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      A one-click, unforgettable, forbidden romance featuring an NFL hottie who falls hard for his best friend’s sister.

      From USA Today Bestselling Author, Lisa Lang Blakeney, comes another unputdownable, enemies-to-lovers, forbidden sports romance between an NFL pro baller and his best friend’s sister!

      I can have any woman I want.

      Except for Kaya.

      The only thing I’ve ever wanted is to play ball in the NFL, but my future is imploding right before my eyes after I unwittingly dump America’s sweetheart for the world to see. Now, I’m the most hated man in sports.

      Desperate to get my name off of the social media gossip grinder, I return to my hometown to attend my best friend’s wedding, hoping to find some respite.

      But the moment I see her again, my breath catches in my throat.

      The girl next door.

      The woman I can never have.

      The goddess I crave.

      My best friend’s little sister.
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        Kaya

        Ten Years Ago

      

      

      

      I’m standing in front of an outdated and ornate floor-length mirror in my bedroom, remnants of the childhood bedroom set I grew up with. As I twirl the same tendril of hair and stare at an awful zit covered in toothpaste on my forehead, I’m still hopeful about the future. High school can’t be any worse than junior high was. It’s a new building, more students, and a chance to start fresh.

      “I can’t believe my baby is all grown up,” my mother says, as she studies my face. “How was the first day of school?”

      “It was cool,” I offer tentatively.

      “Give it some time, babe. You’re going to find your people and then I know you’re going to love it. High school is a special time in a person’s life. Your father would have been so proud of you.” 

      “Proud of what? I have done nothing.”

      “You don’t have to do anything in particular, Kaya. Just the fact that you’re growing into a wonderful young lady is enough. That’s all we ever wanted.”

      I’m fourteen-years-old and not much excites me, but I’m hoping my mom’s words about high school being a memorable moment in time are truthful. I haven’t told her much about how difficult it’s been for me to make friends over the years, but I think it’s painfully obvious by how much time I spend gaming online and not with actual people.

      I’m seeking to change all of that this year, though. My plan of attack is to attend all the extracurricular activities I can, starting with a pep rally in the gym for the school’s football team tonight. Football is a huge deal at my school and in this house, too. My brother plays on the team and has dreams of heading to the NFL.

      “Have fun tonight,” she tells me, then turns back around before exiting my room. “And make sure your brother doesn’t drink tonight. He’s got your dad’s car.”

      “I’m not his keeper, Ma.”

      “Just look out for each other,” she huffs.

      “Okay,” I say, agreeing to almost anything to get her out of my room. This tender mother daughter moment is only making me more anxious about tonight.

      I’m nervous as I enter the gym. The large room feels completely different at night, filled with students seated on the bleachers, and the school band playing loud upbeat music to build enthusiasm. I find myself scanning the large space looking for any familiar face I can, even my brother, but I don’t see him, so I take a seat and pretend to text someone on my cell phone to appear busy.

      After a moment, a popular boy I’ve grown up seeing around the neighborhood, John Dixon, sits next to me on one bleacher. He’s one of the coolest boys in the senior class with his flawless brown skin and million-dollar smile, so when he cracks a friendly smile and says, “Hey, beautiful, I’m John. What’s your name?”

      I almost pee in my pants.

      All I manage to do is offer him a goofy grin in response, and before I can get myself together to say something remotely sensible, I feel my face flush as I hear the laughter erupt from the crowd of students behind me. I tentatively turn around and see my brother’s best friend, Brick, standing there with his arm wrapped around a girl, and a cocky smirk on his face, as if he’d just orchestrated a grand performance for the benefit of his audience.

      My heart sinks for a moment as he glances at me and says, “What do you think you’re doing, freshman?” He gestures widely towards me, taking in the blue iridescent shadow on my eyelids and the homemade off-the-shoulder sweatshirt I’m wearing. “Are you trying to give Dixon your number or give him something else tonight?”

      The crowd laughs again, and I feel my humiliation suffocating me. I wish I could just disappear, or that the ground would open up and swallow me whole. Quickly, I gather my things and rush out of the gym, tears stinging my eyes as I try desperately to make my escape. I can still hear Brick behind me, his voice taunting me as I run. I know exactly what he was insinuating. How could a lowly freshman nerd like me even dream that someone like John Dixon would be interested in me?

      Angry tears stream down my face as I stomp my way out of the gym and into the night. I have nowhere to go because my brother is my ride home, but I need to escape. I was just humiliated by the most arrogant boy in the school. A boy who once taught me how to first ride a bike grew into a jerk who takes some sort of sick pleasure in tormenting me.

      I’m so enraged that I don’t notice when someone creeps behind me and swings me around by my arm in the middle of the road.

      “Aaah!” I yelp in surprise.

      “Are you crying?” he asks incredulously but still with that annoying smirk of his, like he thinks he’s so above everyone else.

      I wipe my eyes quickly with the backs of my hands.

      “What do you want, Brick?”

      “You just took off. Where are you going?”

      “What did you expect me to do when the entire school was back there laughing at me?”

      “Are you having a Carrie movie moment or something? That was not the entire school laughing. It literally was five people.”

      “And you’re missing the point!”

      “And you were making a fool of yourself, Kaya.”

      Brick never usually refers to me by my actual name, and his authoritarian tone pisses me off even more.

      “By sitting on the bleachers and minding my own business?”

      “You were flirting with John fucking Dixon.”

      “I was not!”

      “The heavy makeup. The half shirt you’re wearing. This isn’t you. If Kyle had been there, he would have done the same thing. Probably worse.”

      “Then leave those types of decisions for my brother to make.”

      “Excuse me for looking out for you, because as long as it’s breathing and has two tits, John Dixon will try to fuck anything.”

      “Oh, so I’m just anything?”

      Maple street is empty, except for the lingering echoes of laughter in the air. I felt humiliated and laughed at, a feeling that only served to make me feel more self-conscious and ashamed. My palms are slippery with sweat and my face is burning with embarrassment as the two of us are so close up in each other’s faces that I can practically smell what Brick had for dinner.

      As usual, he looks so sure of himself, so confident in his own skin, and as angry as I am, I can’t help but be drawn in.

      He leans in, close enough so that our noses are almost touching, and when he speaks his voice differs from what I’ve ever heard before. It’s soft and low.

      “No, you’re better than what you did back there,” he whispers, and then suddenly he kisses me.

      It’s a gentle kiss, hesitant and unsure, as if he’s waiting for me to pull away. But I don’t. I want this. I want the warmth of his lips against mine, want the feeling of his hands on either side of my face. Even after everything he’s done, I won’t mind that my first kiss is going to be in the middle of the street, with my brother’s best friend. So I close my eyes and savor the moment.

      When Brick pulls away, I feel a little lost, a little sad that the moment has gone so quickly. Then he stares into my eyes as if he’s confused by something and an odd moment transpires between us. The moment is fleeting, though, and finally he takes a step back.

      That’s when I notice it.

      Regret.

      He thinks that he’s made the biggest mistake of his life.

      I am the biggest mistake of his life.

      “Let me call your brother to come get you,” he says, as if he can’t get away from me fast enough.

      I want to cry, but I’m determined to hold back the tears.

      “I can get home on my own.”

      He shifts nervously between feet.

      “So… we don’t need to really tell Kyle about this, right?”

      The nerve of this boy embarrassing me in front of the entire school, stealing my first kiss from me, and now he wants me to protect him from my brother?

      Arrogant.

      Beautiful.

      Coward.

      I raise my middle finger up right between Brick’s two eyes, like Kyle taught me to do when I was being bullied at ten-years-old. 

      “You don’t have to ever worry about me telling my brother diddly squat about you because as of now, it’s like you don’t even exist.”

      And just like that, from that moment on, Brick wasn’t just my brother’s annoying best friend, he became my arch enemy.
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      I sit rigidly in my chair, the weight of guilt pressing hard on my chest. I’ve been coming to this coffee shop at the same time, every day after practice, for the last week, trying to find the strength to confront her. With a deep breath, I glance across the small cafe table, and trace my gaze over her lithe frame, her delicate features, and the way her eyes glimmer when she smiles.

      Anyone would be happy to have a girlfriend like Lisa Adams. She’s pleasant, gorgeous, and more accomplished than most women her age. With the down-to-earth charm of a woman who’s Oklahoma born and bred, she’s a self-made celebrity and millions of people tune in to her cooking show to watch her create her famous low carb recipes with down home flavor.

      One of the great things about our relationship is that she understands my life as a pro ballplayer. She totally gets fandom and hectic schedules and didn’t mind any of that. Hell, I’ve been kind of happy with her for the past few months and hoped it would last, but deep down I knew this moment was inevitable.

      Gathering my courage, I take a deep breath and say, “I don’t know how to say this…” My voice is barely audible and when she looks up in surprise, noting my expression, her frown deepens.

      “What’s wrong, Brick? Is your stomach bothering you again?”

      “It’s… it’s not going to work,” I say, my voice cracking slightly. It’s funny how I can play one of the most violent sports ever created, but am the biggest chicken when it comes to breaking up with women. I should be used to it by now.

      Things were much easier in high school and definitely in college. I could hook up with girls and then ghost them, but I’m supposed to be more mature now, and this is what mature motherfuckers do. They deal with conflict.

      Lisa gapes at me in understandable confusion. There’s no way she saw this coming, and I can literally feel guilt tighten my chest.

      “What do you mean?” she asks after a few moments of awkward silence. “What’s not going to work?”

      “We have to end this,” I say as I watch the look of realization dawn on her face.

      She looks away for a moment, her eyes filled with what appears to be pain, as I feel my throat tighten. I’d expected her to be surprised, but I didn’t realize just how deeply it would affect her. She seems hurt.

      “I’m sorry,” I say again, not knowing what else to say to smooth this over, and she nods, her eyes still downcast.

      “So what now?” she asks, her voice barely above a whisper. “You were going to come on the show.”

      I’m scheduled to be a guest on Lisa’s cooking show in a few weeks. We were going to each make our own recipe for grilled ribs. She uses beef ribs and grills them slowly using her famous seasoning rub. I use pork ones and smoke the hell out of them using my family’s legendary marinade. I find it interesting though that my appearance on the show seems to be the only thing she’s concerned about.

      “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “Maybe you can find a replacement for me, because I think we both need to take some time and focus on ourselves as individuals and not as a couple. For the first time in two seasons, The Nighthawks aren’t in the playoffs and I need to prioritize that.”

      Lisa fights hard to contain her emotions, her eyes tearing up, as she nods her head in agreement. I can’t bear to meet her gaze and have to turn my head away as a flood of tears shockingly cascades down her cheeks.

      “Shit, I’m sorry,” I say again, and she nods, still not meeting my gaze.

      “It’s fine.” She lifts her head up. Her expression hardened. “I’ll find a replacement.”

      I’m not sure if she means a replacement for the show or for someone else in her life, but I watch her exit the cafe, feeling a slight pang of guilt as she walks away. I don’t feel this way because I’m regretting my decision but because I hate that I’ve hurt her. It reminds me of exactly why I shouldn’t be in a relationship; because they always end badly.

      There’s also a part of me that feels ashamed that I don’t care as much as she does. I mean, what’s wrong with me? It’s not that I don’t respect the hell out of women. I was raised by a wonderful single grandmom whom I loved to pieces. She passed away my senior year of college from cancer that started in her ovaries and spread like wildfire throughout her body. 

      Diesel, one veteran on the team, who is happily married to his childhood sweetheart, explained that perhaps I can never find someone I feel deeply for because I’m always comparing every woman to my grandmother. Another theory by a woman I was dating a few years ago told me I was “missing a sensitivity chip”.

      All of this is why I consider calling out to Lisa, to tell her to stay for a few more minutes so we can talk longer, but I know it wouldn’t do either of us any good. I’ve made my choice and now I have to live with it. Our relationship has evolved into some sort of arranged publicity romance and doesn’t feel real anymore.

      It’s time.

      I sit in my chair for a long time, staring at my cold latte, reflecting on what I’ve just done. I’ve finally done it. I’ve ended it and she took it way better than I could have hoped. Maybe she was ready to end things too and just didn’t want to be the one to do it.

      I have no doubt that my decision will have consequences, both for myself and for her. We live very high-profile lives. People in her world and mine will talk, and not all of it would be kind. Lisa is a beloved influencer and television personality by millions of women in the country and in the world of professional sports. I’m well known too.

      For most of my career I’ve kept my private life under the radar and I’m not really used to dealing with a lot of negative online chatter, other than how badly I’m protecting my quarterback, but I know one thing for sure. Regardless of how fantastic of a human being Lisa is, she’s not the one, and it was time for one of us to stand up and admit it to the other.

      After a good night’s sleep and maybe a few tears, she’ll realize the same thing. I made the right decision for the both of us. At least, I can go to sleep tonight and feel good about that.

      Tomorrow, I’ll focus on what comes next.
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      Clunk.

      I hurl my brand new cell phone across the bedroom and it lands dead center inside of the waste bin in the corner. I shouldn’t have looked online, but I couldn’t help it. Every social media site worth reading (and a few that aren’t) is featuring stories about how much of an asshole I am, because I abused, then dumped, the sweetest girl on the planet.

      Abused?

      What in the actual fuck are they talking about?

      There’s even a video being circulated of poor, innocent Lisa sitting among several empty bottles of Pinot Grigio while crying the night away about what a horrible human being I am. A video which seems to have originated from Lisa’s personal Instagram.

      Sure, I get it, she’s mad; but to publicly and purposely attack my character like this? I assumed we left things on a civilized note yesterday. Clearly I was wrong. In fact, this very public reaction of hers is baffling to me. The way I remember it, all she really cared about was if I was going to make an appearance on her stupid cooking show. So how is it in a matter of hours, I’ve now become enemy number one on every woman’s hit list?

      I suppose dumping the culinary world’s youngest influencer is tantamount to clubbing a baby seal these days, because the comments under this video are downright brutal and they remind me of another dark time in my past.

      Everyone knows that Brick beats up women. Remember that incident in college? He was definitely guilty. The school probably paid that girl off.

      He’s not even that good of a player, and they pay him millions of dollars? Why are we even talking about this loser? Lisa should have never broken up with the funny guy from that HBO show.

      As if he can find anyone better than Lisa Adams. That girl is hot, rich AND she can cook? He’s stupid. I’d marry her sweet ass tomorrow and I don’t even like girls.

      As I use my thumb to scroll down the social media site, I can see that there are oodles more comments just like these, but before I can go further down a very toxic rabbit hole, I decide to call my accuser and get an explanation for everything I’m seeing online.

      “Hello?”

      “Lisa, did you post that video?”

      “I sure did.”

      I almost choke on my spit at the coolness of her response. I’ve never heard her use this tone of voice before.

      “I thought we left the cafe on a friendly note.”

      “What’s friendly about being dumped by some second-rate football player?”

      That’s when it finally clicks.

      I should have listened to my gut when it told me not to get too serious with this woman and I didn’t listen. I was trying to force something which was never there. Lisa is not who I thought she was. In fact, she’s a real bitch.

      “Second rate, huh?”

      “You had the perfect situation, Brick. I don’t think you understand who I am. You would have become a much more relevant player if you’d just understood the assignment.”

      “Let’s be clear, Lisa. You’re not out here curing cancer. In fact, you’re fooling their asses. You cook keto on television and eat macaroni and cheese in private. Take the video down,” I tell her, pissed at her second-rate comment. Who the hell does she think she is?

      “That video is my truth and I will not take it down,” she says in a snotty voice.

      “You were drunk and alluded to some sort of abuse when you know that is the farthest thing from the truth. Take it down!”

      “People interpret things the way they want to,” she says casually. “I have nothing to do with what people think of you.”

      “I could sue you for defamation of character, you heartless bitch!” I say, pissed.

      I can’t believe I’m even having this conversation. She knows everything I went through in college. The baseless allegations made against me back then still cast a heavy shadow on my career because no matter what I do, some people will always believe that where there’s smoke, there’s fire.

      “I’m hanging up now, Brick. I think I feel threatened.”

      There’s a tinge of amusement in her voice, as if she’s truly enjoying playing the victim at my expense.

      “Wait, Lisa–”

      When she hangs up on me, I toss the phone a second time, and this time it lands in the waste bin. A few moments later it rings again and I want to ignore it, but the sound of it vibrating inside the metal trash can is driving me bat shit crazy, so I answer the call on my smart watch instead.

      “What?” I answer curtly.

      “Brick, it’s Joyce, and I’ve got Phillip on the line as well.” 

      Joyce and Phillip are my personal dynamic duo. Joyce is my publicist and Phillip is my agent. They’ve been with me almost since the very beginning, when no one thought I had a chance in hell of making the NFL. 

      The media dubbed me “Mr. Irrelevant” after I was the last player picked in the NFL draft. But I was determined to become very relevant in the world of sports, and with hard work and the help of these two, that’s exactly what I’ve become once I was traded from the team who was last place in the league to where I play now, with the five-time Super Bowl champion team, New York Nighthawks.

      “I know who it is.”

      “Based on your bitter tone, it’s obvious that you’ve seen all the chatter about your break up online?”

      I waltz over to the waste bin and switch the call over to my phone.

      “Do you see what
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