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Chapter 1


          

          
            Davis

          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re headed out. Are you coming?”

      I tossed my bag over my shoulder and ran my hand through my hair. “I’m not sure, man. I think I’m out.”

      Mason Yeets’s jet-black eyes doubled in size. “You’re bowing out of heading to Broadway? But it’s bachelorette season.”

      Yeah. I surprised myself with that one. “Nah. I’m good. Think I’m going to head home.”

      “But we won.”

      So some of us guys had created the habit of partying on Broadway after a win at home. As football players for the Nashville Steel, our stadium was a short ride away from the infamous country bar and rock music-lined streets of Nashville where millions visited every year. Frankly, I thought the street smelled like armpits after a three-hour workout in ninety-degree weather, but that didn’t mean the street wasn’t a blast. And being football players, we were often offered premiere VIP seats and bottle service purely for the purpose of bringing more fans—mostly women in their early to mid-twenties into the bars.

      I’d had more than a few hangovers after a night out, but tonight? I wasn’t feeling it.

      Made no sense, but there it was. I’d just helped bring my team a win in my very first Monday Night Football matchup, prime time television, in my rookie season. The press couldn’t stop talking about my speed and ability to read the field and block a half-dozen tackles on my way to the end zone.

      Typically, that’d have me being the one to offer to buy first round, get the party started. I’d had no problems taking advantage of the perks of finally making it to the pros. And still, even Mason and Cortland pleading with me, along with our backup quarterback, Sam Denmark, making a pouty face in the background, didn’t have me changing my mind.

      Odd.

      I shook it off and slapped Mason’s shoulder. “Pretty sure you and Denmark can handle it for me. Wouldn’t want to take the attention off you.”

      “Shit. You wish. You’re the one who gets my leftovers.”

      Probably true. I was too pretty boy to be considered sexy. Too innocent. Too Nebraskan, as my last college girlfriend had told me, whatever the hell that meant.

      I spent a few minutes talking with the rest of the players, including our quarterback Cole Buchanan before he headed to the family room to grab his girlfriend, Eden, and his son Jasper. I went to the private player parking lot and slid into my brand-new Tacoma truck. As far as vehicles went, it wasn’t flashy, but my family had rarely been able to afford anything new and if it was, it wasn’t a vehicle of any kind. More likely tractor equipment or clothes or shoes.

      God, I needed to shake off this lingering morose sensation. It wasn’t normal. I was the fun guy. The life of the party. I was smart as hell and could use my engineering degree if football didn’t work out, and there I was, crawling through the dark streets of Nashville on my way to my penthouse and somehow—all of the success I’d earned, all the money I made, and the fancy screen on my truck didn’t mean a damn thing.

      I was lonely. Ironic, considering I’d just bowed out of a night with guys who were quickly becoming my brothers.

      But there was a difference between being alone and lonely… and screw it.

      I jerked my truck into the underground parking at my high-rise condo building, climbed out, and hustled across the street to Lou’s.

      From Louisiana, Lou claimed to be straight from the Bayou, but where he was from didn’t interest me. His po’boy sandwiches with shrimp and roast beef did.

      He was not only the owner, but the main nighttime bartender during the week. Relief swept through me as I entered the bar, televisions playing on two different walls—twelve different screens. Since the game had ended well over an hour ago, most of the crowd that would have been there to watch the game was gone, leaving Lou alone at the bar, wiping off the top of the gleaming granite countertop with very little customers.

      I took a seat near the far corner, my back to the televisions. I’d been there. Didn’t need to see the plays or read the criticisms.

      “Hey there, kiddo.”

      Kiddo. I heard it enough in the locker room. “What’s the good word, Lou?”

      His bar had all the best post-game gossip and news.

      “Whole damn bar was on their feet with that touchdown you scored.”

      “Which one?” I had been pretty awesome.

      My second touchdown of the night was a hell of a score, a forty-yard breakaway run when our team went for it on fourth and two. Should have been a quick few yards to set us up for a field goal before I saw the hole in the blockers. Still, I liked needling the guy. He reminded me of my grandpa sometimes, always quick with a laugh, sarcastic comment, and a sprinkling of wisdom.

      He whipped his towel at me, laughing as he barely missed. “Kids your age. No smarts, all smart-asses. The one where you hurdled the safety.”

      Huh. Not the second one. “Ah. That last one. Wasn’t so bad, eh?”

      “Not bad at all. Your ankle okay?”

      “Right as rain.” Twisted it coming off that touchdown, wobbling after I hurdled Levi Harrison, Seattle’s safety. It pulsed with a dull pain but was manageable. I’d had worse.

      I ordered a beer, Miller Lite, because I wasn’t into fancy drinks or hard alcohol. Might have been the Nebraskan in me, but simple and easy still tasted better than pretentious and expensive.

      Lou and I talked about the game some more. He’d never made a fuss about knowing who I was, but the night I stopped in after our first home pre-season game, he’d told me I played good. Figured Lou didn’t give a lot of compliments, and good was a euphemism for fucking incredible, which was how I was feeling that night. I’d been coming in for three months, almost once a week, for a po’boy and beer or two, sometimes with Dawson, my team’s tight end, or Mason, and Lou had never said a word. Figured, since it was Nashville, most locals were used to the parade of celebrities and country musicians and stars of all forms, but I appreciated it. I’d been well-known in Clemson and a small-town celebrity back in Nebraska. For once, it felt good to not be all that known or noticed while I was at the local Target grabbing a pack of new underwear.

      Like usual, we chatted about football for a few minutes, and then he steered the conversation to his grandkids in high school and college after he brought me my sandwich. I munched on fries and got a fresh beer, but even then, that anxious knot in my chest still wouldn’t go away.

      What in the hell was it?

      I was living my dream. Should have been flying off that win and how well I was playing.

      I wasn’t caving to expectations or any stress from media who wrote I was still too soft, too young, too not perfect enough to sustain the energy I’d shown this early in the season.

      Doubters were everywhere, but they always had been. I was used to it.

      My phone rang, and some of that concern vanished as my sister’s face, smooshed up to kiss her youngest, soon-to-be middle child on the cheek, appeared on the screen.

      Thank goodness it was quiet enough that I didn’t have to step outside to take her call.

      I’d never miss this.

      I brought the phone to my ear. “Hey Annie.”

      “God. You suck so much. Slowest person out there.” She deadpanned the insult, her highest form of praise, and I took a sip of my beer.

      “I know. It’s a shame. I should be sent back to Clemson to start all over.”

      She snorted. “No shit. Your ankle okay?”

      Because nothing came faster after her insults than a big sister’s worry. God, I loved her.

      Missed her. Maybe this was my problem… I was used to not seeing my family much, but they’d always been at my games. Then Annie and Avery had to go and get married and start populating the next generation’s offensive lines, and everyone’s visits to my games became less.

      “It’s good. Sore, but nothing major.”

      “Shouldn’t have pretended you’re a track star instead of a semi-mediocre football player.”

      “I think semi and mediocre is redundant.”

      “Are you moonlighting as an English teacher now, too?”

      “Someone has to impress Mom and Dad.”

      “Please. I’m their favorite because I keep giving Mom more grandbabies. She might like you too if you have a kid.”

      “As if.”

      No way. No, thank you. No how. Not anytime soon.

      Kids were several years down the line for me. While most of my old classmates in Nebraska got married after college, if they even finished or went, and started popping out kids, I had other things I wanted to accomplish first.

      Like make a Pro Bowl. Go to—and hopefully win—a Super Bowl. Join the two-thousand-yard club by rushing that many yards in a single season. Break a few records.

      Girlfriends and wives and kids and responsibilities could stay on my back burner.

      “Mom loves me,” I huffed.

      “Yeah, I know,” she grumbled. My sister. My biggest supporter and largest pain in my ass. “You’re all she talks about at church and the grocery store. ‘Our Davis. He’s so special. So important. Makes millions, and he’s barely old enough to shave.’”

      “Too far.” I laughed, managing not to spit out my beer. “I shave.”

      Occasionally. There was a reason my teammates called me kiddo and baby face.

      “You’re touching your chin, aren’t you?”

      I dropped my hand from my chin, didn’t even realize I’d done it. “No.”

      “Liar.” She munched on something crunchy, probably an apple because as of last week, that was her current baby craving.

      “How’s the kumquat treating you?”

      She groaned. “Please stop calling my baby a kumquat. It’s gross.”

      “So is how you got that thing inside of you.”

      “You’re a pest. Always have been, and I need to go. David is currently running through the house naked, refusing to put clothes on. I just wanted to tell you good game.”

      “Ah… so my namesake does take after me.”

      “Your name is Davis, not David, dumbass.”

      “Potato, potahto, and you can tell me good game whenever you’re ready.”

      “I already did. Told you, you suck, same thing.”

      “Love you, snotface.”

      Lou slid me a fresh beer and shook his head at me.

      “You too, boogerhead.”

      “Sister,” I told Lou after I set my phone down.

      “Annie or Avery?”

      “Annie.”

      The door opened, and we both turned our heads in the direction, and swear to God, my cock acted like a sex-seeking missile device and immediately shot a warning to my brain that something beautiful was nearby.

      In walked a gorgeous woman, my age at first guess, in cutoff denim shorts so short her ass cheeks would probably show when she took a seat, tits popping out of the V-neck, ripped gray shirt cropped and tied at her left hip. Nashville was plastered and stretched to the max over her chest. The tiniest strip of skin appeared between that shirt and her rolled-over denim shorts, and I was pretty sure I swallowed my tongue as she ran a hand through her long, thick chocolate-brown hair that shone beneath the bar’s overhead lights.

      She huffed toward the bar, glancing at me, before taking a seat several down and propping her elbows on the shining wood top.

      “Hello there, young lady.” Lou approached with his standard greeting. Eighty or twenty, he called them all young. “How’s your night?”

      That same huff, exasperated mixed with maybe amused, came from her full, red lips.

      Cherries. They’d taste like cherries if I were to bite into them. Full, red, and undoubtedly soft and sweet.

      “Well, I’m soon to be homeless and as of five minutes ago, unemployed, so I’d say it’s not so great. How’s yours?”

      Lou’s bushy gray brows rose. Like the experienced bartender he was, and definitely male—there was no way he was touching that one. “Whiskey or beer?”

      She reached for her back pocket. The move twisted her toward me, pushing those full breasts in my direction. It took effort, massive effort, to yank my eyes up right as ours met.

      “I’ve got her tab, Lou.”

      “No, you don’t.” Those full cherry lips pressed into a thin line.

      “Save the money. Sounds like you’ll need it.”

      “And what do you want for being so nice to me?”

      It was delivered with a sneer, telling me most likely she’d already dealt with enough shit from men tonight.

      I shrugged. “Not a damn thing.”

      Wasn’t like her few drinks and maybe a meal would break my bank.

      “He’s good for it,” Lou said. “And if not, it’d be on the house anyway since it sounds like you’ve had a hell of a night, and before you ask me what I want, just that you get home safely. You do have a safe place to go tonight, right?”

      This time she laughed, shook her head, and another flip of her hand with her hand. “Amazing. Yes, I have a place to go.”

      “Pick your poison then.” He gestured to the bar.

      She slid her gaze in my direction, arched a brow in question, but I wasn’t going to stop her. “No strings, except I’d like your name, but that’s up to you.”

      Her red lips pushed to one side, and she glanced back at the wall lined with liquor. “Two shots of Patron, no lime or salt, and a beer. Whatever he’s having.” She nodded in my direction without looking at me. “Maggie.”

      Lou grabbed her drinks as Maggie rolled around in my head. Was it a nickname for something? Margaret?

      Once Lou was done, he headed my way, and I leaned over the bar. Maggie was shooting her first shot of tequila, thumb scrolling on her phone screen.

      “Any chance you can change the screens off sports?”

      If she hadn’t seen my face yet, I didn’t want her to. Sure, it was the easiest way to get a girl’s attention, but I didn’t need my post-game interview showing up on the ninety-two-inch screen behind me either.

      “You got it.”

      He grabbed the remote, and as he turned on the guide, Maggie’s attention drifted to that same massive screen. “Your choice, Maggie,” he said. “Got a preference?”

      “You guys really know how to make a girl feel at home.” It was said with the same amount of distrust as earlier, but whatever. I had no clue what her night or week had been like.

      Lou kept scrolling, and I took a drink from my beer.

      “No preference. Not like anything can help after tonight.”

      She scowled and then drowned in her drinks, and for a very brief moment, I swore there was fear in her eyes before she blinked it away.

      “What do you mean?”

      She had no obligation to tell me anything, but if my sister said something like that to me, I’d be ready to ride at dawn in a heartbeat.

      “Nothing.”

      Lou, however, did not let that go. “Somebody hurt you?”

      He was a big guy, round in all the old guy places, but he also had five daughters. A protective bear was Lou.

      “Nothing that doesn’t typically happen at bars around here. It’s whatever.” She flipped a hand through the air and grabbed her second shot. “It’s fine.”

      “That’s not fine. And it’s not whatever. You telling me somebody touched you, and you got fired for it?”

      She cringed. “It might have been me breaking a bottle on the bar and shoving it in his face that was the part that got me fired.”

      Well fuck that.

      And now I wasn’t just seeing a curvy, exceptional looking woman with a mouth I wanted to taste and breasts I wanted to get my hands on. I was looking at a woman, barely over five feet, who’d been harassed and suffered the consequences for it.

      As she spoke, steel hardened her tone.

      “Good,” I said, and she probably didn’t care, but I continued with, “I’m proud of you.”
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      I had no intention of taking anything from anyone, but when you had the night I’d had, hell, the last three years I’d had, where every time I thought I was getting ahead, the universe laughed and knocked me right back to my backside, I’d take the alcohol the incredibly cute and sexy guy at the bar offered.

      There was grit in his voice as he said good, and I had to force myself to stay on track.

      Save money for a deposit so once Belle and Lance moved in together, I’d have a place to go. Sure, she’d said I didn’t have to leave, there was space for all of us, but the apartment we were living in wasn’t nearly as big as Belle’s heart.

      She and Lance were getting married in less than a year.

      They needed their own home.

      It wasn’t her fault my temper got the best of me, and I tended to lose my jobs quicker than my mama could drop to her knees and pray for my wayward soul, if she even bothered anymore.

      No, once again, I was the sole bearer of responsibility for my own impulsive decisions.

      The guy was cute. The kind of boy I could have taken home to Mama before they kicked me out of my small Christian college and refused to allow me to return home. I’d become nothing if not resourceful, so I used the five grand in my checking account, hopped into my car—the only possession they allowed me to keep—and headed to Nashville so I could chase my dreams instead of following someone else’s plans.

      Fat lot of good it’d done me in the three years since I’d been here. I was too busy chasing my tail to get around to chasing those big dreams I had.

      “Where were you working?” the bartender asked.

      He reminded me of a guy who’d ride motorcycles and forget to shave for years at a time. He was big, burly, with a belly that said he liked to eat and probably cooked well, too.

      “Franco’s.”

      “Ugh. That place is a shithole.” That came from the man near the end of the bar. “Rough crowd.”

      “Well, we can’t all work a pretty nine to five at some bank or something.” That’s what he had to do. Probably an accountant or something. So clean cut.

      So—cute. No, that didn’t do him justice at all, but with the dress pants and the buttoned popped on the collar on his gray dress shirt, he gave off young finance slash banker vibes for sure.

      He choked on a laugh and covered his mouth with his fist. “I look like a banker?”

      “Best thing I’ve heard all night,” the bartender muttered. “After hearing you call your sister a snotface.”

      “Charming.” But I was grinning.

      Mostly because he was blushing.

      “She started it,” he said, and I laughed a little harder. “She also said I suck at… my job.”

      He cleared his throat and turned back to me. “It’s the shirt, isn’t it?”

      “And the hair.” Which was glossy. Swept to the side and neatly cut around the ears. Cute ears, too, which was not something I usually noticed in men, but everything about this man was like someone said, “Draw me perfection who looks like they open car doors, says please and thanks and prays before their dinner meal” and dropped him straight into it.

      “I’m not a banker.” His hand went to his hair, sweeping it to the side, and when he caught me watching him, dropped his hand back to the bar.

      “So what do you do?” Impulsivity was scratching at my temples, teasing me to move toward him, maybe run my fingers through his hair to see if it was as soft as it looked from here.

      He glanced at the bartender. Then me.

      Ah. A guy who didn’t want to be honest. Not my first rodeo.

      “I work for Nashville Steel.”

      “Football team? Wasn’t there a game tonight?”

      “Yeah. There was a game.” Another slight curl of his lips like he was hiding a secret and in no hurry to get to the punch line.

      Usually it’d irritate me, but his lips were full and his teeth bright white and there were muscles in his arms that told me he probably could have easily taken out the asshole at Franco’s who grabbed my tits while saying, “I’ll give you a tip. And if you’re good, you’ll get more than just the tip.”

      “So what are you? Their social media manager? Or do you work in their finance department?”

      He was not. Couldn’t be. But I hadn’t felt the urge to flirt with anyone in months. Broadway brought out the worst in men. I’d seen it time and time again since moving there.

      But this guy wasn’t on Broadway—he was at some off-street sports bar talking to the bartender like they’d been friends for years. Hell, maybe he was the guy’s son or something.

      Not that I cared enough to ask. Truly.

      A loud, booming laugh came from the other side of the bar.

      The banker shot him a sheepish grin while scratching the back of his neck.

      “Shut it, Lou.”

      Ah, so the Santa Claus biker lookalike was Lou. Made sense. The place was his, which explained the belly on him.

      “My daughters are going to love this. Hell, get your sister back on the phone. This will make her year.”

      “You’re a pain in the butt, Lou.” Not-banker dude fidgeted in his seat, still grinning that sheepish smile when he swiveled on the stool in my direction. “I am, in a way, involved in their social media.”

      He was lying. It came in the twitch of his left eye and that look that said he still had a punchline to deliver.

      I was getting tired of being at the mercy of other people’s jokes, even if this was the most intrigued I’d felt toward anyone.

      I shifted my attention to the bartender. “Lou, is it?”

      “Yes, young lady?” He had a wide smile, slightly yellowed teeth, and lips that disappeared into his full beard.

      “You want to tell me what I’m missing?”

      “Better if I showed you.”

      “Lou.” The guy groaned and dropped his face into his hand, elbow now propped on the bar.

      Lou ignored him and grabbed the remote. In seconds, I was staring at the guy who had offered to buy me drinks, no expectations. Sweat beads pooled on his forehead with football pads on.

      Oh my goodness. Bury me in the back parking lot. Lance would kill me for not knowing who this guy was.

      That his name appeared beneath his smile, and a microphone was shoved into his face and the words Rookie Davis Hall scores three touchdowns in Monday Night Football Madness.

      I turned to him, heat creeping up on my cheeks, and tried to salvage my dignity.

      It was hopeless. Lance said his name almost as often as he told Belle he loved her, and he loved her a ton.

      “I can see the resemblance,” I teased, bringing my beer to my lips.

      He followed the action with a completely different look than was now behind him on the big screen. No wonder he had asked Lou to change the channel earlier.

      “Is that your brother?”

      Lou’s laugh was boisterous, almost shaking the walls of his own bar.

      Davis’s smile, on the other hand? Charming. Completely disarming with a hint of roughness to it, and that gleam in his eye was no longer embarrassed.

      It was heated.

      Made my toes curl in my platform heels.

      It was undeniably sexy.

      “I have two sisters. No brothers.” As if I hadn’t just completely offended him.

      “Huh.”

      He turned to Lou, requested two more beers, one for each of us, although the shots had warmed my stomach, and the beer was going straight to my head, leading to only bad decisions.

      This guy played professional football. He made millions.

      I was in no place to be breathing his same air, much less flirting with him… or doing anything else that impulsive itch suggested every time he smiled, and my insides fluttered.

      “That’s it? That’s all you have to say? I mean, you’re in the presence of greatness, and I get a completely unimpressed ‘huh’?”

      Oh, I was impressed. With his muscles and his smile and his hair and those teeth and lips and that straight nose… I hadn’t looked down, but given the top half of him and now knowing his profession, I had a feeling he’d be ripped and muscled everywhere. Didn’t quite care about football, but the rest of him was on a level of greatness I’d never touched before.

      “I should go live on the TikTok or the Facebook with this. This is liquid gold.”

      Davis flipped his coaster at Lou like it was a frisbee without peeling his eyes off me. “What would it take, then?”

      “What would what take?”

      He leaned closer. There were four seats in between us, but we might as well have been pressed up against each other for all the heat he was giving off.

      I shivered from the heat in his gaze.

      “What would it take to impress you?”
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      Impulsivity won.

      We stumbled through the door to Davis’s condo, thirty floors in the air, a tangle of limbs entwined, and our mouths fused together.

      He kicked off his shoes, I stumbled out of my heels and he laughed against my mouth as I dropped three inches lower.

      “Damn, you’re short,” he muttered right before his hands that had been at my waist slid to my backside and with a quick move, I was lifted, legs wrapping around him.

      “Prefer fun-sized.”

      He chuckled against my lips before pressing them to the hinge of my jaw. “Well, let’s see how much fun we can have.”

      “Yes,” I rasped, right as he bit down at that tender flesh of my shoulder, making the already heated storm within me burn brighter. Dear goodness, I did not have to go home with a football player on my Bingo card for the year, but I was not regretting my choices.

      Yet. I’d see what tomorrow would bring.

      In moments, I was clinging to him, inhaling the musky scent of his cologne or shampoo as he bent down and laid me out on his couch.

      “Can’t make it to the bedroom,” Davis murmured. He leaned over me, one foot braced to the floor, one knee between my thigh and the couch, and began undoing the buttons of his dress shirt.

      Like hell, I cared where I was to get to enjoy a view like this.

      “Next time.”

      I was still staring at his chest, but my gaze rose as he said it. “There’s more?”

      I lifted a hand as his chest was exposed, pushed it beneath his opened shirt as he released the final button and took in the delicious view. His oh-so glorious six-pack and a thin trail of light brown hair that dipped beneath his waistband against a beautiful, tight and toned tan skin.

      “If you’re up for it.”

      “Let’s see how good round one is first.” My fingers went to his belt. I opened the clasp, but instead of going to the button of his pants, I slipped my fingers between his waistband and yanked him toward me.

      He fell forward to me with a surprised gasp and a smile that lit up his carved cheekbones. One hand settled next to my shoulder, the other on the cushion. “It’s going to be great, Snickers.”

      “Snickers?”

      “Mm-hmm.” His lips brushed over mine, back against my jawline. “My favorite fun-sized treat.”

      He silenced my laugh with a kiss, and his hands went to my shirt. “Need this off. Been wanting to touch you ever since you walked into Lou’s tonight. First thing I thought of was if you’d taste like cherries.”

      More likely I tasted like sweat and bad decisions but thankfully he didn’t seem to mind.

      I lifted my arms as he pushed up my shirt, and for a moment, our eyes locked right before his dropped to my breasts that were testing the lacy confines of my bra.

      A low, pleased groan slipped from his full lips before he glanced back at me. “You still sure you’re okay about this?”

      I was more sure given that he was kind enough to ask. “Yes.”

      “Good.” His hand splayed flat to my soft stomach. “Then stay right here. I’ll be right back.”

      “Thought you couldn’t wait?”

      He stood from the couch and shot me a wicked look that made my toes curl into the cushions beneath.

      “Safety first.”
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      Never been so damn thrilled to not head to Broadway. Whatever was messing with my head dissipated after the call with my sister and then evaporated altogether as Maggie and I sat at Lou’s until he kicked us out so he could close up. It was only then I suggested we head back to my place, if she’d be okay with that.

      She’d fired off a quick text to a friend and slid off the stool.

      As soon as we hit the elevators, I stopped holding back, and now I couldn’t wait to get back to her, explore every inch of her short and curvy body. I grabbed the box of condoms I had in my nightstand and shucked out of my pants and socks before I hurried back to the living room.

      Maggie was a vision, spread out with one leg bent on my couch, her hair a pillow of dark, stormy waves beneath her. Goddamn, she was gorgeous.

      She caught my movement and turned her head in my direction, and it was then I noticed where her hand was. Where her fingers were… slipped beneath the band of her shorts and moving.

      Oh dear God. Yes… this woman was everything.

      “Show me,” I grunted, nodding at her fingers doing the work I couldn’t wait to help her out with.

      Her laugh was low and husky, and when she went to pull her hand out from her shorts, I shook my head. “Stop.”

      “Which one do you want?”

      I wanted her bent over this couch. Riding my face. Riding me. I wanted us so damn exhausted she’d stay tomorrow and so damn sore I couldn’t walk right when I had to report back to practice on Wednesday.

      I tossed the condoms onto the coffee table and retook my perch on the couch. In quick movements, I had her shorts undone, flung to the floor, and was staring at the wetness soaking through her white silk thong.

      “Can I?” I curled my fingers around the edges of that frail fabric.

      She lifted her hips, and I pulled them down slowly, anxious to be inside of her, still wanting to torture her.

      It’d be fair play.

      She’d been torturing me since the moment she walked through that door tonight.

      She was shaved bare beneath her thong, and as I slowly tugged it down her thick, gorgeous fucking thighs, a shiver rolled through her. Her fingernails were white-tipped and I groaned as she pressed them to her clit, through her slit, and then made two circles as I finally slid her thong off her and it joined her shorts on the floor.

      “What do you like? Hard and fast? Slow?”

      “This. You right here, watching me.”

      Ahhh… an exhibitionist. I’d keep that in my pocket for later.

      Except no. That wouldn’t happen. Before I’d brought her here, I’d made it clear.

      Tonight was for tonight. One night only. I had too much going on to be capable of more.

      I’d been honest and gentle. Reminded her that I had no expectations. The drinks I bought and the plate of nachos we ended up sharing did not mean she owed me anything.

      Except she’d agreed, finishing her last beer and licking her lips. “That’s good. I agree. I have too much to figure out myself.”

      Later wouldn’t come. That was okay. Perfect, even.

      Except now that her cute little moans were filling my ears and her hips were rolling, making her breasts tremble, there wouldn’t be nearly enough time for me to explore this body in all the ways I’d already dreamed of.

      “That’s enough,” I said and my hand covered her fingers. “Let me see.”

      “Davis…”

      “Shhh.” I brought her fingers to my mouth, enthralled with the pink blooming on her cheeks and the gasps from her parted lips made as I wrapped my own lips around her fingers, and holy sweet divine.

      “Not cherries,” I whispered and bent down to kiss her to see if she’d be willing to taste herself. “Perfection.”

      My tongue slid into her mouth, wrapped with hers and her thighs pushed apart, allowing room for me between them. Her body melded to mine, hips rolled to meet me.

      As I began to lose myself in her, relieving her of her bra and bringing my mouth to her pert, firm, and full breasts, I regretted my hasty decision.

      One night wouldn’t be enough.

      She was too damn delicious.
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      The sun was rising over the horizon, and I hadn’t spent a single minute with my hands not on some part of Maggie’s body in hours.

      And the things I’d learned about her. The shy hesitation she showed when I went down on her the first time. The way she screamed as she came and then asked me to do it again. We’d rested only for water and it was during our last break, Maggie sitting naked on my kitchen counter, me standing between her legs and swirling my tongue around her nipples in between sips of water when she’d tilted her head toward my private pool on the rooftop patio.

      “Can we go for a swim?”

      We didn’t make it to the pool. I’d carried her out to the hot tub and sat her down on my hardening dick.

      The thing should have been broken by now, useless, except every touch from Maggie had turned me into a machine needing minimal recovery time in between rounds.

      Water splashed around us, the bubbles from the hot tub only allowing the tips of her nipples to appear above the water before sinking back down, and her breasts were as perfect as I’d first thought. Round, firm, and full, I could use them for pillows and never sleep better.

      “That’s it. Nice and slow, Maggie.”

      She had her hands at my shoulder, riding my dick—finally—and with the sun rising behind me, the glow made every inch of her skin glisten, her eyes, cornflower blue, closed, and she dropped her head down as if she wanted to see me filling her.

      “You feel so good. It’s like… it’d just… so damn good…”

      It was fucking perfection. Never had a woman made me feel this insane. I tightened my fingers against her ass, loving the soft flesh, and yanked her down.

      She let out a cry, unhindered by being outside with every noise she made.

      Screw any neighbor who could hear us.

      Her thighs began shaking, that telltale sign she was close, and then she was biting down on my shoulder. A sharp pain ripped through me as she came, clamping her teeth against me and I moved her harder, slower, so deep inside of her I could feel the end of her until I groaned out my own release. That bite was going to leave a mark and screw anyone who gave me shit about it.

      I’d worked my ass for it.

      Slowly her orgasm receded, and I held her against me. I let her go with one hand and reached for the hot tub’s remote control to turn the jets off. My body was liquid, burning, and not entirely from the early morning sun or the water.

      “We should get out of here and dry off.”

      Her arms wrapped around my shoulders, and she hugged me tight. “Can’t walk. Carry me?”

      I doubted my own legs could handle it right now.

      I’d had girlfriends in high school. A few in college that lasted longer than six months, and I’d had more than my share of one-night stands, but I’d never had this connection. This sense of something so damn right at the absolute worst fucking timing in my life.

      I couldn’t keep her.

      She’d agreed to one night and was as set on it as I’d originally been.

      But we’d just spent hours together, and I wasn’t ready to let her go.

      So I stood, groaned as I climbed to my feet, and managed to get us out of the hot tub. I always kept a shelf of towels outside, so I grabbed one for her and wrapped it around her back, tucked it between us before I wiped off my feet and stepped inside.

      “I need to go get dried off and dressed.” Probably needed another shower.

      A six-hour recharge nap.

      “I’ll be right back, okay?”

      She clung to the towel and tipped her head up. She was shorter than I originally thought, and all five feet two of her that was more than a foot shorter than me looked up at me.

      “Okay.”

      I kissed her forehead and hurried back to my bedroom. My sheets were a disaster. We’d spent rounds two through four on the bed. Memories that would stay with me when I was on the road and only had my hand for pleasure. It didn’t take me long to grab a quick shower, dry off, and tug on a fresh pair of shorts.

      I’d talk to her. Maybe I couldn’t promise much but I could see her again? Spend the day with her? One more night…?

      I’d ask.

      But then I returned to my living room, and she wasn’t where I left her standing.

      Her shorts that had spent all night and early morning puddled on my floor were gone. Along with the rest of her clothes. The towel I’d given her was draped over the back of the couch.

      “Maggie?”

      Nothing. Not even a muffled response from the hall bath behind me, but I already knew it was empty since the door was open.

      Not a sound except for the gentle hum of the air conditioner.

      She was gone.

      “Well, shit.”

      That sucked.
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      My stomach tied itself into a thousand knots, and I couldn’t peel my gaze off the growing pile of plastic sticks on the coffee table in front of me.

      It was rare I wished I could go back to the simple life I’d known growing up the first eighteen years of my life, but today was definitely one of them. As if I’d ever be welcomed. If there was a slight chance of it before, it evaporated into mist now.

      “What am I going to do?”

      Belle, my sweet friend who’d welcomed me into her apartment after she found me sleeping in my car almost a year ago, smiled in a way that said everything would be okay.

      Because she’d make it so.

      If only I had her confidence.

      “We’ll tell him. He seems like a good enough guy, and you know where he lives.”

      She knew all about him. Between Lance’s obsession with the running back and my admission I’d slept with him after that night in October, Belle knew more about the man than anyone outside his own mother, probably. And I’d spent the last seven Sundays out of the apartment at game times so I didn’t have to see his face on the screen or hear Lance talk about him. Not that that mattered—I’d certainly done my fair share of stalking.

      Belle was right, like usual. He definitely seemed like a decent guy. He’d at least given me a night of fantasies I wasn’t sure I’d ever recover from. Who in the world could compete with his stamina? It’d taken me four days to walk without a limp again.

      I fiddled with the threads of my worn T-shirt. “Maybe I don’t have to. He doesn’t have to know. I could—”

      “Could you?”

      No. I was already shaking my head. I couldn’t.

      “It’s okay.”

      Belle always smelled like lemons and sunshine, and she did now as she climbed off her perch on the couch, joined me on the floor where I was still staring at the scattering of pregnancy tests she’d run to the drugstore to purchase for me. She wrapped her arm across my shoulders and pulled me to her until my head hit her shoulder.

      “It’ll be okay. We’ll give you some time to figure things out. It’s okay to take a few days or whatever if you need it. And then you guys can figure out the rest.”

      I was twenty-two years old, pregnant, knocked up by a stranger, and had spent the last year living in my friend’s guest room after being evicted from my last house due to my horrifically crappy roommates. Belle and I had met when I worked at a karaoke bar. She’d actually heard me sing when no one in the crowd wanted to go up, and then afterward, I was fired for dropping an entire case of glasses all over the floor. I’d been living out of my car, when she chased after me to talk about my singing. She insisted on helping me, and after I turned her down with singing help, she’d refused to leave me alone until I stayed the night at her house. That one night, when I was exhausted and couldn’t fight her turned into months of staying with her and the best friendship I’d ever had. Since the night I couldn’t stop thinking about, I finally found an apartment of my own, as dingy and unsafe as it was. I was trying to find a better apartment, and I’d resigned myself to trying to find a roommate. Now that I was pregnant? What stranger wanted to take that on?

      I picked up one of the pregnancy sticks and tilted it back and forth, but it was the same digital readout of the word I’d dreaded seeing for the last two weeks since I realized my period was late. It wasn’t until I almost puked out of nowhere this morning that reality became clearer.

      I was twenty-two without a full-time career or a college education and moved to Nashville to make it big as a country singer and so far, I’d bounced around living arrangements, had at least a dozen jobs, and not once had I been able to do anything more than step on stage at karaoke bars.

      “I can’t believe this is happening. I mean… how?”

      Belle snorted and gave me a shove. “When a man…”

      “Shut up. I know how.” And boy, did I vividly remember. “We were careful.”

      “Every time?”

      “All five of them.”

      “I still think you’re fibbing about that.”

      “The couch.” I held up a finger and Belle laughed.

      “Shut up, you brat. I’ve heard. Trust me, but a man that good shouldn’t be real. Puts the rest of them to shame.”

      Exactly. How would I ever move on from that night? More than once, before I thought I was pregnant, I’d considered stopping by his place for a repeat. Or heading to Lou’s to leave my number for him. They’d seemed close.

      I’d felt desperate.

      That was probably a weekly occurrence for him. I would have been forgotten the next day, which was why I’d snuck out before that awkward goodbye could happen or before I could suggest I give him my number and have him either take it and never call or politely turn me down.

      Next to me, Belle stood and started cleaning up my pregnancy sticks and boxes. “Do you need anything?”

      “A better family?” The joke fell flat as Belle’s smile.

      “You have me and Lance and my family. We’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”

      “He’s moving in with you and you’re starting your own life together. I need to figure this out on my own.”

      Just like I’d been doing since I’d gotten pulled out of my conservative Christian college after my resident adviser found a boy in my room.

      We’d only been kissing, but it was after curfew. The fact that Jacob had brought beer, which was a huge no-no, was the second mark on my record. The school had called my parents, and they’d yanked me out of school. When I refused to return home to our small town in the middle of Nowheresville, Missouri to repent from my sins, they told me I was on my own.

      “Should have named you Jezebel, you harlot. You may return to the fold when you’re ready to repent of your sins.”

      Yeah… no thanks, Mom.

      My father had only been slightly less hurtful. “That’s what happens without the protection and leadership of a man over your life.”

      I could hear him scratching his next sermon, probably a warning to all the women in the congregation. They’d use me as a warning, and many of the young girls would probably never be allowed to leave home if they were still single.

      The only people I missed were my younger siblings, mostly my sisters. Their life would only get harder because of my screw-ups.

      “Knew we never should have sent you to school. Knew the world would sink its evil claws into you.”

      “Hey.” Belle shook my shoulder and stood, grunting as she stood. “Come on. Lance and I will never turn our backs on you. We may not be blood, but you’re stuck with us forever.”

      “Thanks.”

      She took my hand and pulled me to my feet. “Let’s get some food in you. We’ll have this all sorted in no time.”

      Right. It’d be so easy to go talk to a professional football player, show up at his door and say, “Hey, remember me? Well, you’re stuck with me forever now.”

      I might have grown up in an ultra-conservative Christian family where I hadn’t been allowed to wear jeans until I was exiled, but I’d lived enough in the last three years.

      That night I’d spent with Davis Hall, had been the best night of my life, and that was before the sex that lasted all night. He was funny.  He’d offered me a reprieve from the anxiety running through my mind like a hamster on a wheel. We’d laughed and teased, even in the midst of passionate, limb-wrecking sex. I’d never felt so free. Heck, I’d allowed him to go down on me when I’d only let one other guy do that. Enjoyed the hell out of it too.

      My core pulsed at the memory. That first swipe of his tongue against my already swollen and ready clit, and I shivered. Damn, he was good.

      “Right. It’ll all be sorted. Everything will be fine. My future is mine for the making.”

      “That’s the spirit.” Belle laughed. “Keep saying it and you might believe it.”

      I had to. The belief I could make something of myself, on my own, was the only thing I had left.

      Well, other than a mostly stranger’s DNA growing inside of me.
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      “I can’t believe we’re doing this. And on Christmas.”

      Belle wove her car through the streets of Nashville.

      “It’s Christmas Eve, and they had a game today. He’ll have to be home.”

      “Yeah, with a house filled with friends or something. Or worse… family.”

      Pregnant after a one-night stand. I wasn’t exactly nailing the take home to mom material.

      “Stop worrying. Everything will be fine.”

      She had said that for the last three days, ever since that first positive sign showed up and every minute after. Sure, easy as that. Stop worrying. Easy peasy. Done.

      If only…. She turned down his street. Lou’s lights were on across the way and a frog jumped into my throat as the high-rise condominium complex loomed overhead.

      This was stupid. It was seven o’clock at night on Christmas Eve.

      My life couldn’t get any more strange.

      “At least they won the game.”  I hadn’t avoided today’s game. Anxiously pacing for three hours knowing what we were doing tonight was my afternoon exercise. My feet were sore, and I was pretty sure, swollen. “It’ll put him in a good mood, right?”

      Belle squeezed my hand as the automatic doors slid open to us and wowzers.

      This was luxurious. From the artwork to the crystal hanging chandeliers, this building screamed modern and expensive. The tan leather couch with a gold chrome frame probably cost more than my father made as a pastor in six months. It was more gorgeous than I remembered it, but last time I’d only had eyes for a blue-eyed devil with apparently very virile sperm.

      “It’ll be fine. You said you guys had a great night. He does a ton of volunteer work with kids and his background couldn’t be anymore paper-perfect. This is not the kind of guy who’s going to throw you to the streets.”

      Raised in Nebraska. Played football at Clemson. His dad was a factory worker, his mom a dental hygienist, and he was the youngest of three with two older sisters. Thanks, Wikipedia, for giving me my baby daddy’s background so easily. Now we didn’t need to have the “tell me about your family” conversation.

      Just jump right into “so you’re going to be a dad, how’s that feel?” conversation.

      Should be easy enough.

      “Yeah, but he has the money to fight me for custody or something.”

      “Let’s just talk to him first, okay? Before you spiral into another panic attack?”

      “It wasn’t a panic attack.” I freaked, sure, but who wouldn’t.  I blamed the hormones coursing through my body at higher than average levels.

      “You say potato…”

      “May I help you young ladies?”

      A gentleman, old enough to be my grandfather with the same shining white hair and dressed in a deep red suit coat with black lapels stood behind a marble security desk. The hair was the only thing he had in common with my grandfather—I’d never seen mine give a smile this guy was doing. Friendly and open and lacking extreme judgment.

      “Yes.” Belle pulled me toward him while I followed. “Can you please tell us if Davis Hall is here? We need to speak with him.”
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      “Make sure you take care of yourself and rest.” My dad’s face was a blurry mess on my phone’s screen. Behind him, my mom kept moving in and out of the frame.

      “I’m good. Only mildly sore.”

      Tonight’s game had been brutal and I’d taken a few hard hits. One midair while I was trying to hurdle a defender who must have crouched down to prepare for what was becoming my signature move because Boston’s safety stood right as I was over him and knocked me flat on my back. So hard it’d taken me a few seconds to move.

      Still held on to the ball and scored the touchdown though.

      “I miss you!” My sister, Annie, jumped into view and gave me her profile, running her hands down the side of her massive belly. “I’m so sorry I stole Mom and Dad from you on Christmas.”

      “You’re too big to travel, and I had a game to play. It’s okay. Next year.”

      “Next year.” A grin broke out on her face, and Mom and Dad were shoved out of view completely as my nephews, Annie’s oldest two boys, jumped up and down. Their ginger hair bounced on their heads.

      “Hey boys. Ready for Santa to come?”

      “Mommy said bad boys get coal, not toys.” Luka shoved out his lips into a pout.

      “That’s true.” I nodded seriously. Being an uncle was sometimes serious business. “But you’ve been a good boy all year, right?”

      Behind him, Annie snorted.

      His six-year-old face scrunched up. “Mostly?”

      “Then I don’t think you have to worry about coal, Luka.” I wiggled my finger in the screen for him to come closer. “And if you do get coal from Santa, don’t forget that Uncle Davis sent you something, too, okay? I promise you’ll have presents.”

      His blue eyes went wide and bright. “A Jeep?”

      He’d been talking about that ride-on toy since his birthday in April, and Annie forced me to hold off on getting it for him until Christmas. They lived a simple life on Duke’s farm and refused to allow me to spoil their kids throughout the year unless it was something necessary, like books, but on Christmas, I was allowed to go wild.

      So yeah… Luka was getting a Jeep and an Escalade because what good were ride-on toys on the farm if you couldn’t race against friends or your younger brother?

      “Can’t say. But make sure you’re extra good for your mom tonight. Maybe read a book to your baby sister you’ll meet soon, and we’ll see what happens in the morning, okay?”

      He didn’t hear a word I said, lost in Jeep excitement. “Love you, Uncle Davis! You da’ best.”

      “All right. Put Grandma back on the phone, would you, kiddo?”

      My mom’s phone swung through the air giving me a blurry look inside Annie and Duke’s one-hundred-plus-year-old farmhouse before my mom’s gentle smile came into focus.

      “Love you. You going to see anyone tomorrow?”

      I’d been invited to my buddy Cole’s place with his girlfriend, Eden, and Cole’s son, Jasper. Cole was our quarterback, and he’d taken me under his wing, even letting me stay with him for a couple weeks when I first moved to town. He lived in his hometown, a small town north of Nashville, and I usually loved going there. Our tight end, Dawson, had mentioned us getting together and hanging out, and having some drinks, and Yeets, one of our wide receivers, invited me over to his family’s cookout. He had his entire family visiting from Alabama and one more mouth to feed out of the thirty who’d been in the stands earlier would be nothing. The idea of Yeets’s cookout made my mouth water at the mere thought. His Southern mama could cook.

      “I’ve got places I can go.”

      Outside the food, I wasn’t feeling any of them though. All that love and mushiness and familial drama. Something had been missing lately, and it’d all started that night in October….

      Probably had to do with this being my first year not making it home for Christmas or being around family at all.

      Or could be…

      No. Maggie was a great time. I’d enjoyed her. Had I thought about her and the sounds she made when I slid deep inside her since? When I wrapped my hand around her hair when she was on her knees at the edge of my bed? What man wouldn’t? She’d been short and curvy with massive tits I could have played with for hours. I hated she’d walked out when I’d wanted her to stay. The sting of that hadn’t quite left me.

      It was one night of fun. Great fun. I needed to remember that—and soon, go find someone else.

      It’d be easier if I could stop thinking of her.

      “Okay. We’ll call you tomorrow once we unbury ourselves from the mountains of presents sitting in Annie’s garage.”

      “Love you, Mom.”

      My dad’s voice came through, muffled from a distance. I didn’t need to hear him to know what he said. “And tell Dad I’ll go soak in the hot tub.”

      “Love you, too. Davis. Sleep well, and Merry Christmas.”

      I shoved off the couch and was careful as I made my way to the kitchen to grab an ice pack from the freezer, because I might have been a fully grown adult, but my dad’s advice was always sound. My shoulder and ankle, and lower back were sore as hell. College football never did me dirty like this.

      My phone rang as I went over to the freezer, digging through frozen vegetables, looking for ice packs, and I didn’t bother glancing at the screen first.

      It was Christmas Eve. My phone had been ringing off the hook with invites to head to other player’s houses or Coach’s.
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