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The Turnover Series has adult content and themes that may trigger certain readers. Not every book has all of these, but if there is content that would like to be avoided, please review the following before proceeding:

Present day:


	Alcohol and alcoholism

	Anxiety

	Attempted rape

	Cheating

	Depression

	Drugs and drug abuse

	Physical abuse

	Profanity

	PTSD

	Slut shaming



Flashbacks and mentions of:


	Car accident

	Cheating

	Depression

	Emotional abuse

	Parental death

	Suicide

	Teenage prostitution including sexual abuse and sexual exploitation
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Prologue

Jax
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You know that weird state of consciousness where reality and fantasy blend together, only to confuse the shit out of your brain?

That’s where I am.

Dazed and confused, but not in the good stoner-movie kind of way. 

The something bad happened last night kind of way.

Something really bad. 

I have these thin, surface-level nail scratches on my chest to prove it.

I’ve been here before, a long time ago. Before I was old enough to vote, I knew what the comedown from drugs felt like. 

It felt like this—revolting.

Nausea swims slowly through my system like a shark patiently waiting for the kill. My toothpaste tastes like shit, yet I keep brushing anyway while avoiding my own eyes in the bathroom mirror. 

I’m making my whole goddamn Warriors football team wait for me while I get myself together for our chartered flight to NYC. 

There’s no fucking way I would leave without brushing my teeth after the several rounds of vomiting I’ve done since being woken up.

Owen Church, my best friend and teammate, rummages through my bedroom, grabbing my suitcase and carry-on duffel to bring out to the waiting SUV. He’s a blend of pissed at me and confused as to how I could have possibly overslept and look so disheveled.

Going through the motions as best I can, I spit into the sink, rinse my mouth with a little too much mouthwash, and pack up my toiletry bag. I squeeze my eyes shut and drop my head, bracing my hands with white-knuckled force on the sink as another wave of near-vomiting hits me. 

Fuck. 

What the hell happened last night?

“Dude,” O quietly breaks through my raging headache and tsunami of nausea. “Did Natalie stay over last night?”

I take a deep and calculated breath, gradually opening my eyes and gazing at myself in the mirror. 

Ugh, gross. 

Swollen, dark circles beneath my bloodshot eyes, horrifically chapped lips, and beneath this t-shirt there are nail scrapes all over my upper body. If it wasn’t for those, I’d assume I have food poisoning. Too bad that’s not what this is. I’d welcome a stomach bug over drugs detox any day. 

“No,” I croak out, my dry throat holding back my usually firm voice. “Why?”

“There are blue panties on your floor.”

I swivel my head to look at him standing at the end of my bed, looking down at them with a quirked eyebrow. Carefully, I swallow and straighten, then make my way into my bedroom to pack the rest of my things and get out of here. 

My mind attempts to remember last night and how it’s possible blue panties ended up on my floor. 

I was with Natalie at her place. 

She said she’s coming to New York.

I left.

Came home.

Wondered where my creepy fake girlfriend was.

Showered and ate a late snack.

That’s it. I don’t remember anything after sitting in the kitchen and eating.

I pass O on my way to my bags, his eyes watching me carefully. He knows something is off with me, but I appreciate his lack of interrogation. This morning I woke up naked with him pouring ice water on my face, saying he couldn’t shake me awake.

Blue panties?

I drop my toiletry bag in my leather duffel and zip it, feeling like everything is so much fucking work right now. 

“What size?” I look at him then jerk my head toward the baby blue polka-dot satin fabric on the floor. Those definitely aren’t Natalie’s. She doesn’t wear underwear like that.

He furrows his brow and looks down at them, then back to me. “I’m not touching them if you don’t know whose they are.”

“You’ll touch them if I give you a name?”

Stuttering he backtracks with a smirk. “I-I mean...maybe?”

I sigh and try to scrub the pain from my face, not remotely amused. “I don’t know what the fuck happened last night.”

Silence stretches between us—him trying to understand how that’s possible and me, well, doing the same.

“Did you get drunk? Coach is going to ream your ass.”

I drop my body heavily into the brown leather chair adjacent to my bed. “No, dipshit. Just grab something and tell me what size they are.”

He groans but retreats to the bathroom. Moments later he’s holding the panties up with tweezers and inspecting them like a crime scene investigator. 

“Extra small.”

Bile fills my throat so fast I’m instantly light-headed. 

I stand and stagger past him to the bathroom and slam the door, barely making it to the toilet before my entire body jerks and heaves what’s left of my stomach into the bowl.

Of course, they’re extra small.

McKenna.
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Chapter 1

Natalie
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Life happens quickly, whether we’re ready for it or not. 

Some moments are planned and take you down the path you had prepared for your entire life. Other moments come out of nowhere and swivel you onto a completely different journey.

Reflecting on the last few years, I must admit there have been unexpected, unplanned changes to my path that have taken me into the arms of a life I’m sincerely loving.

I’m a successful, five-star-rated Better Business Bureau business owner of Basilico Catering, co-owned with my best friend, Greta Wagner. A catering company specializing in Italian cuisine with a fusion-style twist. 

I’m an independent woman—breaking an engagement and leaving home for the great unknown has proven to be the best decision I’ve ever made.

Lastly, I’m...in love? 

Two months ago, I couldn’t have cared less about love, relationships, or football. 

Now, different story. 

“Pass the wings, my cramps are raging,” my aforementioned best friend-slash-business partner, Greta, requests before finishing her second pint of beer and immediately picking up her third. 

Handing over the basket of crispy buffalo wings, I laugh at her monthly attempt to cure menstrual pain with spicy, fried foods and gallons of light beer. Principally, the opposite of what women are supposed to do during our periods. 

Greta’s not the kind to do what she’s told.

“You’re disgusting,” I tell her, reaching to wipe sauce from her cheek. 

She shrugs and bites into a ranch-covered wing, purposely making gross suckling sounds while pulling the meat from the bones.

“Are you sure Owen asked you to be his girl-friend? Did you mishear the word ‘offend’?” 

She drops what’s left of the wing into the basket and replies, “Har har. The only offend-sive thing I’ve done to that sequoia is ruin sex with anyone else. He will never fuck another woman again without missing me.”

I roll my eyes, shaking my head with a smile as she sucks on her buffalo sauce-covered fingers one by one like she’s a porn star in the middle of an explicit scene. 

“If they win is he going to use his Super Bowl ring to propose so he doesn’t have to fuck someone else ever again?”

Grabbing a wet nap and cleaning up, she contemplates this for a minute. “That wouldn’t be how I’d want his proposal to go. He’ll have to try a hell of a lot harder, and be my man for a lot longer, to get me to say yes.”

“Oh, come on, Gret. You’d really say no?”

She rolls her eyes. “Don’t put ideas into my hormonal head.”

Laughing, I turn and stare at the TV screens just over her right shoulder where ESPN is broadcasting an interview with a few former Super Bowl winners, asking them who they think will win this Sunday and why. “I’m jealous. I want the girlfriend title.”

She scoots her chair closer to hold my hand and squeeze, frowning wordlessly.

We’re in a horribly lit dive bar in Brooklyn taking a break from playing NYC tourists to ensure Greta’s cramps stay at bay. She was raised by a fearless, bohemian mother and an outrageously wealthy stepfather here in NYC, which doesn’t translate to why dive bars have always been her thing, but I think she gets this side from her absent biological father—the rebel. She told me when we first met that dive bars are her sanctuary; her safe space to hide from her troubles. 

As I look around, I see it. There’s anonymity between these stools and dart boards.

The reason for her silent sympathy makes my heart cringe. 

Her new boyfriend, Owen Church, is a fullback on the Chicago Warriors professional football team. He’s also teammates and best friends with this guy I’ve been semi-secretly seeing, superstar wide receiver Jackson Chase. 

When I say superstar, I mean he’s famous. Magazine covers and paparazzi and millions of social media followers. He’s a blend of naïve to his fame and too humble to care. Because of his fame we’ve had to stay in the shadows to not draw attention.

The night Jax and I met is a moment in my life I’ll never forget. It’s the most recent example of how my life’s path has been diverted without my ability to see it coming, or do anything to stop it. Not that I’d change a second of our time together so far. 

He’s so worth it. 

Greta and I’s company had been hired to cater the Warrior’s holiday party in early December. After dessert service was complete, I’d stepped out of the kitchen for a glass of wine and to get off my feet at the quiet corner of the bar. Jax had almost immediately spotted me, offered me a shot at the bar, placed his hands on my skin and lips to my ear, and I was done. 

The catch, because there’s always a damn catch, is that he has a girlfriend. Sort of.

McKenna James is the daughter of the owner of Jax’s football team. She’s hellbent on creating a permanent relationship with Jax, regardless of the means necessary. Her obsession seems to know no bounds.

Her father, Edwin James, extorted Jax to publicly date her during this football season to fix her image and possibly set her straight from her post-college life of drugs, alcohol, and promiscuity. 

The prize for Jax, the team’s golden boy, was a guaranteed contract renegotiation with the Warriors. Though I don’t completely understand football, I do understand business deals and fighting to be paid what you’re worth. Which, he says, is why he said yes.

Unfortunately, Jax’s pretend commitment to McKenna didn’t help her sobriety and they ended up simply cohabiting while she begged for a real relationship during drunken arguments. In his perspective, he was just biding his time with her until pen hits paper this March. 

But when he and I crossed paths, we couldn’t help ourselves.

I initially had reservations with their arrangement but understood his dilemma and figured we could be secret lovers until his new contract is signed. I wasn’t looking for anything serious, so it worked for both of us to maintain a casual, physical relationship. 

I’ve only been with one man before Jax, and he said he doesn’t sleep around, so it’s laughable we tried to be casual. Two people in their late twenties who have never had anything close to casual isn’t exactly a recipe for friends-with-benefits success. 

McKenna found out about us fairly quickly, and after his surprise last-minute trip to spend New Year’s Eve with me in Las Vegas—my hometown—we were at risk of being publicly exposed. 

Despite how hypocritical it was for her to accuse him of cheating while she’d been spreading her legs for anyone willing to give it to her, she ran to daddy who accosted Jax for not behaving.

Jax and I cooled things off in hopes that if he was good to her and played the part of a loyal boyfriend, we could reconnect in March after his new contract deal is done and she is no longer on his arm. 

Since Jax refocused his time and energy to her, McKenna has seemingly cleaned up her act. She’s even gone as far as ditching her former puffy lips and platinum blonde extensions for a more subdued, girl-next-door look. 

Based on what the gossip blogs are speculating of her sudden transformation, she’s trying to get a ring from Jax and therefore is already playing the poised and polished heiress-slash-wife role. 

Jax, on the other hand, is still counting down the minutes until that contract is signed so he can get away from her and be with me.

But of course, he couldn’t stay away until March. 

Two weeks ago, he showed up at my door after the team’s NFC Championship win. He’d made my body fall apart beneath him, then asked me to come to New York. To attend the Super Bowl and be his biggest, loudest fan.

Naturally, I said yes. 

Greta and I arrived on Wednesday and have spent an outrageous amount of time shopping, eating, walking, laughing, talking, and boozing our way through Manhattan and now, Brooklyn. 

After tomorrow’s big game, I’m supposed to leave with Greta and go back to our posh hotel room for my things. I’ll change out of my number nineteen Jackson Chase jersey and head to a private garage beneath the hotel. There, a car will be waiting to take me to a private plane. Once Jax has made an appearance at an exclusive party for the team, we’ll take off for a resort on Lake Placid in upstate New York. All in all, he expects to take off around one in the morning.

Just us. No interruptions or rushed escapes. 

There’s been too much sneaking around, hiding, and worrisome exchanges to feel like what we have is moving in the right direction. We need this trip—this privacy—to reassure us both that we’re solid.

God, I can’t wait to get his impeccable body naked and beneath me where no one can bother us. I want him to be mine.

Taking a long, drawing breath, I exhale slowly and catch Greta still watching me.

“You know he’s being monitored like an inmate right now, and your four-day conjugal visit doesn’t start until late tomorrow night.”

“That’s a really dumb analogy.”

She laughs, sitting back up and pulling her caramel-colored, wavy hair out of a food-eating ponytail to flow around her face and down her back. “Thank you.”

“So, what now? We’ve logged twenty-three thousand steps so far today and you’ve consumed your weight in fried food.”

She shrugs, finishing her beer and leaning back, glancing at the TV behind me. “Was thinking we could stay here, get totally piss drunk, and watch the NFL Honors show.”

“That’s my girl.”

––––––––
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A WARM HUM BENEATH my skin slowly spreads from my chest outward like an inkblot.

Fuck. Me. 

Damn, my man can fill out a suit. It’s like he came out of the womb in dark Italian wool.

His chiseled face is tense as he reaches his hand into a limo while buttoning his suit jacket, helping McKenna step out. The driver shuts their door, she adjusts her dress, then weaves her fingers with his.

The amount of flashes that cover them is outrageous. I can’t believe they can hold their eyes open with the bursts of light drowning them against the black backdrop.

While Greta is in the bathroom, I’m online watching Jax and McKenna’s arrival to a high-profile fundraiser for a youth sports charity they attended last week here in New York. 

I’m kind of obsessed with this video. 

McKenna placed her hand on his bicep and looked up at him with adoration glowing from her gray eyes. Her short dark blonde hair was framed around her face, allowing a full view of the top of her sheer-ish maroon dress to take center stage. With the right camera angle and lighting, anyone can see her bare nipples through the chiffon.

No wonder Jax was tense.

“Bleh,” I mutter to no one, not caring how jealous-tipsy I’m being right now.

They’d stopped at random intervals to take photos but declined interviews and were eventually ushered into the building. 

Hearing the bathroom door squeak open, I quickly shut my phone off and hide it in my jacket pocket. Greta’s my best friend and knows everything about me, except my fixation with this video. 

I hate McKenna touching Jax and pretending it’s real. I also hate how much she’s changed since he’s focused his attention on keeping her happy. Thankfully, he doesn’t post pictures of her on his social media, but she’s obsessed with posting pictures of them together, including this video.

I just...I miss him.

I can’t wait to feel his warm skin pressed against mine and hear his deep groans when we touch.

Honestly, I’m not a fan of taking the place of the other woman despite his relationship with McKenna being a complete sham. Jax’s promise to take me on a proper date after his contract is signed scares me and my commitment-phobe heart but he’s said he’s willing to help me work through my trust issues and prove to me he’s the kind of guy I deserve to have in my life.

Waiting to get started has been the hardest part. For both of us.

Greta drops into the chair across from me and asks, “What did I miss?”

I shrug and take the shot of vodka that’s been sitting in front of me. “They’re about to announce some award.”

She laughs and rolls her eyes. “If you want girlfriend status, you should probably learn the basics of football. Oh look! Jax is nominated for this one!”

The guy at the podium rattles off the nominees while they show clips of players impressively catching impossible-to-catch footballs, then announce that Jax, in fact, won. He’d jumped higher than anyone around him, bringing the football into his chest with one hand as he landed in the end zone to win whatever game that was from this year.

My first thought is to use this moment as an excuse to text him. 

He might’ve told me to not contact him unless there’s an emergency, but my drunk ass thinks this is definitely an emergency.


Me: Heyyyy Mr. Player of the Year recipient. Congrats...I’m really proud of you.

Jax: Why thank you. I’ve missed you. 1 more day.

Me: I might miss you more.

Jax: You’re making me blush. 

Me: Aren’t you supposed to be sleeping? There’s this super important thing you have to do tomorrow.

Jax: Make you come? I know. Can’t fucking wait.

Me: The Super Bowl?

Jax: Been there, done it twice. Just another game, gorgeous. Or at least we tell ourselves that so we don’t get nervous.

Me: You should probably know that I’m going to sully this #19 jersey you bought me. For good luck, of course.

Jax: Is that so?

Me: It’s going to help me come tomorrow morning when I wake up, thinking of you.

You: Are you going to touch yourself like I do it?

Me: Yes. Going to use the fabric to rub my clit until I can’t take any more.

Jax: Jesus fuck. Just that text makes me want to break curfew. Now I have to take care of how hard you’ve made me.

Me: Are you going to do it like I do it?

Jax: Nothing I do could compare to how you do it.
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Chapter 2

Natalie
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“Chase is such a bitch,” some jerk grumbles behind me.

“Whatever, he’s just having a bad game. He’s allowed to,” the girl next to him responds.

“Not for the fucking Super Bowl! He's never dropped the ball or let it get picked. Don’t defend him because you want to fuck him.”

Her voice goes an octave higher. “Hell yes I do!”

I’m starting to feel weary and it’s not even halftime yet. The beer I’ve been trying to drink is settling like a lead weight in my gut, and I’m admittedly over this whole experience. 

The freezing wind has picked up and despite our proximity to the Warriors’ bench and their giant heat fans, seeing McKenna seventeen rows down lean forward over the railing and yell to Jax only makes me colder. 

She’s such an attention whore, purposely freezing her ass off to be caught by the cameras with him instead of hanging out in the heated owner’s suite with her dad to watch the game. If anything, she’s distracting him. Good thing he’s mostly ignoring her.

Wind whips harder, swirling the falling snow around this massive stadium that’s chock full of wealthy ticket holders who were able to score a seat to the biggest event of the year. 

The guy behind me has one thing right, Jax is having a horrible game. His reaction time is slow—letting the ball slip through his hands, Kansas City’s defense a millisecond faster and getting to the ball before him—and now the other Warriors receivers are getting more time on the field. 

“I need something stronger,” I declare to Greta, hoping she’ll follow me to the bar.

She nods and grabs her purse. “Okay, but let’s go to the club level and warm up. I’m sick of standing out here on this cardboard square as if it’s supposed to protect our feet from the frozen concrete.”

With one last glance to Jax, who is sitting on the bench with his head hung between his legs, I follow her up the stairs and through the frozen crowds to an elevator that takes us to the reserved part of the stadium. We don’t have access to a suite, but the tickets we have let us venture to this area of the stadium to warm up. 

Owen was only allowed so many tickets, and his family wasn’t able to attend this year, so Greta and I were fortunate enough to have their spots. I’ve momentarily wondered if Jax’s family is here, and if so, where they’re sitting. Though they probably don’t know who I am, like my family doesn’t know about Jax, I’m still curious to see them. Maybe meet them someday.

We belly up to a large bar in the center of the room with glass windows just beyond overlooking the field, and I smile politely to the younger guys next to us.

“Hey, I’m Justin,” the tall one says.

“Hi. Natalie.” I extend my hand and we meet the group of guys standing around the bar in their Warriors jerseys. They’re nice and seem eager for some female attention, but flirting isn’t on our agenda. Greta immediately dives into a deep discussion about football with some of them like the secret tomboy that she is. 

Justin and I chat about basically anything other than the game—he’s fresh out of grad school and starts his first job next week at his father’s consulting company in Denver. 

“That’s really cool you own your own business,” he tells me. “I have a one-way ticket to business inheritance from my dad and, to be totally honest, I’d rather do almost anything else.”

“Think of it as an opportunity to learn,” I advise. “And an opportunity to decide what you really want to do with your life.”

The game draws to a close with Jax having gotten his shit together and scored two touchdowns in the second half, making Kansas City fall behind and eventually lose by three points. 

Green and white confetti rains from everywhere onto the stands and field as commentators officially announce that the Chicago Warriors are once again “World Champions.” 

Looking just beyond the bar and out onto the field, I see a giant mash of people with cameras and microphones trying to get just one minute of any player’s attention as they celebrate—hugging each other, smiling from ear to ear, and popping bottles of champagne that spill out in large, foamy waterfalls all over the field. 

I turn my attention back to the TVs around us and see a reporter standing with Jax to get comments on the game. He smiles and obliges, covered in sexy man-sweat, which I’d love to lick from every inch of his body.

"You too?" Justin asks next to me.

"Me too, what?"

"That look in your eye. I don't think there's a female on the planet who doesn't have a thing for Jax Chase."

Heat spreads over my cheeks and I try to bite back my grin. Greta saves me from uttering a response by saying, "You'd fuck him too, Justin. Don't deny that he's pretty."

He laughs. "Guilty as charged.”

I turn my attention back to the screen, wondering how many people would jump at the opportunity to bed Jax. All I know is, they'd thoroughly enjoy themselves and they’d find it impossible to not become obsessed with him. Like I’ve become. 

Who wouldn’t love his gentle intensity as he slides inside, his bottom lip trapped between his teeth, his strong grip holding back the desire to be absolutely feral from the first thrust?

There’s no sane human that would hate that. Not one.

“Jax, great second half. What reversed your energy and created that focus for you to help win the game?” the reporter asks.

“Honestly, thanks to someone special, I was reminded to take things as they come. One step at a time and not focus on the enormity of it all.”

Someone special? Is he talking about me?

The noise of the bar vanishes as I intently listen to Jax talk to the reporter.

“Fourth quarter, five minutes, you’re tied. What was said in that huddle?”

He cracks a sideways smile, glancing up to watch confetti fly and in his eyes I can see his pride, his contained joy for this win. Just another game, my ass.

“Erin, we’ve been down before, had tough games with tough opponents like Kansas City, but we have a team that pulls through. We’re resilient. At our core, we’re champions.”

My heart swells. The love he has for this game, his team, the fans...it’s pretty incredible.

She’s about to ask him another question when out of nowhere McKenna soars directly into Jax’s arms and wraps her legs around his waist, kissing him fervently.

Envious anger drops like a rusty anchor in the pit of my stomach and I can’t look away. 

Justin nudges me with his elbow but I barely feel it. "Too bad your boyfriend has a smokin' hot girlfriend."

He's lucky I'm too attuned to the TV, otherwise I might snap and break a beer bottle over his dumb head.

McKenna looks even more demure than usual, and it bothers the hell out of me. Her broad smile and shoulder-length dark blonde tresses are tucked under a green Warriors stocking cap, making me wonder what I’ve missed since they’ve both been in NYC preparing for this game. He had practice and tons of media interviews, she had her socialite activities, and then there was that damn charity event with her scandalous dress. 

I hate her because I envy what she has: the girlfriend title. 

The ability to be seen in public without question. 

That look of pure adoration laser-focused on my man.

Jax sets her down and looks at her with tense yet happy eyes. If I didn’t hate her so much, I’d find their difference in height kind of cute. The top of her head barely reaches his shoulders—her neck craning up to look at him. 

They quickly kiss again and the reporter throws her microphone between them to broadcast their conversation.

McKenna stares into his eyes and twists her fingers with his. “I’m so proud of you! Jackson, I love you so much.”

Oh no.

I lose my footing and bump into Greta who is behind me, standing me upright despite the sudden loss of control I have over my knees. Did she just say those words on national television? 

Awesome. That’s just...awesome.

"Easy, Nat," Greta whispers soothingly behind me. "She’s putting on a show."

The only solace I have is watching Jax’s face fall. His jaw tenses and nostrils flare, the ice in his eyes slowly spreading all over his body. 

He’s not happy she just trapped him into responding, especially since he’s committed to their relationship failing so he can ease out of it and be with me instead.

Maybe she really is vying for a ring from him. 

His eyes blink to the camera, over to the reporter who is standing silently with the microphone next to his lips, then back to McKenna. 

The dozen people left in this bar have fallen silent now that the pause between her I love you and his response has become awkward. I can almost see his pulse hammering in his throat and the muscles beneath his uniform bunching in aggravation.

He finally grasps the open flaps of her jacket tightly, searching her eyes as she stares at him expectantly.

“I love you too, babe,” he finally says, pulling her into a long kiss. The camera pans away back to the reporter as she says “aww” and tries to get a different player’s attention for game commentary.

Greta squeezes my hand in support, but I’m too numb to feel it.

Those three words, just like him, should be mine.
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Chapter 3

Jax
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Ice clinks in my empty glass, reflecting the curves and angles of each colored light swirling around this nightclub. 

Yeah, we won the fucking Super Bowl, but there’s one last thing I need to take care of before I can relax and fully enjoy the weight of this intense season finally easing itself from my shoulders.

My eyes begin searching for the woman known to the world as my girlfriend. She’s standing at the far end of the bar on the main floor by the emergency exit, talking with some of the other players’ girlfriends and wives. They haven’t exactly welcomed her into their tight inner circle yet, but it looks like the combination of tonight’s win, and my returned I love you, has given her access.

If she wasn’t a soulless human being, I’d wonder what motivated her to do what she did two weeks ago. What the hell she got out of mixing up a roofie cocktail in my water, then spending the night riding me off into the sunset while I was incapacitated, I’ll never understand. She’s wanted to fuck me for a long time now, and has sometimes begged for it, but I’ve never fully understood why. 

What’s the point to want to be with someone who doesn’t want to be with you? 

For the first few days here in New York, I wasn't myself and everyone knew something was up. I'd reverted back to that fifteen-year-old kid who was literally sleeping with the enemy. 

The kid who had endured months of being raped by his foster mom and her (my) older female clients for their twisted pleasure.

How did this end up happening to me again? 

The first week or so here in New York, small things seemed to startle me and I couldn't focus or feel comfortable in my own skin. Practice was brutal and I kept getting asked if I was feeling okay, as if I had a fever that needed some medicine. 

The truth wanted to burst through the walls of my chest like the Kool-Aid man, announcing that I wasn’t okay and that I needed some fucking help.

Instead, I kept it under wraps and waited patiently to let the hurricane of emotions settle down. 

Then, I took my adoptive family to dinner and I felt infinitely better. Their quiet strength, and very enthusiastic support centered me more than they’ll ever know. 

I needed them. 

Almost as much as I’ve needed Natalie.

I went back to my hotel with a renewed spirit and focused conviction to win this damn game without anyone being the wiser that McKenna had purposely done things to hurt me. I even had a moderately decent time with her at the charity dinner we attended, despite her taunting me with a revealing dress. 

The media had picked up on what was implied with that dress—that we’re hot for each other and we both wanted to show off her body, as if it was some sort of fetish. Opinion pieces and social media commentary surfaced about the dress being proof she’s not wife material, while others clapped back that women can wear whatever they want and still be the perfect partner.

It was distracting and overwhelming; that damn dress and what she’d done to me overshadowing my focus on preparing for the game. I’d felt like I could ignore the noise, but it still held on to me during the first half. I couldn’t get my mind right and was letting my team down. 

During halftime I’d picked up my phone and scrolled through texts and pictures Natalie had sent, and it made me feel her comforting presence. Knowing that she was at the game and watching me fall apart, I had to do better. For my team, for the fans, for myself, but mostly, for her. 

I’d won the game for Natalie, but McKenna had stolen the spotlight as soon as she could. In front of the world, no less. Not that I’d minded she was playing the part of the excited girlfriend and team owner’s daughter. It made sense, I just didn’t want it with her.

And now I’m done watching her prance around these past two weeks like nothing happened. She got her nationally broadcast moment with me tonight on the field, celebrating our win and saying that she loves me. For that, she got an awkward and unenthusiastic response.

Now, she can get the hell out of my life.

I turn from a shirtless and sweaty Isaiah, undeniably one of the best running backs in the league, and grab the bottle of Grey Goose from our table to pour some into my glass. A few swirls and I throw it back. 

“I gotta take care of something. See you back home later this week,” I tell him. We say our goodbyes then he reverts his attention back to the two women dancing next to him.

Almost every Warriors player, employee, and stakeholder is here to celebrate our win, including some spouses and significant others. Twenty minutes after our arrival, McKenna made her way to the bar with the wives, yet I know there is not one drop of alcohol or any drugs in her system.

She’s gone to extreme lengths to try and solidify her place next to me—taken prescribed medication, seen a therapist, cut out toxic friends, stopped consuming drugs and alcohol. 

In my mind, before two weeks ago, I honestly thought she was back to being a normal human being. Turns out, I was very wrong to let my guard down around her.

Now, I’m done with her. 

Done with all of it.

Pissed doesn’t begin to describe the look on my face when I nearly sprint down the stairs to approach my fake girlfriend. She and the wives are surrounded by douchebags in V-neck t-shirts and eye goggle tan lines who likely paid top dollar to attend this exclusive party with the winning team after the game. 

She’s swiveling her hips to the music for them, singing along to the song. 

“Come with me,” I bark at her, enjoying the startled expression she gives me. My fingers grip her tricep and I escort her away from the group, through the emergency exit, and into the alley behind the club.

It’s taking a lot of self-control to not get too rough with her. I’m trying to save my rage for my words, but it’s goddamn difficult now that the season is over. She thinks she can control me, or have the upper hand, but I’m done playing nice. 

I’ve been the good boyfriend, helped her clean up her act, but it’s all temporary and I know she’s playing a role for me just as much as I am for her.

When I had my agent investigate what happened last Sunday night, I wasn’t fully expecting the news to be so fucking evil. As he gave me the explicit details, my knees had dropped to my hotel room’s carpet and the air left my lungs like I’d been punched in the solar plexus. 

New contract or not, I refuse to stay in this fake relationship. I won’t last one more second pretending to be her boyfriend. She’s lucky I didn’t catch her supposed infection or I might’ve just ended our false relationship right there. 

Once I found out what had happened—that she’d drugged and then raped me—I was very close to quitting. Hopping a plane, flying somewhere isolated, and leaving this entire world behind. Super Bowl be damned.

Fortunately, logic eventually showed up and reminded me that I love my job, that I’ve worked really fucking hard to get to where I am, and that bailing on my life would mean bailing on any potential life I could have with Natalie. There’s no way I can walk away without knowing what lights this fire between us. So, I’ve stuck it out and now here I am, finally confronting McKenna.
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