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      All you’ll ever be is a pretty face.

      

      Star running back Bruce “Bruiser” Mackey has heard those words his entire life, especially after his twin brother’s tragic accident. He might use his surfer-boy good looks to land lucrative endorsements for his secret charity, but he hates books being judged by their covers. Which is why it’s wrong that his friend Mackenzie Hernandez is intent on giving herself a makeover.

      

      Sure, Mac and her father have been reeling financially since her brother disappeared three years ago, and Steelheads management gives an annual scholarship that might get her life back on track, but he can’t imagine anyone smarter, sexier, or more beautiful than Mac already is. He can’t keep his hands off her—and the more they spend time together, the less he wants to. She’s perfect as is.

      

      One way or another, he’ll make sure the team’s tomboy groundskeeper gets a full ride. And between the two of them, they can learn to accept what’s behind them and look downfield to a future full of win.

      

      Previously published as Down by Contact in 2013. This version has been updated, rewritten, and re-edited.
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      What are The Originals?

      Years ago, I wrote and published several football romances in the Seattle Lumberjacks series. Due to contractual restrictions, I was unable to use the Lumberjacks as my series name when the rights to the books reverted to me. The Lumberjacks books have been rewritten and rolled into my Steelheads series with the subtitle of “The Originals” to differentiate them from the newer books in the series.

      The books in this series were the books of my heart. It is with great pleasure that I am able to update and edit them as they revert to me from my publisher and re-release them as part of my Seattle Steelheads series.

      The events in this story take place seven years prior to Blindsided.

      The current true chronological order is:

      1—Kickoff

      2—Snap Decision

      3—Offsides

      4—Draw Play

      5—Hot Read

      6—Comeback Route

      The Steelheads several years later:

      7—Blindsided

      8—Game Changer

      9—Fumble Recovery

      I’m a true-crime junkie. For this book, I finally decided to put all those hours of watching true-crime television to use. I’ve always been fascinated by the families who continue to search for their missing loved ones years after they’ve disappeared. I’ve been torn between applauding them and wanting them to move on and live their lives. I especially feel sorry for the brothers, sisters, and children of the missing family members, as it often seems they’re forgotten while the family strives to unearth the truth.

      I wanted to know how it felt to be a sibling of a missing person, especially when your parent dedicates his entire life to finding your sibling and expects you to do the same. Such is Mac’s story in Draw Play.
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      “Yeah, yeah, Bruiser, all you’ll ever be is just another pretty face.”

      “Never criticize the face that feeds you,” Bruce Mackey, a.k.a. Bruiser, shot back as he gritted his teeth.

      Nothing but a pretty face? Hell. That wasn’t the type of thing a person tells a 230-pound premier running back for the Seattle Steelheads. Not that Bruiser hadn’t worked his ass off to craft that very superficial image—then worked that much harder on the football field to show the world and the NFL that he was a football player first and pretty face second.

      Football was his job and his passion. On a normal day, it took two linebackers and handful of defensive backs to bring him to his knees as he fought like a wild man for a few extra yards, hence the odd nickname Bruiser.

      Playing the role of a pretty boy usually suited him just fine. Other than being one tough hombre on the football field, no one expected anything serious or profound from the league’s “Hottest Hunk,” which kept even the nosiest of reporters from diving deep enough to unearth the painful truth lurking behind his carefree mask. That was just fine. He let his play on the field speak for itself. The rest was no one’s business but his.

      Harold, the photographer, winked at him. “Hey, I’m not criticizing. That pretty face is certifiable money in the bank.”

      Bruiser didn’t wink back.

      Click. Click. Click.

      He didn’t move, just held his pose and stared over the head of the photographer at nothing.

      “Look straight into the camera. Pretend I’m a beautiful woman across the room at a party. I’m beckoning you.”

      “You? I don’t have that good of an imagination. No one does.” Bruiser resisted the urge to roll his eyes. He really hated this stuff, but money was money. He had a debt to pay and an even bigger promise to keep.

      “Relax. You’re too stiff.”

      Stiff? Hell, his dick had shriveled to nothing on this unseasonably chilly forty-five-degree morning. It wasn’t like he was acclimated to anything below sixty degrees after spending the last several months in Southern Cali, having traded the Seattle rainy season for warm sand, mega endorsement deals, movie cameos, and bikini-clad women. He’d only returned to the Emerald City a few short days ago.

      “I’m freezing my ass off. Hurry up, will ya?”

      “You’re in a snit today.” Harold sniffed as if Bruiser had hurt his feelings. Well, fuck, Harold wasn’t the one standing around in a frigid horse barn wearing nothing but SportsJock underwear, a Stetson, and a pair of Tony Lamas. Harold’s assistant flitted around like a pesky fly, messing with Bruiser’s perfectly styled blond hair. He fought like hell not to bite the poor little guy’s head off just for sport.

      “Okay, tease us a little. Hook your thumb in the waistband and pull it down just so it stops short of your junk.”

      Bruiser knew the drill. He almost made more from modeling than he did football. Plus, he didn’t have a modest bone in his body. If they’d asked him to strip, he’d have stripped and given them the full-meal deal. But the league frowned on all-out nudity, so Bruiser’s nude modeling had to be tastefully done with the goods disguised in dark shadows.

      Bruiser changed his pose, propping one foot on the hay bale.

      “Turn slightly. Put your back to me. Good. Good.”

      Click. Click. Click.

      “Now, strip off your shorts, hold them with a finger, and cover your package with your hat.”

      “How does that sell underwear?” Despite Bruiser’s immodesty, the thought of getting nude fucking irritated him today.

      “Do I look like a marketing person? Just another pose they asked for.”

      Bruiser shrugged and shucked out of his briefs—not easy when wearing boots—and dangled them on one finger as he held his hat over his crotch area. Harold clicked away while Bruiser changed poses and forced himself to stay alert.

      “I expected your dick to be so big you’d need a sombrero to cover it.”

      Bruiser dropped the hat and spun around to face the speaker. Mackenzie Hernandez, known as Mac to all the guys on the team, stood in the barn door. Small and fit, with a nice little body, Mac was kinda cute with her upturned nose, mischievous deep-brown eyes, and long, wavy, dirty-blonde hair, but she downplayed her physical attributes as if she didn’t give a shit about appearances.

      Mac made a show of looking at his crotch and arching an eyebrow, not the least bit embarrassed. But then, not much embarrassed Mac.

      Caught off-balance, Bruiser stared down at his dick. A sombrero? Of course it was big enough to need a sombrero. What the hell was she talking about? Even shriveled in the cold, damp Seattle morning, he didn’t think it looked that small.

      Did it?

      He bent down to pick up his Stetson, not bothering to cover himself, and tamped down his annoyance while ramping up the charm.

      Little dick, my ass.

      “Now, honey, that cuts me to the quick.” He held his Stetson over his heart and let out an exaggerated sigh.

      “I sincerely doubt that. Your skin is as thick as your head is large.”

      “Ah, so you admit it. I am big. I knew you were just jerking my chain. I like that in a woman.” A slow smile spread across Bruiser’s face. She’d walked into that one.

      Mac’s mouth pulled into a firm, straight line, and her eyes glinted with what looked to Bruiser like murderous intent.

      “You creeping up on me, honey? Just had to get a sneak peek? Don’t blame you; all the ladies feel that way.” She deserved a little shit after the sombrero comment.

      Bruiser was a flirt and a tease, two of his many talents, and he didn’t discriminate. All women were fair game, regardless of age, race, or religion. And Mac was one of his favorite targets because she didn’t know the first thing about flirting. He loved to tease her, try to get beneath her tough-girl exterior. Today he’d hit pay dirt. Flustered yet clearly annoyed, Mac backed away. “I’m not stalking you. I promised Derek and Rachel I’d feed their horses while they’re out of town.”

      His teammate, Derek Ramsey, and his wife, Rachel, owned the horse farm.

      “Ma’am, you’ll need to leave until we’re done shooting,” Harold said. He sniffed, his boxers all in a bunch over the interruption.

      Well, damn. Bruiser was just starting to feel entertained.

      “Mac won’t bother me. She’s almost like one of the guys—with boobs.” Bruiser looked her up and down. “Nice boobs, though, hon.” He waggled his eyebrows. “We’ll catch up later. Once you recover from the sight of my incredible body.”

      “Overconfident ass,” Mac shot back.

      “Absolutely, sweetheart. You like me that way.” He winked at her, and she glared back. He was winning points today.

      “I don’t like you any way but on the football field.”

      Bruiser opened his mouth to fire off an answering round when Harold interrupted him. “Hey, Bruiser, let’s finish this.”

      Still grinning, Bruiser turned away from Mac and struck a pose. He had a job to do, and giving her shit wouldn’t get it done.

      But later, all bets were off.
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      Mac Hernandez stalked to the grain bins madder than a cat tossed in a swimming pool. Bruiser Mackey was a prick. A pretty-boy prick of the worst kind and as shallow as a dried-up mud puddle in the middle of a Seattle summer. And dammit, just thinking of the guy made her panties wet.

      She should’ve flipped his shit right back in his pretty face instead of ogling his perfect abs, nice ass, and, well, his other assets.

      Just one of the guys.

      Usually, she didn’t give a shit about being one of the guys because it was the truth; today, it pissed her off. Maybe because he’d caught her gawking at his privates, something she never effing ever did. Heck, her maintenance and grounds position at the Steelheads practice facility put her in direct contact with several tons of muscular egos, many partially dressed or even naked. They never bothered to cover up around her, and she’d never cared because she was like one of the guys.

      Until today.

      Until the man she’d harbored a secret crush on for the past three years stated that fact out loud.

      She shouldn’t have a crush on a superficial guy like Bruiser, but tell that to her heart. He was everything she disliked in a man, a preening peacock who exploited his looks for money. But he was a damn good football player in spite of his preoccupation with his appearance.

      Even worse, he continually flirted with her, making every attempt to embarrass the hell out of her with his outrageous comments. And he did embarrass her, though she thought she hid it well—usually.

      Mac hazarded a glance back at him, his fine ass once again clad in tight underwear. His perfect eight-pack abs glistened with whatever crap they’d rubbed on his tanned skin, while his arm muscles bulged and flexed as he assumed different poses.

      He looked over his shoulder, caught her staring, and winked, setting her face on fire again. Mac never blushed. Absolutely fucking never. Except when Bruiser gave her shit or looked at her with those penetrating blue-gray eyes. Thank heavens the darkest corner of the barn concealed her face.

      Damn, but the man had one fine body, and she’d witnessed some incredibly sculpted bodies in her time with the Steelheads, but Bruiser’s body was the finest of the finest.

      Aunt Helen used to say never to date a man prettier than you. And Bruiser was way too pretty for a plain woman like her, with her dishwater-blonde hair, nondescript brown eyes, and so-so figure.

      Not to mention his, uh, equipment might be more than she could handle. Despite what she said to the glamour boy, he was, ahem, well endowed. Way too well. With her relative inexperience with men, she’d best stay away from said equipment and said pretty boy.

      The guys would be shocked that she was sexually inexperienced, but then, no one knew the real Mac. They only knew the tomboy Mac they saw every day mowing the practice field grass in perfect straight lines or pulling weeds in the flower beds or beating them at a game of pool at the sports bar near Steelheads HQ. They knew the Mac who didn’t have a life, and while Mac might not have a life, she had a mission—a mission to figure out what the hell had happened to her older brother, who’d gone missing three years ago. She spent all her off-hours investigating new leads and going over old ones with her father.

      Which was why she fantasized about having a guy like Bruiser. Harmless fun and a distraction from how screwed up her life really was.

      Mac turned back to her chore of feeding the horses and forced herself to ignore the photo session several feet away. In fact, she ignored it so well she didn’t even notice when they finished up for the day. Instead, she focused on the horses munching away at their grain and making the deep, guttural noises horses make in greeting. Someday, she’d have money and a stable full of horses and she’d get a life.

      Yeah, that’d happen when hell froze over or Mac wore a dress.

      “Hey, sweetheart, did you miss me?”

      Mac jumped as Bruiser’s hot breath teased her ear. She whirled around and swatted at his chest, now clad in a Steelheads sweatshirt. “You scared the crap out of me, you asshole.”

      He chuckled. “I’m not the asshole. That’s Harris’s role.” No one on the team could come close to dethroning Tyler Harris, the team’s quarterback, from his self-proclaimed position as the team’s resident asshole.

      “You have a point there.” Mac strode away from Bruiser, head held high, throwing flakes of hay into the stalls. Bruiser followed her. Instead of his usual brash smile, he appeared…worried? Bruiser?

      “So, do you really think I’m small?” He studied her with concern, as if her opinion regarding the length of his penis actually mattered. It wasn’t like overconfident Bruiser would ever be concerned about what she thought.

      He stepped closer to her—too close. His scent surrounded her, engulfed her. Oh, God, please. Just one night. One night with the Steelheads pretty boy, and she’d never ask for another thing. Never.

      His blue-gray eyes bored into her, and his brow furrowed. Well, damn, the pretty boy was actually concerned. Mac shook her head, eager to dispel his insecurities, even as she battled with the reason why. “Too bad your brain isn’t as big as your dick.”

      A big smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “I knew it. You think I’m large.”

      “That wasn’t a compliment, so don’t let it go to your head.”

      “Too late, already has. Both of them.” Then he met her frosty gaze with his steady one, and a slow, sexy smile crossed his face. “Hey, you’re in luck. I’m at loose ends tonight. How about we get a burger at that place down the road?”

      “You buying?” Mac slipped into her usual buddy mode, knowing that’s all she was to Bruiser and being pathetic enough to play her part.
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      A few minutes later, Bruiser slid into a booth across from Mac. He pulled a ball cap over his head to avoid being recognized, not that it helped. People still stared. He ignored their stares and took a long pull off his beer.

      “So, little lady, how goes the battle?”

      “Same old, same old,” Mac muttered.

      Something seemed to be stuck in her craw. She never put on pretenses; what you saw was what you got. Sometimes he envied her ability to be who she was and not give a damn what others thought, while he spent way too much time worrying about others’ expectations and how he measured up. Chalk up that particular issue to a father who made it clear Bruiser never measured up and a mother and sister who believed appearances weren’t everything—they were the only thing.

      He admired Mac. She didn’t dress or behave to please anyone but herself—a rare trait in a woman. But Mac was no ordinary woman.

      As if reading his mind, Mac stared across the table at him. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in jeans.”

      “Pretty awesome, huh?” He glanced at her baggy sweatshirt with horse snot on it. Mac never cared about that crap. She was who she was. She carried off this earthy sexiness that put other women to shame with their fake faces and fake boobs.

      “You’re an awesome pain in the butt.”

      Bruiser threw back his head and laughed. “Mac, you’re a hoot.”

      “I don’t see what’s so funny.”

      “You should’ve been born a guy.”

      “You’re not the first person who’s said that.” She shrugged and looked away, almost as if he’d hurt her feelings. He shook off that outrageous thought. Mac was the toughest woman he knew.

      Bruiser leaned back in the booth and grinned. He liked Mac, really liked her. She was such an exact opposite of the other women in his life, and he found her straightforward honesty refreshing. Besides, he knew a kindred spirit when it tackled him to the ground.

      Oh, yeah, Bruiser recognized it—the pain that hid behind the false smile and sparkling eyes. Yeah, he recognized it because he had the same dull pain himself, the one that never went away and at times became a sharp stab to the gut. No one saw it but his best buddy on the team, Brett Gunnels. Not his parents. Not his closest friends. Only kindred spirits saw the mutual burden of guilt carried by another.

      Apparently, Mac battled similar demons. Bruiser had heard things from the guys, but he didn’t know the details. He could probably search for them, but he kept his nose out of other peoples’ business, expecting them to do the same.

      “How’re things going at work? Vince giving you any more shit?”

      “I can handle that tool.” She focused her full attention to the TV showing the Mariners game. Bruiser made a point not to pry and let it drop. When she glanced back at him, their gazes met. A strange little curling sensation tickled his stomach lining, almost like the first stage of desire. Yet even as he tried to drag his gaze away, he couldn’t, like an elk caught in the crosshairs of a hunter’s rifle, knowing he was going down but not able to save himself.

      What the hell? Desire? For Mac? Fuck, he didn’t even know if she dated guys or girls. He must be losing it. Yet some primal instinct insisted a passionate woman lurked beneath all those baggy clothes and that tough-girl facade. And he knew this how? He wasn’t sure, but his mind flashed to a vivid vision of Mac, naked and straddling him, taking him deep, then pounding up and down on him until he damn near reached insanity.

      Him and Mac? Hooking up like two sex-starved teenagers? Crap. Bruiser scrubbed his hands over his face.

      “Are you okay?”

      He glanced up with a guilty start. “I’m awesome. Remember?”

      She smiled, and it changed her, made her look softer, more feminine. Funny how he’d never noticed what a knockout smile she had, but she didn’t smile much. His dick noticed, too, and pressed against the fly of his jeans almost painfully. He shifted his ass but couldn’t find a position that gave him any relief. Well, there was one position, but that wasn’t going to happen.

      Damn. He’d call one of his standbys tonight and get some. Maybe he’d call two. It’d been a while since he’d indulged. In theory, a threesome sounded like any man’s dream, but in reality, not so much. Especially when the two women were narcissistic and competing for his attention.

      Only, for some reason, sex with an anonymous woman with big, fake boobs and long, muscular legs didn’t excite him like it had a few weeks ago. Most of the women he dated worked out so much that they had these hard bodies, more like a guy than a woman. He glanced at Mac. She was muscled, too, but more from hard work than from working out in a gym.

      He jumped when Mac’s hand touched his. “Seriously? Are you all right?”

      Her concern touched him. Rarely did anyone care about him or his feelings beyond how it could benefit them, including his family—especially his family.

      He faked a devil-may-care smile and nodded. “Keep touching me like that, and I’ll be more than fine.” He drained the last of his beer.

      “You’d flirt with an eighty-year-old grandmother.”

      “Try it sometime. You might like it.”

      “Flirting with an eighty-year-old grandmother?”

      “No, flirting in general. It’s harmless fun.”

      “You do it just to irritate me.” Mac’s brown eyes flashed fire.

      Bruiser only grinned even more. He loved getting a rise out of her. “My flirting irritates you? Most women are flattered.”

      “Most women aren’t me.”

      Bruiser got a chuckle out of that. “You’re so right, Mac, but I wouldn’t want you any other way. You’re an original.”

      She pursed her lips as if his words tasted sour. Hell, he’d meant it to be a compliment. Time to hit the road before he fell all over himself trying to impress a woman he couldn’t impress. Bruiser stood and dropped a couple twenties on the table.

      “Gotta go. This should cover it.” Then he got the hell out of there.

      Whatever this weird preoccupation with Mac was, he needed to squash it. As he sped down the street in his SUV, he dialed a number and made a date for the next night.
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      Mac’s boss waved her down as she made a pass across the practice field with the riding lawn mower. She slowed and turned off the engine, annoyed at being interrupted but trying like hell not to show it. Jed Simms might be her boss and the fields and grounds manager for the Steelheads, but he was also a lifelong family friend. His craggy face reminded her of one of those dried-up applehead dolls her grandma used to make. Too much time in the sun, but even so, he seemed the picture of health.

      Tapping her fingernails on the steering wheel, she waited for Jed to walk up to her. If she drove over, it’d ruin her perfectly straight lines. And no one did straight lines like Mac.

      “We need to talk.” Jed grimaced, and Mac immediately went on red alert.

      “Am I gonna like this?” She frowned while the pessimist inside her braced for the worst. Jed never interrupted her when she was mowing.

      “Uh, knowing you, probably not.” He shook his head and looked everywhere but at Mac. This wasn’t good at all.

      “What is it?” Mac held her breath. Her intuition warned of bad news ahead.

      “I need a head count for the Steelheads’ annual summer barbecue at the owner’s Lake Washington mansion. Can I count you in?”

      Mac scrunched up her face and shook her head so hard her ponytail slapped her in the cheek. “No way am I going to that bullshit barbecue.” Every summer, the daughter of the team’s owner put on a huge barbecue, though the name was a misnomer. It was a black-tie charity affair that made the society page of the newspaper. Nothing like Mac’s idea of a barbecue. But then, Veronica never did anything small. Unfortunately, her position as the Steelheads’ personnel director gave her the power to dictate attendance.

      “Vince is going.”

      “He is? That suck-ass.” Mac swore under her breath. Dread filled her. Not Vince. Her nemesis. The guy whose life’s mission was to make her look bad or get her ass fired.

      “He’s willing to play the political game to reach his goals.” Jed stared her straight in the eyes, and Mac stared right back, her gaze unwavering, even though she wanted to look down.

      “I’d rather be chosen on my merits, not how far my head is stuck up someone’s ass.”

      So, that’s what this was about—the coveted scholarship. Every few years, the Steelheads awarded an employee a full-ride scholarship to the college of their choice, as long as their area of study benefitted the organization. Mac wanted that scholarship so badly she could taste it. Even more, she had her eye on the horticulturist position, which would be available in the next year or so due to the current horticulturist’s impending retirement. Most NFL practice facilities didn’t employ a horticulturist, but the Steelheads’ facility bordered Lake Washington and part of the property included wetlands and shoreline, which required careful management. Down the road, she’d work herself into turf management.

      “This is Veronica—the owner’s daughter—we’re talking about.” Jed looked across the field as if assessing the deep-green grass, only he didn’t fool Mac. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “Mac, Vince is lobbying to make himself the front-runner for the scholarship. He’s been here longer, and he’s trying to convince management he’s a better fit.”

      “He’s a lazy ass. He hides out half the day and lets the rest of us do his work for him.”

      “Management doesn’t see that. You need to make an effort here if you want that scholarship. You need to be seen out of your normal work clothes in situations other than mowing the fields or weeding the front flower beds.”

      “Fine, I’ll go to that damn barbecue, but I’m not wearing a dress.” Heck, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d worn a dress. Had she ever worn a dress? Maybe when she’d been a toddler at her mother’s funeral.

      Jed grinned, enjoying her annoyance all too much. “It’s all part of the job. You’ll need a date. Do you know someone you can ask?”

      A date? As if on cue, Bruiser jogged by, dressed in nothing but a pair of shorts and running shoes. Mac’s eyes fastened onto the man’s ripped body, and she licked her lips so she wouldn’t embarrass herself by drooling. Sweat ran down his spine and disappeared beneath his waistband. She’d love to lick that sweat off his body, slide her hands under those shorts, and grip that fine ass of his, and then she’d—

      “I never would’ve guessed it.” Jed snorted out a chuckle.

      With a guilty start, Mac jerked her head back to her boss. “Guessed what?” Her face burned worse than it had on that summer day she’d fallen asleep at the beach.

      “You have a thing for the team pretty boy.” The teasing glint in his eyes terrified her.

      “No, I don’t. I appreciate a fine male body, that’s all.” Mac started the lawn mower to drown out Jed’s amused laughter. As she put it in gear, she shot Jed one last irritated scowl and hollered over the engine. “Don’t get any ideas. I’ll get my own damn date.”

      “Make sure you do.”

      Mac groaned at the thought of what Jed would do if left to his own devices. She’d definitely dig up a date.

      Somewhere.
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      A few hours later, Mac lined up a shot and dropped the eight ball into the corner pocket. With a long-suffering sigh, Derek Ramsey, the Steelheads’ all-pro wide receiver, shuffled back to his seat, ignoring the jeers of his teammates. Mac pumped her fist in the air, then swept her gaze around the room, seeking out her next victim. Not one of the chickenshits would even establish eye contact with her. Cowards, every last one of them.

      Sprawled around a long table sat a dozen or so Seattle Steelheads who lived in Seattle year-round. They met almost every Monday night for beer and pool at O’Malley’s Sports Bar a few miles from the Steelheads’ practice facility. Mac had been coming here with the team for the past three years. Sometimes the group dwindled to a few guys. Other times, during football season, the rowdy bunch took over the back room and watched Monday Night Football together for some raucous good times with Mac in the thick of it all.

      She’d always been more comfortable with men than women. Hell, all her best friends growing up had been men. She’d never cultivated actual girlfriends or traded makeup secrets or talked about hot guys. Lately, she wished she had, because she was absolutely clueless about girl stuff. Sometimes even a tomboy wanted to be seen as a woman.

      And why was she thinking this now?

      This weird preoccupation lately with getting more girly better not have anything to do with seeing Bruiser bare-ass naked with all his equipment on display. Her gaze flicked to the object of her after-dark bedroom fantasies. And, man, she’d had some hot ones. Bruiser leaned forward, a heart-stopping smile on his face, laughter in his sexy voice, and entertained the group with some outrageous tale about hang gliding off California cliffs.

      Mac sighed and plopped into a chair next to Brett, the Steelheads’ quiet backup quarterback and a bit of an enigma. He raised an eyebrow at her, and she looked away. Brett saw everything but never said much. She felt his eyes on her and knew he was reading her like an open book. Squirming slightly, she finally met his gaze and prayed nothing on her face gave away her weakness.

      “Take a picture, it’ll last longer,” she quipped.

      Brett didn’t back down, didn’t even blink. “What’s got your tail in a knot?”

      Mac glanced around the table. Derek and Bruiser discussed the holes in the Mariners’ pitching staff. Tyler and Zach engaged in a good-natured pissing contest over whether the offense or defense would win more games for the team in the upcoming season. No one paid Mac and Brett any attention.

      “I have a problem.” Mac scowled and drew rings on the table with her beer glass.

      “Yeah?” Brett leaned forward.

      “Yeah. I need to be more visible to management, especially Veronica, if I want a chance at the Steelheads’ employee scholarship.”

      “Makes sense. But how?”

      “I need to be seen as more than the person who mows the grass.”

      “Hey, you keep all the plants healthy, too, even the finicky ones.” Brett shot her a rare grin, his pale blue eyes twinkling. Mac smiled back at him. There were times when she almost suspected Brett had a crush on her, which seemed outrageous. Regardless, the reclusive backup quarterback never acted on his feelings.

      “I need to be seen in a more professional light by Veronica.”

      “Good luck with that. She hates everybody but Bruiser. He’s her poster boy for a football player.” Brett snorted, as if he found this little fact highly amusing.

      “I know.”

      “So, what’s your plan?”

      “I need to go to that damn barbecue, for starters.”

      “Well then, go.” Brett always had a simple, direct answer for everything.

      Mac’s face heated. How did a girl explain that she didn’t know how to be a girl? In her typical Mac way, she just spit it out. “I don’t know what to wear and all that crap.”

      “Lavender can help with that.” Tyler inserted himself into the conversation. “She lives to shop. At least, that’s what my credit card says.”

      Mac jumped, unaware she’d caught the attention of the other guys at the table. Just fucking wonderful, as if this whole thing weren’t humiliating enough. She turned to Tyler, unable to keep annoyance out of her voice. “We were having a private conversation.”

      “Yeah, Mac, whatever.” Tyler rolled his eyes. “It’s not like your voice doesn’t carry.”

      “Great. So, I’m not just an inept dresser, I’m a big mouth.”

      “You could tone it down a little,” Zach added with an apologetic shrug.

      Mac crossed her arms over her chest and gazed around the table. “This is as toned down as it gets.”

      “Like I said, I’ll have Lavender call you.”

      “Rachel is great at shopping on budget,” Derek offered.

      “Kelsie can help too. If she cleaned me up, she can do it for anyone.” Zach ducked his head, as if realizing what he’d just said. “Not that you need cleaning up. You look great as you are.”

      Mac stared at her ragged fingernails. Maybe she did need a little help.

      “Give me your number. We’ll have the women get in touch with you.” Tyler could be as bossy as Mac’s cranky, geriatric cat.

      With a heavy sigh, Mac wrote her number on a napkin and passed it to Tyler. Working to gather her courage for one final request, she chewed on her lower lip and stared at a framed painting of dogs playing poker hanging crookedly on the opposite wall. The bulldog was cheating.

      Mac looked back at the guys and cleared her throat. “I need one more thing. An escort to this barbecue.”

      For a moment, silence reigned around the table. She caught the quick glances from one guy to another and wanted to crawl under the table.

      “I’m taking my wife, or I’d be glad to do it,” Zach said.

      “Me too.”

      “I might as well have a wife. I’m taking Lavender.”

      “When are you going to marry her?” Derek challenged Tyler, who also happened to be his cousin.

      “I don’t do marriage. We’re a couple. She knows that.” Tyler tipped his chair back on two legs and chewed on a straw. His attempt to look nonchalant didn’t fool Mac. Marriage gave the guy claustrophobia.

      “Oh, man, you’re in deep shit, Harris. You’d better put a ring on that girl’s finger before she kicks your dumb-shit ass to the curb.” Zach grinned at his friend, obviously enjoying the quarterback’s discomfort.

      “She knows a good thing when she sees it.” Tyler’s chair slammed to the ground, and he oozed complacent arrogance. Mac doubted Lavender was nearly as complacent about their situation.

      “I bet she knows a hopeless cause when she sees one too.” Zach howled with laughter, and the rest joined in.

      “No way in fucking hell am I marrying. You guys can live with a ball and chain, but not this guy.”

      “Hey, we’re talking about Mac here.” Brett steered the conversation back to her. “I’d love to take you, but I’m out of town that weekend.” Regret burrowed lines on his face, as if he really did want to take her.

      A couple other single guys offered up their excuses. Mac gripped the edge of the table to stop herself from sinking under it while dying a slow death from embarrassment. None of them wanted to be seen with the woman who was plain as a bagel without cream cheese.

      Mac smelled like fresh dirt and mowed grass, not expensive perfume. She cut her own hair when it got too long. She didn’t own a dress or makeup beyond an old tube of pink lipstick and grocery store mascara. Yeah, guys like these didn’t take out girls like her, even as a favor. Even worse, only one guy in this room interested her, and he’d never offer. Not the pretty boy who only did what benefitted Bruiser.

      “Bruiser, Veronica thinks you’re God’s gift to the fucking NFL. It’d be a big advantage to Mac if you took her.” Brett had read Mac’s mind. Oh, lord, not Bruiser. No, no, no.

      “Yeah, Bruiser, that’s perfect. Veronica salivates every time you get near her just thinking about the different ways she can use you to promote the team.” Derek winked at Mac, but she didn’t wink back. She was too busy resurrecting her pride, yet none of these assholes seemed to give a shit about her discomfort.

      “Yeah, like the Men of the NFL calendar. What were you, Mr. July?”

      “August,” Bruiser growled, as if irritated that he even remembered the month. “Just for the record, my relationship with Veronica is purely business.”

      “Nobody’s saying it isn’t,” Zach pointed out.

      “So, it’s a done deal. You’ll take Mac.” Tyler lifted his beer in a toast.

      Bruiser hesitated for a brief moment, just long enough to telegraph to Mac that he didn’t really want to take her. “I’d love to take you, honey.” His mouth tipped up in that sexy smile of his. This was no big deal to him, while it was everything to Mac, on so many levels.

      Mac slipped her hands under the table and clenched them together to cover up the shaking. Invisible fingers wrapped around her throat, rendering her unable to speak. Hell, breathing was a big enough chore.

      Her and Bruiser? On a date? Even if it was a fake one. A pity date. She knew her mouth was opening and closing like a newscaster with a broken teleprompter. Tyler’s mouth kicked up in a knowing smile. When the jerk nudged his cousin, she kicked her vocal cords into operation. “I—I don’t think—”

      “It’s settled.” Tyler smirked at her, as if she weren’t fooling him one damn bit, and reached for the pitcher of beer, draining it. “Who’s buying the next round?”

      Mac sat back in her chair and resisted the urge to bite off what was left of her fingernails. Everything was far from settled, especially her wildly beating heart. She shot a glance at Bruiser, who wasn’t even paying any attention to her. Taking her to the barbecue was the equivalent of a mercy date. Bruiser could flirt with her, but she didn’t even register on his radar as a woman. Unless Kelsie and company could work a major miracle.

      But did she want to register on his radar? Where the hell would that get her?

      Most likely nowhere good.
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      Bruiser hated being played, and the guys had just played him. Big-time. He waited until Mac and the rest of his jerk-off teammates left the bar, then he turned on his former—as of a few minutes ago—best friend. “Why the fuck did you suggest I take Mac?”

      “You didn’t have to say yes.”

      “Yeah, you pricks backed me into a corner. I couldn’t turn her down without hurting her feelings.”

      “Do you care? About her feelings, that is?”

      “Yeah, I do. Surprised? I like Mac.” Bruiser was pissed and out of sorts, which probably had something to do with his recurrent fantasies about Mac riding him for all he was worth into one mind-altering orgasm after another. Shit, he’d been trying to squelch those particular visions for the past week by dating a different woman every night. And each night, instead of taking Ms. Anonymous home and banging her brains out, he dropped them off and left. Visions of Mac’s pretty brown eyes and toned, athletic body moving underneath his had driven away his desire for anyone else.

      God, he needed to get a grip. Bruiser rubbed his eyes with his fists.

      “Everyone likes Mac.” Brett ground his teeth together, obviously misinterpreting Bruiser’s attitude as not wanting to take Mac out.

      Feeling oddly weary, Bruiser leaned his elbows on the table, rested his chin in his palms, and looked up. “Not as much as you do. Why don’t you ask her out?” Maybe that’d solve his current preoccupation. He didn’t mess with another man’s woman. Ever. If he could get these two damaged souls together, he could go back to his normal life of meaningless, recreational sex and superficial friendships.

      “I don’t know. She probably wouldn’t go.” Brett took a big gulp of his beer.

      “How the hell do you know? You’ve never asked her.”

      “I might.”

      Bruiser stared at his friend and shook his head. “You’re a piece of work, Brett, you know that?”

      “Takes one to know one.”

      “Sure does,” Bruiser chuckled.

      Brett stared at his beer as if it held the answers to world peace. “I wish I could take her.”

      “I wish you could too. Cancel your plans.”

      “I can’t. I’m in Portland judging a pet parade fundraiser to benefit to an animal shelter. Remember? I asked you, and you said no. Said you had commitments.”

      “Uh, yeah, that. My plans got canceled.” Bruiser had been outed. “I’m not good with animals.” Pets reminded him too much of his own crappy upbringing with his barfly mother and crazy-wild sister and their unattended menagerie of dogs and cats. “Hey, I gave you a big check to help with expenses.”

      “You think money replaces people, Bruce?”

      He didn’t have an answer for that. His ex-wife, CeCe, would say money solved everything. She took half of his rookie-year signing bonus and hooked up with a New York quarterback so she
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