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Chapter One

The day her entire universe changed, all
Kayla had to do was walk out of the tiny bathroom in the apartment
she shared with her friend, Marlo, and she'd popped a sweat. Which
made it almost impossible to drag the skimpy shorts and halter top
she had to wear for work onto her damp skin.

On that afternoon, mere hours before fate
began playing its tricks, temps hovered in the low nineties even in
the coolest part of their fourth-floor apartment. Kayla attempted
to corral her hair into a work-approved red bandana while her
roommate leaned in the bathroom doorway, holding a battery-operated
fan in front of her face. She was getting good at claiming it as
her au natural look, now that it had grown from its Teeny
Weeny Afro stage into her current Fuck It This Is Me Get Over It
one.

"How did I get to this place?" she whispered
as she stared at herself in the cloudy mirror. She’d never been
vain, or in any way prone to staring at herself for long, but
lately she’d been obsessing over the state of her skin—dry and in
need of some direct attention. Not to mention her body, which had
lost its peak condition, thanks to her last year plus a few months
spent feeling sorry for herself. "Damn it, Marlo, we look like
nickel hookers, not waitresses."

She tried to tug her black halter down and
the hip-hugging jean shorts up. She was no prude. She’d played
soccer for too many years, changing and showering in front of all
sorts of people. But this … this was the lamest of lame
comedowns.

Kayla let her gaze flicker back to the image
in the mirror. Her wide-set dark eyes, high cheekbones, naturally
arched brows and full lips stared back at her. She frowned. The
image frowned back. She really ought to start using make-up, but
the years she’d spent forgoing such things in favor of stealing a
bit of rest around practices and games had left her with an innate
laziness when it came to doctoring up her looks.

Kayla turned away from the unpleasant vision
of herself. "Stop staring at that dickhead's damn Facebook page,"
she demanded, turning sideways to observe her body from that angle.
She blinked back tears. She hated her life.

Hated. It.

"I'm not."

"You are. I know you are. Close it up.
Enough obsessing already."

Marlo sighed and rolled onto her back. "Why
did he…?"

"Enough," Kayla insisted, flopping down next
to her and taking her hand. "Repeat after me: Devin is a dick.
Devin is a dick. Devin is a—"

Marlo yanked her hand away and got to her
feet.

"He's not worth it. Remember what you kept
telling me after Antoine hopped into bed with Tricia? While I was
laying there with no knee, and no future?"

Her friend sighed, swiped at her eyes, and
shot Kayla one of her classic wicked grins.

"Let's get laid tonight," Marlo said,
wigging her hips into the slutty shorts. They were both working a
double, parading around half naked, convincing beer snobs and
asshole hipsters to order more of the award-winning IPAs and lagers
or whatever the hell it was they were supposed to say about
them.

"Nice idea but for the distinct lack of a
prospect."

"Well, that's my goal. You can be all
negative Nancy, but I am feeling it, girl. I’m gonna score and he’s
gonna be hung like a horse. Watch me."

"No, thanks," Kayla said, depressed all over
again as she got back up to make another attempt at controlling her
wild-ass hair.

****

The bar was swamped by five o'clock, which
was no surprise. Kayla worked as fast as she could, slinging the
beer and disgusting bar food with what she thought was a fair bit
of rapidity and the proper amount of attitude. She was the opposite
of in the mood, which really helped her cope with annoyances like
her manager, Brad, who seemed to spend the better part of her every
shift staring at her tits.

But now, here she was, pausing with four
huge pints of beer in one hand and a plate of disgusting,
orange-cheese-like-substance-covered nachos in the other. Her. A
former soccer superstar. The one who was going to take the women’s
national team to … oh hell. It didn’t pay to dwell.

Nope, this was her shiny new reality, in her
redneck Daisy Dukes and black halter top, customer eyeballs
crawling all over her. When her face burned in its familiar
self-pity-party pre-teary-ness, she set her jaw, plunked the beers
down in front a group of random dudes, all the while leaning over
just enough to provide a good view, then headed back to the bar,
clearing tables on the way.

And then … it happened.

Or rather he happened.

Some douchebag with a smart phone stuck to
his ear rounded a blind corner and plowed straight into her,
sending the contents of all those not-quite-empty glasses of random
booze all down the front of her halter top. He’d hit her weak side,
the one that had ruined her future as a soccer super star. She
sensed herself falling, watched it from a distance in horrifying
slow motion. She knew she was about to break the damn glassware
too, because landing on her bad knee always made her crumple like a
Victorian hysteric.

Resigned, drippy, and clutching the glasses
for dear life, she heard the razzing of a group of assholes all the
while preparing to hit the deck. Until a strong hand gripped her
upper arm, keeping her upright.

"Hey, sorry, whoa…" A gravelly voice hit her
ear, sending an inappropriate shockwave to her brain.

She stepped forward with her other foot,
which forced her to lunge into him while still hanging onto the
empties.

He smelled like sun and outdoors with a hint
of soapy cologne. Why she even noticed this, she had no idea. But
damn. He smelled really great. She heard his rumbly laugh as she
leaned a second too long to be considered polite.

"Yo, Baxter!" She heard some other male
voice nearby. "Nice catch. Reel her in and bring her over
here."

The man, whose warm hand still gripped her
elbow, raised one eyebrow at her. She blinked, acknowledging that
he was, in a word, a perfect specimen. Tall, broad-shouldered and
slim, with a model-worthy face boasting a trace of stubble. And, of
course, he was wearing a damn suit. Her fantasy weakness—men in
suits. This felt a tad contrived, even to her own overheated brain.
But she decided to go with it, at least for now.

She’d gone so long without a man’s direct
attention she sometimes thought she might declare herself
re-virginized. Or maybe that would be re-virgined. Whatever it was,
she was feeling it now, with Mr. Man’s deep blue eyes boring into
her like a couple of laser beams.

She pulled her arm away and tried to resume
a semblance of dignity, even as she got a whiff of the sour beer
soaking her halter top. As if reading her mind, Sexy Hero Man’s
gaze dropped to her exposed stomach, then lower. She sucked in her
gut, then stopped, furious with herself for even thinking she had
to do such a thing.

Yeah. Okay. Fuck this guy.

“Excuse me,” she said, making her way past
him and brushing his suit-coated shoulder in the process. The shock
of the contact almost sent her tumbling once again. Which only
served to ramp up her anger at herself, and at him … at his stupid,
sexy, awesome perfection. And her own wimpy, girly reaction to
him.

“Wait,” he said.

She turned, still clutching the glassware to
her chest like a shield, nearly deafened from the sound of her
heartbeat pounding in her ears.

“I’m sorry. Can I … make it up to you?” He
stuck his hands into his trouser pockets, his expression no longer
predatory, more like embarrassed little kid.

“Stop it,” she said, her voice croaky. She
cleared her throat and started backing away from him.

“Stop what?” He advanced toward her, keeping
about half a foot of air between them. “I mean, I’m not … shit.” He
ran a hand around the back of his neck, his nervousness making her
want to giggle. What man who dared to walk on this earth looking
like that had any reason to be nervous around her?

“Yo! Kayla!” The sound of Brad’s sharp voice
made her flinch. She tried to relax as they maintained a weird
locked-eyes thing while the busy restaurant traffic flowed around
them. Her sense of unreality ramped up a thousand-fold when he
moved into her personal space bubble and leaned toward her ear.

“I’m sorry. Can I buy you a drink later?
When you’re done working?”

“Baxter! Dude! I told you to snag that
hottie and bring her here,” his friend called from what she assumed
was their table.

Kayla used the momentary distraction to take
two full steps away from him. He was way too tempting. She was way
too needy. But she had no time for or interest in some kind of a
hookup. Although her body was sending her clear, opposing signals.
Ones that urged her onward, made her want to flirt, to drink, to
drag him home with her. She shook her head, and by the time he’d
addressed his loud-mouthed table-mate, she’d managed to escape into
the crowd.

Four hours later, she and Marlo sat with
shift drinks in hand. Her collision with Mr. Perfect earlier,
combined with one kid and his milkshake, plus a drunk couple
arguing at the bar, meant she’d had to change her shirt. The
restaurant’s logoed tank top wasn’t quite as tacky-sexy as her
uniform, but it came damn close. But at least it didn’t reek of her
life’s sadness, like the damp halter she’d stuffed into her
backpack.

The rest of the staff had completed their
closing tasks and gone, many of them planning to meet up later at a
local dive bar that catered to the late-night service crowd. She
and Marlo were in the process of talking themselves into joining
them, while Marlo flirted with the cute new bartender.

“Oh hey, man, sorry, but we’re closed,”
cutie bartender said to someone the split-second Kayla felt a
full-body chill that had nothing to do with the door being
open.

“I know.” A voice that was somehow familiar
and not at the same time hit her ears, drifting into her brain and
filling it like so much fog. She closed her eyes. Marlo nudged her
leg. When she didn’t respond, she got a smack on the arm for her
trouble.

“Ow, bitch,” she said, glaring at her friend
while ignoring the presence of the man who’d sent her into such a
stupid tailspin earlier.

He’s come back.

He’s actually come back.

She rotated on the barstool’s vinyl seat and
leaned against the bar with both elbows, appraising him. He had his
suit coat slung over one shoulder. His crisp blue dress shirt was
unbuttoned at the neck, silky tie loosened but still knotted. She
allowed herself a few seconds to peruse his facial features. Eyes,
huge and too blue to be true. Lips, fuller than any man had a right
to possess. Nose, ever so slightly imperfect, as if it had been
broken.

He smiled in a sort of slow, lazy,
I-know-you’re-checking-me-out sort of way that made her scalp
tingle. She frowned at him. “What do you want?”

“Jesus, Kay,” Marlo said in a loud whisper.
“What’s up your ass?”

But Mr. Hot Stuff was nonplussed. He stuck a
hand into his pocket and cocked one hip, looking way too adorable
for a grown man. “Yeah, Kay, what is up your ass?”

She hopped off the barstool and wandered
over to him, letting her hips sway more than was necessary, but
after minimal food and a couple of beers she was feeling no pain.
“You just think you can wander back in here, like so much
sex-on-a-stick and I’ll follow you anywhere?” She was shocked at
herself.

Kind of.

But not really.

He shrugged. “Maybe.” He leaned into her
ear. “You game?”

She closed her eyes, loving the sensation of
his hot breath on her neck. “I don’t even know who you are,” she
insisted, every inch of her skin on fire with something that scared
her, even as it drove her to keep her body closer to his than was
appropriate.

“I’m J.D.—Jon David. And I came here tonight
to find you.”

“You did, huh?” Kayla’s mind reeled, but he
smelled so … good. And he was so … gorgeous. She took a deep
breath, then a big step back and away from him. “And what in the
world might a guy like you want with me?”

His smile widened and he held out an arm.
“Let’s go get a drink somewhere … else, and talk about it.”

“Dude, you could be the next Ted Bundy for
all I know. I am not going anywhere—”

“Oh my freaking God, you’re J.D. Baxter!”
Marlo squealed.

Kayla whirled around to stare at her friend.
“You’re drunk,” she said. “Let’s get out of here.”

“No, seriously, Kay, that’s … he’s … I
mean…”

Kayla frowned. Marlo was not the tongue-tied
type. If anything, she was the type who always had something funny
or sassy to say in any situation. She sensed her face flaming as
she stared at Mr. Awesome—J.D.—again.

“He’s the guy who owns the sports station.
The one with the women.”

“Oh, right,” Kayla said, crossing her arms
over her breasts. “DSN. You’re the sports chick harem guy.”

J.D. frowned. A couple of lines formed
between his brows, making her want to rush over and press her
fingertips against them. Then to let them trail along his square
jaw, to let the stubble tickle her cheek.

Oh boy. This was bad. She needed to exit
this scene, and fast.

She lifted her chin, waiting for his
response before she bolted.

“I’m not a harem guy. But I did found and
now run DSN, Detroit Sports Network and yes, all the sportscasters
and color commentators, plus a majority of the producers and
support staff are female.” His low, growly voice sounded ever so
slightly defensive. His lips remained downturned as he fixed her
with that intense blue stare again. “And I’d like to buy you…” He
glanced around her to where Marlo was still perched on her
barstool. “You and your friend, a drink.”

Kayla heard Marlo’s sharp intake of
breath.

J.D. crossed his arms, mirroring her stance.
“Can I get a break here, or what?”

“Why did you want to meet me?” Kayla
insisted, already relenting in her head, already jumping several
steps ahead and picturing him—feeling him—naked and in her
arms.

“I’ll explain that when we get out of here.”
He held out an elbow. “If I may escort you and your friend? I know
a place…”

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


Kayla stood fast—too fast as it would seem.
The room did a lurching three-sixty so she sat back down hard,
biting her tongue in the process. Her would-be hero sat with his
arm draped over the back of the booth, watching her.

God, but he smelled so good. She leaned in
close, then away, which made the room spin. She was drunk. She knew
it. She also knew she should get up and walk out of here alone,
now, before she made a grievous life decision error.

"I’ve heard something about tequila and
clothing," he said, picking up the shot glass and a lime slice. He
raised a light brown eyebrow while she tried very hard not to
launch herself across the tiny table at him.

Marlo wandered over, hanging off the cute
bartender guy’s arm. The Alley Bar, where they’d all ended up, was
dim, dark, and about as divey as they could go. The patrons were a
mix of neighborhood regulars and service workers. Oh, and plus this
guy. Her odd-yet-perfect companion for the evening.

She glanced over at him to find not exactly
to her surprise that he was staring at her. She flopped back in her
rickety seat and took another shot of booze, chasing it with a
squeeze of lime, never taking her eyes off his.

The whole thing felt way too surreal, and
now she was polluted drunk, thanks to all the tequila shots. But
her booze-addled brain was making the stupid fly out of her mouth,
on some kind of defensive mode.

"You do this a lot, do you? Pick up sorry
ass waitresses and ply them with tequila so you can—?"

J.D. leaned forward so fast she couldn't
move even if she’d wanted to and laid the sort of knee-melting kiss
on her that was the stuff of Marlo's favorite sex novels.

Of course, I am drunk, so what do I know
from good or bad kisses?

She wrapped her arms around his neck and let
him pull her to her feet, never breaking their lip lock. Nothing
existed but him and his mouth. Well, plus the hand sliding up her
bare arm to cup her neck as his other reached around her ass to
pull her closer.

A girl could get used to this, she
thought, dreamy and listing to one side even as he broke the kiss
and stared at her, his hands cradling her face like some kind of TV
hero. She spent a few seconds trying to make his two faces form
back into one without much success.

He leaned in to take her lower lip between
his teeth which tipped the whole too-good-to-be-true thing into
uncomfortable territory.

She pushed him away and held him at arm’s
length. “Wait, you said you came to find me tonight. You never told
me why.”

“I wanted to see if you’d be willing
to—”

“You know what, never mind.” Kayla turned
and tugged him toward the door. Even as she was doing it, she felt
as if she were watching someone else giggling and stumbling around
on a deserted sidewalk with J.D. Baxter, ex-football superstar, now
owner of the newest, buzziest, most successful sports networks
since ESPN had opened their broadcast doors.

They crashed out into the alley, all hands,
lips, teeth, and tongues. “Wait, wait,” he said, pulling away,
wiping his lips, his eyes shining. “I can’t … I mean, I want to but
… you’re kind of drunk.”

“Like you’re not.” She hooked her fingers
into his belt loop and tried to yank him back into her arms. At
this moment, she wanted nothing more than his lips back on hers,
his hands on her skin.

“No, hold on a second.” He held his ground,
keeping his distance. “I’m not going to just … do this while you’re
polluted. It’s not what I do.”

“Whaddaya mean, hot stuff?” She closed the
distance between them and molded her body against his, relishing
the obvious strength and heat of him under his fancy clothes. “I’ll
bet you do this all the damn time.” She pressed her lips to his, or
at least, she tried to. He averted his face, and her kiss landed
somewhere near his ear.

He gripped her biceps. “Look at me,
Makayla,” he said.

Something in the tone of his voice compelled
her to bite back a smart-ass comment about not needing to be bossed
around. She met his gaze. If she were not mistaken, and she didn’t
think she was, Mr. Cool’s hands on her arms were shaking. She
swallowed hard and forced herself to keep the distance he insisted
on.

“We’re not going to do this. Not tonight.
Not like this.”

“But… I…” Kayla felt herself slipping into a
whine, even as her vision did that weird, doubling thing again. “I
want to.”

“Shh.” He pressed a finger to her mouth.
Unable to stop herself, she opened her lips and bit it. He
shivered. “I mean it. I’m not … oh shit.”

His last words were muffled as she slipped
into his arms and kissed him, hoping she could relay how much she
did want to do this, today, right now, right here if she had to.
His kiss was long, deep, and if there were a more perfect kiss in
the universe, she sure as hell couldn’t imagine it. She sighed,
keeping her eyes closed when he broke away. “Let’s get you
home.”

“Fine,” she said. “Whoops.” He gripped her
arm when she almost tripped over her own feet. She hiccupped, then
clapped a hand over her mouth. “God. I’m pretty sexy, huh?”

“Yeah, actually, you are. That’s the
problem.” He draped an arm over her shoulders and kissed her
forehead. Kayla tried and failed not to imagine him doing this, and
a lot more, very soon. Even as she realized she may have blown her
one and only chance by getting too drunk to walk straight, she
acknowledged that he had just agreed to not have sex with her
because she was that drunk.

So, he was a nice guy. She sighed and
pressed her face into his neck, her arm around his waist.

“I’m not that great,” she insisted. “Okay, I
am but you know what I mean.” They walked in silence, the heat of
the previous day still baking up from the sidewalk at well past two
in the morning. “Here we are,” she said, stopping in front of her
rattle-trap building.

He gazed up at it, his expression a mix of
disgust and worry. “Really?”

“Yeah, Richie Rich, we can’t all own our own
TV station and live in a penthouse.” She rubbed her nose even as
she realized that she could barely feel it. He paused, his hands
stuck in his pockets, suit coat draped over one elbow. “Do you?”
She stared down at his shoes—they were dark brown, shiny, with
laces. His feet were huge. She blinked at her next thought.

He tilted her chin up, which made her dizzy
from too much tequila, too little food, and raw, unfamiliar lust.
“Do I what?” He smiled, filled her vision, and kissed her, softly,
before letting her go.

“Do you live in a penthouse?”

“As a matter of fact…”

“Great. Well, I’ll see ya … around, I
guess.” She whirled on one heel, righted herself before she fell
over like the lame drunk she was, and started for the door of her
building.

His hand closed around her arm.

She shut her eyes for a second, then turned
to face him. “Why did you come to find me tonight? I’m sick of
asking you, if you must know.”

He kept pulling her until she was back in
his arms. But she stayed stiff, her arms at her sides. He kissed
her nose, then let her go. “We can talk more about it some other
time.”

“Maybe I want to talk about it now. I mean,
unless you want me to keep thinking you’re some kind of creepy
stalker.”

“Fine. I wanted you to be the feature of a
new documentary we’re doing. About female athletes.”

Kayla burst into giggles. “Oh … oh my God.
Seriously?” she managed, around the laughter. “Hang on. Dude, did
you not get the memo?” She stood, and passed her hand up and down
her front. “This ain’t no athlete’s body anymore.” Her ears buzzed.
Her heart pounded. Anger, lust, and confusion almost made her cry.
She decided to go with anger. “I am officially not interested.”

“You will be, once you hear more about
it.”

“Cocky much?”

“Yes, I am.” His smile widened.

Kayla had never in her young life felt more
like melting. She found herself unable to resist matching his grin.
“So, this is what you do, then? Get a girl drunk, hot and bothered,
and then dump her at her doorstep, left to her own devices?” She
tried to cock one hip, but she was too drunk, so she settled for
crossing her arms and glaring at him.

His lips twitched. “You got some devices up
there, Makayla?” He waggled his eyebrows.

She blew out a breath. “You know what I
mean, perv.”

He sighed and his shoulders slumped. “You
are so…”

She punched his arm, or tried to, and
missed. “I know I’m hot ‘n sexy. That’s why I don’t get why you’re
just leaving me here, you know, alone, and…”

“Un-fucked?”

“Yeah. That. Gosh, you’re a poet on top of
everything else? What is a girl to do?”

He shrugged and slipped his arms into his
coat.

Kayla tried not to imagine him naked. She
failed.

J.D. pulled his phone from his pocket. “I
need to call my driver.” He poked at the phone screen a few
seconds, then stared straight at her. “I think you should come work
for me.”

Her vision narrowed. Her legs felt wobbly.
She leaned against the door, hoping not to let on that she needed
to close her eyes, just for a second. “And what happened to me
being the star of your next exposé?”

“It’s not an exposé. It’s a documentary
about how women work just as hard if not harder at sports until
they run out opportunities, usually when they’re at their peak.” He
pressed his lips together, his expression suddenly pensive.

“But now you want me to … work for you?
Doing what, pray tell, Mr. Boss Man? I have exactly zero experience
with—”

He held up a hand. “Just … think about it,
okay?”

“I don’t get you, Jon David.” But she wanted
to get him. Real bad. She bit back a giggle at how much she wanted
to get to know him right now.

“I’m a cypher.” He touched his lips to her
forehead, then her nose, then her lips, just long enough to leave
her wanting more.

“You’re a tease, is what you are.”

He smiled and ran the back of his fingers
down her cheek.

“Hold up a sec. If I’m working for you, we
can’t… I mean we won’t be able to… Unless you’re some kind of
creepy boss, always calling in one or more of your harem to service
you in your fancy office.”

“I don’t do that. Any more than I’m going to
go upstairs with you right now. It’s not right. And while I am very
much interested…” He kissed her again, pressing her hard against
the door and shocking her with his intensity before he broke away,
his hands propped above her head. “I won’t. Because contrary to
what some people think, I’m kind of a nice guy.”

“Then why…”

He touched her lips again. “No more talking.
Go on, get upstairs and drink some water.” He grabbed her ass.

She grinned and wiggled, thinking maybe he’d
changed his mind, but he was just reaching for her phone.

“Like I said—bossy, and a big fat
tease.” She pouted and watched while he programmed his number into
her janky smart phone, complete with spider-webbed busted
screen.

He slipped it into her back pocket again,
letting his hand linger along her hip a few seconds.

“You’re sure you want to leave?” She ran her
hand down his chest. But before she could touch him anywhere else,
he took her hand, kissed it, and put it back at her side.

“No. Which is why I am leaving. Call me
tomorrow.” He opened the door and gave her a tiny shove into the
smelly foyer.

“Maybe,” she said, swaying in the gloom,
fixated on the deep blue of his eyes.

“Guess I’ll have to settle for that, then.”
He waited.

She swayed a bit more. “What?”

“What floor are you on? Do you want me
to…?”

“No, no I’m going already. Beat it, Mr. Nice
Guy.” She walked away from him and took the stairs backwards, still
staring at him.

He didn’t move a muscle, other than the one
in his jaw that flexed in a way that made her want to fall over,
and not from being drunk.

“Oh, fuck it.”

She heard these words loud and clear, and by
the time he’d pounded up the stairs and swept her into his arms
again, she was ready.


Chapter Three

 


It was the same old dream. Grass, goal,
cleats, fans, bodies bumping, coaches yelling, teammates screaming.
Kayla blinked up at the sky, noting how unbelievably blue it
was—like a garish cartoon, over-done, fake. Then the pain hit her.
She opened her mouth to scream even as her brain reminded her “it’s
the same old dream.”

She sat up too fast, acknowledging the wave
of pain overwhelming her brain, which was still swimming in tequila
and whatever else she’d insulted it with the night before. “Ow,”
she whispered, risking a glance to the other side of the
mattress.

“Fuck me running,” J.D. muttered as he
rolled off her mattress and got to his feet.

She blushed, recalling that foul mouth and
the things he could do with it. She bit her lip to keep from
responding, which was probably a good plan since she was
ninety-nine percent certain that if she opened her mouth, she’d
puke all over the bed. She really didn’t have the energy to deal
with that.

She watched him for a few more seconds,
taking in the very pleasant view of his backside as he hopped
around trying to get his tighty-whities on then looked around with
the most hilarious expression of panic. She pointed to the pile of
his clothes with the hand she wasn’t using to clutch the sheet up
to her neck.

Modesty, thy name is The Embarrassing
Morning After.

He pulled his undershirt down his torso
before yanking his trousers up.

She was frozen, her mind awash in booze and
memories that assaulted her like ping pong balls thrown from a high
enough height that they hurt. Her, on her knees. No, him on his.
No, both of them, and something about … syrup? She sniffed her arm,
shuddering at the keen maple scent. “I may never eat pancakes
again,” she said under her breath.

Once she decided to risk gravity, Kayla
swung her legs around so her feet met the floor. She shut her eyes,
but that made the universe conduct an alarming reverse spin,
something her dad, the physics teacher, would insist impossible.
Right now, she’d bet him a dollar on it, oh yes she would.

When she figured out that the low
half-groan, half wounded animal-keening sound was coming from her,
she reached out a hand for the stack of milk crates that served as
her bedside table. A large, newly familiar hand grabbed her arm and
hauled her to her feet.

“Whoa, oh … move!” She shoved the now
not-so-naked guy aside and made it, barely, to the toilet. After
losing the contents of her stomach’s entire memory, she sat praying
for death a few minutes. Once she determined she’d live, she
brushed her teeth and splashed water onto her face, then peeked
into the messy room.

J.D. was something akin to catnip, and she
was already clamoring for another hit. But her sad-sack mattress
was rumpled and empty. She pushed the door farther, confused when
it didn’t hit the wall but whacked into something else hard and
immovable.

“Holy shit! Mother fucker! Ow!” Mr. Hot
Stuff was now prancing around the room, dressed in his fancy
trousers and undershirt, one sock on, hand to his forehead where
she’d clocked him with the door. “Jesus Christ, woman.” He flopped
into her one chair before she could stop him.

“Oh, uh … hey … probably shouldn’t sit
there…”

It was only a cheap camp chair. What did he
expect?

She stared him, glaring up at her from the
floor in the midst of ripped canvas and broken metal, a knot rising
on his forehead from the door contact, and started giggling. She
tried to stop. Honestly, she did. But it was like bubbles rising
and needing to go somewhere, so they came out of her in the form of
loud, inappropriate laughter. She fell onto the mattress, smelling
sex and sweat and all the aromas she didn’t want to get used
to—like his skin, his hair, even his breath.

That put a sock in the laughter. She sat up,
tugging her robe around her and pulling a scarf on her hair,
attempting to regain some shred of dignity.

He was up again, his back to her as he
buttoned his shirt, then stuffed his cufflinks into his pockets and
slid his belt through trouser loops.

“So, see ya ‘round I guess, huh?” She got up
and went to her closet so she could pretend to have someplace to
go, something to do that didn’t involve watching the Today
show and eating sugary cereal until noon. She clenched her jaw and
forced herself to ignore him. After a few super awkward minutes of
near silence, she glanced over her shoulder, keeping her
I-am-so-busy-you-really-ought-to-leave face firmly in place.

He stood, hands shoved into his pockets,
hair all messy like a little kid’s, his head tilted as if he were
pondering a deep, dark question instead of ogling her ass.

She turned away from him and flipped through
her meager clothing options. She’d spent so many years in nothing
but soccer gear or baggy sweats as she slouched to class and
practice and back, she’d never really done what others would call
having much in the way of nice things to wear. Her college
teammates had always pitched in to let her borrow from them for
parties, since her own parents couldn’t be counted on for much
besides the basics. Embarrassed by the paltry pickings, she slammed
the door shut behind her. “Go on. You had your fun. Go be the boss
or whatever.”

He sighed and ran his fingers through his
hair. He looked around her space, which forced Kayla to view it all
through his eyes—the lumpy floor mattress, the pilfered milk crates
serving time as tables and book shelves, the crusted-over tea cups,
the panties and bras spilling out of the busted dresser drawer, the
filthy blinds over the windows.

“What? My mess didn’t bother you last night.
Beat it, Mr. Clean. I’m over you.” She swallowed the tears.
Typical. The guy only wanted between her legs. How dare he judge
her living space. Not everybody could get rich playing the sport
they loved. Only the ones with the cock and balls. She’d learned
that lesson already. She didn’t need this guy reminding her of
it.

A wash of dusty old fury filled her chest.
She’d been a damn good athlete. A Division one, full scholarship
starter for a major women’s soccer program and, later, a member of
a pro team, plus a back-up for the national team. Until all of that
had come to a screeching halt. Her non-soccer, grown-up job options
were limited, thanks to her being a marginal student, semi-pro
partier, in college. Since her soccer career-ending accident, she’d
been stuck here, in this place, inhabiting this messy,
embarrassing, stupid life.

Before that, she’d always been driven by the
desire to be the best, to beat every teammate at every beep test,
every sprint. To start every damn game and save the majority of the
goals in her position as left defensive back. She’d been wired that
way since birth. She got off on competition. Having athletic
brothers had only egged her on, growing up in her middle-class home
in Ann Arbor. She’d sworn she could get high off the adrenaline of
a game day. Ever since she’d hit the double jackpot of a busted
knee and a cheating boyfriend-with-fiancé-potential, she’d been
living without it—without the one thing that had kept her going for
the past twenty-five years.

At that moment, staring at Mr. Hot Shot
NFL-turned-TV-mogul, the truth blindsided her, brought actual tears
to her eyes. She’d lost her reason for living, and along with it,
her desire to succeed. It had been taken from her, in the blink of
a badly placed foot on a crappy turf field.

Bottom line was, she’d worked just as hard
as this dick-cheese had. Big difference: when she graduated with
barely a C-average she hadn’t had any other options but to take the
limp deal from the new and improved women’s soccer league and the
promise that if she “worked hard and proved herself as a back-up”
she “might” be allowed to travel with the national team.

As if she wouldn’t work as hard as she
possibly could. As if she hadn’t spent the bulk of her life working
hard for that very opportunity. Fat lot of good that had done
her.

She blinked. She’d been staring at him, her
mind awash with the ugly revelation about herself for longer than
was probably considered necessary, or normal. Anger ruled. So once
again, she went with it.

“Stop staring at me,” she blurted out,
covering for her own rudeness.

“Do you need a job?” he asked.

“Not from you, Sugar Daddy. No fucking way,”
she claimed, shocked and yet not at the same time. J.D. was pretty
obviously one of those guys—the kind who could make you sing high
opera between the sheets but who also felt compelled to manage her
life outside of it. While a small part of her yearned for something
just like him, a bigger part, the louder part, rejected it
outright.

He blew out a breath, looked at the ceiling,
then leveled that piercing blue gaze at her again. “You’re a kind
of a pain in the ass,” he said, as if stating something innocuous
about the weather.

“Oh yeah?” She drew herself up and tightened
her threadbare robe around her waist. “You weren’t complaining last
night.”

He licked his lips while gazing around her
shitty bedroom again. Heat rose in her chest, filling her head and
making her want to scream. He pulled something out his pocket,
glanced at it, then held it out to her.

She recoiled. “That had better not be a
credit card. I am not your—”

“Will you stop it already.” He moved around
the bed, into her personal space, and took her hand. She tried to
resist, but he was stronger. He stuck a business card in her palm.
“Call her. She’s an executive producer at the station. She’ll be
the one managing the documentary. You know, the one I wanted you to
be in?”

“The documentary,” she said, slowly. “You
really do have delusions of grandeur, don’t you? Think I’ll just
jump at this, don’t you? That I’ll be one more hot chick traipsing
around your office in my teetery heels and too-short skirt so you
can eye-fuck me all d—hey!”

His kiss shut her up. It was nice, but when
he broke away, his eyes were stormy. “Not that I mind too much, but
having to shut you up by kissing you might get old after a
while.”

“Well, maybe you shouldn’t want me to shut
up so much. Maybe you’re just a big old, white male, sexist pig
oppressor.”

He let go of her arms. Kayla was tall,
nearly five-foot-nine flat-footed, but he was taller—close to
six-foot-six. He was also model-level gorgeous. Truly a specimen,
with a thick shock of dark blond hair, those aforementioned killer
eyes, full lips, that busted nose which made him just this side of
imperfect. His shoulders were ex-football player broad, and it was
obvious he spent plenty of quality time at the gym.

And he was rich, she reminded herself.

He was stinking rich. And he was trying to
offer her an opportunity to change her life. She understood that.
But something in her kept chafing at it.

“Call her,” he said, touching the tip of her
nose with one finger. He glanced at her closet door. “And get
something nicer to wear for when you meet her, maybe?”

She fumed as he stuck his feet in his shiny,
white patriarchal, rich-asshole shoes. He was grinning at her,
relishing her fury, the giant douche-bag.

She smiled and yanked the scarf off her
hair, letting if fluff out around her face like she was some kind
of Angela fucking Davis. She’d admit to taking comfort in the power
she could exert over him when she saw his gaze flicker down her
body and up again.

“Whatever. I’ll see ya the next time you’re
slumming it at The Grange,” she said, naming the overblown bar
where she worked, where they’d met. She smacked his ass, just to
make a point. They’d had fun. It was over now. He could go.

He glared at her, looking peeved that she
hadn’t jumped into his neat and tidy little fantasy with him. “I’ll
be the one in the slutty shorts.” She breezed past him into the
hall then into the miniscule kitchen. She made a show of putting on
the kettle to boil water, sat at one of the mismatched chairs,
crossed her legs, and fired up Marlo’s iPad.

“What, no goodbye kiss?” He stood at her
shoulder. The temptation to stand up, to let him take her in his
arms, put her on TV, give her a job, buy her a car, and maybe a
trip to the hair salon was so great she had to squeeze her eyes
shut and set her jaw against it. When he touched her shoulders, she
yanked away from him and flipped him off without allowing herself a
glance upward. She kept staring down at the blank tablet screen
until she heard the apartment door close behind him.
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