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For anyone who has ever felt unworthy.
You are perfect just the way you are.




Being deeply loved by someone gives you strength, while loving someone deeply gives you courage.
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Chapter 1

BECCA

MY PALMS ARE SWEATING.

It’s not because of the weather, although Florida in August is hot and humid as hell. It’s because I’m fixing to FaceTime with my old man and let him know I’m not coming home after senior year. I’m not sure when I made the decision, although if pressed to think back, I’d guess it was sometime before getting accepted into Florida Coast University and sometime after I walked in on him screwing the youth leader of our church on his big oak desk. But I digress. The point is that although my hometown, Sugarlake, Tennessee, will always hold a special place in my heart, it won’t hold me. Florida suits me just fine. I’ve fallen in love with the nonexistent winters and the palm trees. And maybe a little bit with the fact I’m not in a town where everyone knows me as Preacher Sanger’s daughter.

The apple that fell too far from the tree.

So, here I sit, on the front steps to my apartment complex. I’ve just finished moving in with my dorm mate of the past three years, Sabrina. After Papa found out I was spending more time going to dorm parties than classes, he decided to foot the bill for a place off campus. A place where I can “focus” and get my degree “as quickly as possible.” Probably so he can have a daughter with something to be proud of. Momma, on the other hand, is just hoping I’ll come home, back to the church that’s been strangling me my whole life and into her clutches where she can mold me to perfection. Maybe if I give in, she’d stop with the incessant nagging over all the ways I make her look bad.

I drop the ends of my frizzy red hair when my phone screen lights up with Papa’s name for our pre-arranged FaceTime call. I may love Florida heat, but it does not love my curls. Wiping my clammy hands on my sun-kissed thighs, I swipe to answer.

“Hi, Papa.” The muscles in my cheeks strain from the smile I plaster on my face.

“Rebecca Jean. You get moved in all right?” His pale white face is stern, and those jade green eyes, identical to mine, chill me with their icy gaze.

“You betcha.” I nod. “Sabrina got here before me and picked the better room, but I’m thankful for any extra space. It’s all a mansion compared to the dorms.”

“Good, good. I’ll let your momma know you made it safe.”

My chest squeezes. “Where is she? She’s not gonna come say hi?”

“She can’t come to the phone. She’s makin’ roast for supper and we’re expectin’ company.”

I fight the urge to roll my eyes. Of course, Momma’s busy entertainin’ his guests, not a single brain cell left for her to do anything for herself.

“That’s all right.” I twist my split ends until they cut off the circulation in my fingers. “But hey, Papa…before you go, there’s somethin’ I’ve been meanin’ to tell ya.”

His eyebrow cocks, the only indication he’s listening. He’s not a man who shows a lot of emotion, but over the years I’ve learned to decipher the minute changes in his expressions.

My stomach pinches and I hesitate, wanting to hang up the phone instead of saying what needs to be said.

“Spit it out, Rebecca Jean. I’m a busy man.”

A nervous laugh bubbles up my throat, but I bite it down. “I’m gonna stay out here for a while after graduation, at least... that’s what I’m wantin’ to do. Sabrina’s stayin’, too, so it’s not like it will be a big change.”

He’s silent.

A part of me thrills at the thought of his blood pressure rising—the same way it always does—from what I’m saying. Serves him right, thinking he can control everything.

“I think it’ll be good for me, ya know? Plus, it’ll give you and Momma a place to visit when you go on vacation. I know you love comin’ out here and gettin’ some sea air and sunshine.”

Maybe appealing to how it could benefit him will make him more amenable to the idea. I like to push his buttons, but at the end of the day, he’s the one that holds the reins to everything in my life, and I haven’t ever figured out how to cut the rope.

He chuckles and my heart sinks because I know that laugh and it isn’t from genuine amusement. “The heat gone to your head and made you lose it, girl? I didn’t fork out four years of college in that sinful place just for you to spit in my face when it’s time to come home. Your life is here in Sugarlake, with your family. With the church.”

Church. Even from thousands of miles away, it clamps its hooks into every orifice and reels me back until I’m suffocating.

I suck in a deep breath before pushing out my next words, afraid if I don’t say it now, I never will. “Well, Papa, my life is where I make it, and I’m choosin’ to make it here.”

His jaw sets, even more rigidly than it was when he first called, and I know that means the fighting has just begun. My chest twinges, aching for the naivete I had when I was a kid, back when I thought Papa was the closest thing to God. To me, he walked on water. But he was the one who woke me up from that dream, even if he doesn’t know it. He showed me the nightmare of empty words preached from the pulpit and pulled the curtain back on the illusion of love.

So he can hate my choices all he wants.

I hate his choices, too.

“Rebecca Jean, I am not payin’ for you to start a new life. You already have one. You’re comin’ home and that’s final.”

“No. It’s not.” I try to make my voice sound firm, but I’m sure to him it comes across ungrateful. Like it always does.

He’s silent for a beat. And then another, before: “Then I guess you’re on your own.”

I jerk, my frizzy hair snagging on my ring. The roots pull, making me wince. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“What do you think it means, girl? You’re not comin’ home? Then I’m not payin’ your way.”

He doesn’t mean it. He already paid for my schooling, he can’t just take it back. Besides, he wants my name on a diploma more than I ever have. The only difference is, I’d like to actually do something with it, and he wants it hung on a wall to look pretty. Another trophy he can add to his case.

“Yeah, okay, old man. Whatever you say.” I force out a laugh, but he doesn’t reciprocate so it just floats through the air and hangs there awkwardly.

“You think this is a joke, Rebecca? See how far that attitude gets you when you can’t pay your rent. Call me when you get some sense in that head.”

Click.

I scoff and toss my phone to the side. Did he really just hang up on me?

Papa’s a thief of joy.

His last words steal the satisfaction pissing him off usually brings, leaving behind a type of anxiety I’m not used to feeling. He isn’t serious, is he? My knee bounces, foot tapping on the concrete steps as I glance at my phone and twirl a piece of hair around my finger. I hadn’t thought being cut off was truly a possibility, and now that it may have happened, I’m not sure how to feel.

Part of me revels in the opportunity for freedom, which is the one thing I’ve craved for as long as I can remember, but then my mind races, thinking of everything Papa controls, both with his money and his iron fist.

Rent. Food. Basic living necessities. Everything, really.

My breaths start coming shorter as I scramble to think of a way out of this situation that doesn’t involve tucking my tail and running back like a worthless pup. I have no backup plan, but I can’t give in. Going back to Sugarlake would be hellish, and I refuse to live trapped under the will of a false deity and a man who thinks his word is law.

I see how that life pans out every time I look in Momma’s eyes.

No fucking thanks.

“So what are you gonna do?” Sabrina asks, running her fingers through her chin-length bob, the pink streaks almost shimmering against the black of her natural hair. She’s sitting cross-legged on the floor, inhaling a piece of pizza as she leans over the coffee table.

I shrug, throwing my half-eaten pizza back in the box and frowning at her. I know I should eat more, but my stomach rolls every time I think about how Papa cut me off. “Not sure. Hopefully I won’t have to do anything because Papa will realize he’s overreactin’.”

My other friend, Jeremy, scoffs from the opposite end of the couch.

I glare over at him. “What?” I ask.

He shrugs, his dark brown shoulders lifting in his orange FCU tank as he shakes his head. “You know what.”

Annoyance rushes through me because, honestly, what does he know? Other than what I’ve filled him and Sabrina in on over the past few years of college, they don’t know what my family is actually like. It’s nice not having people judge me for things I’ve done—and the family I have—so I like to keep my Florida life separate from my past in Sugarlake.

There’s only one time I let it bleed over and that’s when I talk to my soul-sister, my best friend, Alina May Carson, aka Lee. I’ve known her since birth and we’ve been inseparable ever since. I would crawl across broken, burning glass for that girl.

But even she isn’t enough to keep me there.

I’ve tried to convince her to move to Florida a million times, though. All she’s got in Sugarlake is a depressed daddy and the memory of her brother who abandoned them before their momma hit six feet in the grave. But Lee’s stuck in her ways, and I reckon she’s a Sugarlake lifer, as much as I’d like to keep her from becoming one. She was born there and she’ll be buried there like so many others. Thoughts of the same thing happening to me tighten like a noose around my neck.

“Becca, you’ve gotta have a plan in place in case your dad is serious.”

My heart falters, nausea rolling around in my stomach because I know she’s right. “I don’t know,” I reply, throwing my back against the couch cushions. “Get a job, I guess.”

“You have time for that with your class schedule this semester?” Jeremy asks.

I grimace, thinking about how I’ve stacked up my courses. “I can make it work.”

“Good for you.” Sabrina nods her head in approval and throws up her fist. “Fuck the man. You don’t need him.”

I give her a small grin, but I’m not feeling as confident as she is when it comes to my possible newfound independence.

“Why don’t you just find a job at FCU?” Jeremy says, his dark brows furrowed as he stares at me.

Blinking at him, I think back to when we first met. I was a freshman, at one of the many parties I used to drag Sabrina to. One look at his amber-colored eyes and I was a goner. Truthfully, it’s embarrassing to remember how I spent half the night trying to climb all six feet four of him because it was the first time I’ve ever been turned down for a one-night stand.

When I walked into my Psych 101 course that Monday and saw him sitting in the back row, I plopped my happy ass next to him and demanded he apologize for making me masturbate all weekend. He laughed and told me I wasn’t his type. Turns out, he spent that night climbing a six-foot man of his own. I didn’t find that out until later, of course, once he trusted me enough to spill his soul. Or maybe he got tired of me trying to jump on his dick, because I’m not one to take rejection that easily. Either way, once I did find out, he swore me to secrecy. He’s a basketball player on scholarship and terrified of the fallout if people learn that he’s gay. I know what it’s like to feel trapped in expectations, so I promised my loyalty and we’ve been close ever since.

It makes me sad, though, watching him feel like he’s unable to live his life the way he wants it.

“A job at FCU?” I scrunch my nose.

“Why not?” he retorts.

“What kinda job could I get at school before I even have a degree?”

Jeremy rubs his chin. “I don’t know… They always have students as team managers on the basketball teams, and I know they get paid.”

“Don’t you have to like basketball to do somethin’ like that?”

He chuckles. “Probably.”

“It’s not a bad idea, though,” Sabrina chimes in. “Getting a job on campus. Two birds, one stone and all that.”

“Sounds like a shit one to me,” I mutter. “I don’t know the first thing about basketball.”

“Do you have any better ideas?” Her small eyes widen. “Besides, maybe it won’t even be basketball. But at least if you get a job on campus, you won’t have to worry about gas money. The pay probably won’t be great, but it might be enough to get by. And it will stick it to your dad, which really is worth its weight in gold, don’t you think?” She wiggles her brows and rests her elbows on the coffee table.

“Yeah…I guess you guys are right.” I sigh, realizing I don’t really have a choice. It’s either that or finding something off campus and hoping they’ll be flexible.

“Usually are,” Jeremy jokes, smirking over at Sabrina.

Leaning forward, I push my plate of uneaten pizza to the side and grab my laptop from the table, pulling up my advisor’s email address to set up a meeting.

I’m still hopeful Papa didn’t mean what he was saying, but I’m not one to not have a backup plan in place in case he wants to be a stubborn ass. Having to balance work and school might suck, but it’s much better than going home.




Chapter 2

ELI

I WAKE UP IN A COLD SWEAT.

It’s that goddamn dream again, the one I’m convinced is my subconscious coming through to haunt the hell out of me. I never remember the details, only the whisper of Ma’s voice and the look on my baby sister’s face the last time I saw her. Which was at Ma’s funeral, after she died in a car crash, three years ago.

Shaking off the nightmare, I peek at my clock.

Three thirty in the morning.

Not exactly what I had in mind as the “good night’s rest” before my first day at my new job.

I know sleep is a lost cause, so I grab my phone off the nightstand and trudge past the white walls of my house, making my way to the kitchen for a glass of water.

Glancing down at my phone, I read through the missed texts from earlier tonight.

CONNOR:


You in Florida yet? I need my wingman! This weekend, we’re going out. Pretty up that face, so I can use those blue eyes and golden hair of yours to get laid.



Smirking, a bit of amusement filters through the unease my nightmares left behind. Connor’s messages always make me smile. We played college ball together in Ohio, and he was the only one there for me through Ma’s death, and then again when my dream of playing pro ball slipped through my fingers. It’s lucky my new job as the assistant coach to the Florida Coast Stingrays coincides with his contract with the Florida Suns. Even though it stings knowing he’s out there being the best shooting guard in the NBA and I’m here living out my backup plan.

I’d be the best point guard if fate weren’t such a fickle bitch.

I bat away the thought before it can take root and wrap itself around me. I try not to think about the harsh things in life—learned at a young age that it’s easier to push it back and focus on the here and now. Exiting out of Connor’s text, I pull up the one from my baby sister, Lee.

SIS:


You gonna make it home for Daddy’s birthday this year?



Grimacing, I close the window, tossing my phone aside, something sour settling in my gut. I wish she’d stop sending me messages like this when she already knows the answer. They don’t really need me there, anyway.

I doubt Pops is in a celebratory mood. He never is these days, and to be honest, I don’t know what to do with this new version of him. My entire life, he’s always been the one at my back, pushing me to go harder, dig deeper, succeed better. Hell, he’s half the reason I wanted to get out of Sugarlake in the first place. I love Pops, but the pressure he mounted on my back had me struggling for breath every day.

But I’d take that version over what he is now—a ghost of who he once was.

After losing Ma, he changed.

I won’t lie; at first I thought it was a good thing. I’d been aching my entire life to get some space from his overbearing parenting—coaching, if we’re being technical. But with the absence of him breathing down my neck, there was only loneliness left behind, and I’ve never really figured out how to adjust to the change.

When I went number one in the NBA draft, there was no one there to celebrate.

When I tore my ACL two months into my rookie contract with New York, no one came to my bedside.

Not my Pops.

Not my sister.

No one.

So forgive me for not wanting to rush back to a home that harbors nothing but memories of Ma—who I didn’t spend enough time with—and the family who forgot to include me in the aftermath.

But it’s just like Lee to guilt-trip me. Growing up, she didn’t appreciate how different our folks were with her. She wasn’t pushed to her breaking point. Never forced to give up any semblance of a normal life to be the best. She has no idea what it feels like to have an entire town tout you as their superstar before you’ve even made it through high school. No clue how the shame threatens to swallow me whole anytime I think about showing my face there now that I’m not able to play. The gash is barely healed in my heart; I’m not sure I’d survive having three thousand folks pouring salt in the wound.

I’ll make something of myself here in Florida, though. I may not be on the court anymore, but I’ll work my way through the ranks, make a different kind of name for myself. Maybe then, the thought of facing my hometown won’t make me feel like I’m drowning.

Heading to the couch, I flip on the TV, hoping I’ll be able to fall back asleep and trying to ignore the way the halls of my new house mock me with their emptiness.

A couple of hours and a gallon of coffee later, I make my way to the shower. I don’t think there’s enough caffeine in the world to make me feel ready for the day, but luckily, the jitters in my gut make up for my brain’s lack of enthusiasm. Besides, I doubt today will be anything too intense. Preseason isn’t for a month, and the NCAA is strict on how many practices you’re allowed before the season starts. It’s not time to meet with the players, and I already know Coach Andrews. He’s the reason I got the job in the first place. It was barely an interview, to be honest. Andrews sang my praises. Told me how lucky he’d feel to have me on his staff after he followed my college career.

I’m flattered, of course, but I don’t feel the greatness seeping out of me the way he seems to think it does. I just feel like a missed opportunity. A seed that was watered to a bud, then left in the sun to fend for itself.

But even though I wasn’t meant for the spotlight, some of these players will be, and I’ll do everything in my power to help them blossom into the best damn ballers they can be.

If I can’t live out my dream, the least I can do is help them live out theirs.




Chapter 3

BECCA

TURNS OUT PAPA WAS SERIOUS.

Even worse, the meeting with my advisor didn’t go as well as I’d hoped, even though I spent all morning visualizing the outcome I wanted.

Sabrina tells me when you speak to the universe, the universe listens, so I closed my eyes and imagined Dr. Tooley saying there was an open position in the admissions office. Instead, he told me I’m shit out of luck. Said I’ll be lucky to find anything since the semester’s already started. My stomach sunk to the floor with every word he spoke, until I remembered what Jeremy said about the basketball managers, which is why I’m in Waycor Arena, ready to beg on my knees to work with the women’s team.

I’m anything but excited about it, though. My knowledge of basketball is close to nil. The only experience I’ve ever had is courtesy of Lee’s older brother, Eli. He was known as the next big thing around Sugarlake—had the biggest head around because of it, too—and he always had a ball in his hands…unless he was throwing it at me. Dick.

But then he left for college and never looked back. Not even when Lee cried, begging him to come home after their mama died.

I’m not sure I’ll ever forgive him for the way he abandoned her.

A large woman walks by me in the hallway. She’s wearing a green-and-white tracksuit that brings out the pink on the apples of her pale cheeks, and her blond hair is pulled back in a tight ponytail, a whistle hanging around her neck. Is she the coach? She stops in her tracks, turning around to face me.

“You the girl Tooley sent my way?” Her round eyes narrow.

“Sure am. I’m Becca. Nice to meet you.” I stand from my spot on the floor, straightening my tank top before grasping her hand in a firm shake.

She waves her arm. “Come on, let’s see what we can find for you.”

I follow her into her office and sit down. There’re mounds of paper all over her small linoleum desk, and I wonder how she finds anything in the mess. I hope she doesn’t want me to sort through all that.

She sighs, the chair creaking as she leans back, steepling her long fingers. “I’ll be honest, Becca. I know you’re here looking for some type of team management position, but all the spots have already been filled.”

My smile droops. “Maybe you can make another spot?”

Her lips turn down and she eyeballs me, her gaze trailing from the curls on my head down to the high heels on my feet. “Do you know anything about basketball?”

I cringe. “Not really.”

“Why’d you want to work with the team, then?”

“Honestly, I’m lookin’ for a job on campus so I don’t have to spend all my paycheck on gas money and beg someone to work around my schedule.” I lock my gaze on hers. “I just need my foot in the door…to be given a chance.”

She cocks her head. “Why you over all the other kids on this campus?”

I glance down at my hands before looking back up at her. “Because I’ll be the one who’s in your office every day tryin’ to change your mind until you say yes.”

I’m feeling like I just made a mistake in admitting that, but after a few moments of tense silence, she surprises me. “You know what? Let me make a call to Coach Andrews. He usually waits until the start of the season to bring on students, so he may have something for you.”

I perk up, my spine straightening. “That’s okay? For me to be on the men’s team?”

She shrugs, picking up her phone. “It’s a little unorthodox because you’re a woman, but there’s no rule against it.”

My knee bounces while I watch her dial a number and start talking to someone on the other line. While she’s busy, my mind wanders, thinking about how I didn’t even realize basketball had a season, let alone that it hadn’t started yet.

What the hell am I getting myself into?

She hangs up, her lips stretching into a thin smile. “You may be in luck. He said you could stop by on your way out.”

Hope fills me up like helium. “Really?”

“Now don’t get too excited. I can’t promise anything, but I hope it helps.”

Nodding, I jump up from my seat and reach across her desk to grab her hand. “Thank you so much. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”

She smiles, waving me off. “Yeah, yeah. As long as you’re not in my office bothering me every day for a spot I don’t have for you, we’ll be good.”

After getting directions to Coach Andrews’s office, I make my way, heels clicking on the concrete floors and echoing off the walls. This is a gigantic building, but there’s no way to miss when you enter the men’s part of the arena. Where the women’s was modest and small, tucked away in a back corner, the men’s is damn near ostentatious. Rows of trophy-filled cases line the halls, jerseys hanging proudly above them. There are a few offices with their doors open, showcasing the floor-to-ceiling windows that look to the outside.

Clearly, men’s basketball is where the money is.

I find Coach Andrews’s office and knock.

“Come in,” a gruff voice says.

I push the door open, the hinges creaking slightly as I move into the office and glance around.

The room itself, while extremely large, isn’t too fancy. It has a conference table with a projection screen at the head, and Coach Andrews’s desk sits on the other side of the room. He’s behind it, glasses on top of his buzzed brown hair, hunching over a stack of papers.

He snaps his head up when I stop in front of his desk.

“You Becca?”

“At your service.” I grin. “Nice to meet you.”

He straightens in his chair, peering at me with his muddy-brown eyes. They’re a little small for his head, and he looks like a bronzed statue with the tan on his white skin. I imagine he’s normally pale and spends a lot of time out in the sun, the way so many Floridians do. Maybe he owns a boat.

I hold his gaze. If I’ve learned one thing from Papa, it’s that not holding eye contact is the first sign of weakness.

“Luanne says you’re looking to be a student manager for the team.” He gestures to the chair on the opposite side of his desk, and I move forward and plop down, perching myself on the edge of the seat.

“That’s right, I sure am.” I nod.

His lips twitch and he drops his pen on the desk. “Southern girl, huh?”

“Born and raised in Tennessee, sir.”

He sighs, rubbing a palm over his face. “We’ve never had a female team manager before. It’s just not really done.” His hand drops from his forehead down to his chin, his fingers scratching at his jaw. “You know anything about basketball?”

My eyes grow wide and I straighten my spine, uncrossing my legs. “Yessir. I know the season hasn’t started yet. And I know there’s a hoop…and a net. I reckon there’s a ball somewhere in there, too.”

His head juts back from his loud, boisterous laugh. “So that’s a no, then.”

I grin, my cheeks tingeing with heat. “That’s a no,” I admit. “But I grew up workin’ for my old man in his church, and I know how to focus in and learn quick.”

“Well, that’s something, at least. You even know what a student manager does?”

“I figure I’ll find out once you give me the opportunity, sir.”

He chuckles. “Sure of yourself, huh?”

“Just hopin’ to nudge you into the right decision.” My smile grows.

“It doesn’t pay much.”

I lift my shoulders. “If it’s enough for rent and ramen, I’ll survive.”

He leans back, clearly assessing me. “Okay, here’s the deal. I usually have three student managers on staff. You can’t be in the locker room with the guys, except for before games, because frankly, you’ll be a distraction. But you can help with practices and anything else the coaching staff may need.”

Relief floods through me. I’m grateful for the opportunity, and I don’t intend to waste it.

He clicks the keyboard on his computer, his printer whirring to life. Swinging his chair around, he grabs the freshly printed papers, laying them in front of me.

“You need to fill out the paperwork and turn it in so you’re official.” His knuckle taps the forms. “Practice doesn’t start for a month. In the meantime, I want you here, learning the basics. I can’t have someone working for me that doesn’t respect the game. Can you make that work?”

“Yes, sir. I’ll make anything work.” I bob my head. “Thank you.”

“And quit calling me sir. Coach will do just fine.”

“Okay, Coach.” I stand up, grabbing the papers and saluting him like a jackass. But I don’t care. I did it. It feels good to accomplish something without Papa in the background pulling the strings.

“Oh, and, Becca?”

I swing around, my hand grabbing the doorframe.

“Get yourself some better shoes, yeah?” He looks down at my heels, raising his brows. “Last thing I need is a lawsuit because you slipped on the court and broke your damn neck.”

The grin cracks my face, and I feel it all the way to my toes. “Sure thing, Coach.”

I spin back toward the open door, eager to get home and call Lee with the good news when my face smashes into a hard wall of muscle.

Sonofabitch.

Backing up, I rush to cover my now throbbing nose.

“Whoa, you okay?” a deep voice rumbles. His breath whooshes over the strands of my hair.

My eyes are watering because seriously—ouch—so I don’t look up as I respond. “Other than a bruised nose and a broken ego, I’m fine. Sorry about that. Watchin’ and walkin’ is a learned trait I haven’t mastered.” Lifting my head, I attempt a grin.

My smile drops with a quickness when I see whose chest I greeted with my face.

Elliot Carson.

To everyone else, he’s the man. The myth. The legend.

But to me…he’s just the asshole who got too big for his britches and abandoned my best friend.




Chapter 4

BECCA

“YOU,” I GASP.

Eli’s eyes bulge and he stumbles back a step. “Becca. How… What…” His hand runs through those honey-blond locks, so similar to his sister’s. I hope he thinks of her every time his stupid ass looks in the mirror.

“What are you doing here?” he asks. “In Florida? I mean…in Coach Andrews’s office?”

I snort, both at his audacity to question me and at his posh, decidedly un-southern accent. “What am I doin’ here? What are you doin’ here?”

“I work here.”

Nausea punches my gut. Coach Andrews walks from behind me, slapping Eli on the shoulder with a gigantic smile on his face. The sick feeling grows, my breakfast teasing my throat.

Fuck my life.

“Becca, you know Eli? Our team’s been needing someone like him for a long time,” Coach Andrews preens. I swing my gaze over just in time to see Eli wince at his words.

My sharp tongue lashes out before I can stop it. “Oh, really? Might wanna hold on tight there, Coach. Eli has a nasty habit of runnin’ from the people who need him most.”

Eli tenses, his eyes narrowing as they darken to a stormy blue.

Coach clears his throat, shifting on his feet. “Right. Well… how do you two know each other?”

“She’s my little sister’s best friend,” Eli provides.

I scoff, crossing my arms. “Surprised you remember her.”

Coach’s brows raise. “You guys are from the same town? I never would have guessed.”

My thoughts exactly, Coach. I cock my head, fingers tapping my hip. “Yeah, Eli. What happened to that nice southern drawl you used to beat my eardrums with?”

Eli shrugs, a painful smile gracing his face as he speaks through his teeth. “Time away from home makes you lose the dialect, I guess. I haven’t really thought about it.”

I purse my lips as I watch him lie out of his ass. No chance in hell his accent just up and disappeared. I’m sure it’s buried underneath the thousands of other lies he tells himself so he can sleep at night.

Coach claps his hands, rubbing them together. “Hell, this actually works out well. Since you’re already acquainted, I’ll have her report to you for basic training.”

Eli snaps his attention to him, the line between his eyes creasing. “Basic training?”

“Becca’s our new student manager, and in order to keep that title”—he narrows his eyes at me—“she needs to learn the love of the game.”

I force a grin, trying to hide the straight-up disgust that’s creeping through my insides when I think of having to spend hours with Eli. “I’m lovin’ it more every second, Coach.”

Eli chuckles, and I glare at him. “What’s so funny about that?”

He rubs his hand over his mouth, shaking his head. “You might want to find a different girl, Coach. Becca here has quite the reputation back home. She might love things too much, if you know what I mean.”

Heat scorches my cheeks. I imagine junk-punching him then watching him writhe beneath me in pain. The thought makes me smile.

Coach chortles. “Come on now, Eli, keep it classy. I don’t give a shit about anyone’s personal life as long as it stays off the court and out of my locker room.” He points at me. “You got Monday morning classes?”

“Not until ten thirty.”

“Be here Monday at eight, then, and we’ll get you started.”

I nod, biting the inside of my cheek, and move to leave.

Eli turns to watch me as I walk by, and when I’m sure Coach can’t see, I spin around to face him and throw my middle fingers up, waving them in the air.

He doesn’t respond, just stares at me blankly.

Walking home, my thoughts race. I don’t know the best way to process what the hell just happened. One thing’s for sure: I plan on having a stern talking-to with Sabrina about her “universe” bullshit because this is not what I signed up for. I can’t believe Eli is at FCU. As a coach.

Oh my God, does that make him my boss?

I’m sick to my stomach and a bit pissed off at Lee. What the hell is she thinking not telling me something like this? She didn’t think to prepare me that her brother, who I’ve hated for the majority of my life, is at the same damn school as me?

Maybe she didn’t know?

By the time I hit my apartment complex, my hair is sticking to my neck and has doubled in size from the humidity. I plop down on the front steps, throwing it up in a messy bun, and rip my phone from my pocket, forcefully pressing send when I reach Lee’s name.

She doesn’t pick up. Typical.

I send her a text instead.

ME:


You gots some ’splainin to do!



Lee has a bad habit of avoiding confrontation, so I don’t expect a response. I sit for a few more seconds, reflecting on my morning. The positives? At least I got a job. And for every ounce of asshole residing in Eli’s cold, dead heart, there’s double that of good genes. He’s a fine specimen to look at if there ever was one.

I just wish I didn’t have to look at him.

It’s Friday night and I’m on the prowl. After a grueling first week of classes, Sabrina and I meet up with some friends and grace the downtown bars with our presence. I could really use a nice guy to dick me down and relieve the stress from the past week, so I’m a shot of tequila in and a perusal away from picking my flavor of the night.

Our group is huddled around a table in the corner, and everyone’s lost in conversation except for me.

Standing up, I run my hands over my black bodycon dress. It’s tight, and with its plunging neckline, it does amazing things for my tits. I motion to Sabrina that I’m heading to the bar, but she’s deep in some philosophical conversation about women’s rights and barely acknowledges me.

Fortunately, the place isn’t too packed. Unfortunately, the bartender is ignoring me. I slink down on a stool and rest my chin in my hands, waiting to get some service.

“Odd to be sitting at a bar without a drink, don’t you think?”

I spin toward the voice, my eyes landing on a broad chest before I snap them up to meet the face of a green-eyed devil. I assess the beauty before me. He’s tall and fit. Tousled, dark hair and a black button-down that does nothing to hide his muscles but highlights his bronzy white skin. A tingle runs through me, and I smile.

Damn, he’s fine.

“Odd you would think that’s a clever pickup line.” I twist a strand of hair around my finger.

The right side of his mouth lifts, showcasing a perfect dimple. “Yeah, well…my wingman’s supposed to be here to smooth out my edges, but I think he may be standing me up.”

“How awful,” I deadpan.

“Yeah. It’s a shame.”

“For you,” I say.

“For both of us,” he corrects.

“Is that right?”

“It is. You see, he’s a bit of a dick. An attractive dick, but a dick nonetheless. If he were here, you’d realize just how charming I actually am in comparison.”

I lick my lips, leaning toward him. “Maybe I like dicks.”

He steps closer, resting an arm on the bar. “Oh, I’m counting on it.”

The bartender finally makes her way over, interrupting our moment. I order a shot of tequila and a glass of water, my mystery man slapping a twenty on the bar before I have a chance to pay.

I grin, running my finger around the rim of the shot glass. “What’s your name, charmer?”

“Connor. And you, my sweet southern belle?”

I tsk. “I may be southern, sugar, but I’m not sweet.”

His eyes spark. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

My legs clench together as I picture his head between them, his tongue diving into my folds to find the only sweet spot on me.

“Hey, man. Sorry I’m late.” A hand grips Connor’s shoulder and my heart stalls in my chest.

Elliot Carson.

If God exists, he hates me.

Connor smiles, turning to Eli. “Hey, I was just talking about you.”

Sharp blue eyes lock on to mine, widening a fraction as they glide up and down my body. “Becca.”

“Fuckface.” I raise my shot, tilting it toward him before slamming it back, the burn distracting me from the heat of his gaze.

“You two know each other?” Connor points between us.

I roll my eyes, wiping the corner of my mouth and standing up. “I’m tired of answerin’ this question. I take it this is your wingman?”

Connor’s brow quirks. “That depends. Do I still need one?”

“I doubt he’d help your chances.”

Eli is leaning against the bar, eyes volleying between us. “I definitely would not help your chances, Connor. You’re not fucking Rebecca.”

“Dude.” Connor groans, turning toward him.

“Excuse me?” I push past Connor and step into Eli’s space. He straightens, and I have to crane my neck to maintain eye contact. “He’ll fuck me six ways from Sunday if I want him to, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it. God, when did you turn into such a prick?”

Eli’s perfect jaw tics. “I’d imagine it was around the time you turned into a raging bitch.”

“Dude,” Connor hisses again.

Anger bubbles in my veins as I huff out a laugh. “Oh, that’s rich. I only see one bitch here, Eli, and it ain’t me.”

Eli straightens, his chest pressing into me, clean laundry and cinnamon assaulting my senses. “You wanna try me, Becca? Keep fuckin’ pushin’.”

There’s that accent.

My heart bangs against my chest so hard it vibrates my entire body.

It’s only when Connor grips my shoulders, pulling me back, that I realize how close Eli and I were standing, how harsh my breaths are coming.

“Okay, firecracker. Let’s calm down,” Connor says, rubbing my shoulders. “And for the record, Eli, you are the worst wingman ever.”

If he’s trying to lighten the mood, it doesn’t work. I can’t even look at him now without thinking of Eli. I shrug out of Connor’s grip and turn around, storming to my table. Dragging a chair out, I slam myself in it, crossing my arms over my chest. I’m upset Eli’s here and I’m pissed he just ruined a sure thing for me. Cockblocker.

Sabrina tilts her head, narrowing her eyes.

“I don’t wanna talk about it.” And I don’t. Not to her, at least. But if Lee would call me back instead of playing her favorite game of avoidance, that’d be great. I dig my phone out of my purse and fire off a text.

ME:


I swear to all that’s holy, Lee, if you don’t call me by tomorrow I will fly back home and tell the entire town about the time in fifth grade you pissed your pants because Ms. Johnson wouldn’t let you use the bathroom. THE. WHOLE. TOWN.



I throw my cell down and glance at the bar. Connor’s already moved on to greener pastures, a girl pressed in between his and Eli’s sides.

But Eli’s not paying attention to that.

No, his eyes are busy boring a hole into me. I glare back and now we’re locked in this weird stare-off that I refuse to lose. Right when I’m about to scream from how infuriating he is just by existing, he smirks and looks away.

Asshole.




Chapter 5

ELI

“YOU WANNA TELL ME WHAT THE HELL THAT WAS about?”

I hear Connor’s voice, but my eyes have trailed back to the insufferable redhead at the far table. What the hell is her problem?

Becca was always a little too loud and a little too bratty, but I don’t remember her being this obnoxious. Really, Connor should be thanking me for saving him the headache. I don’t blame him for trying to get it in, though; she’s easily the hottest woman in the bar. Too bad that shit personality ruins it.

“Hello. Earth to douchebag.”

I snap my head around, tearing my eyes from Becca. Time has clearly turned her bitter, but she’s sadly mistaken if she thinks I’ll lay down and let her steamroll over me. That sharp tongue does nothing but stoke a fire in me to snuff hers out. If she wants to start this game, I’m in. She must have forgotten I play to win.

My eyes slide back, gliding up those legs that never end, over her tiny waist and dipping into the ample cleavage that ridiculous dress shows off. My dick twitches and irritation simmers in my gut.

The nerve of this chick.

She doesn’t know the first thing about me or what I’ve been through, yet she’s so quick to pass judgment.

“Eli.” Connor smacks the side of my head.

I break my gaze from Becca again, pasting a lazy smile on my face as I meet Connor’s narrowed gaze. “What?”

“First.” He throws up his finger. “You royally screwed me on the redhead.”

“Becca.”

“Right.” He nods. “Which I would have found out for myself if you hadn’t waltzed in with your asshole on display.”

I laugh. “What’s that even mean?”

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is she was a sure thing, dude. I was this close to having those mile-long legs wrapped around me.”

The woman who has suddenly appeared next to him huffs, and he grins down at her. “It is what it is, girl. You knew who I was when you walked over.”

I take a sip of my beer while he placates his pussy of the night.

“Truly, from the bottom of my heart, fuck you for ruining that, Eli.” He glances over toward Becca’s table. “She’s so, so sexy. I mean…have you looked at her?” He swipes his hand through the air. “Never mind. Clearly, you have. Your eyes have been glued to her since you walked in the bar.”

I frown. “Because she pisses me off.”

Connor raises his chin. “So staring at her is supposed to somehow…alleviate your anger?”

I don’t reply because I don’t have an answer. Not one I want to admit out loud, anyway. The truth is, Becca makes me feel like I’m losing my goddamn mind, and I don’t particularly enjoy the loss of control. When her slender body pressed to mine in that tight as hell dress and those hot as fuck heels, my cock strained against my zipper, and that’s unacceptable. Baby sister’s best friend is a definite no-go. So is her being a student. And if all those things weren’t enough to stamp a giant red X on her, then that belligerent mouth of hers definitely is.

No matter how much my dick disagrees.

I glance at her one last time before forcing myself to look away.

Get some damn control, Eli.

Leaning over, I throw my arm around the blond that was just tucked into Connor’s side. “Got any friends?”

The blond nods and Connor smirks, slapping his hand on the bar. “There he is! About time you showed up, brother.”

I smile, ignoring the way my mind begs me to steal one last look at the redhead in the corner.

The next morning, I’m sitting at my kitchen counter, staring at my phone and willing it to disappear. If it does, I don’t have to make the call I’m desperate to avoid but know I’d never miss. At least this time, I’ll have some good news to share. Maybe Pops will see the prestige in coaching, and it’ll help bring a little bit of his spark back. But I doubt it.

I blow out a breath, pinching the bridge of my nose, steeling myself for the guilt that’s about to rise up like a tidal wave and capsize me for not going home. There aren’t many times I let it in, but during these calls, it’s unavoidable. I grab my phone and dial.

“Hey, Eli,” my sister answers.

She used to be the happiest, if not the most naive, kid on the block. Somewhere along the way, that changed, and now when we talk, it’s lined with a melancholy I wouldn’t know the first thing about fixing, even if I could. Truthfully, we’ve never had the closest relationship, but at least back when we were kids, I could pretend like we understood each other. Now we’re two strangers.

“Hey, baby sis. How are you and Pops?”

“Same as last time you called. Eli…he’s not doin’ good, you know? He drinks. A lot. I think he needs help.”

“Did you get the check I sent?”

She sighs. “Yeah. I wish you’d stop sendin’ them. We can’t have money lyin’ around here like that. Daddy can’t be trusted with it.”

Groaning, I run a hand through my hair. It’s the same conversation every goddamn time. “Come on, Lee. Pops is a grown man. There’s no one we can trust more in the world. Besides, if he’s not working, you two should have all the help you can get. Let me take care of you.”

She’s so dramatic when it comes to him. Always spouting off about his drinking and trying to guilt me into coming back home. I’m not worried. One of the first things he ever taught me was that when someone showed you who they were to believe them. People don’t change, and he’s the most controlled man in the universe.

Where’s she think I learned it from?

“What else is going on? You still working both jobs? How are things with your dancing?”

“Quit tryin’ to change the subject. I’ll have you know we do just fine without your guilt money.”

I swallow, my throat suddenly thick. Guilt money. I don’t know what she wants from me. She begs me to help, then bitches when I try. “It’s to help, sis, so you don’t have to work so hard. So Pops doesn’t have to go back to construction, since you say he’s in no shape.”

She sighs again, and the sound of it wraps around my neck.

I lean down and bang my head against the countertop, mouthing fuck you. “I don’t know what you want me to do here, Alina.”

“Fine, Eli.” She pauses. “Listen, Daddy’s up. You wanna talk to him?”

The little bit of hope I had going into this call drains away. My stomach sinks, the knot in my throat growing when I realize she’s not planning to ask about me. I’m not even sure she knows I’m in Florida. Last she knew, I had only been interviewed.

Maybe she just doesn’t care. She never really has. I wish with everything in me I could just not care, too.

“Sure. Hey…you doing okay? You sound tired.”

She exhales. “Yeah, Eli. I’m doin’ all right. Here’s Daddy.”

Pops comes down the line, but we never talk for long, which is quite the twist from growing up, when he’d lecture me for hours. He tells me all about his fishing and how he’s enjoying his “retired” life. I ask how things are with Lee, and he complains about her mothering him.

He doesn’t ask what I’m up to.

Like father, like daughter.

I’m not surprised. If it doesn’t involve my name in bright lights or bringing Ma back from the dead, he’s not interested.

After an excruciating amount of small talk, we hang up, and I glance at the clock on the stove. Five minutes. That’s how long I’ll give myself to feel this…ache that reaches through my stomach and splits open my chest, gripping my heart and squeezing.

But only five minutes.

After that, I’ll push it to the corner of my mind and lock it up tight.

Back where it belongs.
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