

    
            Chapter One





			Sitting at a bar having a beer the night before the start of training camp was an admittedly terrible idea. Yet there I was in my hotel’s requisitely fancy bar, staring into the foamy top of my fifteen-dollar Miller Lite, contemplating my life. My choices. I would have preferred a citrusy IPA with a stronger bite, but Miller Lite was barely more than water with a few antioxidants, so I justified it as health food. Silly, but it was my narrative, and I could tell myself whatever I wanted.

			I hadn’t been planning to go to the bar. It was an irresponsible and impulsive move—one that I sincerely hoped I wouldn’t regret in the morning—but I’d just felt so alone sitting in my hotel room. I’d always been a loner, happier on my own than in a group, but something about this night made the well of loneliness that was my constant companion feel like an abyss rather than its normal insulating wall, and I needed to get out of there. Sit at a bar. Have some mindless chatter with the bartender and maybe a few lonely fellow travelers.

			I was sure my stay with the Milwaukee Pitbulls was going to be brief, but I wanted to give it my all anyway. It was my last chance for a career as a Women’s National Basketball Association player, after all, and thus, I was going to nurse this one Miller Lite and then head to bed to ensure I got at least ten hours of sleep before the start of camp. Undoubtedly the last training camp of my career.

			Eight training camps. Eight long years of never quite being able to find the game I’d lost. I’d been planning to hang it up. Throw in the towel. I’d accepted an assistant coaching position with a division two school in Buffalo, New York. I wouldn’t have even been sitting at that bar if my former college coach hadn’t been the one to call me personally to invite me to camp a few days before. Convince me to come to camp, really.

			Flames of embarrassment tickled my diaphragm as I thought about my pathetic excuse of a WNBA career, essentially over now. The feeling of promise when I’d been drafted. The excitement of training camp, like the first day of school on steroids. Everything in my life had been firing on all cylinders, and I’d been on top of the world.

			Until the injury in my second professional game had robbed me of that entire first season, and my basketball career had tumbled down around me, burying me in a pile of rubble so deep that I couldn’t even see the court anymore, no less play on it. I had no idea why teams kept signing me. They must’ve watched reels from my college days and thought they had the magical panacea to help me find my game that I’d lost that horrible May day.

			I checked the Cubs game on the television over the bar and smiled as the batter hit a double and drove in a run. I wasn’t from Chicago, but for some reason. I’d always pulled for underdogs—especially perennial ones like the Cubs—long before I was a cliched underdog myself.

			When I looked to my beer to take another sip, I caught an attractive woman on the other side of the bar watching me. I thought it was odd that it was almost eight in the evening, and she was still in a suit, alone at the bar, but I wasn’t going to judge. It was a nice distraction from the negative self-talk I’d been mired in moments before that I was self-aware enough to recognize but not strong enough to snap out of.

			And the way her strawberry blond hair and pale skin glistened in the warm glow from the lights overhead…it made my chest hot. I looked away, embarrassed, though I couldn’t understand why when it was her who’d been staring at me.

			I picked up my phone from the bar and scrolled Twitter to give myself something else to look at. There was a lot of buzz about the new center the Pitbulls had drafted in the first round, Brittany Phillips. She’d gone to Tennessee and led them to their first NCAA championship in more than a decade and a half. She’d already signed a sponsorship with some sunglasses company at the tender age of twenty-two. I’d seen a goofy video that portrayed her turning into a dog while wearing the sunglasses. It seemed silly, but it had over a million likes, so she was clearly doing something right. I couldn’t imagine having the confidence to do that when I was that young. Hell, I couldn’t imagine having the confidence to do that now.

			I couldn’t help laughing at myself at how pathetic I was. Trying to head off another negative self-talk spiral, I looked up to check on the game. Before my eyes found the television, however, I saw the woman looking at me again. Or still? Had she ever looked away?

			Her lips curved into a smirk, as though she knew a secret no one else in the room was in on. Maybe she did. I smiled back, but when her smirk turned into a true smile, my cheeks went hot, and I looked down. I was nervous, yet…intrigued.

			The bubbles inexorably making their ways along the sides of my glass until they broke the surface were fascinating, weren’t they? I swirled the beer, and a new round of bubbles exploded to the surface, but like a magnet, the unknown woman pulled my gaze back up.

			Except this time, her chair was empty.

			Even more embarrassed than before, I tried to shake off my foolishness and focused on the television, appreciating the strange mix of relief and regret that rolled through my muscles in waves.

			“Is this seat taken?”

			My head snapped left. When had she gotten right next to me? Those deep blue eyes that I’d thought were brown from across the room blinked at me. I belatedly realized she was waiting for a response, even though she should have been able to see that the seat had been empty all evening. “Uh, nope.” Smooth.

			“I hope I’m not being too forward,” she said, leaning in, her voice silk. “But I saw you from across the room, and you were alone, and I was alone, and you seemed…interesting.” She pursed her lips, and it was like my entire belly went to jelly.

			“I’m probably the least interesting person in this entire bar,” I said, always uncomfortable being the center of attention.

			She bit her lip. “Now, I don’t believe that for a second. Tall, perfect, a little mysterious. Maybe you’re a spy waiting for your mark.”

			I scoffed. I couldn’t be further from a spy. “Maybe you’re an author who spins fanciful tales all day and night.”

			“I like the sound of that, but alas, no. Just a corporate suit in Milwaukee doing her father’s bidding.” She stuck out her hand, though she didn’t have to reach far since she was standing so close. “Kinzie Lancaster.”

			Kinzie. I rolled the name around in my head, liking the way it felt against my mouth. “Jane. Jane Gray.” I also liked the way her palm felt against mine. Soft. Smooth. It was almost delicate in my larger, rough, athlete’s hand, but the way she shook wasn’t delicate. It felt like she was commanding me to shake. Maybe she was. Little muscles deep in my belly clenched.

			“It’s nice to meet you, Jane.” Kinzie’s smile held a magnetism that I didn’t understand but definitely wanted to see more of. She captivated me as she slid onto the stool and continued facing me rather than turning to the bar.

			But why would someone like her be interested in me? Torn between wanting to talk and see that magnetic smile again or curl into my hoodie and crawl under the bar, I wrapped my arms around my torso as soon as she released my hand.

			She crossed her legs, hooking one of her bold red heels on the bottom rung of the barstool, and her skirt slid up, revealing another inch of her creamy pale skin. My mouth went a little dry, and I cleared my throat, took a sip of beer.

			“Who in this bar do you think could be more interesting than you?” she said, running the tip of one finger around the top of her glass of red wine.

			I took another sip of beer, which had even less taste than before. I looked around the room, trying to pick out one person who seemed more interesting than me. “I bet that guy over there is,” I said and nodded at a clean-cut white guy sitting at the other end of the bar, smiling—what I assumed he believed to be—a charming smile at the bartender.

			She pursed her lips and looked the guy up and down. “Absolutely less interesting than you. That’s Jeremiah. He’s a salesperson from Lawrence, Kansas and is in town selling the plastic tips for the tops of spray cans. He’s down there flirting with the bartender because he knocked up his high school girlfriend on prom night and has been tied down ever since. This is the only excitement he gets in his life. He’s not going to cheat on his wife, but harmlessly flirting with women who aren’t his wife while he’s on the road gives him a little charge. He’s a fairly decent guy, despite his flirty tendencies when out of the zip code, but he’s boring as hell.”

			I laughed harder than her story warranted because this interaction, where a beautiful woman made up stories about other bar patrons to convince me that I wasn’t the most boring person, was ludicrous. Surreal. This didn’t happen to me. For some reason, feeling like this was happening to someone else made me a little less self-conscious. A little bolder. Fake-me said, “I don’t know…plastic tips could be interesting.”

			“Hmm.” She tapped her index finger against her lower lip. “I can’t see it. But I can see that he’s more boring than you by a long shot. And I still don’t believe you’re boring at all.”

			“Oh, I am.”

			“Prove it. What brings you to Milwaukee, Jane Gray? Why are you so boring?” Watching Kinzie’s lip wrap around the top of her glass as she took a sip was a vision that I was pretty sure would live in my mind for some time to come.

			“Work too.”

			“Wait, you sell spray can tips like Jeremiah over there?”

			I choked on my beer and coughed. My chest hurt as I tried to regain my breath, and Kinzie’s hand lightly patting my back was twin pleasure and pain.

			“Sorry, I didn’t even think that was all that funny.” The twinkle in her eye was ornery. But I liked that it was focused on me, even as it made me nervous.

			“It wasn’t. It’s been a long day, I guess.”

			“So if not a plastic thingy salesperson, what do you do, Jane?” she said when I finally stopped coughing long enough to have a sip of water.

			I took a slow sip to buy time. The problem was, my job was probably the least boring thing about me, but I didn’t like to talk about it. People normally had a vision of what a professional athlete should have been, and I hated being compared against that idealized vision. And it wasn’t like I was any good. She wouldn’t have heard of me even if she was a basketball fan. Luckily, since fake-me was at the bar that night rather than real-me, I could be flirty and evasive. “To fool you into thinking I am more interesting than I am, what do you think I do?”

			When she took her plump lower lip between her teeth, my palms went damp, and when she looked me up and down, I thought I might slide right off my stool into a puddle on the ground. Help.

			“Let me see.” Those long fingers tapped her lips again. Did she know what she was doing to me? “You were watching the baseball game up there pretty intently, like you knew what was going on…are you a sports reporter?”

			I laughed at the ridiculous notion. As if I was outgoing enough to be a reporter. Also, if she thought I was watching intently, she’d probably never watched a game before. “I wasn’t watching intently, and that’s not it. But out of curiosity, are you a sports fan?”

			“Good God, no. Not at all.” She shook her head wryly as she took another sip.

			“Not a sports fan, got it. But I am curious, what are you in town for? You said you were doing your dad’s bidding?” I wanted to change the subject before she actually figured out what I did. Sports reporter was a little too close to the truth.

			“Me? I’m perhaps slightly more interesting than Jeremiah. I work in corporate America and, yes, for my father’s company. He was supposed to be out here for this assignment that is sports’ adjacent, so not exactly up my alley.” She grimaced. “And I was supposed to be in San Francisco, which I find a little more appealing than Milwaukee—not that Milwaukee isn’t interesting—but he had a heart attack a few weeks ago and isn’t ready to travel yet, so here I am.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry.”

			“He seems like he’s going to be fine. I hate being away from him when he’s still recovering, but that’s life. Okay, next guess as I’m not going to let you change the subject. You didn’t actually deny being a spy earlier. Suspicious?”

			“I wish. But definitely not a spy. I’m way too shy.” If she knew the only reason I was able to talk to her was because fake-me had taken over, she might understand how ridiculous a notion that was.

			“I don’t think you’re as shy as you say you are. And I’m pretty sure that’s what a spy would say.”

			I laughed. “You’re ridiculous. I swear. I’m not a spy.” Something about bantering with her had me drinking faster than I’d meant to, and I tipped my head back as I swallowed the last of my beer.

			“Can I buy you another drink while I work out this mystery of who is Jane Gray?” she said.

			That was so much more tempting than she knew, but I couldn’t. I was drunk on her, but I had a huge day tomorrow. My last chance. I checked my watch. It was getting late. Despite the surprising fun I was having, I couldn’t stay. “I’m sorry, I’d love to, but I can’t. I have a big day tomorrow, and I need to get to bed.”

			Her face fell, and I had a strong urge to break the rules for her, but I couldn’t. Tomorrow was the first day of my last chance. “But it’s not even that late.” She checked her watch. “It’s barely eight.”

			I signaled to the bartender for my check. As I pulled out some cash to place it in the billfold—I certainly couldn’t put a beer the night before training camp on my hotel tab that the team would be paying—she laid a hand on my forearm. My skin tingled. My breath caught.

			“How long are you in town for?” she whispered, her voice like honey across my senses. She stared at my mouth. I thought maybe she wanted to kiss me, but that was ridiculous.

			Yet, I wanted to lean in and find out. But fear of rejection and embarrassment coursed through me, so I jumped up instead. “That remains to be seen. It was great meeting you, Kinzie. Maybe I’ll see you around.”

			I fled from the room without a backward glance. I didn’t think I’d ever been flirted with by someone so forward. It was flattering and nerve-racking and sexy as fuck. I bounced on the balls of my feet as I waited for the elevator. But it terrified me too.

			“Jane, wait a sec.”

			Startled, I jumped like I was going up for a jump ball. I had to look like such a weirdo. Why was Kinzie coming after me? Lost in my head, I stood, still gasping from surprise, until she stepped closer.

			She touched my arm again before she said, “I’ve never done this before, even though I’m sure this sounds like a line, but there’s something about you…I don’t want this to…” She finally seemed a little nervous as she looked at the ground, but it paled in comparison to the nerves racing through my veins like tiny race cars speeding out of control along a sinuous racetrack.

			But she cleared her throat and steadied herself in a way I was envious of and said, “Will you come up to my room with me?” Her eyes were clear. Her voice stronger than was fair, given what she’d just asked. How did she have the confidence to be so bold? I couldn’t fathom it.

			Yet, it was sexy. Something about her bold question had heat flooding between my legs, and I considered her proposition more than I’d expected.

			Ding.

			My gaze jumped up.

			“I think your elevator is here,” she said and gestured to the doors opening behind me.

			I stepped in on autopilot, but as the doors started to slide closed, I stuck my hand into the path. “I think your elevator’s here too, isn’t it?”

			A pirate smile crept across her face as she joined me. “I think you’re right.”

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			The next two days passed in a blur of team practices that were more like playground basketball games with friends; the two-person skills challenge that Maya and I took second in, missing winning by less than a second; the three point challenge; walking the orange carpet; charity events; and fan meet and greets. Through everything, Kinzie was always nearby looking at me in a way that made my skin prickle with desire.

			When not daydreaming about Kinzie, I tried to savor every minute since it was my first all-star appearance, but it just felt like so much was going on. When they called my name and I came charging out of the tunnel to applause like I’d never received before, I was filled to the brim with pride. All I could think about were my parents, who had flown all the way from Vermont with three layovers just to be in the audience cheering for me. I wished I could take a picture, but our phones always stayed in the locker room. I didn’t think I’d believe the next day that all of it had even happened without photographic evidence.

			After the game, which Team A’ja won in another surreal moment in a weekend of surreal moments, I took my parents out for a late dinner before they had to hop a red-eye home. I tried to get them to go to someplace fancy—they weren’t wealthy and didn’t splurge much—but they insisted they just wanted to have Johnny Rockets, so burgers it was.

			I teared up saying good-bye to them as they hopped on the airport shuttle, but they were so practical, they didn’t cry at all. I consoled myself with thoughts of the evening ahead. I was going to meet up with Maya and the crew, and I could only assume Kinzie would be there too. I was excited and nervous because tomorrow was an off day until the late afternoon, when we had to catch our charter home. I had a feeling tonight was going to be wild.

			Every night in Vegas had been successively wilder, but with a travel day the next day, plus one more free day before practice started back up, it felt like the need to really let loose had been building in everyone.

			I texted Maya to ask where they were, and she said one of the Vegas players had a connection at the Hakkasan nightclub at the MGM and had scored a reservation for all of us in a VIP section. I hadn’t spent much time in Vegas, but I had learned that everything there looked close, yet took forever to get to. I tried to take a taxi since it felt like it was a zillion degrees outside, but the cab line was about twenty people long and wasn’t moving quickly, so I decided to walk. I wasn’t surprised that even though the MGM seemed to be a block away, it still took fifteen minutes to walk there. Luckily, it was less miserably hot than expected.

			When I gave my name to the bouncer, someone escorted me to a cordoned off area of the mezzanine. I normally found nightclub scenes a little overwhelming with the number of people gyrating nearby, especially given how sweaty they always were and how few clothes they had on, but Vegas was worse than normal. So I was particularly happy to see that VIP really meant VIP. The skybox was tucked away from all the sweaty people, and I felt like I could take a deep breath for the first time since I’d entered the club.

			“Jane,” Mercedes screamed as she ran over to me. “You’re here. I’ve missed you.” She pulled me into a hug, and I could tell she’d had a few drinks. While we liked each other, we weren’t hugging friends. At least, not until that moment.

			Vicky was next, and she screeched my name as she approached, her arms outstretched. Okay. Apparently, this was going to be a very huggy evening. She squeezed me tighter than Mercedes had, and I could smell the tequila on her, which made me laugh. It was nice to see them taking advantage of the chance to truly unwind. I just hoped they didn’t get sick. As athletes, we rarely drink, especially because we played nearly year-round between the WNBA season in the US and overseas the remainder of the year and lacked an offseason to relax in. Vicky and Mercedes hopped back into the crowd, and I scanned the room for Maya. Or Kinzie.

			I couldn’t decide who I wanted to find first.

			Maya. Definitely Maya.

			Maybe she could talk some sense into me about Kinzie. Though, I didn’t really want her to talk sense into me about Kinzie. Since our flirtation at the cocktail party, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her. Whatever had been simmering felt really close to boiling over, and I was having a hard time reminding myself to turn off the burner.

			However, it was Kinzie who came over next. “Hey, you. I’ve been wondering when you were going to get here. Maya said you were having dinner with your parents. They didn’t want to come celebrate with you?”

			“Ha ha, no,” I deadpanned. “I love them to death, but they aren’t partiers. I think they’d be scandalized at how little clothing most women are wearing down there.”

			Kinzie chuckled. “Well, I’m not a prude, but I felt a little scandalized myself. Vegas is like that sometimes. I’d hesitate before touching much in this club. Seems like everything might have…grossness on it.”

			“Well, I’m clean.” I couldn’t believe I’d said that. It was like I was inviting her to touch me. Sure, I’d been fantasizing about her for days, but now that we were in front of each other, I remembered how unprofessional it would be. Plus, it might be bad luck. I was afraid to introduce something new that might fuck up my head. Yet, she looked fantastic in the black camisole that emphasized her toned arms and high-waisted black pants so I couldn’t make myself regret the comment.

			She traced a finger from my shoulder to my elbow. “I’m clean too, so I’m safe.” She smirked. “At least for now.”

			I realized I was starting to lean in when movement over Kinzie’s shoulder caught my attention. Maya was waving. It was odd because it was at her hip level, but I realized she was standing next to her ex, Paris Turner. And they were standing close. Maya didn’t look like she was trying to get away, but when she caught my eye, her jaw looked tense.

			This was horrible timing, but I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if I didn’t check in. “Um, I need to check on Maya. I’m sorry. I’ll catch up with you in a bit, okay?”

			She blinked at me, hurt in her eyes.

			“I’m sorry, I want to continue this conversation, but Maya is over there with her ex, and their relationship has been…tumultuous.” I didn’t want to betray her trust, but I also didn’t want Kinzie to think I was blowing her off. “I think she’s trying to get my attention, so I need to check.” I squeezed her hand. “I’m not playing games, I swear.”

			Her face softened. “No explanations needed. Go check on your friend.”

			She looked earnest, and the hurt was gone. “Thank you. I will catch up with you later, okay?”

			Her smile bloomed fully. “I’m going to hold you to that, and I’m not going anywhere.” Her words were light, but they felt weightier for some reason. Was there a hidden meaning I didn’t understand?

			I kissed her on the cheek. I wasn’t sure what compelled me, but I had to. She looked a little surprised, but I squeezed her hand again and walked away.

			Maya didn’t look like she was having a bad time, but something was off. I plastered a bright smile on my face as I walked up to them and said, “Sorry to interrupt, but I’ve been looking all over for you, Maya. I thought we were going to meet up?” I was hoping she knew that if she wanted to blow me off, she could, but I was here as a lifeline if she wanted it.

			“Oops, you’re right, Jane. I lost track of time.” She looked back to Paris. “I’m sorry, I’ll catch you later, okay?”

			Paris’s face looked pinched as she said, “Okay, sure. I’ll be around.”

			Maya hooked her arm into mine as we walked. “Thank you,” she whispered.

			“I wasn’t sure if you needed a bail out, but I wanted to give you the choice. You looked like you were into the conversation and also looking for an escape.”

			“It’s possible to be doing both at the same time.” She sighed. And pulled me to the bar. “This is why I shouldn’t drink when I’m around her. Because I am so into her. Still. But it always breaks me when things fall apart. It’s…so lesbian of me. God, I hate it. And I hate myself a little bit because I still want to fuck her. Fuck me.”

			She ordered us two tequila shots. I wasn’t planning to drink anything other than beer, but this was the first time I’d made it to the bar. Since Maya seemed to need it, we clinked shot glasses, tapped them on the bar, and tipped them back. I tried not to wince at the burn and wondered why Maya hadn’t asked for salt and lime. Or even orange and cinnamon. But, no. She seemed unaffected as she held on to the edge of the bar and sank into a squat. I chuckled at her theatrics as she huffed and pulled her hips back farther. I envied the stretch she had to be feeling in her lats. “What is wrong with me?”

			“Not one thing. You are amazing. And everyone should be able to see it.” I wanted to shake her. If Paris was dicking her around, keeping her on the hook while she fucked other women or just refused to get serious or whatever…I wanted to punch her. I wasn’t violent, but no one fucked with my friends. The shot had also made me braver. I could feel the effects already. I was such a lightweight.

			She looked at me around the arm that was still holding onto the edge of the bar. “Thank you. But why am I like this? When she says, ‘Maya,’ like that, why do I just melt and follow her with my tongue hanging out?”

			“It says that you’re a work in progress. So is she, but you have the right to protect your heart. You don’t need her.”

			“I don’t,” she said indignantly.

			“You’re right. What can I do to help you right now?” I couldn’t necessarily relate to what she was going through, but I wanted to help however I could.

			“Dance with me? I love to dance, and if we go together, I can’t dance with the devil.”

			“Well, I might be the devil, but you’re like my sister, so I’ll protect you.” We smiled and high-fived. Because after one shot, I was feeling a little boozy, and it felt like the right move.

			We did one more shot—because why wouldn’t we—and hit the dance floor. I wasn’t a great dancer, but when in a crowd, I felt free enough to let my hips find the rhythm, and they didn’t let me down. I’m sure the tequila didn’t hurt. My arms and hips and feet found the music, and we danced. And danced. And danced. Until I couldn’t think or feel or care. I forgot about Kinzie and the mess I found myself in.

			All the minutes melted together until I was dancing by myself. I was lost in the beat and had no idea how long it had been going on for, but I didn’t mind. Well, I didn’t mind until some tall, sweaty, white guy was suddenly in front of me. At first, he was just dancing by himself. But he danced closer. And closer. And I tried to step back, but I bumped into a couple behind me. He put his hand on my hip, and I pushed it off.

			“Sorry,” he breathed on me. I tried not to gag. “I just saw we were both dancing alone and thought maybe you’d like to join me. It’s rare that I meet a woman who is almost as tall as me.”

			I wanted to place a hand on his chest and shove him away. But it was hard to know what to expect from men sometimes, and I didn’t want to escalate anything. I sidestepped and tried a more appeasing route. I giggled and hated myself a little for it. “Oh, I’m not alone. I’m just waiting for my friend to come back.” I wished I’d said girlfriend; fending off weirdos didn’t require full truths. But he might have been more interested, so maybe I’d said the right thing.

			Also, where had Maya gone? It felt like I’d been dancing with her and Vicky, and then, I wasn’t sure. I think Vicky had brought me another shot. Why the fuck was I doing multiple shots? Though it made sense as to why the night had become confusing.

			Too much tequila on a stomach barely half-full from a Johnny Rockets Impossible burger hours ago.

			“Can’t you dance with me while you wait?” he whined and reached for my hip again.

			“She doesn’t have to wait any longer, friend,” Kinzie said as she wrapped her fingers around his wrist and removed it from my hip.

			I was a couple of inches taller than her, but she looked intense and intimidating in that moment. He cowered, and I couldn’t have been more grateful if I’d tried. I wanted to sink into her arms for saving me from the scene that I’d been afraid I was going to need to cause.

			His voice cracked as he said, “Why don’t we all just dance together?”

			“Thanks, babe,” I said and pulled her in for a kiss. I wasn’t sure what I meant by it, but it felt natural. So natural that Kinzie’s hand wrapped around me and pulled me closer. I’d meant the kiss to be a peck to make sure that the dude got the message and skulked off, but it quickly changed.

			I wasn’t sure whose mouth opened first, whose tongue entered first, but I dug my fingers into her jean-clad hips and pulled her as close as our clothes would allow. Any concern regarding the interloping guy vanished.

			Her thigh slid between my own, and I groaned. Maybe she did too, but I couldn’t hear her over the thump of the music. All my senses were consumed by her. All I could feel, smell, and taste was her. Fuck. How had we gone months without this? We kissed. And kissed. And danced. And kissed. My entire body melted into hers as we moved together. Hell, my entire being melted into her. Every inch of skin was on fire for her. My hands danced along her back, up her neck, in her hair. I couldn’t feel enough of her. I couldn’t pull her close enough.

			I had no idea how long we were lost in each other until someone fell into me from behind. My teeth hit Kinzie’s, and we both pulled away in surprise. I was ready to spin in anger, but Kinzie must have seen the flash in my eyes.

			“Do you want to get out of here?” she asked.

			Any anger I felt at the interruption disappeared as I envisioned spending the rest of the night in her bed. Or my own. I wasn’t picky. As long as it included us together, and preferably without clothes, I was game.

			I nodded and laced my fingers with hers as she led me toward the exit. Just before she hit the push bar on the door out of the club, a female stick figure nearby caught my eye, and the urge to pee was nearly overpowering. I tugged Kinzie’s hand, and she paused. “I’m going to hit the restroom quick, okay?”

			She nodded and leaned against a column.

			I jogged into the restroom, not wanting to waste a second before I got her in my bed. However, as I was flushing, I heard a little gagging followed by retching. I felt bad for whoever it was. Puking always sucked, but it seemed especially sad in a public bathroom at a club on the strip.

			My heart went out to her as she continued to throw up as I washed my hands. I wanted to walk away, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t leave another woman in there without checking on her. She might have just overindulged, but someone could have slipped something in her drink. And there were probably a lot of people out there who might take advantage of her. Despite knowing Kinzie was waiting, I knocked on the stall door. “Are you okay in there?”

			Only a groan answered me, but the woman flopped back until she was sitting on the floor against the door, and I saw the side of her dress. Shit.

			“Vicky? Is that you? Do you need help?”

			“Yeah,” Vicky answered, her voice rough yet weak. Any lingering buzz I had from those shots and kisses vanished at her distress. “I think I need to go home.”

			Understatement of the year. “Can you open the door? I’ll help you get back to your room.”

			Sounds of scratching came from the other side, and I envisioned her reaching for the lock but unable to grab it because of her position on the floor. The door to the club opened. and the thump of bass beat louder for a moment, ratcheting up my own heartbeat. I looked over. It was Kinzie. I sighed in relief.

			“Are you okay? You were taking a while.” She smiled and looked a little uncomfortable.

			“Yeah, I’m fine, but Vicky isn’t doing well,” I said. “I can’t leave her.”

			Kinzie said, “Of course not. How can I help?” just as Vicky said, “Ssh. I don’t want anyone on the team to know that I can’t handle my alcohol. They’ll make fun of me.”

			I rolled my eyes and chuckled. “It’s Kinzie, and I promise. She won’t tell anyone.”

			“You have my word,” Kinzie said.

			“Oh no, she’s not on the team. She’s an outsider. That’s worse.” Vicky’s voice was nearly a sob, and I watched Kinzie’s face fall.

			“She’s not an outsider. I promise. She’s promoting us and is our biggest cheerleader. She’s exactly what you’re looking for. Not an outsider but also not a teammate.” I smiled at Kinzie so she’d know my words were completely truthful, and she rewarded me with a real smile.

			“You promise?” Vicky said from the other side of the stall door.

			“Promise,” I said, still looking at Kinzie. “Would you get a few bottles of water? I’m about to break into this stall, but she’s going to want some water on our walk back to the hotel.”

			“No problem. I’ll be right back.”

			I nodded and sighed, relieved that I had her help. Not that I couldn’t do this by myself, but knowing I had backup eased my stress. Once she left, I said. “Okay, Vicky I’m about to pick the lock to your restroom door. Don’t lean too much weight on it, or you’re going to fall over.”

			“How’re you gonna do that?” she slurred as I pulled out my room key and used it as a makeshift flat head screwdriver to turn the latch from the outside. Before she finished talking, the stall door sprang open, and she fell over onto my feet. Luckily, she was sitting on the floor, so she didn’t fall far. “You’re magic,” she said as she righted herself with my help.

			I laughed but was relieved that she was okay and sitting up without assistance. I hoped that meant she’d be able to walk too. “That’s right. A regular magician. What do you think about trying to stand and getting cleaned up a little?” Thankfully, she’d seemed to hit the toilet when she’d been throwing up, but she needed to wash her hands and face. And I was sure she’d feel a lot better if she rinsed her mouth out too.

			“You’re a magician on the court too. A magician everywhere.” She slurred the last word. I would have been embarrassed and maybe a little flattered if she hadn’t been sloshed.

			“For my next trick, let’s see if I can get you off this floor, huh?”

			“Ooo, fun.”

			Dear God, send me strength.

			I got her feet situated in front of her and her legs bent at the knees so hopefully as I lifted, she’d plant her feet. “Okay, wrap your arms around my neck. But please don’t touch me with your hands if you can help it, okay?” I cringed at the thought of her touching my hair with hands that had just been all over the restroom floor and toilet.

			“Okey doke,” she said and did as instructed.

			I used my legs and lifted, my arms under her pits. She almost helped. “You’re pretty too. Did you know that? I had a little crush on you when you first started. I’m over it now.” She giggled.

			This was becoming a night of revelations. Evidently, tequila was Vicky’s truth serum. “Oh really?” I said, just trying to keep her talking.

			“Yeah, I got a crush on someone else now.”

			“And who might that be?” It seemed like she had her feet under her, so I helped her walk to the sink.

			“Shh. It’s a secret. I can’t tell.”

			“I think you want to tell me. But while you think about it, why don’t you wash your hands? Maybe splash some water on your face. Rinse out your mouth. Do you have any gum or mints in your little clutch?” It was a little like pulling teeth, but I finally got both of us washed up, and she thankfully did find a small tin of mints just as Kinzie opened the door again.

			“You two ready to get the hell out of here?”

			“Let’s roll,” Vicky said. She tried to do some half dance maneuver and almost knocked us both over, but Kinzie was there to steady us even as she balanced three bottles of water in her other hand.

			“Since when did you get so coordinated?” I said.

			“Why did you think I’m uncoordinated? Have I ever seemed clumsy to you?” She laughed as she looked at me.

			“No, but you said you hate sports. I guess I just thought you weren’t coordinated.”

			She barked another laugh. “That’s a little elitist, isn’t it?”

			I was dumbstruck. I wasn’t sure why I’d made that assumption. “Um.”

			She laughed before she said, “I don’t play sports, nor do I enjoy them—or at least, I didn’t used to enjoy them—but I do yoga or Pilates every day.”

			“I’m…sorry,” I said weakly, embarrassed and wishing I could take back my silly statement.

			“As you can see—and as you should remember—I’m pretty darn coordinated.” Her sexy smirk did something to me. I hated feeling foolish, but I’d nearly forgotten it with that gaze.

			“Wait, did you two sleep together?” Vicky perked up enough to read between the lines.

			“Um, no,” I said with more determination than I felt and shrugged at Kinzie in the mirror, hoping Vicky didn’t notice. And hoping I didn’t hurt Kinzie’s feelings, though I certainly wasn’t ready for the whole team to know.

			“Oh, okay. Can I go to bed now?”

			“Yeah, let’s go. It’s just a short walk, okay? Can you make it?” I said.

			“I’m a professional athlete. Of course I can take a short walk.” She giggled again. I wasn’t sure I believed her, but I was afraid that getting into a car and doing a couple of U-turns on the strip to get back to our hotel would make her get sick again. Plus, the walk might help sober her up.

			By the time we poured her into her bed with a couple of bottles of water and aspirin on the nightstand, I expected to feel completely exhausted, but instead, I felt a little wired.

			“That isn’t exactly how I expected our night to go when we left the dance floor, but I’m glad you found Vicky,” Kinzie said as we stepped out into the hall, and the door to Vicky’s room clicked behind us.

			“Yeah, I worry about what could’ve happened if I hadn’t. I texted Brittany and Mercedes and told them I got her to bed. Apparently, they were supposed to be watching out for each other, but neither realized when Vicky went to the restroom and panicked when they couldn’t find her. I think they’d been about to call the National Guard.”

			“Ah, the kids sticking together. I love it. I hadn’t even thought about whether someone might miss you when I was luring you out of the club earlier. Is there anyone you need to text?”

			“I didn’t promise to check in with anyone, but everyone seems to be heading back to their rooms. I let Maya know I was heading to bed, and I thought you were too.”

			“Oh, did you?” She looked at me, her brows arched.

			“Uh, did I misspeak?”

			She bit the side of her lip. “Well I was hoping to spend a little more time with you. If you aren’t too tired.”

			“Oh?” was all I managed as my self-doubt vanished, and the need I felt for her surged in my veins again, sending my heart rate through the roof.

			“I was going to invite you to my room, but I was afraid you might sneak out in the middle of the night again, so I was trying to figure out how to get myself invited to your room without being too forward.” She ran her hand down my arm and interlaced our fingers, pulling me closer.

			I’d thought she would have been happy that I’d snuck out of her room when she’d been sleeping last time. No one wanted a one-night stand to stick around for an awkward morning after, did they? But I wasn’t going to ignore the electricity flowing between our fingers to ask. Or chance ruining the connection. “You? Too forward?” I laughed and squeezed her hand. “I think you’ve mentioned that before and never shied away from it. But my room isn’t far. Do you want to come up for a nightcap?”

			“There is nothing I want more. What floor are you on?” she said as her fingers hovered over the elevator call buttons.

			“Thirty.”

			She pressed the up button. “Nice.”

			The air felt heavy as we waited for the elevator, and my mouth went dry at her intense gaze. It was that hungry look that Maya and Brittany had been teasing me about the other day, and I wondered why I’d been uncertain not that long ago. Or why I’d been uncertain about her interest at all. We had intense chemistry the one night we’d been together, and if our making out earlier was any indicator, it had only intensified. I wished I could will the elevator to hurry up, but also, standing there looking at each other was building a tension between us that felt so good, I never wanted it to end. I shivered just as the elevator dinged and signaled its arrival.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Kinzie was quiet on our walk from the elevator to my room, but I could feel the intensity of her gaze with every step. Why were these corridors so damn long?

			“Your jeans make me feel things, Jane. I don’t think I can really describe exactly what, but there’s an old country song about hating to see someone go but loving to watch her leave. Walking a step behind you, I understand the sentiment.”

			Her words started pleasant flutters in my stomach and gave me confidence as I stopped in front of my door. Because the hall was empty and I appreciated her openness, I brushed a light kiss across her lips before I turned and opened the door. “Luckily, I convinced you to leave with me.”

			She whistled as she walked into my room and looked around. “Nice digs. Also, I would not have guessed you would be this tidy.”

			“Oh?” I took in my room from an outsider’s perspective. Sure, I kept my clothes hanging in the closet or neatly folded. I kept my dirty clothes rolled tightly in half my suitcase. I didn’t like a mess, but I didn’t think that was strange.

			She laughed. “Not that I would expect you to be sloppy, but you don’t have a single item of clothing strewn across your bed or hanging over the back of a chair. Did you know exactly what you were going to wear tonight that you didn’t have to try on a few things?”

			“No, I tried on one other shirt, but I hung it back up. Is that weird?”

			She grinned as she took my hand again. “Not weird at all. Endearing. I like learning more about you, Jane Gray.”

			I loved how we were the same height when she wore heels. Most women I’d dated were shorter than me—quite a bit in some cases—and it was really hot that I could look straight at her. I ran a finger along her jaw, still channeling a boldness that didn’t really feel like my own, but I was riding the wave. Fake-confident sexy Jane was back, and I was letting her run the show. “I was going to offer you a drink, but I’d much rather kiss you. If that’s okay with you.” I intentionally used the same words she’d said to me that first night in her hotel room. I didn’t know why, but it felt poetic.

			Maybe she felt the same because her eyes flicked to my mouth, but she didn’t answer, so I used the last word she’d said to me that first night before I’d kissed her. “Please,” I whispered.

			She gripped my jeans and pulled me until our bodies were completely flush and kissed me again as though we’d never taken a pause from the dance floor. No hesitating or figuring out how our mouths fit together. Her tongue softly yet
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