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If you enjoyed this book, you may also enjoy the books in Love Unbound, the linked series of books set in New Hope and about the characters readers have come to love.
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Or read them together in the omnibus edition, Splintered Hearts: The New Hope Trilogy

 

Here and Now (A Love Unbound Series)

Lost in Me (Hanna’s story begins)

Fall to You (Hanna’s story continues)

All for This (Hanna’s story concludes)

Or read them together in the omnibus edition, Here and Now: The Complete Series

 

Reckless and Real (A Love Unbound Series)

Something Wild (Liz and Sam’s story begins)

Something Reckless (Liz and Sam’s story continues)

Something Real (Liz and Sam’s story concludes)

Or read them together in the omnibus edition, Reckless and Real: The Complete Series

 

Mended Hearts (A Love Unbound Series)

Playing with Fire (Nix’s story)

Holding Her Close (Janelle and Cade’s story)
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Hot Contemporary Romance

Text Appeal

Accidental Sex Goddess

 

Decadence Creek Stories and Novellas

Just One Night

Just the Way You Are
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New York Times bestselling author Lexi Ryan brings readers a sexy NFL player who’s pulled out all the stops for one more chance with the love of his life.
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I have four months to make my wife fall in love with me or let her go forever.

 

I loved Bailey Green long before she watched her loser ex take his last breaths. I held her while they lowered his coffin into the ground, stilled her shaking hands when the nightmares would tear her from sleep. I waited for her through her grief. But while she was always willing to let me in her bed, she refused to let me in the one place I longed to be—her heart.

 

Tired of playing second string to a dead man, I let her go. I moved to Florida to begin my NFL career and tried to pretend my perfect life didn’t leave me empty. I’d almost given up. Until one drunken night in Vegas, we stumbled down the aisle and said, “I do.”

 

In exchange for the divorce she wants so badly, she’s agreed to remain my wife until the end of the year. She has no idea the favors I’ve called in or the lies I’ve told to get her here, but if I succeed, none of that matters.

 

My secrets always seemed justified, but Bailey has her own—secrets that explain why she always pushed me away, secrets that make me wonder if I should have let her. Now we’re in too deep and I might lose the only girl I’ve ever loved and the best friend I’ve ever had.
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In Too Deep is a sexy and emotional novel intended for mature readers. It’s the fifth book in the world of the Blackhawk Boys, but can be enjoyed as a standalone.

 

Football. Secrets. Lies. Passion. These boys don’t play fair. Which Blackhawk Boy will steal your heart?

 

Book 1 - SPINNING OUT (Arrow’s story)

Book 2 - RUSHING IN (Christopher’s story)

Book 3 - GOING UNDER (Sebastian’s story)

Book 4 - FALLING HARD (Keegan’s story)

Book 5 - IN TOO DEEP (Mason’s story)


 

 

 

 

For Stef
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There’s a ring on my finger and a man in my bed. Neither was there yesterday, and neither was in my plans. Hello, Vegas, you tricky bitch.

I don’t have to look to know Mason Dahl is the man holding me. I know it’s him—just like when you wake in the middle of the night, disoriented from a nightmare, and before you open your eyes, your heart rate slows because you know you’re home.

He has one strong arm slung across my waist and his bare chest pressed against my back. His lips skim across my shoulder. “Good morning,” he says, his voice a low rumble that makes my body awaken like the smooth slide of his skin against mine.

Reaching toward the ceiling, I hold my hand above our bodies. “There’s a ring on my finger.”

“I’ve got one of those too,” he says, and he’s so casual about it. His mouth opens against my neck, warm and teasing, before his kisses turn to little nibbles. He slides a hand up my bare stomach to cup my breast, and my mind latches on to the possibility of this as my new life—of feeling Mason’s tender kisses every morning, of getting to talk to him after a bad day, of sleeping in his bed and waking in his arms. I’ve spent years coming to terms with that life being some other girl’s reality. I never let myself imagine it could be mine.

With a hand on my shoulder, he guides me to my back, and his gorgeous green eyes lock on mine as he positions himself on top of me. “You know how long I’ve been lying here waiting for you to wake up?”

A moan escapes my lips at the weight of him right where I want him, but I force myself to focus. I press my hands to his chest before he can lower his mouth to mine. “Why is there a ring on my finger?” But my brain has been lulled into submission by the feel of his body, and all logic must have abandoned me, because I don’t sound the least bit panicked. My words are soft and low, almost flirty.

“I’m pretty sure we got married.” His eyes crinkle in the corners. He is so goddamned good-looking that it makes me want to forget the panic I should be feeling. Behind that smile is a man who dated me when I was still a stripper and treated me like I was precious. This is the guy who wiped my tears and held me through my sobs as I grieved for another man. This is the man who waited and fought for me even when I didn’t deserve it.

If a girl is going to wake up in Vegas, surprise-married to someone, she couldn’t do much better than Mason Dahl.

“We can’t be married.” I mentally catalogue last night: dinner, burlesque show, dancing, and too many drinks at every stop. I’m trying really hard to concentrate on finding rational Bailey somewhere beneath all this lust and longing, but she’s hiding. Coward.

Maybe I’m still a little drunk. When we were drinking last night, I figured we’d end up sleeping together. I hoped. I wanted him . . . just one more time. I still do.

My legs part instinctively, letting him settle between them. His face softens, and his eyes float closed as he exhales. “Fuck, I’ve missed this.”

Me too. God, have I missed it. He feels so damn good—hot skin and hard muscle, like he woke up ready to touch me, thinking only of touching me. His eyes open again and lock on mine, and I know his thoughts haven’t strayed off course.

Sleeping with Mason is one thing. But marrying him? Maybe this is a dream; maybe I don’t have to be logical about anything and can just enjoy. Panic fights its way to the surface of my consciousness, but I push it away and draw my knees up to his waist. We can deal with these pesky rings later, can’t we? I want to relish this moment.

I can’t. The ache in my heart won’t let me. No matter how good he feels here. No matter how much I’ve missed him.

His gaze drops to my breasts, his lips twisted in raw hunger. I take his face in my hands, guiding him to meet my gaze. “Focus.”

“I’m pretty damn focused.”

Dear God. I didn’t even realize how much I missed that husky rumble of his voice. Goosebumps dance across my skin, and my thighs clench instinctively. I long for the feel of his breath against my ear as he slides inside me.

He dips his head and presses a kiss to the top of one breast and then the other. I arch into him, because that mouth . . . “Was there somewhere in particular you wanted me to focus? I aim to please.”

I don’t want to protest. I want to sink into the pleasure of his tongue flattening against my nipple and the gentle pressure of his hand cupping my breast. “Focus on the rings we’re wearing,” I say weakly.

“But they’re not nearly as interesting as your body.” He pauses a beat and lifts his head to meet my gaze. “Unless they mean I get to taste you every morning.”

Every morning. “No.” Now the panic surges, more powerful, bringing a wave of nausea with it. “This is a disaster.”

He rolls off me and sits on the side of the bed, scraping a hand over his face. “Not the way I hoped to start our first day as husband and wife.”

I gape. “You can’t be serious.”

He tosses a glance at me over his shoulder. “We’re fucking great together.” He swallows. “Or we were. Once. Is it really the worst thing that could have happened?”

No. The worst is knowing I have to undo it. The worst is knowing I have what I want in my hands and a past that requires me to give it back. This isn’t the worst. This is just a ripple in the pond of my mediocre life. This is just fate teasing me with what I can’t have. “We can’t be married.”

“Of course. Because you don’t want me unless you’re drunk or I’m offering a no-strings night in my bed.”

I don’t flinch. Other girls might, but not me. Why flinch when it’s true?

My phone buzzes, and the sound of Mia’s ringtone makes me wilt. My sole job for the next two weeks is to not fuck up Mia’s perfect day. We’re in Vegas for her bachelorette party, and in two weeks it will be her wedding. I want to go to her and tell her I woke up married. I want to beg her to help me fix it. Mia is a fixer, and when she can’t fix, she listens. But telling her would open a whole can of worms I’m not prepared to deal with, so I ignore the phone.

“We really got married?” I sound weak. Helpless.

Mason stands, and I can’t help but watch as he swaggers toward the minibar and pulls out a bottle of water. He unscrews the cap and drains half of it in one long pull before replying, “We did.”

“Wh-why?” How drunk was I that I thought that was a good idea? How drunk was I that I believed I was someone else—someone good enough for him, someone who hasn’t made promises that can’t be broken?

He winces then grabs a second bottle of water and brings it to me. “Drink this.”

I sit up in bed and take a sip. My stomach rolls in protest. I have to fix this, and fast. “Can we keep this quiet?”

“What exactly are we keeping quiet?”

I hold up my hand. “This marriage? This ring? Oh my God.” I yank it off my finger, grab his hand, and press it into his open palm. “The media is going to go crazy if they catch wind.”

He searches my face. “It would make an okay story, but not an outrageous one. NFL player marries old friend in Vegas?” He shrugs, as if the idea of our mistake flashing in headlines is of no consequence to him.

Shit, fuck, damn. What have I done?

He got the headline wrong. It would read, NFL player marries stripper in Vegas. And he’s wrong about the other part, too. The media would love this story. They’d make it out to be outrageous and dig for dirt on me—not that it would be hard to get something juicy. The stripper thing isn’t exactly a secret, and it would probably satisfy them enough that they wouldn’t bother to dig deeper. Please, God, don’t let them dig deeper.

There are other people who wouldn’t love the story of our impulsive marriage, people who’d be quick to remind me I’ve made promises.

“We can’t let that happen. Mia and Arrow—their wedding,” I stammer. There’s a special place in Best Friend Hell where I’ll burn for using Mia as an excuse to keep this mistake quiet. “We can’t have the media hounding us for a story when the next two weeks should be about them. The last thing Mia needs right now is me stealing the show with my drama.” My phone rings again, and again the ringtone tells me it’s her. She’s probably wondering where I am. I can’t avoid her much longer. “Can we just keep this quiet and figure it out on our own?”

“Sure thing.” His jaw is hard as he digs my phone from my purse and tosses it on the bed. “It’ll be our secret.” Then he walks to the bathroom and shuts the door behind him, his anger rolling off him in waves and making me feel like a world-class bitch.
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Bill McCombs smacks me between the shoulder blades so hard that I choke on the water going down my throat. “How you doing there, son?” he asks, his voice too loud, too jovial.

Coughing, I pull my water bottle from my lips and wipe at my mouth with the back of my hand. I stayed after practice to run more routes with Dre, and now I’m sweaty and exhausted and in desperate need of an ice bath. “Good to see you, Bill,” I say between coughs.

“Have you talked to my daughter recently?”

Oh, fuck. The Florida sun is beating down on me, but at the mention of Bill’s daughter, a chill goes up my spine as if I were already in the ice bath waiting for me in the locker room. Bill McCombs is the owner of the Gulf Gators, the NFL franchise that signed me for two years after I graduated from Blackhawk Hills University. Last spring, I made the biggest mistake of my adult life when I took his daughter—my former girlfriend, Lindy—home with me. I’ve been waiting for it to come back and bite me in the ass.

He chuckles a little too loudly. “She’s coming to town after training camp, and she’ll be right in your backyard all regular season.”

I clear my throat. “I saw her when she was here for spring break. I think she mentioned it then.” Tread carefully, Mason. “She’s coming for an internship. Is that right?”

“That’s right. My baby girl’s gonna be a marketing mastermind.” He rubs his hands together. “But more importantly, you two can be reunited.”

I try to get a read on his features. What does he know? Does he mean reunited for the first time since we dated in high school, or reunited for the first time since April?

“I didn’t know you met up with her in April, you old dog.” He smacks my shoulder. “My girl still talks about you all the time. She admires you and what you’ve made of yourself so much. To be honest, Mrs. McCombs and I are pretty proud of you too. We’ve always seen you as a son.”

“Thank you.” This time my smile is sincere. The McCombs are old family friends. They were practically a second set of parents to me when I was growing up. I appreciate everything they’ve done for me over the years, even if I’d rather they lay off on the whole matchmaking thing.

“You’ll make sure you’re around for her welcome-home party? The whole team’s invited, of course. We need to celebrate the start of her real career. My girl’s gonna do big things. Can’t wait.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t miss it.” I hope this is the end of the conversation, but I’m worried it’s just the beginning of the mess I’ve made for myself.

Hayden Owen catches my eye from where he’s standing a few feet away on the sideline. He arches a brow before sticking his tongue in the side of his mouth in a lewd miming of a blowjob. I know he’s telling me to suck up to Bill, but he has no idea that my relationship with Bill is far more complicated than that of the typical player and team owner. I’ve never told Owen about Lindy.

“I’ll see you at the party,” Bill says, and he heads over to talk to the coach.

What did Bill say to me after drafting me in the second round? “I’m just looking out for my family. I wouldn’t want your career in anyone else’s hands.”

I thought he meant “family” in the metaphorical sense, but now I have a sick ache in my gut that tells me he was looking out for Lindy by giving me a job, and now he’s ready to see his plans come to fruition.
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That son of a bitch is dodging my calls.

Alone in my car with the sun beating down on me through the windshield, I scowl at my phone as if it alone is responsible for putting me in this situation. When I woke up in Vegas with Mason’s ring on my finger, my biggest concern was keeping it quiet. After he agreed to that, I assumed the divorce part would come easily. The marriage was a mistake for both of us, so ending it was the obvious solution. Right?

But no, two months later and we’re still married. He’s making it impossible for me to make arrangements to change that. I’ve called him half a dozen times since Arrow and Mia’s wedding, and he either doesn’t answer or is too busy to talk. If we stay married for much longer, someone’s going to find out about it. And if one person does, someone else will, and eventually it will get back to the wrong people.

After shoving my phone into my purse, I sling it over my shoulder and head into the bank. I’m half grateful for my irritation with Mason, if only because it helps me forget the nerves slithering in my belly like a pit of snakes.

When I push from the hot sidewalk in through the glass doors, the cool air washes over me and cools my face. God bless modern conveniences. The guy at the reception desk smiles brightly when I step inside. “Can I help you?”

“I have an appointment with Jim Brewer?” It comes out like a question, and I feel like an idiot. I don’t know why I’m even here. I already know the odds of me getting this loan are slightly worse than Satan needing a fleece coat in hell.

“He’s expecting you,” the man says. He has a vaguely familiar round baby face, an eager-to-please smile, and eyes that study me just a little too long. I wonder if he knows just by looking at me that I don’t belong here.

“Thank you.” I squeeze my purse strap in my hand and follow him into a dark-paneled hallway.

When we reach the last door at the end of the hall, he takes the knob in his hand but stops before opening the door. He turns toward me. “I don’t know if you remember me.” He clears his throat and looks over my shoulder to make sure no one has followed us. Seemingly satisfied that we’re alone, he says, “It’s been a couple of years now, but I used to see you . . .” His cheeks turn red. “A lot.”

It clicks—why he looks familiar. Awesome. I’m at the bank for the most intimidating meeting of my life, and the man leading the way is an old regular. At least this guy was respectful and kind, which I can’t say for all the patrons at the Pretty Kitty. However, if memory serves, he was a shitty tipper, and I wasn’t a dancer because I found it personally gratifying.

I force a smile. “Right, I thought I recognized you. Was it . . .” He’s not wearing a nametag. Damn. “Steve?”

“Ron,” he says.

“Oh, right. Sorry!” I couldn’t have told you this dude’s name if you’d offered me a million in cash. If this makes me the worst, so be it. “Good to see you again.” Not really.

“Yes. Really turned my day around.” His gaze drops to my tits as if he expects them to be bare instead of modestly covered by my purple shirt. I can practically see the movie reel in his mind replaying every lap dance he ever got from me, and hear his mental soundtrack cataloguing every song I ever shook my ass to. “So good to be reunited.” His hand is still on the doorknob but not turning, so I guess he wants to play catchup. Shoot me now.

I could brush him off, but since he’s standing between me and an important meeting, I don’t really want to be a bitch. Small talk it is. “How have you been?”

He lifts his gaze back to mine and gives a helpless shrug. “Okay. Finally cleaned up my act for the old lady, but I still have the same old problems.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” I have no idea what problems he’s talking about. None.

“She just shuts me out, you know?” His eyes flick down the hall again, but unfortunately, we’re still alone. He lowers his voice. “She puts out, like, maybe twice a year if I’m lucky. And then she has the nerve to get pissed about the money I spend at the Kitty.”

“Oh, that’s rough.” Turn the knob, Ron. Turn. It.

So, okay, maybe I’m the worst ever. That’s fine by me. Lonely dudes told me their problems all the time when I danced. I pretended to care because it was part of my job, but I got through those hours by turning off all emotion. That included empathy.

“Do you ever think about going back?” Ron asks. “The Kitty isn’t the same without you.” Oh, great. His gaze has returned to my tits, and the memory reel has started turning again.

“I’ve moved on. It’s just not the scene for me anymore.” I clear my throat and wave toward the door. “I don’t want to keep Mr. Brewer waiting, but it was so great to catch up.”

I’m the worst and a liar, but he’s opening the door, so all’s well that ends well.

“Stop by the front on your way out if you would,” Ron says to me before turning to the man sitting behind the polished walnut desk. “Bailey Green here for you, sir.” He flashes me a grin. “She’s an old friend, so treat her well.”

“Thanks, Ron,” Mr. Brewer says.

Three steps and the click of a door later, I’m free of my adoring fan. I approach the desk and offer my hand. “Thank you for meeting with me.”

Mr. Brewer stands and gives my hand a firm shake before retaking his seat. “Please, make yourself at home. How do you know my assistant?”

“Oh, you know, around town.” Awkward. “Have you had the chance to look at my application?” I sink into the upholstered chair in front of his desk, and he taps his pen on the file in front of him. Before he speaks, I know his answer.

“Ms. Green,” he begins, his tone saccharine. “The good news is that the bar looks like it’s a sound business, and I believe it would be a great investment. You should be proud for seeing that for yourself and exploring the opportunity before the local investors get wind of the owners wanting to sell.”

I swallow. “The bad news?”

He grimaces, but it looks more practiced than sincere. “The bad news is that I can’t give you a loan without someone cosigning for you. The business isn’t the problem; it’s your credit score and already profound debt-to-income ratio. Either would make our underwriters take pause, but together . . .” He shakes his head.

“I’m working on that.” I force a smile I don’t feel. “I’ve developed a side business in photography, so as that picks up, I’ll have more income to start paying down my debt. I don’t plan on giving myself a raise once the bar’s mine, and I’ll continue to work there, so the bar’s cash flow will be better than it is now.” I swallow to stop myself from rambling. This was all included in my business proposal. “I just know my friends want to sell it so they can move on, and I don’t want to end up working for”—I cut myself off before saying some asshole—“just anyone.”

“I fully understand that. Have you thought about turning your photography business into a full-time job? As opposed to the bar, something like photography doesn’t take much capital to get started. You already have the equipment, and you wouldn’t need to have a studio right away. If all businesses were so cheap to start up, I’d be out of work.” He chuckles, as if the prospect is hilarious.

“I don’t think there’s enough interest for my niche, honestly.” My shoulders sag. It’s not that I don’t love the idea of making my side gig my primary source of income. The opposite, really. I found a passion for taking boudoir shots by accident, but it’s so fulfilling. Unlike stripping, this little risky business venture is something I do find personally gratifying. Women deserve to know they’re beautiful and desirable, and how rad that I can use a camera and some simple props to make them believe it. I just don’t think it’s possible to turn that into something that pays the bills.

I don’t know why I bothered coming here. Keegan’s been offering to sell me the bar since he was picked up by the Gators, and I always told him no because I knew exactly how this meeting would go. Now that he and Arrow are serious about offloading the responsibility of ownership, I had to try.

“Our background check shows that you’re married,” Mr. Brewer says, and that gets my attention.

Shit. I didn’t even think of that. Just because Mason and I haven’t acted like husband and wife doesn’t mean it’s not legally so. “Sorry. I didn’t think to include that.”

“You should have. It could benefit you, actually,” the banker says. “I didn’t run your husband’s credit because you didn’t include him on the application, but I couldn’t help but notice his name, and if that’s the Mason Dahl I think it is, we should get him on here.” He looks to me expectantly.

“No, thank you. If I buy the business, it will be under my name only. I don’t want my . . . husband involved.” My husband. Wow. That’s the first time I’ve used those words together, and it feels ridiculous, as if I’m a little girl who’s pretending to be married to her celebrity crush.

“You understand that having his name on the application could get you the loan, right?”

“I’m doing this without him.” He probably thinks I’m insane. Who marries an NFL player and then takes her shitty-ass credit score to try to buy an established business along with all of its equipment and inventory?

“Okay. I just wanted to bring it up. You don’t have anyone who can cosign for you? A parent or sibling? Maybe a good friend who wants to be a silent partner?”

I shake my head. Mom might be the only one in town with credit worse than mine, and all my good friends have settled elsewhere. Whether they say it out loud or not, they’re all ready to cut ties with Blackhawk Valley and move on with their lives. Thus, the need for this miserably embarrassing meeting. “No one.”

“I wish I had better news for you.” He takes the thick manila folder off the table and offers it to me. It holds more details about my finances than anyone in my life knows. “Good luck, Ms. Green.”

I stand and take the folder. “Thank you. Sorry I wasted your time.”

He stands, and we do an awkward repeat of our introduction as he shakes my hand. “You didn’t waste my time at all. I hope you’re able to work something out.” He comes around to my side of the desk, then looks to the door and hesitates a beat before turning back to me. “I don’t mean to pry, but if your husband is in Florida, why are you hoping to buy a business in Blackhawk Valley?”

As if it’s not bad enough that this man knows the dirty details of my financial situation, now I have to tell him my other embarrassing secret. I could choose not to say anything, but he might talk to people about my marriage, and that would be a disaster. I swallow what’s left of my pride. “We aren’t going to stay married. We’re old friends. When we were in Vegas together, apparently we thought saying vows would be a blast.” I clutch the folder to my chest. “We’re getting an annulment. It just hasn’t processed yet.” Hasn’t processed is stretching the truth, but it’ll do. “If you could keep this between us, I’d appreciate it. We’ve managed to keep our elopement from the press, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

“Right. Yes. Of course. I won’t tell anyone.” He smirks. “Too bad you can’t really be married to an NFL player, am I right? Then you’d be able to kiss all that debt goodbye and have your bar.” He chuckles and lowers his voice to add, “Though you probably wouldn’t need to run a business if you were his wife, huh? You wouldn’t need to make investments in anything more stressful than beach houses and designer purses.”

I flinch, but Mr. Brewer misses it. Is that the best I can hope for? Some rich husband who can make my debt disappear?

He opens the door for me and smiles. “Good luck with everything. I hope you’ll come back to see me someday when I can give you better news.”

I thank him again, put my head down, and head straight for the exit.

When I open the door, the heat smacks me in the face, and I’m suddenly so jealous of all my friends and their glamourous lives. If they were faced with a day this hot, they’d go swim in their private pools or take a day at the beach. They definitely wouldn’t spend it getting rejected for a loan for a business they’re not really sure they want or talking to a desperate married guy who’s too well acquainted with their personal anatomy.
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“Why don’t you just marry his hot, totally fuckable daughter? Sounds like if you did, he’d trip over himself to give you a new contract the second you’re eligible.” On that note, Hayden Owen drains the rest of his whiskey and gives me a proud smile that says, I just solved all your problems. You’re welcome. “Seriously, it’s almost unfair. Cardinal rule of football is to never fuck with the daughters—not the owner’s, not the coaches’, not the GM’s. Hands off the daughters, no matter how hot. But in your case, you get to. Fuck her, marry her, hell, give that old man some grandkids and he’ll probably hand you one hell of a signing bonus.”

I narrow my eyes at Owen. “You know I can’t do that.”

“Oh. Right.” He tips his head back and laughs. “Because you’re already married to the chick who’s hounding you for a divorce. I forgot. Damn, and I thought my love life was a mess.”

“I wish I’d never told you,” I say, and he smirks. Asshole. Aside from my current marital status, I can’t marry Lindy McCombs because I’d rather have my balls ripped off than spend my life with her. But those aren’t words a guy says out loud when said guy needs to be in the good graces of Bill McCombs. “Lindy doesn’t interest me.”

Owen cocks a brow. “I’ve met her, and I wouldn’t throw her out of bed for eating crackers.”

I scratch my jaw and study him. “You are one shallow son of a bitch, know that?”

He shrugs, unoffended. “You’re the one who slept with her when you don’t even like her.”

I groan. “Don’t remind me. Not one of my finer moments.”

“Okay then, think of your career.”

“I am thinking about my career. That’s why I’m worried.” I rub the back of my neck, where tension has been gathering every day since my conversation with Bill. I signed a two-year contract, so it’s not as if I’m in danger of losing my spot this year, but if the Gators’ hands-on owner is pissed at me and won’t let the coach take me off the bench, I can kiss a new contract goodbye.

I take a deep breath. I’m being paranoid. I shouldn’t assume the worst. “I don’t want to talk about Lindy.”

“Bill does, though,” Owen says. “I overheard you two tonight, and he seemed very interested in talking about his daughter. And you. And how much she admires you. Tell me, are you looking forward to reuniting with your high school sweetheart? Because you told him you were, but my lie detector said that answer was bullshit.”

“Didn’t your mama ever teach you that it’s rude to eavesdrop?”

Owen smacks the table and laughs, but I know, beneath his ribbing, he’s starting to worry about my fate on the team. He knows as well as I do that with another capable receiver on the field, he won’t be buried in double coverage, and he might actually get the chance to score. We’re better off if we’re both playing.

“It’ll be fine,” I say. “Lindy is reasonable, and when I tell her—again—that what happened in April was a mistake, she’ll understand. She’s matured too much to run to her dad and demand I be punished for leading her on.”

“Are you trying to convince me or yourself?”

I don’t need to answer that question. “I wish she didn’t have this damn internship here. Our parents will spend the entire season pushing us together, and though I regularly remind them that arranged marriages aren’t a thing in twenty-first-century America, I don’t want it to mess with my career.”

My phone buzzes with a call and rattles against the tabletop. Bailey’s face appears on the screen. Her blond hair is piled into a messy knot on the top of her head, and she’s sticking her tongue out and crossing her eyes. I snapped the picture while we were at the pool in Vegas, and every time I see it I smile. As always, my happiness at seeing her face is immediately followed by that sick pull in my gut that reminds me I can’t postpone the inevitable much longer. She doesn’t want me, and it’s time to let her go.

Owen grabs the phone from my hand and grunts. “This the one who’s got you all tied up in knots?”

I take it back and swipe left to decline the call. It’s been more than two months since our drunken wedding vows. I promised her we’d get our marriage annulled after Arrow and Mia’s wedding, but their wedding came and went, and I’m afraid that if I let Bailey go now, she’ll be out of my life forever.

She wants to end our marriage. It needs to be done, but it can wait. A divorce just feels so damn . . . final.

“Why don’t you just tell Bill and Lindy the truth about Bailey?”

A handful of truths about Bailey come to mind, but I know he’s referring to our marriage. “Why would I want him to know?” I’m not sure what’s more embarrassing—that we did it to begin with or that I woke up thinking she would finally give us a chance just because we’d exchanged rings and signed some papers.

Owen taps my phone. “If Bill knew about your wife, he wouldn’t pressure you into making babies with his daughter. I mean, he might not like it at first, but it could go a long way to keep the peace. Bill can’t blame you for shirking his daughter’s affections when you’re already married.”

“I guess. In theory.” I shrug. “It’s a moot point. The only part of this marriage that interests Bailey is how we end it.”

“Didn’t you say she wants to be friends? Maybe she’d let it drag out a couple more months—just to get you through the princess daughter’s visit.”

I take a sip of my whiskey and process his words. It makes a lot of sense and it might work, but not without serious complications. For one, Bailey would have to agree to tell people about our marriage—something she’s been totally against to date—and move in with me. Two, I’d have to live with Bailey for a whole season knowing she’s not really mine, and at the end of it I’d have to let her go. That sounds like a special kind of hell I’m not keen on inviting into my life.

“It’ll work out.” Owen stands and tosses a couple of bills on the table before smacking me between the shoulder blades. “One way or another, it always does. You coming to my place for the cookout?”

“I can’t,” I say. “I promised my parents I’d drive home for the meeting with their event coordinator. They’re planning their thirtieth anniversary party.”

Owen’s lips curl into the charming smile that landed him on the cover of GQ last year. “Thirty years, no shit?”

“No shit.”

“Which puts your mom in her fifties?”

I sigh, knowing where this is going. When she was younger, Mom was a model for a high-end lingerie company, and she’s remained an icon for the brand. “Yeah.”

“Damn. She’s still got it. Send her my regards.”

I grunt as I push out of my side of the booth. “You wish.”

My phone buzzes with a text.

 

Bailey: You’d better be dead in a ditch somewhere, you call-dodging asshole.
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It’s ninety-five degrees in Blackhawk Valley tonight, and the air is thick and sticky with humidity—not so different to what I imagine it’d be like to live in a giant, sweaty armpit. If hell is a dry heat, I could go for a visit about now. Instead, I’m scrubbing tables on the patio of The End Zone because no matter how hot it is, the smokers want a place to drink where they can also provide carcinogens with the most direct path to their lungs.

The bar is quiet and will remain that way until BHU is back in session in the fall, but it’ll pick up a little with the after-work crowd. I want to have the patio ready so I can help Tia behind the bar if she needs it. I toss my rag in my bucket, and I’m reaching for my broom when my phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out to check it and my jaw drops in surprise.

Sweet baby Jesus, it’s a miracle. Mason answered my text. I lean against the side of the building and unlock my screen to read his message. I’m so used to him ignoring me, I’m almost too shocked to be annoyed by his response.

 

Mason: Not dead or in a ditch. Just busy.

 

I’m sure he’s busy—busy enjoying the beach or busy spending his money. Busy living a charmed life while I’m sweeping up cigarette butts and melting in the heat. I narrow my eyes as my thumbs fly across the screen to type my reply.

 

Me: In that case, I’m going to have to come down there and kill you myself.

 

Mason: Perfect. When can I expect you?

 

Yes. I’m definitely going to kill him. I’m heading to Seaside tomorrow to do a last-minute session with a friend and hopefully see my sister, but it looks like a visit to my accidental husband remains on the list. I type a series of expletives in the reply field then force myself to delete them and shut off my screen. I’ll see him in the flesh soon enough, and those words are more effective when delivered in person.

“Bailey!”

The sound of the familiar voice behind me makes me pause before turning. He taps my shoulder, and I turn to face him. Shit.

It’s Ron, the assistant from the bank who remembered me from the Pretty Kitty. I’ve never seen him at The End Zone before—probably because he prefers establishments where the servers aren’t fully clothed. I’d like to think he’s here for a drink, but judging by the way he’s eyeing my tits, I’d guess today’s reunion gave him ideas. Joy.

“Hi, Rob.” I know it’s Ron, but I’m a bitch, and I don’t love that he came here looking for me.

“Ron,” he corrects with a smile. “You forgot to stop on your way out today.” His face is flushed and he’s breathing hard, as if he ran here from the bank.

“Sorry about that.” Not sorry.

“I looked up your workplace on your loan application. I hope that’s okay.”

I stiffen. It’s not.

“I wanted to give you something.” He holds out a business card. “My cell’s on there. Since you’re not working at the Pretty Kitty anymore, I can finally take you out for that dinner we always talked about.”

We? In our many “conversations,” I’m pretty sure Ron’s the only one who ever talked about us doing dinner. I just offered the excuses. I stare at the card before blinking up at his bright pink face. Sweat is rolling down his cheeks, and he wipes at it with the back of his hand. “You’re married, Ron.”

“Does it really matter?” His grin is probably supposed to be mischievous, but he just looks like another douchebag in a long line of douches I’ve met in my life. Seriously, the world is full of assholes. Even if it makes me a hypocrite, since I used to strip in front of this asshole, I feel really bad for Ron’s wife.

“Yeah,” I say. “It matters. I’m not interested in going out with any man who’s spent years as a regular at the Pretty Kitty, but I wouldn’t be interested in a married man regardless of how desperate he is for attention.”

He pulls back. “So you can rub your ass against my dick and take my money, but you’re too good to eat a meal with me?” He rubs his sweaty pink chin. “Do you know what that makes you? But don’t worry. I can pay.”

I put my hand on his chest, and his sneer drops away as his lips part and his eyes dilate. Too easy.

Smiling, I tug on his tie to pull him down as I bring my mouth to his ear. “It makes me a woman who knew how to play you when I needed cash,” I whisper, and when he tries to yank away, I tighten my grip on his tie. “And it makes you a pathetic schmuck who can’t even score with his wife because he doesn’t see her as anything more than a walking pussy who can cook.”

He yanks away, and I release his tie at the same moment, making him stumble back a few steps then fall on his ass between two tables. “What turned you into such a bitch?”

I shake my head. “I was always a bitch. But I am sorry I rubbed my ass against your dick. I didn’t mean to. It’s just so small I didn’t realize it was there.”

Tia pokes her head out the back door. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Ron says, standing and smoothing his tailored pants.

She sneers at him. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

I wave her off. “I’m fine. Rob was just leaving.” Then I grab my broom and bucket and head through the staff door into the kitchen. I stick my shaking hands under hot water as if I could wash away the film of disgust that meeting left on my skin.

I can’t believe any girl would settle for marrying a guy like that, and here I am, married to Mason Dahl—best guy I’ve ever known—and doing backflips for a divorce.
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I thrum my fingers against my thigh as the event coordinator pulls the catering books off the table and replaces them with binders of information about florists.

“I don’t remember it being this overwhelming when I was planning my wedding,” Mom says.

Dad nudges her. “Oh, I remember. You obsessed over every little decision. You made Bridezilla look like a puppy.”

“Hey!” She laughs and turns to the event coordinator. “I was a gentle bride. Full of grace. It was my mother who was intolerable.”

I’m glad that my parents are happy, and since things like elaborate celebrations add to that happiness, I’m behind them having this anniversary party. But I’m not thrilled that they want me in on the plans. Big, fancy parties aren’t my thing. Drunken nuptials in Vegas, anyone?

If I were celebrating thirty years of marriage, I’d want my wife to myself on a quiet little island somewhere. I instantly picture Bailey, a little older, a little softer, laid out on a beach in Fiji, her skin golden from the sun, her fingers twined with mine. That’s a celebration.

“Listen,” Greta, the event coordinator, says. “I have another appointment in twenty minutes.”

Thank you, God. It’s over.

Mom looks at her watch. “Greta, I am so sorry. I didn’t realize we’d been here so long!”

“It’s been my pleasure,” Greta says. “How about I send these binders with you, and we’ll meet again on Monday? We’ll carpool to the venues so you can see them before you make your choice.”

“Sounds great,” Mom says.

“Will you be available as well?” Greta asks me.

I shake my head. I leave for training camp on Sunday. “I’m sorry. I’m unavailable.” Spoiler alert: I’m not actually sorry.

“Oh, that’s too bad.” She gives a tight smile, and I feel as if I’m being judged and coming up short.

“But I was hoping you could help us choose a location, Mason,” Mom says. “You sure you can’t show up to camp a day late?”

I smile. “I’m sure Greta will be very helpful. You won’t need me.”

Mom stands and swings her purse over her shoulder. It’s a Louis Vuitton. I know because I bought it for her for Christmas. She loves it, but you could feed a small country for what it cost. “Well, we will see you Monday, then,” she says, shaking Greta’s hand. “I’m so excited to pin down the details. I want it to be perfect.”

“It will be,” Greta promises, and as we head to our cars, my shoulders relax.

“Lindy called us last night,” Mom says. And just like that, I’m as anxious to get away from my parents as I was to get out of that meeting. “She’s really looking forward to her internship. Think how much time you two will have together.”

It’s not just the Gators’ owner who sees wedding bells when he thinks of me and Lindy. If my parents had a choice in the matter, Lindy and I would have entered into an arranged marriage upon our college graduation. My father’s been doing business with Lindy’s father since I was a kid. They’re both investors with their hands in a lot of domestic and international ventures. When Lindy and I were growing up, our parents always joked we’d end up married, and for a while, when we were dating in high school, the joke seemed more like a reality. After Lindy and I went our separate ways, the joke wasn’t funny anymore.

“She says she ran into you back in the spring,” Mom says.

I freeze at that unwelcome reminder of my big-ass mistake. Why has Lindy been gabbing to our parents about that night? “Lindy’s a nice girl,” I tell Mom, “but as I’ve told you before, there’s no future for us.”

“We should talk about that,” Dad says. “I think I could make it worth your while if you’d give that young girl a chance. Together, you two would have an empire.”

“What are we doing here? Bartering cattle?” I frown at him. “Because it sounds like you’re trying to butter me up for the sale.”

“Stop that, Mason.” Mom’s perfectly arched brows draw together with her frown. “Your father just means that you two are compatible, and it might benefit both of our families if you didn’t dismiss her so carelessly. She likes you, you know. And you used to like her. Before.”

I bite my tongue, because I want to tell them about Bailey. Maybe Owen is right. Maybe if they knew I was married, they’d back the fuck off about me and Lindy. “I have to go.”

“Have a great time at training camp,” Mom says with a smile.

Dad stays silent, but his eyes are hard, and I know he’s unhappy with me. I don’t care. I’m so over them meddling in my life and trying to control me—been there, done that, got the emotional baggage.

On a good day, it’s a little over five hours between my parents’ home in St. Augustine and mine in Seaside, but the highway is riddled with construction, making the traffic worse than usual, and the matter of Lindy’s temporary move to Seaside looms heavily in my mind.

When I bumped into her in April, I was in my favorite Seaside bar, drunk on whiskey and self-pity. There I was, living my dream life, and nearly a year after leaving Blackhawk Valley, I still thought about Bailey every single day. That day, Bailey had posted a video of herself on Instagram stumbling around on the bar at The End Zone and captioned it, What you really look like when you’re drunk and trying to dance sexy on the bar.

It was goofy and hilarious and so Bailey that it made me miss her with an intensity I hadn’t felt in months. I was desperate to stop thinking about the blond, curvy heartbreaker, and then Lindy appeared. We talked about old times—the good ones, at least—and she told me about her graduate program and her plans for after graduation. After nearly four years of being shut down by Bailey, my ego loved her attention. It felt good to have someone next to me, laughing at my jokes, leaning closer at every opportunity. After a few more whiskeys and more laughs, we climbed into a cab together and went back to my house.

I let things go too far. I was hoping to feel something—anything—with someone who hadn’t spent the better part of the last four years pushing me away. It didn’t work, and it complicated the fuck out of my relationship with Lindy—a relationship I closed the door on five years ago.

By the time I pull through the gates of my subdivision, it’s dark, and I just want a shower and a drink. Hell, I might skip the drink and fantasize about keeping Bailey as my wife instead. Some good old Bailey fantasies are just as intoxicating as bourbon and less likely to screw with tomorrow’s training.

Maybe Owen’s right. Maybe going public with our marriage could solve my problems. Bailey’s life in Blackhawk Valley isn’t exactly
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