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  About the Book

  
  







Grumpy pro athlete. Stubborn girl next door. One abandoned baby. Zero plan.




She’s broke, exhausted, and in way over her head with a baby her roommate abandoned on her doorstep.

He’s a pro linebacker with a thirty-million-dollar contract on the line and strict orders from his agent to stay out of trouble.

When Alexei finds Ryleigh in a bad situation on the worst night of her life, he does the one thing he shouldn’t—he gets involved. One ride home turns into one night at his place. One night turns into one week. One week turns into shared mornings in his kitchen, late-night bottle feedings, and a slow-burn tension that ignites every time they’re in the same room.

She won’t let him pay for anything. He can’t stop buying things behind her back. She swears she doesn’t need anyone. He’s already too invested to care.

They’re not together. They’re not a family. This is definitely temporary.

…right?




Only for Tonight is a full-length contemporary romance with a grumpy-soft hero, a fiercely independent heroine, a baby who steals every scene, and all the heart-wrenching, swoon-worthy feels.

Tropes: forced proximity, grumpy/sunshine, he falls first, protective hero, found family, sports romance, high spice








  
  
  A Note from the Author

  
  







This book started its life in 2018 under a different title — Finding Alexei.

It was one of those stories that poured out of me fast, the way some books do when the characters show up, barge in, and won’t leave you alone until you write them down. Alexei and Ryleigh were like that. Loud, stubborn, impossible to ignore. I wrote their story in about 40,000 words across 17 chapters, published it, and moved on to the next thing.

But I never really stopped thinking about them.

And over the years, sometimes readers would message me about Alexei and Ryleigh — asking me if I’d ever consider writing a sequel. And over time, I began to think there was more to this story. More I didn’t give them.

So I went back in.

What you’re holding now is the expanded, reimagined version — Only for Tonight. It’s grown from 40,000 words to more than 65,000, from 17 chapters to 26. I’ve added new chapters and scenes, and given these characters the full story they always deserved.

The heart of the story is the same. The bones are the same. But there’s more flesh on them now, and now I can say I really, really love it.

If you read the original, thank you for coming back. I hope this version feels like coming home to old friends and discovering rooms you hadn’t seen before.

If this is your first time — welcome. I think you’re going to love them.

xo, Kendall
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Alexei




“You need to be a ghost this season, Alex. A boring, well-behaved ghost.” Slate leans back in his chair, swirling the amber liquid in his glass. “No bar fights. No shoving reporters. No viral moments. Nothing.”

I drag a fry through ketchup and shove it in my mouth, chewing slowly. We’re at a steakhouse in the West Loop, leather booths, waitresses who pretend not to recognize me. My agent’s been talking for the better part of forty minutes about the new contract, the expectations, the razor-thin margin between me keeping my spot on the team and being traded to some bottom-feeder franchise in a city I’d never willingly set foot in.

Thirty million dollars. Three years. Sounds like a dream until the fine print basically says behave yourself or lose everything.

“I hear you, Slate.”

“Do you, though?” He sets his glass down and fixes me with a look—the one that says I’m not your friend right now, I’m your business partner and you’re the product we’re trying to sell. “Because the thing with Kemp at the press conference—”

“He shoved a mic in my face and asked if I juice. What was I supposed to do, smile?”

“Yes. That is literally what you are supposed to do.” Slate pinches the bridge of his nose. “Smile, say no comment, and walk away. Instead, you grabbed the guy’s phone and threw it into a potted plant.”

I fight back a smirk. That fern never saw it coming.

“Look,” Slate says, voice dropping lower. “The Hawks went to bat for you. They didn’t have to offer this deal. Half the front office wanted to let you walk. Coach Royce put his neck out because he thinks you’re worth the risk.” There’s a tension filled pause. “Don’t make him regret it.”

The humor drains out of me. He’s right, and I know it. I’ve been playing football since I was twelve years old—it’s the only thing I’ve ever been good at, the only thing that’s ever made sense. The idea of losing it because I can’t keep my temper in check makes my chest tight in a way I don’t want to examine too closely.

“I’ll be good,” I tell him.

Slate studies me for a long moment, then signals the waiter for the check. “Good. Now go home and get some sleep. You’ve got practice at nine.”

We settle up and head outside into the freezing Chicago night. Slate hails a cab and disappears into the back seat with a final wave, and then I’m alone on the sidewalk with my hands shoved in my pockets and my breath coming out in white clouds.

I should go home.

My car’s parked a couple of blocks away. It’s a five-minute walk. I’ll drive back to my penthouse, maybe flip through the playbook for Sunday’s game, and be in bed by eleven. That’s what a boring, well-behaved ghost would do.

Instead, I start walking in the opposite direction.

I don’t have a destination. I just know that going home to an empty apartment right now isn’t happening. There’s this restlessness under my skin I can’t quite shake—this low-grade hum of dissatisfaction that no amount of training, game film, or expensive dinners has been able to quiet. It’s been building for weeks. The penthouse. The silence. The too-big couch and the kitchen I never use.

I’m twenty-eight years old. I have more money than I know what to do with. I’m in the best shape of my life. And walking through Chicago at ten forty-five on a freezing Tuesday night, I feel . . . hollow.

My older sister Tracey would tell me I need a girlfriend. My mother would tell me I need church. My youngest sister Valerie would probably tell me I need therapy because she’s seventeen and thinks she knows everything.

Maybe they’re all right.

The night air bites at my face, and my ears sting from the cold, but I keep walking. The neighborhoods shift as I move south—polished storefronts give way to grittier blocks, neon signs flickering above darkened doorways. Nobody looks twice at the six-foot-four guy in the black peacoat. In daylight, on game day, I’d be stopped every ten feet. Out here in the dark, I’m just another person trying to outrun his own thoughts.

That’s when I see her.

She’s petite yet curvy, with a nice ass and beautiful tits. But that’s not the first thing I notice about her.

The first thing that strikes me is that her coat isn’t warm enough for a Chicago winter.

It’s one of those thin jackets meant for fall—dark, cropped at the waist—and she has her arms wrapped tight around herself, shoulders hunched against the cold. She’s standing on a street corner discussing something with a man in hushed tones, waving her hands dramatically as she speaks. It’s late, and the street is almost deserted.

She has long dark hair, a trim build, and a full, pouty mouth. And she seems to be pissed off. Curious about her, I stalk closer and slow my pace.

“Fine. Tell me what it’ll take, sweetheart,” the guy says to her.

She stiffens and puts one hand on her hip. “I’m not for sale, asshole. I did my job, but that’s it. When you step outside those doors, the fantasy ends.”

They’re standing outside a dingy club, the kind of place that smells of rancid smoke, cheap beer, and meaningless sex. I should know. I’ve been here once or twice for bachelor parties and those kinds of things. My friends would call it a titty bar. But my friends are mostly pro football players, and their manners leave a lot to be desired.

The place isn’t really a strip club, more like a topless bar where beautiful women serve drinks in their underwear. It all seemed flirtatious enough until now… until a sinking feeling washes over me as I watch this woman get propositioned in the street as she’s trying to leave work.

The guy laughs, the sound abrasive, like he doesn’t believe her. “Three hundred bucks. Come on, baby. It’ll be fast.”

She chews on one of those pouty lips as she weighs his words, contemplating what looks to be a life-changing decision… and not life-changing in a positive way.

Don’t do it, lady… just say no to what this asshole is offering you.

Part of me knows I need to mind my own business. This guy just wants a quick transaction, and she’s a grown woman who can make her own choices. Who am I to play hero at midnight on a random street corner? I’ve got my own problems: a contract to protect, a coach running out of patience, an agent who literally just spent an hour telling me to keep my head down and stay out of trouble. To be a ghost.

Walk away, Alexei. This isn’t your fight.

But the other part of me—the part that grew up with three sisters, the part that watched my father work double shifts to make sure his girls were safe and warm and never, ever put in a position like this—that part won’t let my feet keep moving.

She shifts her weight from one foot to the other, and I catch the slight tremble in her shoulders. She’s freezing. And this guy isn’t budging.

I walk over, my legs moving of their own volition.

“Excuse me,” I say, interrupting them.

Her gaze swings over to mine, and the guy she’s with does a double take. I tower over him by at least half a foot. Now that I have a better look at him, I see the guy is middle-aged, round in the midsection, his hair graying at his temples. I also know I can take him if it comes to that.

He shoots me a look that’s half pissed off that I interrupted his bargaining session and half panicked that I may kick his ass. The latter is definitely what he should be more concerned about if he tries any shit. I may just decide to do it anyway, despite the fact I just promised my agent I’ll behave myself and not end up on any more tabloid news sites.

So much for being a ghost.

“The lady said to leave her alone. I suggest you get out of here.” I glare down at the guy—not even flexing, just using every inch of my height and the width of my shoulders to make a point.

His eyes narrow, but he takes a step back and holds up his palms. “Fine. Going.”

He takes off down the street and disappears around the corner, leaving me standing across from the woman. She’s probably no more than five foot three, a hundred twenty pounds soaking wet. No way she could have defended herself against someone his size. More importantly, she shouldn’t have to defend herself from that prick.

“Were you really going to go home with that guy?”

She shakes her head. “No. He didn’t want to take me home. Just wanted a little private show in the back seat of his car. Use your imagination for the rest.”

I wait to see if she’s joking, but sadly, I can tell what she’s saying is the truth. She delivers it so matter-of-factly, like this is just another Tuesday for her, and that bothers me more than the actual words.

Then she looks at me, with the prettiest shade of blue eyes I’ve ever seen, and my heart almost stops. “For the record—guys are gross.”

I chuckle at her surprising honesty. “Not denying that.”

Men can be real creeps. I’ve seen the evening news. Sadly, there’s just no arguing against her logic. Some of us are still good guys, but I don’t say this to her. I just let her believe what she wants.

“I’m Alexei,” I say, offering her my hand.

I have no idea why that name comes out of my mouth. Everyone in my life calls me Alex—my teammates, my agent, the media, every interviewer and fan and woman I’ve ever taken to dinner. Everyone except my mother and my sisters. Alexei is the name my parents gave me, the one whispered over my crib in Russian, the one my mother still uses when she’s proud of me or angry with me. I haven’t introduced myself that way in years, and I have zero explanation for why I’m doing it now, standing outside a dingy club with a woman I met thirty seconds ago.

For a second, she just looks at my hand, and I don’t think she’s going to take it. But then finally, after deciding that she can trust me—at least for something as simple as a handshake—she places her small palm in mine.

She’s freezing. Her fingers feel like ice against my warm skin, and something about knowing she’s been standing out here in the cold while that guy haggled over her makes my jaw clench hard enough to hurt.

“I’m Ryleigh. Thanks for, um . . . saving me.”

I haven’t done anything yet. I wanted to punch that guy in the jaw when I heard him propositioning her. Instead, I let him walk away unscathed. Lucky prick.

“Do you work here?” I lift my gaze to the neon sign blazing above our heads in the darkness. I scrub a hand over my face as I picture the petite woman standing before me, scantily clad and serving drinks to a group of horny men with grabby hands and fat wallets.

She nods.

“You a stripper, then?” I ask.

Ryleigh makes an annoyed sound in her throat. “It’s a topless bar. I’m not a stripper.”

I knew as much, but part of me didn’t want to admit I’ve been a customer at the place. It’s not exactly a classy establishment. “But you serve drinks in your underwear.”

“As I said, men are gross. Sadly, they also pay my bills.”

I chuckle, again surprised by her. Most people—men and women—get flustered around me. Something about my size combined with my face tends to make people trip over themselves. This woman couldn’t care less. She’s looking at me the way she’d look at any random guy on the street.

It’s refreshing as hell.

“I’m not denying it. And not that you asked for it, but in my point of view, men are visual creatures. And women are beautiful. We enjoy seeing them any chance we can get.”

She merely rolls her eyes, clearly not buying my bullshit. “Listen, as nice as it is to freeze my lady balls off and stand out here talking to you, I need to find a way to get home.”

Lady balls. I bite back a grin.

“Where’s your ride? I can wait with you.” The words stumble out of my mouth before I can think about it.

“My car’s in the shop, and apparently my friend bailed on giving me a ride.”

I nod, processing everything. Something tells me she needs that three hundred bucks the guy was offering her. I take a deep breath, weighing my options. It’s either go home alone to my penthouse and lie awake wondering if she’s okay… or drive her home myself and convince her to just take the money I have in my wallet. It’s not like I need it.

As tired as I was walking out of my dinner meeting with Slate, now I’m way too keyed up for sleep. The restlessness I felt earlier, that itch under my skin—it’s shifted into something more focused.

“Is that what you needed the money for? Your car?”

Her inquisitive blue gaze meets mine, and for a second, I think she’s going to deny that she needs the money. She’ll probably try to save face by telling me I read the situation wrong, and she was never actually entertaining that scumbag’s offer.

Instead, she surprises me for the third time in five minutes.

“No. Well, yes. But not tonight. My immediate concern is getting home and taking care of my roommate’s baby.”

“Baby?” I ask, lifting one eyebrow.

She nods, tucking a long strand of silky brown hair behind her ear. “My ex-roommate, actually. She, um, dropped off her baby a few days ago and left. I have no idea when she’s coming back. I need to pick up diapers, more clothes, and baby formula. All of that stuff costs money.” Ryleigh straightens, her posture stiffening, as if she’s revealed too much. “You know what, don’t worry about it. I’ll figure it out. I always do.”

And there it is—the walls going back up. She’s embarrassed, and my gut twists because I can tell this isn’t a woman who asks for help. Ever. She’s the type who white-knuckles her way through every crisis alone, who’d rather eat ramen for a week than admit she’s struggling.

I recognize it because I’m the same way.

“Where’s the baby now?” It’s late, after all. But no matter how late it is, I’m not letting her walk away just yet.

“My neighbor is babysitting her so I could work.”

Something inside me believes Ryleigh’s telling the truth. Even though the last thing I want to do tonight is deal with a sad woman who has what sounds like more drama than an episode of Law & Order, with an even more unusual twist of playing nanny for someone’s baby, I find myself gesturing toward my car. My black Mercedes is parked right across the street.

“I’ll take you.”

She narrows her eyes. “I don’t even know who you are. Why would I trust you?”

I don’t point out that she was just considering getting into the car of a complete stranger. Or that she was considering doing unsavory activities with said stranger. I could tell her it’s because I grew up with three sisters and I have a big heart. I could tell her that I have nieces and nephews and that I’m good with babies. I could even hand her my business card and tell her she could ruin me with one call to the media about how I tried to pick her up outside a nightclub. But I don’t say any of those things. Instead, I find myself wanting her to trust me on instinct alone.

I finally settle on, “Because I’m offering to help you. No strings.”

“No strings, as in I don’t have to show you my boobs?”

I almost choke on the laugh that crawls up my chest. “Only if you want to, but remember… men are visual creatures.” I offer her my best playboy smirk, the one that usually makes women swoon, only to find it has no effect on Ryleigh.

Strange.

She treats me like I’m a regular guy and not a famous millionaire sports star who easily melts women with just a smile. Ryleigh has no idea that I’m Alex Ivan, pro football player for the Chicago Hawks. She doesn’t swoon and bat her eyelashes or try to impress me. In fact, she doesn’t follow any of the normal protocols. Clearly, she’s not a gold digger, because if she were, she could talk me out of way more than three hundred bucks. An even bigger part of me knows I could add several zeroes behind that figure, and she’d need every damn dime.

“Fine. I’ll take the ride. But it’s going to be a hard pass on the boobs.”

“Whatever you want.”

The truth is, she’s gorgeous, and if she wanted to share her body with me, I’d jump at the chance. But something about her no-nonsense demeanor tells me that’s not going to happen, which is probably for the best. I don’t have time to get tangled up in something right now, anyway. I have to focus on myself and my career now more than ever.

After another moment’s hesitation, Ryleigh looks back at the club one last time, then to my car. I can see the moment she makes up her mind, letting out a soft sigh.

“Don’t make me regret this,” she mutters under her breath before she follows me to my car.

I hit the button on the key fob to start the engine, then unlock the doors. When we slide inside, I turn up the heat and direct the vents toward her.

“Thank you,” she says, buckling her seat belt. “Nice car.” Her gaze lingers on the sleek wood paneling, supple leather, and chrome fixtures.

“Thanks,” I murmur, suddenly feeling sheepish about the opulence of my luxury sedan while she has to consider back-alley propositions just to feed a baby that isn’t even hers. I shift into drive and pull out onto the road.

In the enclosed space, I’m suddenly aware of everything: the faint smell of smoke clinging to her jacket from the club, layered underneath with something softer—vanilla, maybe, or something warm like that. Her hands are tucked under her thighs, trying to get warm, and she’s sitting very still, like she’s not sure she belongs in a car this nice. Like she’s trying to take up as little space as possible.

“So, where to?”

“Oh, right.” Ryleigh rattles off her address, and I wince.

I’ve only been to that area of the city once, and it was by accident because I was lost. It’s not a safe or very nice area, and I hate to think about her walking around after dark alone, petite beauty that she is.

“So, your name, Alexei, is that . . .”

“Russian. My parents moved here when I was six.”

“Do you remember much of it? Living in Russia? I’ve never been out of the United States. I’ve barely been out of the Midwest.”

“A little. My parents tried to keep up the traditions for us. They were proud of their heritage. We spoke Russian at home, and every Friday, my mother would make a big traditional meal.”

“What kinds of foods are in traditional Russian meals? Like borscht?”

I chuckle. “Borscht is disgusting.” It’s a beet soup that looks like a bowl of blood. “My favorites were the cabbage rolls and herb-and-meat-filled pies she would make.”

“That sounds amazing.” She’s quiet for a beat, and I catch the way she swallows before she adds, “I haven’t eaten a real home-cooked meal in a long time.”

She says it without any play for sympathy—just a fact, same as the Midwest thing—and it lands harder than she probably intended. All this talk about food makes me wonder if she’s hungry, if I should offer to stop and get something for her to eat. Then I decide against it because I don’t want her to feel that I think she’s a charity case. Plus, dinner together seems too personal, and I can’t do personal right now. She’s a big girl. She can feed herself.

The conversation with Slate rings through my head. Keep my head down. Stay focused on winning. Prove that I’m worth the contract. Period.

“What about you?” I ask. “Family in the area?”

She shakes her head, folding her hands in her lap. “I was an only child. Both of my parents have passed on.”

“I’m sorry.” Now I wish I’d never asked. No family, no roommate, barely any money, a baby that isn’t hers, and a job that requires creeps to look at her half-naked for tips.

She shakes her head, still looking out the windshield. “It’s okay.”

It’s not okay. None of this is okay. But I don’t say that.

We drive in silence for a few minutes, and I notice her posture has softened slightly. She’s not sitting so rigidly anymore, and her hands have come out from under her thighs. The heat is finally doing its job, warm air filling the car between us. I catch her glancing around the interior again—the navigation screen, the heated seat controls, the stitching on the steering wheel. She doesn’t comment, but I can see her cataloging the details.

Probably thinks I’m some rich guy on a white-knight ego trip.

She’s not entirely wrong.

When we get closer to her neighborhood, I spot a superstore that’s all lit up on the corner, one of those twenty-four-hour places. I pull into the parking lot and park the car.

Ryleigh’s gaze swings to mine, and I can sense the question on her parted lips.

I recall a piece of advice a coach gave me once about how people would come out of the woodwork asking for money once I signed my first big contract. He recommended that instead of giving out cash, I should give them what they need—you know, like paying an electric bill versus handing someone a hundred bucks.

“Why are you stopping here? My place is still a few blocks away.” She gives me a curious look.

“Let’s get the stuff you need.” Plus, if she’s lying about the baby, now would be the time to come clean.

She swallows, and for a second, I think she’s going to argue. I can practically see the refusal forming behind her eyes—jaw tightening, chin lifting just slightly. But then she looks at the store, looks back at me, and something in her shoulders gives.

“Thank you,” she says quietly.

The store is aggressively bright after the dimness of the car—fluorescent lights humming overhead, tile floor sticky in spots. It’s mostly empty at this hour—a bored cashier scrolling through her phone, a stock boy pushing a pallet down an aisle, and the two of us: an overgrown linebacker and a tiny woman in a jacket meant for October.

I grab a cart, and we wander toward the baby section. Ryleigh leads, walking with purpose even though I can tell she’s not entirely sure where she’s going. She finds the diaper aisle first and stops, scanning the shelves with her arms crossed.

“There are like forty different kinds,” she mutters, reaching for a pack and flipping it over to check the price.

“What size is she in?”

“I have no idea.” She chews her lip. “She’s . . . pretty small.”

I reach past her and grab a pack of size ones. “These should work.”

Ryleigh takes them from me, checks the price, and sets them back on the shelf. She reaches for a smaller pack on the bottom shelf instead—store brand, maybe sixteen diapers. “These are fine.”

I know how quickly babies go through diapers. That pack will last two days, three if she’s lucky. I open my mouth to say something, then clamp it shut. I should let her do this her way.

She places the small pack in the cart and moves down the aisle without looking back, and I follow, pushing the cart behind her. The way she navigates the store—chin up, no hesitation, reaching for the cheapest option of everything—tells me she’s done this kind of math a thousand times. The math of need versus what she can actually afford. She’s practiced at it. Efficient.

It also tells me she’s been doing it alone for a long time.

Next, we find baby formula, and Ryleigh selects a yellow tub of the stuff, then freezes when she sees the price.

“Are you kidding me?” She holds the tub up and looks at me like I’m personally responsible. “Thirty-seven dollars?”

“Babies are expensive.”

“Yeah, no kidding. I could eat for a week on thirty-seven dollars.” She sets it in the cart with a sigh that seems to come from somewhere deep, then stares at the shelf for another second. I can see her doing the calculations—how long one tub will last, how many she’d need, what else she’d have to give up to buy a second one. Babies go through formula even faster than diapers, and she needs at least two or three of those tubs.

She turns away from the shelf with just the one.

I stay quiet. It’s killing me, but I stay quiet.

“What else do you need?” I ask, turning to face her.

Under the bright lights, I can see how truly beautiful she is for the first time. Her hair is the color of deep honey. It looked brown outside, but here in the light, shades of gold run through the soft waves. Her skin is like porcelain, soft and creamy, and her eyes are the most striking shade of blue, fringed in thick black lashes. Stunning. The kind of beautiful that sneaks up on you—that gets prettier the longer you look.

As if she can sense me staring, she chews on her lower lip and shakes her head. “I’m really not sure. I don’t know the first thing about babies. She cries a lot, and I…”

“How old is she?”

“Two months.”

I push the cart to the next aisle and find what I’m looking for. “Does she use one of these?” I ask, selecting a pacifier.

“I’m not sure. My ex-roommate left me with almost nothing. It’s worth a shot.”

I toss a couple of them into the cart and then grab a Boppy pillow. “What about one of these?”

Ryleigh’s delicately arched eyebrows lift. “What the hell is it?”

I laugh again, amused by her honesty. “It’s a special pillow. She can do tummy time on it. Sometimes the crying is due to gas bubbles. This could help.”

She takes the pillow from me and turns it over in her hands, studying it like it’s an artifact from another planet. “Tummy time,” she repeats, deadpan. “You’re telling me babies have scheduled tummy time? Like it’s a workout.”

“I mean, they’re basically just tiny humans who can’t do anything yet. Tummy time is their version of the gym.”

She stares at me for a long beat, and then the corner of her mouth twitches. Not a full smile, but close. I’ll take it. “How do you know so much about babies?” Her eyes widen and lock onto mine.

I shrug, pushing the cart toward the checkout. “I have a couple of nieces and nephews. I babysit them sometimes.” Whether I want to or not. I smile, thinking about my sisters shoving one or more babies into my arms at every family gathering. Tracey’s youngest still grabs fistfuls of my hair whenever I hold her. Last Thanksgiving, my niece spit up directly into my mouth. That’s a memory I’ll carry to my grave.

“Oh,” Ryleigh says, shaking her head. “So you’re, like… a professional uncle.”

“Something like that.”

We work together unloading the contents of the cart onto the conveyor belt. When the cart is empty, I pull out my gold card and hand it to the cashier.

Ryleigh stiffens. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I’ve got this, no worries.”

“Seriously, I can—” She reaches for her purse, and I can already tell the gesture is mostly symbolic. Whatever tip money she made tonight probably wouldn’t cover half of what’s on the belt.

“Ryleigh.” I say her name calmly, and she stops mid-reach. “You can pay me back if you want. But it’s really not necessary.”

She looks at me, and I can see the wheels spinning. She wants to trust me, wants to think I’m being chivalrous and gallant, but she’s wary because she’s likely never had a white knight ride in and save her. I see the underlying distrust, and for some reason, I want to prove to her that tonight, her white knight is real.

Besides, I’m not letting her spend whatever tip money she made tonight on this. I’m sure she needs it for other things, like fixing her car or feeding herself, not for taking care of a baby unexpectedly dropped off on her doorstep. I still need to get to the bottom of that story, but I sense that now’s not the time.

The cashier is watching our exchange with narrowed eyes, glancing between the two of us like we’re her entertainment for the night. Ryleigh must notice too because she exhales through her nose and gives me a tight nod.

“Fine. But I’m paying you back.”

“Sure.” I won’t hold my breath, and something tells me she knows it.

The cashier rings up the items, and I accept the bags after sliding my credit card back into my wallet.

The cold hits us like a wall when we step back outside. Ryleigh hunches her shoulders and walks fast toward the car, that thin jacket doing nothing. I hit the unlock button from a few feet away so she can get inside faster.

Once I have the bags loaded into the back seat, we set off again. The car is warm, and in the quiet, I’m aware of her again—angled slightly toward the window, her breath fogging the glass. Her knee bounces, and I don’t think it’s about me. I think she’s thinking about what comes next: going home to a baby she didn’t ask for, in an apartment she can barely afford, in a neighborhood that would make me uneasy—and I’m twice her size.

She hasn’t asked me a single thing about what I do for a living. She hasn’t asked about the car or the gold card or why a guy like me is walking around this part of the city alone at midnight. Any other woman would have Googled me by now, or at least tried to figure out if I’m someone important. Ryleigh’s just sitting there, watching the rain-slicked streets pass by, lost in whatever worries are crowding her brain.

It throws me off more than it should.

A few minutes later, we’ve arrived, and when I park on the street and step out of the car, I get angry.

Really angry.

And my anger only intensifies with every step toward Ryleigh’s apartment.
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