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Kellan

February 2026

The Scala offices are modern and well-appointed. Last season, my teammate Jordan Devereaux was traded to Atlanta. At his farewell party, I scored a meeting with Valencia Halden. She’s a powerhouse agent who is sought after for her negotiation skills. I signed with her at the initial consultation. Today we’re working on my finer details of my contract. Well, what I’m seeking at least. I’m an unrestricted free agent, which means I have completed four or more accrued seasons. I can sign with any club with no draft-choice compensation owed to my current team. I began my career in Seattle and then was traded to DC.

Truth is, I don’t want to leave DC. More accurately, I don’t want to leave my home. I live modestly. My choices were intentional. The spacious home is decidedly too large for only me. Maybe someday, it won’t be. I’ve been in one place for the last six years. However, the ownership has made moves that have decimated our roster, including losing Jordan, who is the best wideout in the game along with a few key draft picks. For Atlanta, the trade was absolutely worth it. The remaining rostered players won’t be able to compete without him and the others who left or were traded.

“Good morning. How can I help you?” a good-looking man in a tailored suit asks. I’m secure enough in my masculinity to admit another guy is up to par. To be honest, he seems familiar.

“Kellan Oaks. I have an appointment with Miss Halden.”

“Nice to see you again. Micah has nothing but great things to say about you and your work ethic.”

I wrack my brain trying to recall his name. He’s married to Pollin. It’s the same as a cookie brand. “You as well, Tate.”

“Follow me. Miss Halden is finishing a call. She’ll meet you in the conference room.”

“Thank you.”

“Would you like a beverage or snack?”

The customer service here is top-notch. “A bottled water would be great.”

Tate ushers me into a small space with a rectangular table facing out to the rear of the building. The floor-to-ceiling windows boast a distant view of the city. He returns with the beverage and takes his leave.

About ten minutes later, my agent breezes into the room. “I’m sorry for my tardiness.” If I wasn’t friendly with her fiancé and hung up on one woman, I would consider chasing her. Valencia was a model before attending law school and becoming a sports agent. She’s hot as hell. Her blonde hair, blue eyes, and legs for days are precisely my type. 

“No problem.” I sit across from her.

“How is your mom feeling?” she asks.

I’m the youngest of five and was a surprise addition to the family. My mother fell and broke her hip soon before our first meeting. “Much better. She has nearly regained complete mobility.” I’m not surprised. Nellie Oaks is a force. My mother was determined to be fully capable of attending my home games without the assistance of a walker or cane. My siblings have built families of their own and are scattered along the East Coast. DC is a convenient middle ground for her to live... me too. I have ten nieces and nephews ranging from a high school senior down to a toddler. A niggle deep in my chest resurfaces. I want a family, but fatherhood hasn’t worked out for me yet.

“Wonderful to hear. Let’s move on to what you’re looking for.”

I sink deeper into the chair. “I’m not foolish. This contract needs to be heavy with guaranteed money. I have only a few solid years left to play this game.”

“You’re healthy,” she states.

“I am, but I’m also realistic. The strain lasts longer following game day. Instead of feeling 100% on Monday, now it’s more like Wednesday.”

She nods and makes a few notes.

I continue. “I want to stay with DC. However, the roster is thin, and we won’t likely make the playoffs unless the front office shakes things up this offseason.”

Valencia tilts her head. “What is more important to you? Remaining in or winning?”

I have a ring. Championships are the metric by which nearly all careers are measured. I’ll never reach Tom Brady heights of seven wins in the big game. Perhaps I have an outside chance for three rings like Travis Kelce. Old-timers, namely Marv Fleming and Randy Grossman, both tight ends, are tied with four rings apiece. “Honestly, both. It’s unrealistic though. If I had to rank the two, I want another ring before I retire.”

Valencia scribbles a list of teams on the paper in front of her: Atlanta, Los Angeles, Dallas, and DC. She turns the paper in my direction. “I can work these locations. Aside from guaranteed money, what are your requirements?”

My current team is there as a placeholder and nothing more. Leaving will give me the best shot I have to win again. My agent’s list made it crystal clear.

“I don’t have a dollar figure in mind. I’ve been smart and invested well. I’m ranked in the top five tight ends in the league in most categories. The most important are yards after catch and touchdowns. I lead those.”

“I’m aware. Nothing else?”

I shake my head. 

“No business concerns?”

“No, my location doesn’t impact my other endeavors.” I own a few car washes. I’m also a silent partner in a highly successful bistro in the capitol city. 

“Got it.” She wrinkles her nose as if her next question will be invasive. “Relationship concerns?” she asks. 

My stomach bottoms out. An image of Demi flashes in my mind. “We aren’t together right now.” The staff is keenly aware of my on-again, off-again relationship as my ex is a Scala client as well.

“I’m sorry.”

Me too. I hoped we would’ve figured our shit out. Unfortunately, we haven’t despite my desire to do exactly that. She’s the one for me, but we can’t get on the same page.

Our history is as twisty as a roller coaster. We met twelve years ago. I was attending a premiere for a movie in New York City. The film included a high school football team. I was one of the players. A teammate of mine stumbled upon a request for extras in the film. We weren’t even credited. After the viewing, there was a reception at a nearby hotel. I’ve made great strides handling press and large crowds of people since the beginning of my career. Back then, I kept to myself. I slipped out of the party after greeting the necessary people and rode the elevator to the roof. 

When I rounded the corner, a tall woman in a sequined dress was gazing out at the city lights. 

I approached wide to the right so I wouldn’t startle her. “Do you mind if I hang out over here?”

She turned in my direction. She was stunning. Still is to this day with captivating blue eyes and flawless skin. “Of course.”

“Running away from the party?”

She moved closer to me. “Perhaps. You?”

I’m not sure what to make of her narrowing the space between us. “Not a fan of tons of people in one place.”

“Same except... never mind, it doesn’t matter. The view up here is spectacular. Isn’t it?”

“Yes.” I wasn’t looking at the cityscape anymore. I was staring unabashedly at her. I couldn’t pry my eyes away. Forces beyond my control were drawing me into her orbit. I refused to fight it. I took a step closer.

“The city lights are out there.” She hitched her thumb out over the ledge.

I smiled at her. “I know. You aren’t.”

Her shoulders dropped, and she relaxed a bit. “Why are you hiding up here?”

“Needed some space is all. Stealing away from the event was worth it to meet you.” We were about a foot apart at this point. I’d never met a woman as beautiful as her, not in real life anyway, until that night.

“You as well. Up here, I’m just me. Downstairs, I’m—besides I’m sure my handler will find me soon.”

I remember wondering why she needed someone to watch her. When the door burst open and someone shouted, “Demi!” two facts came into immediate focus. First, she was the female lead of the premiere I watched. She was exceptional in the role. We never filmed at the same time. Second, she was too young for me to consider asking for her phone number or acting on the thoughts in my head. 

Respecting women was ingrained in me from early on. Her age didn’t stop the dirty thoughts from running through my mind though. My moral compass did prevent me from pursuing her. While I didn’t know it at the time, Demi is at least five years younger than me.

“Kellan?” Valencia pulls me back to the present. 

“My apologies. I’m currently focusing on finishing out my career ideally with another ring or two.”

“I understand. While I wasn’t in your position exactly regarding your relationship, right person, wrong time is a thing.”

“Thank you. Please feel free to call if you have more questions.”

She stands and extends her hand to me. “I’ll be in touch.”

I nod and exit the room before returning to my vehicle. My truck is a few years old and inconspicuous. Unlike other people in the league, I don’t collect expensive stuff. The drive is only sixty miles, but the traffic in this area is off-the-charts insane. I pull into my garage two hours later.

I keep with my normal routine as much as possible in the offseason. My afternoon recovery session is long but worth it. Despite an overwhelming desire to forget Demi, Valencia’s question about my relationships pulled her front and center. It doesn’t help that the news channel on one of my gym screens flashes her name as an Oscar nominee for best actress in a drama.

Is my pining appropriate? The woman is one of the hottest people on the planet. Why not? She’s an adult. Now we’re exes but still friends. The issues weren’t solely in our relationship. Our downfall was her parents even after she became an adult and our inability to be in the same place together for more than a few months at a time. I scroll through my sent texts list. We haven’t spoken in a few months, yet our text thread going back to the night we met is among the few I keep active.  

Me: Congratulations.

I don’t expect a quick response. For all I know, she could be in a foreign country right now. This nomination is her first as a lead actress but second overall. Despite the space between us both literal and figurative, I’m proud of her. I doubt a second chance or fourth... is in the cards. Reopening communication is as good a start as any since she broke my heart when she walked away from us.
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Demi

“Have a good evening, Miss Goldberg,” my driver states after wheeling my luggage to my front door.

“Jimmy, we’ve talked about this. Please, it’s Demi. Say hello to Sasha, Emily, and Jack for me.”

“I will.” He waits for me to open the front door of my house. The space is huge. However, it met my other needs including privacy, acreage, and the stunning views of Point Dume. The hiking trails and lush landscaping are the perfect jaw-dropping escape for me.

It’s been years, but the memory of my mom’s dirty house still flashes in my mind when I return from a shoot. Her holey clothing and worn shoes, unkempt hair and lack of showering, and overall demeanor were symptoms I missed at my young age. The money I sent to run the household wasn’t being used for its intended purpose. My mother was an addict. It’s the main reason my father abandoned us. He left me to help her when I was too young to do it.

She has never nor will ever step foot in this home. I’m not difficult. My profession allows me to pay for the things I require. A clean home and stocked fridge are a must. Carol is a godsend and makes sure everything is ready when I finish a film. She has been my housekeeper since I bought this place about seven years ago. Carol cleans and makes sure I have food both prepared and ingredients for meals. I’m not a great cook, but I won’t starve.

My last film was set in Italy. The country is gorgeous. The food is to die for when I wasn’t on set. I only had two opportunities to explore. Otherwise, it wasn’t home. I’m a creature of habit. Without a second thought, I walk to the laundry room and start a load of clothes. I have more outfits, but domestic tasks are soothing to me. 

With a bottled water and a bowl of fruit, I wander outside to my patio and take a seat. The fresh air and stunning sunset settle me. While unusual for me, I shut off my phone earlier today. Award season is beginning.

Over the course of my career, I’ve been blessed with exceptional roles and directors. My film The Woman in Black from last year is short-listed for an Oscar. It was the third time I worked with Ellis Barnett. His screenplay and direction were impeccable. I’m not one to boast, but my performance of his nuanced and pitch-perfect words was monumental. I’m afraid to want the nomination let alone the award itself. I’ve been chosen for an Oscar in a supporting role before. I was young, naïve, and didn’t win. 

After a deep cleansing breath, I power on my phone. Numerous notifications chime. One stands out. Kellan has a personalized sound for his messages. Always has. When we were younger, I knew to find a private place to read or listen. Back then, his name was disguised, if you will. Now, a select handful of people have my personal number. Everyone else goes through my agent. Kellan and I have been on-again, off-again for years. We went through a myriad of ups and downs together but could never make it work long term. Most of our issues were certainly from my parents. 

Not accurate. I refused to let him give up his career despite his offer. I loved him. If I’m being honest with myself, I still do. I swallow hard and open my text messages.

Kellan: Congratulations.

I don’t bother looking at the actual announcement. Kellan wouldn’t reach out to me for a team award. He would for a personal one though.

Me: Thank you. Where in the world are you?

Kellan: Home. You?

Surprisingly, he answers almost immediately given the time difference. It’s nearly ten p.m. in Great Falls, Virginia.

Those four letters punch me in the gut. That was our main issue. We could never find a place to call home together. With our crazy schedules, we were apart more often than not.

Me: Home as well. I live in Malibu.

Instead of typing his answer, a video chat request pops on my screen.

I may be a sought-after, newly minted two-time Oscar nominee, but I accept the invitation without hesitation. Kellan has seen me first thing in the morning with makeup staining my face and dressed in couture gowns for premieres.

“Hi, Dolce.” He chose it because the dress I was wearing when we first met was designed by Dolce & Gabbana. The word also translates to “sweet” in Italian. I used the name Knockout for him because at that time, he was the hottest guy I’d ever seen. Also, I didn’t want anyone who had access to my phone to connect Kellan and the phone number.

I grin at his endearment for me. He didn’t use it the last time we saw each other. Perhaps we were too busy fucking on every imaginable surface for nostalgia. In my heart, I know that isn’t true. He was still angry and hurt. Now, he seems to have softened a bit. “It’s nice to see your face.”

“You too.” 

We stare at each other in silence for what seems like a year but totals at least a minute. He looks fantastic. Kellan hasn’t aged a bit aside from adding about twenty pounds of lean muscle. He smiles, and my heart clenches when his dimple hollows out. It is one of my favorite attributes of his.

“Did you take your vacation yet?” 

We aren’t jumping into the deep end of conversation immediately. The last time we broke up five years ago was difficult. After that, we had an off-season booty call after my agent’s wedding that lasted a few months. Our texts and chats have been few and far between as well as short on details and depth. 

“No. I wanted to decompress at home after the horrible end of my season first.”

“Your record wasn’t your fault. The team can’t expect to win after trading away the best players on the roster.”

He smirks at me. “Checking up on me?”

“Never stopped. We may not be able to find a home base or enough time to grow together as a couple, but everything else in our relationship worked. Right?” My gut churns with conflicting emotions. 

The only sacrifice we haven’t made for each other is our careers. We’ve held strong during tough times like when Kellan was injured during training camp in his third season. He was there when my mother.... No matter what, when life was hard, Kellan and I were present for each other. 

He gazes toward the ceiling and gathers his thoughts. It looks like he’s in his bedroom judging from the pillows behind him. Silence echoes along the phone line from coast to coast.

“Kellan?” When he doesn’t answer, I whisper, “I’m sorry.” Our breakups, if you will, were generally mutual. The last and most difficult was my choice. 

He exhales slowly and meets my gaze. “No apology necessary. You aren’t wrong. When we are together in the same place, things are amazing. When our careers and locations clash, it sucks.”

I couldn’t have said it better myself. 

He adds, “Our breakup seems to be working out for you. A second Oscar nomination is huge.”

“That film was a heart-wrenching role but worth it.”

“You were phenomenal.”

“Checking up on me?” I echo his question from earlier.

“Never stopped.”

My throat tightens when the gravity of my choice to end trying to be together settles in. I couldn’t let him give up on his dream for me. I love the fact he was willing to do it, but I felt like he would regret his decision later in our life. 

“Maybe we should move on?” I suggest. Nothing has changed. I’m uber-busy with filming, and he’s a successful professional football player. 

“To what?” he asks.

We spent hours upon hours hashing out the pros and cons of long distance and lengthy periods of time apart. Nothing has changed. “Are you staying in DC?”

He drags his hand down his face. “Probably not. Valencia knows her stuff. My team has no chance to make the playoffs. She created a list of teams that have a need for my unique skill set.”

“Cap room too?”

He laughs heartily. “Yeah.”

“Willing to share where?” I ask. A sliver of hope he could be closer to me, despite our current friends-only status, blooms in my heart. We’re more than that. We know every inch of each other from scars to birthmarks and emotional pitfalls.

“Atlanta, Los Angeles, and Dallas. Val left DC on the list, but the inclusion was for me. The front office would be wise to trade me for younger players.”

A small part of me cheers. He could be closer for two of the teams. Does his location change anything between us? I would love nothing more. Will it? Probably not. “All three give you a great chance to win another ring, especially Atlanta with Jordan.”

His eyes widen, and he shakes his head.

“What?” I ask, wondering the cause of his concern.

“That was pretty much what I said to Val.”

A laugh bubbles from my belly. 

“One of my favorite sounds.”

Every time he’s nice to me makes me rethink if my decision was right. My gut said he would regret choosing me. Fun and light calls like this give me pause. Did I give up the best man for me based on some sense of misplaced reverse chivalry? 

“Thank you.”

“Welcome.”

“When will you know where you’re going to end up?”

He shrugs. “Within a month or so. Why?”

“If the West Coast calls, perhaps we could share a meal?” Fear of rejection zips through me. I hurt him when I refused to let him retire. He told me as much.

A gorgeous smile graces his face, masking a slight hesitance, in my opinion. “That sounds great. It was nice talking to you. We should do it more.”

“Yes. Good night, Kellan.” I close my mouth to let my brain catch up before “I love you” pops out.

“Sweet dreams, Dolce.”

I end the call and stare at the dark sky over Point Dume. Would we be able to make us work if he were traded to Los Angeles? My filming schedule this year isn’t as nuts as the last three. Plus, only one is outside of my home state. Ironically, the location is in Maryland.

I squash the butterflies in my heart, mind, and belly. He said talking, not marriage. He’s my person, and I look forward to sharing more with him again.
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Kellan

Rekindling my relationship with Demi on paper would be perfection. As she said, the issue was time together and building a home. We broke up because she refused to allow me to retire. I know how that sounds. Refused. I was willing to give up my career and follow her around to gain face time and proximity. 

Instead of accepting my offer, Demi walked away from me. Devastation would be an apt description of my response. My life was rough for a while. I found myself dialing her number and hanging up. Unhealthy would be another way to explain the same. 

My college roommate yanked me out of my funk. Darius Mosby pounded on my door three mornings after she left. He kept showing up until I was acting semi-normal again. He’s a standup guy and great friend. He played linebacker in college. Darius was drafted in the later rounds but didn’t make a fifty-three-man roster. He shifted to selling luxury real estate for athletes and celebrities. Darius married his college sweetheart, and they have three sons. Before I leave for the facility today, I send him a text.

Me: Hey, bro! Can you talk?

Darius: I’ll call you in ten.

After driving to the stadium, I grab my gym bag and step out of my truck. My off-season routine includes a six-mile hike each morning. Normally, I would be outdoors, but today I’m using the simulator at the facility. Plus, I will be left alone. The team gym is a ghost town this early.

I start the system and select my path. As soon as I get moving, my phone rings.

I answer through my headphones. “What’s up?”

Darius laughs. “Morning to you too.”

The pad incline increases, and I push on. “How are Roni and the boys?”

“She’s kicking butt and taking names as the CFO of her company. My sons are amazing, but they never sit still for longer than a minute.”

I grin. “Maybe you’re secretly wishing for a daughter now.”

“No way. One woman is all I can handle. How are things with you?”

Darius doesn’t begrudge me my success in the sport we both love. “I’m working the free agent market.”

I imagine my friend shaking his head. “You don’t need me to assess your options. How is Demi?”

My heart sinks. Do I only call him when it’s about Demi? “How do you know?”

“I’m your brother from another mother. She’s the only person on the planet who will make you reach out for advice from an old married guy.”

I chuckle again and continue along the path on the screen. “We aren’t old. You are one of a few happily married guys I know.”

Darius understands both the football and non-football parts of life.

“Where are your options?”

I share the same information Val gave me with him while I continue walking. 

“Did you look at their current rosters?” he asked.

“I have, but you and I both know, the players could be drastically different by the season opener in six months.” Atlanta is looking for a tight end and a wideout. Los Angeles needs those positions plus a safety. Dallas is the same plus a solid veteran quarterback. The current player holding the spot had a horrid season last year. 

“True, but you have to prioritize what you want. Is it her or rings?”

“Both.” Always have. “I was willing to give up everything for her before. I may be getting a little bit ahead of myself. She invited me to dinner when I go to the West Coast for my interview.”

“She’s not working at the moment?”

“I opened the conversation with congratulatory wishes. We talked for a bit. I only know she’s home now.” Perhaps I should’ve asked. I’m willing to jump headlong into a relationship with her again without all the details. Foolish, I’m aware.

“I know she’s your better half. So does Demi. The two of you need an honest, hard-core, no-holds-barred conversation if you start over. You both need to be all in, or it won’t work.” Darius sums up the twisty thoughts in my head in a few succinct sentences.

Demi is the love of my life. I want another shot to make it work. “You’re saying start slow then.”

“Bro. I was there to pick up the pieces of your shattered heart. I know she’s the only woman who ever made you feel worthy. Be sure if you try again. I don’t believe you can recover a second time.”

Not sure I did from the first time. I’ve spent the last five years going on first date after first date. The women were CEOs and business owners and even a rock singer. They were accomplished like Demi in different industries. I never found anything remotely close to what I had with Demi from only phone calls and texts. 

“I hear you. I’ve been drawn to her since the moment we met. I can’t shake her. Honestly, I don’t want to. I tried and failed to move on.”

“I had a front row seat. You deserve to be happy. You’ve always wanted to create a home and fill it with kids. You failed there last time.”

He isn’t wrong. We were never in the same place for more than a few months. Our time together was too short to continue to build what we started all those years ago when we were young and naïve about the real world.

“Thanks, man. I appreciate the talk.”

“You’re welcome. I expect a visit and tickets if you land in Atlanta.”

I grin. “Deal. I’ll fly you and the fam out to a game wherever I suit up in the fall.” The call ends, and I continue my walk. The sun hasn’t risen yet for her. I imagine her in a king-size bed curled up in a fetal position near one of the corners. 

The system alerts me to the last quarter of my program, and the walking pad slows significantly. I finish up, shower, and return to my truck. 

Once seated, I dial my agent.

“Good morning, Scala Talent. How may I direct your call?”

“Valencia Halden please. This is Kellan Oaks.”

“Nice to hear from you. Maybe I can help you? She’s in a meeting already this morning.”

“Tate?”

“The one and only.” 

“I want to send flowers to Miss Goldberg for her nomination. Can you provide the address to Flowers Galore in Los Angeles?”

“I’d be happy to.”

“Thank you. Please say hello to Micah for me.” Micah is Tate’s husband and my DC teammate. 

“Will do. Have a nice day, Mr. Oaks.” 

I shake my head. I don’t know how many times I’ve requested he use my first name. 

I ask Google for the number. My phone instantly pulls the information from my contacts. I never deleted anything pertaining to our relationship, including her favorite flower shop. After pulling out of the lot, I place an order with instructions Scala Talent will provide the address.

When I arrive home, I grab some food and tackle some work in my office. I monitor my businesses at least every other day. A few hours later, worried I’m about to overstep, I call Demi.

“Hey there!” she answers immediately.

“Hi. Is it too early?”

She guffaws. In my head I see her waving her hand as if to indicate the call is no big deal. “Not at all. Jet lag didn’t hit me this time. How was your workout?”

I would frown, but she knows my routine is unlikely to change. “It was light and easy. Then I caught up on my businesses. You?”

“Still chillin’ with my morning coffee.”

“Have you decreased your consumption?”

Demi laughs heartily. “Not at all. Have you come over to the dark side yet?”

“Perhaps.” When we broke up, I restricted myself to only one cup of coffee a day. 

“Do tell,” she urges.

I laugh. “I may have eased up a bit and enjoy more servings of joe every now and then.”

“Well, well, well. Good for you.”

“How’s it going there?” I ask. The last time she was nominated, we were together. The calls, flowers, and gifts were incessant. My flowers will be different from the others though. I also know Demi will donate the blooms from anyone other than her agent, Ellis Barnett, and me.

“I sent a truckload of flowers to the hospital before you called.”

“Did you keep any of the unconventional gifts?”

“Sadly, there weren’t any this time. The framed movie ticket you made me for my first nomination is the best unconventional gift I’ve ever received.” 

We were off-again when her first film debuted in the theaters but on-again when it was award season. I saw the movie on opening day. I framed my ticket and gave it to her. I have a stub for each of her films. As far as I’m aware, she doesn’t know I attend every project. Nearly all are from opening weekend except for one. We were playing in Mexico, and I couldn’t pull it off. 

“You never know.” I stand and walk down the hall to my office. I open her drawer and locate the ticket for this nominated film. Yes, she has a drawer in my home she’s never been to. I put it in an envelope and order another frame to match the previous design. If I’m lucky, I can bring it to her when I visit LA. 
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Demi

“I suppose there is still time for an unconventional gift to arrive.” I have known Kellan more than half of my life. He is the only person who put me first. I threw that back in his face when I broke up with him. Shaking my head, I move onto a different topic. “How is Mama?”

He sighs heavily. 

“Did I miss something?” Before I overthink, I switch to a video call.

His gorgeous face fills my screen after he accepts. “She fell in her front yard last summer and broke her hip.”

I gasp and cover my mouth. “Oh, Kellan. I’m sorry.” Why didn’t you call? is on the tip of my tongue. Not blurting it out is the miracle of all miracles. Even when we were off, we showed up for each other. 

“Thanks. She’s a determined lady. Mama had a goal of walking without assistance to the last home game.”

I nod. “I’m sure she was cheering in the family section.” My stomach rolls. I pushed him and his supportive family away. The Oaks treated me better than my own.

“You know it.”

A small laugh bubbles up. “And your siblings? What is the niece and nephew count these days?”

Kellan shares details about his family, including his ten nieces and nephews. “Marcus will be attending Bama in the fall.”
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