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      This book is dedicated to all my murderinos.

      You are my favorites.

      SSDGM!

      

      A portion of the proceeds from this novel will go to endthebacklog.org.

      You don’t have to buy this book to make a difference!

      Go to endthebacklog.org to make a donation, see where your state stands on rape kit reform, and help eliminate the backlog of untested rape kits in the US.

      

      A HUGE, HUGE thank you to Diely Pichardo-Johansson MD for your endless encouragement, spiritual guidance, and the medical advice contained herein.

      (Any errors are purely my own doing to make Brent’s condition and medical care fit my own fictional world and timeline.)
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      Stay focused. Your start does not determine how you’re going to finish.

      
        
        –Herm Edwards

      

      

      

      Bethany

      

      I wake up in a strange bed with an arm around my waist.

      Not this again.

      It’s a nice arm. Solid. Muscular. Strong, clean fingers.

      I’ve done worse.

      It may not be the first time I’ve woken up in someone else’s bed, but it’s the first time I don’t remember who someone else is.

      Disappointment wraps its cold fingers around my neck while my mind riffles through memories of the night before and my body absorbs the heat of the man cuddled around me like he belongs there.

      I don’t deserve the comforting heat at my back or the soothing sounds of breathing. Whoever he is, he’s good. I’m an expert cuddler and this guy isn’t even trying to press his morning boner into my back. That’s like tenth level snuggling.

      Reality blinks to life and slaps me in the face.

      I went to bed last night alone. At Marc and Gwen’s. I’ve been checking in on their apartment occasionally ever since they left the country weeks ago.

      So who’s the hottie draped over my midsection like he’s got the right?

      Muted grey light filters into the room as the sun forces its way through the concrete jungle outside. I turn my head to get a close-up look at my bedfellow and my heart stops.

      I know him.

      Well, I know of him.

      Brent Crawford.

      I’m snuggling with the tight end for the New York Sharks? The famous athlete? The gossip rag favorite? New York’s sexiest bachelor?

      Technically, this is his bed. He’s Marc’s brother and he does live here, but he’s been MIA for months. Where did he come from? And why the hell is he spooning me?

      For a few long seconds I don’t move. I just watch him breathe and take in his nearness and slumbering good looks. My eyes linger over the defined angle of his jaw and the criminally long lashes that women pay hundreds to emulate. I turn my head forward and take in the corded muscles of the arms around me, apparent even in a relaxed state.

      It is a truth universally acknowledged that any man in possession of such attractions is acutely aware of his own appeal and will use it to his advantage. Over and over and over again. With many, many women.

      I used to be one of those women who didn’t mind the game. Hell, I loved the game, but I’ve grown up. Men like this . . . they never really do.

      I gotta get out of here before I do something dumb.

      Oh so carefully, I wiggle to gauge his wakefulness. His grip tightens and he murmurs something unintelligible. Heart pounding, I shift and twist, taking my time and doing moves a contortionist would envy. Eventually I disentangle myself from his arms and slide from the bed. He’s still breathing softly.

      I am the queen of escape. A regular Houdini.

      My half-naked victory dance is halted when I turn back toward the bed and find him sitting up and watching me, his expression a sleepy combination of confusion and interest.

      His dark hair is rumpled and sexy and his eyes are a bright shade of blue so mesmerizing I almost rip all my clothes off and jump back into bed.

      Plus, he’s not wearing a shirt. The sheet only covers him from the waist down, exposing a chiseled chest and arms and . . . is that an eight-pack?

      “Who are you and why are you in my bed?” His voice is rough with sleep, and a zing shoots straight to my lady bits.

      Down, girl. “I’m not in your bed.”

      He rubs a hand through his sexy, tousled hair and frowns. “You were.” Those vivid eyes narrow momentarily and then lighten. “You’re Gwen’s friend. Aren’t you living at her apartment? Why are you here?”

      My brain shuffles through possible excuses.

      Watering the plants got really exhausting and I needed a nap.

      Too lame.

      I fell asleep while smelling your sheets.

      Too creepy.

      There’s a ghost in my apartment and I can’t sleep there.

      Too unbelievable, even if it happens to be true.

      “Oh, would you look at the time?” I glance down at my wrist. There’s no watch there. “I . . . I have to go.” I grab my overnight bag from the chair and bolt for the door.

      I slept in only a tank top and panties.

      He’s totally getting an eyeful of my ass and cellulite and, ugh.

      Doesn’t matter.

      “Wait.” He shuffles behind me, pulling on his own clothes, but no one can get dressed and undressed as quickly as I can.

      It’s an art.

      Before he’s even made it out of the bedroom, I’ve pulled my pants out of my bag and I’m out the front door, buttoning as I race down the hall in the direction of the elevator.

      The shiny metal doors close me into solitude and I take a deep breath, watching my panicked face in the mirrored walls.

      As the elevator descends, laughter bubbles out of my reflection.

      I can’t believe I just ran away from the hottest man in the city. I mean, I knew there was a chance I would run into him. Gwen told me he would come back to New York eventually, but no one knew exactly when. I didn’t think I would wake up with him in bed, though. That was definitely a surprise.

      How did he not notice someone else sleeping when he got there? Sure, I have a tendency to huddle up into a ball. My friend Lucy would probably tell me it’s because of some kind of internal psychosis or trauma, and she’s probably right, but you’d think he would have turned on a light or something.

      I guess I should be thankful he didn’t bring someone home with him. That would have been even more awkward than this morning. Three-way no way.

      I wipe a hand down my face with a groan.

      Once I reach the bottom floor, I ask the doorman to get me a cab to Park Avenue. Might as well go straight to work instead of booking it all the way to Morningside Heights and back. At least I’m close enough to forgo the subway and I have my overnight bag with work clothes still stuffed inside.

      As the car pulls away from the curb, I consider what I’m going to do now. Since Brent’s here, I guess I won’t have to check the mail and water the plants anymore.

      I sink down into the seat of the cab.

      But this means I’m going to have a much bigger problem.

      How will I ever sleep?
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        * * *

      

      “Beth.”

      My boss likes to shorten my name. I think because it’s easier to bark. And just like a dog, when he barks, I come running.

      “Yes, Mr. Crawford?” I stop in the doorway to his office.

      “I told you to call me Albert.” He’s sitting behind his desk, shuffling papers.

      “And I told you to shove it.”

      He almost laughs this time, covering his mouth and coughing to hide the sound before fixing me with a glare.

      Everyone in the office is terrified of Mr. Crawford. Truth is, I am, too. Doesn’t stop me from dishing his shit right back to him. I think he loves it, even though he threatens to fire me fourteen times a day.

      The last assistant quit because he couldn’t afford the amount of Xanax needed to deal with this guy. I have two things his former assistant didn’t: boobs and a lack of tolerance for bullshit, no matter how important its source thinks he is.

      Both are helpful when it comes to Mr. Crawford.

      “How many more interviews do I have today?” he asks.

      “Six.”

      He curses and mutters something under his breath.

      “I could call the headhunter and see if we could spread them out, maybe reschedule a couple for tomorrow.”

      His eyes gleam. “You think so?”

      I shrug. “Probably. But you have to promise not to fire me for the rest of the month.”

      “I don’t make promises to pretty blondes unless we’re in bed together.”

      “Keep dreaming, Mr. Crawford.”

      “Fine. You have a deal.”

      “I’ll call over to the agency right now, sir.” I smile sweetly before heading back to my desk.

      I glance at the note stuck to the corner of my monitor.

      Listen. Smile. Agree. Then do whatever you were gonna do anyway.

      Marc quit unexpectedly and left the country with his girlfriend, but not before leaving behind inspirational quotes to help get me through my days. He stuck them in drawers, notepads, even one under my keyboard.

      The former executive officer is going to be a tough act to replace—something Mr. Crawford is coming to appreciate, no doubt. But just because his son quit the company doesn’t mean Marc stopped caring. After all, that’s why his last act was to hire me.

      Marc and his girlfriend Gwen are directly responsible for how I ended up in New York City with a new job. And how I ended up staying in Gwen’s haunted apartment. Which turned into crashing periodically at Marc’s apartment.

      I finish scheduling the remaining interviews for the week with the headhunter and then it’s nonstop for the next few hours.

      I have my own work to get to, plus I’m the buffer between Mr. Crawford and, well, everyone else.

      Grace from accounting sends me payroll documents for restaurant-chain commissions that need to be signed by the end of the day. Eric from marketing emails reports about potential new kitchen suppliers and aggregate sales data along with a long message begging me to organize them for Mr. Crawford. Lana from HR sends me a pop-up asking if I can compile some of her data about employee satisfaction into a color-coded file.

      I have a small spreadsheet obsession. Okay, it’s a large spreadsheet obsession and everyone knows about it and uses it to their advantage.

      And through it all, I don’t think about Brent Crawford and his snuggling abilities.

      Nope nope nope.

      Okay, so I try not to, but since my boss is his dad, it’s not exactly easy to forget him. Or his azure blue eyes. Or his naked chest. All of which make me think of hot nights on a Caribbean beach with lots of exposed skin. I really hope he doesn’t ever come to the office. He could melt off my clothes with a smile, along with every other female’s in a ten-thousand-mile-radius, which means he’s dangerous to my general health and well-being.

      This is a no-man zone for the foreseeable future. Out of service. Nothing to see here. Well, unless the man in question is interested in a serious adult relationship, and I doubt Mr. Hottie McHotpants famous football player man is available for anything other than a quick hookup.

      Hot men don’t have cold beds.

      I’m going to run into him eventually. Maybe it would be good to meet him with all my clothes on. I’ll be completely professional and eloquent. I’ll be drinking tea out of one of those fancy porcelain cups with a dainty handle, pinky up, speaking with a crisp British accent and saying things like “Tally ho!” and “Are you taking the piss?” and “Beg your pardon” and⁠—

      “Beth!”

      I jerk in my seat and my recently refreshed cup of coffee spills all over the front of my bright white blouse.

      Then again, maybe eloquence is out of the picture.

      “Yes, Mr. Crawford?”

      “My son’s in town. We need reservations at Gilt for tomorrow night.”

      “On it.”

      I glance down at the soggy brown fabric clinging to my chest.

      Tomorrow, I’m wearing black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Remember, tomorrow is promised to no one.

      

      

      
        
        –Walter Payton

      

      

      

      Brent

      

      “A funny thing happened on our way through the Alps. Gwen convinced me to snowboard again for the first time in fifteen years. Will I die? Probably. So my final words to you are this: stop being a dickbag and call me. Also, I know you’ll have to come home soon since training is starting. Will you check on Gwen’s friend Bethany? She’s working for Dad. I want to make sure she isn’t too traumatized by the experience. She doesn’t know anyone in New York. Send me an email or something if you can.”

      My thumb hovers over the call-back button.

      I want to talk to Marc. Tell him everything. But I’ve always leaned on my brother.

      Story of my life. He’s the strong one. I’m the needy one.

      He’s traveling with his girlfriend. I’m holed up in a waiting room alone.

      He’s happy, and he deserves it, and I refuse to ruin it for him. Also, if I’m being completely honest with myself, slithering jealousy wiggles around in my stomach every time I think of Marc.

      He got the girl.

      I’m still alone.

      Before I can decide to not call Marc back for the fortieth time, the decision is taken from me.

      Dad’s calling.

      “I need you to be here by three.”

      “I’ll get there as soon as I can.” My brother had the right idea, leaving the country. He no longer has to deal with Dad’s crazy. Only I get the honor at the moment.

      “I need you to help me win over Jim Sinclair, owner of the HouseMart chain stores. He’s a big Sharks fan.”

      “Sure. Whatever you need,” I respond absently. I have my ball cap pulled low over my head and sunglasses over my eyes, but I’m getting the side-eye from an elderly gentleman sitting across from me in the waiting room.

      I do not want to be recognized.

      It doesn’t help that the only TV in the waiting room is currently on ESPN and they’re running an interview I did last season and highlighting all my major pass plays and touchdowns.

      I hunch down even further.

      The nurse calls my name from the door. First name only, but still, the old man gives me a sharp look.

      I stand from my seat.

      “Listen, I gotta go but I’ll see you soon.” I hang up before he can respond and then follow the nurse down a narrow hallway with bland beige carpet and stark white walls.

      She smiles and makes idle chatter while checking my weight and blood pressure. Then she tells me the doctor will be right in and I’m left alone in a sterile room, my hat and glasses perched on the side table.

      I’m here to face what I’ve been avoiding for months.

      Hypertrophic cardiomyopathy. A seemingly random string of letters, but when you put them all together, it means my heart could stop beating at any moment.

      Just like Mom’s.

      “It’s good to see you again, Mr. Crawford.” Dr. Richards shakes my hand. She’s probably midfifties with dark, wavy hair pulled back from her face and warm brown eyes.

      “No offense,” I say lightly, “but I’m not sure I could say the same.”

      It’s not that I don’t like my doctor. She’s the best cardiologist in the city. But after she hit me with my initial diagnosis, I was angry. And she was the only one I could take it out on.

      Luckily, she didn’t hold it against me. Even when I phased from denial to anger and then straight back into denial.

      She smiles and meets my eyes. “I know it’s not an easy thing to deal with. No one wants to make these kinds of decisions, but I’m glad you’re here. And I’m here to help you find the best possible solution.”

      I nod.

      She taps on the tablet in her hands. “You had a 2-D echo the last time I saw you and we discussed surgical options. Are you wanting to talk about treatment?”

      “Yeah . . . and I’m out of beta-blockers.”

      “They’ve been helping the dizziness and palpitations during activity?”

      I nod. “They were. I haven’t been exercising with the same level of exertion since the season is over. But I’ve been taking them anyway. I still do some exercise. Just not as intense. But I’ll have to go back to work next week.”

      Organized team activities—or OTAs—and minicamps. Voluntary, but I signed up to help.

      She puts her tablet down on her lap. “I know we’ve discussed this previously, but I still recommend a complete halt to all strenuous activities.”

      I remain silent.

      She sighs and picks up her tablet again. “Are you still having the same side effects we noted before?”

      I swallow. “Yes.” The beta-blockers have a side effect. In addition to easing my chest pains and shortness of breath, they cause impotence. Only an idiot would be angry about not being able to have sex when death is on the line, but it is one more thing to add to the numbing dissonance of my life.

      Also, I’m pretty sure I’m at least a little bit of an idiot.

      “Okay. Can we talk about the surgical procedure?”

      “If I have the surgery, will I be able to play after? Can you give me a bill of health for the team?”

      She takes in a slow breath and I know I won’t like her answer. “I can’t guarantee anything. The risks are relatively low, one to two percent risk of death and three to five percent risk of further damage to the aortic valve. But there are major risks with every surgical procedure. As far as playing after . . . I don’t know. We’ll have to assess that once the surgery is completed.”

      My head is shaking as she talks. “I can’t risk my career.”

      “We could at least implant the defibrillator. The recovery is less significant and it would likely prevent the sudden death associated with your condition.”

      Sudden death. Once again I’m reminded of the potential fallout but my mind shies away from delving too deeply into the thought.

      We’ve discussed the defibrillator before. It’s like an implanted resuscitator. If my heart stops, it delivers a jolt to restart it. They implant it under the skin.

      “I don’t know.” I run a hand through my hair. “Everyone would be able to see it.” There would be too many questions from teammates in the locker room. What would the coaches think? They would think I’m a liability. It could ruin my career. No one knows about this except the person in the room with me right now.

      “The best chance of returning to play is the myomectomy surgery,” she says gently. “But I strongly recommend you at least get the defibrillator if you’re planning on returning to work.”

      I nod, my heart thumping dully in my chest. Blasted organ. “Before we do that, can I get another test? Just in case the echo wasn’t entirely accurate. Something more detailed might show more. You said sometimes athlete’s heart can emulate the condition.”

      “That’s true, but with your family history and the thickness of your septum . . .” She trails off, watching my probably bleak expression before nodding her assent. “I can order an MRI for you.”

      I shift in the hard seat. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll give you a prescription for two weeks,” Dr. Richards says. “We should be able to have the test scheduled by then. Have you thought about talking to someone else about all this?”

      “Like who?”

      “Family. A friend. Maybe a therapist or the team physician?”

      No. I signed a release form at the end of the season stating I was healthy.

      Lies.

      “I’ll think about it.”
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        * * *

      

      I make it through the pharmacy without being recognized. Then I drive to Midtown to get to Dad’s office, keeping my sunglasses on and hat pulled low the entire time.

      My life for the last three months has been like this—like living with dark shades on. Everything is tinged in grey. Food tastes bland. My thoughts are muddled. I don’t sleep well.

      With the exception of the other night.

      I stumbled home late, so tired I fell into bed without even realizing there was someone else there. I should have turned on the light when I got home. But I was exhausted. Another lovely side effect from the beta-blockers.

      And then I slept better than I had in months.

      Maybe it was the result of having a warm body snuggled against me. I had nearly forgotten the world-altering miracle of a good night’s sleep.

      She smelled like wildflowers and mint. Tart and sweet.

      I didn’t even realize she was there until the sun was rising and I was curved around her like a spoon, all soft skin and sweet smelling, like it was the most normal thing in the world.

      Her blonde hair curled out of control and I could only see the curve of her cheek and a full lower lip. If I could get an erection, it would have happened then. The bitch of it is, my libido is as strong as it ever was . . . I just can’t do anything about it.

      She must be Bethany, Gwen’s friend who’s supposed to be living in her apartment. Why was she there? Marc said she’s working for Dad.

      Maybe I’ll see her today.

      I pull off the sunglasses for a brief moment just to get past security, waving at Stan before shoving them back over my eyes and getting on the elevator crammed with businesspeople tapping or talking on their phones.

      On the top floor, halfway down the hall, my steps slow.

      I yank off my shades so I can see her in full color.

      She’s here.

      Standing in the door to Dad’s office, her back to me.

      I recognize the curly hair. Even though there’s been an attempt to tame it back into a bun, a few strands escape the abuse and curl at the nape of her neck and around her ears. My eyes slide down to her petite yet curvy figure. A dark grey collared blouse shows off her trim waist and a black skirt hugs her thighs to her knees.

      She’s lot more put together than she was when she scrambled out of my bed yesterday. Interest flares low in my belly, just like it did yesterday morning.

      Frustration flickers through me.

      The fact that she bolted like she was on fire did nothing for my insecurities.

      I know I’m not ugly. I’m an attractive guy by all accounts. It’s not like women don’t want me. A lot of women want me; they’re just always the wrong women.

      Her words get louder as I approach and I almost don’t believe what I’m hearing.

      “You can’t go anywhere right now.” Her voice is firm, full of authority. “I rescheduled these interviews per your request. The agency is going to pitch a fit. You can’t bail on me now.”

      No one talks back to Dad.

      “Who’s the boss here again?” he bellows from inside his office, using the same tone from when we were kids, the one that sends children crying and grown adults running for cover.

      But she doesn’t run. Instead, she straightens, chin lifting. “Someone who refuses to take his job seriously.”

      I stop a few feet behind her, entranced.

      “You’re fired,” he says.

      “Ha! You can’t get rid of me for another three weeks!”

      “We didn’t shake on that deal.”

      “Oral agreements are binding in the state of New York.” She crosses her arms over her chest and smirks.

      “Did you say oral?”

      She laughs and then groans, slapping a hand to her head. “You are the most frustrating man in the whole world.”

      He’s quiet in his office for a few seconds and then his voice is softer. “I told you I have dinner plans with my son.”

      “I’m the one that made your reservations. For five. It’s three.”

      There’s more silence. I can’t see his face from here, but something makes Bethany crack.

      She grunts. “Fine. I’ll let you leave if you can take an extra interview tomorrow.”

      There’s muttered grumbling from beyond the wall.

      I move closer until I’m standing behind her, a few feet from the desk situated outside of Dad’s office.

      “And another thing, you have to bring me one of those chocolate cakes from that new dessert restaurant everyone’s talking about—Decadence or whatever.” She pauses, watching him. “And you can’t leave until you’ve reviewed the marketing analysis I emailed you this morning.”

      “You’re a pain in the ass, you know that?”

      “Don’t act like you don’t like it.” She turns around and runs right into me.

      I saw her coming. I could have moved, but I didn’t want to.

      I grasp her shoulders when she stumbles. “Sorry.”

      She looks even better from the front, her button-up top exposing an enticing peek of cleavage and the stumble revealing a glimpse of a bright red, lacy bra.

      I glance back at her face quickly to avoid getting caught staring.

      Her eyes are on my chest. They flick down, then back up to my face. Her cheeks flush pink. Her mouth pops open, then shuts again.

      Stifling a laugh, I release her shoulders. She was totally checking me out.

      I grin.

      So the whole running away thing wasn’t because I’m disgusting or have a sign on my head that reads Fear ye all who enter here. It’s nice to know I still have it, even if I can’t do anything about it.

      I call out over her head. “Hey, Dad.”

      “Brent, give me just a minute. A beautiful woman is making demands I can’t refuse.”

      “No problem. I’ll wait out here. Bethany, right?”

      She hasn’t moved. Her mouth is ajar. She clicks it shut and straightens, lifting her chin.

      Her smile is small. Polite. “That’s me. Nice to meet you.” She sticks out her hand for me to shake, like we weren’t wrapped up around each other less than forty-eight hours ago.

      I grasp her fingers. Her grip is small but firm and she releases my hand quickly.

      So that’s how it’s gonna be.

      She moves over to her desk, sitting primly in the chair, focusing on her computer.

      I sit in the guest chair just outside Dad’s door, facing her.

      She’s clicking away at a breakneck pace, completely absorbed in whatever she’s working on.

      I clear my throat and she turns more of her back in my direction. Is she trying to ignore me?

      “I have to say I’m impressed.”

      “Hmmm?” She flicks me a glance and keeps typing.

      “My father doesn’t listen to many people. He likes you.”

      She snorts. “You call that liking someone? He’s a menace.”

      “You’re still here, so that’s something.”

      “Only by sheer force of will.”

      I laugh. The sound is rusty. I don’t think I’ve laughed out loud in months.

      The smile she tosses me is cheeky.

      She’s interesting. And attractive. And a complication I don’t need.

      “Do you want some water or something while you’re waiting?” She shuffles some papers on the desk.

      “Actually, yeah.” Her words remind me . . . I need to take the pills I just picked up. I wave her off when she starts to stand. “I can grab a bottle from Marc’s mini fridge. Is that where you guys still keep those things?”

      “Yep. Still trying to find someone to take over who will put up with the giant baby in there.” She jerks a thumb toward Dad’s office.

      “I heard that,” Dad calls.

      “Good,” she yells back.

      Chuckling I head down the hall to Marc’s old office.

      If I didn’t know better, I would think he never left. There are still files scattered around and a few pictures on the corner of the desk. I pick up a paperweight with a capital letter F attached to a mini bomb. I bought it for Marc a few years ago, for when Dad made him want to drop the F bomb.

      Even with the clutter, it feels empty. Abandoned.

      I miss my brother. He was always there, cheering me on, helping me when I faltered, and listening when I needed it.

      I grab a water bottle and swallow the meds, the pills going down harshly despite the cold water. I put the drink down and pick up an old family picture resting on the corner of the desk. Dad and Mom are sitting with us kids on their laps. Marc’s with Dad, no more than three or four, and Mom’s holding me. I was just a baby. Mom’s laughing, and even Dad is smiling.

      Memories of Mom have faded with time. I was only ten when she died. Marc is always talking about her distinctive laugh, but I can’t remember what she sounded like. I only remember her scent, like lemons and sugar. She loved to bake.

      After she died, Dad withdrew into his work and Marc was the one who was always there for me. Always at my games, always making sure I had everything I needed to succeed. Now he’s out in the world, enjoying it. The thought makes me happy and a bit nostalgic. Now it’s my turn to take care of Dad and the company. I’ve always relied on Marc. Now I need to be someone other people can rely on.

      The task is a weight pressing me down. I can barely face my own problems. How can I help anyone else?

      My gaze is drawn to Dad in the photo, smiling and happy. I haven’t seen that smile since before Mom passed. Maybe I should tell him about my medical issues. Maybe it will snap him out of work mode—make him realize there’s more to life than business deals and photo ops.

      “Hey, sport. You ready?”

      “Yeah. I’m ready.” I put the picture back and follow Dad out of the office.

      As we’re heading down to where the car will pick us up, we pass a bunch of people heading in the opposite direction.

      “They’re all waiting to bug Beth until I leave. Bunch of sissies, all of them.” Dad waves a hand, not bothering to lower his voice as a thin, pale guy in glasses darts by, his eyes averted.

      For so long, Marc was the buffer between Dad and the rest of the staff. It appears Bethany has slipped into the same role.

      “So things are going well then? With Bethany.”

      He waves a hand. “She’s fine.”

      Fine. Quite the compliment, coming from him. Nothing about her tits or physical appearance. Maybe he’s growing.

      Or maybe it’s just her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Did Satan change diapers? What kind of father was he?

      
        
        –Georgia Hardstark

        My Favorite Murder episode 73

      

      

      
      Brent

      
      The restaurant perfectly matches Dad. Upscale. Lots of men in business suits. The walls are all dark wood paneling and there’s some kind of esoteric structure behind the bar that changes colors periodically. Throw in the expensive bourbon and it’s everything Dad loves in one convenient location. The name is even appropriate. Gilt. The definition of opulence.

      Or, add a u and you’ve got the feeling every parent inscribes into their children from birth.

      All I can think when I look around is pretentious bullshit. The only women present are arm-candy blondes.

      I never wanted to be part of this world. I left all this to Marc. I just want to play football. My place is on the field, not in the boardroom.

      And now my place is nowhere.

      “Have a scotch with me.” Dad slaps me on the back as I slide into the bar where we’re going to wait until our reservation time.

      “I can’t. Training.”

      “Ah. You’ve got great willpower, Son. You’re a credit to your team. They’re lucky to have you.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      He’s smiling and happy. Again I consider telling him everything. It would be nice to have someone to talk to.

      “Now tell me.” He nudges me with an elbow. “You getting a lot of tail in the off season? It’s a good thing you got rid
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