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      This book is dedicated to my sports fan readers. Thank you for supporting me and letting me share my love for sports. This is not the end. I will write more because sports are romantic.
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      Before delving into this book, there are a few key points you should be informed about. Arianna didn’t have an easy life. She was sexually assaulted as a teenager by someone she trusted. While I don’t go into great detail, I let her share her story with Flint. I want to warn you, in case this is a topic you avoid or need to be warned about, to prepare yourself.

      This is a work of fiction. My intent when I write about these topics is to give hope and show how women like Ash learn to live full productive lives. I hope I did just that. To get a full list of sensitive subjects discussed in all my books visit my website and click on the book you want to know more about.

      

      https://www.crrileyauthor.com
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        * * *

      

      If you want someone to speak with, please reach out to https://www.rainn.org/.
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          ASH
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      “What the hell are you over there ogling while munching on that bowl of popcorn?” I deliver a light laugh at my best friend’s fixation on whatever’s happening outside. “Earth to Jordyn.”

      “Shh. I’m trying to focus on the arm porn fully on display. You’re so rude.” Jordyn tosses a few kernels in her mouth and hums her appreciation. “Bitch, I hate you. I don’t get neighbors like this where I live. So not fair.”

      “Like what?” I rub the towel over my wet hair again while stepping up next to her. “Oh. Hello, arm porn. Jesus. Take a look at those tree trunks he has for legs. Can you imagine what it would be like to climb those? Or better yet, have them driving all that deliciousness into you while ripping you in half?”

      My best friend twirls around. One side of her lip curls upward. “You are so sex deprived. How long has it been? And I’m not talking about the shitty sex Mr. One Pump Chump makes you suffer through. When have you been fucked so good you couldn’t walk, think, or talk afterwards?”

      Grabbing a handful of popcorn, I throw it at her before I step back into my bedroom to grab my hairbrush. I can’t bring myself to admit it’s been so long I don’t even remember what sex was like before my off again on again boyfriend.

      Well, except for that one time when I had a fling with a guy on the tour after one of our many breakups. It happened only once, but it was absolutely worth it. Ian Love knew his way around a woman, and I’ve never regretted letting him remind me what it felt like to be skillfully fucked.

      Jordyn follows me, still shoving popcorn in her mouth. “I’m sorry.”

      With my brush in my hand, I turn to face her. “It’s fine. You aren’t wrong. I miss good sex. It’s complicated. I’d love to tell him to go jump out of a plane minus a parachute, but I can’t. I need to keep the peace with the parents. He’s best friends with Amon, who’s also engaged to his sister. After the wedding next summer, I’ll end things, but until then, I don’t wanna make waves.” Just a few more months, once Amon is married I can dump him without having to worry about dealing with my parents and their disappointment. He was my buffer that I’m getting rid of soon.

      Standing at my front window once again, she watches the four men unload boxes from a moving van, and sighs. “I get it. I do. But that doesn’t mean I agree. You deserve so much more than a man who uses you and doesn’t even try to hide it.”

      “And I’ll get that one day.” Walking up next to her, I nudge her with my elbow. “Allowing men who look like them to gather in one place ought to be against the law.”

      Looking up, I notice my neighbor across the way doing the same thing we are and laugh as I wave. “Old Mrs. North must agree.”

      Jordyn snickers when she catches sight of her as well. “When I’m in my eighties, I aspire to be just like her. She’s not even trying to hide the fact she’s watching. Look at her sitting on her patio, sipping her wine, admiring the eye candy with dirty old woman eyes.”

      Just then, Mrs. North stands and hollers down at the men who’ve stopped to take a break. “You boys are more than welcome to come up and have a glass of wine with me. Or if wine isn’t your thing, I have a few beers in the fridge my son left behind the last time he was here.”

      “Thank you, ma’am, but we’re good,” one of them responds as he takes off his ball cap and runs a hand through his crazy curls. “We have a case upstairs cooling that we plan drinking as soon as we’re done.”

      “Fuck, that’s hot.” Jordyn groans next to me. “I love his tattoos.”

      “Maybe another time, then.” Mrs. North winks before she spins and heads back inside. “Welcome to the neighborhood.”

      We watch the four men chuckle as they grab the last boxes and head up the stairs. It’s the first time I get a worthy look at the man with the sexy tattoos. “Holy shit. That’s Flint Matthews.”

      Jordyn leans closer until her nose almost touches the glass. “Who?”

      “Seriously, Jordyn.” I whack her with my brush. “You don’t recognize the catcher for the KC Kings?”

      “Are you sure?” She squints, as if that will help. “Maybe we should introduce ourselves, so we can be absolutely positive.”

      Before I can stop her, she’s racing through my condo and at the front door. She throws the door open right as the men reach my landing. With a salacious grin, Jordyn says as smooth as butter, “Hello, gentlemen.”

      “Hello.” Jason O’Hearn’s smile is so big I’m afraid his face might crack. He’s an infielder for the Kings and as well-known as the man approaching behind him. “This your place?”

      “No.” Jordyn shamelessly leans against the wooden frame. “Ash lives here. I’m her best friend. Are you her new neighbor?”

      “Naw, merely the muscle. Flint’s the one moving in. You two should come over later, so we can all get to know each other. Be neighborly.” Jason winks before bumping the door directly across from mine open. “We’re gonna order pizza in an hour.”

      Danny Belts, a starting pitcher, shoves his friend in the back. “Stop flirting and move your ass.”

      “Never hurts to be kind to the ladies, Belts.” Jason steps inside, but not before driving an elbow into Danny’s stomach. “Take notes, man; maybe you’ll learn something.”

      Another guy I don’t recognize follows the two men now humorously bickering, giving us a quick nod before he disappears.

      “Sorry about that.” Flint Matthews stops just outside his door. “Boys will be boys, and those two haven’t grown up yet. I’m Flint.”

      Jordyn starts to introduce herself but is interrupted by a woman who rushes up the steps to toss a death glare at us.

      “Are you flirting with them?” the woman shrieks, making her sound crazy.

      “No. Jason was. I was just saying hi to my new neighbors.” Flint rolls his eyes as he turns to join his friends. “Chill the fuck out, Paulette, or go home. I refuse to explain myself again.”

      Paulette stomps her foot before pushing her way around him. “Don’t tell me to chill. I’m not a child.”

      “Then stop acting like one,” Jordyn mumbles.

      Flint laughs and nods his agreement before following the paranoid female.

      We retreat inside my place as my phone buzzes in my pocket. Pulling it out, I groan. It’s my turn to roll my eyes after reading the text.

      
        
          
            
              
        BENNETT

      

      
        I won’t be able to make it tonight. I’ll come by tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME

      

      
        I’m flying out in the morning, remember? But no big deal. Jordyn and I have plans, anyway. We’ll catch up when I get back.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BENNETT

      

      
        You’re leaving town again? You just got home.

      

      

      

      

      

      I draw in a few deep breaths to maintain my cool. He’s got to be kidding me.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME

      

      
        Well, the season is once again in full swing, and I’d love to win another championship. I know that’s hard for you to understand, but this is my job. If you can’t understand that, we can call it quits. Maybe we should do that. Take a break.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BENNETT

      

      
        Isn’t winning it once enough? I thought we agreed that once you won, we’d focus on my life. But I guess not. I’d come by and have this out with you now, except I’m stuck at work making a real difference trying to get a murderer off the streets. Go play your silly golf game. I’ll let it go for now. But when you return, we’re sitting down and talking about this. You can’t behave like a selfish bitch forever. One day, you’re going to have to act like an adult.

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t bother responding. He won’t listen. His mind is made up, and he refuses to understand. It’s a good thing I’ll only be home for a few days after this trip, heading to Europe for a month to tour there. The more time I spend away, the better.

      I rub a hand over the bruise on my shoulder. It appeared last night after he shoved me out of his way as he stormed out. He’s become more aggressive, and I’m uncomfortable being alone with him. I don’t feel safe. That’s the main reason I invited Jordyn over tonight. She hates Bennett. Loves getting in his way and under his skin. He’d have stopped by, saw her sitting on my couch, and left in a pissy mood. That was his problem, not mine.

      Thinking about him makes my head throb, an issue I’ve dealt with for a couple of months now. I write it off as stress, because being with Bennett is stressful most days.

      “Is that shit face?” Jordyn asks from her spot on the couch.

      “Yep. He said he won’t be coming by because he’s stuck at work.” I toss my phone on the side table and drop my ass next to hers. “What are we watching?”

      “We need to catch up on You, season 2.” Jordyn snags the remote off the floor and finds where we stopped. “We were on episode three, I believe.”

      “I think I like this leading lady better. She’s feisty.”

      We get comfortable and are soon lost in the world of Joe and his crazy life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            FLINT

          

          SEVERAL MONTHS LATER

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The open patio restaurant is packed with today’s golf tournament participants and fans. It takes me a few minutes to spot my sister’s party. From the way things look, they’re having a wonderful time.

      “Flint, what the hell are you doing here?” Ava squeals, springing from her chair when she catches me approaching her table.

      I wrap her tiny body in my arms and swing her around like I’ve done for as long as I can remember. “Hey, shortstop. Or should I call you Ace now? Sorry I missed all the excitement.”

      Ava’s my little sister, five years younger than me. We’ve always been close despite our age difference.

      The stupid weather in LA grounded my team for three hours, making it impossible to get to Maui in time to watch her kick ass. It infuriated me, but I had no control over the situation. I was at the mercy of the weather, the pilots, and baseball. As a professional athlete, whose life centers on the sport he plays, that’s my reality.

      Baseball is now under way. Over the next several months, I’ll be forced to miss a ton of important events. Like my baby sister showing off her skills and joining a very exclusive group of golfers.

      When I settle her back on her feet, she squints, scrunching up her face, confused. “Why are you here? Shouldn’t you be playing baseball somewhere?”

      A deep chuckle rumbles in my chest. “Here, that’s where we’re playing. Did you forget? I mean, we play in Honolulu, at the university, bringing the game to Hawaii for a change. But not until Wednesday. So, I was granted permission to hop islands to come see the hottest new female golfer. Just landed. Brought a few guys with me, Halen and O’Hare. They stayed behind at the hotel,” I remind her as she tugs me toward the table and gestures for me to take a seat.

      I grab a chair and pull it out while Ava makes introductions. “This is one of my brothers, Flint.”

      Lifting my hand, I wave and smirk at her next words.

      “I’m sure you know who he is, but in case you don’t, he’s a catcher for the KC Kings.”

      This group would have to be living under a rock to not know me. Even those who don’t watch the game regularly recognize me. I’d like to think it’s because of the name I’ve made for myself, and to some extent, it is.

      Our family is unique, so we get recognized daily. Corey is a retired quarterback, but still the greatest one who has ever played. Then there’s Dex, a tight end. He was a hot topic a few years back when he told the press to stay away from his personal life. Reid, my baby brother, plays baseball like me. He made a name for himself after tying one of the longest standing records in the game last season. Now, little missy is joining in on the legacy. She’s the newest surprise in the sports world. Breaking away from the business side and jumping in on the fun by playing a sport she loves. I’m not sure why it took her so long to get here, why none of us realized her true talent was golf. We didn’t though, but her new husband did, and just in time.

      Ava lays her hand on my arm and grins as she nods at the couple across from me. “Flint, this is Heidi and her husband, Luke.”

      I stand and shake both of their hands, then turn my focus on the person seated next to me and almost swallow my tongue. She’s stunning, and my cock twitches as he grows, something that doesn’t happen that often. When it does, I take note and start making plans in case he decides tonight is a good night to have some fun.

      “This is Arianna.” Ava says, with a tad too much zest.

      I ignore her excitement and focus my attention on the beauty next to me.

      There’s a spark in the air when I reach for her hand. My skin grows warm while I hold her gaze a few seconds longer than normal before speaking. “Nice to meet you, Arianna. You look familiar.”

      Ava backhands my chest hard enough to make me frown. “She’s one of the top, if not the top, lady golfer. You’ve probably seen her picture on a magazine or all over ESPN when they give golf its due respect.”

      Arianna picks up her glass and takes a drink, her cheeks flush. It could easily be mistaken as an effect of the alcohol she’s consuming, but her eyes suggest otherwise. “I believe we’ve bumped into each other before. Not long after, you moved into your condo off the Plaza. We’re floor mates. Although, I don’t believe we exchanged names due to interesting circumstances.”

      Ava butts in before anyone else can. “What circumstances?”

      I grumble as I recall our first encounter. “I believe she’s referring to the Paulette incident.”

      The mention of Paulette has my dick deflating fast, dashing any hope I was clinging on to.

      “The crazy woman who accused you of cheating on her with baseball? Said you loved it more than her,” Ava blurts out as I drop into my chair.

      My sister keeps talking, unaware how gossiping about that ex grates my nerves. “I mean, she wasn’t wrong because you didn’t love her, but still. Where do you find those women, Flint? Why do you always seem to attract or be attracted to the unstable ones?”

      Arianna sprays her mouth full of beverage across the table when she coughs. I slap her on the back as she pats her chest to catch her breath.

      I wish I knew the answer to that. It seems I send out a signal that summons the craziest females. The ones who appear normal for the first several months, then turn on me and morph into a different person. That’s why I’ve decided to take a break and wait until I retire to date again. It’s not uncommon for players to remain single while focusing on the game, as it takes up a great deal of a player’s time and life. It leaves little room for real relationships, unless you have an extremely understanding partner who trusts you and doesn’t need reminded why you’re gone so much.

      Don’t get me started.

      Once the coughing subsides, she aims a cheeky grin my way. “Sorry, but she’s not wrong. I mean… I’m not judging you or anything, but in the short time you’ve lived there, do you realize how many women have buzzed my place?”

      “What?” I shake my head, wondering what the hell she’s talking about. “I haven’t been there since February. I’ve been in Nevada.”

      “Yes, I know. Which is what I’ve told them and then reminded them I didn’t really know you. That we only briefly met. A few had the nerve to accuse me of trying to block them so I could keep you all to myself.” Arianna clears her throat as she picks her drink up again. “So, like I said, she’s not wrong.”

      Around us, the conversation moves on. I’m asked about spring training and how it’s going. Despite being distracted by the beautiful lady seated next to me, I give the group the full rundown. When the others speak, I can’t help glancing over to make sure she’s still there. And when she laughs at a story Shay shares, then adds her version of how she remembers it, I get sucked into her aura. The melody of her voice is music to my soul, entrancing me like no other woman has done before.

      I have to wonder if this is how it happened to Corey when he met Tabitha. I remember how he sounded when I admitted I knew her and had felt disappointed we lost touch. And while it was true, she was never meant to be mine. Sure, I was infatuated with her at nineteen, but we both had issues hanging over our heads that interfered with us making a connection. She was my friend, and that was it. Now she’s married to my brother and happy. They have a wonderful little angel I love spoiling. And if this is the manner in which it unfolded, then I’m in trouble and in for one hell of a crazy ride.

      Even though I won’t be in Kansas City for the next several months, she’s my neighbor. I’ll be there enough to torture myself. My plan to not get involved until I retire isn’t changing. Although my dick disagrees. He’s back to a semi, with no intention of deflating anytime soon. Which means I’m sitting here, next to this amazing lady, having all kinds of dirty thoughts of how she could help me calm him.

      When her phone buzzes for the third time, she sighs, and I can’t help but ask. “Boyfriend?”

      Typing a response, she shakes her head. “It’s complicated.”

      I hate that answer. And when a theory pops into my head, I let it slip from my lips without a second thought. “Complicated isn’t a yes.”

      When it vibrates again, I do that thing you aren’t supposed to do, and read it, not caring I shouldn’t be. “Did he just ask you where you are? He doesn’t know?”

      Silvery eyes peek up at me, annoyed. “Reading someone else’s text message is rude.”

      “Maybe, but seems he’s the one being a rude prick.” I sip on the water I ordered when the last pitcher of margaritas came out. “Shouldn’t he know where you are? Actually, shouldn’t he be here displaying his support? That’s what a good boyfriend would do.”

      Arianna lays her phone face down on the table before grabbing the pitcher to top her glass off with the strong frozen slush until it hits the rim. “He’s working. You, of all people, should understand that. It’s not like you made it here on time to watch your sister. Are you saying it would’ve been different if she’d been your girlfriend?”

      “No. It was beyond my control,” I admit as her phone bounces around on the table with each annoying buzz. “But I’d at least know where my girlfriend was and have called to congratulate her, not send some fucking texts asking where she was.”

      “The case he’s working on has⁠—”

      “Don’t make excuses for him,” I abruptly cut her off before she can finish, irritated with this clueless ass who doesn’t appreciate how lucky he is. “Has he even asked if you won? Or better yet, offered you his congrats?”

      The laser beams shooting from her eyes as she glares at her phone should cause it to explode. “No. Because that would mean he paid attention to my life.”

      I’m through listening to it go off, so I reach for it with a plan to put a stop to this.

      Arianna beats me to it, snatching it up in her small hand first. Her fingers race across the keyboard, composing a lengthy response before pressing send. Waiting a few seconds before writing something else. When she’s done, to my surprise, she presses the two side buttons to shut it down.

      “Still complicated?” I don’t know why I ask, everything about that word should be a red flag. “If it’s not, and you’re free to blow off some steam and celebrate, I’d be delighted to assist you in forgetting all about Mr. Complicated.”

      The laugh bouncing around in her chest finally escapes as a giggle. “So kind of you to offer.”

      Lifting one shoulder, I smirk. “It would be a shame to let an opportunity like this pass. I’m confident I can make this great day end even better.”

      What the hell is wrong with me? I’m not a man who is blunt and throws out offers to fuck a woman until she can’t see straight. Not because that idea has never crossed my mind, but it’s not who I am. Getting to know a woman before fucking her brains out is more my style. And because I have a few personal issues of my own, I don’t get to do that as often as I’d like.

      She shakes her head, a beautiful blush spreading across her cheeks. Not about to respond to my suggestion, because I’m pretty sure she’s not someone who would make shit more complicated. Even if she’d love to stick it to the inconsiderate ass.

      Once the third pitcher is gone, Shay stands, taking my sister’s hand in his. “Time for us to go. You’re beat.”

      Luke must agree, because he pulls Heidi up to her feet next to him.

      She smiles and says, “Same. It’s been a long day. Congratulations to both of you. I can’t wait to play with you again.”

      Arianna scoots her chair back, leans forward, pushing her body up on a sway. I reach out to steady her, making sure she doesn’t topple over. “I guess I drank more than I thought. Good thing I’m close. Only a short walk to my condo.”

      Shay’s eyes meet mine and he seems to catch on by offering me his subtle support. “I’d deeply appreciate it if you would make sure she made it safely there. Think you could do that for me while I get this one to our place? I’ll owe you.”

      “Don’t be silly.” Arianna waves me off as she takes an unsteady step forward.

      On my feet now, I take her arm and slip it into mine. “My mother would tan my hide if I didn’t escort you back. Do you want to see me wincing on national television? Let me walk you to your room so Ava and Shay don’t worry.”

      Shay smirks, leading Ava to the opposite side of the restaurant. “Thanks, man. We’ll see you in a few days. I have tickets to the game. Thought while we were here it would be nice to watch. See you later.”

      Arianna leans her weight into me as we walk along the dark path. “Just to be clear, Mr. Complicated is no more. I ended it. Because you were right. He should know where I am and what I’m doing. I know everything going on in his life, and I should expect the same from him.”

      My gut burns with the thought, this isn’t the first time they’ve ended things. “And how many times has this happened before?”

      Tilting her head to look up at me, she lifts one eyebrow. “That’s not how a guy who expects to get laid as soon as we get back to my condo should talk. That’s a surefire way to get a severe case of blue balls.”

      Her mouthiness has my dick jumping behind my zipper. Too bad I’m about to prove her right. “That’s because I’m not expecting that anymore. You’re drunk. I don’t fuck drunk girls.”

      “Then you’re missing out, cause drunk girls fuck better than sober ones. We don’t hesitate to do all those things we might sober.”

      I grab her waist. My feet move closer, forcing her to step back until I have her trapped against a large palm tree.

      My movement pulls a shrill squeak from deep inside her. “I thought you didn’t fuck drunk girls?”

      “I don’t. But I never said shit about kissing one.” Before she can say more, I have my lips on hers.

      They’re soft, and the taste of lime mixed with tequila coats my tongue the moment she opens and lets me in. I could become intoxicated just from kissing her if I’m not careful—and not from the alcohol flooding her veins. Not that I care, because kissing her has just become my favorite activity to do outside of baseball.

      “Damn, you sure know how to kiss,” she pants as soon as I draw back to let us catch our breaths. “You sure you don’t want to take this back to my condo, get naked and kiss like that all night long?”

      A carnal growl explodes out of me. “Don’t worry, Arianna. I’ll fuck you, eventually. When you’re sober. I don’t want you agreeing only because you’re drunk. I want you begging me; looking the way you do now, those glossy silver eyes drunk on what I’m doing to you, instead of the tequila.”

      She blinks a few times. “Are you my friend, Flint?”

      I try not to chuckle, because it seems like an odd question after what I so boldly said. “Do you fuck your friends?”

      There’s a pause before she takes a long, satisfying breath. “I don’t know. Most of my friends are female and I’ve not thought about fucking them.”

      This woman is killing me with the visual her words bring to mind. “Why do you ask, then?”

      “Because I hate the name Arianna.” Her nose wrinkles, making her brows pinch as she sticks out her tongue. “The only people who call me that, outside the golf community, are my family and my shitty ex. My friends, who know and like me, call me Ash.”

      “Ash?” I wrack my brain trying to figure that one out. “Why Ash?”

      “Because my initials spell it. Arianna Skyla Holt. My bestie started it when she read it embroidered on my lunchbox. She called me Ash, unaware it wasn’t my name. It’s the only name she’s ever used, and eventually everyone close to me began calling me that.”

      “But your ex doesn’t?” Things about the dick are becoming clear, and a smirk spreads across my face. He’s not as important as he thinks he is.

      “He calls me Arianna. Only Arianna.” She rolls her eyes. “My brother, Austen, he calls me Ash. He’s such a good boy. Although he likes to point out it’s a good thing my last name is Holt instead of Shaw like his, otherwise everyone would call me Ass.”

      Fuck, that’s funny. “I think I like your brother.”

      “He’d like you too. He hates Bennett. Says I can do better.” Reaching up, she grabs my face and squeezes. “You’re a nice guy, right? Not some prick who’s only using me for my money and family?”

      Is that what Mr. Complicated is doing? If I didn’t hate the guy before, I hate him with a passion now.

      “I don’t need your money. I have my own. More than enough. And I have no clue who your family is. But I’m not sure about being a nice guy.” I lean in and run my nose up the silky column of her neck. “I’ve got shit running through my head that nice guys wouldn’t dare try.”

      A cute smirk tugs at the corner of her mouth. “I don’t want a nice guy in the bedroom. I’m pretty sure I’m not a good girl if the right guy took time to show me how to be bad.”

      “Fuuuck!” I growl before kissing her again, devouring her mouth with mine, wishing I wasn’t such a standup asshole. “We better get you to bed before you have me forgetting my manners.”

      She nods and then collapses forward into me.

      “Ready?” I ask, but she says nothing, so I try again. “Ash?”

      “Hmmm?” She sighs into my chest, making my blood burn more than it already is. “I think I’m drunk. Could you take me to my condo so I can crawl into bed and sleep for the next twelve hours?”

      “Sure thing, sugar.” I kiss the top of her head and fold her under my arm. “I’ll tuck you in bed after you drink a bottle of water. Before I leave in the morning, I’ll come by and check on you.”

      “Only if you promise to bring me food.” Ash leans into me again and pats my chest. “Sugary food. Fatty greasy food. Bennett hates it when I eat either of them, and since he’s history, I’m eating my weight in them while devouring the calories he’s always warning me about. I hate him. You’re more my type, even if you won’t fuck me like I’ve thought of since the first time I spotted you moving in. I said to myself, now there’s a man I bet fucks so well a girl won’t walk right for days. You have tree trunks for thighs and I want to climb you and play.”

      My dick wants that too, but tonight is not the night he’s getting his way. Reaching down, I adjust his position so he doesn’t snap in half. “Shh. You talk too much. Let’s see who can be the quietest for the rest of our walk.”

      She zips her lips while gazing up at me. Dramatically, she tosses the key away. I do my best to not laugh, but in a few seconds she’s talking again. “Flint.”

      “Shh. You suck at this game,” I tease.

      “No, I don’t,” she gripes. “And we’re here. That’s my condo.”

      I take the key she’s holding and unlock the door, then hold it open. While she rushes off to her bedroom to get ready for bed, I go into the kitchen to grab a few bottled waters. If I had some Advil, I’d make her take a few, so she doesn’t wake up with a massive headache.

      Once I reach her bedroom door, I knock.

      “Come in.”

      I hesitate, afraid of what I’ll find behind the closed door. “You decent?”

      “I’m in bed. Is that decent?” She hums and it doesn’t give me hope. “You can join me if you want.”

      Pushing the door open, I shake my head and hand her a bottled water. “Drink this now. When you wake up to pee later, drink another one. Each time you get up, drink one until they’re gone. Understand?”

      “Yep.” She guzzles the water down and then tosses it onto the floor. “Goodnight.”

      I lean forward and kiss her cheek as she snuggles into a pillow and closes her eyes. “Goodnight. Sweet dreams.”

      As I’m leaving, she hollers, “Oh, they won’t be sweet. Since you refused to fuck me in real life, I’m going to let you fuck me hard and dirty in my dreams.”

      Fuck.

      I don’t respond. I hightail it out of there before I change my mind and fuck her until we are both exhausted and satisfied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            ASH

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Waking up with a pounding headache is never pleasant. It doesn’t help that I’m also hungover from drinking way too many margaritas last night with my friends.

      I’m not a huge drinker, rarely letting myself give into guilty pleasures. Over time, I’ve learned alcohol loosens my resolve. I often spend the next day embarrassed I said or did something out of character. So, I try not to drink more than a couple. Just enough to gain a buzz, but not so much that I stop caring. But the three of us made a deal, and I wasn’t about to miss out on getting to know my new friends better.

      And last night was fun. It felt normal celebrating an amazing day with people who were as excited as I was. After a win, I usually pass on the after-event gatherings or skip out early to hide in my room, where I sit alone and enjoy the peacefulness it brings. It gives me a chance to soak in the tub while listening to a naughty book, or binge a series I’ve put off without getting interrupted by a certain man who has the worst timing.

      That’s changed now that I’ve made new friends. I want to embrace this unfamiliar stage of my life and let it teach me more about myself. It feels weird not keeping people at arm’s length because my family is complicated and I don’t like dragging others into their drama.

      My head throbs more as the carousel of images whirls around inside. Rolling over, I moan into my pillow, recalling some of the shit I’d said last night to Flint.

      Flint Matthews is an icon in KC. He’s also Ava’s brother and my neighbor. The first time I saw him lugging boxes up to his second-floor condo, right across the hall from mine, I almost set up camp on our shared vestibule with Jordyn, to admire the show he and his friends were putting on.

      “I can’t believe you, Ash. The things you said were a little much.” Talking to myself isn’t a new thing for me. I do it regularly because I’m often the only one around.

      He started it. Those sexy lips pressed against mine, winding me up before denying me. Drunk me let her thoughts fly, needing to push back for leaving me in such a state. I can’t recall the last time I’d been kissed like that. I doubt I ever have.

      “But damn, if his kisses are that mind-blowing, what will happen if he ever gets me naked?” I lower my eyelids as steamy images dance across them, sending a current of excitement through me. “I’ll enjoy every second and beg him to never stop.”

      A smile spreads, making my cheeks hurt. My lids open enough for me to catch the digital clock, alerting me it’s just after six. Way too early to be crawling out of bed after such a restless night.

      All night, images of the man who left me high and dry teased me in my dreams. And just when I thought my declaration when he left was about to come true, I’d wake up. And of course I couldn’t go back to the good stuff in my dream. I’d have to start from the beginning. Which was a great metaphor for my life. Nothing ever wrapped up just how I’d hoped. It always veered off in directions I meant to avoid.

      My hands grip my head and squeeze. The pain is almost too much to bear. “Why do you hate me so much? Why can’t I have what I want, even in my dreams?” Rubbing my temples, I turn over and stare at the ceiling. “I should power up my phone and deal with whatever shit is waiting for me. Face the reality of what has and will always be my life.”

      I plugged it in on the nightstand last night before changing. It’s fully charged now and when I restart it, the messages keep coming. Most are from Bennett. I can’t deal with him yet, so I open one guaranteed to make me smile.

      
        
          
            
              
        JORDYN

      

      
        You wouldn’t know anyone who has an extra 1.5 million sitting around collecting dust, would you? [image: money bag]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JORDYN

      

      
        If so, I’d be willing to help her spend it. [image: shopping bags]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JORDYN

      

      
        Congrats bitch. [image: party popper] So fucking proud of you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh to myself. My best friend has always been the one person I could count on. She’s been there for me through thick and thin. The person whose support has gotten me through whatever crazy shit I landed face first into.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME

      

      
        Thank you. It was the best time I’ve had playing in forever. I’m glad I didn’t quit like my family and Bennett wanted me to do. Speaking of the dick, we’re done. He texted last night, wanting to know where I was. [image: enraged face] Seriously, this time it’s over. He’s not worth my energy, and I’m so fed up with his shit.

      

      

      

      

      

      Despite the time difference, the three dots bounce, and I patiently wait for her response.

      
        
          
            
              
        JORDYN

      

      
        I’m holding you to it this time. When I wake up, I’ll call.

      

      

      

      

      

      When she calls later, I’m sure she’ll have so much to say. She’s been on me for a while to dump Bennett—like the seven years I’ve wasted on the man.

      He’s not a fan of her, either. Says she’s only exploiting me for my connections and money. He’s wrong.

      Jordyn is the one not taking advantage. He, on the other hand, is and doesn’t even try to hide it. The only reason I’ve let it continue is because I always hoped that through him I would find acceptance with my family. A sad reality, but true.

      My family loves him. He’s the only thing in my life they approve of. I’m constantly reminded of that when invited to join them on some campaign or state dinner. Bring Bennett. He’s on a path to success, Arianna, and if you’re smart, you’ll never let that man go. One day, when you grow up and stop with all this rebelling, you’ll be glad he’s around. That man is a perfect fit for our family. He’s stable and knows what it takes to make it to the next level.

      They can have him. I’ll grant him the freedom to be their little suck up on the condition that I never again have to be seen with him.

      Bennett and I shouldn’t have lasted as long as we have. He was never the man for me, even if my mother disagreed. I wasn’t ever going to yield to his demands, give up my dreams, or be the doting wife he did his best to make me. The harder he pushed, the more I dug my heels in. We were like bleach and rubbing alcohol, a lethal combination when mixed. It was time for us to part ways. I know he’ll resist, he always has. But I’m done. It’s taken me way too long to get here, but an immense weight has lifted now that I’ve ended it.

      I open his string of texts next, ready to be done with this. To remind myself why we need to end things, I start with the first one he sent last night.

      
        
          
            
              
        BENNETT

      

      
        Where are you? I’ve had a shit day and could use a night at your place.

      

      

      

      

      

      When I read that last night, an overwhelming sense of relief washed over me. Bennett was only interested in a booty call.

      I no longer enjoyed intimacy with him. Telling him no only angered him. And lately, his anger put me on edge. I never knew what to expect. He either pouted like a child or went postal. All the while explaining his mindset of what my duties as his girlfriend were. Everything revolved around him. I wasn’t allowed to voice my opinion without being dismissed.

      So being gone meant I wasn’t forced to pretend or deal with his ever-changing moods.

      
        
          
            
              
        BENNETT

      

      
        I’m at your place now. You’re not here. Why is that?

      

      

      

      

      

      That’s the text Flint read and blew up about. I’d been a little pissed about him invading my privacy, but he had a point.

      Why the fuck didn’t Bennett know where I was?

      I’d told him so many times, not that he listened. My life isn’t important to him. Which made me question why I bother staying.

      He hates golf. Golf is my everything, it makes me happy. It’s the one thing that is mine. I fought hard to get to this juncture, and I’m not about to toss that aside for a man. Especially one who doesn’t respect me.

      
        
          
            
              
        BENNETT

      

      
        This case is falling apart and I need you to come home now. If you’re with Jordyn, tell her you have to go. I want you at your place in thirty.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME

      

      
        Impossible requests.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BENNETT

      

      
        Don’t fuck with me tonight, Arianna. I’m not in the mood.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME

      

      
        I’m in Maui, remember? Big golf tournament. I’ll be home in a few weeks. Decided to take a vacation while I’m here. Some me time to relax and soak up some sun. [image: beach with umbrella]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BENNETT

      

      
        Cancel your vacation. You’re coming home. This case is demanding and I need you around to help keep my head in the game. I’m tired of you constantly dismissing me. Why do you schedule these at inconvenient times for me? I wish you would show more concern towards my time and needs rather than being self-centered.

      

      

      

      

      

      My vision blurred when I read this. I could blame the tequila replacing my blood, but that wasn’t true. Not completely, at least. It was a mixture of that and the sparks flying in the air between Flint and me. Something that never happened with Bennett.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME

      

      
        Fuck you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BENNETT

      

      
        Excuse me?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME

      

      
        You heard me. Do you even know what I did today? Do you even give a damn?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BENNETT

      

      
        Please enlighten me. I can’t wait.

      

      

      

      

      

      I could almost see his eyes rolling, and that was the final motivation I’d needed to say what I’d been dying to.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME

      

      
        I’m done. Call someone else to take care of you. I’m sure you have a friend on speed dial who would be more than happy to blow you. And if not, Prospect is just down the street. You remember what corner, right? You can use the money I loaned you, put it to good use. Or is that gone now? Just don’t get caught, because this time I won’t bail your ass out. You’ll have to spend the night in jail and pray your cellmate isn’t into guys. Or you can call one of your other flings. I know you have a side piece. Or has she also figured out that you’re a dick and moved on?

      

      

      

      

      

      When I pressed the send button it felt so good, but I wasn’t done yet. I had plenty more I needed to get off my chest while I was on a roll, feeling brave.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME

      

      
        Leave the key. I’m contacting a locksmith in the morning either way. Jordyn will box your shit up and dump it outside your place. And don’t bother trying to ring my parents this time. If you like each other so much, maybe you should see if they’ll adopt you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I waited a few beats, watched those three dots bounce. He would start to type, then stop. And when I grew tired of waiting, I said the last thing I ever planned to say to him.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME

      

      
        I won, by the way, in case you care at all. 1.5 million. Does it hurt to know I made that much money playing golf, out in the sun, doing what I love more than anything else in the world? That I didn’t even have to get a fucking degree to earn that kind of cash? All I had to do was knock the ball into the hole a few times and have a blast doing it. [image: flag in hole] I hardly broke a sweat.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lies. I sweated my ass off, but in a good way.

      Bennett detests I make a fortune playing a game he can’t. He tried once and sucked at it, wouldn’t let me help or show him what he was doing wrong. I took so much pleasure watching him fail after his jabs at my career. I don’t see what the big deal is. Anyone can hit balls around. But he couldn’t and it fed my soul to know he had to eat his words. He hates it even more that I do all this without a degree and only a GED under my belt.

      After I released my inner thoughts, I shut my phone down and forgot all about him. Let the nice man seated next to me steal my attention, putting my mind and body on high alert for things to come.

      I prepare myself for a heavy heart and overwhelming guilt when I opened my eyes this morning. Nothing. My veins are guilt-free. And if I had even a speck lingering, it would have disappeared after reading his newest text.

      
        
          
            
              
        BENNETT

      

      
        You’ll regret this in a few days. Return, pleading for my forgiveness. I’ll do it out of respect for your parents. And when you do, your days of being irresponsible are over. You will quit golf and get a proper job. A respectable one that is guaranteed to make me look good and help me win the DA’s job. I’m through letting you embarrass all of us by acting like a child. And Jordyn, end that, too. She’s a bad influence and there won’t be any place for her in our lives moving forward. So enjoy yourself while you can, because soon it’ll be time to grow up.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hold back a cynical laugh as I type one last response before blocking him.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME

      

      
        Hell will freeze over before I beg you for anything. And I can’t wait to tell Jordyn. She’ll be overjoyed to hear you finally crossed the line and destroyed any possibility of us ever reconciling. The one person I’ll never let go of is her. She’s my ride or die bitch. A man who orders me to drop her isn’t worthy of being in my life. I wonder if Flint Matthews would do that? He seemed to have all kinds of thoughts about how you were a shitty boyfriend. Perhaps I’ll find out if he’s got potential. If he returns this morning with my sugary and fatty breakfast, he’ll have scored more points than you ever did. Have a nice, boring life. I plan to enjoy my wild and carefree one.

      

      

      

      

      

      God, that felt so good. A huge weight lifts off my shoulders, one I should’ve tossed to the side of a deserted road a long time ago.

      Taking a deep, freeing breath, I fling the covers back and sit up. My headache isn’t getting any better. I need to jump in the shower and see if that helps. Before I do, I dig through my bag and dump three Advil into my hand and swallow, using the last bottle of water left on my nightstand.

      I stare at the four empty ones scattered across the floor and grin. Flint didn’t have to go the extra mile like he did last night, but he did.

      Why?

      I don’t get the impression it was because he wanted in my pants, even though he made it clear one day that would happen. If that had been the case, he’d have stuck around and waited for me to sober up. I think he did it because that’s the nature of his character. A kind, thoughtful guy who takes care of the people close to him without giving it a second thought.

      Do I want to have a role in his life?

      I think I might like that, but maybe he only did it because of his sister. He didn’t want to disappoint her, so he did what he knew she’d expect him to do. He fulfilled his duty and I shouldn’t hope for more. I doubt he’ll bother showing up with breakfast. It would be nice, of course, but I don’t foresee him going to the extremes for a woman he only met the previous night, even if we are neighbors.

      No one goes the extra mile for me. A lesson I learned a very long time ago. It’s always better to lower any expectations, that way you aren’t disappointed.
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