
[image: Cover: Only Between Us: A Novel, by Ellie K. Wilde. Author of Only in Your Dreams.]




PRAISE FOR Only in Your Dreams



“A glittering small-town romance, delightfully angsty and heartfelt, packed with sizzling tension, heat, and sweet, swoon-worthy moments. Wilde’s voice is fresh, authentic, and wonderfully charming.”

—Peyton Corinne, author of TikTok sensation Unsteady

“Achingly tender and deliciously sexy, Only in Your Dreams is everything readers are looking for in a brother’s best friend romance! Wilde’s writing is brimming with palpable tension and deeply relatable characters, and my heart was completely enthralled by every moment.”

—Jillian Meadows, author of Give Me Butterflies








Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Only Between Us: A Novel, by Ellie K Wilde. Atria Paperback. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]






To anyone sitting on a dream, this is your sign to go for it.







Chapter 1 Brooks


“I ever tell you how much I hate you?”

With a sinister-as-hell smile curling the corners of his mouth, Parker drops the five-pound plate he’d been in the process of adding to my squat.

He picks up a ten and feeds it onto the bar instead. Adds one more to the other end while I stand here like a chump, unable to do a thing about it because the bar’s already loaded with another too-many-fucking-pounds across my shoulders.

“Despise.” I grind my teeth as he assumes his position behind me, arms outstretched to spot me. “Have I ever told you how much I despise you?”

“Multiple times a day.” My best friend seems to pride himself on it. He smirks real hard at my reflection in the wall of mirrors in front of us. “Squat the damn bar, Brooks. We’ve got to be out on the field for drills in thirty.”

From an alternate universe somewhere out there, a very different Brooks Attwood shakes his head at my sweaty form in abject disgust.

Look at you. You call yourself a big-shot NFL starting wide receiver?

I do not, in fact, call myself that. Nor has anyone else since a miserable spring day, two years ago.

Alternate Brooks, who’s currently nine years into his pro football career, could squat this bar no problem. He’d scored three touchdowns in the second half of his last Super Bowl game to bring his team as close as they’d come to a championship in over two decades.

Unlike me, that Brooks didn’t leave that game limp and unconscious on a stretcher, six minutes and eleven seconds after his last touchdown. He didn’t spend months recovering from a crippling concussion, thinking he’d never make it out of a dark room again let alone survive another tackle from men twice his width. And he didn’t retire from the league while at the very top of his game.

The lucky bastard’s probably sitting pretty on some beach during his off season. Maybe with a wife and a kid on the way.

He’s certainly not here.

In the gym at the University of Oakwood Bay, deserted but for me and Parker as the school year winds down.

“Two more reps and then thirty seconds of rest.” In the mirror, I find Parker frowning at my form. He taps my left thigh as I lower into a squat, and I adjust the bend in my knee.

I lucked out, having two physical therapists-slash-trainers for best friends. Parker and our friend Summer have been whipping my body into athletic submission since January, when I quit my only season as wide receiver coach for the UOB Huskies football team to focus on an unlikely comeback to the NFL. They’ve been helping me build enough endurance to sprint the length of a football field as fast as I did when I played, without vomiting violently on the sideline. Reminding my feet what it’s like to twinkle-toe through a course of intricately laid orange cones without wiping out and breaking my neck. And building enough strength not to crumble under the weight of the godforsaken bar currently perched on my back.

It’s a long shot, no doubt about it. A player pushing thirty, attempting to come back to the league as a free agent, after a bad concussion and two-year retirement? It’s unheard of.

Laughable, depending on which sports pundit you ask. Since the day my agent leaked the news that I’ve been working on a comeback, you’d be hard-pressed to find a media outlet that hasn’t run at least one segment a day about it. Either talking up my audacity or mocking my delusion. And all of them chalking it up to my being yet another athlete who can’t bear to let the game go. To see the end of his glory days.

I’ll take those assumptions any day, if it means they never catch wind of the humiliating truth: that my obsession with this comeback is fueled by neither audacity nor delusion, but by the cold sweats waking me up in the middle of the night. The tossing and turning until I give up on sleep and drag my ass out of the house for a long, exhausting run, bringing along my poor German shepherd simply for the sake of his company.

I squat the final two reps, sweat absolutely pouring down my temples, and rack the bar. Parker hands me the towel I’d slung on the black workout bench in front of us.

“Your knee keeps turning inward on the descent. Does it feel tight?”

I run the towel over my face. “It’s been locking up on and off since yesterday’s drills.”

Parker swears under his breath. “You’re supposed to tell me these things. How do you expect me to help when you’re out here pretending everything’s fine?”

“Everything is fine. That knee just squatted my body weight on a bar.”

Parker’s eyes close. He sucks in a long breath as though willing away all his problems in life. Which, I suspect, mainly consist of me at the moment.

He points at the workout bench. “Sit down.”

“The knee’s fine. Let’s keep going.”

“Sit the fuck down, Brooks.”

I sigh like he’s my biggest problem and drop onto the bench, leg extended. Parker crouches and gets to work digging his thumbs into the muscles around the joint. I think making it hurt on purpose, just to prove a point.

The doors at the opposite end of the facility bounce open, smashing into the walls, and we look around to find Summer striding into the otherwise empty space. She’s been in the adjoining athletic rehabilitation center with a client all morning, and I wonder whether the session went to shit, considering the look of murder on her face.

“Look who I found trolling the rehab center.” She widens her eyes at us. And then I spot Josh, the agent who’s been in charge of my career since my rookie season, following several feet behind.

“Heard that,” Josh tells her.

“Meant you to.” Summer runs a frustrated hand through her shoulder-length brown hair.

I don’t blame her. Josh is an ass on his best day.

But he’s an ass that got me nearly everything I’d dreamed of as a kid hoping to one day go pro. Drafted second overall by the Los Angeles Rebels, during my junior year here at UOB. A lucrative six-year contract extension that bought two homes for me and one for my parents. Multiple cars I really didn’t need, outrageous holidays my ex-girlfriend enthusiastically bragged about on social media.

He and his five-percent cut had jumped at the opportunity when I’d called about this comeback.

Josh rounds Summer to set a laptop on my workout bench, looking ridiculously out of place in his crisp pinstripe dress shirt and slacks. His hair is neatly pushed back in a way that would take my unruly waves a good forty-five minutes of styling to accomplish. Not that I’d ever waste a second attempting it.

He does a double take when he sees Parker working on my knee. “What happened?”

Summer, too, looks concerned by the sight. She assesses the movement of Parker’s fingers around the joint. Seems to sigh inwardly when she connects the dots.

“Nothing happened. Just resting before the next set.” I stand despite Parker’s obvious disapproval, and the now outward sigh from Summer. But these two are my ride-or-dies. They know how easy it is to set off Josh at the mere mention of a papercut on my multimillion-dollar hands, let alone a tight knee. So they keep their mouths shut as I line up at the squat rack. Simultaneously, they move to either side of the bar and remove fifty pounds off the ends.

“Cool-down set,” Parker explains when Josh raises an eyebrow.

Satisfied that my body is still in working order, Josh decides to ruin my day in a different way. “Bad news, Brooksy.”

I almost falter mid-squat. “Not something I want to hear, man. Is this about your call with the Rebels? How’d it go?”

Josh had arranged a call this morning with Jackson Ford, head coach for the Rebels, to discuss the prospect of my return. Because it’s not enough to rejoin the league. I’ve set my sights back on my old team. Two years later, they’re still among the top four teams. And the last time I wore their royal purple jersey also happens to be the last time I truly felt alive. Three feet in the air, catching a football a heartbeat before I was on the receiving end of what I’d then decided was a career-ending tackle.

The Rebels are where I need to be.

“You wanna know how it went?”

Squat.

Josh flips open the laptop he’d placed on the bench.

Squat.

The screen comes to life. It takes me a second to make sense of the picture in front of me. It’s dark and a little blurred…

And then my eyes adjust. It’s me. Me and…

“What the—” My knees buckle. Behind me, Parker darts to grab the bar, helping to get it back on the rack.

Who is that woman?

I’ve got her backed up against an alley wall I recognize as one next to Beehive, a Hollywood nightclub frequently attended by Rebels players. The photo’s close up, but grainy in a way that tells me whoever took it captured it from afar. I’ve got my mouth planted on this woman’s neck, and her fingers seem to be fumbling with my belt buckle.

“What the fuck is that?”

“That,” Josh jabs his finger at the screen, “is the reason you’re not getting signed to the Rebels. They gave me this. A file full of photos just like it.”

My body goes cold. “Since when is a consensual make-out in a back alley an unsignable offense?” I sound outraged. But I remember full well what else happened in that back alley.

And it was far more than a make-out.

Josh hits a button on his laptop. It’s another photo. The same alley outside of Beehive, but my clothes are different. My shirt’s all the way open this time and… that’s definitely a different woman.

Josh clicks again, and another photo floods the screen. Same alley. Different woman.

Humiliation trickles through every inch of my body. At my side, Summer whispers a very sad, “Oh, Brooks.”

I’ve done my best to forget the six months I spent aimlessly wandering LA after my retirement. Not just because I’d been broken-hearted over losing my dream career at twenty-seven. But because the day I’d announced my retirement—already the worst day of my life—was also the day I caught Naomi, my then-girlfriend of eight years, cheating with my own teammate.

She’d taken my barely beating heart and turned it into a lifeless husk. The months that followed were a blur of Hollywood nightclubs, nameless women I’d never see again. Too much liquor and brain-numbing hangovers. Living on instant gratification. Anything and everything I could do to forget that I’d just had the soul ripped out of me, losing my dream career and college sweetheart in a single day.

I was a walking disaster of a human. Treated my body like shit until my poor mom finally broke down in a fit of tears over the phone one night. It crushed me so bad, I got my ass into therapy the very next morning.

“It’s an unsignable offense,” Josh continues, “because the Rebels are a family-owned business. Passed down through generations of the Dupont family, who very much value their reputation as a squeaky-clean organization. And according to this slideshow, you seem to have fucked your way through the state of California the last time you lived there.”

“I haven’t done that in a long time.” My voice comes out paper-thin. I’m fixated on the photo on screen, the way I look… barely there. Barely alive.

“Since you moved to Oakwood to coach,” Josh specifies. “I know. You cleaned up your act, did something with your day that didn’t involve drinking and fucking. But as far as they’re concerned, you got your act together after leaving the Hollywood scene. They’re convinced that bringing you back will set you off. That you’ll humiliate the organization with more of this very public indecency the moment you set foot in that town again.”

I shake my head, rejecting the thought that the Rebels might not want me back because of the stupid things I’d done in a drunk and depressed fog. “This is bullshit. You see that, right? I haven’t been that guy in years. I’ve… I’ve been productive and responsible—”

Josh hits that damn key on his laptop and the next photo puts me way back on my heels. It’s set at Oakley’s, the only bar here in Oakwood. It’s a grainy photo again, taken from across the room, but it’s clearly me. Sitting in a chair with a petite blonde in my lap.

Josh raises his eyebrows. “You had an affair with your best friend’s girlfriend just a few months ago—”

I cough out a breath. Beside me, Parker mutters “Oh, Jesus” and runs his fingers through his hair. Summer chokes on a startled laugh. Probably because the woman on screen is our friend Melody, who also happens to be Parker’s twin sister and our friend Zac’s now-fiancée.

“That wasn’t real.” The satisfaction of finally being able to explain something forces a laugh out of me. “I was her fake boyfriend. We pretended to date each other so Parker wouldn’t know she was really hooking up with his childhood best friend. If anything, she was the one having an affair, seeing as she had two boyfriends on the go. One real, one fake.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Josh demands.

“It wasn’t real. That one-time lap-sitting was as far as it ever got with us, and Zac—her real boyfriend—was in on it. It was fake. I was her fake boyfriend.”

“Fake boyfriend?” Josh blinks. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Thank you.” Parker shakes his head at the photo of me and his sister sitting together. Summer huffs a laugh. “Absolutely stupid.”

“Point is, all you have to do is explain that to the Rebels, and this’ll be squared away.”

“And the other women?” Josh flies through the back-alley photos again. “Were you fake-dating them, too?”

“That’s… No. It’s exactly what it looks like. But I wasn’t in my right mind then.” I white-knuckle the racked squat bar, willing away the nausea that rumbles through me with every picture that flashes on his screen.

“That’s enough.” Parker moves to my side. His body is tense like he expects to have to jump into a brawl at any moment. “He gets the point, Josh. Knock that shit off.”

Summer snaps shut Josh’s laptop, removing the photos from my sight. The tension in my chest eases almost instantly. They’ve spent the past few months tirelessly working to get me into playing shape, but I’ve never been more grateful for the both of them.

“All right.” Josh sighs. It’s as close to an apology as I’ve ever heard from him. “Look, Brooksy, you know there’s no one more invested in your comeback than me.”

Summer snorts. Parker rolls his eyes.

“Fine. Tweedledee and Tweedledum over here aside.” Josh waves a dismissive hand at them.

“Don’t.” Summer flings an arm out in front of Parker without even looking his way—probably sensing, by virtue of their twenty-six years of friendship, that he was about a moment away from throttling my agent. He’s always been an act first, think later kind of guy.

Parker’s body immediately deflates.

Josh watches it unfold with amusement, and I think I might throttle him myself. “Is that what you’ve come here to tell me, Josh? That the only team I want to play for won’t have me? That there’s no chance of my signing with them?”

Josh turns his attention back to me. “That is what I’m saying. Before our call today, I would’ve given you a ninety percent chance of receiving an invite to their training camp in a couple months’ time.”

“And now? What chance do I have?”

“Unless you find a way to convince the Rebels owners that you’re no longer the kind of person who meets with random women in back alleys—yes, I know it was consensual, Brooks.” He stuffs his hands into the pockets of his slacks, shakes his head at the beginnings of my protest. “It doesn’t matter to them how ready and willing these people were. Unless you can somehow prove you’ve settled down, that you’ve turned over a new leaf? You can kiss your chances of signing with them goodbye.”

I sag against the cool metal squat bar. “And how do you expect me to do that?”

“Any chance you’ve got a wife or long-term girlfriend you’ve been hiding from me?” Josh shrugs when I shake my head, in a move I’d almost call helpless. “Then I’m sorry, Brooks. It’s time to consider other teams. And do yourself a favor and keep it in your pants.”

He collects his laptop and spares Summer and Parker a glance before turning on his heel and making for the gym doors.

“And if I don’t want to consider other teams?” I call after him.

He doesn’t answer. Josh shoots me a genuinely sad smile over his shoulder.

And that’s how I know how serious he is. How absolutely shit out of luck I am.







Chapter 2 Siena


“Slow down. For the love of God, act natural.”

I hiss the words at Shyla’s back, hurrying to catch up as she hustles down the UOB football field at a clip that announces that we’re somewhere we’re very much not supposed to be.

I’m certainly no stranger to being in places I shouldn’t—trespassing, breaking and entering, outrunning beach security when they catch me skinny-dipping in the bay in the middle of the night.

But this particular scenario—interloping on a busy college football stadium in broad daylight among dozens of people—requires a different kind of finesse.

The kind of cool and calm Shyla clearly doesn’t possess. Her bright blond hair flutters behind her as she hurries across the busy football field toward the black, white, and maroon husky painted at the fifty-yard line.

“Act natural?” Shy throws over her shoulder with a laugh. “What’s natural about two women and a toddler loitering around a football field? I can’t believe I let you drag me into this.”

“You can’t? You’d think after eighteen years of friendship, you’d be used to all the dragging. And there’s no one I’d rather share this moment with than my two besties.” We come to a stop in the very middle of the field, and I nuzzle the blond, curly-haired two-year-old hiked over Shy’s hip, whispering, “Don’t tell your mom, but I can’t wait to corrupt you the second you turn sixteen.”

Shy laughs as Rosalie clumsily grabs for my face. “Can’t you at least wait until she’s twenty-one?”

“Says the woman who got us our first fake IDs at sixteen.”

“You got us those fake IDs.”

“Oh, right. That was definitely me.” I tweak one of Rosie’s tiny pigtails. “My dad was so pissed when he found those. Stomped around the house for days.”

I take in the field around us. We’re surrounded by several tall, deliciously built men tossing footballs. Some of them hopping around sets of orange cones laid out. A couple running laps at the far end of the field. And, strangely, a towering, dark-haired man with the tightest bubble butt I’ve ever seen, chatting up some girl with a massive German shepherd on a leash.

The sight makes me breathe easier. If Shy, Rosie, and I aren’t supposed to be here, that dog certainly isn’t. It’ll be the perfect scapegoat in case of emergency.

Your Honor, I call the happy, oversized dog to the witness stand.

The man tosses us a glance over his shoulder. I can’t make him out too well from here. But by the way he lingers on us, I think he knows we shouldn’t be here.

For some reason, that only makes me laugh.

“So, now that we made it, what do you want to do?” Shy asks, drawing back my attention.

“Honestly, Shy? I didn’t think that far ahead.” I hook my thumbs around the straps of my white overalls and turn on the spot, eyeing the stands towering behind both sidelines. “I kind of wanted to make it down here just to say I did.”

I find what I’m looking for in the top left corner of the far stands. Two seats that look like all the others around. But those seats were home to some of the best nights of my life. The very best memories with Dad during the college football season.

Mom would join us sometimes, as would Shy and her parents, but football was our thing. Mine and Dad’s. It started mere months after Dad caught me breaking into their home and raiding the kitchen in the middle of the night. After Mom and Dad took me in at thirteen, like I’d been theirs all along.

“Oh, Cee.” Shy loops an arm around my waist and tugs me into her side when my breath hitches. I shut my eyes and employ every ounce of self-control not to tear up. “He really would have gotten a kick out of seeing you down here.”

I manage a pinched smile. “Yeah. He would have.”

Which is why Shy, Rosie, and I spent the last twenty minutes playing covert ninjas inside the stadium, trying to make it here without ending up in the slammer.

This time last year, on the first anniversary of his death, I’d settled for spending a couple extra hours at Ship Happens, the bait and tackle shop I inherited when Dad died. Spent the rest of the night listening to Mom, and Carla and Evan—Shy’s mother and father—tell stories about him over a cribbage board.

This year, though, it’s like my dad was calling me here. All the way to Oakwood, the next town over from Baycrest where I grew up, both before and after the new life he gave me.

And it wasn’t about coming here to sit in our old season seats. For whatever reason, I felt like Dad wanted me here.

Down on this field. Standing right in the middle, where I am now.

My gaze affixes on a football being thrown nearby. It arcs perfectly between a guy in an official-looking UOB T-shirt and the aforementioned bubble-butt owner, who shuffles to make the catch with the kind of grace, agility, and glutes I shamelessly admire.

“Daddy,” Rosie coos.

“That’s not Daddy, Ro. Daddy is away, remember?” Misses her dad, Shy mouths at me when I shoot her a curious look. My heart pinches. There’s a lot of that going around.

Shy turns her attention over my shoulder, in the direction of the guy I’d just been ogling. “He’s cute. You want Rosie to wing-woman you an introduction?”

I think we’re looking in the same guy. It’s slightly confusing, considering cute is the last thing I’d label him. Even from here, I can tell he’s something else entirely. He’s got two full tattoo sleeves, for crying out loud.

“Hell no. He looks like one of them.”

“Oh, yes. The big bad athletes you refuse to go near after Tom. Shame.” She tilts her head, perhaps just now noticing his killer ass. Not sure what took her so long. “Here, let me take a picture of you on the field. Your mom will love this.”

Shy’s right. Mom had always been more tolerant of the batshit habits I brought into their home—the sneaking out at all hours of the night, cutting out of class, slowly corrupting good-girl Shy when we became friends after my parents took me in. Found them entertaining, even.

I hand Shy my phone and shake out my shoulders and the heavy weight of grief off my chest. Gussy up my hair for the picture, straighten the straps of my overalls.

Ignore the sudden commotion on the field behind me.

“Hey—hey—watch your head, lady—”

Shy’s eyes go wide, tracing a trajectory in the sky behind me. She drops my phone and shields Rosie with her body just as something painfully solid smashes into me, knocks the wind out of me. Sends me careening forward. Flailing my arms to break my fall, keep from smashing my face on the field beneath me.

I land on the ground with a shocked yelp. Face down, overalled ass up. And the wrecking ball that just did its best to obliterate me lands behind me.

Or rather, he landed draped over me, in a melee of muscled arms wrapped around my waist to catch me. Break my fall as though the damage hadn’t already been done. A thud of thick, solid thighs hits the backs of mine, and the juncture of bent-over hips slaps into my ass in a way I’d very much appreciate if I hadn’t just nearly swallowed a mouthful of grass.

All things considered—and by all things, I mean the stinging pain in my elbows and knees—this isn’t so bad.

Mr. Wrecking Ball may need to brush up on his knight in shining armor skills, but he smells like a delicious mix of heady pine and clean man-sweat. His body certainly feels like the impressive product of the aforementioned man-sweat, all hard and strong behind me.

Really, this isn’t so bad at all.

His arms clench around me, lifting me with perfect ease to allow me to plant my hands underneath me. He dips his head, peering over my shoulder—trying to make eye contact I’m frankly unready to return given the way he’s still cuddling me doggy-style on this well-attended football field.

“You all right?”

I clear my throat. “I definitely didn’t expect to get trampled close to death today, but there are much worse ways to die.”

Flash.

Our heads snap up.

Shy peers over my phone with as close to a shit-eating grin as I’ve ever seen on her. “Now, this is one hell of a picture.”

Mr. Wrecking Ball peels himself off me and scrambles to his feet. Sitting back on my heels, I’m struck by the length of this man’s shadow. He’s a giant.

“I am so sorry.” He steps around me as I brush the grass off my overalls.

What do you know? Mr. Wrecking Ball happens to be the grace, agility, and glutes I watched catch that football a minute ago.

Up close, I see he’s much more than a backside and athleticism. He’s high, sharp cheekbones and a perfect jawline. A full mouth. Wavy dark hair, a little floppy on top, and an intriguing scar slashing across his left cheekbone. Full tattoo sleeves along both arms. He’s deep, earnest brown eyes that belong around your mother’s dinner table at Thanksgiving, as he regales the family with wholesome stories of cat rescues and road-side cleanups.

Then the corner of his mouth stretches in a smile and… no. I was wrong. This isn’t a nice boy you simply bring home to Mom. This is a man who charms the pants off your parents, opens the car door for you after dinner, and drives you to a dark corner of a nearby parking lot to fuck you lights-out in the back seat, because he couldn’t wait ’til you got home.

Also, he looks incredibly familiar.

“I hope you’re okay.” He holds out a hand to help me up with an impressively fretful furrow to his brow. Once I’m on my feet he reaches for me again, eyeing my grass-stained front. As though he means to brush me down but then thinks better of touching a strange woman in the breast area.

What a shame.

“Totally fine.” I wipe off my overalls. “Can’t say the same for my knees tomorrow, but who hasn’t woken up a little banged up after a doggy-style tryst on the ground?”

The man chuckles almost uncertainly. Like he wants to laugh but can’t decide whether it’s particularly gentlemanly to laugh at a joke like that. His gaze drifts to Shy, as though seeking her permission.

Where the hell have I seen him before? The face, that build… I’m positive that I know him.

He seems to relax when Shy offers her own laugh and hands me my phone. “Here, I assume the photo shoot’s over.”

“Daddy.” Rosie throws out her arms toward the man.

“Not Daddy.” Shy kisses the top of Rosie’s head and shoots Mr. Wrecking Ball an apologetic look.

“She’s very sweet.” He waves at Rosie. Then he zeroes in on my phone, and there’s definitely no trace left of that amusement. “Hey… I know this is probably a weird thing to ask, but is there any chance you can delete that picture?”

I swipe at my phone, bringing up the photo in question. There I am on all fours, pink in the face, hair disheveled, with this beautiful man plastered on top of me. And we look good together.

I turn the screen around, letting him have a look. “Are you sure you don’t want me to send you a copy instead? This is definitely plaster above your bed material.”

He peers at the screen one long moment, and I certainly don’t miss the twitch at his jaw as he stares at us all tangled up. Nor the way his eyes find me beyond my phone, taking me in like it’s the first time he’s seeing me properly.

He clears his throat, gaze cutting to Shy before settling back on me. “It’s not really a good time for me to be seen having a public… What was it? ‘Doggy-style tryst on the ground’?”

“Oh, now I’m intrigued. You’re saying there’s usually a good time for it?”

His lips twitch. “You’d be doing me a favor. If you deleted the picture.”

My thumb moves over my screen. “There. All gone.”

“Thanks.” He pushes the hair off his forehead a little uncertainly and holds my gaze, doing his very best to hypnotize me with the deep brown of his eyes and that hint of a smile. It might have worked, had I not been too busy trying to place him.

Shy hikes Rosie up her hip. “Cee, maybe we should…”

She indicates the opening under the stands we’d snuck out from. Because we’re not supposed to be here, and we’re definitely not supposed to be drawing attention to ourselves.

“Right. Well, it was nice to meet you. Sort of.” I hook an arm around Shy and start leading us back to the exit, but the man catches up quickly.

“What brings you out here, anyway? The school only gives special permission if you’re working with one of their trainers.” Shy and I double our steps. Mr. Wrecking Ball tucks his hands into the pockets of his black athletic shorts. He’s keeping pace with us, and without looking I can tell he keeps shooting sidelong glances my way. “By the awkward silence, I’ll assume this isn’t exactly sanctioned?”

“Of course it is.” I don’t slow down in the slightest. “We’re upstanding citizens, me and Shy. Rosie especially. And I resent the accusation.”

“She’s an alum,” Shy adds. “Helping out the Huskies with… you know. Their social media. Hence the photo shoot you ruined.”

“Exactly.” I suck in my cheeks to keep from laughing, patting Shy’s arm as we move around a set of orange pylons on the field. “We’ll get ’em next time, when the mean man isn’t here to run me over.”

“The Huskies’ social media, huh?”

The edge in his voice tells me he didn’t buy that for a second. Also, that he’s willing to make us pay for it.

Mr. Wrecking Ball cuts us off, coming to a stop in front of us, forcing us still. He shoots a quick grin at Shy. Or rather, at the overload of cuteness in her arms.

He isn’t wearing UOB-issued clothing, so maybe he doesn’t work here. His friend is, though. The guy with the light brown hair and curious frown making his way over to us now.

Shit.

I’m going to get a two-year-old imprisoned. Her mother will kill me.

Mr. Wrecking Ball settles an amused gaze on me. “I’ll tell you what. You need a good shot of the field for the Huskies? I know where to get you one.”







Chapter 3 Brooks


This isn’t one of my smartest moves.

Sure, I managed to get that unintentionally hot photo of us deleted before it leaked online, stoking the fire of my apparent slutty reputation.

But bringing this woman to a private, deserted corner of the Huskies stadium, high above the field and away from onlookers, probably doesn’t give me the chaste, family-oriented allure Josh says I should be going for. Especially since her friend with the cute kid declined the excursion.

Couldn’t help it, though.

Something about that quick mouth got to me down there. The way she knew I wasn’t buying the bullshit about working for the Huskies but was willing to go down in flames with it anyway. And now we’re up here. For the sole purpose of seeing how deep she’s willing to dig her heels on this.

I lead her through the small coaches’ booth lined with tables and swivel chairs. The lights flicker on automatically as we move toward the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the field.

“This place is usually buzzing on a game day.” She follows me a few steps behind. “You’d have a small army of assistant coaches up here, watching the game and feeding intel to the rest of the team through headsets. If the Huskies need a good picture of the field, this is the place to get one.”

She shoots me a cutting glance. Knows perfectly well that I know they were bluffing down there. Refuses to back down. “You seem to know your way around the place pretty well. Do you work here?”

“Not anymore. A couple of friends of mine work down in the athletic rehab center. They’ve been helping me train during the off-season.”

I don’t elaborate, but it piques her interest anyway. She studies me with those blue-gray eyes the same way she had down on the field. Like she’s on the verge of inviting me over for a private doggy-style tryst but also like she’s trying to place me. That look you give when you know you’re supposed to know someone, but you can’t quite figure it out.

“Here, give me your phone. Let’s get you those pictures, huh? Are you supposed to be in them?”

Another searing look in my direction. She’s still unwilling to admit defeat as she hands me her phone.

The woman positions herself by the windows, and I’m struck again by how stunning she is. And I mean struck, like a truck hitting me head-on, then reversing just to get me again. Down there on the field, she’d damn near turned me into a bumbling mess just by looking at me.

The long dark hair, almost black and so fucking shiny. And those eyes. Bright and lively. This woman is always on the hunt for laughs, I can feel it.

She’s tall, and so lusciously curvy. Hips you want to sink your fingers into, leave a couple prints for her to wake up to in the morning so she remembers who those curves belong to.

She’s got the kind of body and face you just don’t share.

“Question for you.”

“Hm?” Fuck. I’ve been staring at her way longer than is chaste or family-oriented, and she’s definitely noticed.

“Am I…” She shrugs casually. Toys with the necklace she’s wearing. A silver chain with an anchor charm dotted with sparkling blue-gray stones, just like her eyes. “… about to get murdered, maybe?”

My eyebrows shoot up. “Come again?”

She gestures around us. “Well, it’s just that I’m suddenly realizing that I’ve come all the way up here with a stranger. Who’s now holding my phone. Also, aside from telling my friend we were going to find a good spot for a picture, no one knows exactly where I am with said stranger. And while this is kind of par for the course for me, the whole getting-myself-into-difficult-to-get-out-of-pickles thing, this one in particular feels like it’ll end with my untimely demise.”

She delivers the entire diatribe in one long, breathless flow, and I let out a single burst of laughter when she finishes. I’d love to know what kind of pickles she gets herself into. I bet they’re good.

“So… will it?” she continues—casually, like she hasn’t just asked me whether I’m about to do away with her. “Am I about to get murdered?”

“Am I?” I counter.

“Are you what?”

“Am I about to get murdered? Because if that logic stands, then I’m also up here with a stranger, without anyone knowing. So… am I about to get murdered?”

I’ve amused her. The corners of her mouth lift just slightly, eyes twinkle as she assesses me. Just a small taste of what’s got to be a real killer of a smile.

That look is a tease.

Addictive.

It’s equivalent to a pat on the head, and now I want the whole goddamn gold medal around my neck.

It’s an urge I haven’t felt in years.

“Statistically…” She blinks up at me slowly from under those long, dark lashes. Little flirt. “About ninety percent of all homicides are perpetrated by men. So, if anyone was likely to be chopped up and served as a meat-loaf treat to the coaches here on game day, it would be me.”

“Pretty sure whoever pulled those stats hadn’t met you. How many poor fuckers have you brought to their knees with that little look of yours?”

Her mouth curves just another millimeter. “Which look?”

I jerk my chin at her. “That one. That ghost of a grin and the twinkle thing you’re doing with your eyes. You want me to wonder if you’re flirting with me. Want me to dial it up, work a little harder to impress you, while you decide if I’m worth your time.”

I know I’m real close to getting a proper smile now, because her teeth sink into that plush bottom lip. “Is it working? The look?”

“You want it to?”

She tips her head. “Undecided.”

I release a tortured breath, because, yeah—the look works. “For fuck’s sake, put me out of my misery and tell me your name.”

“It’s Siena.”

“Siena.” I take my time letting it roll off my tongue, tasting it, weighing it. It suits her, as far as names can suit a person. “After the color or the city?”

“They spelled it like the city but probably meant the color.” She shrugs. “I couldn’t know for sure.”

I’m still holding her phone, and her eyes lock with mine as it passes from my hand to hers. Her gaze flickers to my mouth, back up again.

“Brooks. My name, in case you’re curious. It’s Brooks.”

She hums, inching back to get a proper look at me. Assessing whether the name matches the guy, maybe.

And then I see it. That spark of recognition. Siena looks from me to the football field behind her. Back to me.

“Brooks… Attwood.”

I lift and drop a shoulder. “Brooks.”

Her eyes go wide. “You’re Brooks Attwood.”

“Brooks.” I nod. “It’s nice to meet you, Siena.”

“But—but you’re Brooks Attwood. My dad grew up a Rebels fan. And his dad before him. And me, since I was thirteen. I knew you looked familiar—you know when you don’t expect to run into someone, so it takes a while to click?”

“Your dad and grandpa are Rebels fans, and you didn’t hop on the wagon until you were thirteen?”

“He didn’t become my dad until I was thirteen. God, this is… Today of all days.” She looks around in utter awe. “I wish he could see this. Brooks Attwood. Your comeback is all over the news.”

“Comeback attempt. The rest remains to be seen.”

She waves away my words, like there’s no doubt in her mind this comeback is happening. “Hey, listen, will you take a picture with me? My mom will get such a kick out of this. Please?”

Please. Like I wasn’t already running through a list of excuses to get near her again. “Here, my arms are longer.”

Siena hands me her phone and slides under the arm I hold out for her. I snap some photos, only half paying attention. She smells like… what is that? I turn my chin, momentarily burying my face in her hair, trying to pin down her scent.

Salt water? Sunshine?

Does the sun have a scent?

She scrolls through the pictures when I hand her back her phone. “Your eyes are closed in half of these.” She chuckles before tucking it into the pocket at the front of her overalls. “Well, as nice as this was, shall we head back down?”

I put an arm out, blocking her path as she heads for the door. “Hold up. Aren’t you supposed to be posting pictures for the Huskies?”

She tenses against my arm. Definitely avoids my eye. “As soon as we get out of here. I don’t want to hold you up.”

“I’ve got time. Unless you’re ready to admit you were actually trespassing down there?”

I beam when she gives me a sharp look, pulls out her phone, and taps away at it.

“There. Pictures posted.” She gives me a saccharine smile as she waves the screen, flashing a glimpse of photos of the field on a social media feed. “Satisfied?”

“Incredibly.”

“Fantastic.” Siena tugs at the door of the coaches’ booth. Then again. And again when it doesn’t budge. She turns an inquisitive look on me, moving aside when I reach for the door myself.

Definitely locked. From the outside.

Siena tsks. “I’m getting chopped into meat loaf vibes again, Brooks Attwood.”

“I didn’t plan this, I swear.” I slide down the wall by the door, sitting on the ground and pulling out my phone. “Let me message someone to get us out of here.”

“Oh. I can just—”

“It shouldn’t take long. My friend Summer was with a client in the gym, but she should be wrapping up soon.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Siena sits on the floor beside me. I peek at her from the corner of my eye. Find her doing the same with me.

We soften into simultaneous chuckles. I can’t remember the last time I hung out with a woman I wasn’t related to, fake dating, or best friends with.

It’s… nice.

I hadn’t intended on staying single after things ended with my ex. In fact, the prospect of dating was just about the only bright spot once I stopped self-destructing. I figured losing football might get me closer to what I wanted: a partnership like my parents’. A little hellion like my sister’s son, Leo.

And I’d be able to find the right person this time. Someone who wanted me and not, it turned out, the allure of my ex-career. Who wouldn’t throw away an eight-year relationship and find another pro athlete to sink her claws into, after my own career in professional sports went bust.

Instead, I traded liquor and back-alley hookups for second-guesses and paranoia, and every woman who looked at me twice became heartbreak and betrayal just waiting to happen.

When the dating thing never went anywhere, the idea of a comeback to my old team became an obsession. At least I could have football. I could be back with the coaches and teammates I’d loved playing with. One out of two isn’t bad, as far as life goes.

Except now, the Rebels won’t touch me.

Sighing, I rest my head against the wall behind me and pick at the sole of my sneaker.

“Midnight skinny-dips.”

“Pardon me?”

“Midnight skinny-dips.” Siena’s almond-shaped eyes look at me like they’re trying to pierce into my brain, my soul. Trying to figure out this silence. “Whenever I sigh that hard, I strip down and hop in the bay in the middle of the night. Doesn’t always work, I’ll admit. But nine out of ten times, it gets me out of whatever funk I’m in. Give it a shot. Report back.” She gives me an expectant look, and when I don’t say anything, she adds, “Or not. What’s your thing? When you’re sighing that hard?”

What does it say about me that I come up with nothing?

Sleep, run, work out, drills, run, sleep. It’s how my days have looked since I decided on this comeback four months ago.

Even before, what did I have? A coaching job I hated. Happy friends moving on to bigger and better things. A too-big, secluded house just outside of town. My family across the country.

I rub my arm, feeling the suffocating weight of… nothingness.

Peter. I have Pete.

“I have a dog.” I feel like an inadequate idiot the moment I say so.

She’s trespassing into a stadium, skinny-dipping in the middle of the night. Probably the kind of woman who goes skydiving on a random Tuesday morning. And here I am telling her about my dog.

He’s a really good boy, though.

“Show me.” When I stare at her uncomprehendingly, Siena nods at the phone sitting in my lap. “Show off your dog, Brooks Attwood. I want to see.”

“Yeah?”

She nods her encouragement. Probably just humoring me, but it doesn’t feel like it. She’s smiling from her eyes.

I tap my phone to life, and Pete stares back at us from the lock screen, lying belly up in the grass at home. “His name is Peter. He’s a hundred-and-five-pound German shepherd who thinks he’s a lap dog. He was down there earlier.”

She grins at a video of me and Pete wrestling over a mini football. “That was your dog on the field? He’s cute.”

“Funny, most people describe him as terrifying as fuck.”

“Who, this guy? A harmless pup if I’ve ever seen one.” Siena pries the phone out of my hand but pauses with her thumb over the screen. “Which way do I scroll for more Peter? We should build up to the dick pics.”

With a laugh, I lean over and scroll through my phone. It’s all Pete. Napping, panting for treats, destroying stuffed toys. “No dick pics in either direction.”

Siena clicks her tongue. “Shame.”

I sit back, just watching Siena scroll through my camera roll. Strangely, every bit of the weight I’d felt just a minute ago has lifted.

“Brooks, he’s adorable.”

From my pocket, I pull out a round lollipop and twist off the purple wrapping before reaching for another and offering it to Siena. “He’s a good boy. I adopted him from a rescue when I moved back to Oakwood.”

“You carry candy in your pockets?” Siena accepts the lollipop and sticks it in her mouth.

“In case of emergency. I grew up in my mom’s bakery, so the sugar addiction started early. Never know when the craving will strike.”

“Or when you’ll be in the mood to lure a woman in a locked room.”

I finger the stick coming out of my mouth. “Really not doing much to talk you out of the murder thing, am I?”

“I’m as convinced as ever. How many times have you run this play, Brooks Attwood?”

“The stuck-in-a-coaches’-booth-with-a-pretty-girl play? You’re my one and only.”

“Perfect answer.” Siena holds my gaze. I haven’t flirted in… Fuck, when had I last flirted? I swear, it’s that smiling thing her eyes do, bringing it out of me. The old me. The one who laughs and plays, with no guard searching for a motive. “So, are you allowed to tell me how your comeback is going? Full disclosure, I will turn on you if you tell me you’re signing with any team but the Rebels, because…” Siena pulls out her phone when it starts dinging in her front pocket. Her face falls. “Oh, shit.”

“What is it?”

“Those pictures. The ones I posted online.” Siena turns her screen around so I can see. She swipes through a carousel of pictures of the field she’d posted to her social media account, until she lands on one of… us.

We’re standing by the window; she’s tucked under my arm with her hand splayed over my chest. My head is turned toward her, looking down in some kind of awe—like she’s the first woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.

Shit, I really need to get out more.

“I haven’t had pictures go viral in, like, a year,” Siena muses, tipping her head at the phone.

My stomach plummets. Viral?

Stuffing my lollipop into my cheek, I reach for her phone. In the ten minutes since she posted it, it’s well into the five-digit likes, and there are hundreds of comments below it.

Now, that’s one hell of an UPGRADE! Go Cece!

It’s a long stream of messages along the same lines—little fires and something about revenge being best served with a side of football daddy?

What the fuck is a football daddy?

“What’s this about an upgrade?” My ringtone cuts off whatever she was about to say. I dig my phone out to find Josh’s contact lighting up the screen. “Shit, it’s my agent. He’s probably pissed about the picture.”

“Oh, it’s definitely about the picture.” Siena turns her phone around. It’s an article on the All-Stars website. An online tabloid.

The online tabloid.

COMEBACK KID BROOKS ATTWOOD COZIES UP WITH CECE PIPPEN, JUST MONTHS AFTER HER BREAKUP WITH NFL STAR THOMAS IVERS







Chapter 4 Brooks


“You’re fucking brilliant, you know that?”

Wind rushes over Josh’s voice, like he’s driving with the windows down, and for a second I think I hear him wrong. “I gotta tell you: I thought this fake girlfriend thing was peak stupidity. But you really know what you’re doing, don’t you? Fucking brilliant. It’s already all over the internet—it just came up on ESPN radio, for fuck’s sake. The Rebels ownership team forwarded me an article, asking how long you’ve been dating.”

“I… Hang on a minute—”

“No idea how you managed to snag someone this quick, let alone some beloved, internet-famous girl, but you really knocked it out of the park.” I’ve never heard Josh this pumped up. “You’ll have to really sell this, Brooksy. Get her to post pictures of you both on social media—hell, get Pete in those pictures. People love dogs, they’ll eat it up. Bring her to that Huskies alumni game you’re hosting next week. If we can convince the Rebels you’re in a loving, stable relationship, you’ll be on that training camp invite list in no time. I guarantee it.”

My stomach sinks, heart pumps furiously. Beloved? Internet famous?

“Hang on, Josh. This isn’t what you think—I never said I was going to do the dating thing.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“I’m saying this is a misunderstanding. I don’t even know this girl. There’s no way I’m dating her.” I wince, turning to Siena, who looks deeply amused by the entire thing. “No offense.”

She widens her eyes, plucking the lollipop out of her mouth. “Your loss.”

“Brooks, let me be very clear about your situation, in case you didn’t quite get me before.” All traces of energy have been sucked out of Josh’s voice. “I don’t care if it’s real or fake, if you just met her or have known her since you were both snot-nosed kids in diapers. This isn’t going to be yet another photo of you and a woman looking cozy, only for her never to be seen again. Not when that’s the one thing keeping you from a contract with the Rebels. Am I getting this wrong, Brooks? Do you not want to sign with the Rebels? Should I focus my efforts elsewhere?”

“No,” I say quickly. “That’s where I want to play.”

“Then I don’t care if you have to get on your knees and beg her to date you. I don’t care if you have to pay her a damn salary. You stick with this girl until that contract is signed and sealed. You get me?”

Siena is texting away beside me, oblivious to the mad scheme she’s being weaved into over the course of this phone call.

“These girls are all about chasing clout,” Josh continues. “You’re all over the news. You can talk her into it.”

These girls?

I hate his words, the tone of his voice. I especially hate that all of it is pointed at the woman beside me. Except…

JUST MONTHS AFTER HER BREAKUP WITH NFL STAR THOMAS IVERS

Thomas fucking Ivers. Star quarterback for the Ravens, the second team out in Los Angeles. He’s the face of the NFL, at the very top of the pay scale. I know the guy, have met him countless times at events around LA.

Suddenly, this is all too familiar.

After announcing my retirement, I’d escaped home to find Naomi swapping spit with an ex-teammate, right in our driveway. Her bags were packed by the front door, and she’d apparently been anxiously waiting to dump me while I was out ending my career.

It all came together then. Where she’d been while I was in bed for months, scared and recovering from my concussion. Why she’d fought so hard against my decision to retire.

When she and I had gotten together here at UOB, I was already being hailed as the NFL’s top prospect in my future draft class. She dropped out of college to move with me across the country when I got drafted by the Rebels. Encouraged me to take every single sponsorship deal that came my way; to buy the biggest house I could afford, a garage full of nice cars I didn’t need. To attend every glitzy gala I was invited to, always with her on my arm.

Naomi had managed to build her own adoring social media fanbase surrounding her lifestyle as an NFL girlfriend by the time I scored my first touchdown in the league. I had a bona fide second career as her personal photographer, and a third making cameos in the photos and videos she’d post online.

There was always somewhere to go, some fancy party to attend. She lived off the team’s celebrity connections. Loved the attention from fans.

At the peak of my career—and right around the time I got injured—she’d been getting papped on the way to the goddamn grocery store. I thought nothing of it all until she dumped me, and it became clear just how replaceable I was. Turns out, it didn’t matter whose arm she was on as long as it was attached to a pro athlete.

There’s dead air in my ear. I’ve been so caught up in a panicked spiral that it takes me a few seconds to realize Josh has already hung up the call.

I shoot a glance at Siena, who’s still typing away at her phone. She looks entertained as hell by the entire thing, and I can’t figure it out. Whether she caught on to who I was from the jump, down on the field. Whether she was playing me, posted that particular picture on purpose, knowing the attention it would get her.

These girls are all about chasing clout.

My phone chimes, announcing a text from Josh, who seems to have sensed my downward spiral from wherever the hell he is.

JOSH: Rebels ownership wants to arrange a phone call tomorrow. They’re loving this. Don’t fuck it up.

Shit. He’s right, isn’t he? If the Rebels changed their tune this fast…

This is my way in with the team. Dating Cece Pippen. Beloved, clout-chasing ex-girlfriend of the face of the NFL.

I clear my throat, tossing my phone to the side. “Cece—”

“Siena,” she corrects with a grimace at her phone. She’s texting someone named Shyla—her friend with the cute kid? “My ex called me Cece. Sadly, it stuck.”

“Right. Well, those articles. The reason people seem to care we’re getting cozy? Why would that be?”

She shrugs. “You’re all over the news.”

“And you? Why are your pictures going viral?”

She rests her head on the wall at our backs, the stick from her lollipop protruding from her mouth. “Well, part of that probably has to do with who my ex is.”

“And the other part?”

Siena shakes her head, a wry smile playing at her mouth. “There was a video that went viral, just a few months before our breakup. I was sitting behind the benches during one of his games. A fan for the other team somehow managed to set a bevy of doves loose on the field while they were lining up at the seven-yard line, about to score a game-winning touchdown. I guess it was supposed to be funny because their team was playing the Ravens. And then—”

“That was you? The girl in the clip?” I turn to get a proper look at her. “That video was on every sports reel for weeks.”

“Slow news weeks.”

They weren’t slow news weeks. It was simply that the video taken from the stands was just that good. I remember it vividly. Doves hobbling around the field, stadium staff scrambling to catch them, both benches clearing to help.

And then, out of nowhere, the birds simultaneously take flight. They make a beeline toward the stands and land one by one around a woman sitting in the crowd, casually munching on popcorn. She visibly freezes, you think she’s about to run off screaming, and instead she… just starts sharing her popcorn with the birds. Like some Disney princess kind of shit, before they all fly off into the sky.

“ESPN named you—”

“Cece Pippen and the Seven Yards.” Siena gives a rueful shake of her head. “Insane. My social account blew up overnight. I couldn’t shake the attention as long as Tom and I were together—people would do this bird chirping sound at me whenever they saw me. They still do, sometimes.” She demonstrates, attempting a whistle that comes out as more of a wet exhale than anything else. She shrugs, laughing to herself. “I could never whistle worth shit.”

Tom. Her very famous, very talented athlete of an ex.

I try to fight the bad taste in my mouth, but I know it’s a losing battle. I feel it in my stiffening muscles, in the inches I add to the space between us.

These girls are all about chasing clout.

Is there a neon sign above my head? Gullible man found here. Come get him while he’s hot.

What had she been doing on the field? Am I really supposed to believe that I ended up locked in a room with Thomas Ivers’s ex-girlfriend by complete coincidence?

I think back to how thrilled she’d been when she supposedly figured out who I was. How quickly she asked for that picture together. And now, we’re all over the internet.

How the fuck did I manage to attract another Naomi into my life?

“Did you know who I was, down there?” I ask quietly.

Despite mounting evidence of my own naïveté, I hate myself the second the question leaves my mouth. But I’ve been through this before. Naomi and her insatiable desire for that WAG title. No matter how many athletes she had to fuck to keep it.

Siena glances up from her phone and plucks the lollipop from her mouth. “What?”

“On the field.” Have I ever sounded so cold in my life? I didn’t know I was capable. “Did you know who I was? Did you get me up here alone on purpose?”

The smile fades slowly off her face. “You brought me up here.”

“You weren’t supposed to be down there at all. Then you ask for a picture with me and turn around and post it.”

“You challenged me to post those pictures.” Her brows pull together. “Just so you’re aware, it sounds like you’re accusing me of either jersey chasing or stalking.”

“Why not both?”

She scoffs, eyes widening in disbelief. She sweeps the room, as though she expects to find someone with which to exchange a stunned are you hearing this shit?

“Did you do this on purpose? You figured out I was training here, found a way onto the field—”

“Wow. You are so full of yourself, it’s almost impressive.” Siena gets to her feet, brushing the back of her overalls and dumping her half-done lollipop into the trash.

I stand and do the same with my candy. “It’s all a little convenient. You’re telling me I just happened to get locked in a room with Thomas Ivers’s internet-famous ex?”

Her eyes pierce mine. Not in that cute way, either. In a way like she wishes her stare was made of actual daggers, stabbing me in the face. “Besides the fact that I don’t fuck around with athletes—”

“Unless they’re on a roster, right? And the face of the league.”

Her mouth twists furiously. “Well, that disqualifies you, doesn’t it? Seeing as you’re neither.”

Siena’s words hang between us, a low blow kicking me right in the sternum, filling my veins with the kind of hostility I haven’t felt in years. Not since my ex calmly explained that she’d been fucking my teammate for months before she left me for him.

I catch a flash of regret on Siena’s face before she smooths it right out. She unzips her purse with such force, I’m shocked the zipper doesn’t fly off its track.

I force a breath into my body. “We need to talk.”

“I think we’ve done more than enough of that. What we need to do is get the hell out of here. Never see each other again.”

“Sadly, that’ll have to wait.” I rub my face roughly. “We’re stuck together until I get a contract with the Rebels.”

Siena freezes, hands still on her bag. “Excuse me?”

Going off on her right before asking to date her probably wasn’t my smartest move. “Turns out the internet loves us together. So do the Rebels, who, until a few minutes ago, refused to touch me based on my apparent inability to settle down in life. One look at that picture of us together, and they’re hot on me again.”

“And why am I supposed to care?”

I have no desire to get into the story of Naomi, so I give her the half-truth. “I went on a bender after my injury, partying and… trying to cope with my retirement in all the wrong ways. It poses a bit of a problem for the Rebels.”

Understanding seems to dawn. “Because they’re known for signing strait-laced, family-friendly players.”

“Meaning they’ve shut down any talk of my coming back, unless I can prove that I’ve changed. That I keep my…” Why did I gesture at my dick like that? “Point is, it’s supposed to look like I’ve settled down since then, and this picture of us makes it seem like I’ve settled down with you.” I throw out my arms. “Congrats, Cece Pippen. You just bagged yourself a fake boyfriend.”

Siena bursts into laughter. “You’re kidding, right?”

“My agent seems to think this is the only way out of this mess. You’d be my ticket back to the Rebels, and I’d be your ticket to some more of that internet infamy. Brand deals, whatever. Based on those articles, it’s already working.”

She digests my words. “Fake dating? Who does that?”

“I do. I once fake-dated my best friend’s girlfriend for a while and…” I trail off when her eyes grow in alarm. “Forget it. It’ll be temporary. Surface-level. We won’t even need to see or speak to each other outside of public appearances where we’ll have pictures of us taken with my dog.”

“Let me see if I understand this clearly. You want me to pretend to be your girlfriend for however long it takes you to sign with the Rebels.”

“That’s the gist of it.”

Her brows pinch together. “You want me to make appearances with you where we’ll presumably be photographed together, so that the Rebels management team thinks you’ve settled down.”

I think she might really be considering this. “Exactly.”

She combs her fingers through her hair, thinking hard. “And once you sign, you’ll move away. We’ll pretend to… what? Break up because of the long distance?”

I jab my finger in her direction. “Perfect.”

She hums, nods along with me. “And what I’ll get out of it are cuddles with your German shepherd and more internet fame as an NFL girlfriend?”

“See? It’s win-win.”

Siena snorts, and the pensive look melts right off her face. “I’m going to have to pass. As tempting as it is.”

“You won’t do it?”

“Of course I won’t do it!”

“Why not?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she says sarcastically, pacing to the windows. “Maybe because—contrary to your glowing opinion of me—I don’t care about being internet famous. Besides, you’re a total stranger.” She turns on her heel and makes for the locked door of the coaches’ booth. “A scheming stranger, who probably lured me up here knowing we’d get stuck together, just to convince me to pretend-date him and his dog.”

Siena whips a credit card out of her wallet and moves for the door. She fiddles for a few moments until an unmistakable click breaks the silence.

What the fuck? “How’d you know how to do that?”

Calmly, she replaces her credit card and wallet into her purse. “I’ve been jimmying locks since I was a kid.”

A number of questions bounce around my head. I settle on “And why didn’t you do that to begin with?”

“You didn’t seem especially concerned that we were stuck. And I’ll admit I was… intrigued. Now, though?” When she finally looks at me again, it’s with something akin to disgust. She indicates me with a flippant flick of her hand. “No, thanks.”

Siena grips the door handle just as it swings open on its own. For the second time today, I throw my arms around her, catching her around the waist before she face-plants into the ground.

“What the hell is going on in here?” We look up to find Summer, still dressed in her UOB faculty gear. Her hair swishes as she looks between us. “I got your SOS. I thought you said the door was locked from the outside?”

Siena smooths her hair, wafting some of that sun-kissed, ocean scent to where I stand behind her. “It was.”

Summer eyes Siena with interest. “Hey, you’re the girl from the picture. It’s all over ESPN down in the gym.”

Fucking. Awesome.

Definitely no way out of this, then.

“That would indeed be me.” Siena clutches her purse. “Well, I’m out. Thanks for the attempted save…”

“Summer.”

“Thanks for the attempted save, Summer. And…” Siena’s gaze cuts to me. “Good luck with everything. I’d say I’m going to miss you, but honestly? It turns out you’re kind of a conceited prick.”

She heads down the hall without another word. Not even a glance back. Something sharp kind of carves up my insides at the sight of her walking away.

In my peripheral vision I see Summer lift an eyebrow. “Conceited prick?”

When I don’t do anything but stare at Siena’s retreating figure, stomach sinking to my feet, Summer clears her throat.

“Hey, Cece,” she calls down the hall. Siena looks back over her shoulder. “I don’t know what happened in there, but for the record? This is a guy who sobs at dog shelter commercials. Seriously, all it takes is the opening bars of that Sarah McLachlan song and it’s game over.”

I nudge Summer and give her a searing look.

“What?” she whispers. “I’m helping you out.”

“By making me out to be a sensitive sap?”

“You are a sensitive sap. Embrace it.”

Siena watches our hushed exchange. “Thing is, Summer? I like to think I don’t need four legs and a tail to have someone’s respect.”

Damn.

She turns on her heel, leaving me in the dust feeling about two inches tall, and every bit the asshole I was in there.
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