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Chapter One

Jillian Bell flipped down the visor on her rusted Volvo wagon and assessed the damage on her face. Dark circles or caked mascara from the night before, bloodshot eyes, and hair like something from a static-cling science experiment. Yikes. She was a complete mess. Thankfully, it was all fixable.

She reached into the glove box that doubled as her “band promoter Rx kit.” No party-girl-by-night and football-player-by-day could live without eye drops, baby wipes, hair ties, and chewing gum. Under a mess of fast-food napkins, crinkled promo flyers, Advil, condoms, guitar picks, hard candy, and cigarette lighters, she found the essentials that would deem her passable enough to keep Coach Howl off her ass.

One energy drink and three sticks of spicy cinnamon gum later, Jillian climbed out of her car and headed for the locker room. No harm, no foul.

“Oh my God!” Jade Wren, Jillian’s new roommate and the Clash’s starting center, pounced the minute Jillian walked into the locker room. “Where the heck have you been for the past two days? I thought something bad happened to you!”

“I was out having fun, and fun is never bad,” Jillian said with a smile.

“It is when it makes you late.” Tanya Martin, offensive linewoman and Jillian’s ex-roommate, made a face and then pushed past Jillian and out the door.

Did she say late? Jillian looked at her phone. “What are you talking about? It’s only 5:37. Practice doesn’t start until 6:00.”

MJ Rooney, the quarterback, shook her head. “Wrong. Coach e-mailed on Saturday night to say we’re starting fifteen minutes early today.” MJ followed Tanya out of the locker room.

Well, that sucked. Jillian didn’t remember much about Saturday night, and she hadn’t checked her e-mails in days. “It’s okay.” She flashed a cocky grin at Jade. “I still have...” she looked at her phone again, “six minutes. I’ll be out there before anybody misses me.”

As the locker room emptied out, Jillian flew through her prepractice ritual, skipping the usual taping of her ankles and bopping around to Eminem’s “Lose Yourself.” Everything was going beautifully, until she reached inside her duffle bag for her cleats. They weren’t there.

“Shit!” Where could they be? The trunk. She’d tossed them back there after Saturday’s game because they were muddy. Without a second thought, she sprinted to her car, and by the time she made it to the field, it was 5:47.

Oh well, at least she hadn’t missed much. Her teammates were still huddled around Coach Howl. With any luck, her late arrival wouldn’t even be noticed. She sidled up to Tanya and tried to look like she’d always been standing there.

“If anyone can explain to me what went wrong on Saturday, I’d love to hear it,” Coach Howl said. But he didn’t wait for anyone to speak up. He kept right on railing them over the fifty-four to seven loss.

What a drag. Jillian tried to tune him out. Her eyes skipped to the unfamiliar man standing behind Coach. Daaaamn. That man was fine. Fairly young, too. Thick, blond hair. Bold, blue eyes. Rugged face. And biceps that looked like they lifted small cars instead of weights. That was the kind of man that drew you in like a tractor beam and made you lick your lips in case you were drooling.

The gorgeous man took a few fluid steps and stopped beside Coach Howl.

“Who is that?” Tanya asked.

“Thor.” Jillian said reverently. “And girl, I’d sell my soul to see his hammer.”

Tanya chuckled.

Coach raised a hand above his head, signaling for everyone to quiet down. “Coach Malloy is no longer with us.”

Wait! What? There were expressions of shock and murmurs all around her, but for once, Jillian was speechless. Coach Malloy was her “dude.” He’d said they were kindred spirits, because they worked beautifully together, even sang everything from rock classics to eighties music during team stretches. He didn’t rag on her for talking out of turn, showing off in the end zone, or running a little late. He was a blast, and when it came to football, they were on the exact same page. They’d made plans for this season. Big plans. They were going to prove a women’s football team could run a wicked West Coast offense. And yeah, so the first three games—all losses—didn’t have them off to a roaring start, but they still had time ... or so she’d thought.

“You fired him?!” She lifted her chin when Coach Howl shot her a death stare.

“He resigned,” Coach said.

“Bullshit,” she coughed into her hand. Coach Malloy probably got the blame for the losses. It was no secret that this season, Coach Howl, who doubled as the running backs coach, wanted more emphasis on the running game.

Coach ignored her and moved on. “It’s never easy to change coaches in the middle of a season, which means we have a lot of work to do. There will be several adjustments to make. Namely, I’d like to introduce you to your...”

At that exact moment, she remembered Thor. Oh my God. It couldn’t be.

“... new offensive coordinator...”

It was.

“... and receivers coach ...”

Which meant Thor was “in charge” of her. Hot or not, she wasn’t happy.

Jillian glance at her teammates to see how they were taking the news. Shocked faces all around.

“... Carter Howl, my son.”

Oh no he didn’t. Her head whipped around so fast she felt a sharp pain in her neck. Coach Howl replaced Coach Malloy with his son!

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said a little too loudly, then grabbed her sore neck and rubbed. What was that bit about the apple not falling far from the tree? If that was true, then their passing game was doomed.

The younger Coach Howl looked at her, and—ooh!—those magic eyes produced a heat that pierced through her to the center of her neck pain, until she couldn’t even feel her toes.

I’m cured, she thought, followed by, maybe he won’t be so bad. In fact, maybe he wasn’t anything like his father at all. Maybe he was the black sheep in his family—just like she was.

He looked away, patted his father on the shoulder, and then stepped up to address the team. “Ladies, I’m honored to be here,” he said. “Rather than bore you with details about my football background, let me just say that I have plenty of experience with both the sport and the discipline needed to get the job done. Winning isn’t rocket science. The team that wins works harder and longer than the losing team, and the team that wins knows how to stay out of trouble—on and off the field.”

Why the hell was he looking at her?

She rolled her eyes. He narrowed his.

“You were late,” he said.

She looked behind her, knowing full well he was talking to her. “Barely late.”

At her response, he stood straighter and narrowed his eyes until they were slits. “Late is late, and it’s not tolerated on this field.” He made a whirling signal with his finger. “Laps ... until I tell you to stop.”

He had to be kidding. She was the best player on this team. She’d scored every single one of the twenty-one points they’d scored so far this season.

She crossed her arms and looked at Coach Howl. He was no help. The faintest smile curved his lips.

“I miss Coach Malloy already!” she yelled as she threw her helmet to the sidelines and started jogging around the track.

By the time Thor deigned to release her from lap running, stretching was over and her mood was foul. She got in line and readied to run routes.

“Partying got the best of you this weekend, didn’t it?” MJ asked.

“Never.” They just had a new OC with a stick up his ass. Or a hammer. She looked at him and snickered.

He paced the sidelines, watching the team’s every move, looking way too serious for his own good. He’s going to have a heart attack, she thought. Which wouldn’t be terrible. At least then he couldn’t coach anymore.

He stopped pacing and stood with his feet shoulder width apart, a position that showed off strong thigh muscles beneath his thin athletic pants. She bet he had a six-pack. What a shame. God had formed a whole lot of fine man around one big asshole.

“Second group!” Coach yelled. “Slant. I want to see the head tilt.”

Jillian stepped up to the line and got into her stance. The instant the whistle blew, everything else faded away.

A couple hours later, she was sweaty and exhausted, and that made everything else tolerable.

“Bell!”

Oh hell. Thor’s voice boomed above the noisy chatter of her teammates, who were stampeding toward the locker room. She pretended like she didn’t hear him.

“Bell, I know you can hear me.”

What was with this guy? She stopped but didn’t give him the satisfaction of turning around.

“You were five minutes late today, so tomorrow you will be fifteen minutes early.”

Which didn’t make any sense. She spun around. “I already paid my debt by running laps.”

“Your debt will be paid when I say it’s been paid. Fifteen minutes before everyone else. Right here.” He pointed to the field. “Or you’ll give me fifteen minutes on the bench this Saturday. Your choice.”

What a jerk!

When she reached the locker room, she threw her cleats into her locker with a satisfying bang.

“We’re going out tonight,” she said to Jade emphatically. She needed shots of Patrón and loud dance music to wash away the suck of dealing with Tweedledee and Tweedledum of the Gridiron. “You and you...” she pointed at Tanya and MJ, “are more than welcome if your balls...” she chuckled, “and chains give you permission.” Both of them had moved out of her apartment and in with guys who took up way too much of their time. What a drag! Having to ask permission to go out? No thank you. Jillian hadn’t answered to anyone since she’d left home at nineteen. And she liked it that way.

“Going out again isn’t going to get the new OC off your back,” MJ said.

She did not want to talk about Thor.

“Maybe you should stay in tonight,” Jade said. “We could watch a movie.”

“That’s boring,” Jillian said.

Tanya gave her a knowing look. “I think you could use some boring. You were late for practice, Jill. That’s a big deal, even for you.”

Her frustration peaked. “It was five minutes!” she yelled. “I’ve been twenty minutes late before and Malloy never batted an eyelash! Man, I can’t believe Coach sacked him to give his own son a job. Nepotism is the fucking worst. I bet he’s a shitty—”

“Your phone’s ringing.” Jade cut in on her rant, looking hesitant to even bring it up. She pointed at the white and silver iPhone vibrating on the bench. “See?”

Jillian saw the name Wendy Novick flash on the screen. “It’s my sister,” she said, and her stomach hollowed out. Two months ago, Wendy had given birth to her first child, a boy, who had been diagnosed with a congenital heart defect. Things weren’t exactly good between Jillian and her family. She’d only seen her nephew via Facebook so far, and phone calls were rare. What if it was more bad news about Caleb?

“I should answer this,” she said. MJ and Tanya were looking at her with concern.

Jillian wandered off in the direction of the training room where it was quiet. “Hello?”

“Hi. It’s me ... Wendy.”

“I know who it is, Wen. You’re in my contacts. You show up on Caller ID.” And even if she didn’t, one word spoken in that sweet voice was all Jillian needed to recognize her little sister. “Is everything okay?” The words felt tacky on her tongue.

Wendy hesitated. “We’re still waiting on an official date for his heart surgery.” A long, heavy silence filled the line, and Jillian dropped into a nearby chair. “You’re seeing the pictures I’ve been posting on Facebook, right?”

An image of her cute nephew popped into her head, and Jillian swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I am. He’s a doll baby.” He really was beautiful, and her sister looked so happy in all those photos. “I can’t believe you’re a mom now.”

“I can’t imagine not being a mom. I can’t believe I ever wasn’t a mom.” Her soft chuckle was tinged with sadness.

“When are you supposed to hear about the surgery?”

“I don’t know. This week, I hope. But, Jillie, you have to come meet him ... that’s why I’m calling.” Her sister paused. “I want you to come to his christening.”

You could’ve knocked her over with a feather. “Seriously?”

“Yes, I want you to hold him before...” Wendy’s voice cracked. “I don’t know how long he will be in the hospital after the surgery, and I don’t know how long it will be before people can hold him again. You want to meet him, don’t you?”

“Of course I do.” But the christening would probably be the social event of the year in Charity. The whole damn town would be there. Her parents, of course. Her jerk off of a brother-in-law, Bob. All those judgmental old church biddies and their redneck husbands. Not to mention the right Reverend G. Keller Winters, Jillian’s ex-fiancé. She made a face. “Why don’t I just come in for a quiet visit another time?”

“Please.” Wendy’s voice shook. “We hired a photographer. I’m going to scrapbook the whole thing. I want you to be there. I want Caleb to look back at these books someday and see you were there.”

Oh God, her sister was crying. For a fleeting moment, Jillian was thrown back fifteen years to when their father was deployed with the Army, and Wendy cried herself to sleep every night he was gone. Just how risky would this surgery be? Considering how small the kid was, probably pretty damn risky. She should go, for Wendy and the baby, despite everyone else.

But it wasn’t that simple.

“I’m in the middle of a rough football season.” If Thor got his panties in a bunch over her missing five minutes of practice, what would he do if she missed a game?

“I know, but I was hoping you could work something out. Charity is only two hours from Cleveland. And he’s being baptized on a Sunday. Surely you don’t play on the Lord’s Day. I mean, I would love for you to be here for everything. The layette breakfast is on Saturday morning. But I understand if you can only make it to the church on Sunday and the luncheon afterward. I’ll take what I can get.” Wendy’s exhale echoed on the other end. “I want you there, Jillie. I need you there.”

Wendy was quite possibly the only person in the world she had trouble saying no to, and under the circumstances, saying no would be a major jerk move. “Okay,” she conceded. “I’ll figure something out.”

“Thank you. Thank you so much!”

Jillian felt a smile stretch across her face.

“Just promise me you’ll tone it down,” Wendy continued. “No alcohol this time. No cursing. Cover the tattoos. Please.”

Jillian’s muscles tensed. There was always a catch. But this time, how could she say no? After a long exhale, she said, “I’ll give it a shot ... for you.”

When the call ended, she wandered into the locker room.

“What’s wrong?” Tanya asked immediately.

“Nothing’s wrong.” She put the phone on the top shelf of her locker and grabbed her towel off the hook.

“Liar. I can tell by your face.”

“Nothing’s wrong-wrong. Wendy wants me at Caleb’s christening.”

“That’s good! It’s an olive branch. Girl, you’re an aunt. Embrace that, and kick the rest of the crap aside.”

She wished she could, but going back to Charity was like walking through a land mine. She hated it! So much she could count on one hand the number of times she’d been back in the last seven years.

“Are you going to go?” MJ asked. The crinkled look on her face said she knew Jillian would at least try to get out of it.

“I feel like I have to. I mean he’s sick. I should’ve seen him already.” God, what kind of aunt did that make her? A shitty one, that was for sure.

“When is it?” Jade asked.

“Two weeks. It’s a home game, so I could technically drive to Charity Saturday evening and then come home Sunday night. I wouldn’t miss any football that way.”

“That sounds great!” Jade smiled. Of course she did. She didn’t know the whole story.

“It would be great if Bob wasn’t there.” Jillian exchanged glances with Tanya and MJ, because they knew exactly what she was talking about.

“Who’s Bob?” Jade asked.

“Bob is Wendy’s husband, and he hates me.”

“For good reason,” MJ added.

Jillian rolled her eyes. “Maybe.”

Tanya laughed. “Definitely.”

“Why does he hate you?” Jade was on the edge of the bench.

“I brought alcohol to the wedding, and I shared it with the best man, Bob’s brother.”

Jade looked confused. “Okay. What’s wrong with that? Everybody drinks at weddings.”

MJ sat beside Jade. “Charity is a dry town. No booze anywhere. Not even at weddings.”

Jade grimaced.

“I know, right?” Jillian asked. “I just wanted to have fun. I mean my ex was the officiant. I had to stand through an entire ceremony listening to him talk about how a woman’s place is subservient to her husband, who is her lord on earth.” She pawed at her neck. “It made my skin crawl, but I respected Wendy, and I behaved...” she paused at a look from MJ, “until the reception. I couldn’t stand another minute of all those self-righteous townies judging me. I had to let off a little steam.” And through the years, Bruce had always been willing to let loose with her.

“I’m not sure you had to have sex with the best man in a broom closet.” Tanya’s head bobbed with attitude.

“Bob found them,” MJ said, filling in the torrid conclusion for Jade. “He opened the door and got a fine shot of his little brother’s ass.”

Jade gasped. The other two laughed, having heard the story at least a dozen times.

Jillian smacked a hand to her forehead and rubbed it across her face. “I was drunk.”

The icing on the whole bitter cake had been her parents throwing her out of the house the morning after. Going home for the first time since that was going to make this trip a million times harder.

“Wait a minute. Did I hear that right? Your ex is a priest?” Jade’s eyes widened.

“A preacher,” Jillian corrected. “But he wasn’t a preacher when I was with him, and I wasn’t...” she lifted a strand of electric blue hair, “like this. I was nineteen. It was a long time ago.” Almost ten years. But she still didn’t like seeing him, and she hated the judgment and pity in his eyes. She hated even more the town’s collective opinion that she’d gone to hell after she’d turned down the love of a good man. Criticism like that made her do stupid things to prove that she was just fine the way she was.

“That’s why Wendy wants me to clean up my act.” Jillian cringed. “She said no drinking, no cursing, and cover up the tattoos.” She looked down at the colorful collage climbing her right arm from wrist to elbow. “If it were anyone else asking me to do that, I’d tell them to go fuck themselves.”

“Wait.” Tanya gaped at her. “You mean to tell me you’re going to do it? You’re going to get rid of the blue streaks in your hair, wear long sleeves, and watch your mouth all weekend?”

“It’s not all weekend. I’ll be there less than forty-eight hours.” Jillian ignored the tension in her chest. “I can manage it.”

“I don’t know why you would,” MJ said. “It’s not okay for them to ask you to be someone else simply to be good enough to meet your nephew.”

Jillian sighed. “It’s not like that ... at least, not for Wendy. She’s fine with the way I am. She’s just trying to protect me from the people who aren’t.”

MJ shook her head in disagreement. “I still don’t like it.”

“I still don’t think you’re capable of doing it,” Tanya said.

Jillian glared at Jade. “You want to weigh in with some negativity, too? Make it unanimous?”

“Well...” Jade bit into her bottom lip. “It seems very stressful. I’m afraid you’ll crack without serious support. Maybe one of us should go with you.”

Ooh! She resented their lack of confidence. “I’ll be fine,” she said. In fact, better than fine. She would prove to them that she could be boring for one freaking weekend.

How hard could it be?


Chapter Two

Tuesday morning. 4:45 a.m.

Carter Howl didn’t burn daylight.

He made his bed by the last remaining light of the moon streaming in through the floor-to-ceiling windows of his downtown Cleveland high-rise condo’s master bedroom. He didn’t need to turn on the lights. He got up this early every day. Weekends included. He could do this with his eyes closed.

Forty-five-degree-angle folds made up the mattress’s corners. Exactly 14 inches of white sheet showed between the doubled-over bedding and the headboard. Pillows were centered on the white. Then he tucked the blankets beneath the mattress tightly on all sides. Perfection.

The only thing that had changed since his days in active duty was the bed size. His California king bed was like heaven on earth for a man who’d slept on the ground so many times he’d once considered sleeping on a cot beneath a behemoth logistics truck a luxury. A far cry from Egyptian-cotton sheets in a million-dollar condo with a view.

He walked to the wall of windows and watched the slowly rising sun turn the farthest edge of Lake Erie a ghostly yellow. He’d seen the sun rise in some pretty shitty corners of the world, which had taught him that a sunrise was always something to celebrate. Another day. Another opportunity to be better than you were the day before. Seize that mother.

He whistled for Hercules. The heavy gallop up the loft stairs announced the German shepherd’s arrival even before Carter turned to see the dog barrel into the room.

He bent and roughed the hair between the dog’s ears. “Ready?”

Like the dog did every morning, Hercules sprinted back downstairs to wait by the front door for their morning run. Enthusiasm within the confines of respect for the routine was a beautiful thing. Pairing his passion with his discipline had been the cornerstone for building his successful entertainment business. Just this year, Shock & Awe: American Bar, Grille & Games had been named the fastest-growing franchise in America. Oorah!

He grabbed his phone off the nightstand and his armband and earbuds out of the drawer. As he headed downstairs, he checked his e-mails.

A bunch of spam, urging him to log in to his bank account immediately or pop a pill for maximum sexual potency. He shook his head and deleted them. A few work e-mails he was expecting and would deal with at the office. And one from Michaela. The subject read: “I’ve been thinking …”

He stopped at the bottom of the stairs and read the message:


Carter,

I don’t know how else to say this. It’s not working for me, so I’m canceling out on Saturday. I know you’re probably thinking I’m crazy, because you’re handsome and successful, but there’s just no spark, and it should be there by the third date. I’m sorry. I am. I was so hopeful it would work. Your car is amazing.

M



He’d been dumped by e-mail. But, hey, chin up, buddy, “Your car is amazing.”

Are you fucking kidding me? This was not a great way to start the day.

He dissected that e-mail in his mind as he ran a three-mile route around his downtown West Lakeside neighborhood with Hercules by his side. Michaela had all the makings of being his type. Long hair, freckles, a CrossFit addiction, and a graduate degree. She was also ready to settle down, wanted kids, loved dogs, and was close with her family. Unfortunately, he couldn’t argue with her comment about there being no spark. Their dates had fallen flat for him, too. The difference was, he’d been hopeful the spark would develop the more time they spent together.

“Left,” he said, and Hercules made the turn without a single stutter in his rapid steps.

The e-mail nagged at him. What was he doing wrong when it came to women? Not that he couldn’t get a woman. If all he wanted was sex, he could get that easily. He was in great shape. He’d been told lots of times he was good looking. And his car was amazing. But he wanted more than that. He was thirty now. His parents had married in their early twenties. His brother and sister, too. He was way behind the curve thanks to two tours in Iraq and a corporation that commandeered his life. And now, he could add the responsibilities of a football team to the mix.

But he hadn’t been able to say no to an opportunity that put him back on the field with his dad. Carter’s decision to quit college—and football—to enlist in the Marines had driven a wedge between him and his father that lingered to this day. Maybe this coaching gig would finally and completely close the gap.

“Halt.” He slowed for a red light, and Hercules stopped, too.

Carter kept a bounce in his limbs as he waited for the light to turn and decided to stop obsessing. He’d find someone. Until then, he had Hercules.

The light turned green, and he said, “Go,” before he stepped into the intersection and upped his pace. He hit a button on the side of his watch and lit up the face. This run wouldn’t take more than twenty minutes. In a twenty-four-hour day, there wasn’t a second to spare.

Afterward, he fed Hercules, showered, shaved, dressed for work, and then headed to the kitchen for his usual cheese omelet and coffee. Black.

At precisely 6:00 a.m., his front door opened and his best friend and co-worker, Cristian Chant, walked in.

“How was your commute?” Carter teased, making fun of the fact that their condos were only four doors apart.

“Grueling,” Cris said with a laugh. “Nearly got hit head on by 8B, who refuses to look up from his damn phone when he’s walking.”

Carter smiled and slid a mug of coffee across the spotless black granite to the second barstool from the left end of the kitchen island, which had been Cris’s preferred seat since they’d closed on nearly identical condos ten months ago.

Cris nodded a thank you. “How was your run?”

“Excellent. You know, you’re welcome to join me anytime.”

“Hell, no. I gave that psychotic fitness shit up the day I was honorably discharged.” He patted his stomach. “As long as I can still see my toes, I figure I’m okay.” He took a sip from his mug. “How ’bout football practice? How did that go?”

“Just like my father said it would. Rough. The receiver he warned me about walked in late and covered in attitude. She had a smart-ass answer for everything I said.”

His father had given him the rundown on Bell, who was talented but distracted, confrontational, and potentially self-destructive. All of which had gotten progressively worse under Malloy’s loose and divisive reign. All of which were expected to improve under Carter’s regime.

“What’d you say? Did you tell her she throws like a girl?”

Carter made a face. “You wish you could throw like these girls.” He cut the heat on the six-burner stove and slid the omelet onto his plate. “I made her run laps and then told her to come in fifteen minutes early tonight or I would bench her on Saturday. Tough love.” He grinned.

“You’re a bastard.”

Carter laughed. “That’s why my dad hired me—to do his dirty work. He’d rather spend his time drawing charts and thinking up new plays. Whatever. I’ll be the heavy. At this point, I feel like I sort of owe him. Maybe we can get past this Marines thing once and for all. I mean it’s not playing in the NFL like he wanted me to do, but it’s still football.”

Cris nodded. “Is anybody hot on the team?”

Again Carter made a face, but he found himself running through fuzzy images of the players in his mind. “I couldn’t really tell because they’re all in full equipment. Besides, that’s the last thing I need to know. I’m not looking for a wife on that team. I’m looking for the standout athletes. I want to know how fast they are. How strong. Can they run a decent route? Can they catch? Those are more important questions.”

“Who’s hot is always the most important question to me.”

“Because you’re an ass.” Carter took a bite of egg.

“No, I like ass. There’s a difference. Ooh. Speaking of ass. I have a date with a yoga instructor Saturday night. You and Michaela want to double?”

He could’ve done without the reminder. That e-mail was more than a little blow to his ego. “I can’t. She canceled.”

“Okay. Then another time maybe.”

“Probably not.” Cris quirked an eyebrow. “We’re moving on.”

Cris shook his head. “You didn’t even get to sleep with her.”

Not that Carter had shared the details. Cris just knew him well enough to know about his rules for dating. Three full dates, at least a week apart, before he even thought about taking a woman to bed.

“There was no spark,” he said.

“Because you don’t go for spark. You have this crazy idea that you should be settling down and finding a wife, when you just need to relax and have fun. Thirty isn’t old, man.”

It felt old to him. Maybe that was because he’d grown up too fast, too soon thirteen years ago when his mother had died. He’d been seventeen and nowhere near ready to face the world without her guiding hand. Then came the Marines two years later, and the parts of him that hadn’t grown up by then did so in a hurry. In the span of five years, he’d gone from a teen obsessed with football and video games to a man, fighting for his life and the lives of everyone around him. So many nights, he’d huddled scared in the dark, listening to Cris tell him they would get out alive. “Pretend it’s a 3-D version of Call of Duty,” Cris had said. And it had worked. It took the edge off the risk. In fact, the idea of video games as stress relievers took on a life of its own once Carter and Cris were stateside. Damn. It was still surreal to think a dream hatched on the battlefields of Afghanistan had become a rip-roaring reality.
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