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Author’s Note 

The events of this book take place four years before Shoot Your Shot.
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Chapter One
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Joe

It’s a Thursday evening in early August, and I’m sitting by myself in what Google says is the second-best bar for Minnesota Vikings fans in Madison, Wisconsin, right in the middle of Green Bay Packers land. There’s an almost full pitcher of beer before me, and I’m expecting my ex-brother-in-law, Lance, to finally show up and help me drink it. 

Lance and I were tight back when we were together in college in Minnesota, and afterward, while I was married to his sister Kim. Now he lives with his family in Milwaukee, an hour and a half away. I wouldn’t mind making the short drive to see him, but since Kim and I separated three years ago, things have changed between Lance and me. 

It’s been months since I saw him last, so I was happy when he texted that he’d be in town today and asked if we could grab a beer and catch the game. I invited him to my place, but he said no, that he preferred to go out. 

Which is why I’m here, at Hops & Curds, ten minutes into the first game of the preseason that hints the Vikings might have a rough year ahead, drinking alone at a high bar table and wondering where the hell Lance is. 

I take a sip of my beer and lean back. I’ve been to this establishment a few times since I moved to town right after the split. It’s a typical sports bar, all wood and athletic paraphernalia. They serve cheese curds, burgers, and wings, and have a variety of beers on tap. The place is slowly filling up, and while there’s a Vikings hat here or a jersey there, most people are dressed in normal clothes and don’t appear to be here for the game. 

But one person definitely is. I noticed her when she passed me by on her way to an empty table in the corner. She sat down and ordered a glass of beer, and I watched her push all the other chairs toward adjacent tables, making it seem like there were no places to sit beside her. I guess she doesn’t want to be disturbed. 

She’s wearing a purple Vikings sweatshirt with the Norseman face and even has the hood on, although she must be boiling in it. With her face in a scowl, she’s sending serious “fuck off” vibes, which for some reason makes me smile, and I can’t stop glancing her way. Most of her hair is tucked under the hood, but I see a little up front, and it looks light brown and silky and very shiny. I noticed she was tall when she walked by, but I couldn’t tell much about her shape, since she’s dressed for complete body camouflage in that giant sweatshirt. She has a round face with beautiful clear skin, pale and lightly freckled, with a warm, inviting glow. 

I watch her more than I watch the football. 

She seems really into the game. Her face is quite expressive, and she jumps off her seat at a few exciting plays, fists punching the air. 

I don’t think she’s noticed me, which is probably for the best. I’m not even sure why I keep looking at her when I’m here to meet Lance and, in any case, it’s been years since I last hit on someone at a bar. I’ve lost whatever little game I had long ago. 

By the end of the first quarter, the bar has gotten quite full. There are people at every table and two have already approached me to ask if they could borrow my chairs. I’ve given away all but one, which I keep saving for Lance. 

Several groups hang around the entryway, so I’m not surprised when the server finally stops by. 

“Is your friend coming?” the server asks. 

“Last I heard, he is. He’s just running late,” I reply. 

“If not, maybe you would be more comfortable at the bar,” he says flatly. “We’re really busy today, and we have several larger parties waiting for a table.” He nods toward the door, where the crowds are standing.  

“I see,” I reply. “Give me five minutes, all right?”

He nods and leaves. 

I send Lance another text. “Is everything okay? Are you coming?”

I wait for a couple of minutes, but no dots appear. I’m getting worried. I hope nothing bad happened. 

Some of the people at the door are now shooting daggers at me. I look to the side, where the mystery Vikings fan woman does something on her phone, since it’s the break between quarters. The server stops by to talk to her, too. I can’t hear them, but her face hardens, so I’m guessing she’s just received the same “comfortable at the bar” suggestion I did. 

A lightbulb goes on in my mind, and I feel a surge of bravery unlike anything I’ve felt since I was young and stupid. 

I drink up, grab my chair and tuck it under my arm, then collect the pitcher and my now empty glass, and traverse the short distance between my table and the woman’s. As I approach, our eyes meet and it’s one of those moments that people talk about in books, when the rest of the world slows down and quiets, and suddenly it’s just her and me—alone in the world, suspended in time. 

It feels as if I’m watching her in slow motion, surprise and confusion crossing her face, but then her nostrils flare and her lips slightly open, and there’s an unmistakable flash of heat in her eyes— 

She quickly collects herself and brings back the scowl, but it’s too late, I’ve seen the glimmer of interest, and there’s no way I’m backing off now, not when we’ve been connected from the very first look we shared, before we’ve even said a word to one another. 

I set my empty glass and my nearly full pitcher on her table, then put my chair down, and I say, “Hi, I’m Joe. Please save us both from having to sit at the bar.”​​
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Chapter Two
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Liz

He looks like a fucking god. 

The guy standing before me, carrying a chair and a pitcher of beer, is absolutely massive. I’m 5’11” and my brothers and father are all between 6’2” and 6’5”, but this guy is closer to seven feet and just all around huge. He’s got wide shoulders, a broad chest, thick arms and legs, and definitely some fat around the middle, and, honestly...

He’s completely doing it for me. 

His head is shaved and he has a nicely trimmed dark-brown beard. Dressed in a button-up shirt and slacks, he reminds me of a lumberjack on his way to Sunday church. 

My mouth feels dry. 

Ridiculously large men in incongruous office attire appear to be my type now. Who knew? 

“So what do you say?” he asks. 

“What do I say to what?” 

“Would it be okay if I joined you? They asked me if I wouldn’t mind sitting at the bar because I’m solo, and it seems they asked you, too, so I figured we could sit together and keep the table.”

“They offered me a free drink if I move to the bar.”

His eyebrows shoot up. “Seriously? They offered me no such thing. I guess you’re going to the bar then...”

“Maybe I should.”

He grins. “You don’t want to, do you?”

“Not really,” I say. “I like this table. Unobstructed view of the TV, plus I’m in the corner so no one bothers me...”

“Except me.”

“Except you. I guess I didn’t send strong enough fuck-off vibes.”

His face turns serious. “Look, I’m sorry. If you want to be left alone, I’m not going to bother you. But I promise I’m not bad company to watch football with, and I thought maybe we’d both need someone to vent our frustration with the Vikings defensive line.”

I consider him carefully. He seems genuine so far, but it’s too early to relax. 

“I will leave if you really want me to,” he says. “I certainly didn’t mean any disrespect.”

“You can stay.”

He smiles, the kind of smile that lights up a person’s whole face, and I’m struck by how beautiful it is. He’s got that amazing thick beard and gorgeous teeth, and while he’s not classically handsome, my God, that fucking smile could power this whole bar. 

I think I might be blushing. Am I blushing? 

“So what kind of beer is that and is it roofied?” I ask as I nod toward his pitcher, trying to stay breezy amid feeling unsettled in several conflicting ways. I should stay safe­—he is a stranger. But I really want to get closer to him, somehow. 

“If it’s roofied, I’ll be down for the count soon,” he says. “I drank from it myself.”

“Maybe you put something in if before you got to my table.”

“Jesus.” He looks at me like I’m crazy. “I promise you the beer is fine. But we can get a fresh pitcher, if you want. You can pick it up and I’ll pay for it.” 

“Just pour yourself some and have a drink,” I urge. 

He fills his glass and takes several gulps. I’m mesmerized by the contractions of his throat. Have I ever paid attention to a man’s throat before? 

When he’s done, foam is stuck to his beard and mustache, and he wipes it off with the back of his hand. Why does that look so hot? 

“Happy?” he asks. 

“You have shown yourself not to be a date rapist,” I say with faux seriousness. “So what kind of beer is it?”

“Moon Man.”

“I’ve never heard of it.” 

“It’s a local beer. What are you drinking now?”

“Coors Light.”

“Well, Moon Man is gonna be more hoppy than that. More bitter. But I think you’ll like it.”

I drink down everything from my glass and feel ready for the challenge. “Okay, hit me. Just half a glass, please.”

“As you wish, milady.” He pours with a one-sided smirk. 

I take a small exploratory sip, and he’s right. It’s more bitter than what I usually drink, but I enjoy the taste. 

“It’s good,” I say. “I like it.”

He beams, and it’s like the sun has sat next to me. 

“So what’s your name?” he asks. 

“Melanie.”

I ... lied. 

Why did I lie? 

Melanie is not my name. It’s the name of my cousin Chloe’s friend, the woman from whom I’m subletting an apartment. The sublet has been a godsend, because I left my life in Minnesota in a hurry and I’m currently hiding, and it works for Melanie too, because she had to leave her place thanks to a caretaking emergency.

I guess I kind of live her life now? I kind of am her? 

“Melanie,” he says like he’s trying it out on his lips. “That’s a nice name.” 

“Thank you.” It feels weird and more than a little disingenuous to accept a compliment on behalf of a woman I barely know. “And what’s your name?” 

He looks at me in confusion. “Joe. I believe I mentioned it when I came over... Did I?”

“I might have been processing several different inputs when you showed up,” I say. “The pitcher. The chair.” I wave in his general direction. “All this.” 

“All this?” 

“You know. All. This,” I say as my fingers fly, pointing to his face and chest. “It was a lot to take in.” 

He frowns, and I realize he might be self-conscious. “Good a lot or bad a lot?” he asks. 

“Good a lot. I thought you looked like a god,” I blurt out, deciding to pretend I only said it to  make him feel better.  

His eyes widen and there, there’s that panty-dropper grin again. Absolutely devastating. 

“Are you sure you didn’t put something in this beer?” I ask and take another sip. “Maybe the truth serum?”

“You’re a delight, Melanie,” he says, his lips still curled up at the corners. “And I thought so way before you said I looked like a god.” 

“Way before? You mean in the ancient history spanning the one minute of our acquaintance that preceded my ill-advised bit of flattery?”

“Before that. I noticed you when you walked in. Have been watching you ever since.”

Alarms go off in my head and my back stiffens. 

“No, no, it’s not like that.” He’s noticed my discomfort, both palms up and shaking side to side to indicate he absolutely didn’t mean what I’d inferred. “Jesus, I am so rusty. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to freak you out. It’s nothing like that. Nothing creepy.”

“So how is it then?” I lean back and cross my arms, sirens blaring in my head. “And why the hell were you sitting there alone anyway?” God, I drank half a glass of his beer. Who knows what’s in it? I’m so stupid. 

“Please calm down,” Joe says, his outstretched palms pushing down on nothing in a soothing gesture. “Look, I was supposed to meet my brother-in-law at 7:00. I can show you his texts.” He pulls out his phone. “I haven’t seen him in ages. He lives in Milwaukee. But he hasn’t shown and, honestly, I’m a little worried that something happened on the way.” 

“What kind of brother-in-law?”

“What do you mean?”

“Who married whose sibling?” 

“Oh! I was married to his sister. Until two years ago. He’s an ex-brother-in-law, actually.” 

“What’s her name?” 

“My ex-wife’s name?”

“Yes.”

“Kim.”

“How long were you married?” 

“Ten years.” 

“Tell me what happened. With your marriage.”

Joe looks to the side. Wrings his hands. Takes a sip of beer. Looks up at me again. 

Finally, he sighs and decides to speak. “We wanted different things.” 

“I will need more than that,” I say. I still sound stiff, although I’m beginning to relax. 

Joe’s eyes meet mine. “This is all so I would convince you that I’m not creeping on you?” 

“Yes.”

“You need more details on why my marriage fell apart for that?” 

“Yes.”

He shifts in his chair, looking very uncomfortable. “I’m not sure I want to avoid sitting at the bar that much.”

“Yes, you do,” I say and point at his entire person. “Look at how big you are. You’d be all scrunched up at the bar, no room for your legs.”

“You’re not wrong. And you seem well versed in tall-people problems.” 

I shrug. “Happen to face them myself. And they run in the family.” 

His eyebrows shoot up, as if his interest has been piqued. “You have tall siblings? Parents?” 

“Yes and yes. But enough about me. I’m not the one trying to prove I’m not a creeper.”

Joe takes a deep breath. His elbows rest on the table, fingers interlaced before his face. “So. My failed marriage.” 

“If you please. Or you move to the bar. Or I bring the waiter over and tell him you’ve been bothering me.” 

“You wouldn’t!” He seems almost hurt at the thought. 

“I would.” 

He sighs. “Jesus Christ. Okay. I can’t believe I am telling the story of my life’s biggest failure to a complete stranger. A charming, lunatic stranger, but a stranger nonetheless.” 

“Thanks for the compliment. And quit stalling.”

His palms are up in a defensive stance again. “Okay, okay. Kim and I met in college, dated, got married when I started law school. We’re both from Minnesota but managed to get jobs in Wisconsin—Milwaukee actually—so we moved. It was good for a while, a few years, but then came the talk of children. I’ve always wanted kids and she said she’s never dreamt of being a mother but might do it for me.”

I nod. 

“Only she kept dragging her feet. She wanted us to buy a house, then for us to hit this or that career milestone, and before you know it, we’ve been married eight years and she’s still not sure if it’s the right time.” 

“So you broke up?” 

“Not right away. The thing is, she did get pregnant. One of those things where birth control pills lose their efficacy if you take antibiotics. I was ecstatic at first—everything I’d ever wanted was coming together. But Kim got more and more subdued with each passing day.”

“She wasn’t happy to be pregnant?”

“No.” His face twists at the memory. “Then she had a miscarriage. I was devastated and she seemed so ... relieved. Overjoyed, even. I... I couldn’t believe it. It broke my heart that she was so happy to be rid of it.” 

I meet his eyes and he looks so wounded, there’s no way he’s making this up. Or if he is, I’m sitting with the next Ted Bundy, and this is the last anyone will have seen of me. 

I reach out and squeeze his hand. “I’m so sorry, Joe.”

“Thank you,” he mutters, looking at my hand on his. 

“Then what happened?”

“That was the beginning of the end. We started fighting; we’d never fought before. I couldn’t forgive her. Her relief. She said I was imagining things. But I wasn’t. I know I wasn’t. And eventually we had a big showdown, and she told me she’d never wanted to have children, period. That I was the asshole who didn’t love her enough to stay together without the kids.”

I squeeze his fingers. He squeezes mine back. 

“It’s okay,” he says. “It was almost three years ago. Two since the papers were signed. I moved out, quit my job, and moved here.” 

I watch him in silence for a long moment, before I whisper, more to myself than to him, “Kind of like me.”

“Kind of like you what?”

“Never mind.” I pull back. 

He grabs my hand again. “No, I want to know.” 

I shake my head. “Nope. Not yet. You haven’t finished telling me how you’d started finding me delightful before we even met.”

A warm chuckle rattles Joe’s chest. “Well, I noticed you when you walked by me. I noticed you were tall. I noticed you didn’t want to be noticed, with that hood on”—he reaches to push it off my head—“sitting here in the corner, scowling. I saw you move the chairs, to make sure no one sat down to bother you.” 

I smile. “I guess that explains why you brought your chair with you.” 

“Sure does.” He returns the smile. As our eyes meet, a bit of warmth pools in my chest. “I kept glancing at you,” he says, “and I could see a little bit of your hair, and how smooth and creamy your skin looked.”

I’m sure I’m blushing now. This is ... quite unexpected. 

“And I loved how I could see the different emotions cross your face when you were focused on the game—”

I slap myself on the forehead. “Shit! The game! We’ve been yakking it up and the second quarter already started!” 

He straightens and checks the score. “Doesn’t look like we’ve missed much.”

“That was beautiful, by the way,” I say. “What you said about me earlier. Beautiful in a little too earnest, maybe trying-a-little-too-hard way.”

Joe frowns. “Well, what I described is exactly what I noticed. I’m sorry it sounded silly—I told you I was rusty.” He looks away and takes several gulps of his beer. Is he embarrassed? “I never planned to hit on you. I was sitting there, waiting for Lance.” 

“That your brother-in-law?” I say as I take a sip. 

“Yeah. Waiting for Lance, stealing a glance—”

I almost spit out my beer. He grins victoriously. 

“But I wasn’t going to approach you,” he says. 

“Why not?” 

He shrugs. “I haven’t really dated since I got divorced. It’s been a decade since I approached someone in a bar. Plus you definitely didn’t look like you wanted any attention.”

Despite myself, I feel a little flattered. “But then you came over.” 

“I think you don’t understand just how awful sitting at a bar feels for someone like me. My knees would never forgive me.” 

“So how tall are you?” Another sip of the beer. He’s right, this is very good. 

“Six ten.” 

I whistle. “Noice. Sadly, very tall people don’t live very long.” 

He snorts. “Thanks for that morbid nugget.” 

“You’re welcome. Your impending demise is why you shouldn’t mope around after your ex-wife and should instead live to the fullest.” 

For this bit of self-help wisdom, he gifts me one of his smiles. Those teeth will be the death of me. 

“I am living to the fullest,” he says. “I’m at a bar with a beautiful, somewhat evil woman, drinking excellent pale ale and watching football. I’m living the dream.” 

I take a look at the screen. Still zero–zero. “We’re doing a horrible job of watching football.”

“That we are, but I don’t care. Vikings are going to suck this season.”

“Don’t you dare say that!” I grab the front of my sweatshirt and pull it away from my chest a bit, enough that I can tilt my head down and address the upside-down Norseman embossed on the garment. “He didn’t mean that, baby,” I coo. “The big brawny man didn’t mean that. You will be great this year, I know it.”

Joe looks at me fondly, and I melt a little. This is all so fun and easy; I can’t believe this is really me, being flirty and casual with a striking man, all under an assumed name. 

“So how come you’re here all alone?” he asks. 

“That could be construed as a creepy question.” 

“I will swear on anything that I am not a creep or a killer or anything dangerous. I’m a lawyer. I’ll give you my business card. I can show you my ID.” 

“Yes. “ 

“Yes, what?” 

“Yes to showing me your ID.” 

He pulls out his driver’s license and hands it to me. 

“Now you’re the one being too trusting,” I say. “What if I use this info to steal your identity?” 

His eyes widen. “Please don’t.”

“I’m on the fence.” 

“Maybe you should show me your driver’s license, too.” 

“In your dreams, Joseph William Larson.” 

“Okay, but if my identity gets stolen next week, I’ll know who’s behind it.” I grin, and he continues. “So tell me about yourself. Why are you here alone?” 

“I’m here because I miss my family.” He raises his eyebrow, but lets me continue without saying anything. “The first game of the preseason was always family time. My parents, two brothers, and me. Chicken wings, ranch dressing, celery sticks. Sometimes hotdogs. Soda when we were kids, beer once we grew up. Sometimes our neighbors joined us. Other important people, too, like good friends, boyfriends, girlfriends.” I swallow hard. Jake had been coming to those for seven years. Seven fucking years. “But it’s always been the family. Football is family for me.”

“So why aren’t you with them tonight?” Joe asks softly. 

“They’re still back in Minnesota,” I say. 

“And you’re here.”

“And I’m here.”

“Why are you here?”

“Same reason you are here.”

“To start fresh?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want to tell me what happened?”

“I didn’t get divorced, if that’s what you’re implying.” 

He pauses, eyes fixed on mine, warm and serious. “Are you in trouble?” There is a hint of concern in his voice. 

“No, not like that. Except maybe with my job.” I look up at him through my eyelashes, then down at the near-empty glass between my hands. 

“What did you do?” 

“I gave my notice and took my unused vacation days.”

“I think that’s fine.”

“Maybe not if I need a reference.”

“Yeah, maybe.” He takes a sip of beer. “What do you do for work?” 

“I’m an accountant. Or at least I was.”

“Why wouldn’t you be again?” 

I sigh. “I never wanted to be an accountant.” 

“Then why did you become one?”

“I was good at math.” 

He huffs with mirth. “Well, that’s great. But you could’ve done lots of different things with math.”

“My family wanted me to contribute to the business.”

“Oh.” He leans back. “Do you want to tell me about it?”

“Honestly, I kind of do.”

This is where the server stops by again. Neither of us noticed him approach. 

“Do you guys need anything else?” the server asks. 

“We’ll have another pitcher of Moon Man,” Joe says, pointing to the empty one. “That okay with you, Melanie?”

I nod and the server leaves. 

When Joe’s eyes meet mine again, I swallow hard. It’s time to fess up. “Actually, my name is Liz.”

​​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three

[image: ]


Joe

I do a double take. “Your name is Liz?”

“Yes. For real. I don’t know why I said Melanie earlier.” She shrugs a little, like she’s embarrassed. “Melanie is ... my cousin’s friend.” 

“Oh-kay.”

“I promise my name is actually Liz.”

“Should I ask to see your license?”

“You can, but I won’t show it to you.”

“How about something else? A library card? Gym membership?”

She pulls out her wallet, locates a credit card, and carefully covers the number with her fingers, leaving just the name for me to read. 

“Elizabeth.” 

“That’s me.”

“Liz.” 

“Yes.” She actually sounds a little breathless. I swallow hard. 

To deflect from my rising nervousness, I go for faux self-righteousness. “Well, in the light of your deception, I think it’s only fair that you now tell me your life story. As compensation for emotional distress.”

“So we’re not watching football anymore?” Her words are almost a whisper. 

“Let’s face it—we never did.” My voice sounds lower and thicker than it should. 

We look at each other across the table, that tether between us pulled taut. Each of us holds their beer glass with both hands, as if it’s an anchor, something grounding. Something to stop us from leaping. 

I clear my throat. “So... Tell me about your family’s business.” 

The server comes back with a pitcher and I top off my glass, then hers. Liz’s. 

“Dad owns an auto repair shop,” she says. “Both my brothers work for him. The plan was for me to do their books. I was the only one of his kids who didn’t suck at math.”

“Were you the only one to go to college?”

She nods. “The first in my family. Everyone was really proud. And I felt I had to do something to give back, you know. Since they put in so much.”

“Where did you go to school?”

“St. Cloud Technical & Community College for the first two years. Got my associate’s degree there. Then transferred to St. Cloud State to complete my bachelor’s. You?”

“University of Minnesota. Both undergrad and law school.”

“Are your parents lawyers?” she asks. 

“No, my mom worked in retail. Dad at a factory. My brother’s in the Navy.” 

“And you’re a lawyer.”

“And I'm a lawyer.”

“What kind of law do you practice?”

“Corporate,” I say. “But you won’t trick me, missy. This is your time. Why don’t you like accounting? 

She smiles and traces the rim of her glass with her fingertips. “I like it fine. But it’s just not ... what I want to be doing for the rest of my life.” 

“How does your family feel about that?”

Liz shrugs. “I guess they don’t know.” 

I’m confused, and certain my face shows it. “What do you mean?” 

“They don’t know I don’t want to work for them. They don’t know the life they want for me is not what I want for myself. They don’t know how relieved I was...” She stops herself. Her face is twisted with emotion, and I feel that what she’s trying not to tell me is the most important thing she might choose to. The fact she’s even considering it means she trusts me. Without a reason, against all odds, this mesmerizing woman might be ready to trust me with something deep and hard, and I feel honored and overwhelmed and excited and scared—

It’s my turn to take her hand. “Liz, how relieved you were to do what?”

“How relieved I was that the man whom I’d dated for seven years—of which we were engaged for the last two—told me three weeks ago that he had second thoughts and that we shouldn’t get married.”

For a moment, I’m rendered speechless. 

She pulls her hand out from underneath mine. “See? You’re judging me. I know you are. I judge myself, too. Who reacts like this to a broken engagement?”

I reach out and grab back the hand she pulled away. “No, no. It’s not that. I was just surprised. It was a lot of information all at once. I just needed a minute. So why were you relieved?”

She considers me somewhat warily, her chin tilted downward, eyes looking up beneath half-closed eyelids. “When he said—he being Jake, my ex-fiancé—that he’s not sure we should be getting married, that he’d been thinking about things and they just didn’t feel right, that he was sorry but it would be worse if we got married and it didn’t work out, I swear I was having an out-of-body experience. Like I was floating above the scene, watching myself watch him, as he kept on and on, and all I thought was, ‘Thank God I’m free. Thank God I’m free.’”

I clasp her hand with both of mine. “Was he... Did he hurt you?”

She waves away my concern. “Oh, no, nothing like that. Just... Between him and my parents, I would never leave St. Cloud. I would get forever stuck there, working for Dad’s shop, having Jake’s babies, living the same life my mom has lived. 

“And don’t get me wrong, it’s a great life and she’s happy... But that’s not what I want. I don’t actually know what it is that I want, but it’s not that. Or at least not just that.” She pauses. “Does that make sense?” 

“I think it does,” I say. “But, do you love him? Jake?” 

She shrugs. “I thought I did. Now I’m not so sure anymore. Isn’t that an awful thing to say?” 

“Not if that’s how you really feel.” 

She takes a deep breath and leans back. “I mean, we spent so much time together. We were going to get married.” 

“And now you aren’t and you’re glad. Seems like he and you are actually on the same page, which, ironically, makes you well-suited for marriage.” 

She giggles and swats me lightly on my arm. I am still holding her other hand in both of mine. 

“So you’re a free woman,” I say, trying to meet her eyes.

She meets mine boldly. “So I’m a free woman.” 

“And I’m a free man.” 

“And you’re a free man.” Her voice lowers, taking on a raspy note. 

What the hell is happening?

She covers both my hands with her free one. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but here goes nothing.” She takes a deep breath and pins me with her gaze. “Joe, do you want to spend the night together?”

My eyes bulge out as I swallow my tongue. What?

Looking embarrassed, Liz starts pulling her hand from mine. “Sorry, I thought we had a moment... I’m sorry I misunderstood.”

“Yes. Fuck yes.” I grab both her hands. I’m never letting them out of my grip again. “Yes, I want to spend the night with you. Sorry it took me a second.—I told you I was rusty and this was unexpected. But yes. Absolutely yes. Yes.”

She smiles, looking young and shy and so fucking adorable. “Okay,” she says. 

“So, you want to go, or stay here till the game ends?”

“I think I will lose my nerve if we stay any longer.” She gulps down half her glass. “Maybe I should get something stronger. In case the nerves start to catch up with me.”

“Look, you can rescind the offer anytime you want, you know that, right?” 

“You might be the one bailing on me when you see my granny panties and the fact I haven’t shaved my legs in weeks.”

I laugh. “I don’t care about your underwear as I will be promptly taking it off. And I couldn’t care less about body hair.” 

“My hero,” she says with a smile.  

“So, you wanna come to my place?” 

“I don’t think so. It feels like it might be a little too much.”:

“Yours then?” 

“I’d rather not.”

“What then? A hotel?” 

“A hotel would work.” 

I pull up my phone and search for options nearby, blood whooshing through my head. I’m nervous and excited and incredulous. “Here are the nearest three...” I say. 

“This one.” She points. “Get a king-size bed.”

“We really doing this?” 

She meets my eyes. “We’re really doing this.” 

Fucking hell. I down my beer and get up. “I need to go to the bathroom and I‘ll settle the tab. Don’t go anywhere.”

She sits prim and proper, knees pressed together. “I will not move a muscle.” 

I go to the restroom and take the world’s fastest leak, then get some condoms from the vending machine. Thank God it’s there. 

I check my phone quickly and see Lance has texted me.

Lance: Sorry to cancel last minute but Millie started running a fever and vomiting

I couldn’t leave Sarah to deal with the kids alone

It’s really stressful when one of them is sick

Joe: No problem, man. Sorry about Millie. Hope she feels better soon

Give my best to Sarah and the kids

When I’m done, I half expect to go back to the bar and find Liz gone. 

But she’s not. She’s sitting prettily, smiling, looking a little shy and more than a little excited. I walk over to her, and her knees part—that hits me straight in the groin. I stand between her legs and grab her face in my hands. Her cheeks pinken as she grins, and I realize that this is it, this is the moment, I absolutely have to kiss this woman right this instant. 

I press my lips to hers, lightly and softly at first, barely a whisper of a kiss, but then her mouth opens and I feel her body reach toward mine. She places her hands on my forearms as I deepen the kiss, and she slides forward in the chair, her legs spreading wider as she tries to get closer. Her hands move up my arms to my shoulders, down my back and toward my waist, and then she stands up and presses herself flush to me. I lower one hand onto her back and I’m not sure what our lips and teeth are doing, but I know it’s only been seconds and I’m as hard as a rock as she rubs against me probably more eagerly than strictly acceptable in a sports bar, but I shield her with my body and enjoy how she tastes, mostly of herself and a little of beer. She’s just as into it as me, her tongue exploring my lips and teeth, and when I roll my hips just slightly against her core, she lets out a breathy sigh. 

The crowd goes wild and I pull back, briefly disoriented. Who are they cheering for? I mean, it was a very good kiss, but I didn’t think— 

Liz chuckles as she takes a peek at the screens from behind my bicep. “It looks like the Vikings just scored a touchdown.”

“Damn straight,” I mutter as I nuzzle her neck.
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Chapter Four
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Liz

A gust of warm wind hits me as we leave the bar, and I’m suddenly stone-cold sober. I realize I am about to go have sex in a hotel with a guy I’ve just met, and I feel sick to my stomach. I can’t take another step. 

“You okay?” Joe asks. 

I just shake my head. 

“We don’t have to do anything, you know. We can go back inside if you want.”

I shake my head again. I know I seem like a child, but I am suddenly overwhelmed by everything, and I wish I could be back in my parents’ home and have Mom and Dad make everything better. I want that, and I resent myself for wanting it. That weakness, that need to be taken care of, to be made comfortable by someone else, that’s why I had been stuck for so long, why I almost resigned myself to a life that I’ve long known I didn’t want. I am weak and a coward and I need to learn to go through with things I decided I would go through with.

I straighten my back and square my shoulders. “I’m okay. Let’s do this.” 

But Joe grabs me by the upper arms and stops me. “You don’t really seem to want to.” 

“Doesn’t matter now. I said I would do it.”

“Oh, hell, no, you don’t. I am not going to sleep with someone who has to talk themselves into sleeping with me.” 

My resolve instantly dissipates. “It’s not that. I... I really liked the kiss. I like how you look and ... I felt connected to you.”

His face softens. “Me, too.”

“But this all feels like a bit much.”

“I get that.” He strokes my arms in a slow, soothing manner. “Do you want to go home?” 

I shake my head again. “I do, but I don’t. Like, I want to keep spending time with you, but the whole hotel thing, I don’t think it’s for me. I was talking a big game and now I’m pulling out. I’m sorry...” 

Joe sighs. “Look, I wasn’t crazy about the hotel anyway. It feels very impersonal.” He rubs the top of his bald head and I smile. If he had any hair, I bet he’d be running his fingers through it. I raise my hand and rub his head, too, feeling the bones beneath the smooth skin, and then I gently move to touch his cheek, touch his beard. 

His brown eyes are very warm and he wears a small smile when he grabs my wrist, removes my hand from his face, and kisses the middle of my palm. 

My body relaxes as all the tension seems to seep away through my palm. Joe’s beard lightly scratches as he moves his lips over my skin, kissing the ball of my thumb, the fleshy base of the fingers, each
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