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“With the first pick in the 2015 NFL Draft, the New York Giants select . . .”


It’s been three years since quarterback Ares Kincaid’s NFL dream came true, and he’s living the high life. The days of cleaning up after his drunk of a father are long gone, and he has no intention of going back.


A car crash and DUI charge meant a lengthy stint in rehab for Arianna Petrelli, and her dream of being a professional artist slips further away when she’s sacked from her position at a gallery. Her need for a job stronger even than her dislike of football, Ari goes to work for her father, the head coach of the New York Giants.


Ares hates alcoholics, which is fine with Ari because she thinks he’s a brainless jock. Yet when Ares rescues Ari from a situation with her ex-boyfriend, an unlikely friendship begins – one that quickly becomes more.


But messing around with the coach’s daughter can only lead to one thing . . . trouble.


For more sexy, powerful and passionate romance from Samantha Towle, check out Ruin, the first book in the Gods series, as well as the sensational standalone Breaking Hollywood!




Chapter One


“YOU’VE GOT TO BE kidding me!”


I glance up to the sky. Big, fat raindrops splash on my face. Dark clouds have rolled in from nowhere and opened up to let out water like it’s the sequel to the Great Flood.


“Jesus effin’ Christ,” I grumble to myself as I quickly dig through my bag, looking for my umbrella . . . which isn’t there. “Crap. Shit. Crap.”


This is just perfect. Frigging perfect.


I don’t even have a jacket on. I’m wearing my new white silk shirt, black skinny jeans, and black heels.


The weather was forecast warm, and when I got on the bus at Port Authority half an hour ago to travel to East Rutherford, the sun was shining.


Global warming for you. Sigh.


My first day at my new job—the job that my dad got for me—and I’m about to turn up, looking like a drowned rat.


Perfect.


I quickly start walking away from the bus stop, heading toward my new place of work. The New York Giants headquarters and training facility. My dad is Eddie Petrelli, the head coach of the Giants, and he’s hired me to be an assistant to the team. Basically, I’m a lackey. And my dad has totally made up the job, no matter how he denies it, and he did that because I’d lost mine at the gallery, due to me being a total screwup.


I was surprised that he wanted me working here. I’ve embarrassed him enough of late. But I guess he wants me where he can keep an eye on me.


I’m an alcoholic. A sober alcoholic, thanks to time spent in a detox and rehab facility and the ongoing support of Alcoholics Anonymous and my sponsor, Luke.


The push to rehab came because, a little over six months ago, I was arrested for driving under the influence after I caught my ex-boyfriend, Kyle, in a compromising position at a house party. Basically, his pants were around his ankles and someone I’d thought was a friend was on her knees in front of him. I’m guessing you get the picture.


I left the party, climbed into my ex’s car, and took off. I was drunk off my ass and upset, and I crashed his car into one of the neighbor’s garden walls.


I lost my license—hence why I ride the bus now—and was charged with criminal damage and received a hefty fine.


The gallery sacked me. And trying to get another job since I got out of rehab with a criminal record has been nearly impossible.


Not that I didn’t try because I really did. But no one wants to hire an ex-drunk.


So, when I started running out of money to pay my bills, I took the job my dad had offered. I also need to pay my dad. He hasn’t asked for the money he spent on putting me through rehab or paying my fine, and he rebuffs me when I tell him I’m going to pay him back. But I need to start taking responsibility for my actions.


Getting sober was the first step. Paying my dad back is the next, and now that I have this job, thanks to him, I can start doing so.


It takes me fifteen long, rain-soaked minutes to walk to the Giants headquarters.


When I finally get there, I’m drenched through to my underwear, and my hair is plastered to my head. The hour I spent this morning putting on makeup and styling my hair was a total waste of time.


I fish the ID badge that my dad gave me out of my bag as I approach the security booth.


The glass on the booth slides back, revealing a middle-aged guy with a kind face.


“You got caught in the downpour, huh?” He gives me a grin.


“Can you tell?”


He chuckles. “I’d offer you an umbrella, but I don’t think that’s going to help you now.”


“No.” I laugh. “But I might need to borrow it later, if it starts back up.”


“You got yourself a deal. So, how can I help you today?”


“I’m, uh, starting work here today. My name is Arianna Petrelli.” I hand over my ID badge.


“Coach Petrelli’s daughter.” His voice booms with a smile. “Of course. He told me you’d be coming in today.”


At his pleasant greeting, a knot I didn’t realize I had in my stomach eases a little.


I guess it has been on my mind a bit—how people here would treat me. Without a doubt, they all know about my DUI and rehab stint.


My dad wouldn’t have talked about it. Man of few words, my father.


But the daughter of the coach of the Giants charged with a DUI was a journalist’s dream.


Since it happened—aside from the people in rehab, who were pretty much all like me—normal folk are generally disgusted by my behavior, and some aren’t afraid to let me know. Don’t worry; I’m disgusted with myself. I could have killed someone that night.


That’s what I remind myself of when the urge to drink gets too strong.


It’s just hard to have people look at you like you’re a piece of shit, reminding you of what you already think of yourself. And I worried it would be the same here. So, it’s nice for the first person I encounter to look at me with nothing but a smile in their eyes.


I return his smile.


“I’m Patrick,” he tells me.


“It’s nice to meet you,” I reply.


He hands me back my ID badge. “If you need anything, like an umbrella”—he grins—“I’m your man.”


“Thank you,” I tell him and mean it. His kindness is appreciated. “Is my dad here yet?” I ask him.


“No,” Patrick replies. “He usually gets here around nine.”


I glance at the clock behind him on the wall. Eight thirty.


I’ve got half an hour to clean up and dry off before my dad arrives.


I want to look presentable.


Not that getting caught in the rain was my fault. But Dad has been bugging me about moving back home. He only lives a ten-minute drive from here, so I would get a lift in every day with him. And me getting caught in the rain like this will only give strength to his argument that I move back home.


I know he wants me away from the temptation of alcohol and all the bars in the city.


But I like living in New York, being so close to the art galleries and culture, and I love my apartment. It’s tiny, but it’s mine.


And, if I’m going to stay sober, I have to get used to being around alcohol.


My sponsor, Luke, says hiding from alcohol can actually have a detrimental effect. I think he’s right. I need to get used to the fact that it’s around but that it’s something I don’t do anymore.


Not that I’m actively going into bars anymore or browsing the liquor aisle in the supermarket, but I make sure to remind myself that it’s there, and it’s a part of life. Just not a part of mine anymore.


“Well, I’d better get inside and dry off,” I tell him, stepping back.


The rain has eased a little. It would now that I’m here.


Stupid weather.


“Have a good first day,” he tells me.


I thank him again and then speed-walk toward the building entrance.


Opening the door, I walk inside, dripping water all over the tiled floor.


There’s no one at the reception desk. Damn it. I have no clue where anything is. This is the first time I’ve ever been here. My dad might work here, but I’ve never had a reason to come here before today.


I was hoping there would be someone—preferably female—who might be able to point me in the direction of, at the very least, a hand dryer.


I glance around for a sign of a restroom, but nothing. So, I start walking, going straight ahead through the lobby.


My heels click on the tiled floor, echoing loudly. I have the urge to take off my wet shoes, but I really don’t want to walk around barefoot.


I walk past the staircase and down the hallway. I see a sign that shows the restrooms are on the left.


Bingo.


Although I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do because there’s no way a hand dryer is going to dry my clothes, but it’s better than nothing.


I locate the restroom, which is empty, and—shit! Effing crap! No hand dryer. Only paper towels.


As I turn, I catch sight of myself in the mirror.


Christ almighty.


I look a mess. My makeup has practically washed off. Thank God for waterproof mascara because it’s the only thing on my face that’s stayed intact.


My brown hair is a wet, stringy mess.


My white shirt is clinging to my body, and you can totally see my lace bra through it.


My cheeks flame with embarrassment, knowing that Patrick could see my bra through my shirt.


I can’t start my first day, meeting the guys on the team, looking like this.


I need clothes. Even if it’s just a different shirt. I can live in damp jeans and panties if I have to but not a wet shirt, showing off my chest.


They must have team shirts here. Anything is better than my soaking wet top that I’m currently wearing. I look like I’m entering in the world’s first solo wet shirt competition, and I really don’t want to embarrass myself—or my dad—any more than I have already.


And, wearing a team shirt, at least I’ll look committed to the team.


I almost laugh out loud at that thought.


I don’t like football. At all.


As a coach’s daughter, people assume I love the sport. But it’s because of football that I had to move around a lot while growing up. That my dad wasn’t around much. That my mom—


I cut off that thought.


It wasn’t my dad’s fault. My mom was sick. And the choices she’d made were hers and hers alone.


But it was his fault that he wasn’t there for you when you needed him most, the voice in the back of my mind whispers.


No, I’m not going there today.


Today is going to be a good day despite the fact that it’s started off crappily.


I’m going to fix up my hair, and then I’m going to find a shirt to wear.


Dumping my damp bag on the counter, I pull out my hairbrush and a hair tie.


I brush it through as best I can and then tie it up into a makeshift bun. I drop my hairbrush back in my bag, and clutching it to my chest, covering my peekaboo bra, I head out of the restroom and go in search of a storeroom or somewhere they might keep spare shirts. But I need to be quick before people start arriving.


I wander for a few minutes and stumble across the locker room.


There’s got to be a shirt in here somewhere.


I open the door, letting myself in, and—holy shit, this room is huge. It’s bigger than my apartment. Well, most places are bigger than my apartment. But, still, it’s massive.


I wander in letting the door close behind me.


There are team shirts hanging on hangers at each player’s station. Multiple shirts.


I could borrow one from one of the players, then find where they keep the spares, and replace it; no one would be any the wiser.


I walk into the locker room, scanning the names on the placards above each station as I pass them.


Kelly . . . Maxwell . . . Thompson . . . Kincaid.


Ah, Ares Kincaid. The star quarterback. The one they call the Missile because he throws the football with the effect of a heatseeking missile. He never misses his target.


I might not know much about football, but I do know who he is.


The golden boy. Mr. Perfect.


The guy who paid for his younger siblings’ college education. I know this because my dad told me once.


“He’s responsible, that one. Got his head screwed on.” This was all said with a pointed look at me.


I wasn’t responsible. I didn’t have my head screwed on. I could barely look after myself, let alone be responsible for anyone else.


I still can’t.


My dad thinks the sun shines out of Kincaid’s butt.


I know my dad loves all his players like they’re family—probably loves them more than his own family . . . well, me because I’m all he has left—but I’m pretty sure my dad thinks of Ares Kincaid as the son he never had but always wanted.


And who could blame him? Kincaid would never get in a car drunk and drive it into a wall.


Nope, that’s all me. The screwup.


I reach out, fingering one of Kincaid’s shirts.


I have this sudden urge to know what it feels like to be like him. To not be a screwup. To be someone people admire. Look up to.


Maybe, if I put on one of his shirts, some of his goodness might rub off on me.


Okay, that just sounded really dirty.


But it can’t hurt to try, right? Wearing his shirt to try to soak up some of his good sense . . . and that just sounded gross.


I’m going to quit while I’m ahead. Or not.


I kick off my damp heels, drop my bag to the floor, and begin unbuttoning my wet shirt. I peel it off my skin, letting it fall to the floor with a wet thud, and it feels like heaven. The air is cool, drying my damp skin.


I really, really want to take my bra off as well, but I can’t have the girls coming out to play. My chest isn’t huge, so jiggling boobs wouldn’t be an issue, but my nipples do have a tendency to play peekaboo at the most inopportune moments. Not that my bra is exactly concealing much in its dampened state.


God, what a day, and it’s still early.


I really need to not screw up today.


Please let today go well.


Needing to find my calm, I place my hands on my hips and lean my body forward, slowly letting my hands slide down the sides of my legs until they’re resting on the floor, and my chest is pressed to my thighs.


I hold the pose and breathe in. Then, I exhale.


I’ve been practicing yoga since I got sober. My therapist suggested it, and it really helps me.


I know it might seem strange to pull a yoga move here in the locker room, but I need a moment to relax and find my focus, and this is how I do it nowadays. The old me would have just done a shot.


“Ahem.” The sound of a deep, timbral voice clearing behind me has me shooting upright and spinning around.


And, oh dear God, no.


Ares Kincaid.


He’s standing right there, across the room from me.


And I have no shirt on.


Crap.




Chapter Two


“OH JESUS, SHIT-FUCK!” I wheeze out in complete horror, my arms clamping over my chest.


“That’s a lot of expletives for one sentence.” Ares’s head tilts to the side, a look of amusement on his face.


“I-I . . .” I’m floundering. I have no clue what to say. I’m all like, Jesus, take the wheel.


I’m half-naked in front of Ares Kincaid.


My dad is going to be so pissed when he finds out.


Please don’t let him find out.


“I didn’t think anyone was here,” I finally manage to get out.


“Clearly.”


His eyes drop from my face and start to trail down my body. I see a spark of interest in his eyes, and I’m surprised by the flash of heat I feel between my legs.


Did I mention that Ares Kincaid is good-looking?


I’ve seen him on TV and in pictures, but this is the first time I’ve seen him in the flesh. He’s all rippling muscles, hard edges, and golden skin. Dark scruff covering his strong jaw, like he hasn’t bothered to shave in days. Striking blue eyes, which are still working their way over my body, and dark hair, which is shorter than it used to be. I remember him having longer hair.


Anyway, he’s hot. If you like that kind of thing—jocks—which I don’t.


What do I like?


Honestly, I have no clue anymore.


Before I was sober, I used to go for guys who liked to party. Dirty, rough guys. Guys I could get drunk with. The quintessential bad boys.


Sporty, serious, and stable was never in my repertoire.


Maybe it should be.


Not with him, of course.


And not anytime soon. Relationships are not something I’m interested in. Staying sober is.


“So . . .” His eyes finally land back on mine, and I give him an irritated look due to him blatantly checking me out. The bastard doesn’t even have the courtesy to look embarrassed. He just smiles and shrugs his big shoulders. “This might be a crazy question”—his lips are now twitching with amusement—“but who are you? And why were you bent over and shirtless in here?”


“I, um . . . look, do you mind if I put my shirt back on?” I take a step back, angling down to look at my shirt, which is still on the floor in a damp heap.


“No. Go ahead.” He gestures a hand in my direction but makes no move to give me any privacy. He just stands there, watching me with his blazing eyes burning right through me. The color reminds me of a flame when it’s reached its hottest temperature.


“Could you turn around?” I give him a pointed look, tightening my arms over my chest.


Shaking his head, he rumbles out a chuckle, which makes the muscles in my stomach clench. “Sure,” he says. “I’ve already seen everything . . .”


His eyes drop to my chest before slowly lifting back to mine. The heat in them is undeniable. And so is the sudden throbbing occurring between my thighs. It’s been a while since I had sex. That’s why I’m responding like this. It’s all it can be.


“But I can be a gentleman.”


“Wow. Lucky me,” I mutter sarcastically as he turns away.


I hear him laugh again.


And I experience another stomach clench.


I bend to retrieve my shirt and quickly pull it on, wincing at the feel of the wet fabric against my now-dry skin. I fasten the buttons, starting at the top and working my way down.


“You can turn around,” I tell him as I fasten the last button.


“So . . .” he says, turning to face me. A smile lifts his lips. It’s a smug look.


His thick arms fold over his massive chest. I can see the veins running beneath his golden skin.


I have a thing about men’s arms and veins. I find them incredibly hot. On the right man, of course.


Weird, I know.


“So . . .” I echo.


The smile widens. “I hate to tell you this. But I can still see as much as I could before you put the shirt on. Well, more now since your arms aren’t in the way, blocking the view.”


My eyes drop. “Shit!” I bark out, arms covering my chest again.


I forgot it was totally see-through.


“Wet shirt,” he says. “Rain outside. I’m guessing you got caught in the downpour.”


“You’re right,” I grind out.


He’s starting to annoy me a little.


His arms unfurl, and those bright eyes of his darken. I’m not sure what with.


Then, he starts toward me, those long legs eating up the space between us. My heart starts to beat in staccato.


He stops a few feet away.


Sweet Jesus, he’s huge.


And I’m small.


Ridiculously small. Five feet one to be exact. And I don’t currently have my heels on for the added height. I stupidly took them off.


Ares is well over six feet tall. Probably closer to six and a half.


I am a dwarf, standing in front of him.


His eyes stare down at me, probing. I feel like he can see every part of me. Even the bad parts.


“Still doesn’t explain who you are or why you stripped off and decided to do your morning stretches in my locker room.” His voice is lower, deeper. The sound rushes over my skin, like a cold breeze on a hot day, making my skin cover in goose bumps.


I have to hold back a shiver.


“Your locker room?” I question, lifting a brow.


“Are you a football groupie?”


“No!” I bark out a laugh.


“Because, if you broke in here, I’ll have your ass hauled out with one phone call,” he continues, clearly ignoring me.


I slam my hands on my hips, momentarily forgetting I need them to cover the girls, and then I put them back over my chest.


He smirks at me.


Asshole.


“Look, I’m not a groupie, okay? It’s my first day here. I got caught in the rain. I came in here, looking to borrow a shirt, as I can’t wear this one. You caught me about to change into one.”


“And you were bent over for the fun of it?”


“No, I was doing yoga.”


“Yoga?” He looks at me like I’m mental.


He wouldn’t be wrong.


“I was stressed about my shitty start to the day, and I practice yoga to de-stress. I thought I was alone. I was literally just doing the one pose to help clear my mind, and then I was going to put on a shirt and get out of here.”


“And which shirt were you putting on?” He glances over at his changing spot and then back at me, brows raised.


“Uh . . .” I’m stumbling. Deep breath. “Okay, I was going to borrow one of yours. But I was going to find another to put in its place.”


“Okay,” he says.


“Okay?” My brows draw together as I look up at him.


“Yep. It sounds plausible. Weird as fuck. But plausible.”


I can’t help but laugh at that. He laughs, too.


“I’m going to go.” Freeing one arm, I stand my heels up and slip my feet into them, appreciating the extra height they give me, but I still look like a child next to him.


“Don’t you need a shirt to wear?” he says.


“I’ll figure it out.”


“Here.” He reaches over and grabs a white dress shirt from one of the hangers. “Wear this. It’ll be big on you, so you’ll have to roll up the sleeves, but it’s better than a team shirt.”


“Thank you.” I smile genuinely. “I appreciate it. I’ll wash it tonight and bring it back tomorrow.”


“No rush,” he tells me.


“Thank you,” I say again.


I start to walk past him when he says, “I’m Ares, by the way.”


I stop and slide my eyes up to his. I feel a jolt at the visual contact. “I know who you are, quarterback.”


He smiles at that. “You said it was your first day.”


“Yes,” I say slowly, my mouth suddenly drying.


“I didn’t know we had a new staff member starting.”


So, my dad hasn’t told any of the players that I’ll be working here. Great.


“What will you be doing?” he asks.


“Oh, this and that,” I reply.


He laughs. “You don’t give much away, do you?”


I shrug.


His eyes glitter with amusement and challenge. “Do I get your name at least?”


I take a deep breath. “Ari. Arianna . . . Petrelli.”


I watch as my name filters in, and realization dawns on him.


The light fades out of his eyes. His expression shuts down.


And my stomach suddenly feels very empty.


He steps away, putting a good amount of distance between us. His arms fold over his chest, like a barrier. Jaw gritting. “You’re Coach’s daughter.”


I swallow past the dryness in my throat. “Yes.”


“I didn’t know you’d be working here.”


“I . . . it . . .” I lift my hands, unsure of what to say.


There’s a beat of silence. A moment of nothing. Neither of us says anything.


Then, he abruptly turns to his changing station, giving me his back.


Wow. Okay.


I’m used to people looking at me like shit. But not this kind of reaction. Like I have an infectious disease.


I take a deep breath and find my voice. “Is . . . is there a problem?”


“Nope.” He pulls a team shirt off a hanger.


I stand here, knowing full well there is a problem, but not really knowing how to handle his adverse reaction to me.


He glances over his shoulder at me. There’s none of the warmth or humor from before. His eyes are blank and narrowed, looking at me like I’m an inconvenience. I’m gum on the sole of his new shoes.


“I need to change,” he states, voice cold.


“Sorry.” I step back, holding his shirt to my chest.


His eyes drop to it with a flash of something akin to anger, and for a moment, I wonder if I should offer to give him his shirt back.


But I don’t. I keep my mouth shut, turn on my heel, and head for the door.


Before I reach it, I pause and turn back to him. “Ares?”


His eyes flash over to mine. His expression is tight.


I take a small step forward. “Could I ask a favor?”


He blinks slowly and exhales a harsh breath. “What is it?” His voice is irritated.


“I just wanted to ask . . . could you not mention this to my dad . . . that you saw me in here—”


“Without your top on.”


My face heats. “Yes. It’s just . . . I . . .” How do I say this? “It’s just that I . . .” Don’t want to disappoint him again.


“I won’t say anything,” he growls and then turns back to his station. “There’s nothing to tell.”


“Thank you,” I say softly.


He huffs out a brittle laugh, shaking his head, and I feel like I’m missing something.


I want to ask why he’s so pissed off by me. But I’m too chickenshit to do it.


So, I once again keep my mouth shut and head for the door.


“Arianna.”


I stop and glance back over my shoulder. He’s facing me now, the same stoic expression on his countenance.


“What?” I say.


“I want the shirt back tomorrow. Clean.”


Something in the way he says clean pokes at me.


He thinks I’m a dirty drunk.


I inhale through my nose.


I am not that person anymore.


I’m clean and sober.


And I don’t need his stupid shirt. I’d rather walk around with my boobs on show than wear his clothes.


I lift my chin and walk back over to him.


When I’m a foot away, I toss the shirt back to him. He catches it with a single hand, eyes not moving from mine.


“Turns out, I don’t need to borrow your shirt after all.” Then, I spin around and walk out of there.




Chapter Three


I STEP INSIDE MY APARTMENT and close the door behind me, locking it.


I cast a glance toward the corner of my room where my paints and easel are set up. I stare at the blank canvas sitting there on the easel, praying that I’ll feel something. Anything. Even a spark of interest or inspiration would be a start. I’d be grateful for that.


But nothing.


I haven’t painted in six months.


Not since I’ve been sober.


Painting is all I’ve ever known. All I’ve ever done.


I’m an artist who can’t paint.


It feels like I’ve lost a limb.


Since I quit drinking, I can’t bring myself to put brush to canvas.


There has been only one other time in my life when I stopped painting. After my mother killed herself.


I was the one who found her. Hanging from the clothes rail in her and my dad’s walk-in closet. It was a high rail. The one my dad used to hang his shirts on. My dad’s tall. Six feet three. My mom was small. Like I am. I look like her, too. I sometimes wonder if that’s part of the problem. That I remind my dad of her.


She had used her vanity stool to stand on.


I had come home after studying for a test at a friend’s house. My dad was away with the team.


She had known it would be me who found her.


And she hadn’t cared.


I took my first drink of alcohol on the day of her funeral.


I was fifteen. My uncle, my mom’s brother, handed me a glass of brown liquid. He told me it was brandy and to go ahead and drink it, that it was good for shock, that it would help me get through the day.


He was right.


That single glass of brandy got me through her funeral.


And, when I woke up the next day and everything felt difficult, even just getting out of bed, I had another glass of brandy to help me get through the day.


And where was my dad, you might ask? Well, he was at work. Back with his team. His real family. He’d left me a note tacked to the fridge, saying he wouldn’t be long.


And I was left home alone, in the house where my mother had killed herself, only five days ago.


Alcohol was my comfort through a difficult time, and it helped me get back to painting. I felt alive and inspired when I drank.


It made everything easier.


And, now that I no longer have that . . . I’m blank.


Like the canvas that’s sitting there, waiting for me.


Sighing, I kick off my shoes. I put my bag on the kitchen counter as I pass. Then, I tug off the shirt I borrowed from my dad as I pad down my tiny hallway. I stop by the bathroom and toss the shirt in my laundry hamper. I take off my bra and my jeans, followed by my panties, and toss them in the hamper, too.


I take a quick shower. Leaving my hair wet, I dress in clean panties, an old college sweater, and shorts.


I head for the kitchen and grab a glass from the cupboard. Go to the tap and fill it with water.


Leaning back against the counter, I take a sip.


My apartment is so quiet. Too quiet.


Peace isn’t good for me. Too much time to think.


I take another sip of my water, my eyes closing on a blink as I do.


I swallow slowly, letting the water run down my throat.


My mind drifts . . .


Vodka.


Sliding down my throat.


The burn of the alcohol.


You remember how good it felt, Ari.


The feel of it coursing through your body, taking the pain away. Freeing you—


Stop!


I flash open my eyes, turn, and pour out the water into the sink, setting the glass in it.


I grip the edge of the counter and swallow in a lungful of air.


Breathe, Ari. Slow and deep.


I take a breath in through my nose and let it out through my dry mouth.


Dry from the need to drink.


No.


My grip on the counter increases. My arms start to tremble from the force, but I don’t let go. Because I’m afraid of what will happen if I do.


I don’t have alcohol in the apartment, but I’m within a ten-minute radius of pubs and bars. Five minutes if I run.


And I’m afraid that, if I let go of this counter, I’ll start running.


I squeeze my eyes shut and slowly count to ten.


I don’t need to drink.


I am in control of my life.


Six months, Ari. Six months sober.


Don’t blow it now.


You’ve gotten through the worst.


Detox was the most horrific experience of my life. I don’t ever want to go through it again.


And, if I have even one drink, I’ll be right back where I started.


I can’t go there.


I won’t go there.


I was what is called a high-functioning alcoholic. I used alcohol as a coping mechanism. I would find any reason to drink. I would drink alone at home. Too much, too often. I could drink a couple of bottles of wine at home or go out and party like it was 1999 and wake with no hangover and head into work. Some people might think that was a good thing, being able to drink with no hangover. But it really wasn’t. It meant that I’d built a tolerance over the years. I’d been drinking too much, for too long.


I couldn’t go a day without a drink, and even then, I still didn’t know I had a problem. If someone had asked me seven months ago if I could stop drinking, I would’ve answered yes without hesitation.


It wasn’t until it was too late when I realized I had a problem.


No, it’s not too late.


I made a terrible mistake because of the disease I have.


And that’s what alcoholism is . . . it’s a disease.


But I’m getting better. Every day, I’m getting stronger and stronger.


It will not defeat me.


I want a life. I want to be able to paint again. I want to have a career as a professional artist. Maybe even get married one day and have children of my own.


But, to have all of those things, I need to stay sober.


My count is up to fifty when I feel able to actually let go of the counter.


I get my cell from my bag and sit down on my kitchen floor. I open up my music app and press play on my relaxation music. I adopt the lotus position and close my eyes.


I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting like this when my cell starts to ring with an incoming call.


I open one eye, glancing at the caller display, and see it’s my dad.


I really don’t feel like talking to him at the moment, especially not after my little episode. And it’s hard, feeling like a disappointment all the time. Not that he says so. I can just hear it in his voice.


But I know, if I don’t answer, he’ll just keep calling.


So, I pick up my cell and swipe to accept the call. “Hey, Dad.”


“Hey. How are you doing?”


Oh, I’m currently sitting on my kitchen floor in the lotus position after a bad moment, but aside from that, peachy.


“I’m good,” I say. I stretch my legs out and lean back against the cupboard door. “I was just going to start thinking about what to have for dinner.”


“We could have had dinner together,” he says. “I thought you might have come to see me after you finished work. I was gonna give you a ride home, so we could grab dinner together in the city.”


“Sorry, I didn’t realize.” If you’d told me, I would’ve known though. “I wasn’t sure where in the building you were”—lie—“and I had to rush to catch my bus.” Another lie. “Maybe tomorrow?” I suggest.


“I can’t tomorrow. I’ve got a late meeting with Bill.”


Bill is the owner of the team.


“The day after,” I suggest.


“Sure.” Pause. “So, how did you get on today?”


“Okay. It was . . . good.”


“I’m sorry I didn’t get to spend much time with you today. I was busy with—”


“It’s fine, Dad.” I’m used to it. The words are on the tip of my tongue, but like usual, I don’t say them.


My therapist in rehab told me that I should air my grievances with my dad, tell him how I’ve felt like second best all these years. The resentment that I feel toward him for never being around to help with Mom when she was still alive.


I knew he couldn’t handle Mom’s mood swings. He would spend as much time out of the house as possible. So, it was mostly just me and her.


When she had a high mood, she was great, fun. But, when she was low . . . it was bad. Sometimes, she couldn’t get out of bed for days.


Mom was diagnosed with bipolar disorder when I was seven.


Her problems started after I was born, and I wonder if I was the catalyst for everything that went wrong for her. I know she’d had a bad childhood, which was where most of her problems stemmed from. But it seems that it got worse for her after I was born. I sometimes think that she blamed me for her depression . . . her illness, and that was why she let me be the one to find her in the closet on that day.


I was angry with her for a long time. Angry with my dad for not being there. I guess I still am.


But he was there when I screwed up. It was him who cleaned up my mess. Hired the lawyer. Put me in rehab. Gave me this job.


I owe him for that.


And I don’t want to fight with my dad over the past. He’s the only family I have left.


He might not be perfect, but who is? Well, aside from Ares “Mr. Perfect” Kincaid.


“Did Mary show you around?” Dad asks, cutting into my thoughts.
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