be both.

      “Ford Madigan,” I said with a smirk.

      He grinned. “Mia Baird.”

      I picked up my cup and casually sipped the lukewarm latte. “I’m surprised to see you here. Gage always thought this place was over the top.”

      “I was meeting my agent.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      He had the kind of eyes that smiled even when his lips didn’t, and I had to wonder what he was smiling about this time. “Your family doing well? They must be proud of such a famous son.”

      Ford batted his hand. “My other brothers are giving Dad grandchildren, and all I got was second place at the Super Bowl.”

      That had me laughing, genuinely. And that was rare for me at work when I had to put on the front of determination, power, grace, and do it twice as well as any man had before me.

      A ringed hand dropped onto Ford’s shoulder, and Ford looked up to see Hayden towering over him territorially. The sight was almost laughable, a pop star trying to intimidate the best quarterback in the NFL.

      But Ford handled the tension with ease, standing up and shooting a crooked smile Hayden’s way. “Had to catch up with an old friend.” He stepped away from the chair, adding, “My niece is a huge fan of yours.”

      Hayden’s expression eased, and Ford reached out to shake my hand to say goodbye. As if on instinct, I returned the gesture, feeling more than his large, warm palm. There was a slip of paper in his grip. And something in his eyes told me to keep it a secret.

      I casually held it in my lap as Ford walked away. I watched him return to his seat and take a sip of what looked like green tea.

      Hayden studied me for a moment. “You know him?” His stare was solidly on me now. I tilted my head. Was he... jealous?

      “I do know him.” An awkward silence hung between us, so I continued. “Hayden, I’m sorry, but my phone was blowing up while you were in the restroom. I need to get back to the office and put out a few fires.”

      His expression settled back into the smooth, unbothered façade he put on the cover of every magazine. “Let me walk you to your car.”

      “That’s... nice of you,” I said. Unexpectedly nice.

      We got up, and I swore I could feel Ford’s eyes on me just as surely as I felt Hayden’s hand settle on my back. At least he had the sense not to let it drop too low as we walked out of the café, a million camera flashes sounding around us as paparazzi clamored to ask if we were together.

      “No comment,” I said smoothly as my driver opened the door for me.

      Hayden leaned in, and I realized it was for a kiss. I quickly turned my cheek, feeling the pressure of his lips for half a second, and then ducked into the car. “Goodbye,” I said to him, and my driver, Zeke, an older Filipino man in a sharp black suit, shut the door. As soon as he got in, I said, “Drive. Please.”

      “That bad?” he said, looking at me with amused dark eyes in the rearview mirror.

      “No comment,” I replied with a smile.

      Then I reached to the paper in my hand, unfolding it to see neat handwriting inside.

      You can do better.
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