
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      The Wedding Planner meets The Bachelor in Save the Date, the third standalone laugh-out-loud rom com in the Wild Wedding series. 

      

      Rebecca Halstead has never been a bridesmaid, but she can certainly relate to the expression “always a bridesmaid, never a bride.”  As one of Chicago’s top wedding planners, Rebecca has had a front row seat to countless ceremonies, yet her own walk down the aisle has started to feel like nothing more than a little girl’s fantasy. She’s the wallflower who, thanks to a clean bill of health from her oncologist, wants to live life to the fullest. If only she knew how.

      

      Brody Dixon hasn’t heard the word “no” since he was drafted by the NFL. With cover model looks and an arm that’s earned him two Super Bowl MVPs, Brody can have his pick of women. But as the next celebrity bachelor on American Sweetheart, both his agent and publicist want him to clean up his image before the show begins. If only he knew how.

      

      Then fate, and an impulsive wager, bring these two opposites together until an unlikely alliance is formed. For the next two months, Brody will get a crash course in romance. In return, he agrees to help Rebecca break out of her carefully constructed shell. On paper it makes perfect sense. But as they struggle to teach each other, Brody and Rebecca just might discover that falling in love is the most important lesson of all.
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      Brody Dixon woke to the sound of a ringing cell phone. Except it wasn’t the usual, factory-default ringtone, but some god-awful version of a 90s pop song. Britney Spears, if he wasn’t mistaken. He’d get Conor for that one. The guy was a damn fine wingman, but his sense of humor left a lot to be desired.

      Brody pulled a pillow over his head and waited for the call to roll into voice mail. At least he was alone. Thank God, he thought. Actually, thank the doorman. He’d only been staying on Chicago’s Gold Coast for a little over a week, but the swanky hotel’s late-night doorman was already proving to be a most valuable asset. Brody had learned early on in his football career that palming a few Benjamins to a building’s gatekeeper ensured him a good night’s sleep, solo, in his oversized bed. All it took was a few well-timed moves. A dance of sorts, really—a kiss on the cheek, an empty promise, an open car door—and before she even realized what was happening, the lady in question found herself back in the limo with a smile on her face.

      Last night had been no exception.

      Images from the previous night in the VIP room of an upscale club began to flicker through Brody’s mind. The entire place had pulsed with hypnotic energy as hundreds of bodies filled a dance floor that was really more of a pit in the center of the circular building. A DJ was perched on a platform, spinning tunes for sweaty clubgoers all writhing and grinding to the pounding bass, while above them, iron balconies spiraled three stories high. It was on one of those balconies, in one of the most exclusive velvet-draped rooms, that Brody had held court with a handful of friends around him and a well-endowed blonde in his lap. Or was it a redhead? Oh shit. He chuckled to himself as he realized he’d actually been with both.

      The phone rang again. Someone sure as hell had a bug up their ass. What could be so damn important at…

      He looked at the digital clock on the nightstand. Fucking hell, it wasn’t even seven yet. The ringing quieted, then without missing a beat, began again. On a groan, Brody reached for his phone, ready to rip whoever it was a new asshole. But when he glanced at the screen, he stilled. It was his agent. Before seven a.m.? This couldn’t be good.

      “Marty,” Brody said, scrubbing a hand down his face.

      “Have you seen TMZ?”

      Of course he hadn’t seen TMZ. He’d been sleeping. Something he still should have been doing. “Would be a bit difficult with my eyes closed,” Brody said in a less-than-subtle commentary on the ungodly hour. Anyone else would have gotten an earful of what-the-fuck, but Martin Gelman had been in the business long enough to earn the right to wake his A-list clients. Not to mention, he was the one responsible for negotiating Brody’s latest contract. What was a little lost shut-eye compared to a nine-figure deal?

      “Well, look at it,” Marty huffed. “Now.”

      “All right, all right.” He pulled the phone away from his ear and launched the browser. It didn’t take long to figure out what Marty was referring to. Brody’s name was plastered across the website’s main page.

      “Double the Pleasure for Bad Boy Dixon” was printed in bold font. Christ, he was never going to shake that, was he? A few nights of acting like any other red-blooded male with a couple mil to burn and the press decided he was the poster boy for bad behavior. While it might have been true, he still hated it. Made him sound like one of those boy band singers with the skinny jeans and lopsided hair.

      Below the headline was a photograph of Brody leaving the club the night before. He was flanked by the redhead and the blonde. Both women were dressed in short, sequined dresses, and both appeared to be quite pleased with themselves. He slid his fingers across the screen to zoom in on the image. Damn, they’d seemed a lot hotter with half a dozen tequila shots pumping through his veins.

      Marty’s voice crackled from the device despite the fact that Brody hadn’t hit the speaker button. “Tell me those aren’t professionals?”

      He put the phone back to his ear. “What?”

      “Hookers, Brody. Tell me TMZ isn’t running a picture of you with two hookers?”

      “Hell no!” He was Brody-fucking-Dixon. He’d never paid for sex in his life. He’d always attracted plenty of women. First as a high school All-American, then a Heisman Trophy winner, and then as a first-round pick in the NFL. And after he’d won his first Super Bowl ring? Forget paying for it. Getting laid was so easy, he didn’t even have to try.

      “They’re dancers.” At least, he was fairly sure that’s what they were. It seemed to ring a bell.

      “The exotic variety, I presume.” It was a statement more than a question.

      “Dunno.” Brody chuckled. “But I can assure you, they sure as hell weren’t expecting me to stick cash in their G-strings.”

      Marty made a noise that made him sound more like a swine than a suit. “Why would they, when the paparazzi pay so much better?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “For such a worldly guy, you really are quite naïve. You think those leeches with the cameras just happened to know exactly where you’d be and when? The girls tipped them off, Brody.”

      Fuck. Seemed he couldn’t blow off any steam at all anymore without it becoming a national headline.

      “I swear, sometimes it’s like you’re still that wide-eyed boy I sat across from at the kitchen table.”

      It had been seven years since Marty had shown up at Brody’s parents’ ranch in Oklahoma, offering his services in launching what he was sure would be a record-breaking career. He’d ended up with horse shit on his Italian loafers, but he’d also ended up winning over Brody and his parents. They’d been Team Dixon ever since.

      “I spoke to Marguerite,” Marty said. Four words that always meant Brody wasn’t going to like how the rest of the conversation went. To put it bluntly, Marguerite Gauthier was a thorn in his side. Scratch that, a thorn in his ass. But despite the fact that the woman seemed to draw breath for the sole reason of thinking up new ways to rain on his parade, she was also the best at her job. And as much as he hated to admit it, when it came to PR at least, she was usually right. Didn’t mean he had to like it.

      “What did the wet blanket have to say?”

      “She had an idea for rehabilitating your image.”

      “I wasn’t aware it needed resuscitation.”

      “According to Marguerite, vendor orders for your new jersey are half of what they were when you first came out of the draft. And even less if you compare the sales following the first Super Bowl win.”

      Brody squeezed his eyes shut. He didn’t need anyone reminding him of his steady decline. Sure, he was still rolling in the dough, but that didn’t change the fact that it had been nearly four years since his last Super Bowl win. He’d come out of the gate white-hot, taking his team to the play-offs in his rookie year, then leading them to back-to-back Super Bowl wins the next two seasons. But now his thirtieth birthday was looming, and those rings were starting to tarnish. Chicago was meant to be a fresh start, a chance to get his head and arm back in the game. It was exactly what he needed. Of course, the hundred-million-dollar contract didn’t hurt either.

      He braced himself. “What does she have in mind this time?” His publicist was always coming up with ideas on how to improve Brody’s image. Surprise drop-ins at local youth football camps, Make-A-Wish locker room visits, or even that one year she had him dressed as Santa Claus and handing out gifts at a local children’s hospital. To be honest, he actually enjoyed those types of events—itchy white beard and red fat suit aside. But he would have preferred to do them without a pack of photographers in tow. Spending time with his fans, particularly the young ones, was one of the highlights of his fame. That and the free stuff he scored. Seemed the more money he made, the more people wanted to give him things free of charge. Go figure. But taking the press with him to visit a kid who wouldn’t be going home for Christmas that year, or maybe ever again, seemed to cheapen the whole experience. Still, if it was what Team Dixon needed, then pass the bunny ears and he’d hop on by with a basket of chocolate eggs.

      “She’s booked you on some reality dating show.”

      Fuck. Him. “No. No way.”

      “It wasn’t a suggestion, Brody. It’s a done deal.”

      The hell with that. If there was a line that shouldn’t be crossed, it had just been drawn in the sand. Besides, he was the Dixon of Team Dixon. His vote outweighed the rest.

      “Chicago just signed you to a record-breaking contract. This is supposed to be a comeback year for both you and the team. The last thing they want is for their quarterback to be the epitome of bad behavior. And before you launch into the whole spiel about how dudes high-five you on the street, let me be clear. For the kind of money they’re paying you—and looking to recoup on merchandise—you don’t just need the men. You need the women too. We need to see girls wearing your jersey on game day as well. And you need the mothers to say yes when their kids ask them to spend a hundred bucks so they can wear number fourteen.”

      Brody stared at the ceiling through the frame of the hotel’s modern, brushed metal canopy bed. While Marty may have had a point, this wasn’t the solution. Not a viable one anyway.

      “Dating a reality television star didn’t work out so well for my predecessor,” Brody reminded him. And boy was that an understatement. A local website had even listed her as one of the top five reasons Chicagoans disliked their former QB.

      “The women on the show won’t be reality stars. They’re your average, run-of-the-mill Midwesterners. Wholesome values.”

      “So, I date a farm girl, and all my problems are solved?” Girls in Daisy Duke jean shorts began parading through Brody’s head, and he couldn’t help the smile that formed on his lips. Maybe this ridiculous idea wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      “Get your mind out of the gutter,” Marty said in yet another example of his uncanny knack for reading Brody’s thoughts. “All of this will be on camera.”

      “I don’t have time for this, Marty. Training camp is the end of July, and the first preseason game is a few weeks later. I don’t need any distractions.”

      “Your whole life is a distraction.”

      Brody opened his mouth to object when Marty added, “The show agreed to an adjusted schedule. Marguerite will explain it in detail, but from what I understand, they’re going to pre-shoot all the locations prior to training camp and then have live elimination shows air throughout the fall.”

      “During the season?” He had to be kidding.

      “Only on Monday. Right before Monday Night Football. Except on the West Coast. There it will air after.”

      Brody pinched the bridge of his nose as Marty continued his pitch.

      “It won’t be a big deal. Lots of players do radio shows and whatnot on Mondays. This is just a wider audience.”

      “What about when we play Monday night?”

      “Not sure. Might air Tuesday or take a bye week. I’m sure Marguerite has anticipated that.”

      Brody let out a heavy exhale.

      “It’s win-win,” Marty said. “For you, for the team. And the network loves the idea of attracting more female viewers.” There was a long pause during which Brody assumed Marty was taking a drink from his ever-present black coffee. “Look at it this way,” he said. “If your ratings and popularity are high enough, it will maintain your market value even if your first-year stats are low.”

      Time to shut that shit down. “Not going to happen.”

      “Of course not,” Marty said, quickly switching hats. Sometimes an agent was the guy to give you the good news. Sometimes the bad. But at other times, he was cheerleader, father figure and confidant all rolled into one. “You’re going to kill it this season. And when you do, the whole damn nation will be wearing number fourteen while they tune in every week for the latest episode of American Sweetheart.”

      Brody groaned.

      “Enjoy your Sunday. Marguerite will call you tomorrow with all the details.”

      Brody ended the call and tossed his phone onto the mattress. Enjoy his Sunday? He glanced at the clock. Seven fifteen. During the season, he’d already be on his way to the stadium by now. But during the off-season, Sundays were meant for sleeping late and lunch at some place that served an all-day breakfast. Then maybe a little PlayStation, followed by a movie and a few beers with the guys. Okay, maybe more than a few. But his home theatre was in a house that was currently for sale over a thousand miles away, and the guys were there too, although not for sale. Brody chuckled to himself. Well, some probably were. Wouldn’t take long for a couple of them to join the entourage of the next phenom. That was the problem with having an entourage; you never knew if any of them were really your friends. Normal people didn’t have to deal with that shit. Then again, normal people didn’t drive a Lamborghini.

      Normal people.

      What did a normal person do on a Sunday anyway?

      Brody sat up and squinted toward the window. His new city greeted him like an overly perky lover, the kind who woke up all bright and cheerful and ready to plan the day. Except at the moment, the only people he knew in Chicago were Coleman Grant and Conor Lynch. He hadn’t even seen Cole yet. Now that he was a happily married man, he was basically useless for a night out. He’d sent his friend Conor as some sort of proxy, and while they’d had a few laughs over the course of the week—and way too many tequilas—Brody’d bet good money Conor wasn’t the type to wake before noon.

      Brody stood and stretched, the muscles in his arms, abs, and back moving in a sequential rhythm. As he drew closer to the window, he could see a few bikers and joggers twenty-seven floors below, all making their way along the path that hugged the shore of Lake Michigan. Maybe that was what he needed to start his day, a punishing run to fire up the synapses and sweat out the lingering tequila. Who knew, with a little luck, maybe he’d find something, or someone, to make the afternoon more enjoyable than the morning.
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        * * *

      

      Rebecca Halstead kept her eyes focused on the statue of Abraham Lincoln that stood at the south end of Lincoln Park. When she’d started her morning routine only six weeks prior, the thought of being able to run all the way to the iconic landmark seemed like an unattainable goal. But she didn’t give up. Every day she ran just a little bit farther than the day before, until one day she realized she was nearly there. And her lungs weren’t on fire. And there weren’t shooting pains in her shins. And she wasn’t in danger of puking her granola bar all over some unsuspecting pigeons.

      But more than just increasing her stamina, she was starting to feel good. And not just good as in not sick anymore, but good as in great. As in powerful and ready to take on the world. The side effects she was seeing on her body weren’t too shabby either. Thanks to a lucky dip in her mom’s gene pool, Rebecca had always been thin. But thanks to the fact that she’d also inherited her mom’s height, or lack thereof, her tiny frame looked more like that of a preteen than a twenty-six-year-old woman. All that was changing now thanks to daily cardio and weights. Her calves and arms were starting to have definition, and for the first time, she had an ass. It would never rival those that crashed the internet, but thanks to about a bajillion squats, she had more junk than she’d ever had in her trunk.

      She’d just reached the steps of the memorial and was contemplating reenacting her own version of Balboa’s triumphant climb when her iPhone rang, interrupting Rocky’s theme just when it was time for her big moment.

      “Hello,” she panted into the headphones.

      “Oh good, you’re up,” Olivia said. “I was afraid I might wake you.”

      “Not only awake, but just finished a killer run.” Truth was she’d been up for nearly two hours. Nothing like a near-death experience to inspire someone to take advantage of every moment. Carpe diem didn’t mean sleeping her life away. She’d done enough resting when she was sick to last a few decades. Now it was time to live.

      “Well, don’t overdo it.”

      Seemed her new sister-in-law was in danger of becoming as overprotective as her brother. Throughout her illness, her brother had treated her like she was made of glass. It had driven her bananas even though it was partially true. But now that she had a clean bill of health, it was time to put an end to that mentality, not have it spread to Olivia as well. “I’m fine, Livvy. You’re the one I’m worried about. I think Cole is rubbing off on you.”

      “No, he’s not,” Olivia said, and for a second, Rebecca thought she’d let the double entendre slide. But then she added, “Not at the moment anyway.”

      “Gross.” Rebecca laughed.

      “Sorry.”

      She could hear the smile in Olivia’s voice. “No, you’re not,” Rebecca said, shaking her head as her mouth turned up in a grin. “But it’s cute in its own weird way. You’re like a couple of horny teenagers.” Not that Rebecca had firsthand knowledge of such behavior. Her teens had been spent in the library or working odd jobs to help out her mom. Neither of which had allowed for much age-appropriate misbehavior.

      “How was last night?”

      “Great.” Rebecca started walking toward the Chicago History Museum. It wouldn’t be open so early on a Sunday, but her legs needed a cooldown and she could still check out the advertisements for upcoming events. “The bride and groom are huge SNL fans, so we had the reception at Second City.” Rebecca had only been in the wedding planning business for four years, but she’d already established a name for herself when it came to organizing ceremonies that were unique to the bride and groom. Of course, the fact that her brother kept sending clients her way didn’t hurt either. Not that he would ever admit it, the sneaky bastard. She loved him dearly, but did he really think she didn’t realize half the calls she got were from couples who either attended the same prep school he had or belonged to the same country club? Still, she was grateful for the referrals, even if it was his way of circumventing her vow never to take a dime of his money.

      “Sounds really cool,” Olivia said.

      “Well, it was no Elvis wedding chapel,” Rebecca teased.

      Olivia snorted. “Hey, how many brides can say they were married by the King of Rock and Roll?”

      “In Vegas? Probably quite a few.”

      “Yes, but how many can say they also had Angus Young as the best man?”

      She had her there. “Not many,” Rebecca agreed, wishing for about the hundredth time that she’d witnessed Cole and Olivia’s Vegas wedding. But that would have required them to tell her—or anyone else for that matter—about their impulsive decision to marry, something no one could have predicted seeing as how they’d hated each other’s guts before, during, and after the wedding. At least that’s what they’d told themselves.

      For three months, Olivia had made it her life’s work to lobby—or harass, depending on which one of them you asked—Cole into moving his latest venture to a site that wouldn’t threaten an endangered bat. Then an alcohol-fueled night in Vegas led to a night of passion, which led to a hungover marriage of convenience, and the rest, as they say, was history. And while Rebecca would have given just about anything to see that sitcom of a ceremony, especially when she heard about the personal touch the King had put on their vows, she would be forever grateful that she was present when her half-brother and his bride renewed their vows on her family’s farm a few months later. No matter how many weddings she witnessed, a couple pledging their love was a sight that would never get old. Add to that the fact that the groom was the man who’d seen her through the worst two years of her life and forget it, she was a blubbering mess.

      “Is that Rebecca?” Cole’s deep voice echoed in the background of the call. A few more words were spoken that Rebecca couldn’t quite make out, but Olivia’s reply helped her fill in the blanks.

      “I do not hog your sister,” she said. The smile in her voice was hard to miss. “She just likes me more than you.”

      Cole’s muffled voice replied.

      “You’re a bossy bastard,” Olivia said with a laugh. “Do you know that?”

      Of course he knew that. And Olivia knew it too. And yet she loved him anyway. Simply put, Cole and his bride were proof positive that every pot had a lid.

      “Your brother would like you to meet him for lunch tomorrow.”

      She bit back a smile. “Tell my brother I will have to check my schedule.”

      “Don’t tease him. You know he doesn’t have a sense of humor.”

      “True.” Rebecca laughed. Although the irony wasn’t lost on her that this was coming from the woman who seemed to live to tease the man she loved. “Fine, tell him I’ll meet him for lunch, but not at one of those stuffy, wood-paneled clubs he likes.”

      Cole and Rebecca had been raised by different mothers, but more than that, in different worlds. Private clubs with steep membership dues and snooty clientele were about as appealing to her as an afternoon at the dentist. And she hated the dentist.

      “Tell him he can pick the time, but I’m picking the place.”

      “Oh no, you’re not putting me in the middle,” Olivia said. “I’m stepping out of this negotiation. Here, putting you on speaker.” A moment later, Cole’s voice came across the line, and this time, it was loud and clear.

      “I’m not eating in the park again. Nearly ruined my favorite Tom Ford last time.”

      “Fine, a place with tables. But no tablecloths.” That would rein him in a bit. The fact that Rebecca hadn’t been raised with the same silver spoon Cole had was something he seemed to be forever attempting to correct. But she was just fine with her life the way it was. And while it might have been nice if her late mother hadn’t had to worry about making rent, Rebecca’d had a far happier childhood than her half-brother had had growing up in a mansion full of servants.

      “My office. Noon. I’ll handle the rest.”

      “Your wife is right. You are a bossy bastard.” Although to be fair, no matter how Olivia described her husband, the word “bastard” always seemed to follow. Depending on the day, Cole was anything from a “gorgeous bastard” who could melt his wife with a smoldering glance, to a “depraved bastard” who would destroy the earth if it weren’t for her near-constant intervention.

      Cole chuckled. “Part of my charm.” With that, he was gone. Rebecca smiled and shook her head as she tucked her phone back into the pocket of her jacket. She was tugging the zipper closed as she rounded the corner of the monument and slammed right into a solid wall of human.

      The collision sent her stumbling backward with such force, she fell flat on her ass. Although not before flailing and flapping her arms in what must have looked like an attempt to fly away. If only she could have been so lucky. But no. Instead, she ended up sprawled across the concrete with her elbows scraped and her ego bruised. Of course, that was when she thought she’d run head on into a normal human. Once she had a chance to get a better look, she realized there was nothing normal about the man in front of her, which somehow made her state of disgrace all the more humiliating.

      Her eyes traveled up his body, from the sculpted calves and the thighs that appeared to be carved from stone, to the black running shorts that did little to hide a hard-to-miss eye-level bulge, to the planes of his broad chest, clearly defined beneath his damp T-shirt. And the arms? Holy cow, forget a gun show. His biceps were a full-on armory. But all of that paled in comparison to his face.

      With light brown hair, mischievous green eyes, and features that were almost too pretty to be real, the man in front of her easily could have been a movie star. Hell, maybe he was for all she knew.

      His lips moved, but she couldn’t hear a word he said. A moment later he bent down, his elbows resting on his solid thighs. And then he leaned forward, close enough for her to smell the clean scent of light sweat mixed with spicy soap. And then his gaze dropped to her mouth, and his eyes seemed to grow a darker shade of green. And then his hands reached up as though about to frame her face. And then…

      And then he plucked the earbuds from her ears.

      Well duh, what had she been expecting, a kiss? That sort of stuff only happened in books.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. This time, she could hear him, but she still didn’t answer. She couldn’t. And it had nothing to do with her fall. It wasn’t her tumble that had taken her breath, not to mention her capacity for speech, away. It was him.

      “Miss?”

      “Huh?” Even to her own ears, she sounded dazed and confused. She shook her head to clear it.

      “You okay?” he repeated. His voice was deep and rough and had the slightest rasp of a Southern drawl. It made her think of honey and lounging in a field in the warm afternoon sun. On a blanket. Naked. With the honey.

      Whoa. Where did that come from?

      “Um, yeah… I’m fine.” Her words croaked from her suddenly dry throat. But then again, maybe she wasn’t fine. Maybe she’d hit her head when she fell. How else could she explain the outlandish thoughts of naked, honey-covered sunbathing that were currently flooding her brain? Rebecca reached up but felt no lump or blood in her short dark hair. So that’s how it was, eh? Losing her mind at twenty-six.

      “Let me help.” He held out his hand, and when she took it, Rebecca could have sworn a tingle passed between them to rival the one Bella felt with Edward. She narrowed her eyes to check for sparkling skin, then silently wondered if it was possible to have a head injury without actually hitting your head. Whiplash concussion, perhaps? Something, anything, to explain her current state.

      The wall of muscle hauled her to her feet. He was taller than she was—something that wasn’t too difficult given her size—but this guy was tall. Like six-foot-four kinda tall with a confidence that was hard to miss. Even in casual workout clothes, the man in front of her had a commanding presence. Clearly, he was used to being the center of attention, and if the smug grin that played on his lips was any indication, he enjoyed it.

      And there she was, sweaty and covered with sidewalk dirt and staring at him like she’d never seen such a handsome man before. Well, at least not up close.

      “Sorry about that,” she said, hating how awkward she felt, especially in comparison to his self-possessed demeanor.

      “Don’t be.” His grin stretched into a full-blown smile, unleashing a dimple that made him look too adorable for words. “I rather enjoyed it.”

      She quirked one brow. He enjoyed seeing her fall on her ass?

      The thought had no sooner crossed her mind when it seemed to occur to him as well. “Um, I mean, bumping into you,” he said. “Not that you fell.” Uncertainty flashed across his face for the briefest of seconds before his composure returned.

      She tipped her chin up. “So, figuratively instead of literally?”

      He unleashed the dimple again, and her knees did a little wobble. Surely, it was from the adrenaline crash? While there was little doubt that dimple of his had the power to make grown women drop their panties, it was highly unlikely he was actually making her weak in the knees. That was just an expression, wasn’t it?

      “Both,” he said, looking quite pleased with himself. “I literally enjoyed bumping into your figure.”

      Good God almighty. He might have looked like a deity, but his lines were mere mortal. Maybe that was the curse of being so good-looking. He never had to try, so he didn’t know how? Either way, the moment was broken. That, or the blood was merely returning to her brain.

      “Well, I better get back to it,” she said, popping her earbuds in as she backed away. His face registered a hint of surprise, and then his lips moved with words she couldn’t make out over the blast of music that now filled her ears. It was just as well, she thought as she turned onto the path. The wall of muscle might have been dreamy, but he was also rather full of himself. The hot ones usually were. Still, it would have been fun while it lasted, and there was little doubt that Mr. Sexy-And-I-Know-It could have taught a girl like her more than a few new tricks. If only she could have him, no strings attached, for a night. Or two. The thought alone put a smile on her face that lasted far longer than the walk home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Brody stared at the ceiling of his hotel room for what felt like forever. For the second day in a row, he was up earlier than he would have liked, despite having nothing on his calendar. But no matter how hard he tried to clear his head in the hope of falling back to sleep, he couldn’t stop thinking about the girl from the park.

      With her short dark hair and wide blue eyes, she reminded him of one of those little ceramic figurines his mom used to collect. And while cute was definitely a word to describe his mystery jogger, there was something inherently sexy about her as well. She’d been wearing a baggy sweatshirt and had shorts over her leggings, but even under all that fabric, Brody could see the outline of a shapely figure, sending his imagination into overdrive as his mind tried to fill in the blanks.

      When she’d gazed up at him from her sidewalk sprawl, he’d had to fight the urge to scoop her into his arms. And if that wasn’t bad enough, when her delicate tongue darted out to lick her bottom lip, he’d nearly kissed her for fuck’s sake. But none of that compared to how he felt when she’d turned to walk away. The sight of her hips swaying from side to side had had him adjusting his shorts. He’d only spent a few minutes with her, but even in that small span of time, he could tell she was the perfect mixture of sexy and sweet. It was a devastating combination. One that left him wanting to both protect her and seduce her—and not necessarily in that order.

      While Brody’s reaction to her might have been surprising, it was nothing compared to her total lack of reaction when it came to him. Clearly, she didn’t have a clue who he was. But what’s more, she didn’t seem to be the least bit affected by him. In any way at all. What was up with that? Even if she didn’t know about the arm the press dubbed the Golden Rocket, he still had what those same reporters referred to as “cover model looks.” And yet she didn’t even bat an eye. Nada. Zip. Zilch. Not even when he flashed the Dixon Dimple.

      And what was even worse? When he tried to lay on some of that famous Brody charm, she’d nearly laughed in his face. To be fair, it had been a pretty cheesy line. And he had no idea where it came from. It was like he completely lost all his game. But still, cheesy or not, it would have worked on most women. Then again, even from the short amount of time he’d spent with her, Brody already knew this one wasn’t like most women.

      Bottom line: he wanted more. Problem: he had no idea who she was. Maybe if he went jogging on the same path next Sunday? Christ, had it really come to that? Waking up early on a weekend for no other reason than to search for a mystery girl? He was Brody Dixon. He didn’t have to work that hard. But there was no denying the fact that she’d piqued his interest. Or that the thought of seeing her again was already causing a familiar sensation to stir below the sheets. Waking at the crack of dawn would be worth it if it meant he could bump into her again. Figuratively not literally, he thought, smiling to himself as he remembered her sassy reply. Of course, a literal bump, especially if paired with a grind, wouldn’t be too bad either. He nearly laughed out loud imagining the inevitable eye roll that line would undoubtedly earn him. Part of him knew this one would be trouble. But another part of him already knew he’d be making that Sunday run, despite the ungodly hour. And an even bigger part of him knew that the day would end with his mystery woman in his bed.

      For a moment, he considered having what his friend Henry would call a “posh wank,” but the idea of jerking off to thoughts of his sweet and sexy jogger wasn’t enough. He wanted the real deal and, for now at least, that wasn’t a possibility. Which left only one option—a cold shower.

      Brody threw back the duvet. He was awake, although thankfully at a more appropriate hour than they day before, in a city that had just cut him a check that was one hell of a warm welcome. And although he’d been there for a little over a week, he’d hardly had a chance to explore his new hometown. Not in the daylight anyway. In fact, aside from his run through the park, the only views he’d had of Chicago were either from the inside of nightclubs or through the dark tinted windows of an SUV. It was high time he discovered what the Windy City had to offer.
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        * * *

      

      The ink on Brody’s new contract had barely dried before his publicist had begun bombarding him with information about his new city. Her comprehensive emails had covered everything from which hotel he should stay in while looking for a more permanent home to which restaurants were the places to “see and be seen.” It was the latter that Brody opened as he pushed through the doors of his hotel and into the late morning sun. At the top of the list for lunch was a place called Tavern on Rush.

      “The burger is to die for,” she’d typed. “But you’re not just there for the food, so be sure to sit outside. Ask Benny to put you at the corner table.”

      Jesus, even eating a burger was a strategic move. Although once he was there, he had to admit, it was a pretty spectacular burger. Brody was strict about his diet during the season but made a mental note to hit Tavern a few more times before the start of training camp.

      He’d just polished off the last of it when he spotted a girl in skintight yoga pants sashaying down the sidewalk. As she grew closer, Brody slid his sunglasses down the bridge of his nose, his hungry gaze following her as she passed. She had a rolled-up mat sticking out of her bag, and her blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail that was nearly as tight as her ass. Damn, Brody thought, what he wouldn’t give to wrap that hair around his fist as he plowed into that sweet—

      The shrill sound of his cell phone cut through his fantasy, not to mention drawing the attention of the diners on either side of him. Fucking hell, he needed to remember to change the ringtone. On the upside, if the corner table hadn’t garnered him enough visibility, “Oops, I Did It Again” certainly had.

      He dug the phone out of the pocket of his jeans and glanced at the screen. Speak of the devil, he thought as he tapped the green button.

      “Morning, Mags,” he said, calling her by the nickname he knew made her flawless French skin crawl. But fair was fair. She was calling to ruin his day; least he could do was return the favor. Although truth be told, she should have expected it by now. He suspected deep down she loved their banter. They had it down to a science. He’d tease her, she’d bust his balls—all while he paid her a hefty retainer, no less. But in the end, they were a team, and the affection and respect ran both ways. They just had their own unique way of showing it.

      “What are you doing?” she asked. Her voice was like something out of a black-and-white film, the kind where the sultry spy let the poor guy have a taste, only to stick a pistol in his ribs a moment later.

      “Eating a burger. As instructed.”

      “When did I tell you to eat a burger?”

      Brody could only imagine how high her perfectly shaped brows rose on that one. “In your email. And before you get your granny panties in a bunch…” He grinned. “I’m sitting outside, at the corner table. Even posed for a few selfies with fans.” As annoying as he found the entire notion of people snapping funny-faced photos to send to their friends on an hourly basis, the whole selfie-taking phenomenon had certainly helped to lighten the blow when he had to decline signing memorabilia. He never declined a request from a kid, but adults were a different story. And while some were upset by the policy, others understood the fact that autographed memorabilia was an industry unto itself and that the rights to a signed jersey were something negotiated with contracts, not requested on a sidewalk. Most were happy to have a handshake and to exchange a few words, and the rest snapped enough pictures to fill their social media for weeks.

      “I do not wear granny panties,” Marguerite practically growled. Although with her accent, it somehow managed to still sound high-class.

      “Are you more of a silk knickers gal, or is lace your thing?” Brody asked. He was having too much fun getting a rise out of her to change the subject just yet. “Personally, I don’t know how you ladies tolerate lace thongs. Not that I’m complaining. But if my jockstrap was made of that shit, I’d be scratching my balls the entire game.”

      “Are you done?” she asked. He swore he could hear her red nails tapping on the desk.

      He chuckled. “I’m only getting started.”

      “Well, save it for the imbeciles. You know, we wouldn’t be in this mess if you would date normal girls.”

      A woman in a short black dress more appropriate for clubs than midday lunch passed by Brody’s table. His eyes roamed over the smooth, bare skin of legs that seemed to go on forever. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mags.”

      “Let me put it to you in terms you can understand. No one will believe you’re going to grant franchise status to one of the show’s sweet young women when your dating roster looks like a casting call for porn.”

      Hearing Marguerite use the term “franchise status” was almost amusing enough to take the sting out of the rest of it.

      “I’ve never dated a porn star.” Brody popped a fry into his mouth. “Amateur star of the make-your-own variety? Sure. But never the real deal.”

      “Bad boy is one thing, my dear Brody. But they need to believe there’s at least a chance at redemption.” The temporary softening didn’t last long. “And don’t speak with your mouth full. It’s rude, not to mention disgusting.”

      Brody groaned. “How long do I have?”

      “How long?”

      “Until I start serving my sentence?”

      Marguerite ignored his attempt at levity and instead launched straight into her spiel. Brody wasn’t surprised. The woman seemed to conduct her entire life as though she was holding a press briefing, succinct and to the point and leaving no doubt as to who was in charge. Brody couldn’t help but wonder if that was how she was in the sack as well. Touch me there. Stick it here. You may grunt, but not too loudly. While funny, the thought was enough to squash the semi Miss Short Black Dress had given him.

      “They are going to shoot all the location dates before training camp, then premiere the show right before the first game as a live event. After that, each Monday night will be a live dinner date edited together with flashbacks of the preshot footage.”

      The whole season was going to be about this crap. “And let me guess, I vote them off the island during halftime of the next game.” His tone was laced with sarcasm, but a small part of him feared he might have actually hit the nail on the head.

      “This isn’t Survivor,” she said.

      Shame, Brody thought, because then this would at least be mildly entertaining. Put the girls on an island and see who can survive the longest without a hair straightener or mascara. “You know what I mean,” he said. “When do I give them the rose, or whatever this show does?”

      “That’s the beauty of this. There aren’t any eliminations, which means you’re never the bad guy. All of them are in the running until the very end. The producers will be shooting lots of scenes with just the girls, claws drawn no doubt, but you’ll come out without a scratch.”

      Before Brody could ask, Marguerite answered his next question. “At the end of the season, there will be another live show where you’ll reveal the winner.”

      A guttural sound vibrated through Brody’s chest. There was no end to the amount of shit his new teammates were going to give him for this.

      “This is good PR. Just…” She let out an exasperated sigh. “Try to stay out of trouble until then.”

      So much for enjoying the off-season in Chicago. Between Marguerite and Marty, it was like he was back in high school with a curfew, for Christ’s sake. Only now, his concern wasn’t that his dad would find out and take away the keys to the pickup, but that the press would find out and take away his keys to the kingdom. At least he could still play golf and hang out with the boys. All dicks, no chicks. Great.

      “I’ll have my assistant email the full schedule as soon as the studio confirms the dates and times.” With that, she was gone. No doubt on to kill the buzz of some other poor client. Sultry voice, pistol in the ribs.

      Brody jammed his phone back into the pocket of his jeans and tucked a few bills into the padded leather folder the waitress had placed on the table, being sure to leave her a hefty tip. Not just because her smile was sweet and she’d refilled his iced tea without him asking. And not because Marguerite had warned him about looking like a cheapskate and earning the reputation, not to mention similar nickname, of a certain Chicago-based NBA star. While all those were valid reasons, Brody was a generous tipper because he respected a hard day’s work. Growing up, his father had worked long hours on the ranch, and during a few particularly lean years, his mom had worked as a waitress at the local diner. That’s not to say that Brody didn’t work hard at his job as well. Playing a professional sport was a beating most bodies were spared. But not everyone could be as fortunate when it came to return on time invested, something he’d vowed on draft day never to forget.

      He pushed back from his chair and stood. With his hands on his hips, Brody surveyed the triangle formed by three of the city’s most well-known streets. All around him, Chicagoans rushed to their next appointment or meeting, and there he stood without a damn thing to do. The freedom should have been exhilarating, but instead he found it unnerving. There had to be something he could do to pass a Monday afternoon. The Magnificent Mile was only a block away, but hell if he wanted to deal with tourists all wandering aimlessly while window-shopping at Tiffany or Cartier.

      As if on cue, a bus rolled by with a billboard stretched along one side. It was an advertisement for the new Grant Pediatric Hospital. Brody yanked his phone back out, intending to call Coleman Grant, but at the last minute changed his mind. According to the small map displayed in his contacts, Grant Industries was just across the river. Forget calling, it was high time he paid his old friend a visit.
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      Rebecca burst through the doors of her brother’s office. One of the perks of being his favorite—granted, she was also his only—sibling was the fact that she had carte blanche when it came to access. Something he might have regretted the time she’d surprised him by booking an impromptu massage. Her intent had been to try to get him to relax a bit, but the look on his face when he’d returned from his meeting to find a masseuse standing beside a sheet-draped table surrounded by candles and incense was anything but calm.

      “I can’t just drop everything and take off my clothes,” he’d said. Although thanks to his wife’s habit of oversharing, Rebecca knew that wasn’t always the case. And besides, if he was going to insist on finding sneaky ways to funnel money her way, she was going to find sneaky ways to pay it back to him. Still, when it came to her brother’s evolution, Rebecca was discovering that slow and steady was the only way to win the race. And fortunately for her, his expression as he stood facing her was far from grumpy. In fact, he looked downright pleased with himself. That is until his gaze fell to the two TJ Maxx shopping bags she held in her hands.

      “Brought you a little something to make your office…a little more something.” She glanced around at the white carpet, white couches, and white walls. The boy had a serious issue with color. Even his desk was devoid of palette, the glass top merely allowing a better view of his white leather chair. The only thing that broke up the monotone was the images of various news and financial reports that flickered across the cluster of flat screens mounted on the far wall. Talk about boring!

      Cole opened his mouth for what she knew would be a protest, but Rebecca cut him off. “And no, they’re not from a flea market.” She’d learned her lesson on that one the hard way. Seemed her super-uptight brother had an issue with used items, even if they were vintage and fabulous and unlike anything he’d find in a Gold Coast boutique. It wasn’t like she’d brought him hand-me-down clothes. Although to be fair, she’d scored an amazing vintage gown at a swap a few weeks prior that had a label to rival any on Oak Street.

      She set the bags on the floor and reached inside for the two brightly colored toss pillows she’d found over the weekend during an afternoon of what she liked to call adventure shopping. “Thought your sofas could use a pop of color.” She strode across the room to the two white sofas that sat facing each other in front of the wall of LCDs. “Relax, Cole. They’re pillows,” she said as she placed and plumped one in each corner. “It’s not like I brought beaded curtains or a giant beanbag chair.”

      A muscle in Cole’s jaw twitched, but he somehow managed a smile. “Thank you. They will go perfectly with the new Jackson Pollack I ordered.”

      Rebecca’s eyes grew wide. “You bought a Jackson Pollack?” She knew her brother didn’t joke—and certainly not about something that would cost more than a house—but still, she found the whole thing quite unbelievable.

      He smirked when he saw her expression. “Not a fan?”

      “Sure.” Rebecca laughed and shook her head. “In a museum.”

      Cole blinked. “You and Olivia have been on me about the lack of color in my life.”

      “And that’s how you decided to make the place a bit homier?”

      Her brother frowned. If Rebecca hadn’t known better, she would have sworn he was a tad wounded. “For the next year, yes. Then I’ve made arrangements to loan it to the Art Institute.”

      She glanced around the spacious room. “You spend at least a third of your life here, Cole, and nothing about this space says a word about you.”

      “Of course it does. It says I’m a man of means who means business.” He grinned, and the uptight, in-control CEO was back. “Establishes an upper hand from the moment a visitor walks through the door.”

      “There’s not a single picture of you and Olivia. Not even your wedding photo.”

      “Right, because nothing says power quite like a photo with a woman dressed as a cross between Priscilla Presley and Elvira,” he said, referencing the ensemble he’d tricked Olivia into wearing at their impromptu Vegas ceremony.

      Rebecca rolled her eyes. “I don’t mean that one. The real one you had at the Ramseys’ farm.”

      “Family—you, Olivia—means the world to me,” he said. Rebecca had heard similar proclamations from her brother before, but there was something different this time, an unfamiliar tone in his voice that she couldn’t quite place. His eyes had gone all soft, and the hard lines of his perpetually clenched jaw gave way to a look that was so happy, it actually made Grumpy look more like Dopey. Holy hell, was it possible he and Olivia were…

      Cole cleared his throat. “I don’t need to display pictures for colleagues to know that,” he said, reining in Rebecca’s imagination. No matter, she’d tuck that little nugget away until she had time to do a bit more reconnaissance.

      “Hungry?” he asked, waving a hand toward a small table in the corner of his office where the floor-to-ceiling windows met in a sweeping view of the river. On a clear day, which thankfully it was, you could see all the way to the bright-blue waters of Lake Michigan. There wasn’t much about her brother’s lifestyle that interested Rebecca, but there was no denying the appeal of having all that sparkling water just outside your window. She wondered if he appreciated it or if he sometimes stood and let his mind fly him over the maze of streets to the serene vista in the distance, floating above the mayhem on a cloud of tranquility.

      She turned back to find her brother watching her with an almost ever-present crease between his brows. Yeah, she thought, probably not so much on the floating tranquility.

      “As you can see,” he said, a touch of pride in his voice. “I kept my word on the no-tablecloth edict.”

      Indeed, he had. The glass-top table was devoid of linens, but it did have china plates covered with sterling silver domes. She shuddered to think what culinary delights waited beneath.

      “I’m not eating tofu salad.” She’d spent over a year with hardly any appetite. Now that it had returned, she wasn’t going to waste it on tasteless meals.

      A ghost of a smile tugged at the corner of Cole’s lips as he lifted one of the domes to reveal what appeared to be a very messy sandwich wrapped up in white paper and placed on a plate next to a mountain of hand-cut fries.

      Rebecca’s eyes grew wide. “Is that…”

      “Al’s Beef?” Cole nodded. “With mozzarella and hot peppers. Dipped, of course.”

      Just the way she liked it. Her mouth watered. “This is…unexpected.”

      Cole shrugged. “I figure if I can’t fatten you up the healthy way, I’ll try this route.”

      “I don’t need fattening, Cole.”

      “You lost so much weight when you were—”

      “Hey!” She held up her hand. “What did I say about that kind of talk?” For a while, it had seemed as though every conversation she had with her brother was about her health. How was the blood work? When is the next scan? Her illness had dominated her life, but those days were behind her now, and the last thing she wanted to do was give that blasted disease any more of her time.

      “Sit,” he said.

      “You really need to do something about that bossy attitude.”

      “And you really need to do something about your lack of technology.” He pulled out one of the chairs for her then lifted her leather tote bag from her shoulder. “This thing weighs a ton. How do you even manage?” he asked, raising it up and down as though he were at a carnival about to make a guess on the weight.

      “First of all, I’m stronger than I look,” she said as she sat. “Something I would be glad to demonstrate any time you’d like. And second, my entire life is in that bag, so careful.”

      He set her bag down on the floor beside her chair. “Was that a veiled threat to kick my ass?”

      “Most days, you deserve it.” She began to unwrap the gooey goodness that was Al’s Italian Beef from the layers of white paper. “But today, you get a pass.”

      Cole chuckled. “I’ll have to remember to come bearing fast food the next time I’m planning to piss you off.” He sat in the chair across from hers and lifted the dome from his own plate. Salad and poached salmon. Rebecca nearly gagged. But even her brother’s ridiculously healthy diet wasn’t going to ruin her meal. Neither was the fact that she was quite sure he was planning to offer her rent money with a side of dipped beef come the first of the month. Those days were over. She’d reluctantly let him help her with her outrageous medical bills, something he’d justified by reminding her that their father had practically built the entire hospital. Not that Rebecca wanted anything from that man. He’d abandoned her when he was alive; she certainly didn’t want his money now that he was dead. But the cold, hard facts of life were that she never could have afforded the treatment she needed without her brother’s help. He’d pleaded with her, reminding her that they’d only just found each other, and then threatened to torment her in the afterlife as only a big brother could if she didn’t give him more time with her in this one. It was an empty threat seeing as how she knew darn well her stuffed shirt of a brother didn’t believe in an afterlife, but the mere fact that he’d been willing to invoke the idea in an effort to persuade her had been enough. She’d relented and accepted his money for medical bills, but that was where she drew the line.

      “How’s Olivia?” she asked before taking an enormous bite of shredded beef. In these situations, it was always better to steer the conversation away from her personal or professional life. And besides, it was much easier to listen with a mouth full of gravy-soaked bread than it was to talk.

      Cole paused with a fork of salmon in midair, and all at once that wistful look was back on his normally stoic face. “Perfect,” he said.

      Holy moly, her brother had it bad. That expression about the harder they fall must have been true because this was one dude who had crashed with a thud that undoubtedly registered on the Richter scale. But even for him, this was a new level of devotion.

      “So,” she asked, nudging the door open for her brother to spill the beans. “Anything you want to tell me?”

      “Um, no.” He shifted in his seat then ran a hand through his hair. “I mean, about what?”

      Oh yeah, he was hiding something all right. The man could negotiate the hell out of a contract, but when it came to his personal life, he had no poker face at all. “Oh, I don’t know.” She wiped a bit of gravy from the corner of her mouth, then shrugged. “Any news?”

      “No, not really.” He looked down, suddenly very interested in a piece of kale. “Although Olivia did want me to tell you that the menu Saturday night is Mexican. Something about a new salsa you wanted her to try?”

      Rebecca nodded. “Oh sure, yeah, I’ll pick some up later this week.” She smiled to herself as she dragged a fry through the ketchup she’d smeared all over her plate. If her instincts were correct, there was a bit more to their gathering than just a few beers on the terrace. And since her instincts were hardly ever wrong, she made a mental note to stop at Lullaby Lane on her way home. A onesie in the window had caught her eye a few weeks ago, and something told her she now had a reason to buy it.
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        * * *

      

      Grant Industries occupied the top six floors of a glass and steel building that cast an imposing shadow over the Chicago River. Leave it to Coleman Grant to put his headquarters in a building that looked like a giant phallic symbol. Brody stepped into the elevator, making a mental note to tease him about it—along with the fact that Trump seemed to have a bigger dick on the opposite bank—when the elevator directly across from his opened on a ping, spilling its riders into the cavernous lobby.

      But it wasn’t the group of loud-talking suits that drew Brody’s attention. Or even the statuesque blonde in the red-soled shoes. It was the perky brunette who emerged from behind them. She was wearing a short floral dress instead of workout clothes, and her big blue eyes weren’t wide and innocent but rather narrowed on the screen of her smartphone, but Brody was absolutely positive it was her. So much so that it was all he could do not to push the man in front of him out of the way.

      “Excuse me,” he said, clearing his throat. “I think I have the wrong elevator.”

      Too late. The doors had begun to close, and the woman closest to the panel was far too loaded down with lattes and Frappuccinos to have any hope of reaching the button that would free him.

      He was trapped.

      Brody leaned to the left, watching his mystery woman until the very last minute. She’d stopped in the middle of the lobby, digging through a purse that was nearly half the size of her, until she found a small notebook. She’d just opened it when the doors swooshed closed, ending his view along with his hopes of getting her number, much less her name.

      Then again, she did seem pretty engrossed in whatever was written on the pages of that notebook. Maybe if he hurried…

      He jumped off at the first stop and immediately hit the call button for the next ride down. But by the time he made it back to the lobby, she was gone. He stood there in the middle of the marble floor as loafers shuffled and high heels clicked, looking for the tiny girl with big blue eyes who seemed to elude him at every turn. Hell, maybe he had imagined her. His hangover on Sunday had been pretty epic; maybe she was just a figment of his dehydrated brain. Of course, that didn’t explain today’s sighting. Perhaps last season’s concussion was messing with him after all. Either way, he was behaving like a first-class tool.

      Get a grip, Dixon, he thought as he made his way back to the elevators. This time he kept his head down, focusing on his phone until the elevator had glided all the way to the fiftieth floor.

      Brody paused outside the doors to take in his surroundings. The corporate headquarters of Grant Industries did a damn fine job reflecting the personality of the man who sat at its helm. With floor-to-ceiling windows and a color scheme that could best be described as none, the reception area of Cole’s office was stark, austere, and judging by the look of the sculpture in the corner, expensive.

      “Lalique,” the woman at the desk said from behind black-framed glasses. Brody nodded like that meant something to him. He was about to give her his name when she added, “Mr. Grant will be right with you.”

      A wall of glass separated the reception area from the executive offices. Through it, Brody could see Cole, rounding his assistant’s desk as strode toward the double doors. Perk or pitfall of a modern era, but thanks to the elaborate check-in process in the lobby of most office buildings, it was damn near impossible to surprise someone with an impromptu visit these days. Spontaneity was dead, replaced by an email notification with the visitor’s name and photo.

      They’d even made him register, despite the fact that both his name and photo were on the front page of the sports section the security guard had on his desk. But procedure was procedure, something Brody understood. A thought occurred to him just as Cole reached the small waiting area. If his photo existed in the system, then so did his mystery jogger’s. Perhaps he could ask his friend about accessing the building’s security log-ins? The idea had no sooner crossed his mind when he realized just how crazy it sounded.

      “That didn’t take long,” Cole said, shaking Brody’s hand.

      “The elevator ride?” With the detour, it had actually taken a lot longer than it should have.

      “No. You showing up.” He motioned for Brody to follow him. “Figured I wouldn’t hear from you until you’d worked your way through all the strip clubs.”

      “We can’t all be disgustingly happily married men.”

      “And we can’t all spend our days playing with balls and our nights playing with kittens.”

      One foursome with a few of the Pussycat Dolls and a guy could never live it down. “That was a long time ago.” Right around the time of his Heisman win if he wasn’t mistaken. “And besides, I didn’t even know you then.”

      Brody had met Cole through their mutual friend, Matthew Miller, about the time Matthew started handling all of Brody’s finances. Miller was a solid dude, dependable and honest and about as smart as they came. He was also engaged to be married by the time Brody met him, which meant golf and lunch were the extent of their out-of-the-office fraternizations. Cole, on the other hand, was single and loving every minute of it. So while he started out as a cart mate during off-season golf, he’d quickly turned into a wingman at off-season parties.

      “Doesn’t matter.” Cole shook his head and laughed. “The legend lives on.”

      “Well, those days are over. At least for now.”

      Cole led him to a set of double doors at the end of the hall. Like the rest of the floor, Cole’s private office was decorated in a minimalist, modern fashion. The entire room was white, with the exception of some crazy-ass pillows tossed in the corner of the couches. Brody didn’t know much about interior design, but even he knew those stuck out like a sore thumb. Not that it mattered, because who had time to dwell on pillows or even furniture when the entire room was a giant fishbowl offering breathtaking views of the city?

      Brody whistled through his teeth. “Nice digs, man.”

      “Thanks.” Cole gestured to the two chairs in front of his desk. “Now, take a seat and tell me what has the notorious Brody Dixon sidelined.”

      Brody sank into the chair on an exaggerated exhale. “My wings have been clipped. I need to lie low and hang out with boring people.” He grinned. “Like you.”

      “Dick.”

      Brody laughed. “When was the last time you went to a club, strip or otherwise?”

      Cole stopped short as he rounded his desk, and a crease formed between his brows.

      “Save the brain cells. I don’t need exact dates. What I need is something to do that won’t get my photo splashed across a tabloid.”

      Cole lowered himself into a chair that looked like it should have been at the helm of the Starship Enterprise. “And you figured I was your man?”

      “I believe that blank you just drew confirms I made the right call.”

      “To be fair, I’ve got a pretty decent excuse.”

      “What?” Brody chuckled. “Olivia has your balls in her purse?”

      “No, she’s got my kid in her belly.”

      There was a long pause while the words ricocheted around Brody’s brain. When the pinging finally stopped, he began to laugh. But then it occurred to him that Cole might not have been joking. “Wait, are you serious?”

      Cole nodded. The expression on his face was equal parts triumph and relief. “We haven’t really started telling people yet. In fact, we haven’t told anyone. Olivia wanted to wait until she was past the first three months, but it’s been so hard keeping it quiet. I mean, the woman I love is growing my baby inside her, and I’m supposed to act like the only thing that matters is mergers and acquisitions? I tell you, keeping the lid on a multimillion-dollar deal is nothing compared to holding back on passing out cigars.” He leaned back in his seat and rested his ankle on his knee. “Nearly let it slip to my sister at lunch.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.”

      “Better be,” Cole said. “Or she really will put my balls in her backpack.”

      Brody placed his hand on his chest. “Scout’s honor.”

      Cole rolled his eyes. “Like you were ever a Boy Scout.” He laughed. “But either way, keep your mouth shut. I’m rather fond of my testicles.”

      A wide grin spread across Brody’s face. “That’s amazing news, man. Congrats, seriously.”

      “Thanks. It was a bit of a shock to be honest.”

      Brody leaned forward and lowered his voice to the hushed monotone of an instructional video. “Well, you see, when a man puts his penis inside a woman’s—”

      “I know how it happened, asshole.”

      Brody chuckled as he slumped back into his chair. “This wasn’t planned, I take it?”

      Cole shrugged. “We’d talked about having kids. Just not so soon.”

      “It’s not like you’re too young.” He glanced around the office. “And you can certainly afford it.”

      “Olivia wants to keep working, which means she’ll be climbing around on rocks and wading through swamps. And what’s she going to do once the baby is born, strap it into one of those little pouches and handcuff herself to a wrecking ball?”

      “And you think if you waited a year or two, she would stop caring about her passions?” Brody shook his head. “Dude, I haven’t met her yet, and even I know that won’t happen.”

      “No, but if I had more time, maybe I could convince her to work from an office and let other people trudge around the sites. What if she topples over? Or if one of those bats bites her? Or what if she gets arrested because she’s chained herself to a fence or something?”

      Brody couldn’t fight the laugh that rumbled inside his chest. His friend, the man who ruled an empire with an iron fist, had been brought to his knees by a hippie humanitarian.

      A deep frown knit Cole’s brow. “What’s so funny?”

      “You. You’re one pussy-whipped mofo, do you know that?”

      Cole’s face grew red. “Just wait. It will happen to you someday, and when it does, you can bet your ass I will be there to remind you of this conversation.”

      “Okay, okay,” Brody said, trying his best to keep a straight face but failing miserably. “Look, nothing about you and Olivia has been traditional, so why start now? And from what I do know of your lovely bride, she’s going to make a great mom. It’s you I’m worried about. I mean, do you even know how to throw a ball?”

      “Asshole.”

      “Prick,” Brody shot back. The two men grinned at each other for a beat before Brody slapped his palms on his thighs. “This calls for a celebration. Drinks at The Underground?”

      “I thought you were supposed to be keeping a low profile?”

      Fuck. This edict was already putting a serious kink in his lifestyle, and it had only been one day. Forget low profile. He might as well join a monastery.

      Cole rubbed his hand over his jaw. “Tell you what. Why don’t you come by Saturday night? We’re having a little get-together to celebrate the holiday weekend—nothing huge, just our closest friends. And Conor,” he added with a laugh. “Olivia and I can make the big announcement, and then we men can smoke a few stogies on the terrace. And I can assure you, there won’t be a photographer in sight.”

      Perfect, Brody thought. A quiet night celebrating Memorial Day weekend with happily boring friends was just what the doctor, not to mention his agent and publicist, ordered. After all, how much trouble could he get into hanging out with a now-reformed CEO and his pregnant bride?
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      Rebecca turned the corner onto Lake Shore Drive just as a black armor-plated SUV pulled up in front of her brother’s building. A driver in a dark suit and mirrored aviator sunglasses emerged from the front seat to open the rear door. But Rebecca didn’t need to wait for the passenger to step out of the car to know who it was. Not unless there was more than one person who drove around Chicago with diplomatic license plates and a royal crest. It wasn’t the most inconspicuous way to get around town, but then again, you couldn’t really expect low-key when your fiancé was a prince. And not as in “he’s a real prince of a guy.” Nope. Henry, or Hank as he was known to his closest friends, was an honest-to-god prince.

      Cassie had met him in June when she’d attended her brother Matthew’s wedding in a quaint little town just outside Atlanta. She’d rented out a local bakery in order to prepare the couple’s wedding cake and was working there the night Henry came in asking for directions. Except he didn’t show up as Prince Henry William Arthur George, but as Hank Green, an “Average Joe” in town for a mate’s wedding. Little did he know that she was his mate’s kid sister, and little did she know he was a real-life prince. Two cases of mistaken identity and one batch of burned cupcakes later, and now there they were, ready to tie the royal knot. The whole thing, from their courtship to their breakup and dramatic reunion, was the most romantic story Rebecca had ever heard. In fact, it was almost enough to give her hope that she might find her own Prince Charming one day. Crown and sash not required.

      “Need a hand?” she asked as her sister-in-law’s best friend slid out of the back seat. A stray auburn curl fell into Cassie’s eyes as she tried to steady a large pink box. Rebecca knew from experience that the pink cardboard tied with a lime-green bow meant only one thing: delicious gourmet cupcakes from Sugar Rush, the bakery Cassie had opened last year in Millennium Park. Rebecca assumed her days in the bakery would be coming to an end soon—what with a kingdom to rule across the ocean—but she secretly hoped the pink boxes would still surface at parties from time to time.

      “Thanks,” Cassie said, handing Rebecca the box of cupcakes. “Let me just grab the chips, and we can ride up together.” She reached inside the car for two reusable grocery bags filled to the brim with packages of tortilla chips.

      “Expecting an army?” Rebecca asked.

      Cassie laughed. “No, but Olivia’s message said she’d been craving guac so…”

      At the mention of the word “craving,” the two women exchanged a look that very clearly said “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” but before either one could say something, the doorman greeted them with a tip of his hat.

      “Good evening, ladies,” he said as he yanked open the oversized glass door. “The Grants are expecting you.” He followed them to the last elevator, sliding a keycard into the panel that would allow them access to the penthouse before resuming his post at the front.

      The doors had barely opened when the sounds of mariachi music greeted them from somewhere in the distance.

      “Think that’s live?” Cassie asked.

      Rebecca shrugged. “Fifty-fifty when it comes to my brother.”

      The music grew louder the closer they came to the kitchen, and while it wasn’t live, that certainly didn’t make the mood any less festive. Olivia was wearing a pair of jeans rolled up past the ankle along with a bright-red, off-the-shoulder peasant top, and had her blond waves piled in a messy knot on top of her head. But it wasn’t her attire that made the mood so light, or even the music. It was the way their hostess danced barefoot across the industrial-sized kitchen.

      Like everything else in Cole’s penthouse, the kitchen was high-end. Heck, his appliances could have probably paid for an entire condo. Not in this building, but still. Sleek black-lacquered cabinets spanned the length of the room, while a white marble-top island sat in the middle beneath blown-glass lights. Olivia had obviously added her own touches because there was no way Rebecca’s brother would have selected the lime-green stand mixer that now graced one of the side counters, not to mention the colorful gingham dish towels that were strewn about as if a tornado had blown through the room.

      Rebecca smiled because, in a way, one had. A tiny blond tornado had whipped through her brother’s life, turning more than his kitchen into a total disarray. And he couldn’t have been happier. “What brought on the whole fiesta theme?” she asked.

      Olivia reached for a glass pitcher, then turned to greet them with a smile that could have powered the commercial-grade blender that sat front and center on the marble countertop. “Mexican food,” she said. “I’ve been craving guacamole something fierce.”

      First cravings and now barefoot in the kitchen? The clichés were piling up left and right. But instead of asking the obvious question, Rebecca simply returned her sister-in-law’s warm smile. “So I just heard.”

      Cassie shot a knowing look at Rebecca before turning her attention back to their hostess. “And for guac, you need chips,” she said, plopping the burlap bags onto the counter.

      “And with chips, you need salsa.” Rebecca set the box of cupcakes on the counter and dug the organic salsa her brother had asked her to get out of her leather tote bag.

      Olivia’s face glowed. “See, this is why you two are my best friends. You get me.”

      “Hey, I get you too,” Conor Lynch said as he strolled through the door. He was dressed in plaid shorts and a bright-pink polo shirt, which on most men would have meant he’d spent his day on a golf course. But since it was Conor, it could have just meant those were the last clean items in his closet. Rebecca had known her brother’s childhood friend for a few years now, and yet she still wasn’t quite sure what he did for a living. Olivia described him as the group’s cruise director, and while that was a fitting title, it didn’t change the fact that Conor seemed to move through life without a care in the world, let alone an obligation, yet ran with a crowd of players with more money than free time.

      “Especially when you buy the good stuff,” Conor said, stopping midstride to admire the unassuming bottle of Casamigos tequila that had been placed next to the blender.

      Olivia laughed. “Is that all it takes to win your heart, Conor, a bottle of George Clooney’s tequila?”

      “That and some chips.” Conor winked then crossed the room to place a kiss on Olivia’s cheek before making his way to the stove. “What’s cooking, good looking?” he asked as he bent to peer through the window.

      “I made my mom’s famous tofu burritos.”

      Conor’s near ever-present smile fell so quickly, Rebecca had to stifle a laugh. Fortunately, Olivia put him out of his misery before the crocodile tears could fall. “Don’t panic. There are steak fajitas on the grill.”

      “Excellent. Who’s catering, Blue Agave? Or did you get Lalo’s to come out?”

      Olivia shook her head, and a slow smile crept across her face. “Cole.”

      Conor’s eyebrows shot up. “Cole is cooking?”

      She nodded.

      “Damn, you two are a domesticated mess.” His grin widened. “Please tell me he’s wearing one of those dorky aprons. I swear, if it says ‘Kiss the Cook,’ I’m going to piss myself.” He turned to leave but Olivia stopped him.

      “Here, take some of these with you,” she said.

      Conor waited impatiently as Olivia poured one of the bags of chips into a basket that had a ramekin of salsa in the center. Once she was done, he hurried out of the room, but not before snagging a Corona out of the glass-door refrigerator.

      Olivia waited until he’d left before confiding, “I bought him one that said ‘I love to rub my meat,’ but for some reason I can’t find it anywhere.”

      Rebecca snorted. “Did you check the dumpster?”

      The three women shared a laugh at her brother’s expense, but the fact remained that the change that had come over him, while still a work in progress, was nothing short of miraculous.

      “What can we do to help?” Cassie asked.

      A tiny crease formed between Olivia’s brows. “Maybe grab a few of the margarita glasses out of that cabinet,” she said, nodding to where she’d found the pitcher. “I bought this little gizmo to salt the rims.”

      Rebecca and Cassie each grabbed as many glasses as they could hold and began dipping them in the contraption that held lime juice and salt.

      “Will that handsome fiancé of yours be joining us?” Rebecca asked.

      Cassie’s face fell. “No. After we made the official announcement, he decided it was best to stay behind and smooth things over with his grandmother.”

      “Is she still not on board?”

      “Oh no, she is. We couldn’t have made a formal announcement without her blessing. And his dad couldn’t be happier for us. It’s just…”

      Olivia set a bowl of fresh strawberries on the counter. “Long-distance sucks,” she said, finishing Cassie’s thought while also perfectly summing up the expression on her face.

      “It does,” Cassie agreed.

      Rebecca sighed. “The perils of dating royalty,” she said, teasing her friend in an effort to put a smile back on her face. “Must be so hard to deal with all those servants and private planes.”

      “And chauffeured cars and catered meals,” Olivia said, joining in on the game as she dumped ingredients into the blender.

      “And the jewels!” Rebecca added. “All those bulky diamonds. How does a girl manage?”

      Olivia nodded. “And wait until they try to put a tiara in all those curls!” she shouted over the whirl of the blender.

      “Oh yeah, hadn’t even thought about that,” Rebecca said as the motor quieted. “Seriously, you might want to rethink this whole wedding thing.”

      “All right, all right.” Cassie laughed. “Point made.”

      “Here.” Olivia filled two of the glasses with a hefty pour of strawberry margarita. “Try these before I make another batch.”

      Cassie slid her glass closer. “Seriously, you guys know I don’t care about any of that stuff, especially the crown. I liked Hank just fine when he was wearing jeans and a T-shirt.”

      “I think you liked him even more once he took the jeans off,” Olivia said with a waggle of her eyebrows.

      “Livvy!”

      “Sorry,” she said, although she didn’t look sorry at all. In fact, she looked like a horny little vixen, Rebecca thought, adding one more item to the list of evidence she was cataloging. According to what little knowledge she had on the subject, which admittedly was mostly from episodes of Friends, the second trimester of a pregnancy saw a surge in hormones that left a woman feeling more than a little frisky. Then again, Olivia wasn’t known for her subtlety when it came to the topic of sex.

      “It’s not that I don’t appreciate the perks or understand his obligations, because I do,” Cassie said. “But I also want to be able to have nights with him like tonight, just chilling with our friends.”

      Olivia rounded the counter and put her arm around her best friend. “You’ll still have that, sweetie.” She gave her a sly smile. “You’ll just have to fit it in between royal duties.”

      “It’s a tough job, but somebody’s got to do it,” Rebecca added.

      Cassie laughed as she wiped a stray tear from under her eye. “I’m such a wuss. It’s only been three weeks.”

      “You’re not a wuss,” Rebecca said. “You’re in love.” She clinked her glass against Cassie’s before taking a sip.

      “Yeah,” Olivia agreed. “That makes us all a bit nuts.”

      “Well, I better toughen up because now that the news is out, I have a lot to do.” Cassie straightened and cleared her throat. “And at the top of that list is planning our engagement party. Well, actually less planning and more hiring someone to do it.” She turned to face Rebecca, and her face lit with a warm, hopeful smile. “So…will you?”

      “Me?” she squeaked.

      Cassie nodded.

      “What? Are you crazy?” Her voice was several octaves too high. “Aren’t there royal subjects who do that sort of thing? People who are far more knowledgeable when it comes to all the rules of etiquette? I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

      “There is, actually. A rather stuffy curmudgeon of a man named Godfrey. And while I’m sure he will be involved in the process—” Cassie cringed “—I apologize for that in advance. The last thing we want is someone like him planning this event. The wedding is going to be out of control. But the engagement party, at least the one in the States, is all ours. Well, mostly anyway. I’m sure it will still have to be a formal event.” Cassie giggled. “Her Majesty would have a coronary if Hank and I threw a royal hoedown.”

      “So much for your dream of a small wedding,” Olivia said. She and Cassie had been friends since high school, which meant they no doubt spent many a night discussing their dream weddings over a tub of cookie dough ice cream. But even though Rebecca had only known the two of them for a little over a year, even she knew Cassie had always envisioned her wedding day as something intimate. Although to be fair, most girls went through a stage of imagining their wedding as a cross between Cinderella and Princess Kate, and the odds of that fantasy becoming a reality were far more difficult.

      “His grandmother has already declared it a national holiday,” Cassie said.

      Olivia’s eyes grew wide. “No shit? Well, getting a day off from work will go a long way toward winning over the kingdom.”

      Truth be told, while some of the older members of the establishment balked at the idea of Henry marrying outside of European royalty, the citizens of his country embraced the couple with open arms. So had most of the world, for that matter. Headlines across the globe compared them to Will and Kate, with one referring to their whirlwind romance as a cross between Notting Hill and The Prince & Me. The thought of one of Rebecca’s favorite childhood movies brought a sudden image to mind.

      “Will there be a parade?” she asked, picturing Prince Edvard’s mighty steed galloping through the streets of Denmark with Paige Morgan holding on tight.

      “Parade, balls.” Cassie cringed. “Everyone taking pictures of me from less-than-flattering angles.” She stared down at the chip she held in her hand, heaped with guacamole. “I should probably cut back on the chips.”

      Olivia shot her a look. “Don’t you dare change who you are for tabloids. Besides, Hank likes your—what did he call it? Ah, yes, the honky-tonk in your badonkadonk.”

      Rebecca could only assume the reference was some sort of inside joke having to do with the Trace Adkins song. Whatever it was, it elicited an exaggerated eye roll from Cassie.

      “Back to my point,” the future princess said after popping the chip in her mouth and washing it down with a generous gulp of strawberry margarita. “The wedding will be ours, but it will also be the country’s.” She wiped her mouth with a bright-orange cocktail napkin covered with images of tiny cacti wearing sunglasses. Definitely not a Cole purchase, Rebecca thought.

      “But the engagement party is just for us. Our town, our friends.” Cassie smiled at Rebecca. “And who better to plan that event than one of those friends?”

      Behind them, the service elevator dinged to announce its arrival.

      “Are you expecting someone else?” Cassie asked.

      “I think Cole invited one of his friends who just moved to town, but other than that, only…” A knowing smile curved Olivia’s lips just as Prince Henry stepped out of the elevator. Rebecca had met His Royal Highness a few times now, but the fact that he would one day be king of an entire nation was a fact that she still hadn’t been able to wrap her head around. Of course, it would help if he dressed the part. Wearing jeans and a button-down shirt and with his light brown hair in an artfully rumpled mess, Hank looked more like a J.Crew model than a prince.

      “Room for one more?” he asked.

      Cassie nearly dropped her drink. A second later, she was in motion, a blur of auburn curls and girlish squeals as she ran across the kitchen and into his open arms. Rebecca tried not to stare, slurping down a gulp of margarita as a distraction, but the fact remained that seeing Cassie and Hank so happy, not to even mention her brother and Olivia, gave her hope that she’d one day find her own soul mate. At the moment, she’d settle for a simple date on a Saturday night. But in reality, she was far too busy spending most of her Saturday nights making sure other couples had the perfect start to their happily-ever-afters to make much progress on finding one of her own. The expression “always a bridesmaid” couldn’t hold a candle to “always the wedding planner.” The only single men she met were guests at weddings. Most of them had dates, and those who didn’t were on the prowl for a no-strings-attached wedding hookup. Not exactly the best dating pool. Between her illness and her career, the most action she’d had with a man in the last two years was getting knocked on her ass in the park.

      The mere thought of the handsome stranger she met in the park sent a rush of adrenaline through her that was nearly enough to have her lady parts wondering if they were finally coming out of hibernation. In her entire life, she didn’t think she’d ever met a man that pretty. But not in an effeminate way. No sirree Bob, that guy was one-hundred-percent manly man. Rebecca’s eyes drifted shut as she remembered the way his damp shirt clung to the contours of his chest. What she wouldn’t give to slide her palms along the hard planes, her questing fingers tracing the ridges of his abs before dipping below the waistband of his shorts.

      “Rebecca?”

      The sound of Cassie’s voice calling her name yanked Rebecca right out of her daydream and back to the party where she and Conor were the token singles. She’d be worried that her friends were up to a bit of matchmaking if she didn’t know with all certainly that her brother would cut off Conor’s hands if he so much as laid a finger on her.

      “Hmm?”

      “Wow, that must be some excellent salsa,” Olivia said, nodding to the bowl on the counter in front of Rebecca. “From the expression on your face, I’d say it was almost orgasmic.”

      Cassie shook her head at Olivia before turning her attention back to Rebecca. “I was just telling Hank that I’d popped the question,” she giggled. “So to speak. But that you hadn’t given an answer.”

      Hank eased his arm around his fiancée’s waist and smiled. “Well, I hope she told you we will double your usual rate. Hazard pay for having to run everything past Lord Pain in the Ass.”

      “That’s really not necessary. I’m still not convinced I’m the right woman for the job, but if you want me, I’d be more than happy to do it for free.”

      “Absolutely not,” Cassie insisted. “We’d be taking your time away from other paying clients. And besides, you’ve given me so much business, it’s not even funny,” she said, referring to the numerous catering orders Rebecca had placed for clients wanting gourmet cupcakes at bridal showers, bachelorettes, or even receptions.

      “This is hardly the same as a few dozen cupcakes for a hen night,” she said, borrowing a term from Henry’s homeland. On the contrary, the official engagement party of Miss Cassandra Miller and His Royal Highness Prince Henry was going to be the event of the year in Chicago’s social circles. Hell, probably across the entire US.

      “Although we do have one condition,” Cassie added.

      “What’s that?” Rebecca asked. Judging by the mischievous glint in her friend’s eyes, she was definitely up to something.

      “You delegate the night of the party to your staff.”

      Rebecca snorted and, without thinking, blurted out, “What staff?” The caterers she used employed waiters and bartenders, but as far as making sure everything went smoothly on the actual night, she was a one-woman show. She was barely making ends meet as it was. For now, at least, hiring even an assistant just wasn’t in the cards.

      Hank frowned. “Hmm, that is a problem.”

      Cassie gazed up at him. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      He nodded. “We have no choice,” he said. His grave tone was in direct contrast to the smile that curved his lips. “Triple her rate. Quadruple, if necessary.” He turned toward Rebecca. “You’re a tough negotiator.”

      Rebecca’s mouth fell open. Tough negotiator? She hadn’t said a word.

      Cassie elbowed her prince in the ribs. “He’s playing. ‘Taking the piss’ as they like to say across the pond.” She snuggled closer to her man. “But all kidding aside, we want you to do this, but we also want you to enjoy the night with us.” Cassie raised her brows. “And I don’t know…” She shrugged, attempting to look nonchalant and failing miserably. “Maybe even bring a date?”

      Already? Usually they were a few hours into the evening before Cassie or Olivia attempted to fix her up. It was far too early—and she was far too sober—for them to be starting that shit now.

      Hank’s gaze narrowed ever so slightly as he took in the shift in topic. “Shall we join the guys on the terrace?” he asked in a not so subtle attempt to spare Rebecca from the rest of that conversation.

      Subtle or not, Cassie took the hint. “Good idea. With Cole manning the grill, there could be a full-blown bonfire out there by now.”

      Hank shot Olivia a look of horrified shock. “Bloody hell, Cole is cooking?”

      She nodded.

      “Why didn’t you say so?” he said, reaching for a Corona with one hand and his fiancée with the other.

      “You go on,” Rebecca told Olivia. “I’ll make the next batch and join you in a minute.”

      “You’re a doll,” Olivia said, wiping her hands on an Aztec-print towel. She grabbed a beer and a bottle of water before hurrying after the others.

      The last thing Rebecca heard as she reached for the bottle of tequila was Hank, still chuckling to himself as they made their way out of the room. “Hope you have a fire extinguisher handy, luv.”
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      Sports might have paid well, but if Cole’s penthouse was any indication, it was nothing compared to technology. The guy owned the whole damn floor. Even had a private elevator. Brody made a mental note to tell his real estate agent to find him a place with one of those. Not only was it cool as fuck, but it would certainly take the privacy level up a notch or two. The stone terrace he had wasn’t too shabby either. After growing up on a ranch, Brody worried about having cabin fever living in a glass castle in the clouds, but his friend’s outdoor space was nicer than most people’s indoors. With modular sofas and pots of ornamental grass, the place could have passed for the swanky rooftop bar at his hotel. Of course, there was also a double rattan hanging chair in the far corner that looked to have been straight out of a Pier 1 catalog. Judging by its deviation from the rest of the decor, not to mention the colorful cushions, there was little doubt the hippie-ish comfort had been selected by Cole’s bride.

      “There’s the little missus now,” Cole said as his wife came through the sliding glass doors that spanned the entire front of the penthouse. Brody had seen pictures of Olivia Grant online, but thanks to his rigorous travel schedule, this was the first chance he’d had to meet her. The photos he’d seen hadn’t done her justice. While she’d looked beautiful attending various society galas on her husband’s arm, there was something even more striking about her that night. Barefoot and in blue jeans, with her blond waves in a messy bun, Olivia Grant practically glowed. Then again, maybe that had something to do with the top-secret bun in the oven.

      She greeted her husband with a smile that made Brody quite sure at least one of the dudes at this party was going to get some tonight. “Thought you might be working up a thirst out here.” She handed Cole a bottle of Corona, then goosed his butt as she made her way past the grill. “You must be Brody,” she said.

      Brody extended his hand. “Pleasure to meet you.”

      “We don’t shake hands around here,” she said. “We hug.”

      He caught Cole’s amused grin over Olivia’s shoulder as she squeezed the bejesus out of him. “Runs in the family,” he said, waving his grill tongs in the air. “Hers, not mine.”

      Prince Henry and a voluptuous redhead joined them a few moments later, looking more like a couple teenagers who’d just spent seven minutes in heaven than the darlings of European royalty.

      “Great to see you again, Brody,” Henry said. The last time he’d seen Henry had been at a Formula One race in Dubai. They’d only been in town for thirty-six hours and were drunk for thirty-five. Good times.

      “Hey man, good to see you too. Long time.”

      They shook hands and exchanged a manly slap on the back, eliciting a tiny eye roll from the woman at his side. No doubt she was a hugger too.

      “And you must be his fiancée?”

      “Cassandra Miller,” she said with a nod of her head. “Of the Milwaukee Millers.”

      “Watch out. She’s a cheeky one,” Henry said, gazing down at her like he could eat her up with a spoon.

      “But you can call me Cassie,” she said. “And you can call him Hank.” She giggled. “At least when he’s not wearing a crown.”

      Come to think of it, Brody had never actually seen Prince Henry looking like, well, a prince. He’d also never seen him looking quite so casual either. He usually dressed more like an investment banker, wearing tailored suits at events where most everyone else was wearing denim. Then again, going incognito in jeans and a faded baseball cap was how he’d met his future queen, or so Brody had read in one of the magazines at his dentist’s office. Perhaps the experience had given him a new appreciation for the more comfortable ways of life.

      Olivia twisted the top off her water bottle and took a long drink. When she finished, her gaze fell to Brody, and more specifically his empty hands, and her hazel eyes grew wide. “Didn’t my husband offer you a drink?” She shot Cole a look.

      “Hey, I’m the chef, not the bartender. Conor was supposed to handle the drinks.”

      Conor looked up from the basket of chips he’d been methodically eating since joining them on the patio. “Why do I get blamed for everything?”

      “Because it’s usually your fault, dipshit,” Cole shot back.

      Conor looked up at their hostess. “Save me, Livvy.”

      Olivia laughed. “Sorry, Conor, but you’re fired as bartender for the night.” She eyed the half-empty basket of chips. “And you definitely suck at passing out snacks.”

      A wide grin spread across Conor’s face. “So, my plan worked.” He kicked back on the sofa with the basket on his lap and crossed his ankles on the padded ottoman.

      Olivia started for the doors. “Corona? Margarita?” she asked Brody.

      “Corona’s fine,” he said. “But let me get it. You haven’t even had a chance to enjoy your own party.”

      She turned and placed her hands on her hips. “Thank you, Brody.” She smiled at him before directing her next comment in Conor’s direction. “Nice to know someone is willing to pitch in.”

      “Dude, you’re such a suck-up,” Conor said before slugging back the rest of his beer. “But while you’re there, get me one too.”

      “Conor can fend for himself.” Olivia shot him a teasing glare before turning her attention back to Brody. “But would you mind giving Rebecca a hand? She offered to finish the margaritas, but it’s a lot to carry.”

      Brody had no idea who Rebecca was, but if there was a damsel in need of assistance from an extra set of hands, then he was more than ready to accept the challenge. In his experience, there was no setting more conducive to scoring—off the field, that is—than a kitchen. Women seemed to cream themselves over a man willing to help out, and if there was alcohol involved, it only sped the process along.

      Excusing himself, Brody made his way inside. Up until that point, the only part of the penthouse he’d really had a chance to check out was the terrace. They’d passed through the living room on their way outside, but a flare-up on the grill had had Cole rushing them through the glass doors. Now that he was on his own, Brody took his time checking out the digs his friend called home. The place was about as cold and stark as Cole’s office. With high ceilings and oversized abstract art, the living room looked more like a museum than somewhere to kick back and have a few beers. Where the hell was the television? Probably came down from the ceiling, he decided. And while the glass dining room table that sat atop a giant boulder seemed a bit odd, what really struck Brody as strange was the fact that nothing in the two main rooms reflected the presence of a female who, from all accounts, was a bit more laid-back than her husband.

      Back toward the foyer, a door stood open that had previously been closed. Brody poked his head around the doorframe and smiled. Now, that was more like it. The room had obviously been a study at one time, with floor-to-ceiling bookcases spanning one of the wood-paneled walls and a limestone fireplace dominating another. But while the features still remained, there’d been a definite change in “vibe.” Wood he suspected had once been dark and masculine was now whitewashed to give it a vintage look, and while the limestone remained, the hearth displayed several maps with tiny flags pinned to various locations. There was a saucer-style chair in one corner with enough pillows piled on top to decorate the entire penthouse, and sweet Jesus, was that a lava lamp beside it? Beaded curtains hung on either side of the wide window, but it was the desk shoved against the glass that really gave him pause. At least he was fairly sure it was a desk. It was hard to tell given the amount of paper scattered across the top in haphazard piles. The contrast to the way Cole kept his desk at the office—devoid of everything but a computer monitor, a small notepad, and a row of pens—was startling. Maybe that was the key to successful cohabitation, separate spaces. Brody made a mental note to remember that when the day came for him to settle down with a wife and his own mini offensive line. Last thing he wanted was a bunch of chick stuff or kids’ toys in his man cave.

      A long hallway stretched out to his right. Assuming the darkened path led to the bedrooms, Brody went left instead, following the sounds of a mariachi band until he found the doorway to a kitchen that was nearly as big as the house he grew up in.

      If the living room was all Cole and the den was all Olivia, then the kitchen was the true reflection of their blended lives. While the overall design was modern and sleek, Olivia had definitely left her mark. It was as if the entire place served as a black-and-white canvas, a backdrop of sorts for her brightly colored selections. Brody’s gaze traveled from the set of bright-red cookware that sat atop a stove with matching colored knobs, to the fringed curtains that hung over the sink, before landing on the pile of colorful towels stacked on top of a white marble island where a petite brunette stood in front of a blender, pressing the buttons in ascending order.

      For the first time in his life, Brody understood what people meant when they said their heart skipped a beat. Because while his blood was still pumping, for a moment, he felt as though the world stood still.

      It wasn’t just any petite brunette standing in Cole’s kitchen with her hips swaying to the rhythm of the music as the steel blades whirled through ice. It was her. His petite brunette. The one who had preoccupied nearly every waking thought for the last six days.

      Rebecca.

      Now he not only knew her name, but her friends. With any luck, he’d have her number by the end of the night. Who was he kidding? He was Brody Dixon. He’d have more than her number by the end of the night. He’d have her in his bed, and luck wouldn’t have anything to do with it.

      Brody smiled to himself as he watched her, his presence in the doorway still unnoticed. Part of him knew he should announce himself. Hell, the whole reason he was there was to lend a hand. And he would, but not before he’d taken a little time to enjoy the view.

      Rebecca.

      Damn. She even was sexier than he remembered, putting the fantasies that had taunted him since they’d met to shame. Her short dark hair framed her delicate face, with tiny wisps curling behind her ears and at her nape. He longed to walk up behind her and press his lips to the soft skin on the curve of her neck. He’d tease her at first, coaxing her with flicks of his tongue before gently nipping and sucking the sensitive spot until she was grinding against him in a silent plea for more.

      Fuck yes.

      His gaze drifted lower, taking in the entire package. She wore a pair of faded jeans that rode low on her hips and a pink sleeveless sweater that, while too high-necked to show any cleavage, was tight enough to let his imagination fill in the gaps. His fingers flexed at his side, impatient to caress her gentle curves. He could just imagine the way her skin would pebble beneath his touch and the soft sighs that would escape her lips as he teased her past the point of no return.

      The thought had him adjusting his jeans, but then the blender stopped, and he froze. Rebecca lifted a plump strawberry out of a glass bowl beside the blender and brought it to her lips. His breath caught as she sucked on the end before finally taking a bite of the succulent fruit. She moaned softly then giggled as some of the juice dribbled down her chin. It was the most devastating combination of sexy and sweet he’d ever heard. Her fingers caught the sticky liquid, and then one by one she brought them to her mouth, sucking each one in a way that had his cock begging for attention. It wasn’t hard to picture himself between those pouting lips, gliding in and out while she looked up at him with her enormous blue eyes.

      Heat settled low in his belly, and he drew a deep breath through his nose. Keep it together, Dixon. Their first meeting hadn’t gone so well. That was an understatement if he’d ever heard one. Truth was, he’d sounded like a teenager trying out lines he’d read in Penthouse. Last thing he needed was a repeat performance of that train wreck. But then her tongue darted out to lick the last drop of stickiness from the corner of her mouth, and he nearly came in his pants. What the hell was it about this woman? It was like her every movement was designed to tease and torment him. It wasn’t intentional, of course. She didn’t even know he was watching. And yet, there he stood, pulse racing and cock twitching.

      He had to have her. If for no other reason than to snap himself out of whatever hold she had over him.

      She reached for two of the margarita glasses, filling each with a hefty pour before garnishing the sugared rims with a strawberry. Two more glasses sat waiting, but there was no way she’d be able to carry them by herself. The show was over. It was time to speak up.

      “Need a hand?” he murmured in a deep, sultry drawl.

      Rebecca spun around so quickly, she knocked over one of the margarita glasses. “Oh shit,” she said, reaching for one of the gingham towels.

      Brody rushed to her side. “Here, let me help,” he said, using one of the other towels to sop up the frozen concoction.

      When the situation was finally under control, she glanced up and her eyes grew wide. “It’s you,” she said. Her voice conveyed her surprise, but for the life of him, Brody couldn’t tell if it was of the good or bad variety.

      “Brody Dixon,” he said, holding out his hand.

      Her face registered absolutely no hint of recognition whatsoever. It was rare although not unheard of for a woman not to recognize Brody by his face. But the name? That never failed to get a reaction. At least until now.

      “Rebecca Halstead.” She didn’t bother shaking his hand. Instead, she turned her attention back to the blender, dumping in several ingredients without much care for amount or measure. “What are you doing here?” she asked right before pressing the button.

      “Cole invited me,” Brody shouted over the whirling blades. He realized he wasn’t sure if she meant at the party or in the kitchen, so when the blender quieted, he added, “Olivia asked me to give you a hand.”

      She straightened. “So you figured you’d scare the daylights out of me?”

      He placed his hand over his heart. “Unintentional, I swear.”

      Rebecca reached for another glass to replace the one that had toppled over. “I’ve got it covered. Thanks.”

      So far, their second encounter was going about as well as the first. It was as if he had no game at all when it came to this girl. “Look, we got off on the wrong foot—”

      She raised one perfectly arched brow. “Don’t you mean you stepped on mine?”

      Oh, this one was spunky. “Well, technically, I knocked you down.” He waited until she looked at him, then flashed a grin guaranteed to unleash the dimple. “Could even say I swept you off your feet.”

      A hint of a smile tugged at her lips. It was only a small crack in her carefully constructed veneer, but it was a start.

      “Did they teach you that one in caveman school?”

      “Sure did, right after the whole lecture on dragging a woman back to the cave by her hair,” he said without missing a beat. “But I like to save that move for the second date.”

      “That wasn’t a date.” She cut her eyes at him. It was only a glance, but he could see a flicker of interest that had him pressing on.

      “True, but I would still be glad to take you back to my cave tonight.”

      Her head fell back on a throaty laugh. “Oh man, that was bad. Like really, really bad.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, it was.” There was no sense in denying it. And while her reaction wasn’t exactly the one he’d been going for, the sound of her laugh made his crash and burn completely worth it.

      “Does that line usually work for you?” She turned to face him full on, and when she did, something deep inside his gut twisted and turned. It was a sensation he’d only felt on the football field, right before the start of a game. A mixture of nerves and excitement served with a chaser of adrenaline.

      “Can’t really say I’ve tried it before.” And then for the first time in his life, Brody Dixon dropped all sense of pretense and just leveled with a girl. “I don’t know what it is exactly, but something about you gives me all the game of a fourteen-year-old.” He was about as horny as one too, something that was going to become fairly obvious if he didn’t get the bulge in his jeans under control.

      Rebecca sank her teeth into her bottom lip. She was trying to fight it, but she was definitely feeling the effects of the Dixon charm, even if he did sound like an idiot. Now to make the most of it.

      “You have a bit of…” He pointed to the corner of his own mouth.

      Rebecca’s hand flew to her face, fumbling to find the rogue strawberry juice. Perfect. She was caught off guard, on her back foot, so to speak. Time to swoop in for the ultimate one-two.

      “Here, let me,” Brody said. He reached up and caught the last bit of strawberry juice with his fingertip. But instead of sucking his finger into his mouth as he’d watched her do just a few moments before, he carefully traced the fullness of her bottom lip.

      “I think I’d like a taste,” he murmured. His voice was low and rough, perfectly conveying his barely leashed restraint.

      Her mouth opened on a small gasp, and he took full advantage, claiming her with a possessive kiss. At first, she stilled, but then her fingers found their way into the hair at the base of his neck and her body went lax against his. Brody wasted no time, slipping his tongue inside her warm mouth with a wet, searing stroke. She tasted so fucking good, a sweet mix of strawberry and mint laced with a desire that lay just below the surface of her cool exterior.

      On instinct, he placed his hand on her waist, letting his thumb slip under the edge of her sweater to brush the soft skin just above her jeans. She shivered beneath his touch as a soft moan of pleasure rose in the back of her throat. It was the most erotic sound he’d ever heard, spurring him to take things to the next level.

      Brody stepped forward until Rebecca’s back was against the counter, then with a subtle roll of his hips, pressed against her in a way that left no doubts about his intent. He wanted her. There, in the kitchen. It didn’t matter that a gathering of friends was taking place out on the terrace. He was beyond rational. All he could think about was lifting her onto that marble slab and dropping to his knees in front of her. He wanted to worship her with his lips and tongue until her thighs trembled and her fingers curled around the edge of the countertop. And he wouldn’t let up until she was panting and begging for him to take her. Only then would he rise up, keeping his eyes locked on hers as they came together in what he already knew would be a fast and frantic fuck.

      The thought consumed him as he finally lifted his head. “Delicious,” he said, the deep tenor of his voice conveying what he hoped would be a welcome suggestion. “Like the rest of you, I’m sure.”

      She looked up at him, her breathing shallow and her eyes hazed with an undeniable lust. A beat later, her gaze dropped to his mouth, and her soft tongue slipped out to wet her lips. Hell yes, he thought. But instead of moving in for more, she simply smiled. “Are you implying my lady parts taste like strawberries?” A giggle bubbled up from inside her. “That’s a new one. I’ve heard the honey comparison. Well, read it in books more than heard it, but strawberries? Really?”

      His mouth fell open, and for a moment, Brody wasn’t sure if she’d cut him to the quick or turned him on more than ever. Probably both. Damn, she was a pistol. He couldn’t help but wonder if she’d have such a smart mouth while he was fucking her into next week. Probably, but hell if he wasn’t starting to think it’d be worth it.

      “Here,” Rebecca said, pushing the two margarita glasses his direction. “Make yourself useful.”

      Brody watched as she made her way to a glass-door refrigerator that held enough beer to stock a decent-size bar. She gathered a handful of Coronas by their long necks then pushed the door shut with her hip and grabbed a small bowl filled with lime wedges. “Ready?”

      “You have no idea,” he said. But judging by the impish grin on her face, she more than had an idea. His sexy brunette knew exactly what their kiss had done to him, and what’s more, she was enjoying it.

      He followed her down the hallway, struggling to keep the margaritas from spilling while keeping his gaze trained on her perfect little ass.

      “Stop staring at my butt,” she said.

      Damn, did the woman have eyes in the back of her head? “Stop shaking it.”

      She glanced at him over her shoulder, a come-hither look that was in direct contrast to the fact that she was currently walking away. Oh yeah, no doubt about it. This one was trouble with a capital T.
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      Rebecca felt as though she’d been swept into the vortex of a tornado. Her head was spinning, and her stomach had that strange sensation of being suspended in midair. It was like she was on the American Eagle and couldn’t get off. Except she wasn’t on a ride at Six Flags, and she certainly hadn’t landed in Oz. She was in her brother’s penthouse, trying her best to walk a straight line with Mr. Sex-on-a-Stick tight on her heels.

      She could practically feel his gaze searing her skin, making her feel too hot and yet chilled all at once. She tried to ignore it, but the temptation to call him out was just too great. And when she’d stolen a glance over her shoulder, the sight of him, trying not to spill the margaritas while checking out her ass, had brought a satisfied smile to her lips.

      Not that it really mattered if he’d spilled the whole lot. No telling what that last batch of margaritas tasted like. She hadn’t even measured anything, just tossed it all in the blender and started jabbing random buttons. Even accomplishing that much was a bit of a miracle. She’d barely been able to keep her hands from trembling when she’d realized who was standing in the doorway of the kitchen. Not that he would have noticed, seeing as how she had already dumped over an entire cocktail. Although to be fair, that part at least had had nothing to do with him. Who sneaks up on someone like that anyway? And better question, who kisses a total stranger? The man who had occupied every dirty thought she’d indulged in since Sunday, that’s who.

      Lately, after two years of treatments that followed what was a less-than-stellar love life to begin with, Rebecca had found herself as keyed up as a teenager. Hell, even that new commercial with the buff Mr. Clean had sparked a little tingle, and not just because he was mopping the floor. She was a live wire of hormones, just looking for a place to strike. And then along he came, like something straight out of a movie. Since then, he’d slipped into her mind countless times, sometimes even when she was sleeping. Just that morning, she’d woken with her heart racing and thoughts of the stranger from the park lingering in her sleep-fogged brain.

      And now there he was, in the flesh, kissing her like he had every right to. The sane, rational part of her knew she should have been offended. Who does that? Normal people didn’t waltz into a kitchen, lay on the cheesy charm, and then swoop in for a lip-lock. But another part of her, the part that was currently letting her have it for breaking the mood with her nervous laughter, was ready to make a sharp U-turn and drag him back to the kitchen for more because she hadn’t been kissed like that since…well, ever. Which might explain why, instead of pushing him away, she’d reached for him, melting into the kiss while winding her fingers through his hair.

      But what was even more surprising was the way she’d acted after the kiss.

      When he’d finally pulled away, she hadn’t smacked him across the face. Instead, she’d gazed up at him like a lovesick dope only to then sashay across the kitchen like some sort of femme fatale. Either scenario couldn’t have been further from the truth. But for some reason, this guy brought out a completely different side of her. One who, if she was honest, wanted to be kissed senseless just as badly as she wanted to have her ass unapologetically ogled.

      No doubt about it. She was a certified mess. She gave her head a hard shake, partly to push the stray hair from her eyes and partly to clear whatever it was that had taken hold of her. There had to be a logical explanation. Probably had something to do with the fact that for the last two years, aside from clients, the only men in her life had been either medical professionals or her brother. The mere thought of either one should have been enough to squash her overactive libido, but fat chance of that with Brody—what did he say his last name was?—right behind her.

      “Finally,” Conor said as they came through the door. “A man could die from thirst waiting for the two of you.”

      Rebecca handed Conor one of the beers then set the rest on the table along with the bowl of limes. “Shoot, I forgot the opener.”

      “Never fear, Conor Lynch is here.” He slipped off his flip-flop and turned it over to reveal a bottle opener built into the sole.

      “Who gets these?” Brody asked, holding up the two frozen drinks. Rebecca reached for one, and Cassie took the other. Both women took a sip and winced.

      “Whoa, tequila much?” Cassie wiped a bit of the frozen strawberry concoction from the corner of her mouth.

      “I might have overdone it a bit,” Rebecca confessed.

      “Well, if you overdo it,” Hank said, walking up behind his fiancée and pressing a kiss to her temple. “I’ll be there to take advantage of you.”

      “A few more of these and the only action you’ll be getting will be holding my hair back while I worship the porcelain god.”

      Hank let out a small laugh that was laced with undeniable affection. “There’s my princess.”

      Brody stepped forward and reached for one of the bottles of Corona. Instinctively, Rebecca looked down, studying the tiny rows of seeds on the strawberry that garnished the rim her glass, the small chips of ice that had risen to the top, and the colorful stem. Anything and everything but the fine specimen of human currently offering her a bird’s-eye view of his perfectly toned backside. But then on impulse, she decided to indulge herself. Her teeth sank into her bottom lip as her gaze traveled from the broad shoulders that tapered to lean, narrow hips before finally tracing the contours of his very fine, denim-clad ass. After all, a guy would never miss the chance to check out a woman who offered up such a nice view. Turnabout seemed more than fair.

      Olivia cleared her throat, and Rebecca startled. At least that time she didn’t spill her drink.

      “Now that everyone is here…” Olivia waited while Brody opened his bottle with Conor’s shoe. “And has a beverage for toasting.” She looked at her husband and grinned. “We have an announcement to make.”

      The entire group smiled as one. Olivia’s gaze darted to each of her friends, and her mouth fell open. “You already know, don’t you?” She shot Cole a look. “Did you tell them?”

      He held up his hands in innocence. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t tell anyone.” But she was looking at him, and judging by the expression on her face, she knew he was full of shit. Cole might have been able to rule the business world, but he’d met his match in his new bride.

      “Liar,” she teased.

      “Okay, okay, I may have let it slip to Brody,” Cole said. “But I swear I didn’t tell anyone else.”

      Brody choked on his beer at the mention of his name. But fortunately for him, Olivia was far too focused on her husband to pay much attention to the man wiping beer off his chin. Rebecca, on the other hand, took advantage of the momentary distraction to admire his profile. He had a strong, square jaw covered with the slightest hint of stubble, impossibly long eyelashes, and full lips that only a few moments ago had left her breathless. And there’d certainly been no broken noses in his lifetime. The guy looked like a cross between a Greek god and the hot guy from the high school football team who was just the right amount of bad boy. Not that she had any firsthand knowledge of either. The odds that high school Rebecca would have caught the attention of a hottie on the football field ranked about the same as her running into an Adonis at the grocery store.

      Olivia crossed her arms over her chest. “Then how do they all know?”

      “Know what?” Conor’s head turned from one friend to another so quickly, he looked like a bobblehead on a dashboard.

      “Well, I can’t speak for the others,” Cassie said. “But I started to get suspicious that day we went to lunch, and you ran from the table when the waiter brought the calamari.”

      Beside her, Brody winced. Rebecca could totally relate. Didn’t need to have morning sickness to find squid repulsive.

      “You said it was just because you were hungover,” Cassie added. “But then the next week, when we were watching Property Brothers, you made your lemonade without vodka.”

      “You noticed that, huh?”

      Cassie nodded. “That’s when I knew.”

      Olivia turned to Rebecca. “Was that what tipped you off too?”

      “It’s sort of a dead giveaway. I mean, since when do you drink water at a fiesta?” Rebecca nodded to the bottle in Olivia’s hand.

      It was a damn good point, but Olivia still didn’t seem convinced. “Cole really didn’t tell you?”

      Rebecca shook her head. “Nope. He didn’t say a word. Although I did notice he was a bit sappier than usual at lunch.”

      Cole frowned at his sister, presumably for describing him as sappy, then turned to his wife with a satisfied grin. “See? It wasn’t me.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Maybe not for these two. But you’re still on the hook for the guys.”

      Hank stopped drinking mid-sip. “Don’t look at me,” he said, nodding toward Cassie. “This one told me.”

      Conor let out an exaggerated groan. “Would somebody please tell me what’s going on?”

      The entire group laughed.

      “Would you like to do the honors?” Cole asked.

      Olivia wrinkled her nose at him. “Since he’s the only one left to tell, I guess so.” She straightened and placed her hand on her stomach. The weight of her palm caused the fabric to shift, revealing a small baby bump.

      “Cole and I are having a baby.”

      For a moment, Conor stood completely motionless, then a wide grin spread across his face. “Uncle Conor. I like the sound of that.”

      “Fucking hell,” Cole mumbled.

      The women rushed to Olivia’s side, hugging her and feeling her stomach, while the men congratulated Cole.

      “When are you due?” Cassie asked.

      “Right before Thanksgiving,” Olivia said.

      Hank clapped a hand on Cole’s shoulder. “Brilliant news, mate.”

      “Yeah,” Conor agreed. “It’s freaking amazing. But as much as I’m looking forward to seeing you change a dirty diaper, you suck at hosting a boys’ night, dude.” He chuckled. “Remember when these were just for the guys, and we played poker and smoked stogies? Now, it’s all fruity drinks and cutesy napkins.”

      Cole reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out a handful of what looked to be Cuban cigars. “Never fear,” he said. “I’ve got you covered.”

      “Not that I’m complaining, mind. But aren’t you supposed to smoke cigars to celebrate the birth of the baby?” Hank asked.

      Cole shrugged. “Consider it a practice run.”

      “And consider this the first time pregnancy trumps Guylandia. Cigars on the terrace,” Olivia said. “And only after we eat. The smell makes me…” She made a gagging face.

      “Doesn’t most everything make you…” Conor mimicked her dry heave.

      Olivia laughed. “Not everything. Just cigar smoke and pickles.”

      “I thought being preggo made you women crave pickles,” he said. “With ice cream.”

      The color drained from Olivia’s face.

      “Careful, Conor,” Cole chuckled. “You’ll end up with vomit on your shoes.”

      He glanced down at his multipurpose flip-flops and shrugged. “Wouldn’t be the first time a woman puked on my feet.”

      “That’s because they usually have to be about four drinks in before they even start talking to you,” Cole shot back.

      “All right, all right,” Conor said. “The stogies will be for later. How about poker, or has that gone the way of the single guy life too?”

      “Who says you have to be a guy to play poker?” Rebecca asked. All eyes were now on her, prompting her to stand a little taller. If she really tried, she could manage at least five foot four.

      The timer on Olivia’s phone began to chime. “Poker will have to wait too,” she said, pulling the device out of her pocket and silencing it as she headed back into the penthouse. “Dinner’s ready.”

      In no time at all, she returned with a casserole of tofu burritos.

      Conor looked at them and winced, then turned his attention to the grill where Cole was piling steak and chicken onto a platter covered with sliced peppers. “Thank God you’re a carnivore, Cole, or the rest of us might have ended up with morning sickness too.”

      Cole cut Conor a look that had him putting his beer down and lending a hand, and before long, they were all gathered around a long table eating fajitas under the Chicago skyline.

      “Gotta admit,” Conor said as the meal was winding down, “I was a bit skeptical with Ms. Healthy and Mr. Clueless doing the honors, but damn that was good.” He leaned back in his chair and pushed out his stomach. “A few more meals like this and I might need to borrow some of those maternity pants.”

      “Keep talking like that, and you won’t be invited back,” Cole said.

      Rebecca reached for her margarita. Normally, she had a strict two-drink limit, but for some reason she’d said yes when Cassie had offered her a third. She’d like to think it was the tequila that was making her feel all warm and light-headed, not the man with the piercing green gaze, but even buzzed she knew better than that.

      At first, she’d resisted the urge to meet his stare, if only to prove she could. But the tequila, not to mention his cologne, was weakening her resolve. He was seated across from her but when the wind blew just right, she was able to indulge her fantasies, letting her eyes drift closed as she inhaled his rich, masculine scent. Lord, what she wouldn’t give to press her lips to his neck if for no other reason than to see if he tasted as good as he smelled.

      “Rebecca?” Olivia’s voice broke through the fuzziness of her mind, and Rebecca’s eyes flew open.

      “Hmm?”

      “Cole asked if you were feeling okay. Not getting too tired, are you?”

      “No, I’m fine,” she said, sitting up in her seat. She knew her brother meant well, but honestly, the fragile sister routine was getting really old. Still, she couldn’t very well tell him she was simply fantasizing about dragging her tongue up his friend’s neck. “Just enjoying the night. Lovely breeze.”

      “But with your eyes closed, you’re missing the best part,” Brody said from across the table.

      If she’d been taking a sip, she would have choked. Surely he wasn’t referring to the glances she’d stolen when her resolve had weakened? Rebecca met his mischievous stare with raised brows.

      A slow smile formed on his lips. “The stars,” he said before looking up at the night sky. It would have been a pretty decent line had it not been for one problem: hardly any stars were visible given the light reflecting off the surrounding high-rises. A frown creased Brody’s forehead.

      “Bright lights, big city,” Olivia said. “I swear, I have to go downstate once a month just to remind myself that there’s life beyond this concrete jungle.”

      “You’ll all have to join us at my family’s country estate,” Hank said. “There’s a telescope to rival the one at the planetarium.”

      “You have a Cassegrain reflector?” Cole asked.

      Hank nodded.

      “Of course you do,” Cassie said, smiling and shaking her head.

      “Actually, we do,” he corrected. “My kingdom is half yours.”

      Cassie inhaled a slow, deep breath through her nose. Rebecca knew from many late-night chats over far too many glasses of Merlot just how uncomfortable Cassie was with the concept of “what’s mine is yours.” While that sounded great in theory, it was a bit hard to swallow when half of the pair brought so much more to the table. Which was why Cassie had broached the subject of a prenup with Hank. The suggestion had gone over like the proverbial lead balloon, but Rebecca could certainly understand Cassie’s motivation. Marrying a man with great wealth wasn’t that different from discovering you have a half-brother with a bank account to rival that of any royal family. The way Cole threw money around, Rebecca sometimes pictured him as Scrooge McDuck, diving into a pool of gold coins. She’d shared that imagery with Olivia one night, and they’d laughed until their stomachs ached. Of course, that could have also been due to the fact that they’d split a pint of ice cream, but still, it was a rather apt comparison.

      “Well I, for one, am hoping to relieve you of a portion of that kingdom tonight,” Conor said. He threaded his fingers and cracked his knuckles. “So, if you ladies will excuse us, we men have some cigars to smoke and some poker to play.”

      Cassie and Olivia stood, but Rebecca stayed right where she was. She took a hefty gulp of her frothy cocktail and waited for one of the men to notice. It didn’t take long.

      “What?” she asked her brother’s raised brows. “I can play poker just as well as you lot.”

      “Yeah, right,” Cole snorted. He began passing out the stogies but paused at the sight of Olivia, standing behind Rebecca with a carousel of brightly colored poker chips in her hands.

      Rebecca lifted her chin and fixed her brother with a hard stare. “I’m sure your wife would like to hear you explain why I need a dick to play poker.”

      Olivia laughed at the horrified look on her husband’s face. It was fifty-fifty whether it was from the thought of Rebecca playing poker with a cigar-smoking group of Neanderthals or her use of the word dick. Either way, it was clear that she was thoroughly enjoying seeing him in the hot seat. “Don’t look at me,” she said. “You dug this hole, you can shovel your way out.” With that, Olivia set the chips on the table. “Take him for all he’s got, Becs.” Her sister-in-law gave her a playful wink before planting a kiss on Cole’s cheek. “Good luck, baby. Something tells me you’re going to need it.”

      “This is going to be even better than I hoped,” Conor said. He grinned around the unlit cigar he held between his teeth.

      “Don’t worry,” Rebecca said as the group moved to a smaller table closer to the fire pit. “I’ll go easy on you.” She smiled sweetly. “At first.”

      Brody settled into the chair across from her while Conor, Hank, and Cole filled in the seats between them at the round table. “No need to go easy on me,” Brody said. Holding her gaze, he took a slow drink from his beer. “I’m feeling lucky tonight.”

      Hank shuffled the cards while Cole exchanged everyone’s cash for chips.

      “What do you do for a living, Brody?” Rebecca asked in an effort to fill the awkward silence.

      The men all stilled. It was Conor who finally spoke. “You’re joking, right?”

      “Well, I know he doesn’t work with Cole, and I assume he’s not in the royalty biz. So, unless he does—” she paused “—whatever it is you do all day, Conor, then I honestly have no idea.”

      “I play football,” Brody said. There was a hint of amusement in his voice.

      “For a living?” she asked him.

      His broad shoulders lifted in a shrug. “It pays the bills.”

      Conor erupted in a fit of laughter. When he finally quieted, he shook his head. “Dude’s being modest.” He glanced at Brody’s hand as he reached for the cards Hank had dealt him. “And he’s not even wearing his ring.”

      Ring? Rebecca’s heart flipped inside her chest. Surely this guy wasn’t married?

      “Rings. Plural,” Cole corrected as he slid his cards closer.

      Each of the guys tossed their opening bets into the middle of the table. Rebecca stole another glance at her cards, then upped the ante.

      “Believe it or not, Conor,” Brody said. “Most guys don’t wear their Super Bowl rings around. They tend to be a little gaudy.”

      Conor shook his head. “Who cares, man? I can’t imagine a better pussy magnet.”

      Cole kicked Conor under the table. “Watch your language, dipshit. There’s a lady at the table.”

      But Rebecca couldn’t have cared less about Conor’s colorful language. She was just so damned relieved to hear they weren’t talking about a wedding ring.

      “Brody just signed a contract with the Bears,” Hank explained.

      “That’s great,” Rebecca said. She took a sip of her margarita then slowly licked a bit of sugar off her bottom lip. “Now I don’t have to feel guilty about taking all your money tonight.”

      His gaze lingered on her mouth before his green eyes met her blue. “Guess we’ll have to see about that.” A knowing grin curved his lips as he matched her bet. “Lady Luck.”

      But for all her talk, it was Brody who had all the luck. Over the course of the next hour, the guys folded one by one, until only Cole, Brody, and Rebecca remained in the game.

      Cole didn’t last long. “I’m out,” he huffed on the next round. He tossed his cards facedown on the table and stood. “Think I’ll go check on my wife. See if maybe I can convince her to put her feet up.”

      Rebecca wanted to roll her eyes. If he was this neurotic when she was only three months along, he’d give himself a stroke when she was waddling around as big as a house. But a part of her also thought it was incredibly sweet. Seeing her hard-as-nails brother reduced to a giant marshmallow puff made her feel all warm and fuzzy. Of course, that could have also been the tequila.

      “I’m not far off,” she said, eyeing her dwindling stack of chips. But hell if she was folding. Her pride wouldn’t let her. No, she’d see this through to the bitter end.

      The next hand was dealt just as Cole made his way into the penthouse. Hank and Conor remained, adding their own commentary as Brody continued to raise the stakes. Rebecca matched him chip for chip until her small stack was gone. She glanced at her hand. Her cards were decent enough, but if he upped the ante again she’d have no choice but to fold.

      She watched him, his eyes darting from his hand to hers and then to the pile of chips that remained in front of him. He lifted his hand, but instead of reaching for another stack, he simply rubbed the stubble on his jaw.

      “How about we make this a little more interesting?” he said.

      Rebecca stilled, but beneath the calm exterior, her pulse raced wildly. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Instead of cash, what if we each write something we want down on a piece of paper. Winner takes all.”

      “Something we want from the other?” Rebecca swallowed hard. “Personally?”

      “Yup.”

      Beside her, Conor’s head was doing that tennis match swivel again.

      Her interest was definitely piqued, but she kept her poker face intact. “What could I possibly want from you?”

      “He could teach you how to play American football,” Hank said, hiding his smile behind his beer.

      “Tempting, but I think I could manage to live the rest of my life without that particular skill.”

      Brody’s voice dropped to a low, husky drawl. “There must be something you want from me. Some desire I could fulfill.” He paused for a beat, holding her gaze until she thought she might spontaneously combust, then casually leaned back in his chair. “All you have to do is write it down.”

      Rebecca stroked the stem of her glass then lifted it to down the last bit of margarita number who-can-remember, letting her mind wander as the tequila coursed through her veins. Something she wanted…something she needed…

      Alcohol-fueled inspiration struck, and she had to bite back the giggle that bubbled up inside her. Without saying a word, she reached for one of the cactus-covered cocktail napkins. “You don’t by any chance have a pen in those flip-flops, do you, Con?”

      He laughed. “No, but for this, I’ll find one.” He hurried through the doors and returned a moment later with a ballpoint pen. Rebecca took it from him and scribbled her heart’s desire on the napkin before folding it into a tiny square and adding it to the pile. When she was done, she passed the pen to Brody and watched as he did the same.

      “Now for the moment of truth,” he said. “Ladies first.”

      Rebecca flipped over her cards to reveal three tens and a pair of nines.

      Brody whistled through his teeth. “Full house. Not too shabby.” He turned over his cards and smiled. “But I’m afraid that doesn’t beat a straight flush.” It sure didn’t. In fact, the only hand that could have topped the one he had would have been a royal flush, which meant he’d been nearly assured of a win when he’d proposed their little wager. She had to hand it to him, he’d played her—and the cards—well.

      But while his victory might have won him the pile of chips and whatever he’d written on his napkin, there was nothing in their wager that said he was entitled to read her heart’s desire. She’d no sooner had the thought when she saw him begin to reach for her note. “Oh no, you don’t,” she said, snatching the folded napkin from the pile.

      “No fair,” he said, looking all at once like a small boy who’d just dropped his ice cream.

      Rebecca couldn’t help but laugh. “Yes fair,” she replied, sounding every bit as juvenile. “You might have won, but we didn’t say anything about reading the loser’s wager.”

      “She’s got you there, mate,” Hank said.

      “What fun is that?” Conor complained as Rebecca crammed the napkin into the front pocket of her jeans.

      The look of disappointment faded from Brody’s face, and in its place was an expression of arrogant satisfaction. “Might as well grab the other one while you’re at it.” He winked. “Learn your fate.”

      Rebecca reached back into the pile for the second napkin. She tried her best to remain impassive, but once she’d unfolded it, her eyes grew wide. Slowly she lifted her gaze to meet Brody’s. “You want me to have dinner with you?”

      “What the fuck?” Cole said from behind them. Rebecca turned to find her brother glaring at Brody from the doorway of the terrace. “Tell me you did not just ask my sister out on a date.”
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      “I can’t believe you asked my sister out on a date,” Cole said. Brody had known it was only a matter of time until he brought it up. Cole had been glaring at him since the moment he’d walked into the Grant Industries skybox. He glanced at his watch. Twenty-nine minutes. If anything, he was surprised it had taken that long.

      When Cole invited him to watch the Bulls play-off game in his corporate box, Brody had jumped at the chance. It wasn’t often he had the opportunity to enjoy a sporting event as a spectator, and the privacy of the skybox meant he could do so without constantly being inundated with autograph and selfie requests. He’d even hoped that having Conor and Hank there would work as a buffer, giving Cole the opportunity to cool down before the inevitable conversation. No such luck.

      “You’ve got some big cojones, my new friend,” Conor said. He slapped Brody on the back, then turned his attention to Cole. “If you’re going to have him killed, can you at least wait until after the play-offs? I put down some serious change on this season.”

      Cole shot him a look that was clearly a double what-the-fuck. “You’re such an asshole. And a hundred bucks is not serious change.”

      “Hey, don’t take it out on me. I’m not the one banging your little sister.”

      Great. Nothing like tossing a little kerosene on the flames. “First of all,” Brody said, attempting to dial back the color of Cole’s face from purple to merely red. “No one is banging anyone. It’s just dinner. Second, I had no idea she was your sister.” While it was true that they both had the same dark hair and blue eyes, their last names were different. Brody was sure there was a story behind that, one he’d be curious to know, but it was definitely neither the time nor place to go down that road.

      “He’s got you there, bro,” Conor said. His face split into a wide grin. “Plus, technically he didn’t ask her out. He won her.”

      A muscle in Cole’s jaw ticked. “Right,” he said between clenched teeth. “Because that sounds so much better.”

      For the life of him, Brody still had no idea what had prompted him to suggest their wager. The hand of cards he’d held had all but guaranteed him a win, which made the bet a near sure thing. But he was Brody Dixon. He didn’t have to resort to games in order to score a date. Bottom line: Brody wasn’t used to hearing the word no. Not in his professional life and certainly not in his personal one. But this girl was different, and something told him the only chance he had of spending quality time with the fair Rebecca Halstead was if she had no choice but to say yes. Too bad her brother was putting the kibosh on his perfect plan.

      “Look,” Cole added. “Rebecca is a grown woman and can choose to date whomever she wants. But I can also choose to kick your ass.”

      Conor laughed at Cole. “Only if Rebecca doesn’t kick yours first.”

      “I’m serious,” Cole said, ignoring Conor while keeping his steely gaze locked on Brody.

      Brody held up his hands, palms out. “I swear, I’ll be a perfect gentleman.”

      “I’m not worried about your manners, dickwad. What I mean is keep it clean. Take her to dinner, show her a good time, but it ends there.” It was a statement, not a request.

      Brody might have been a first-class player, but even he respected the code. You didn’t mess with a buddy’s ex or his sister without the green light, something Cole was clearly not inclined to grant. “You have my word.”

      A sex-free date? Guess there was a first time for everything. Christ, between his publicist and his friend, Brody was destined to have blue balls for the rest of the season. But much to his surprise, it wasn’t fear of discoloring the family jewels that sat front and center in his mind. No, the stab of disappointment that settled in Brody’s gut had nothing to do with celibacy in general, and everything to do with celibacy when it came to Rebecca. She’d occupied his nearly every thought for the last twelve days, not that he was counting, and thanks to a lucky deal, he’d scored a date. Lot of good it did him now.

      Conor reached for one of the sub rolls on the small buffet that had been assembled in the rear of the luxury suite and began to fill it with piles of shredded beef. Brody watched in amazement as he added a link of Italian sausage and a heap of green peppers before dunking the entire monstrosity into the hot gravy. “Look at it this way,” he said, “at least she’ll have a great story to tell.”

      A frown knit Cole’s brows. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

      Conor chuckled. “Never mind.” He took his heart-attack-on-a-plate and made his way to the padded seats overlooking the United Center. But not before asking the waitress to “hook him up with a brewski.” Once he was settled into the second row, he kicked back in his chair, crossing his Air Jordans on the back of the seat in front of him. The dude might have been an expert when it came to avoiding chores or hoarding snack food, but his wardrobe needed some serious work. Least he could do was wear shoes from Brody’s Nike line. He made a mental note to have a pair sent over first thing tomorrow.

      “I believe he’s referring to the recent tabloid exclusives,” Hank said, rolling his eyes on the last word. As if the stalkerazzi weren’t bad enough, some of the more well-funded tabloids were in the habit of paying for stories about the rich and famous, and lately, the life of Brody Dixon was high on their list. Everything from what breakfast food he ate to the size of his dick. And while most women weren’t around long enough to discover his secret weakness for Frosted Flakes, plenty had told tales of his endowment. The latter didn’t bother him much. Hell, if you got it, why not let someone else flaunt it?

      “You of all people should know better than to believe what you read in those rags,” Brody said as the three men made their way into the row just in front of Conor, who begrudgingly lowered his feet. Halftime was ending, and while the cheerleaders had been entertaining enough, random ticket holders attempting to make full-court shots in an effort to win a car had been their cue to take a piss and grab some food. “And besides, I seem to recall a certain undercover prince dating the sister of one of his best friends.”

      Conor leaned forward and poked his head between Brody and Hank. “Pot,” he said, “I’d like to introduce you to the kettle.”

      “Be that as it may,” Hank said, defending himself against an irrefutable charge. “Eventually, I did tell her the truth—”

      “After half the state of Georgia showed up on your doorstep,” Conor said around a mouthful of food.

      Hank ignored him and pressed on. “And now I’m marrying her.” He took two beers from the waitress and passed one to Brody. “I’d say that more than absolves me of my sins.”

      “Jury is still out on that,” Cole said. He leaned forward and placed his elbows on his knees as he watched the Bulls’ latest draft pick drive for the basket. The jury was still out on that poor guy as well. The team had shelled out big bucks to sign the supposed phenom, which left some big expectations to live up to. It was a scenario Brody had come to know quite well, which was why he breathed a sigh of relief for the kid when the ball fell squarely into the net.

      “If you break her heart,” Cole told Hank once the crowd quieted. “Her brother will break your legs.”

      “I’d like to see him try,” Hank said. He nodded over his shoulder to his ever-present security detail. Although his expression remained impassive as always, the man in the dark suit lifted one brow.

      “Bloody hell.” Hank groaned. “Don’t tell me I’ve lost you too, Clayton?”

      “All due respect, but I think I’d be with Miss Miller’s brother on that one.” He cleared his throat then offered a deferential, “Sir.’”

      Hank laughed. “Fair enough.”

      Brody smiled as he lifted his beer to his lips. God, he’d missed this. Just hanging out with the guys, nothing on the agenda aside from food and fun and busting balls.

      Speaking of busting balls…

      As if on cue, his phone began to ring, blaring Britney Spears for the listening pleasure, or displeasure as the case may be, of the entire box.

      “For fuck’s sake, Lynch,” he said as the others laughed. “Fix this when I hang up, or there’s no ride home for you tonight.”

      The horrified look on Conor’s face was enough to put a smile on Brody’s. But when he glanced at the phone screen, his smile faded. “Marguerite,” he said as he brought the phone to his ear. There were a few indistinguishable sounds on the other end of the line, but they were drowned out by the cheering of the crowd. Seemed the boy wonder was on a white-hot streak. Good for him, Brody thought. But not too good. There could only be one superstar in the city, and if Brody had anything to say about it, that title would be his come fall.

      “Hold on, I can barely hear you.” Brody ducked behind the rows of seats and into the lounge area of the skybox, closing the glass door in an effort to drown out the chanting of the rookie’s name. “What’s up?”

      “The first promo will run tonight,” she said.

      “So soon?” The ink was barely dry on the contract. “We haven’t even shot any footage yet.”

      “They’re using some Getty images for this one. The show’s producers felt it was important to make the announcement during tonight’s season finale. Gives the audience something to look forward to if their favorite bachelorette isn’t chosen.”

      How anyone could get so invested in the love lives of complete strangers was beyond him. But dating shows brought in viewers, and viewers brought in advertisers. Brody knew the drill. It was how the game was played in his line of work as well. Only there, at least, he was able to keep his participation mostly on the field.

      “And what, I’m the consolation prize?” The question had been meant as a joke, but apparently, he’d hit the nail on the head.

      “Precisely. They can console themselves by wondering who will be crowned your homecoming queen.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Didn’t I tell you? They’ve decided to call this America’s Sweetheart: Homecoming Edition. Plays off the notion that the star of the football team always dates the homecoming queen. All of the contestants wore a tiara back in the day, and now they will be vying for the ultimate crown.”

      Jesus fucking Christ. This just kept getting worse.

      “I need to run,” she said. Her voice was clipped and tight. “Just thought you should know in case any reporters ask about it after the game tonight.”

      He could almost guarantee it. Especially after the camera had zoomed in for a shot of him and Hank in the box. “European Royalty Meets Football Royalty” had been typed across the bottom of the screen. Hell, it had probably taken all of ten minutes for a crowd of reporters to gather at the entrance designated for private suites. Hank’s security would no doubt take him out through some James Bond secret tunnel. Brody knew he could go with them, but another part of him knew that he needed to give the press a sound bite. He’d committed to this crazy idea, might as well make the most of it. “Thanks for the heads-up,” he said. Then another thought occurred to him. “How did you know I was at the Bulls game?”

      There was no way she was actually watching the game. Then again, knowing Marguerite, she probably had a roomful of minions constantly monitoring the movement of her clients. Either way, she didn’t bother to reply. “Just smile and tell them you’re looking forward to meeting your American sweetheart.”

      Yeah, because that wouldn’t make him sound at all like an ass-kisser.

      “And whatever you do,” she added. “For the love of God, do not leave there with one of the Luvabulls on your arm.”

      More than likely, he would have left there with two or three, but he knew what she meant. For the time being at least, his wings were clipped. So instead of leaving the United Center with a limo full of cheerleaders, he’d leave with a group of guys all ready to spend the next two months busting his ass.
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      The expression might have been that a man’s home was his castle, but the same could certainly be said for a woman’s as well. And although Rebecca didn’t have a turret or a moat, her South Loop brownstone apartment gave her the same sense of safety and refuge. It wasn’t much—just a living room, kitchen, and one small bedroom—but it was the first place she could truly call her own.

      Cole had, of course, wanted to buy her something larger, preferably in his building, but Rebecca had stood her ground. She was proud of the business she’d built over the last few years, and while vast wealth wasn’t something she aspired to, being able to pay for and furnish her own apartment had been the first goal she’d set for herself. There were still times when she would stand in the middle of her living room, admiring the cozy space she’d created. Everything, from the tapestry pillows arranged on the cushioned seat of the bay window to the tufted velvet sofa, was designed to be warm and inviting, but her true pride and joy was her bookcase. Spanning an entire wall and stretching from the floor to the ceiling, the dark wood shelves were a time capsule of sorts, containing everything Rebecca held most dear. She and her mother had moved frequently, sometimes staying in a place for no more than a few months before moving to a new location. But Rebecca took small mementos with her along the way. A seashell from the time they lived on the Florida panhandle, a small piece of driftwood from the Carolina shore, and a vial of red sand from the Nevada desert were just a few of the items displayed on shelves crammed with books. Growing up, she’d been a regular at the public library, but owning her own copies of her favorites was a luxury their budget and housing options wouldn’t allow. Now that she had a place of her own, Rebecca made a point of adding one book each month. Of course, her personal library had to compete for shelf space with her ever-expanding assortment of framed photos. There was a faded Polaroid of her mother, dozens of shots of her and Cole, and even a few with Cassie and Olivia. And now there would be a new addition. The thought alone brought a smile to her face.

      “What’s that look for?” Cassie asked. She was standing in the kitchen holding a box of pizza and a glass of red wine. Deep dish and vino had become their Thursday night tradition thanks to their shared love/hate relationship with reality television.

      “Was just thinking I might need to add a few bookshelves to the bedroom as well.”

      “A trip to IKEA makes you that happy?” Olivia asked as she settled onto the sofa with her glass of sparkling water.

      “No, but the idea of framing new pictures does, especially since the subject will be my new niece.”

      “Or nephew,” Olivia added.

      “I think it’s going to be a girl,” Rebecca said.

      “Really?” Olivia cocked her head to one side. “What makes you say that?”

      “Poetic justice?” Rebecca laughed. “I mean, if there was ever a man who should be blessed with a daughter, it’s my brother.”

      Cassie’s laugh wafted in from the kitchen. “Could you imagine?” She walked into the living room, and all at once her eyes lit with a mischief Rebecca was coming to know well. “Oh! If you do have a girl, I’m totally buying her the Pretty Pretty Princess game. The thought of Cole in plastic pearls and a tiara is just too spectacular for words.”

      “And then there’s the teenage years,” Rebecca added.

      Cassie plopped on the sofa next to Olivia and let out a dramatic sigh. “I feel sorry for the first boy who comes to take her out on a date.”

      Olivia rolled her eyes. “He’ll probably make them take Jonathan along.”

      Rebecca giggled at the idea of Cole’s bodyguard tailing two teens.

      “I wouldn’t be so quick to laugh,” Olivia teased. “You’re likely going to share the same fate.”

      Rebecca fluffed the pillows of her favorite overstuffed chair with a bit more force than necessary. “Yeah, right.” If she’d told Cole once, she’d told him a thousand times; she didn’t need a babysitter. She’d humored her brother when she’d been sick, pretending not to notice the dark SUV that followed her at a discreet distance. But she was a grown woman. There was no way she was running her dates past her brother, and he certainly wasn’t providing a chaperone.

      Olivia held out a plate as Cassie cut her a slice from the vegetarian side of the pie. “I still laugh every time I picture the look on Cole’s face when he realized Brody had asked you out.” She plucked a mushroom out of the cheese and popped it into her mouth. “That alone was worth the cash he lost in the game.”

      Rebecca groaned. Honestly, her first foray into dating in…well, in a long time, and it had to start right under her brother’s watchful eye. Not the smoothest. Although judging by the look on Brody’s startled expression, he’d clearly had no idea they were siblings, which certainly explained the brazen kiss and the flirty banter. No way he would have behaved like that had he known, which sort of made the way it played out all the more entertaining. At least from an outsider’s point of view. In the eye of the storm, not so much.

      She picked up the remote control and turned on the television just as a commercial for some sort of electrolyte-charged sports drink began to play.

      “Speak of the devil,” Cassie said. After a few shots of a football player throwing passes to a…catcher? No, that wasn’t right. Receiver? Yes, that’s it. After a few shots of a football player throwing passes to a receiver, the scene switched to a locker room where Brody Dixon stood wearing nothing but a smile and a towel slung low around his hips. How had she never noticed him before? Then again, she couldn’t remember ever seeing a football-themed commercial during an episode of American Sweetheart before either. Yet there he stood, in full HD and not much else, holding a bottle of the sports drink. The camera zoomed in as Brody took a long sip. Rebecca knew she should at least try to feign indifference, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the screen.

      “You like him!” Olivia made it sound like she’d just discovered a deep, dark secret.

      Rebecca’s mouth fell open. “I never said that.”

      Cassie laughed. “Didn’t have to. I saw the way you two were making googly eyes at each other all night.”

      “We were not.” Well, maybe a little, but had it really been that obvious?

      Olivia clapped her hands together. “Oh, please let me be the one to tell Cole!”

      Rebecca shot her a look. “Don’t you dare say a word.”

      Her bottom lip pushed out in a fake pout. “Fine. But only because I’m just so damn happy to see you hot for someone.”

      “Were you starting to think you’d have a family member in a convent soon?”

      “Sort of.” Olivia laughed. “But no fear of that with Brody in the picture. Talk about a tall glass of yum! Bet you can’t wait to lick him like a giant lollipop.”

      “Livvy!” The woman seriously had zero filter. And while Rebecca knew she meant well, she also knew that now she’d have to spend the rest of the hour trying to get the thought of a Brody popsicle out of her mind.

      “All right, you two, quiet down. The show is starting.” Cassie tucked her legs under her on the couch as she settled in with her glass of wine. “We can sort Rebecca’s love life after we settle theirs,” she said, nodding toward the television.

      Olivia smiled. “You’re really into this, huh?”

      “Are you kidding?” Cassie looked at her as though she had two heads. “James and Stephanie are meant for each other. I swear if he picks that shrew Crystal, I’m going to have a serious meltdown.”

      Luckily, James did pick Stephanie, which meant the producers of the show were spared the wrath of a future queen.

      Rebecca was about to click the television off when a promo for the new season began to play.

      “Hold on,” Cassie said. “Let’s see what’s coming next.”

      “Don’t miss season fourteen of American Sweetheart,” the announcer began.

      Olivia spoke over the teaser. “So much for your loyalty to James and Stephanie.” She shook her head as she picked up the empty pizza box and started toward the kitchen. “You’ve tossed them out with—”

      “…and our special celebrity bachelor, superstar quarterback Brody Dixon.”

      Olivia turned back toward the television so quickly, her ponytail smacked her in the face. “Did you know about that?”

      Rebecca shook her head. “No,” she said as she sank deeper into the cushions.

      The announcer rambled on about the ultimate homecoming queen as the three women stared at the screen. When the promo ended, Rebecca clicked the button on the remote. “Doesn’t matter,” she said. It wasn’t like they were in a relationship. They were only having dinner. Hell, he wasn’t even her type. She snorted as she crossed her arms over her chest. “It was just a stupid bet.”
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      Rebecca had thought about canceling her date with Brody at least a dozen times over the last two days. She’d even picked up the phone a time or two, only to realize that the amount of grief she’d get the next time the whole gang was together far outweighed getting through whatever Brody had planned for her on Saturday night. She’d agreed to this ridiculous bet. Now it was time to put on her big girl panties and pay up.

      The only thing she couldn’t figure out was why he’d asked her out in the first place. Obviously, he’d known his hand of cards all but assured his victory, but why the hell was he so keen to have dinner with her anyway? It had only taken a few minutes on Google to size him up. Brody Dixon was a total player, and she wasn’t referring to football. The guy had dated pretty much the entire runway from the most recent Victoria’s Secret fashion show, and if that wasn’t enough, now he was going to star in the latest reality sex fest? What could he possibly want with her?

      She bit her lip as she dug through her cosmetic bag. Maybe it was the challenge? Clearly, she’d been oblivious to who he was. Hell, she’d actually asked him what he did for a living! Not her smoothest moment. But still, it was nothing compared to the cheesy lines he’d laid on her at the park after plowing her down. Maybe he was just looking to maintain his perfect record. Yeah, fat chance of that. No way in hell was she going to be the next notch on his bedpost.

      Rebecca paused with a mascara wand in her hand and took in the sight of the reflection staring back at her. Dramatic eyes and ruby-red lips and a little black dress Olivia had brought over earlier in the day. It was tight and wrapped around her like a series of bandages, making her look a bit like a nightclub version of a mummy, with a plunging neckline that would have shown a decent amount of cleavage, if she’d actually had big boobs. She looked exactly like a woman who not only wanted to be a notch on the bedpost, but tied to it as well.

      What the hell was she thinking? This wasn’t her. She’d let herself get so caught up in Cassie and Olivia’s enthusiasm, she’d gone completely round the bend. Well, time to get the train back on the tracks.

      She glanced at the screen on her phone. Brody was due to pick her up in ten minutes, which meant she had to hurry.

      With a swipe of a tissue, the red lipstick was gone, and after a few tugs and shimmies, the dress was as well. There wasn’t much she could do about the dramatic eyeliner, at least not without making herself look like a reject from The Walking Dead, but the chandelier earrings were nixed along with the stilettos. Instead, she chose a pair of Vans that she wore with jeans, a black silk tank, and her rhinestone studs.

      When she was finished changing, she stepped in front of the full-length mirror that hung on the back of her bedroom door. Much better, she thought. This was how Rebecca Halstead dressed for a date, no matter who the suitor happened to be. The last thing she wanted was to send a message that she was interested in a quick roll in the hay, let alone that she was a sure thing. Besides, this wasn’t really a date. It was simply paying off a debt. A little dinner, some conversation, and she’d be on her way.

      But when she opened the door, she knew she was toast.

      Because there, looming larger than life in the hallway of her brownstone with a bouquet of red roses in his hand, stood the sexiest man she’d ever laid eyes on. With his jaw freshly shaved, Brody’s smooth tanned skin did look downright lickable, something she’d spent quite a bit of time thinking about ever since Olivia had planted the thought in her mind. Damn Olivia and her crazy ideas. Then again, if she’d had half the chutzpah of her sister-in-law, Rebecca would have just grabbed him by the collar of his white button-down oxford and dragged him into her apartment and down the hall to her bed. Actually, scratch that. She’d have dragged him into her apartment, pressed him up against the nearest wall, and climbed him like a freaking tree. But since she’d never done anything remotely resembling that type of behavior, or even had the guts to try, she merely smiled and told him to give her a minute to put the flowers in some water and grab her purse.

      To her surprise, their transportation for the evening was in the form of a limousine. Rebecca thought it a little over the top, but then again, going all out was a sweet gesture which also ensured they could both enjoy a cocktail without designating a driver.

      Rebecca slid across the bench seat, and Brody moved in behind her. As he did, she became keenly aware of how incredible he smelled. Honestly, did all guys smell this good or just him? She’d certainly never noticed it on any other man, let alone had this sort of reaction. Her skin heated and her hands trembled, just like they had when she was a kid and would start a new school. But this was different. Something more than anxiety curled in the pit of her stomach. It started as a low hum and spread through her body like lava, leaving her wired and relaxed all at once.

      The partition rose between the front and back seat, giving them more privacy than her chaotic hormones needed at the moment. Rebecca’s hand slid across the supple black leather. Sex in a limo would be a total cliché—not to mention blowing her whole plan of playing hard to get straight to hell—but she’d have been lying if she said it didn’t sound like a damn fine idea.

      As if reading her sex-deprived mind, Brody moved closer. He stretched his arm along the back of the seat and let his fingers rest on her bare shoulder. It was the smallest of contact, a light brush against her skin, but her senses were so heightened, he might as well have reached right between her legs. And then his long fingers began to move, stroking her skin in small, measured movements that echoed through her core. Sweet Jesus. A whisper of a sound vibrated in the back of her throat and she stilled. What the hell, did she just purr?

      Her eyes shot to Brody, who was thankfully too focused on their destination to take notice of her sudden feline tendency.

      “We’re here,” he said as the limo rolled to a stop.

      Rebecca ducked her head, peering out the window. Stone columns soared above her, spanning the length of the stadium that served as home to the Chicago Bears. “We’re having dinner at Soldier Field?”

      A proud grin spread across Brody’s face. “Yes, ma’am. But don’t worry,” he said as he climbed out of the car and held out his hand. “We won’t be dining at one of the hot dog stands.”

      He placed his hand on the small of her back and led her toward a door he indicated was the players’ entrance. “I have a little surprise for you,” he said.

      Rebecca lifted a brow. A surprise? Excitement bubbled inside her as they passed through the double doors. She’d only been to the stadium once, for a Taylor Swift concert, and while at the moment the place wasn’t brimming with 60,000 screaming fans, being in areas of the venue normally closed to the public still had a “backstage” feel. But over the next hour, her enthusiasm began to wane. They started in the front office, then proceeded to the press box before he took her to the “main event”—a private tour of the locker room. So much for romance, she thought as he led her through the vast showers. He might as well have turned on one of the faucets and set the water to ice cold. Would have had the same effect. Instead of being swept off her feet, it was like she was interviewing him for ESPN.

      When they were finished in the locker room, Brody led her to a candlelit dinner on a platform overlooking the field. Rebecca had watched Bears games once or twice before, or at least been in the room while Cole was watching, so she knew from experience this was the platform the announcers used when delivering their reports.

      Brody pulled out Rebecca’s chair and waited until she was settled before hitting a small remote control on the table. Across the field, the jumbotron sprang to life with a Brody Dixon highlight reel. Her mouth gaped open. Was he serious? She stole a peek at him out of the corner of her eye. Judging by the look on his face, he absolutely was.

      And here she thought resisting his charms was going to be difficult. If anything, the more time she spent with Brody in the stadium, the less inclined she was to spend time with him in bed. In fact, when dessert was finally served, she scarfed it down if for no other reason than to hasten the end of what had turned out to be a disaster of epic proportions.

      But as they exited the stadium, it became clear Brody wasn’t ready for the night to end just yet. He nodded to the row of white tents that had been set up in the park between the stadium and the Field Museum. “Wonder what all that’s about?”

      “It’s a carnival,” Rebecca said. She’d read about the event online earlier that day. “They’re raising funds for the new dinosaur exhibit.”

      “I used to love dinosaurs when I was a kid.” He looked at her and smiled. “Wanna check it out?” The expression on his face as he waited for her reply was unlike any she’d ever seen on him before. Gone was the guy with the cheesy pickup lines and over-the-top gestures, and in his place was a man who looked warm and genuine in his unguarded enthusiasm.

      A moment ago, Rebecca couldn’t wait to get home. But now, she wasn’t so sure. Maybe it was the music of the carnival rides or the smell of cotton candy that wafted in on a warm breeze. Or maybe it was the childlike gleam in Brody’s eyes. But for some reason, she found herself wanting to say yes.

      “Well?” He dipped his knees to look her in the eye.

      She nodded.

      Brody clapped his hands together. “Hot damn!”

      “But only if you buy me a funnel cake,” she said. It had been years since she’d had one of those, and even though she’d just polished off a creme brûlée, the thought of fried dough covered in powdered sugar had her mouth watering.

      “Fine.” He winked. “But only if you share.”

      She didn’t have to wait long as there was a concession stand just inside the gate. Brody being recognized by fans didn’t take long either. He and Rebecca were tearing apart clumps of doughy goodness when a group of teenage girls approached.

      “Excuse me,” one of them said. She looked to be about fourteen. “Would you mind taking a selfie with us?”

      “Sure thing.” Brody wiped his hands on one of the napkins then glanced around for a trash can.

      “Let me,” Rebecca said. She took it from him, then stepped aside with the trash and the remnants of their funnel cake.

      Brody stood in the center of the group, his arms encompassing all four of the girls as they squeezed in close for a photo. “No embarrassing filters,” he teased when they were done. “I don’t want to see a shot of me with a kitten face floating around tomorrow.”

      The girls erupted in a fit of giggles as they walked away.

      “Does that happen a lot?” Rebecca asked.

      “Sometimes.” Brody shrugged. “But I don’t mind. Fans are the reason I get to do what I love.” He looked down at Rebecca’s full hands. “Here, let me take those. Unless you want the last bite?”

      Rebecca smiled. “All yours.”

      He popped the last of the funnel cake into his mouth then tossed the plate and napkins in a nearby trash can. But when he rejoined Rebecca, something over her shoulder caught his eye. She turned, following his gaze to where a group of young boys stood in front of one of the carnival rides.

      “Sorry, dude,” the attendant told one of them. He pointed to a sign with a picture of a clown holding out his arm as a measuring guide. “Gotta be that tall to ride.”

      The little boy looked heartbroken, something that wasn’t being helped one bit by the teasing he was receiving from the other kids.

      “One sec,” Brody said. Rebecca watched as he strolled over to the group. “You know,” he said in a voice that was loud enough to attract their attention. “Most of the tallest guys I know didn’t shoot up until age fifteen or even sixteen.”

      The boys’ heads turned as one. Judging by the looks on their faces, the little punks were ready to talk back to the adult who dared speak to them. But then they saw the adult in question, and their smart mouths merely gaped open in shock.

      “Take me, for example. When I was your age, I was the shortest kid in the class.” He held out his hand to the smallest boy. “Hey buddy, I’m Brody.”

      The little guy shook Brody’s hand but didn’t say a word.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Um, Sam.”

      “Nice to meet you, Sam.” Brody rubbed his jaw as though an idea were taking shape. “Hey, think you could do me a solid?”

      Still in somewhat of a trance, the boy merely nodded.

      “Cool, ’cause I just moved to town and I don’t know many people yet.”

      The boy nodded again.

      “And seeing as how I’m the newest guy on the team, it’s my job to find the water boys for the first game.”

      New or not, Rebecca doubted that the responsibility for finding sideline staff fell to the team’s quarterback, but she knew where he was going with it, and the gesture was amazingly sweet.

      “You wouldn’t by any chance be free the last Sunday in September, would you?”

      The boy nodded again as his friends looked on in complete and utter shock.

      “That’s great,” Brody said, breathing a sigh of relief. “Now I can focus on getting ready for the season.” He dug into his back pocket for his wallet and took out a small white card. “This has my phone number on it.” He pulled the card back and narrowed his eyes. “Can I trust you not to share it with anyone?”

      The kid straightened. “Yes, sir, Mr. Dixon. You have my word.”

      “You’re a good man, Sam.” He handed the boy his card and gave him a fist bump before walking back over to Rebecca.

      “Were you really the shortest kid in the class?” she asked as they strolled away from the still shell-shocked boys.

      “Maybe not the shortest.” Brody cracked half a smile. “But close enough.”

      “That was really sweet.”

      “You sound surprised.”

      How could she not be? Brody Dixon was a total contradiction. On the one hand, he was a smooth operator who spouted cheesy lines and played a highlight reel to try to impress a woman. And on the other, he was this big softie who posed for silly pictures and went out of his way to help a little kid who was being bullied. Rebecca studied him as she took a moment to consider all that had transpired that evening. Maybe there was hope for him yet.

      “It’s just…” She struggled to find the right words. “It was just a far cry from—” She gestured toward the stadium that loomed behind them in the distance. “All that.”

      Brody frowned. “You didn’t like the tour?”

      Rebecca snorted. It was a most unladylike sound, but at the moment, she didn’t really care. “For a super fan on a Saturday afternoon? Maybe. But as a date on a Saturday night?”

      “That was the Brody Special.” He actually looked a bit wounded.

      She couldn’t help but laugh. “So, what, you do this with all the girls? Wow, don’t I feel special,” she said, accenting the last word with as much sarcasm as she could muster.

      “It’s not like that,” Brody said.

      Rebecca raised one skeptical brow.

      “Okay,” Brody said. Now he was laughing as well. “Maybe it was like that. But to be fair, it’s the first time I’ve done it at this stadium.”

      “Now I feel much better,” she deadpanned.

      He smiled and shook his head. “Always busting my balls, aren’t you?”

      “You just make it so darn easy. I mean, taking a girl to a football stadium for dinner? Who does that?”

      “Well, I’ve never had any complaints before, so I figured you would enjoy it. And besides, I kind of assumed you were a bit of a tomboy.”

      Instinctively, her hand flew to her short hair. She hadn’t always worn it that way, but when she was faced with the prospect of having it fall out, she’d taken matters into her own hands and shaved her head. Now she was just used to the convenience of having her brown waves cropped close to her face. Still, what the hell did hairstyle have to do with hobbies?

      “I might not be a homecoming queen, but I’m most certainly not a tomboy.”

      He winced. “You know about that?”

      Rebecca gave a tight nod. “Saw the promo on television.” Before last week, she had no idea who Brody Dixon was, and now he seemed to be everywhere. She’d even seen him on the side of a bus that morning, but something inside her didn’t want to tell him about that for fear that if she did, his head would grow to the size…well, to the size of the one on the side of the bus.

      “Believe me, being on that show was not my idea.”

      “Whose was it?”

      “My publicist, mainly,” he said. “But my agent was totally on board. They thought my image needed rehabilitation.” He accented the last word with air quotes. The gesture made him look about the same age as the boys he’d just been talking to, but something about it was incredibly endearing as well. She was starting to suspect that deep down, Brody was a good guy. He just needed to get out of his own way.

      “Hey, can I ask you something?” he said as they started to walk farther into the maze of tents.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On what you want to ask.”

      Brody chuckled and shook his head. “Can anything be simple with you?

      “Says the man who served dinner by the light of a jumbotron.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Fine. I’ll ask, and you can decline to answer. How’s that?”

      She smiled. “Better.”

      “What was on your paper?”

      “My paper?” Rebecca was so busy watching the Zipper slingshot screaming teens around its oblong track that her brain didn’t connect the dots until it was too late.

      “The one from the game,” he said, causing her steps to falter. “What was your wager?”
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      Rebecca had never planned on revealing the wager she’d impulsively scribbled on a napkin after one—make that five—too many tequilas. She knew she could refuse to answer, but she also knew his curiosity, not to mention his persistence, would only grow tenfold if she didn’t. Plus, denying him the information yet again would undoubtedly give him the idea it was something incredibly outlandish. Maybe even sexual. So as much as she’d enjoyed frustrating the hell out of him that night, it was time to put him out of his misery.

      Didn’t mean she was looking forward to it.

      She took a deep breath. “I asked you out.”

      “Really?” His brows shot up along with his voice. Once he was over the initial shock, a smug grin formed on his lips. “So, we both won.”

      “Modest, aren’t you?”

      He ignored the dig and instead pointed out the obvious. “Well, you’re out with me, aren’t you?”

      “Mmm-hmm, for the Brody Special,” she teased, using the name he’d given their evening. “But as memorable as this was, I’d had a different date in mind.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “My friends Cassie and Hank—”

      “The redhead and the prince?”

      She nodded. “They’re getting married next year, and even though there are all kinds of official events that the palace is planning—balls and parades and stuff we usually only see on TV—they also want to have an engagement party in the States. Here in Chicago, actually. It will still be a formal event since, well, he’s a prince, but they want it to be personal, you know? So, they thought having someone who knew them plan it would make that easier.” All at once, she realized she had been talking in one giant stream without ever pausing to take a breath. That was always the case when she was excited or nervous about something, and since in that particular instance she was both, her chatter was at warp speed.

      Brody finished her thought. “And they asked you?”

      She drew a deep breath in through her nose. “Yes.”

      “That’s awesome! Should be great for business.”

      “I would do it for them even if nobody ever knew. In fact, I told them I didn’t want to be paid, that it was my gift to them, but they insisted.” She thought about ending her story there, but she was in this far, might as well finish it. “They insisted on something else too.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I have to bring a date.” She cringed.

      “Can’t imagine that would be a tall order for someone like you.”

      “Was that a crack about my height?”

      Brody laughed. “No, although now that you mention it, you are about as big as a minute.”

      “I’m stronger than I look.” She cut her eyes at him and lifted a brow. “Care to find out?”

      He stopped walking and held up his hands. “All I meant was, I doubt someone as pretty as you would have trouble finding a date.” His words were simple and straightforward and caused a warm blush to spread across her cheeks.

      “You’re kinda sweet when you’re not trying so hard, you know that?” For all his clichés and cheesy lines, Brody Dixon was his most devastating when he was just being himself.

      “Well, it’s true.”

      “While I appreciate the ego boost, the only men I meet are already engaged to someone else.”

      “Hmm, guess it wouldn’t do too well for business if you started dating clients.”

      She laughed. “Worked out okay for J. Lo.”

      He narrowed his eyes.

      “The Wedding Planner?”

      “Never saw it.”

      “It’s a romantic comedy.” She was about to say it was the kind most men got corralled into watching by the women in their life, when it occurred to her that a guy like Brody was probably used to calling all the shots on dates, and something told her there were never chick flicks on the jumbotron or anywhere else. “Never mind.” She was more than ready to change the subject when a row of arcade games at the end of the pier caught her eye.

      Rebecca spun on her heel to face him. “I want a rematch.”

      A confident grin spread across Brody’s face. “All right, but this one is double or nothing.”

      “Double or nothing?”

      “You win, I will be your date, plus you get one more wish.”

      “What are you, a genie?”

      He ignored her teasing and pressed on. “And if I win, I get two wishes.”

      “That’s not how double or nothing works.”

      “Are you in or not?” he asked, still unfazed.

      Rebecca’s teeth sank into her bottom lip as she considered his proposition. “In.”

      “Great. Now all we need is a deck of cards.”

      Rebecca laughed. “I wasn’t challenging you to play poker.”

      Brody frowned. “Then what?”

      “Darts,” she said, nodding to the booth where whitewashed boards were covered with small, colorful balloons. “Three tosses. Most balloons popped wins.”

      “You do know I make my living with this arm, don’t you?”

      She nodded. “I’ll take my chances.”

      Brody reached into his back pocket for his wallet. “All right,” he chuckled. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He handed a ten-dollar bill to the attendant. The man took the cash, shoving it into the front pocket of his red apron without ever taking his eyes off Brody. After a few awkward moments, it was clear he’d forgotten all about the darts. “Could we have a few?” Brody asked.

      “Oh yeah, man, sorry. My bad.” The poor guy was so flustered, Rebecca worried he might impale himself on one of the darts. Once he’d finally assembled a handful of each, one group blue and the other orange, he held them up flags out. “Bears colors even,” he said with a crooked grin.

      “Thanks, man,” Brody said. Rebecca couldn’t help but wonder if all “dudes” called each other “man.” It certainly wasn’t a term she’d ever heard her brother use. Conor maybe, but not Cole.

      “Not backing out, are you?” Brody asked, pulling her from her random stream of thoughts.

      Rebecca tilted her chin up. “Not at all.” She held his stare as he handed her the three orange darts.

      The corner of his mouth quirked up, and he shook his head. “You’re a pistol, aren’t you?”

      She frowned.

      “I’m only playing,” he said. “But you gotta admit this is a little nuts. You’ve made a wager that involves precision throwing with a quarterback who—and not to toot my own horn—is a two-time Super Bowl MVP.”

      “I’m aware.” She flashed him an indulgent smile. “Was hard to miss that little tidbit on the highlight reel.”

      He had the decency to look at least a tiny bit embarrassed. Progress, she thought.

      “If I were you,” she said. “I’d worry less about the competition and more about your game.”

      He laughed out loud. It was a deep, warm sound that, much to her surprise, brought a smile to her own face. “Now you sound like my high school coach.”

      “Well, take his advice and toss one, will ya? I want to wrap this up so you can buy me a cotton candy trophy.”

      “That confident, huh?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Just toss one.”

      “Coach Johnson wasn’t the only one who taught me life lessons. Daddy always said—” he gestured toward the game with a wave of his hand “—ladies first.”

      At least he was a polite Neanderthal, she’d give him that.

      Rebecca planted her feet and raised her arm.

      “Hold up,” Brody said just as she’d been about to let go. “What’s regulation?” he asked the attendant.

      The guy was watching Brody so intently that it took a few seconds for the words to even register. “Huh?”

      “Is there a place we have to stand?”

      “Oh, yeah. My bad.” The young man laughed at himself. “Again.”

      “No worries, man,” Brody said. “Just want to make sure there’s nothing to contest with the commissioner.”

      The two guys laughed at Brody’s joke, the attendant a little harder than warranted in her opinion.

      “There’s a piece of tape on the ground,” he said.

      Rebecca looked down but saw nothing.

      “It’s behind ya, darlin’,” Brody said in a drawl that was so sweet and sexy, it made her forget all about the fact that she should have given him hell for calling her “darlin’” in the first place. And then he was behind her, one arm snaking around her waist as he lifted her off the ground. She opened her mouth to protest, but before she had the chance, he’d set her back down with her toes squarely behind the strip of silver duct tape.

      “There you go.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I swear, if you smack me on the ass, you’ll be picking these darts out of yours.”

      Brody laughed again. It was the same deep sound from before, and although she would never admit it, Rebecca found herself wanting to hear it again and again. “Good to know,” he said. “But don’t worry. I save that for my teammates.”

      Once again, Rebecca positioned her feet, taking care to make sure she was behind the tape. She raised her right arm then released the dart in a smooth motion, breaking out into a wide grin when it landed squarely on a red balloon.

      “Well done.” A playful gleam lit Brody’s eyes as he swapped places with her. “I might need to get some pointers from you before the season starts.”

      She knew he was teasing but decided to go along. “Well, I don’t know about tossing a football,” she said. “But with darts, it’s all in the fingers.”

      He raised his arm, but his eyes were trained on her hands. Rebecca followed his darkening gaze only to discover she’d been absentmindedly sliding one of the remaining darts between the pad of her thumb and her fingertips. What was so interesting about that? But then she tried thinking like a dude and…

      Crap, it looked like she was giving the damn thing a hand job.

      Maybe he hadn’t noticed. She looked up to see his eyes flare ever so slightly. Yeah, he’d noticed all right. Then again, maybe she could use it to her advantage. And why shouldn’t she? After all, it really was his own fault for letting his mind go to the gutter in the first place.

      She waited for him to refocus his attention on the board. “It really comes down to how you grasp the shaft,” she said as he began to throw.

      The dart slipped from his hand, clattering haphazardly to the ground. Behind her, the attendant chuckled.

      Brody turned to face her. “You did that on purpose,” he said. His words might have been an accusation, but the smile on his face told her he was enjoying every minute of his embarrassing crash and burn.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. It was a lame attempt at professing her innocence. One that was in direct contrast to the flush she felt creeping over her face.

      “Sure you don’t,” he said, still grinning from ear to ear.

      Rebecca started toward the tape. “My turn.”

      Brody’s head fell back on a robust laugh. “Oh no, you don’t,” he said. “That was clearly a false start caused by a neutral zone infraction.”

      She had no idea what any of that meant, but she was fairly sure it boiled down to Brody getting his dart back, something she wasn’t about to let go down without a fight. She put her hand on her hip. “Says who?”

      “Says…” Brody looked around for inspiration. He found it when his gaze fell on the attendant. “Says him.”

      “Me?” the guy croaked.

      “Yes,” Brody said. “Don’t you agree there should be a flag on that play?”

      “No fair,” Rebecca began to protest, but Brody silenced her with a look that very clearly reminded her that she’d played dirty, and while he’d thoroughly enjoyed it, he wasn’t going to let it cost him the bet. “Fine,” she said. “You can have a do-over.”

      “A do-over?” The amusement in his voice was impossible to miss.

      She waved her hand through the air. “Or whatever you call it.”

      Brody smiled as he moved back into position. “Now, behave this time.”

      “I won’t say a word. Promise. And I’ll even move back here,” she added, taking two steps backward so as to ensure she wasn’t even in his peripheral vision.

      Brody stood there for what felt like an eternity, but he still hadn’t released the dart.

      “Isn’t there some sort of clock that runs out when you don’t toss the ball? I mean dart.”

      From behind him, she saw his shoulders shake on a chuckle.

      He glanced back at her. “Wasn’t there some sort of promise to be quiet?”

      Rebecca mimed closing a zipper across her lips.

      Satisfied, Brody turned back toward the wall of balloons, once again taking his own sweet time analyzing the rows of balloons. The delay, while dragging out the time between her and her cotton candy, afforded her a nice opportunity to enjoy the view. She didn’t make a habit of checking out a guy’s ass, but she had to admit it would be hard to find anything that could beat the sight of Brody Dixon’s ass in a snug pair of jeans. Except maybe Brody Dixon in leather. Or naked…with her heels digging into his flexing muscles as he—

      The pop of a balloon pulled her from her depraved thoughts, and she snapped her head up to find him grinning at her like the cat who was about to eat the canary.

      “Like what you see?” he asked.

      Judging by the heat she felt rush across her face, her once-pink cheeks were no doubt now a crimson red. And why wouldn’t they be? One minute she was judging him for letting his mind wander to the gutter, and the next she was splashing around in it with him.

      To her relief, Brody let it slide. “Your turn,” was all he said. But he knew she’d been checking him out and that was bad enough.

      Rebecca held her head high as she sashayed past him to the mark on the pavement. But once again, Brody stopped her as she was about to toss the dart.

      “Not so fast,” he said.

      She looked at him, confused.

      “You haven’t taken into account the penalty.”

      “The what?”

      “The penalty for your defensive infraction,” he said as though it should make perfect sense. “Five yards.”

      Rebecca’s mouth dropped open, and her eyes shot to the attendant, who was trying his best to hide his smile, but failing miserably. Yeah, he wasn’t going to be any help. So much for an impartial referee.

      “Given the circumstances, I think we can call it five feet.”

      “Thanks,” she said. Not that he had much choice. Five yards would have put her into the next booth.

      Brody came up behind her again. Only this time, instead of lifting her off her feet like she was a disobedient toddler, he placed his hands on her hips, urging her back until she was flush again him. He dropped his lips to her ear. “Here,” he murmured. “Let me help.” The sensation of his warm breath against her skin sent a shiver racing down her spine. And then he was moving her backward, slowly and without breaking contact, and all at once she knew she wasn’t the only one affected by their penalty dance.

      The hard ridge of his arousal pushed into her from behind, and Rebecca felt a rush of warmth between her legs. Dear Lord, was he really reducing her to a puddle in the middle of a carnival with merely a bump and a grind? Scratch that, it wasn’t even a grind. Not that she didn’t want one. Hell, it was all she could do to keep from pushing back against him, or worse, turning around in search of friction’s sweet relief. But they were in public, not to mention in the midst of a heated competition, something Brody hadn’t forgotten either.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” he said before stepping away.

      She suspected he’d pulled her a bit farther than five feet, but afraid that if she spoke her voice would betray just how affected she was by their brief yet intimate contact, she decided to let it go. Instead, she raised the next dart in the air without taking the time to correct her stance. She drew her hand back, inadvertently shifting her weight to one foot and dropping her shoulder in the process. The orange dart arched upward, completely missing the balloon as it landed so weakly that it barely managed to cling to the white board.

      Brody sucked a sharp breath between his teeth. “Ouch, that’s a tough loss.”

      “Game’s not over yet,” she reminded him.

      He chuckled. “Might as well be.”

      Smug bastard. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”

      “Your balance seemed a bit off,” he said as he swapped places with her. “Maybe try relaxing your legs a bit next time.”

      She smirked at him. “Thanks,” she said, knowing full well that relaxing her stance wasn’t the problem. Hell, her legs had been so relaxed, they were practically jelly, and it had nothing to do with darts.

      This time, Brody made quick work of popping one of the blue balloons. “The score is now two to one, in case you were wondering.”

      “I can count.”

      “You’re not going to be a sore loser, are you?” he asked as they once again swapped positions.

      She ignored his questions and instead turned her attention to the green balloon at the top of the board. The one that was half the size of the others. The one that was the hardest to hit. The one that any carnival goer knew was reserved for the largest toy on the prize wall.

      The one that was her last chance to win.

      Rebecca took a deep breath and let the dart fly. It soared straight into the tiny green balloon, popping it with a direct hit. She was equal parts shocked and thrilled and had to fight the urge to break into a happy dance. As it was, she clapped her hands together and bounced on her toes. “Yes!” she shouted a little too loudly.

      Brody sauntered over for his last throw. “Don’t know why you’re so excited,” he said as he took his place. “That only ties us up. And I still have my last toss.”

      Now it was Rebecca’s turn to smile smugly at her opponent. “Oh no,” she said, enjoying the moment far more than any sane woman should. “That little green one counts for double.”

      Brody’s face fell. “Says who?” he asked, echoing her earlier protest.

      “Says anyone who has ever tried to win the jumbo prize.”

      “She’s right,” the attendant said. Rebecca wasn’t sure if he’d switched allegiance and was now on her side or if he’d finally decided to be impartial after all. Either way, it was just the advantage she needed. “It’s sort of like a Hail Mary pass,” he added.

      Even Rebecca knew what that expression meant and pairing the information with the look on Brody’s face was too much. A ridiculous giggle bubbled up from somewhere deep inside her. “Aw, don’t look so sad,” she said. “You still have one last toss.”

      “To tie,” he said. “Then what will we do?”

      “Assuming you make it,” she reminded him. “But you have a point. A tie doesn’t really get us anywhere, and then we’ll be trying to find another wager which you’ll probably want triple wishes for, and that will just—”

      “I could put another small one up,” the attendant offered. The guy had clearly recovered from being star struck and now seemed nearly as invested in the results as they were. “I mean, if that’s all right with you, Mr. Dixon?”

      Maybe the stars hadn’t fully cleared after all.

      “Sounds splendid.”

      Splendid? Did he really just use the word splendid? Brody Dixon was proving to be quite the enigma. Every time she thought she had him all figured out, he did or said something unexpected. One thing was certain—the “Brody Special” had definitely gotten a lot more interesting.

      The carnival worker scrambled to put up another small green balloon. When he was done, he stepped back so Brody was clear to take his last toss. But when he released the dart, it sailed high and to the right, arching over the entire display before clattering to the ground somewhere behind the stall.

      This time, she couldn’t hold back. Rebecca bounced and spun and squealed, and she didn’t care one bit who was watching.

      When she finally calmed down, she found Brody watching her with an expression on his face she couldn’t quite place. “You’re not going to be a sore loser, are you?” she teased, mimicking his earlier question. She took the enormous stuffed gorilla from the man and held it out. “Here, you can have this as a consolation prize.”

      Brady laughed. “Thanks.” He signed an autograph for the guy who’d officiated their little game, then tucked the gorilla under his arm. “All right,” he said as they began to make their way back to the limo. “Let me have it. What do I owe you?”

      “Well, the first one you already know.”

      “I’m escorting you to the royal engagement party.”

      She nodded. “It’s not until the end of July, which leaves you plenty of time to save the date. And to teach me.”

      “Teach you what?”

      “How to live.”

      He stopped walking. “Come again?”

      “All my life, I’ve been the rule-following nerd,” Rebecca explained. The word “wallflower” had come to mind, but for some reason “nerd” sounded a little bit better. “I feel like I’ve spent more time observing life than actually living it.” She left out the part about battling a life-threatening disease. Revealing her loser lifestyle was bad enough. But with Brody, she had a clean slate. He was one person who didn’t look at her like she was some fragile, wounded bird. “I want to drive too fast, drink too much, and come home at dawn.”

      Brody chuckled. “Throw in a few heists, and you’ve got yourself a Vin Diesel movie.”

      “My point,” she said, ignoring his teasing, “is that something tells me you’ve got the market cornered on living life to its fullest.”

      “So, you want life lessons?”

      She laughed. “From you? Hardly. I want lessons on how to live.”

      Brody’s brow creased. “There’s a difference?”

      She nodded. “You could use a few lessons yourself, which I’m willing to provide at no extra cost.”

      “On what?”

      “Dating.”

      He made a sound that was half chuckle and half snort. “I’ve been dating for years.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “But you haven’t dated well.”

      His mouth dropped open, but then he closed it without saying a word.

      “No offense, but you date like a Neanderthal. And if you go on that show acting like a jock-head asshole, you’re not going to win over anyone.” She reconsidered her answer. “Well, maybe a few of the contestants, but certainly not the viewers.”

      “No offense, but if you’ve been this epic wallflower,” he said, using the word she’d tried so hard to avoid. “What do you know about dating?” Despite the “no offense” disclaimer, his question stung. Still, it was a fair point. One she knew exactly how to address.

      “My job gives me a front row seat to couples who are in love. I work with them through dozens of decisions in all kinds of scenarios, and believe me, I’ve seen everything.”

      “And that makes you an expert on what women want?”

      She nodded. “I have a perfect record with predictions.”

      “Predictions?”

      “On which ones will make it and which won’t. You’d be surprised at how many of the couples I’ve worked with are already divorced. And I predicted each and every one based on how they interacted during the wedding planning.” She stole a peek at him as they walked and could almost see him digesting the information. “Plus,” she added. “I know what I would like.” There was a reason she was still single, and not all of it had to do with her illness or a lack of opportunity. Sometimes it was just easier to stay home than to wade through countless online profiles in the hope of finding a diamond amid the rough.

      “You’re sayin’ I should skip the jumbotron next time?”

      At first, Rebecca thought he was joking, but when she looked at him, she found nothing but sincerity. The guy really had no clue. Because while the highlight reel he’d shown her on the jumbotron might have been the most obvious problem, it was far from the only one. “Brody, you got it wrong from the very beginning.”

      He stopped walking. “Hey, I brought you flowers, didn’t I?”

      “Yep. A dozen long stem roses.”

      Brody gave a proud, tight nod. “Exactly. Nothing but the best.”

      She shook her head. “And a cookie-cutter cliché. Make some effort, be creative—hell, maybe even find out what she likes.”

      “So, roses are bad?” He looked so confused, it was almost cute.

      “I can’t speak for every woman, but I’d much rather get a bouquet from a local farmers’ market that showed a bit of personality over a one-size-fits-all bouquet.”

      “Flowers show personality?” He ran a hand through his hair. “Fuck, I feel like I should be writing this down or something.”

      “It’s common sense, Brody, not calculus.”

      “Hey, now who’s invoking a cliché?” he asked. The smile and the dimple were back. “I’ll have you know I aced calculus. Physics too.”

      Rebecca matched his smile with one of her own. Seemed there was a lot she didn’t know about the man who was being hailed as the savior of Chicago football. “Do we have a deal?”

      Brody stuck out his hand. “Deal.”
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      Brody shifted the gears on the black Lamborghini Roadster as though he’d been driving it his entire life. Then again, over the last few years, he’d had plenty of practice driving his own high-performance baby. Granted, his was red and two years older than the model he was currently banking around the curves of Lake Shore Drive, but the feel was the same, and fucking hell, he’d missed it.

      The team’s owners had balked the first time he’d shown up at practice behind the wheel, but while he’d agreed not to take any extraordinary risks like jumping out of an airplane or riding a bull—he couldn’t imagine who’d actually done that, but someone must have for it to pop up in the contract—he drew the line at swearing off sports cars. Hell, what was the point of earning all that dough if you couldn’t indulge in boyhood fantasy number one? Scratch that, boyhood fantasy number one involved a half-naked chick covered in soap suds as she washed the car, but the automobile itself was a close second.

      The light ahead of him turned red, and while he waited, he snuck a peek at the picture of Rebecca he’d snapped at the carnival. She was holding her pink cotton candy trophy and grinning from ear to ear. Brody wasn’t sure if the expression on her face had more to do with her victory or the cotton candy itself, but either way, her smile was fucking contagious. At least that’s what he told himself when the guy behind him laid on the horn and he looked up to see a green light ahead of him and a dopey grin in the rearview mirror.

      Fuck. What was wrong with him? He never took his eyes off the road, and more than that, he was never a dope when it came to girls. Not since Mandy Lawson at least, and even that was way back in the sixth grade. But there was no denying the effect Rebecca had on him. Christ, he’d even thrown a carnival game, in front of another dude no less, just to see that smile come out in full force. And when she’d done that little celebration dance? Let’s just say it was a good thing he had a stuffed gorilla to hide his stiff dick.

      What was it about this woman that got under his skin? The logical answer was that thanks to the fact that she was the sister of one of his best friends, she was untouchable, but Brody knew that wasn’t the case. He’d had it bad for this chick long before she’d been taken off the active roster, so to speak. The fact that she was off-limits wasn’t part of the attraction. It was part of the problem. Along with the fact that none of his tried and true moves seemed to have any effect on her whatsoever. He could probably overcome the latter, but the man code prevented him from even trying, and Brody never betrayed the code.

      There was no way around it. Rebecca Halstead could be nothing more than his friend.

      But then he saw her—standing on the sidewalk wearing a pale blue sundress that, while seemingly innocent, had turned practically transparent thanks to the sunlight streaming down behind her—and Brody knew without a doubt that he’d be adjusting his jeans the minute he put the car into park. It was the damnedest thing, really, because it wasn’t like he hadn’t seen the shape of her legs and the curve of her ass before. Heck, this was the first time she’d had them hidden under a dress. But there was something undeniably sexy about the way the gauzy fabric moved in the breeze, revealing and then denying, depending on which the way the wind blew. Fortunately for him, the car provided enough of a distraction that he was able to get his dick under control before she slid into the seat.

      “Nice ride,” she said as the scissor door opened toward the clouds to reveal a little bit of heaven. Christ, that was cheesy, even for him. At least he hadn’t said it out loud.

      “The dealership let me take it for a couple of days.”

      Her jaw dropped. “For freeeeeee?”

      Brody laughed. “You said that like Adam Sandler.”

      Rebecca drew a blank.

      “Bedtime Stories?” he asked.

      Still nothing.

      He thought about trying to explain the movie’s plot, but decided it was probably a scene you had to see to appreciate. “Well, you sounded shocked, that’s all,” he said as she lowered herself into the car. He couldn’t really blame her. It was one of his life’s greatest ironies. The more money he had, the more people tended to give him stuff for free.

      “Sorry, but most people don’t get to check out high-performance sports cars like they’re a library book.” She watched as the door closed on its own. “Especially not ones that look like they’re normally driven by Batman.”

      Brody chuckled. Even he had to admit that in black the car did look like something out of The Dark Knight. “I’ve missed driving.” There were definitely perks to city living, but Brody had missed wrapping his hands around the wheel of a car and opening her up.

      “Well, you won’t get too much of that today I’m afraid. All of our stops are pretty close by,” she said.

      So much for seeing what this baby could do.

      “Go north on State, then hang a left at the light.”

      “I have GPS,” he offered, but something told him this one liked giving directions.

      “We’ll be there before you could even load the app.”

      Forget opening her up, he wasn’t even going to make it out of second gear.

      “So, what’s on the agenda for our first day?”

      “I have a few meetings with clients and thought you could come with me.”

      Brody rolled to a stop at the light, then stole a glance at Rebecca out of the corner of his eye. Just as he feared, nothing about her expression led him to believe she was joking. “You want me to come to work with you?” When he’d agreed to this, he hadn’t expected his lessons would involve tagging along with a wedding planner.

      “What better way to learn about romance than planning people’s weddings?”

      The light turned green, and he shifted the gears on a groan.

      Rebecca laughed. “Relax. It’s not like we’re going dress shopping.”

      “Would cake tasting be too much to hope for?”

      “It’s up here on the right. There’s an alley where we can park.” She pointed to the small piece of pavement that ran between two brick buildings. “Just pull in behind the delivery van.”

      The logo on the back of the van looked just like the one the New Orleans Saints used on their helmets. But judging by the bouquet of lilies pictured alongside it, the place had nothing to do with football. As if on cue, a guy came through the back door carrying a large flower arrangement.

      “You’re taking me to a florist?”

      She grinned as she unbuckled her seat belt. “Yep.”

      “I’m not sure how watching people choose flowers is going to teach me how to be…what did you call it? Oh yeah, less of a Neanderthal.”

      Rebecca glanced over her shoulder at him with wide blue eyes. The innocent, while at the same time decidedly come-hither, look on her face was a devastating combination. One that woke his cock right back up. It was going to be damn hard to keep to the man code if she kept that shit up. Then again, maybe she didn’t even realize she was doing it. “Look at it this way,” she said. “Next time you bring a girl flowers, you’ll know about a few more options than roses.” And then her lips curved into an impish grin that told him she not only knew what she was doing, but she was enjoying the hell out of it.

      Brody shook his head as he followed her through the back door of the shop. This one was trouble with a capital T, and yet there he was, coming back for more.

      The white-haired woman behind the counter looked up from her computer to greet Rebecca with a warm smile. She was a little on the heavy side with a round, pink-cheeked face. If she’d been wearing red—and if Brody was still eight years old—he would have sworn she was Mrs. Claus. “Hellooooo,” she said in a high-pitched voice that dragged the word out far longer than necessary. When her gaze drifted to Brody, he saw no hint of recognition in her eyes. Thank God. After seeing the way she greeted Rebecca, he was quite sure the sound of her voice would have shattered some glass if she’d been a football fan.

      “Hi, Susan.” Rebecca gave a little wave as she made her way over to a large refrigerated case. “I thought I would grab some samples for the Bedford wedding. I’m seeing them later today,” she said. Brody had the sneaking suspicion that meant he would be seeing them as well.

      Susan joined them by the glass case.

      “This is Brody,” Rebecca said. “He’s tagging along today so he can learn a few alternatives to roses.”

      “Goodness,” Susan said. “Where to begin?” On the surface, the woman might have appeared flummoxed, but in truth, she was more than ready to take on the role of Brody’s botany instructor. It was as though she had been waiting her whole life to have an ignorant yet willing man wander into her shop. She started with asters—a flower Brody mistook for a purple daisy, something dear Susan was quick to correct—and worked her way to zinnias. Most of the information was likely going in one ear and out the other, but in the end, he had learned of at least one or two flowers that made Rebecca smile a hell of a lot more than the bouquet of roses had. Those he made sure to commit to memory.

      “What’s next?” Brody asked as Rebecca slid back into the car. He handed her the cardboard box that held the samples for her clients.

      “We’re off to meet a bride and groom.”

      “The Bedford wedding, I presume?”

      “You were listening.” She sounded impressed.

      “What, do you think jocks only listen when sports are being discussed?”

      “Or tits,” she said, flashing him a knowing grin just before pushing the button to close the car door.

      A few awkward beats of silence passed. “Don’t tell me I’ve offended you?” She laughed. “Or have I stunned you speechless?”

      Brody wasn’t stunned. Horny maybe, but not stunned. And he sure as hell wasn’t speechless. With any other chick, he would have had a comeback that would have ultimately led to said tits being squeezed around his cock. But with Rebecca, he had to rein in his natural tendencies.

      Lucky for him, she didn’t wait for his reply. Instead, she switched gears entirely and started giving him directions as efficiently as any GPS system until they arrived at their next destination. Unlucky for him, it was a dance studio.

      Brody stared up at the building in disbelief. “Miss Vicky’s Ballroom Dance Studio” was written in intricate scroll across a bright-yellow awning. “Dancing? Oh no, not a chance.”

      “Any self-respecting man needs to know how to dance,” she said.

      “I do just fine, thank you.” A bird squawked as a giant crap plopped on the windshield. Brody tried not to take it personally, but it was a little too on the mark.

      “I don’t mean grinding against a girl who is wearing a tube top as a dress. I mean dancing.” Rebecca popped out of the car, and Brody followed despite being pretty damn sure he was going to regret it. “Like that.” She nodded as they approached the rehearsal hall. Inside, a group of senior citizens were twirling and swirling around the room to big band music.

      “That’s how you want me to dance?”

      She laughed. “You can work up to that. Today, the bride and groom are learning to do a traditional waltz. I thought we could join them.” But when they walked through the door, it was a different bride-to-be who greeted them.

      “Hey guys,” Cassie said.

      Great, Brody thought, someone who could bear witness the next time they all gathered and Rebecca busted his chops for stepping on her toes. “She roped you into this too, huh?”

      “Are you kidding? I signed up for my own package. I have no clue how to dance, and in a few months I’m going to be at a ball wearing a dress that costs more than my car, while hundreds of thousands of people tune in to watch me share a first dance with their future king. Last thing I want to do is end up tits over tiara.”

      Cassie made a good point. He didn’t know if his schedule would allow him to attend the royal wedding, but if it did, he sure didn’t want to make a fool of himself in a room full of dukes and lords.

      Rebecca waved at a woman standing by the mirrors that covered the entire back wall. “That’s Miss Vicky,” she said. He’d assumed as much seeing as how she was the only person in the room decked out in a black dance leotard with a matching full-length skirt.

      Brody sized her up as she drifted their way. She was a willowy woman with features that were somehow both delicate and sharp all at the same time. Her lips were fire-engine red and her inky black hair was pulled back so tightly, it was a wonder her eyebrows weren’t on top of her head. He didn’t know what a “Vicky” was supposed to look like, but whatever it was, this woman wasn’t it. She looked about as far from a woman who would have a nickname ending in “y” as he could imagine. More like the type who had a dungeon in her basement.

      She greeted Rebecca with an air kiss to both cheeks. “You have brought me someone new?” Brody had watched enough war movies to recognize her Russian accent.

      “Just for today,” he clarified. No need to have Miss Vicky getting any ideas.

      “Rebecca,” someone said from behind them. Brody turned to find a very excited young woman—the future Mrs. Bedford, he presumed—bounding toward her wedding planner. “Thank you so much for meeting us. I was half afraid Mitch was going to back out if you weren’t going to be here to bust him.” She looked up at her fiancé. The pink tint to his cheeks revealed just how right she was with her assumption.

      “Happy to help. And I brought a friend. Jennifer, Mitch,” she began. “This is—”

      “Brody Dixon,” Mitch said. The color had drained from his previously red face. “Gawddamn,” he said in a Southern drawl to rival any Brody’d heard back home in Oklahoma. “I’m taking dance lessons with Brody Fucking Dixon.”

      “Mitchell,” Miss Vicky said. Her voice wasn’t loud, but it brought the room to a standstill. “No swearing in my studio.” She narrowed her eyes. “And no hats.”

      Mitch yanked the Titans cap off his head. “Yes, ma’am.” Apparently Brody wasn’t the only one scared shitless by Miss Vicky.

      She clapped her bony hands, and everyone formed a wide circle. “Face your partner,” she said. Brody turned toward Rebecca, but then a firm hand gripped his shoulder. “No,” Miss Vicky said. “You will dance with Julia. She knows the steps.”

      Just as well, Brody thought. It was going to be damn hard to be that close to Rebecca and not think of her as more than a buddy. He was far better off with Julia, as long as she wasn’t Miss Vicky’s twin sister.

      Miss Julia, as the other students called her, turned out to be the spitting image of Brody’s Grandma Dixon. She was barely five feet tall, which made putting her hand on Brody’s shoulder a bit of a challenge, but she had kind eyes that crinkled when she smiled, which she did a lot, and more than that, she knew her stuff. So much so that by the end of the hour, Brody felt like he could actually hold his own at the ball.

      “Can I cut in?” Rebecca said from behind him.

      Miss Julia smiled as though she’d just been let in on a secret. “He’s all yours.”

      Brody chuckled as he took Rebecca in his arms. “Couldn’t resist my charms?”

      “Hardly.” She rolled her eyes. “But my partner had to leave for bingo, and since Miss Julia didn’t lose a toe, I figured I’d be safe.

      “There’s bingo?” Brody teased, pretending to pull away.

      “Very funny.” Rebecca placed her hand in his. “Now, show me your moves.”

      Brody nearly groaned out loud. What he wouldn’t give to show her his moves. And none of them had anything to do with a dance hall filled with a senior citizens, a soon-to-be-princess, an engaged couple, and a Cold War spy. But clearly that wasn’t an option. So, as much as he would have rather swept her off her feet and into his bed, he had to settle for sweeping her across the dance floor.

      Grasping Rebecca around the waist, Brody pulled her close. Dancing with Miss Julia had felt like being in school, but with Rebecca it was something completely different. Their bodies moved as one, perfectly in tune with each other as though they’d been dancing together for years. Brody couldn’t help but think of the two of them in a much more intimate setting.

      The music came to an end, and as it did, Brody bent Rebecca over his arm and dipped her low. Miss Julia began to cheer from somewhere behind him, but Brody could barely hear her over the sound of the blood rushing in his ears. He’d had the sensation before, but only on the football field after running a ball into the end zone. He’d certainly never experienced it with a woman. It was as though the two of them were in a bubble and the rest of the room was miles away.

      Rebecca looked up at him with inviting blue eyes. He knew what that look meant. It was the one a woman gave when she wanted to be kissed. He’d seen it at least a hundred times before, and yet for some reason, it felt as though it was the first time.

      He straightened, setting Rebecca back on her feet. Her cheeks were flushed, and her chest rose and fell with each breath. And her eyes, those fucking beautiful eyes, were still telling him to take his shot. Brody Dixon wasn’t the type of guy to let an offer like that slide once, and definitely not twice.
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      Rebecca could hardly catch her breath, and it had nothing to do with being twirled around the dance floor. Her head was spinning from the look Brody was giving her. Like she was the only woman in the world. Like there was no place else he’d rather be. Like he needed to kiss her more than he needed his next breath.

      The music had stopped playing, but neither of them moved. Brody stepped closer. Close enough for her to smell his cologne—a delicious mix of woodsy spice—to see his eyes darken, and to hear his breath quicken. His gaze dropped to her mouth, setting a flurry of butterflies loose deep down in her belly, and then he dipped his head, pausing just before his lips touched hers.

      And then…

      …And then Miss Vicky clapped her hands.

      The sharp sound caused them both to jump.

      “That’s all for today,” she said before clapping her hands once again. Miss Vicky liked to start and stop her classes on time. Usually Rebecca appreciated her consistent punctuality, but at the moment, not so much.

      Brody stepped back. He looked around the room at the people packing their bags and saying goodbye, then back to Rebecca. “What’s next?” he asked.

      If there were ever two words loaded with more promise, Rebecca had certainly never heard them. All sorts of replies ran through her mind, ranging from “your place or mine?” to “how about we fuck in the back seat of that fancy car?” But then she remembered two things: his ridiculous car didn’t have a back seat, and she wasn’t nearly that brave. So, instead of finding some clever way to suggest they get really naked, really fast, she simply smiled and said, “Your reward.”

      “I think I like where this is going.”

      “Slow your roll, cowboy. I’m only offering to buy you an ice cream.” Because I’m a big fat chicken, she thought. But Brody either loved ice cream as much as he loved sex, or his comeback had been nothing more than an involuntary reaction, which wouldn’t have surprised her one bit. Flirting seemed to come as naturally to Brody as breathing. Either way, the look on his face certainly wasn’t disappointment. In fact, it looked like relief.

      “Um, sorry to interrupt y’all.”

      Rebecca and Brody turned as one to see Mitchell Bedford standing beside them with his crumpled baseball cap gripped tightly in his hands.

      “Would it be all right if we took a picture?” He kicked his head toward the window and smiled. “But maybe, you know, outside.”

      Brody chuckled. “Don’t want your buddies to see you in a dance studio?”

      Mitch’s face turned bright red. “I’m already getting shit for not having my bachelor party at a titty bar,” he said.

      “No worries, man. I totally get it. My teammates would bust my chops until play-offs if they saw me here.”

      “Cool, cool. Thanks.”

      “Do you mind?” Brody asked Rebecca.

      “Not at all. I’ll say goodbye to Jenn and Cassie and meet you outside.”

      Brody clapped a hand on Mitch’s shoulder as they headed for the door. “You coming to any games this season?” she heard him ask just before they ducked outside. Rebecca smiled. If history was any indication, Mitch would leave with not only a photo but a pair of tickets at will call.

      “I don’t know how you pulled that off,” Jennifer said. She slung her bag over her shoulder. “But I don’t think I’ll have any more trouble getting Mitch to tag along on wedding errands.”

      “You guys looked great out there,” Rebecca said. Truth be told, she’d spent more time staring at Brody than watching her clients, something Cassie had no doubt picked up on.

      “I’m guessing the date went well?” she asked the minute they were alone.

      “It was…interesting.” Rebecca wasn’t sure how else to describe an evening that began with a limo ride and dinner by the light of jumbotron and ended with cotton candy and a competition refereed by a carnival worker.

      Cassie smiled. “Well, it must have been good interesting.” She hesitated for a moment. “Look, I want you out there as much as Olivia,” she said. That, Rebecca already knew. The two of them had been plotting and conspiring to fix her up pretty much from the day she was told she was in remission.

      Rebecca knew what was coming next, so she went ahead and said it. “But?”

      Cassie’s words came out in a rush. “But I’m not so sure if dating the next bachelor on a reality show is the way to do it.”

      The sound Rebecca made was meant to be a scoff, but it came out more like a snort. “We’re not dating. We made a pact. I want a little adventure, and he needs to learn how to stop acting like a Neanderthal.”

      “So, you two aren’t…?” Cassie raised her eyebrows.

      “No, absolutely not. No way. Not at all.”

      “Wow, that’s a lot of denial.”

      Rebecca really needed to work on having a poker face when she wasn’t playing poker. But in this case, at least, it was true. She and Brody hadn’t had sex. And despite how promising that kitchen kiss had been, it was looking like they never would. “Not really.” She shrugged. “It’s just an arrangement. I scratch his back, he scratches mine.”

      “At the risk of sounding like Olivia, I think Brody wouldn’t mind having a few nail marks on his back, but not from an arrangement.”

      Rebecca was about to reply when movement outside the dance studio window caught her eye. The groom was gone, and Brody was posing for another photo. This one with a long-legged blonde who, despite her workout attire, looked as though she’d just stepped out of a salon.

      “I appreciate your concern, Cassie, I really do, but I can assure you there’s nothing to worry about.” Her eyes darted over Cassie’s shoulder to the flirt fest still going on outside. “Brody’s about as interested in me as he was Miss Vicky.” She laughed, but even to her own ears it sounded forced. “Trust me, neither of us are his type.” The guy made a habit of dating smoking-hot girls. Although usually not for longer than a weekend.

      “That’s not how it looked that night at the cookout.” Cassie leaned in and lowered her voice. “Hank said you two were eye-fucking—his words, not mine—during the entire poker game.”

      There was no denying the attraction she’d felt for Brody right from the start. He’d knocked her on her ass in more ways than one. And he’d certainly seemed interested in her. A smile formed on Rebecca’s lips as she thought about the cheesy lines he’d laid on her that first day. In hindsight, it was undeniably sweet to think of the NFL’s smoothest operator completely thrown off his game. But he’d clearly recovered by the time they went on their date, so much so that it felt as though he was just going through the motions. And he not only never made any advances, now that she thought about it, she couldn’t recall even a single cheesy line. Not one. Hell, he’d had more moves—albeit predictable ones—when they were in Cole and Olivia’s kitchen. Then again, it did seem like he was about to kiss her just now when they were dancing…

      “Maybe you’re absolutely his type, and he just never knew it before meeting you.”

      Rebecca knew better than to think Brody was looking for a serious relationship with her—or anyone else, for that matter. Contrary to Cassie’s opinion, the entire world wasn’t a romance novel waiting to happen. Granted, she was talking to a woman who’d been swept off her feet by a real-life prince. But that was a one-in-a-million chance. A fairy tale come true. The exception, not the norm.

      “He’s just looking for a good time.”

      “And what are you looking for?”

      Rebecca’s teeth sank into her bottom lip.

      “Your sister-in-law gave me some advice right before I left for Georgia,” Cassie said, referencing the fateful trip where she met her Prince Charming.

      Rebecca rolled her eyes. Olivia wasn’t known for her subtlety. Or her filter. “I can only imagine.”

      Cassie pressed on. “She reminded me that not every kiss has to end in true love.” She held up her hand before Rebecca could point out the obvious. “Don’t say a word. I know that’s how my story ended. But to be honest, when it began that first night, I truly only thought it was going to be a one-night stand. I’m not saying that’s what you should do with Brody, but maybe it doesn’t have to be all or nothing. Maybe you could just loosen up and live a little.”

      Live a little. Those were the exact words she’d said to Brody when she’d proposed their arrangement in the first place. Brody might not have been boyfriend material, but Rebecca would bet her book collection he could teach her a thing or two—okay, maybe twelve—in the bedroom. And without a doubt, those lessons would beat the hell out of floral school.

      Rebecca glanced back through the window. Brody was leaning against the Batmobile, scrolling through his phone. He looked up and when he saw her watching, flashed a smile that sent warmth spiraling straight to her core. Maybe it was the endorphins talking, but for whatever the reason, she decided to give him a chance, not at being Mr. Right, but at being Mr. Right Now.

      “When’s our next lesson?” he asked when she joined him on the sidewalk.

      “You’re coming back for more?” Brody didn’t strike her as the type of guy who shied away from a challenge, let alone backed out of a deal, but still. She’d certainly put his resolve to the test. Most grooms could barely make it through that sort of day, and they had a lot more on the line.

      “Gonna take a lot more than flowers and dancing to scare me away, darlin’.”

      Rebecca didn’t know what pleased her more, the fact that he wanted to spend more time with her or the way he called her darlin’. She’d never imagined herself to be the type of girl who would enjoy such terms of endearment, but the way his Southern drawl cranked up to ten on the sexy scale was damn hard to resist.

      “Name the day.”

      “I was thinking Wednesday.” She had some follow-up blood work at the hospital the next day. She hadn’t even mentioned it to her brother, and she certainly wasn’t going to say anything to Brody. The doctor assured her it was routine, but nothing was routine once you’d been through chemo. The fewer people who knew about it, the better.

      “Perfect. Wednesday it is, then.” He pushed a button on the key fob, and the car door began to lift. “But, Rebecca?”

      She looked back at him just as she was about to duck into the car. “Yeah?”

      He winked, and she nearly tripped into the gutter. “I’m calling the next play.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Brody was nothing if not disciplined. Two-a-day workouts back in high school—at the butt-crack of dawn and often in scorching temperatures—had been just the beginning. College, and then later the NFL, had turned him into a high-functioning athlete with the mind of a warrior. And yet one dance with a petite wedding planner and he’d folded like a cheap tent.

      She’s your buddy’s sister.

      You can only be her friend.

      She’s off-limits.

      Remember the code.

      Everything he’d told himself had gone right out the window in what, two minutes? Some warrior he turned out to be. But in his defense, Brody had never met a woman who drove him crazy in so many ways. She was sweet and sexy and sassy as hell. And when she’d looked up at him with those wide, pleading eyes, all he could think about was lowering his lips to hers for a second taste.

      Instinctively, Brody’s thoughts drifted back to the night in Cole and Olivia’s kitchen. The sight of Rebecca might have messed with his mojo at the park, but in that moment, it was game on. Her lips had been soft and tasted like strawberry thanks to the margaritas, and although she’d seemed surprised by his brazen move, there was nothing tentative about the way she kissed him back. She’d parted her lips to invite him in and let her fingers wind through his hair, and when she made that sexy little sound, the vibration against his lips had shot straight to his cock.

      For a moment, he indulged his fantasy, letting his mind wander to what might have been. Would she have slept with him that night? Normally, Brody wouldn’t have even had to ask himself that question. But this girl was different, and if there was one thing he’d learned about Rebecca Halstead, she was unpredictable. Sometimes, like that charged moment on the dance floor, he knew she wanted him. But there were other times, so many other times, when it seemed like she’d rather bust his balls than put them to any other use.

      He knew it was wrong, but there was nothing he could do to stop the images that flooded his mind…

      Rebecca was on her knees, looking up with him with those same pleading eyes. Only this time it wasn’t a kiss she was after.

      “I want to taste you,” she said. Her words came out on a breathy whisper.

      He gazed down at her through hooded eyes as she leaned forward, teasing him as she flicked her tongue across the glistening tip of his cock. His hands found their way into her hair as she tortured him, teasing him with her fingers, lips, and tongue until his hips flexed forward in a silent plea for more. Only then did she take him all the way into her mouth, pulling him deeper until she found the perfect rhythm to drive him over the edge.

      His eyes closed, and his breath hissed between his teeth. “Ah, fuck…”

      A horn blared behind him.

      “Ah, fuck,” Brody said again, only harsher. His eyes shot to the rearview mirror, where a dude was giving him the middle-finger salute. Probably a Packers fan, he thought as he punched the accelerator.

      He distracted himself by running through the plays the offensive coordinator had sent him to look over. Brody had memorized each and every one until he knew them as well as he knew the alphabet, so it didn’t require quite as much concentration as he would have liked, but it was enough to take his mind off getting off.

      Rebecca was waiting for him on the sidewalk outside her building. Unlike their previous date, or whatever he was supposed to call it, she wasn’t wearing a dress. And thank fuck for that. At least he wouldn’t have to spend the day driving around the city trying to keep his hand from wandering over to her bare leg. White denim rolled just past the ankle, a silky, copper-colored top, and a pair of gold sandals were a far cry from Monday’s peekaboo fabric.

      But then she leaned into the car to greet him and her silky top slipped forward, giving him an eyeful of cleavage that, while far from a D cup, would still look fucking fantastic covered with his—

      “Morning, Batman!” she said like someone who’d been out of bed for hours and had had at least two cups of coffee. “Or should I call you Bruce since you’re out of uniform?” She plopped herself into the bucket seat. “Damn, is it hot in here, or is it just me?”

      Oh, it was definitely not just her, and it had nothing to do with the car’s temperature. But Rebecca didn’t wait for an answer, flirtatious or otherwise. “I swear this summer is turning out to be hotter than any I remember, and it’s barely started. Was it this hot where you lived last year? Boston, right? Do they have hot summers? Guess you didn’t really need to stay there in the off-season.”

      Brody didn’t think she’d taken a breath since she got in the car. Maybe it was more like four cups of coffee. But whatever had her so amped, it put her squarely in the perky little sister category, which was exactly what he needed to get the image of her sexy alter ego out of his mind.

      Until she cranked the A/C controls and directed the passenger vents right toward herself. Brody had tried his best not to notice the way the smooth fabric of her top pulled across her breasts, but the effect the blast of arctic air was having was impossible to miss. Her nipples pebbled into taut peaks just begging for his attention. It was all he could do not to brush his thumb across the tip, softly playing with her over the fabric before slipping his hand beneath the silk.

      “What’s on the agenda today?” she asked, snapping him back into reality just as his fantasy had him tugging one perfect pink nipple between his teeth.

      “We’re going house hunting,” he said.

      “For?”

      “For me.”

      “I don’t remember Realtor being in the deal.”

      Brody cut his eyes at her. “Neither was wedding consultant.”

      He had her there, and she knew it. Which was why instead of complaining about the fact that they were going to spend the afternoon looking at property, she started playing with the radio stations. Brody was fairly sure she’d picked an 80s satellite station in an attempt to punish him for the day he’d planned, but the joke was on her. Thanks to his mom, Brody had grown up on those tunes. He smiled to himself as Rebecca bopped along to Cyndi Lauper, making a mental note to add the station to the presets when she wasn’t looking.

      They met his Realtor—a middle-aged woman whose jewelry looked like it weighed more than she did—at the first property, a luxury apartment on the banks of the Chicago River. From there, they went to a penthouse on Lake Shore Drive overlooking Oak Street Beach, one on Dearborn with a stunning view of the skyline, and another that sat at the edge of Lincoln Park. If he owned a pair of binoculars, Chunky Jewelry Lady pointed out, he could even see a few of the animal habitats in the zoo.

      But his favorite by far was a six-bedroom unit that occupied the entire top floor of the Waldorf Astoria. With floor-to-ceiling windows and multiple terraces, the place reminded him of Cole and Olivia’s. He didn’t know exactly what features theirs had, but this place had a wine cellar, a home theater perfect for watching game film, a private, indoor pool, and a meditation room—although for the life of him, he was wasn’t quite sure what he’d do with that. And the best part? The place included round-the-clock room service courtesy of the hotel.

      “What did you think?” he asked Rebecca the moment they were alone.

      She shrugged. “They were nice.”

      “Nice?” He looked at her as though she’d grown a second head. “Those places were freaking amazing. I mean, did you see the closet in that last one? It was bigger than my first apartment.” Granted that was in college, but still.

      She mustered a fraction of the enthusiasm he’d been expecting. “Do you need one that big?”

      “It’s not about needing it, Rebecca. It’s about being able to afford it.”

      “If you say so.” She started walking toward the car, but Brody was not to be deterred.

      He caught up with her in two long strides. “And what about the room service? Pretty sweet, huh? I’d be like that girl in the movie.” He snapped his fingers until it came to him. “Eleanor at the Waldorf Astoria.”

      Rebecca finally cracked the smile he’d been waiting for. “It was Eloise, you dope,” she teased. “And she lived at the Plaza.”

      “Same difference.”

      She stopped walking and turned to face him. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Yes, I know that those are two different hotels,” he joked.

      “No, that’s not what I wanted to know.” She shielded her eyes from the sun as she squinted up at the building they’d just toured. “Why were all the places the same?”

      “They weren’t,” he said. “One was on the water, another was at the park, and that first one—”

      “Was on the river. I know.” She smiled. “I was there, remember?”

      Brody frowned.

      “I meant, why were they all modern bachelor pads?”

      “Because that’s what I am.” He laughed. “Haven’t you seen the commercial for the show?”

      Rebecca ignored his attempt at a little levity and forged ahead.

      “Don’t you want some place that reflects the real you?”

      Now she really had him stumped. He waited until they were both in the car to ask what she meant. But instead of an explanation, all she offered was another question.

      “What was your home like growing up?”

      He started talking as he drove, describing his life on their ranch back in Oklahoma, painting a picture of everything, from the acres of rolling pastures to the weathered red barn to Touchdown, the trail horse he’d had as a kid. “I always said if I made it big, I’d have a place just like that.” He started describing the ranch of his childhood dreams. It was a good five minutes before he realized Rebecca hadn’t said a word. He stole a glance at her. A smug grin had curved her lips.

      “What?”

      “I think you just described the home you should be looking for.”

      For a moment, Brody didn’t know what to say. Rebecca had just peeked inside his head, and he never even saw it coming. “You’re a sneaky one, you know that?”

      Her grin gave way to a wide smile. “Just led you to the path you wanted all along.”

      “One problem,” he said as he rolled to a stop in front of her building.

      “What’s that?”

      He gestured out the window. “I don’t really see any ranches around here.”

      “I’m sure you’ll figure something out,” was all she said. And then she was gone.

      Brody watched her—reaching for the flyer someone had stuck between the railings, fumbling with the keys to the building’s glass front door, bending to squint into the metal mailboxes that lined the entryway. All totally mundane activities he usually would have considered about as exciting as watching paint dry. But there was something about the way Rebecca moved that held his attention no matter what she was doing.

      She disappeared up the stairs. Show’s over. He should have felt like a creeper for watching her like that, but he couldn’t help it. In fact, as he pulled out into traffic, all he felt was sorry that their day together had come to an end.

      A call rang on the car’s Bluetooth system, and a flicker of something hot flashed through his chest. But when he looked at the dashboard, all he saw was a picture of Conor’s ass on the screen. Brody rolled his eyes even though he knew the little turd couldn’t see him. He really needed to stop leaving his phone unattended. At least he hadn’t reprogrammed the ringtone again.

      Brody jabbed the phone icon on the steering wheel. “What’s up, asshole?” he asked, making sure to emphasize the word ass.

      Conor laughed so hard, Brody had to turn the volume down. “Aw shit, forgot I even did that.”

      “Probably because you’d had too much tequila.”

      “It was whiskey that night. Variety is the spice of life, my friend.”

      Brody groaned. “You are not my friend.” Truth was, Conor was not only his friend, but the only one he had in Chicago. At least the only one who wasn’t home hovering over a pregnant wife or off ruling a kingdom. That would change after training camp when his teammates became his family. But for now, he was stuck with this man child, something Brody was quick to point out, even though he knew darn well they’d probably be friends for life.

      Conor knew it too, which was why he completely ignored Brody’s jab. “How would you feel about a hot fudge sundae?” he asked. Brody hadn’t even had dinner yet, but who was he to say no to ice cream? Wasn’t that one of the benefits of being an adult?

      “What did you have in mind?”

      Conor laughed. “Something along the lines of a redhead, a brunette, and a blonde with a whole lot of whipped cream.”

      Jesus.

      “The Diamond Club is having a special event tonight. What do you say?”

      Normally, Brody would be up for a night at a strip club with the guys, even if there was only one guy and it was Conor. But not tonight.

      “Sorry, man. I’m under house arrest, remember? If my bloodhound of a publicist gets even a whiff of that…” Brody sucked a breath through his teeth. “Let’s just say your family jewels might end up on a string around her neck.”

      “Fuck me. She’s a little buzzkill, that one.”

      Brody agreed, knowing full well Marguerite wasn’t the only reason he’d turned down the offer.

      “Golf this weekend?”

      “Shooting for the show starts this weekend, so I’ll have to let you know after I get the schedule.” Shit, he hadn’t even mentioned that to Rebecca. Then again, did he need to? They weren’t dating. Hell, for all he knew, she wasn’t planning to see him for more of their “lessons” until next week anyway. A stab of disappointment hit him in the gut, and after ending the call with Conor, he jabbed the touchscreen until he saw her name in his contacts.

      He was about to roll into voice mail when she finally answered. “Did I forget something in the car?”

      Yeah, me, he thought. “I was just thinking…”

      “Uh oh. That sounds dangerous.”

      Jesus, this girl. Always busting his ass, and yet there he was coming back for more.

      “I was just thinking that as far as dates go, I sort of dropped the ball.”

      “A date?” He wished like hell he could see her face because her voice gave no indication as to how she felt about that word. It was unsettling. Then again, he was supposed to be keeping her in the friend zone, something he was having a hard time remembering.

      Either way, it was time to cover his ass. “I mean, wasn’t that what you said, that I needed to learn how to date?”

      “That you needed to learn how to date well,” she corrected.

      “Well, I fumbled on the first down.”

      “By taking me house hunting?” He could hear the smile in her voice.

      “I think we can call that even since you took me to work.” He chuckled. “I was more thinking about the fact that I took you out today and didn’t feed you. Seems like that’s Dating 101.”

      “Not all dates have to include food.” He heard the rattling of what sounded like bottles on a refrigerator door. “But seeing as how my fridge contains the ingredients to make either an omelet or a very questionable smoothie, who am I to object?”

      “Great. Let me grab a shower, and I’ll head back over to pick you up.”

      “You could shower here,” she said.

      He stilled.

      “I mean, if you wanted to. It would save the time spent in traffic.” Now who was covering their ass? “Unless, of course, you wanted to spend more time driving the loaner car.” Her nervousness was downright adorable.

      “I was more thinking I wanted to change into nicer clothes.”

      “What you’re wearing is fine for the place I have in mind.”

      “Who said you get to pick?”

      “Seems only fair since you struck out.”

      He really needed to do something about her sports metaphors. “Always the planner, aren’t you?”

      “Guilty as charged.” Even over the phone, he knew her cheeks had blushed the most beautiful shade of pink. “So, what do you think?”

      No need to think. He was already hanging a U-turn. “I’m on my way.”
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      Brody knew chicks used more products than guys did—well, except maybe for Tom Brady—but nothing could have prepared him for Rebecca’s bathroom. The whole place was full of lotions and candles and tiny soaps. There was a tray on the counter, a few items on a glass shelf above the toilet, and even a wicker basket on the floor. It was like he’d wandered into that store at the mall, the one where the lady was always trying to spritz customers with some fruity-smelling crap as they walked by.

      And if the fact that he was going to smell like mangoes for the rest of the night wasn’t bad enough, he could barely fit his whole body under the tiny shower head. Still, there was no place he’d rather be.

      Brody reached for a bottle that appeared to be lacking fruit on the label and flipped it open. The vanilla scent took him straight back to the night of their infamous poker game. It was how Rebecca smelled when he’d lifted her up and set her on the kitchen counter. What he wouldn’t give to do that again. Or even better, to have her in the shower with him.

      He nearly groaned aloud as he let himself imagine the two of them under the pulsing spray of water, their hands and lips greedy for every inch of slick skin. He’d want to take it slow but knew damn well he wouldn’t be able to. His hands would grip her waist, lifting her so that her back was pressed against the cool tile wall. She’d wrap her legs around his torso, and her hands would find their way into his hair. He could picture the way her head would roll back against the tile, how her eyes would drift shut, and how she’d moan his name as her entire body began to quake.

      “Brody…”

      Yeah, just like that.

      Then he heard the knock.

      Rebecca said his name again. Only this time, it wasn’t the thready cry of a woman in the throes of an orgasm, but rather one trying to get his attention from the other side of the bathroom door.

      “Yeah?” he said. His voice sounded like gravel.

      “Just remembered there aren’t any towels. I’ll leave one outside the door.”

      “Thanks.” The shot of reality had him wrapping up the shower. Just as well, because after his dick screamed at him, his stomach did. Seemed like he was always hungry, but especially so tonight. Who knew house hunting worked up such an appetite? Lucky for him, the restaurant Rebecca chose wasn’t one of those pretentious joints with tiny portions served alongside some sort of edible flower. No, the place she picked was a traditional Italian restaurant, the kind with candles dripping down empty Chianti bottles onto red-and-white-checked tablecloths.

      Most girls Brody knew ate like rabbits, nibbling on lettuce or some celery. If they were feeling a bit wild, maybe they had a bit of hummus. But not Rebecca. She ate like a horse. He had no idea where she managed to put all of it, but she was definitely enjoying it. So much so that she was halfway through her fettuccine Alfredo before she even bothered to pepper him with questions.

      “When does filming start?” she asked. Brody was actually relieved she’d been the one to bring it up since it settled the internal debate he’d been having in the car.

      “Next week.” He reached for the platter in the middle of the table and rolled a third meatball onto his plate.

      Rebecca paused with a forkful of pasta in midair. “So soon?”

      Brody nodded. “We shot publicity stills yesterday.” A crew from American Sweetheart had come by the day before to take a few pictures of Brody in front of some of the city’s most iconic backdrops. He’d felt like a first-class tool standing in the middle of Grant Park wearing a tuxedo while holding a bouquet of roses and a football, but they assured him it would play well against the rural montage featuring the various contestants.

      A small crease formed between her brows. “Guess I didn’t realize it was already time.”

      “We should probably start meeting every day.” He had no idea what made him say that. The words just sort of came out.

      “Every day?” she repeated.

      “Yeah.” He leaned back in his chair and after wiping his face, placed his napkin back on his lap. “I mean, for me at least, I’ve got a lot of catching up to do. Safe to say, I fumbled on the first down.”

      “What?”

      He chuckled. “It means I blew it.”

      “I know what it means.” She rolled her eyes. “But how?”

      “I took you house hunting.”

      Her cheeks turned pink. “After I took you to work.”

      He lifted his glass of red wine and waited for her to join him in a small toast. “Here’s to both doing a little better.”
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        * * *

      

      Admittedly, Rebecca Halstead knew nothing about Hollywood. Maybe a thing or two about the stars of the black-and-white movies her mother used to watch late at night, or a tidbit she might have learned from one of the Biography Channel shows she sometimes caught at the gym. But nothing about what actually went on behind the scenes. And while she wasn’t sure what to expect when Brody began taping scenes for American Sweetheart, one fact definitely surprised her—there was nothing real about reality television.

      For starters, the intimate dates they showed viewers were actually large group outings. Sure, she’d expected a camera, but she’d always assumed they were more of the hidden variety. Tiny, strategically placed cameras to allow the millions of voyeurs watching from their living rooms a peek into the oblivious couple’s date. Not an actual cameraman getting right up in their personal space. Or someone who popped in and out of the frame with a little machine that checked the light. Or a woman who stuck a clapperboard in front of the camera before every take. There was even a guy whose entire job was to hold a microphone on a giant stick, bobbing it up and down over their heads while they gazed adoringly into each other’s eyes. But the crew member she really didn’t expect was the script supervisor. Turned out that while shows like Sweetheart were classified as “reality” as opposed to “scripted” television, not much about the interactions was genuine. Scenes were planned ahead of time for optimal impact; scenery was staged; shots were filmed, rearranged, and shot again; even the dialogue, while not dictated word for word, was outlined with suggested talking points. And if everything wasn’t perfect—if the director didn’t like the shadow of a tree, the producer didn’t like the expression on someone’s face, or as was often the case, a passing car honked or a fan hooted—then the scene was shot again.

      Take after take after take.

      When Brody had first invited Rebecca to watch the filming, she’d hesitated. Knowing Brody was going to be wooing other women was one thing, actually watching him do it was another. But Brody had argued it was all part of their deal, pointing out that having her there for encouragement was essential to her plan to have him look “less Neanderthal and more Prince Charming.” She’d laughed and told him she didn’t recommend challenging Hank for that title as Americans were already quite taken with him, but Brody was undeterred. He fought dirty, appealing to her inner nerd by telling her he needed her to take notes during the shoots, which she could compile into binders for them to review. And if that wasn’t bad enough, he’d even used the puppy dog eyes she’d made the mistake of pointing out one day. Which was why in the end, Rebecca found herself tagging along more like a twelfth wheel than a third on romantic outings all over the city.

      According to Brody, the network had agreed to film all of the on-location “dates” before he left for training camp. The show was set to premiere as a live event the night before his first game. After that, there would be live dinner dates with a different girl every Monday night, each featuring the footage he shot with her over the summer. Of course, there would also be plenty of behind the scenes footage of the contestants, gossiping, arguing and backstabbing, much to the audiences’ delight, but Brody would be kept out of that fray. He never even had to eliminate anyone. All he had to do was crown his “homecoming queen” during the show’s live finale. And spend part of his summer going on “spontaneous,” romantic outings with whichever potential Sweetheart was up next in the batting order. Crap, wrong sport, she thought, but the result was the same. Brody had a bevy of beauties to woo.

      Carriage rides down Michigan Avenue, strolls through the botanical gardens, fireworks at Navy Pier, and a candlelight cruise on the Chicago River were just a few of the locations the show’s producers chose. And they didn’t let state lines hold them back either. There was a day spent strolling the streets of Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, while Brody feigned interest in antique dolls—she teased him about that one for a solid week!—and a day at Indiana Dunes State Park where someone had the not so genius idea of the pair of the day hiking the 3 Dune Challenge when it was ninety-six degrees. Brody had weathered it just fine thanks to the two-a-day summer practices he’d endured for most of his life, but the contestant of the day was another story. Shrieks and cries paired with lines like “my makeup is melting” and “the sand is burning my feet” until the director finally called it a wrap.

      Rebecca’s favorite day had been the one spent at Lincoln Park. The producers had decided it would be a great idea for Brody to take a very bouncy blonde on a boat ride around the park’s pond. It had all started out fine—the two of them drifting through the reservoir in an enormous swan boat—but ended with a splash thanks to a bee with an affinity for the smell of hair spray.

      Rebecca had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing as the two lovebirds were pulled into the production boat.

      “I owe you an apology,” Brody said once he made his way to the outdoor café table she’d commandeered for the afternoon. He’d toweled off, but pond water still dripped from his hair.

      Rebecca giggled. “I’m not the one who went for a swim.”

      An assistant ran up with a fresh towel.

      “Thanks,” Brody said. He waited until they were alone before finishing his explanation. “I haven’t really held up my end of the bargain, even after we agreed we could both do better.”

      He had a point, although that might have had something to do with the fact that shooting had started right after they’d agreed not to take each other on errands. “You’ve been a little busy.”

      He scrubbed the towel over his hair. “No excuse.”

      Another good point. “Well, there’s still time to redeem yourself.”

      Brody pulled the towel down and when he did, a mischievous gleam lit his eyes.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      Oh, it was something all right. “Spill, Dixon.”

      He shook his head. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”

      “Wait until when?”

      “Saturday.”

      Her mouth popped open. “Saturday? But it’s only Tuesday!”

      Brody chuckled. “Come on.” He nodded to a cart just inside the gates of the park’s zoo. “I’ll buy you a cotton candy.”

      “And then you’ll tell me?”

      “Not a chance.” The look on his face told her he was enjoying her torture just a little too much. Not that it mattered. Whatever Brody had planned for the next day would no doubt be perfect, if for no other reason than she was spending it with him.
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      Brody dug his phone out of the front pocket of his favorite jeans—the faded ones Marguerite told him should be permanently retired and not to the Hall of Fame—and launched the messenger app. His text conversations with Rebecca were right at the top, same as they’d been nearly every day since they’d met. Well, every day since they’d officially met anyway.

      If someone had told him a month ago that there’d be only one woman in his life, who busted his balls on a regular basis and didn’t have sex with him, he’d have said they were crazy. Yet there he was, not only about to spend the entire day with her, but damn happy about it.

      Of course, that was partly due to what he had planned.

      On my way, he texted her before sliding into the cab of a rusty 1986 Chevy pickup. The vinyl seats were cracked, the rearview mirror was secured with duct tape, and the dashboard only had an AM radio. It was fucking perfect.

      Rebecca seemed to be of a different mind. “Let me guess, they let you have this one for free as well?” she asked as she eyed the truck from one chrome fender to the other.

      “Nope.” The hinge on the passenger door squealed as he opened it. “This one I actually rented.”

      She laughed. “Love to see the dealership that had this on its lot.”

      Brody hadn’t found the truck at a dealership. In fact, he hadn’t rented it from a company at all. The men working on the renovations at his hotel had parked in the alley. Brody noticed it right away because the year and model were the same as the first ride he’d ever owned. Even the color—a now faded red—was the same as his. He’d negotiated a lease right then and there, securing the use of the truck for twenty-four hours in exchange for a healthy wad of cash and tickets to the home opener. At the rate he was going, he was going to need his own section of the stadium, but it didn’t matter. Being behind the wheel of the beat-up truck was as close to home as he’d felt in years.

      “I drove one just like this back in high school.” He offered her a hand to assist her with climbing into the cab, but she shot him a look that damn near withered his balls. “Okay then,” he said, chuckling and shaking his head as he rounded the back of the truck bed.

      “So, where are we headed?” she asked once he’d joined her. “Besides a trip down memory lane?”

      “It’s a surprise.” One he had no intention of disclosing. Although she had no idea how on the nose she’d been with the memory lane comment.

      “Seriously, where are we headed?”

      “Seriously,” he said, mimicking her. “That’s for me to know and you to find out.”

      She rolled her eyes. “What are you, twelve?”

      Hardly, Brody thought, although the way he kept walking around with raging boners sure made him feel like he was back in middle school. No doubt that had something to do with his current “sex fast.” But at the moment, his lack of action felt secondary to the excitement he felt over the day that lay ahead.

      Deal or not, Rebecca had been one hell of a trooper when it came to holding up her end of the bargain. She’d not only schlepped along with him to all of the Sweetheart shoots—some of which were not only painful to endure, but swelteringly hot—but she took notes, which they discussed over dinner each night and were later stored neatly in a color-coded, tabbed binder. If their deal had been a game, the score would be a blowout and not in his favor. Which was why he’d spent every free moment he’d had that week planning a day he hoped she’d never forget.

      He hadn’t told her where they were going, only to be ready by noon on Saturday and to wear jeans, something that had clearly piqued her interest.

      “What kind of day requires blue jeans?”

      “Give it up, Nancy Drew. I’m not telling.” Brody put the key in the ignition and grinned as the engine roared to life. “The air doesn’t work, so you better crank that window down.” He nodded toward the handle on the door. “It’s going to be a long drive.”
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        * * *

      

      Rebecca settled back against the blistered vinyl seat of a truck that was clearly older than either of them. Traffic was heavy in the city, thanks to both the Sox and Cubs having home games, but once they reached the highway, they started to pick up speed. Well, as much speed as the old truck could handle. The dash vibrated, the floor mats were threadbare, and the whole thing smelled like stale beer and motor oil. Not exactly the vehicle most men would have chosen for a road trip, but Brody couldn’t have looked happier.

      She stole another glance at him. In his faded jeans, plaid shirt, and cowboy boots, he looked like he was driving the wide-open plains of Oklahoma, not the cornfields of Illinois. One hand rested casually on the steering wheel, while the other tapped along to the beat of a song straining from a radio that had likely announced the end of the Cold War. Rebecca didn’t recognize the artist, but Brody certainly did, joining in on the refrain as the guy sang about losing his whiskey and his woman all in the same night.

      She stared out the window, but a lot of good it did her in terms of figuring out where they were headed. Rebecca had only lived in Illinois for a few years, but even she knew that once you crossed the I-88 corridor, it was wide-open fields for miles. The chances that the sneaky little bastard seated next to her was going to divulge any clues were about slim to none, which meant all she could do was sit back and enjoy the ride. Her frustration aside, there was something quite liberating about an open road that stretched as far as the eye could see. The day ahead held endless possibilities, all of which included Brody Dixon. Wherever they ended up, she already knew she was going to love it.

      “You’ve missed this, haven’t you?” she asked over the wind whipping in from the windows.

      He looked at her out of the corner of his eyes as a lazy grin curved his lips. “More than you know.”

      Oh, she had a pretty good idea. Granted, Rebecca had never seen Brody on a football field, but it was hard to imagine a situation where he’d look more at home than behind the wheel of that beat-up truck.

      As soon as he could, Brody switched to side roads. The single lanes slowed them down considerably, but they certainly would have made conversation a whole lot easier. Except for some reason, neither of them spoke. It was if there’d been some silent agreement between them to just feel the moment.

      Rebecca closed her eyes. Warm sun washed over her face while the cool breeze from the window played with the edges of her hair. The music drifted from one song to another, until finally one was accompanied by the crush of gravel under their tires.

      “This is us,” Brody said, breaking their comfortable silence. After a few more yards on the gravel, he turned down a dirt lane that looked more like a driveway than a road. Trees flanked both sides, allowing just enough room for one vehicle. Rebecca was beginning to think they were truly in the middle of nowhere, when the dense forestry gave way to a clearing. In the middle sat an enormous white farmhouse. That was certainly the style, given the pitched roof and the enormous wraparound porch, but this home was at least three times larger than any farmhouse Rebecca had ever seen on TV.

      He parked the truck in front of a paver walkway, then reached behind the bench seat and pulled out a cowboy hat. It was the color of oatmeal, and when he put it on, Rebecca had to swallow a groan. Brody looked good no matter what, whether it be in running shorts or a designer suit. But at the moment, he looked like he’d just stepped off the cover of one of her favorite romance novels—the kind with the cowboy on the front holding a rope and wearing a smile that let you know you were in for one helluva ride, no horse required.

      “Come on,” he said. “I want to show you around.” Without any further explanation, he was gone.

      Rebecca scrambled out of the truck. Brody was waiting for her at the bottom of the steps. “Do you know the owner?

      “I am the owner.”

      She stopped walking. “What?”

      “I bought the place.” He held up a silver keychain in the shape of a galloping horse. Two keys hung from the ring. “Closed on it yesterday.”

      “But what about the penthouse you liked so much?”

      “I bought it too.”

      Of course he did.

      “Won’t take possession of that one until after training camp,” he said. “But this one is all mine.” His proud grin was contagious, and she couldn’t help but smile back at him.

      “You bought two places?”

      “Figured I could split my time. I want to be close to the stadium during the week, but on Mondays and Tuesdays, I could come out here. And the off-season, of course.”

      Rebecca turned in a circle as she tried to take in her surroundings along with this new information. A white fence ran along the edge of a green pasture that stretched in a lazy roll toward the horizon. It reminded her of the horse farms she’d seen in Lexington. She couldn’t have been more than seven or eight, and as was typical for girls that age, had vowed that one day she’d own enough land to have horses in her backyard. Something told her that was exactly Brody’s plan.

      When she stopped turning, she let her eyes drift shut and took a deep breath through her nose. It was like they were in a different world. The stale scent of the city was gone, and in its place was the smell of pine trees and cut straw, freshly mowed grass and wild flowers. There was something else too, something that smelled like sunshine, if that was even possible.

      When she opened her eyes, she found Brody watching her with an amused, if not curious expression.

      “I love it,” she said.

      His amusement melted into a warm smile. “You haven’t even seen inside yet.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I already know it’s perfect.”

      He held out his hand. “Come on, I’ll give you the full tour.”

      Rebecca placed her hand in his. When she did, it felt as though his excitement passed through her like a current, leaving her wired from head to toe.

      The outside of the house, as impressive as it was, almost paled in comparison to what was waiting for them inside. The foyer soared two stories high, with gleaming hand-scraped floors and a double-sided stone fireplace that offered a glimpse into the great room beyond. There was even a spiral staircase! Rebecca had never seen anything like it. Well, except during one of those reality show rose ceremonies, but she kept the comparison to herself. This was obviously meant to be Brody’s sanctuary. He didn’t need her planting that little seedling reminder.

      To the left was a library with floor-to-ceiling bookcases complete with a ladder on a rail and a wood coffered ceiling comprised of dark, distressed beams.

      To the right was a kitchen to make any woman weep. The whole thing looked like something HGTV had gone at it with an unlimited budget. White cabinets, an oversized farm sink, and brushed-gold light fixtures were just the beginning of the mental notes she was taking for when Cassie inevitably asked her a bajillion questions about everything from the brand of the appliances—Viking and Miele—to the color of the countertops and door handles—white marble with more brushed gold.

      Brody nodded toward the catwalk above them. “There are four guest rooms upstairs, each with what the Realtor called an ‘en suite.’” He leaned closer and spoke out of the side of his mouth as though sharing a secret. “Which I learned is fancy talk for they each have a shitter.”

      They’d reached a set of double doors. “This was my favorite room,” he said as he swung both doors open in a single motion to reveal the master suite.

      Like the foyer, the ceiling of the master bedroom stretched two stories high. But unlike the entry, this room had a rear comprised entirely of glass, offering a stunning view of not only the pastures but, in a few hours, the sunset as well. In the center of the windows sat a pair of glass doors that led to a private patio. Rebecca imagined sitting out there with her morning coffee, or even better, watching a sunset with Brody over a shared bottle of wine.

      Her gaze shifted to a wall of reclaimed wood where she pictured an enormous mattress covered with a crisp white comforter and at least a half-dozen pillows to match. The bed in Brody’s room would no doubt be larger than life, just like the man who would sleep there.

      Hmm, Brody in bed….

      An image of him popped into her mind. He was sprawled naked across the sheets, with one arm thrown over his head, one leg bent to the side, and his manhood ready to start the day. The thought alone had her shifting in place.

      “Check this out,” he said from the doorway of the master bathroom. “The whole team could shower in here.” He laughed. “Well, maybe not the whole team but at least the offense.”

      Rebecca poked her head into the room. But instead of imagining a bunch of sweaty linemen crowding into a glass enclosure with two shower heads and countless body sprays, all she could picture was a party of two.

      Holy hell. Maybe she did need to step into the shower, if only to blast herself with cold water.

      “A builder had the home designed as a present for his wife,” Brody explained as they made their way into the great room. “But I guess the marriage didn’t last as long as the construction project so…” He threw his arms out wide. “Now, all this is mine.”

      Like the previous rooms, the main room was also designed in what years of watching HGTV had taught her was known as modern rustic. Hammer beams and trusses spanned the vaulted ceiling, while the entire back wall was covered with stones, interrupted only by the oversized windows that stretched the full height of the two-story room. The effect was a cross between a cathedral and a farmhouse. Rebecca had never seen anything like it.

      “Will this be the man cave?”

      Brody laughed. “No, I was thinking of getting one of those super soft leather couches and saving the bean bag chairs for the basement.”

      He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans as his gaze tracked one of the beams to a circular iron chandelier.

      “It’s an amazing home, Brody.”

      He looked at her, and when he did, a childlike enthusiasm flickered in his eyes. “You haven’t even seen the best part.”

      Rebecca couldn’t imagine anything better than what they’d just seen. Brody led her through a set of glass doors and onto a stone patio. A pergola spanned one side, protecting a seating area from the afternoon sun, and a hot tub sat on a platform in the far corner.

      “I was kinda bummed it didn’t have a pool, but then I remembered that most of the year, the weather up here isn’t great for swimming.”

      It never ceased to amaze her how, deep down, Brody was the same guy he’d been growing up, because surely he realized he had enough money to put in whatever pool his heart desired. Or to just buy a house in the Caribbean for when he felt the urge to swim. Oh, who was she kidding? He could do both and not even notice a dip in his account. But unlike her brother, who always thought with his wallet, Brody seemed to live his life oblivious to the perks. Well, some of them anyway. She pushed the thoughts of her Google image search out of her mind. The moment was too perfect to spoil with a parade of supermodels.

      “But this,” he said, making his way to the outdoor kitchen, “is going to see some serious use.” He lifted the lid on a Wolff grill that was big enough to cater a full wedding. “I told my dad he’s going to have to come fire up this bad boy before the home opener.” He chuckled. “Won’t ever have to worry about my blind spot once the guys get a taste of his BBQ.”

      “It’s pretty awesome,” she conceded. “But not sure I’d call the patio the best part. That kitchen was kind of spectacular.”

      The childlike grin was back. “Oh, this isn’t what I meant.” He motioned for her to follow him around the corner of the house where a gravel path led to a red and white barn. A small door on the second level stood open to reveal a fully stocked hayloft just below the Dutch colonial roof. It looked like something out a movie. There was even a weather vane in the shape of a rooster perched on the top of the cupola.

      She followed Brody down the path, watching in fascination at the transformation that seemed to take place the closer they came to the barn. The confident swagger shifted to something more closely resembling…a mosey maybe? And she could have sworn his Southern accent grew more pronounced.

      He swung the barn door open. “This is Daisy.”

      A glossy black mare lifted her head over the wooden gate and neighed.

      “Hello, beautiful.” Brody greeted her like a long-lost love. He walked over to the horse’s stall and stroked her neck as she put her nose against his face. Seemed Brody wasn’t the only one who considered them soul mates.

      “Is this your horse?”

      “She came with the house. That’s sort of what sealed the deal for me.” He narrowed his eyes. “Don’t say a word about the name.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” Rebecca was too busy marveling at the undeniable bond he’d developed with an animal he hardly knew. Although the idea of Brody Dixon riding a horse whose name seemed more appropriate for a ten-year-old’s pony did make her smile.

      “What brought this on?”

      “I’ve always loved horses.”

      “Not just the horse. All of it.”

      Brody stopped stroking the mare and looked Rebecca in the eyes. “You did.”

      “Me?” she squeaked.

      He nodded. “That day we looked at apartments. You asked me to describe the house I grew up in and, with your sneaky little ninja ways, reminded me of the promise I’d made to myself when I was eighteen.”

      “Which was?” Of course Rebecca remembered Brody telling her he’d promised himself that if he ever made it big, he’d buy himself a home like the one he grew up in, but she was enjoying their conversation far too much to cut it short.

      “That as soon as I could afford to, I would pay off my parents’ ranch and then buy a home of my own that was just like it.” His expression switched from nostalgia to mischief. “With a few upgrades, of course.”

      “Like a shower big enough for the O-line?”

      He laughed. “Look at you with the lingo.”

      Rebecca merely smiled. Wasn’t like she was about to admit she’d been doing a little research in preparation for the start of the season. “Dixon Homestead 2.0?”

      “Exactly.” He held her gaze, sending ripples of awareness across her overheated skin. She wanted to go to him, to wrap her arms around his neck and press her softness against her hard planes. To tell him how much it meant to her that he wanted to show her his new home, and more than that, how she was ready to christen each and every room. But instead, she stayed the course. The farm might have been Brody 2.0, but despite her intentions, Rebecca was stuck in beta.

      “It’s really amazing, Brody. I’m so happy for you.”

      “Are you ready?”

      “To leave?” They’d hardly been there any time at all. And while she might not have had the guts to suggest they get naked in the hayloft, she was definitely in no hurry to leave.

      “No.” His head fell back on a laugh. “To ride.”

      “Ride?” She really needed to do something about her monosyllabic, high-pitched replies.

      “All part of the Brody Dixon Adventure Package.” He cocked his head to one side. “That is what you asked for, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Great.” He clapped his hands together. “You can help me saddle her up.”

      Staying a little longer suddenly didn’t seem like such a great idea. The horse was beautiful but, like, ten feet tall. Okay, maybe not that high, but it certainly seemed that way as Rebecca stood beside her at barely five foot four.

      “I’m not so sure this is a great idea,” she said. “I mean, I have no idea how to ride a horse.”

      Brody chuckled as he opened the gate. “Wasn’t that the point of asking for my help, to do things you’ve never done?” The look on his face softened in response to the panic that was no doubt written all over hers. “Relax. You’ll be with me. All you have to do is hold on.”

      Well, when he put it that way…

      Rebecca watched as Brody picked up a brush and began sweeping it along the mare’s coat from one end to the other. She knew being jealous of a horse was ridiculous, but the way he handled her—with a firm yet gentle control, all the while coaxing her with whispered affection—was an undeniable turn-on. She pressed her thighs together as she imagined him laying her out on a blanket, his fingers exploring her skin while he murmured all manner of naughty intentions into her ear.

      The horse neighed, pulling Rebecca from her erotic daydream.

      “Good girl,” Brody practically purred. She knew he wasn’t talking to her, but that did nothing to lessen the surge of heat that pulsed through her core. Sweet Jesus, was she really living vicariously through this horse?

      Brody placed a blanket on the mare’s back, then secured a leather saddle over the top.

      “Surely the team doesn’t allow this?” It might have sounded like a feeble attempt to avoid their ride, but there was some truth to her question as well. Rebecca had read an article one time that talked about insurance policies teams took out on superstar athletes, and the subsequent restrictions the companies placed on their activities. No such luck.

      “I grew up on a ranch,” he said as he fed a leather strap through a ring on the saddle. “Learned to ride about the same time I learned to walk. No contract was going to take that from me.” He pulled the strap tight, then repeated the process on the other side before going to work on the bridle. Rebecca watched in fascination as he worked smoothly and methodically, as if he had been taking care of Daisy her whole life. When he was done, he grabbed a riding helmet off one of the shelves.

      A wave of panic gripped her chest. “I thought you said this was safe?”

      To his credit, Brody didn’t mock her for what deep down she knew was an irrational fear. Instead, he spoke to her in the same soothing tone he’d used with Daisy. She would have been slightly put off by that if it weren’t for the fact that even she had to admit that, at the moment, the horse wasn’t the most high-strung female in the barn.

      “Relax, Rebecca. It’s just a precaution. Nothing bad is going to happen.” He placed the helmet on top of her head. “But could you imagine Cole’s reaction if by some crazy chance something did, and I hadn’t insisted you wear a helmet?”

      She lifted her chin as he secured the buckle. “My brother is an overbearing control freak.”

      “It’s not just for him.” Brody smiled. “I could never live with myself if anything happened to you.” Rebecca didn’t need a mirror to know she looked ridiculous in the safety helmet, but you would have never known it from the look on Brody’s face. The boyish excitement was still in his eyes, but there was also something more, something darker that sent a rush down her spine.

      “Am I good?” she asked. Her voice sounded all breathy and nothing like her own.

      “Perfect,” he said, matching her tone. Brody leaned closer, and as he did, Daisy let out a huff of air. He looked at her over his shoulder and, swear to God, she shook her head. It probably had something to do with the bridle and impatience, but it certainly came across more like a horse version of “Hands off. He’s mine.”

      They shared a laugh. “Looks like someone is ready to go,” Rebecca said.

      Brody took the reins and led them out of the barn.

      Forget what she said about him looking happy in the truck. On a horse, the guy was downright euphoric.

      “Hop on.” He held out his hand to help her climb on, something she did with as much grace as possible given the height of the stirrup. Once she was settled, Rebecca wrapped her arms around his waist and took a deep breath through her nose. The air was an intoxicating mix of warm sun, freshly cut hay, and Brody Dixon.

      “Hold on tight,” he said before giving the reins a quick snap. She molded her body against his back and rested her cheek against his shoulder. The thought of riding a horse might have terrified her at first, but now that she was wedged into the saddle behind Brody, Rebecca realized there were undeniable perks.

      He turned the horse toward a trail at the edge of the clearing. She had no idea where they were headed. All she knew was she was definitely in no hurry to come back.
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      Brody didn’t think he’d ever enjoyed a ride more. They’d started out slowly at first, but once Rebecca began to relax, he’d pushed both her and the horse to their limits. She’d squealed when they broke into a gallop, although the sound wasn’t one of panic, but rather pure joy. He knew she felt the same high he did whenever he rode, the feeling of moving as one with the horse, each of them an extension of the other. But when she’d splayed her hands across his chest and gripped his hips with her thighs, the only ride he was thinking of involved Rebecca perched above him as she lost herself to the feeling of him moving inside her.

      It had been all he could do not to lay her out on the soft grass. And when he finally did help her down off the horse, he couldn’t help but wonder if her pink cheeks and bright eyes meant their ride had affected her the same way or if she had just discovered a love of riding. Either was a win as far as he was concerned, but as they walked to the truck, his cock was definitely voting for option one. Too bad he had to send him to the locker room.

      Fortunately, the second part of the Brody Dixon Adventure Package provided a much-needed distraction.

      “Seeing as how that wasn’t technically driving…” he said as he held out the keys to the pickup truck.

      Rebecca frowned at him.

      “I seem to recall you wanting to drive too fast and drink too much. And since they should be in that order…”

      It was an offer he didn’t have to make twice.

      She snatched the keys out of his hand, but then her wide eyes narrowed. “Surely this breaks some clause in your contract?”

      “Technically, it prohibits me from driving high-performance cars at dangerous speeds,” he said as they climbed into the cab of the truck. “And since this beast definitely doesn’t fall into that category, and I’m not the one driving…I’d say we’re all good.” That’s not to say that his agent wouldn’t have given him a twenty-minute lecture if he found out. One that would have no doubt ended with the poor man pulling out several of his remaining hairs, but what Marty didn’t know didn’t prematurely bald him.

      Rebecca put the key in the ignition. It took two tries, but when the engine finally roared to life, she grinned and clapped like a kid on Christmas.

      “You know how to drive, don’t you?” Might have been a good idea to ask before he gave her the keys, but still.

      “Of course! Just don’t get much chance in the city.” She shot him a look. “Couldn’t have come up with this idea when you had the Lamborghini?”

      Brody chuckled. “I’m adventurous, not suicidal.”

      He buckled his seat belt, then held on for dear life as Rebecca sped down the country roads. She did a few donuts in a field that nearly caused him to lose his lunch, but the smile on her face made it all worthwhile.

      When they finally came to a stop, her cheeks were flushed, and she was breathing like she’d just sprinted the entire length of a football field. “That was…”

      “Terrifying?” He was teasing her, but she didn’t even notice. She was too busy riding the high.

      “Exhilarating, liberating…outstanding!”

      Brody knew his smile probably looked as goofy as hers, but he couldn’t help it. He couldn’t recall a time when he’d felt so happy about something that had nothing to do with him. It was a feeling he never wanted to end. In fact, when he took the truck back tomorrow, he was going to see if the owner would sell it to him, if for no other reason than the sight of it parked next to the barn would serve as a reminder of this day, this woman, her smile, and the way he felt watching her.

      “Welcome to an adrenaline rush,” he said. “Now for the drinking.”

      The smile slipped from her face. “I have a confession to make.”

      The warm feeling in Brody’s chest plummeted right to his gut.

      “I know we agreed no work, but if you don’t mind, I need to make one stop.”

      His relief was palpable, but he wasn’t about to let her off that easily. He raised a teasing brow. “Is this going to involve me dancing?”

      She laughed. “No, you’re safe. I just need to see a lady about a penguin.”

      As if she didn’t already have his full attention.

      “Not a specific penguin per se,” she was quick to clarify. “Cassie and Hank are having their party at the Shedd Aquarium, and I just need to confirm a few details, like the donation they’re making to the Antarctic Conservation Fund and the one to the Emperor Penguin Foundation.” Her eyes darted to his. “Except nobody’s supposed to know about that part except me, so if you see Hank, don’t say anything, although I’m sure he wouldn’t care that you knew.” She was speaking so quickly, he was starting to worry she might pass out. “He just doesn’t want it in the press, who are probably the last people you would talk to, not that they wouldn’t want to talk to you, but not about—”

      He placed his hand over hers. “It’s fine, Rebecca.”

      “I just don’t want you to think I’ve gone back on our pact.”

      “Cassie and Hank aren’t clients, they’re friends, so I’d say you’re safe.”

      “A loophole?”

      “Exactly.” A warm smile passed between them before she glanced down to where his hand covered hers. He didn’t want to pull it away. He wanted to curl his fingers around hers and hold her hand all the way back to the city like they were a couple of teenagers and this was his daddy’s truck and when they got to her house he was going to drop her off and then park the truck around back and sneak through her window and definitely get further than second base.

      “Guess we should get going, then?” she said.

      “Guess so,” he said even though it was the last thing he wanted. “You good driving the beast back into town?”

      And just like that, the little grin and bounce were back. “Absolutely.”

      Rebecca restarted the truck, and while Brody didn’t hold her hand on the trip back to Chicago, he did steal more than a few glances as she drove. Oh, who was he kidding? He was outright staring for most of it, committing every detail to memory—from the way she tapped her fingers on the wheel when a song she liked came on the radio, to the way she growled when a slow driver came between her and the open road. He couldn’t help it. Something about this woman had captivated him from the very first moment they met, and getting to know her had only made the attraction grow stronger.

      “This won’t take long. I promise,” she said as they pulled into the lakefront park that was home to most of the city’s museums. Rebecca didn’t stop at the parking garage. Instead, she pulled around to the rear of the stone building. The place was a ghost town. “They actually closed about an hour ago,” she added, which not only explained the empty lot, but also the reason for using the employee-only entrance. It was just as well. Places like aquariums and museums meant school field trips, which meant large packs of kids who could recognize an NFL player from a hundred yards away. Not that Brody minded spending time with his younger fans, but a busload of them would take a boatload of time, and that was something he wanted to spend with Rebecca.

      The security guard posted at the back door directed them through a maze of hallways until they reached the rear of an exhibit that smelled a whole lot like the ocean.

      “I’ll only be a minute,” Rebecca said.

      “No problem. You do your thing, and I’ll just hang here with the fish.”

      But as Brody walked the length of the glowing tank, he didn’t see fish. In fact, he didn’t see anything at all. Perhaps whatever was supposed to be in the habitat was out in the public viewing areas, a fact he found more than a little disappointing. “Bummer,” he said to no one but himself.

      Something or someone squeaked in reply.

      Brody turned to find a penguin. But not just any penguin—this one had a spike of yellow and black feathers on his head that made him look like a tiny punk rocker. “Hey, little guy.”

      The bird—were penguins birds?—flapped his wings and hopped closer, then looked up at Brody and squealed.

      Brody bent and extended his hand as though the tiny feathered version of Billy Idol was a dog who needed to smell his hand before trusting him. The penguin hopped closer and cocked his head to one side. Slowly, Brody stroked his wing. Or were they called flippers? Damn, he should have paid better attention in school. Either way, the penguin certainly seemed to enjoy it. “Are you supposed to be out here on your own?”

      “Rocky thinks he runs the place,” someone said. Brody looked up to find a woman wearing a khaki uniform and large rubber boots that came clear up to her knees. Rebecca was standing beside her, watching in fascination. “Once the visitors leave, he likes to make the rounds.”

      Brody stood, and as he walked toward the two women, Rocky followed.

      “He likes you,” the aquarium lady said. “Doesn’t usually take to people so quickly.”

      “Brody has that effect on animals,” Rebecca said. “And kids.” She turned to the other woman. “Jessica, this is my…” She paused as if trying to decide how to describe what they had become. Brody hung on the dead air, curious as all get-out to see what word she chose. “…friend, Brody Dixon.”

      Friend, huh?

      Brody could hardly blame her for the noun choice. After all, he hadn’t exactly done anything to let her know he wanted more. At least not since the night of the poker game. But that was before Cole had put the kibosh on anything except friendship. Rebecca had described him exactly how she should have. So why did it bother him so much?

      “Nice to meet you,” Jessica said. “I’d shake your hand, but they smell like fish, and then we’d have to worry about Rocky following you home.” She laughed. “As it is, I think he’d like to pack his bags.”

      “Sorry, bud,” Brody told him. “But I don’t think my hotel would appreciate you taking up residence in the bathtub.”

      “I’m going to get this little man back to his habitat. You guys feel free to have a look around if you’d like. And, Rebecca,” she said, “call me if you need anything before the event.”

      Brody followed Rebecca as they made their way into the building’s rotunda. An enormous tank sat in the middle, offering 360-degree viewing of a soaring coral reef. “So, you’re all done, then?”

      Rebecca stopped and looked up at him. “I’m all yours.” Her voice was softer than it usually was, and standing next to the aqua tank, with the light reflecting off her face, her words hit him hard. All his. If only…

      If he’d stopped to think about it, he might not have stepped closer. He might not have leaned one hand against the tank and dropped his head until his lips were hovering inches above hers. And he certainly wouldn’t have told her what he’d been thinking since the first time they met.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered.

      Her hand flew nervously to her hair. “Brody…”

      “It’s true,” he whispered just before his lips touched hers. He meant for it to be a quick kiss, enough to let her know he wanted more, but still mindful that someone might walk in. But her mouth was so soft, softer than he remembered from the last time they kissed. That night seemed so long ago. The woman in his arms meant so much more to him now, and before he even realized it, Brody was cupping her jaw and deepening the kiss. Her lips parted, inviting him in, and her arms found their way around his neck. Then on a soft moan, she leaned into him, the heat of her body a sharp contrast to the cool glass of the tank, and for a few brief moments, Brody forgot all sense of time or place.

      A thud from inside the tank yanked them back to reality, and Rebecca tensed beneath him. “What was that?”

      Brody looked up to find a small hammerhead shark moving through the water. Little cockblocker. “We have company.”

      “Guess we better get going.” Rebecca smiled up at him. “What’s next?”

      Christ, what didn’t he want next? For starters, he wanted to peel her out of those jeans and bury himself between her thighs until her legs were shaking and her fingers clutched his hair in a lick of pain that left no doubt about her pleasure. But there were surely cameras covering every inch of the place, and they’d already given the security guards watching the monitors, not to mention the agitated shark, enough of a show. So, for now at least…

      Brody stepped back and tried to discreetly adjust his jeans. Not that Rebecca didn’t already know the effect she’d had on him. The evidence pressed against her thirty seconds earlier had made that pretty damn obvious. “Come on,” he said, taking her hand and tugging her away from the glass. “You have to see it to believe it.”
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      Brody parked the truck in a lot on Rush Street. Something told him a bar under a bridge wouldn’t have valet, and even if it did, he could only imagine the looks he’d get rolling up in the battered, and now mud-splattered, truck.

      “Where to?”

      Brody nodded toward one of the bridges spanning the river. “The other side.”

      The metal bridge rattled and groaned beneath their feet as the evening rush hour lurched past them. When they reached the end, he guided her toward a metal staircase that looked more like a fire escape than an entrance to a business.

      “It’s under the bridge?”

      Her uncertain look was almost as amusing as her driving. “Yep.”

      “Is the bouncer a troll?”

      He laughed. “Watch your step. The last one is a doozy.” Brody held out his hand to steady her as she hopped down from the final tread. Above them, a sign with the words “The Horny Troll” rattled with each truck that passed overhead.

      “Looks like I was right about the troll.” Rebecca raised a brow. “Any particular reason you chose this place?”

      “Is that your way of asking if I’m horny?” He was, but it had nothing to do with their destination. The sassy Rebecca from Cole and Olivia’s kitchen would have shot right back with a zinger. But the woman standing in front of him looked all at once unsure. “Would you rather go someplace else?”

      “Not at all.” She gave him a smile that reinforced her words. “I like offbeat places. Just wasn’t sure how you even knew about this one. I’ve lived here for years and never heard of it.”

      That didn’t surprise him one bit. By her own admission, Rebecca was no party animal, and even if she were, he doubted she’d ever frequent an establishment with this one’s name or location. He wouldn’t have guessed a future king would have either, yet that was exactly who had told him about it. According to His Royal Highness, lunch on the sidewalk at Tavern might have been the place to be seen, but apparently The Horny Troll was the place to disappear.

      “All part of expanding your horizons.” He yanked open a wood door that was even heavier than it looked. “What’s your poison?”

      Rebecca drew a blank. “My poison?”

      Surely she’d heard that expression before? “Your drink of choice.” He gestured for her to go inside first. “I’m guessing you’re not a whiskey girl.”

      Rebecca laughed. “Hardly. More like Pinot Grigio. With ice.”

      It took a minute for his eyes to adjust to the dimly lit pub, but once they did he took a long look around. The walls were covered in a dark, knotty wood, the lighting was low, and the floors were sticky. It was absolutely perfect. The kind of place a guy like him could spend hours without a single person giving him a second glance. The music wasn’t too shabby either, judging by the fact that CCR was playing from a jukebox by the door.

      Brody glanced around for a table, but there weren’t very many and nearly every one of them was taken. Not that it mattered. Rebecca was already saddling up to the bar. That would have been his preference too, but he’d have figured her for a leather booth kind of girl. Then again, he wouldn’t have pictured her as the type to spin donuts in a plowed field either. Seemed she wasn’t the only one who needed to stop making assumptions.

      He slid onto a stool beside her. “Teach me how to do a shot,” she said with a determined nod.

      Brody gaped at her. “You’ve never done a shot?” Now that was one assumption he’d have thought was a safe bet.

      “Nope.”

      “All right… Well, normally I would order you something sweet, like a blow job.” He grinned. “But something tells me that’s not on the menu here.”

      A stocky bartender wearing a plaid shirt and dark green suspenders wiped his hands on a towel that looked to have been put to good use over the last few hours. “Welcome to The Troll.” The middle-aged man gave them each the once-over, but either he didn’t recognize Brody, didn’t care, or didn’t want to bother him. Brody’s money was on the latter. Judging by the amount of Bears paraphernalia hanging on the walls, chances were slim this guy didn’t know what their new quarterback looked like. But this was the kind of place people came to disappear into dark corners. Something told him no one bothered folks here, and judging by the fact that Hank came and went without it hitting the news, not much gossip leaked from these walls. “What can I get for you?” he asked as he set two small napkins on the wood bar.

      “How about a blow job?”

      The guy next to her choked on his beer, but the ruddy-faced bartender wasn’t the least bit fazed. “Sorry, no whipped cream. How about a Jameson?”

      “Sounds great,” Rebecca said. Brody would have bet a round for the whole pub that she had no idea what she’d just ordered.

      “Two whiskeys, coming right up.”

      Rebecca’s eyes widened, confirming his suspicions.

      “Make it one whiskey and an iced tea,” Brody said.

      The bartender gave a tight nod. “Right. One whiskey and a club soda, coming right up.”

      Rebecca swiveled toward him on her stool. “Not joining me?”

      He jingled the keys before shoving them back into the pocket of his jeans. “Not when I’m driving.” Brody had two hard-and-fast rules—he always wore a condom, and he never had so much as a single beer before getting behind the wheel.

      The bartender set the drinks on the bar. Brody watched as Rebecca brought the small glass to her lips. “Don’t taste it,” he warned. “Just knock it back.”

      She pulled the glass away from her mouth. A single drop of amber lingered on her bottom lip, and he had to fight the urge to lean in for a whiskey-laced kiss. Instead, he groaned to himself as her soft pink tongue darted out to lick away the errant liquor.

      “Here goes nothing.” She brought the shot back to her lips, tipped her head back, and swallowed it in one gulp.

      “Whoa!” a woman said from behind them. “Do my eyes deceive me, or did Rebecca Halstead just do a shot?”

      Rebecca began to sputter and choke. “It burns,” she said. Her voice sounded hoarse and strained.

      “Here,” Brody began to say. But he didn’t need to finish offering his club soda. Rebecca had already snatched it off the bar. He turned to discover the witness to this monumental milestone was none other than Olivia Grant. Cassie was right beside her.

      “What are you guys doing here?” Rebecca asked when she was done draining half his glass.

      “This is Hank’s favorite place to hang out,” Cassie said. As if on cue, Cole and Prince Henry himself came through the door. In his faded jeans and well-worn University of Georgia baseball cap, Hank looked about as far from a member of the royal family as possible. And despite the simplicity of his disguise, it almost always worked. If only Brody could be so lucky. Dressed up in a suit or relaxing in jeans and a T-shirt, he was nearly always recognized.

      “Makes him feel like he’s back home,” Cassie added. “But without the watchful eyes of parliament and the press.”

      Hank wrapped an arm around his fiancée’s waist. “Plus, it’s the only place in town where I can get a proper stout.”

      Cole shook Brody’s hand, but the look in his eyes told Brody he wasn’t thrilled to find him in a bar with his sister. Unlike the other three, who were all wearing jeans, Cole was dressed like he was headed to work. At least he was in what they called “business casual” and not a suit and tie. Olivia’s influence, no doubt. “First round’s on me,” he said to the group.

      “Excellent!” Conor seemed to appear out of nowhere. If Cole was a bit overdressed, Conor was the opposite. Wearing a Hawaiian shirt, Bermuda shorts, and his famous bottle opener flip-flops, Conor was definitely the yin to his best friend’s yang.

      “And you’ll get the second one, I’m sure,” Cole teased. He didn’t bother waiting for Conor to reply. Instead, he made his way down the bar until he found an opening and waved the bartender over.

      “Come on.” Olivia grabbed Rebecca by the hand and tugged her off the barstool. “I see a table opening up in the back.” With that, the three women hurried off.

      “I’m going to hit the loo,” Hank said.

      “See if you can score us a pool table,” Conor told him as he slid onto Rebecca’s vacated stool. “Oh, sorry,” he added before attempting some indecipherable accent. “See if you can procure us a billiards table, old chap.”

      Even though he was shaking his head, Hank was smiling to himself as he walked away.

      Conor leaned in. “Looks like your cover’s been blown.” He nodded toward the other end of the bar. “Three babes have the target locked and loaded.”

      Brody glanced over his shoulder, even though he was half afraid to take his eyes off Conor. He never knew what that one might do next, and given his Top Gun reference, it wouldn’t have surprised Brody one bit if Conor had gone all Goose on him by launching into what would undoubtedly be a horrendous rendition of “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feeling.”

      Sure enough, a beautiful trio stood at the end of the polished bar, smiling like they’d just hit the Saturday night jackpot. They were dressed as though they’d just come from a baseball game, each wearing Cubs T-shirts that were either cut into crop tops or tied at the waist, and shorts that barely covered their asses. But more than likely they’d merely watched the game from one of the bars along Waveland, and if he had to guess, not a one of them could tell him who won the game, much less the final score. One of them took out her phone and snapped a selfie that no doubt included Brody in the background.

      He turned back to Conor and shrugged. “From what Hank said, they won’t last long.” Sure enough, within minutes the bartender waved his hand, and a bouncer with more shoulders than neck approached the three women.

      “Let me get this straight,” Conor said. “First, you don’t even notice the three smoking-hot babes come in, and now you’re going to let them get tossed out?” He pressed his palm to Brody’s forehead. “You feeling okay?”

      Brody batted his hand away. “I’m fine, dipshit.” But Conor was right about one thing. A few weeks ago, Brody would have noticed the scantily clad girls the moment they walked through the door and been sizing them up in an effort to determine if he should take his pick or go for all three. But tonight, he wasn’t in the mood for the same old, same old.

      From somewhere in the rear of the pub, Rebecca laughed. Instinctively, Brody turned in her direction.

      “Holy fuck, you’re starting to fall for her.”

      “It’s not like that. We’re just friends,” he said, invoking the cliché statement that nine times out of ten was used in a lie. “She’s showing me around Chicago, and I’m…”

      Conor raised his eyebrows as he waited for what he assumed would be something salacious.

      “She said she’s never been very outgoing, so she wants someone to take her on a few adventures. That’s all it is, believe me,” Brody said. Problem was, he wasn’t exactly sure which one of them he was trying to convince.

      “You better be careful, dude,” Conor warned him. He reached for the basket of popcorn one of the waitresses had set on the bar and pulled it closer. “Cole might have backed off as far as you two hanging out as friends, but if he catches wind you might break his little sister’s heart? Let’s just say the Bears will be cashing in on that insurance policy they took out on your arm.” Conor laughed, but Brody got the impression he wasn’t joking. “You have to keep in mind, Cole’s not like most overprotective brothers. He’s got a lot of guilt.”

      “Over?”

      Conor paused with a fistful of popcorn halfway to his mouth. “You don’t know the backstory there?”

      “Well, I’m assuming they have different dads?” With different last names, it was the logical conclusion.

      Conor shook his head then stuffed the popcorn into his mouth, leaving Brody hanging. Figured he’d take that moment to stop talking with his mouth full.

      “Same dads,” he said when he was finally done chewing. “Rebecca goes by her mother’s name. She never even met her dad.”

      “He didn’t know about her?” It was the only explanation that could justify ignoring your own flesh and blood.

      “Oh, he knew about Rebecca, all right. Her mother was their maid, for Christ’s sake. Cole was the one who didn’t know.” Conor reached for another handful of popcorn, but Brody stopped him with a hand to his wrist.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know the whole story. Just that Rebecca’s mom was living out west when she was born.” He pulled his hand free and grabbed another clump of what was surely stale popcorn. “It’s not something we ever really talk about.” Must have been one helluva touchy subject if not even Conor brought it up. The guy wasn’t exactly known for his tact.

      “And her dad never wanted to meet her?” Brody couldn’t imagine a man not caring enough to meet his own child. He took every precaution not to end up a baby daddy, but if that ever happened, he sure as hell wouldn’t ignore the kid.

      “Worse than that,” Conor said. His ever-present smile vanished, and his brow creased. It was the first time Brody had seen him look so down. “Old Man Grant had nothing to do with her. No visits. No child support. No college funds. Not even so much as a birthday card.”

      What the actual fuck? The dull ache that had been building in Brody’s gut was now a burning anger.

      “When did Cole find out?”

      Conor’s shoulder’s sagged. “When Rebecca’s mom died.”

      Jesus fucking Christ. A deadbeat for a father and a mother who died too young. No wonder Rebecca had led a less-than-adventurous life. With no one to count on but herself, it wasn’t like she had much time to be carefree.

      He glanced to the rear of the bar where Rebecca was sitting with Olivia and Cassie. Whatever they were talking about had left a warm smile on her face. Brody knew without a doubt that he’d do anything to keep that smile from fading.

      “And the worst part is, they didn’t even tell Cole. His mom and dad had died in a car accident when he was in college, so he would have fucking loved to know that he had family besides his crazy grandmother.”

      “Her own grandmother wouldn’t claim her?” Brody didn’t know why, but this was even more surprising than what he’d learned about Cole’s father.

      Connor laughed, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Their grandmother makes Daddy Grant look like an old softie. No way in hell she was going to spill the beans about another heir. Hell, she tried to take everything from Cole as it was.”

      “So how did he—?”

      “He overheard her talking about an article she saw in the news.” Conor shook his head. “Even the freaking butler knew, and Cole didn’t.”

      “Did someone say my name?” Cole set two beers and a club soda on the bar. Connor spun away, grabbing one of the beers and beating a hasty retreat. So much for his wingman.

      “I heard a bit of what Conor was saying. And while I don’t like my family’s business being broadcast in a pub, I know dipshit meant well.”

      “Cole—” Brody began, not even sure where he was headed. There was so much he wanted to say. About Rebecca. About their asshole of a father. How he understood Cole’s need to protect her. How he wanted to as well.

      “Look,” Cole interrupted, not giving Brody a chance to say any of what was ricocheting around his skull. “I went along with this little farce for Rebecca’s sake. Partly because she would have broken my fingers if I interfered and partly because it seemed innocent enough. You needed a tour guide, and she needed to do something besides sit in her apartment reading books.” He frowned at the remnants of popcorn Conor had left all over the bar, then looked Brody square in the eyes. When he did, all trace of levity was gone. “But what Conor told you is only the half of it. She’s been through a lot, and I won’t have someone like you fucking with her.”

      Once again, Brody’s gaze settled on Rebecca. “I would never do that, man. She’s become…a good friend.” And she had. Somewhere along the way she’d become not only his first female friend, but his best friend. And man code or not, he wanted her to be even more.

      He looked back at Cole, who had drained a good portion of his pint. Brody needed to tell him that he really liked Rebecca, and while he understood Cole’s need to protect his sister, he also needed to respect her. She was a grown woman. If she wanted Brody half as much as he wanted her, then Cole would have to come to terms with it.

      “I know she’s on a huge carpe diem kick,” Cole said. “But you, my friend, are not the answer. You and I both know that.”

      The king of timing took that moment to resurface. “Come on, losers,” Conor said. “Hank has a pool table, and I need to win some cash.”

      The conversation with Cole would have to wait. But Brody intended to have it. As soon as possible. Because one way or another, he was going to tell Rebecca how he felt.
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      Rebecca had been stealing glances at the bar pretty much since she’d sat down at the table. Nothing too obvious, just a quick turn of her head when everyone laughed or a shift of her gaze while the waitress took their order. But now that Cole and Brody were alone at the bar, it was all she could do not to turn her chair around.

      She looked up, feigning fascination at the exposed-beam ceiling. “Wonder how old this place is?” she asked. With its plaster and wood-panel walls and uneven, wide-plank floors, the place seemed more like a pub you’d find in the Irish countryside than in the heart of Chicago. “You think it’s been here for ages and they just built the skyscrapers around it?” She waited until Cassie and Olivia followed her gaze before sneaking a peek over her shoulder.

      “So, what’s going on with you and Brody?” Olivia asked. So much for distracting them with small talk. Rebecca knew the conversation was inevitable and would have put money on Olivia being the one to bring it up. Not that Cassie wasn’t interested in the information as well, but the two of them had a bit of a good cop/bad cop routine, and changing the topic to anything related to sex definitely fell to the bad cop.

      “Nothing,” she answered out of what had now become habit. Only this time, her answer didn’t sound so convincing.

      “Yeah, right,” Olivia said. “He’s watching you like he wants a whole lot more than nothing.”

      Rebecca started to turn around, but Cassie stopped her with a hand on her forearm. “Don’t look.” Her gaze shifted over Rebecca’s shoulder. “He’s still watching.”

      The thought of Brody watching her from across the bar sent a wave of heat washing over her that left a trail of goose bumps in its wake.

      “At the dance studio, it seemed like you and he were a little more than nothing,” the good cop said.

      “Are you two dating now?” Olivia asked.

      “No. I don’t know. I mean, not really.” Rebecca’s shoulders sagged. “We’ve spent nearly every day and night together, but I think he’s starting to see me more as a buddy than a date.”

      The bad cop cut to the chase. “Are you sleeping together?”

      Rebecca shifted in her seat. “No, I just said we’re not dating.”

      She snorted. “Didn’t stop Cole and me.”

      Cassie laughed a bit too loudly, drawing the attention of a table of rather burly looking men. She waited until their attention was back on the conversation they’d been having over—judging by the collection of glassware in front of them—five or six pints, then leaned in so only Rebecca and Olivia could hear. “Well, not everyone has angry sex with the man they professed to hate.” She looked at Rebecca and her gaze softened. “But all kidding aside, he really does look like a man who wants a lot more from you than friendship.”

      Rebecca stole a peek over her shoulder. Sure enough, Brody was watching her as he sipped his club soda. When she met his stare, he smiled. “I don’t know,” she said as she turned back to her friends. “Before tonight, he hadn’t even kissed me since the poker game. Not that there haven’t been a few close calls.”

      Olivia’s eyes grew wide. “You two were getting busy that first night?”

      “Not getting busy,” Rebecca corrected. “It was just one kiss.”

      “When?” Cassie asked. “We were with you all night.”

      “In the kitchen, when he came to help me with the margaritas.”

      “Damn, girl!” Olivia whistled through her teeth. “The guy had been there all of five minutes. Not that I’m judging you for locking lips with a guy you’d just met but—”

      “He kissed me,” she reminded her sister-in-law. Although she’d not only let him, she’d joined in, rather enthusiastically. Not that she was going to disclose that information. Still, there was one thing she wanted to clear up. “And technically, we had already met.”

      Olivia leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “Start talking.”

      Rebecca began to tell her two friends about the run-in she’d had with Brody in the park, but Cassie interrupted her before she could finish.

      “Wait.” She cocked her head to one side. “Did you say before tonight?”

      Olivia looked back and forth between the two women. The hormones must have been messing with her brain because normally, she never would have missed such a significant detail.

      “Yes.”

      “Where? When? How?” Olivia leaned closer. “Keep talking. Now.”

      Rebecca couldn’t fight the ridiculous smile that spread across her face. “At the aquarium. About an hour ago. And up against a shark tank.”

      Olivia let out a sigh as she slumped back against her chair. “I miss public sex. Cole has been so vanilla since I got pregnant.”

      “It wasn’t sex,” Rebecca said in a hushed voice. “It was just a kiss.” Granted, it was a smoking-hot kiss, but still.

      Cassie was wearing a grin to match her own. “How was it?

      “It was everything,” she whispered. Instinctively, Rebecca reached up and touched her fingertips to her lips, and all at once it was as if he was claiming her all over again. Even the memories and her heart beating wildly.

      “You want to fuck him,” Olivia announced matter-of-factly.

      “I do not,” Rebecca said, perhaps a bit too quick and definitely a bit too loud. “I’m just…curious.”

      “You’re horny.” Olivia took a sip of water. “I can totally relate to that. It had been so long when Cole and I first got together, I’m surprised I didn’t spontaneously combust.” She laughed. “Probably why I let the bastard into my pants.”

      “That must have been it,” Cassie deadpanned. “Because it sure as heck wasn’t because you’d lusted after him for three months.”

      Olivia stuck her tongue out at Cassie, but she didn’t bother denying it.

      “Have you tried just asking him?” Cassie asked.

      Rebecca’s eyebrows shot up. “For sex?”

      “I would,” Olivia said.

      “We’re not all as direct as you, Livvy,” Rebecca said.

      “But you could start by letting him know you think of him as more than friends,” Cassie suggested.

      Olivia rolled her eyes as she swirled her straw through her ice water. “A bump and grind against the shark tank told him that much.”

      Cassie ignored her and pressed on. “Look, clearly he’s into you. Maybe he’s just waiting for you to suggest taking things further. You know, so Cole doesn’t have Jonathan break his legs.”

      “You know you want him.” Olivia’s gaze shifted to where Rebecca’s black tank had slipped from her shoulder, revealing a red lace bra strap. “Otherwise, you’d be wearing your standard-issue beige crap instead of that smoking-hot fuck-me red.”

      Rebecca yanked her tank back into place.

      Olivia’s mouth dropped open, which was never a good sign. “You bought that for him, didn’t you?”

      Heat crept over Rebecca’s face. “Maybe.”

      “Hate to be the one to break it to you, sweetie, but your cheeks are about as red as your bra.” Cassie gave her a reassuring smile. “You don’t have to deny it.” Her gaze shot to Olivia then back to Rebecca. “We happen to think it’s fabulous.”

      “I’m not sure my brother would agree with you.”

      “Leave him to me,” Olivia said. If there was anyone who could make that statement hold water, it was Olivia. In more ways than one, Coleman Grant had met his match.

      “Try to relax and just go with it,” Cassie said. “It’s like I told you at the dance hall. Not everything has to be so black-and-white.”

      Olivia nodded. “And you, my sista, deserve a little bit of gray.”

      Rebecca narrowed her eyes at Olivia. “Don’t start with the Fifty Shades stuff. You know I’m not ready for that.”

      Olivia laughed. “How about you just start by letting him know you’re up for more, and then see where it goes?”

      “I might have been able to pull that off when we first met but…” The day she’d bumped into Brody at the park—after recovering from the mere sight of him—she’d had no problem giving him hell for his cheesy pickup lines. And the night at Cole and Olivia’s, she’d somehow managed to not only kiss him without collapsing into a puddle, but to strut out of the kitchen like some femme fatale, only to then challenge him to a poker game with a date on the line. It was a side of herself she’d never seen before—sexy, confident, brave. She had no idea who that woman was, but she liked her. Too bad she hadn’t stuck around. Because although Rebecca still had no problem calling Brody out for what she liked to refer to as his “piggish behavior,” the more time they spent together, the more their little war of wills and wits started to feel like something real. Something she didn’t want to ruin. Something that had her overthinking every word and second-guessing every move.

      The waitress arrived with a round of shots. She’d no sooner set them on the table than Olivia told her to bring three more.

      “Three?” Rebecca asked. “But you can’t drink.”

      “Mine will be for you too. What you need, my dear Rebecca, is a little liquid fortitude.” Rebecca had never done a shot, let alone five, but best she could tell, they weren’t having much of an effect on her anyway. “And I’ll even run interference for you.” Olivia waved at Cole, who appeared at their table in seconds.

      “Is everything all right?” Under normal circumstances, her brother was a bit overprotective, but ever since Olivia got pregnant, he’d taken it to a new level. This time, he seemed a bit mellower. Maybe it was the beer.

      “I need to go,” Olivia said, rubbing her stomach for added effect.

      Cole reached into his pocket for his cell phone. Olivia winked at Rebecca during his momentary distraction. “Do you think we should stop at the ER on the way home?” he asked.

      And the uptight CEO was back.

      “No, no, no,” she assured him. “I’m just having a craving for those Flamin’ Hot Cheetos I bought this afternoon.”

      Cole laughed. “Whatever you want, baby.”

      Olivia glanced over her shoulder at Rebecca as she hurried Cole to the door. “Go get him,” she mouthed.

      Rebecca’s gaze dropped to the dark grain lines that stretched across the wood table. Her friends were right. Not everything had to be so cut-and-dried. There was a lot of gray area between friend and girlfriend, and while she didn’t want to be a one-night stand, maybe she could be Brody’s… the words “fuck buddy” rolled around in her head like a grenade with the pin pulled out. But instead of exploding, the grenade ignited a slow burn somewhere deep inside her.

      The old Rebecca Halstead, the one who grew up keeping her room clean, following instructions, and always doing the extra credit, would have never considered such an idea. But if she was serious about wanting to live a different life, then she had to actually do it. When she’d been going through chemo, she’d made herself a promise. When it was over, when the doctors gave her a clean bill of health, she would emerge as a new and improved Rebecca. Cancer wouldn’t be the low point in her life; it would be the turning point. She’d tiptoed around the pool, tested the waters a bit, even. But now it was time to jump right into the deep end, and the water didn’t get much deeper than Brody Dixon.

      The waitress set the three shots on the table.

      “Well?” Cassie asked. “What do you think?”

      “I think,” Rebecca said, reaching for two of the glasses. “That it’s time to stop thinking.” She knocked back the shots so quickly, she didn’t even taste them. She did, however, feel the burn. She pressed her hand to her chest until the sensation passed.

      “Wish me luck.” She started to get up but at the last minute, grabbed Cassie’s shot as well. “I need this more than you do,” she said, tossing back one more ounce of liquid courage. She stood, steadied herself with the chair, and gave her friend the thumbs-up. But when she turned toward the bar, Brody was nowhere to be found.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rebecca had never understood what people meant when they said their head was swimming. Until that moment. Her eyeballs felt like they were floating inside her skull as she scanned the room for Brody, sloshing along while tiny waves of liquor blurred the edges of her vision. Up until then, she’d felt rather unaffected by the alcohol she’d been consuming at a rapid rate. But as she made her way across the bar, every shot she’d taken seemed to hit her all at once.

      She finally found Brody in the back room, throwing darts with Hank and Conor while the foursome at the pool table were trying, and failing, to act like they hadn’t noticed the NFL’s boy wonder was right behind them.

      “How ya feeling there, Becs?” Conor asked.

      “I’m good, Conor, how ’bout you?” Rebecca rested her hand on a rack of pool cues mounted to the pub wall, sending one of them tumbling to the floor. “Whoopsies.”

      “Not as good as you apparently.” He chuckled as he pulled his blue-flagged darts from the board.

      Brody retrieved the wandering pool cue. Was it a cue? Or just a stick? Not that it mattered. The important thing was there was a piece of wood on the ground that Brody was bending over to pick up. Rebecca cocked her head to one side as she took in the sight of his very fine backside.

      “Can I get you a water, luv?” Hank asked.

      “Hmm?” Rebecca jerked her head back into place.

      “Would you fancy a glass of water?” he asked again.

      “Always the gentleman,” Rebecca said. “I don’t think you were ever a frog.” She wasn’t entirely sure if she’d said the last part out loud, but judging by the croaking sound Conor made behind him, it was a safe bet she had. “You should go see your princess. Cole and Olivia left, so she’s all alone at the table.” She turned toward the two versions of Conor who were currently swaying back and forth beside her. “Conor will get me a glass of water.” She gave a dramatic nod as if to say the matter was decided, then swayed as the walls and floor nodded along with her.

      “Your wish is my command,” the two Conors said, bowing their heads.

      “See, I don’t need a prince. I have my very own knight in shining armor.” Actually, her foggy brain thought, what if it was Brody who was a knight, dispatched by her brother, the overbearing Ogre King, to protect her virtue at all costs? What if that was why he’d gone from flirty to friendly? Well, except for tonight. He was definitely not guarding her virtue when he’d had it pressed against the shark tank. All the more reason to set things straight tonight.

      Conor started toward the bar then turned back. “Take your turn,” he told Brody. “So I can see if you’re buying the next round.”

      Brody tossed his three darts in rapid succession. Each of them hit the bull’s-eye. At least she was fairly sure there were three of them in the center circle. It was possible a single dart had multiplied the same way Conor had. Either way, at least one had landed there, something that had Conor digging his wallet out of his back pocket as he faded into the crowd.

      “Nice toss,” she said. “Where were those skills at the carnival?” She was only teasing, but then… “Hold on a minute.” She narrowed her eyes. “Did you lose on purpose?”

      Brody merely smiled.

      “You did, didn’t you? You let me win.” Rebecca should have known better than to think “The Arm,” as the local sportscasters referred to him, had thrown a dart that missed the entire display of balloons. Unless, of course, he’d meant to.

      “My competitive nature may have taken a back seat to my curiosity.”

      “Your curiosity?”

      He nodded. “I was curious to see what you’d ask for with your two wishes. I knew one would be the engagement party, but I wasn’t sure about the other one. Although I gotta admit, I never thought it would be this.”

      “Well, for that, you owe me another wish.”

      His eyes glowed with amusement. “Is that so?”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “A penalty, if you will.”

      Brody crossed his arms over his chest, causing his biceps to strain against his shirt. “All right, let’s have it.”

      Thanks to the arm action, she was half tempted to tell him her wish was for him to take his shirt off, but if things went according to plan, there would be plenty of time for that later.

      “Dance with me,” she said. “Thunder Road” had just started playing on the jukebox. It was one of her favorites.

      Brody looked over his shoulder to a nonexistent dance floor. “Here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Nobody else is dancing.”

      “Since when is Brody Dixon like anybody else?”

      He cocked a lazy grin. “You got me there.”

      He held out his hand and she took it, gasping quietly as he pulled her against him with a sharp tug. Rebecca wrapped her arms around Brody’s neck as Bruce told Mary she wasn’t a beauty, but hey, she was all right.

      “That’s not very nice if you think about it,” Rebecca said.

      “What’s not nice?”

      “Him saying she’s not a beauty.”

      “Beauty comes in many forms.” It wasn’t quite the answer she would have expected from a guy whose dating roster could form its own beauty pageant. “Plus,” he added, “I believe he later says the roads are haunted by all the guys she sent away.”

      They swayed in silence for a few moments while Rebecca debated whether she should hint at what she wanted or if she should just come right out and say it. She decided to try subtlety first. She dropped one arm, smoothing her palm over Brody’s pecs, before sliding it around his waist. By the time Mary had tossed her graduation gown at some poor guy’s feet, Rebecca had slipped her hand into the back pocket of Brody’s jeans.

      He leaned back to look her in the eye. “How much have you had to drink?”

      Okay, so maybe not as subtle as she thought.

      “Just three tiny little glasses of whiskey.” She held up her free hand with her thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “Very tiny.”

      His brows shot up. “You’ve done three shots of whiskey?”

      She nodded, then remembered swiping Cassie’s glass. “Actually, make that four.”

      “Four?”

      “Plus the one we did at the bar.” Why had they stopped dancing?

      Conor returned with a glass of ice water. “Thank you, Conor.” She smiled at him over the rim of the glass, then drained it.

      “Now what?” she asked after wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “Now, we go home.”

      Home. Home with Brody. Sex with Brody. “Yes, please,” she said, then gasped as the opening bars of a song caught her attention. “Oh, I love this song!” She held up a nonexistent microphone and sang along with Tom Petty. “She’s a good girl…” There were a few lines she missed, but she was back in sync with Tom by the time the girl loved horses and her boyfriend too.

      Rebecca stopped singing. “Actually…after today, I think I do love horses.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Brody said. Judging by the smile on his face, he was very glad.

      “Now I’m freeeeeeeeee…”

      He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close to his side. And then they were moving.

      Rebecca looked up at him. “You smell nice.” She drew a deep breath through her nose. “Like…like…being in a log cabin with the snow piling up outside.”

      She felt his chuckle more than she heard it. “Not quite sure what that smells like, but thanks. I think.”

      “It smells good,” she assured him. Then a brilliant idea popped into her head. “You should have that Maggie lady book you a cologne commercial. Sort of like the one with the guy on the motorcycle, except you could be in an old pickup truck.”

      “I’ll call her first thing tomorrow.”

      “I loooooved driving that truck,” she said, then whispered, “Don’t tell Daisy, but I might have liked driving the truck more than riding.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.”

      Another thought popped into her head. “Do you know what?”

      “What?” Brody asked. They were on the bridge. When had that happened?

      “The truck is red,” she told him as if this was news.

      “I know.”

      “You know what else is red?” She leaned in to share the top-secret information. “My new bra.” She reached for the hem of her shirt. “Wanna see?”

      Brody wrapped his arms around her from behind. “Let’s leave your top where it is for now.”

      “Oooooh, riiiight,” she whispered. “Better to give you a private show.” She looked up at him. “I need to tell you something.”

      He banded an arm around her waist. “Whatever it is, I think it’s better if you tell me in the morning.”

      “No.” She spun to face him, stopping him with a hand to his chest. A thought occurred to her and she laughed. “Looks those like line guys aren’t so tough. I stopped the quarterback with just my hand.”

      Brody smiled as he steered her across the ocean. Since when was there an ocean in Chicago? “I’ll see if I can get you a tryout with the team.”

      “Excellent idea,” she said. She started to laugh, but a burp bubbled out of her instead.

      “But first, let’s get you to bed.”

      “That’s exactly what I wanted to talk to you about.” Rebecca turned to face him again, but then she looked down through the metal grate at their feet to the current of water rushing below. It felt like she was on a boat. Rolling…rolling…rolling… “Brody,” she began. “I…I …”

      He slipped a finger under her chin, tilting her face up to his. “You what?” he asked. His voice was quiet, or the water was loud, she couldn’t say for sure.

      “I…I need to throw up.” The words had barely left her mouth when the contents of her stomach followed. All over Brody’s shoes.
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      Rebecca reached for her phone. She couldn’t open her eyes yet, but the warm sun burning through her closed eyelids told her she’d already overslept. There were at least a hundred things on her to-do list, all of which required getting out of bed, which she would have already done if it weren’t for the drum solo currently thumping behind her eyeballs. Hopefully she hadn’t lost too much of the day.

      She groped around on the nightstand, but instead of a cell phone, all she found was a TV remote. TV remote? Rebecca didn’t have a television in her bedroom, so why was there…

      Her eyes sprang open, then squeezed shut against the bright light streaming in from the floor-to-ceiling windows. She didn’t have big windows like that either. And her view was of a brick wall, not a wall of clouds.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      She started to sit up, but since her brain lagged behind, decided it was best to lie back down. Her entire body hurt. How was that even possible? Her head? Okay fine, that she understood. But how the hell had whiskey made her kneecaps hurt?

      One eye opened. Modern furniture, wall sconces, a king-size bed. Yep, definitely not her apartment.

      She pressed her palm to her throbbing forehead. The last thing she remembered was stealing Cassie’s shot after downing the two Olivia had ordered for her. She tried to think back, to remember what had happened, but the best she could come up with were a few grainy images that played through her mind like one of those old 8 mm movies. A sidewalk coming closer, knees scraping concrete, strong arms hoisting her against a broad chest. At least she knew why her knees hurt.

      She sat up again, slowly this time, and when she did, the sheet pooled at her waist, revealing her red lace bra. Where were her clothes? Her gaze darted around the room before settling on the phone on the nightstand next to the remote. It wasn’t a cell phone, but rather the kind you plug into the wall. The kind with buttons for room service and a bellman. She was in a hotel? Holy fuck…who had she…

      “Morning,” Brody said from the doorway. A lazy grin spread across his face. “How do you feel?”

      Her throat was scratchy, and her tongue felt as if it was covered in fur. “Like I swallowed a cat.” She grabbed a fistful of the soft sheet and tugged it up under her armpits as though it were a strapless gown.

      He laughed, although she wasn’t quite sure if his amusement was with her makeshift dress or her comment about the cat. “Here,” he said, handing her two aspirin and a small bottle of the sports drink from the commercial she’d seen a few weeks ago. She swallowed the pills with a sip of the drink, then took a second sip that was more of a gulp.

      “Don’t drink it too fast.”

      She lowered the bottle to find him watching her, one shoulder leaning against the doorframe. There was still a smile on his face, but most of what she saw was…concern? pity? disgust?

      “Want to make sure you can keep it down before you chug.”

      His words set off a flood of images, all of which involved vomit. A cold mist of sweat formed on Rebecca’s brow. At least she’d solved the mystery of the look on his face. Disgust, definitely disgust.

      “I think I’m the only person in history to get seasick on land.”

      He chuckled. “I think it had more to do with the whiskey than the river.”

      Just the mention of the “w” word had saliva pooling in the back of her throat. Time to change the subject before the dry heaves began. “Um, where are my clothes?”

      “In the living room. I had the hotel clean them for you.” He winced. “They were a little—”

      She covered her mouth with one hand while holding up the other. “Got it.” She assumed she knew the answer to her next question, but she asked it anyway. “So…did you undress me?” Not that she’d been opposed to the idea of Brody removing her clothes, but that wasn’t exactly how she had pictured it happening.

      “No, uh, you did that.”

      More images flooded her head, and these came with audio. Want to see my sexy red bra? And sweet Jesus, had she really told him she’d bought it just for him?

      “I need to…” She motioned toward the open bathroom door. “Do you mind?”

      He pushed away from the wall. “Oh, sure. I’ll grab your clothes and leave them on the bed.”

      She waited until he was out of sight before wrapping herself up like a burrito and waddling to the bathroom. When she saw her reflection, she gasped. With her hair standing straight up, her mascara streaked under her eyes and—she gagged—a clump of dried spit in the corner of her mouth, she looked like a cross between Heat Miser and a rabid raccoon.

      Rebecca washed her face with cold water then waited until she heard Brody come back with her clothes. As soon as he left, she scurried into the room to get dressed. He’d placed her purse on the bed next to the dry cleaning, and after dressing, she dug into it for a breath mint and her phone. The screen was full of text messages from Olivia and Cassie, ranging from How did it go? and Are you getting some? before ending with a teasing yet concerned Let us know you’re alive :)

      She opened their group chat and fired off a short reply that let them know she was okay, but in desperate need of their help. Her friends didn’t let her down. In fifteen minutes, they would convene at their favorite diner.

      Now all she had to do was get out of there.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia and Cassie were waiting for her when she arrived. They even had the good table in the back, the one in the corner, but not the corner next to the bathroom. Although the way Rebecca was feeling, easy access to the bathroom might not have been such a bad thing.

      “What happened?” Cassie asked the minute Rebecca slumped into the empty chair.

      She lowered the sunglasses she’d used to keep her retinas from melting. “I have to move and change my name.”

      Olivia laughed. “It can’t be that bad.”

      The waitress set a cup of mint tea in front of Olivia then filled two ceramic mugs with coffee. Even her yellow polyester uniform seemed too bright for Rebecca, prompting her to slide the sunglasses back into place. When she was done, the woman set the pot on the table and slipped a notepad and pen out of her apron. “You gals know what you want?”

      Rebecca opened one of the plastic-encased menus, then quickly snapped it shut. Even pictures of food were making her stomach roll.

      “I’ll have the western omelet, with egg whites only please,” Cassie said. “And turkey sausage instead of hash browns.” It wasn’t her usual order, something Rebecca suspected was directly related to the wedding dress fitting she’d mention the previous night.

      “Pancakes for me,” Olivia said. “I’ll take the hash browns, well done, and a side of wheat toast.” She started to hand the waitress her menu, then paused. “On second thought, make it a side of French toast. With grape jelly.” It wasn’t her usual order either, something Rebecca suspected was directly related to the cravings she’d mentioned the previous night.

      Cassie gaped at her.

      “What can I say?” Olivia shrugged. “The bambino wants what the bambino wants.”

      The waitress scribbled the order across the notepad, then looked over the rim of her glasses at Rebecca. They were the kind that hung from a chain around her neck, and all at once Rebecca felt like the woman was writing her a note for afternoon detention. Not that she’d ever gotten a detention when she was in school. But if she had, this was exactly how she imagined it would feel. Headache, cold sweats, and shame. Everything except the vomiting—although to be fair, that might have happened then as well. “And for you, hun?”

      Olivia ordered for her. “She’ll take two fried eggs, an order of sourdough toast, hash browns, and a large Coke.” Rebecca wanted to tell her she was crazy, but she had to admit, some of it actually sounded pretty good. “Trust me,” she said. “What you need right now is grease, carbs, and caffeine.”

      Her friends waited until the waitress had left the table to continue the interrogation.

      “Start from the beginning,” Cassie said.

      Olivia leaned closer. “And don’t leave out a single sexy detail.”

      “There aren’t any sexy details,” Rebecca said.

      “What?” Olivia asked. “After the way he was looking at you?”

      “Did you let him know you were interested in moving out of the friend zone?” Cassie asked.

      “Yes and yes,” Rebecca answered.

      “Are you sure?” they asked in unison.

      Rebecca’s shoulders sagged. “Well, I’m pretty sure he got the message when I told him I bought a—what was it you called it?—oh yeah, a fuck-me-red bra.” Another memory resurfaced. “Oh God.”

      Olivia paused with her cup of tea in midair. “What?”

      “I just remembered…no, I can’t.” She was too embarrassed to admit it, even to them.

      “It can’t be that bad,” Cassie said.

      Rebecca dropped her head to the table. The cold Formica top felt good against her forehead. Maybe she’d just spend the rest of the day in the diner. Or even the week.

      “I danced on his coffee table,” she said without looking up.

      Cassie placed her hand on Rebecca’s shoulder. “That’s not so—”

      “In my bra.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yep.” She sat up. “Right before I told him we should sleep together, something that I’m sure sounded enticing after he watched me vomit all over his shoes.” Her shoulders slumped. “Basically, I threw myself at him, right after I threw up on him. I’d say I’m killing this seduction thing, wouldn’t you?” She dropped her head back to the table.

      “Sweet hell,” Olivia said. “I’m sorry, Becs. I feel like this is all my fault. I never should have ordered you two shots before I left.”

      “Three,” Rebecca told the Formica.

      “She had mine too,” Cassie said.

      “Oh man,” Olivia said on a sigh.

      “Yep.”

      “Maybe he was just too much of a gentleman to sleep with someone so intoxicated?” Cassie offered.

      Rebecca looked up. “Maybe last night, but there have been plenty of opportunities for him to make his move. Face it, I’m nothing more than his buddy.”

      “Well, forget him,” Olivia said. “There are three million people in Chicago, and one of them will be perfect for you.”

      But Rebecca didn’t want anyone else. She wanted Brody. Something that was apparently written all over her face.

      “Maybe it’s for the best,” Cassie said. Her voice was gentle, but the thought of the best thing for Rebecca being a life without Brody still stung. “You guys have spent so much time together, if you’d slept with him after such a dry spell—”

      “Drought,” Olivia corrected.

      “My point is—” Cassie cut Olivia a look “—it might have been hard not to fall for him.”

      “Too late,” Rebecca said. Her words came out in a whisper, but her friends got the message loud and clear. “Like I said, it’s time to move and change my name.”

      Her cell phone rang, and she jumped. Had the damn thing always been so loud?

      “It’s him.” She stared at the screen, unable to move. “What do I do?”

      “Don’t answer it,” Olivia said at the same time Cassie told her to do the opposite.

      The call rolled to voice mail, making the decision for her. She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, but not a second later, the ringing started again.

      “He probably wants to make sure you’re all right,” Cassie said.

      Rebecca looked at the phone and then to Olivia.

      “Answer it,” Olivia said, “But be your normal perky self.”

      She wasn’t sure she could pull off perky, but she could at least try for better than she felt. “Hi there! Sorry I missed your first call,” she said, offering an unnecessary excuse. “Just having brunch with the girls, and I guess we were laughing too loud for me to hear it.” Right, because that didn’t sound fake or forced.

      “No problem,” Brody said. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “I’m fine.” Her voice was much too high. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Feel great actually.”

      “Not still sick?”

      “Nope. Just about to have brunch.”

      As if on cue, the waitress approached with an armload of plates. “And actually, the food just arrived so…”

      “Gotta get it while it’s hot, right?” She could hear the smile in his voice. “But hey, before you go, since you’re feeling better and all, want to go for a run later?”

      “Not sure I feel that much better.” She tried to laugh, but the sound came out all wrong.

      “Maybe just a movie or something, then?” Normally, she would have said yes in a heartbeat. But that was before last night. In the light of the new day, everything that once had seemed so natural now seemed off.

      “I think I’m just going to hang out with the girls,” she said. Then for reasons she couldn’t even process herself at the moment added, “But I will see you at the party.”

      There was a long pause. She knew why. They usually hung out every day. It was only Sunday, and she was telling him she’d see him on Saturday. He had to know something was wrong. Heck, even Cassie and Olivia looked surprised by what she’d said. But instead of calling her out, he let the silence stretch.

      “Okay,” he finally said. “What time should I pick you up?”

      “Actually, I’ll just meet you there. I need to go really early, to set up and all that. No sense you choking in that bow tie any longer than necessary.”

      She thought he’d laugh at that last line, but he didn’t. Not even a chuckle. She couldn’t help but feel bad for treating him that way. After all, the guy had taken care of her and put her to bed. But another part of her, the part that felt embarrassed and rejected, knew a clean break was exactly what she needed. She’d see him at the engagement party, but even there she’d be able to avoid him for the most part. She nearly laughed at the irony. She’d asked Brody to take her so she wouldn’t spend the entire night working, and now it was that same job that would save her from awkward moments with him. No doubt he’d be surprised by that as well, but he’d get over it. Brody Dixon was a big boy, one who could have anything and anyone he wanted. She’d made it clear she was his for the taking, and he’d taken a hard pass. His bruised ego or hurt feelings wouldn’t last long. Rebecca, on the other hand, knew deep down that a part of her would never be the same.
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        * * *

      

      Brody hung up the phone.

      Rebecca was pissed. Or hurt. Or maybe both. For sure she was embarrassed, that much was clear by the way she’d looked as she made a beeline for his front door. He’d wanted to stop her, to tell her she didn’t have anything to feel bad about. But instead, he’d stood there like a dumbass while she left. He’d started to dial the phone at least a dozen times, but each time he’d ended the call before it began, if for no other reason than he had no idea what to say.

      It was obvious she’d been looking for a walk on the wild side, and six weeks ago, he would have jumped at the chance. But things were different now. He was different. And a drunken roll in the sack wasn’t what he wanted. Not with Rebecca. With her, for the first time in his life, Brody wanted more.

      That didn’t mean his dick wasn’t still cursing him for doing the honorable thing. Christ, he’d wanted her. But not like that. Brody cared too much about Rebecca to risk hurting her, and he could never live with himself if all he became to her was a symbol of regret. Which was why instead of joining her in that king-size bed, he’d tucked her in alone, and after watching her sleep for far longer than he would ever admit, grabbed a pillow and headed to the couch.

      There was something else holding him back as well. Cole. He had to clear the air with him first. It was the right thing to do. And while it would be a bit awkward in the beginning, if it was what Rebecca wanted, then her brother would just have to get over it.
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      Of all the weeks for Cole to have an emergency in China. The guy had been gone since their evening at The Troll, and while Brody felt bad about whatever emergency had sent him jetting off in the middle of the night, he had an agenda of his own. One that had ground to a screeching halt while he waited to speak to his friend.

      Brody knew he could have called him—an option which would have ensured Cole didn’t take a swing at him—but that felt like a cop-out. There were some conversations that had to be face-to-face, and telling your buddy that you have feelings for his sister was definitely one.

      Instinctively, his thoughts went to Rebecca. They’d only exchanged a brief hello when he’d arrived at the engagement party and even that was awkward as hell. Not that he should have been surprised. It was the first time they’d seen each other since the night she’d spent in his bed. Alone. He’d wanted to talk to her about it right then and there, but within seconds of saying hello, a guy with a headset in his ear and the fear of God in his eyes had approached with some shrimp emergency that required her immediate attention. Just as well. A conversation that started with putting her mind at ease over that infamous night would have ended with him telling her how he felt, and as much as he wanted to do just that, there was still the matter of her brother.

      Brody scanned the main room for Cole but came up empty. The place was packed with partygoers and looked nothing like he remembered. He’d only been to the Shedd Aquarium on one other occasion, and while most of that time had been spent in the area restricted to staff, even he knew the transformation of the venue was nothing short of extraordinary. Brody had been to plenty of black-tie events and formal banquets over the course of his career, but none of them looked like this. Rebecca had turned the place into a cross between an elegant home and a hip club.

      He set off in search of his friends, making his way through the various exhibits, each featuring a different theme, food, and decor. The Caribbean reef area was his favorite, arranged with overstuffed velvet couches and plush rugs, all lit by the ambient glow of the floor-to-ceiling tank.

      “Would you care for a cocktail, sir?” a waitress asked. She was carrying a tray of miniature martini glasses, each filled with a variety of fruity looking drinks matching the bright colors of the tropical fish.

      “No thank you,” he said.

      She flashed him a welcoming smile. “Let me know if there’s anything else you need.” Brody knew exactly what she was getting at, and while there’d been a time when he would have taken her number, or maybe even dragged her off to a dark corner, he had other plans for his night.

      “Actually…”

      She turned back, her blond ponytail swinging from the quick change in direction.

      “Do you happen to know where the guests of honor are?” If he found Cassie, he’d probably find Olivia too. And wherever Olivia was, Cole was sure to be close by.

      “Oh…” she said. Her disappointment was impossible to miss. Brody actually felt bad. He hadn’t meant to give her the wrong idea. “Um, I think they’re in the Oceanarium.”

      Brody flashed her a warm smile he hoped conveyed appreciation and nothing else, then set off for the Oceanarium. When he walked through the doors, his heart sank. The place was a goddamn maze. The glass enclosure soared several stories high, with walkways that twisted and turned through an indoor forest. From the raised platform entrance, he could see all the way to the rear of the exhibit, where a breathtaking view of Lake Michigan made the dolphin tank look like nature’s version of an infinity pool. Lord only knew how many exhibits he’d have to pass before he made it there.

      He grabbed a bottle of craft beer from a waiter who made a point to tell him the brew came from the Pacific Northwest, same as the sea lions barking up a storm in the tank ahead, then started his expedition. Turned out the entire place was set up that way, with each exhibit featuring a food and beverage native to the same area as the animals. He’d had quite an eclectic assortment of snacks by the time he reached the white-sided dolphins and beluga whales but had struck out in his attempt to locate Cole.

      There was only one place left to check—the main hall. It wasn’t hard to find. All he had to do was follow the music. Stately columns flanked the entrance, but once inside, the room was anything but what he expected. Instead of endless tables where guests spent the bulk of the evening trapped with the same group of people, Rebecca had designed the room with mingling in mind. Food stations ranging from prime rib to Alaskan crab ran along the outer edge of the room, while high-top tables wrapped in cascades of sheer fabrics offered guests a place to congregate. In the dim lighting, the tables reminded him of the large, iridescent jellyfish he’d seen floating through one of the larger tanks. He’d bet the first coin toss of the season that had been intentional.

      At the far end of the hall, a band played to a crowded dance floor. That was where he eventually found Cole, twirling his wife with an ease that made Brody wonder if Rebecca had dragged him to Miss Vicky’s studio too. In her flowing pink gown, Olivia looked like a fairy princess. Of course, the real princess—or at least she would be soon—was on the dance floor as well. She was wearing a white dress, which seemed fitting considering she was the bride-to-be. But as lovely as those two women were, they paled in comparison to the one he longed to see above all the rest.

      When the song came to an end, Olivia and Cassie hightailed it to the corridor leading to the restrooms, while Cole headed straight for the bar. Perfect, Brody thought. A little liquid relaxation for Cole and a little liquid courage for him.

      “Put it on my tab,” Brody told the bartender as he walked up beside Cole.

      Cole cut his eyes at him. “You’re awfully generous when it’s an open bar.” Brody knew he was teasing. A lot could be said about Brody Dixon, some of it less than flattering, but no one would ever accuse him of being cheap.

      “Anything for you, my friend.” Brody clapped a hand on Cole’s shoulder. “In fact,’” he said to the bartender, “make it a double.”

      The guy smiled as he handed Cole a hefty pour of amber liquid. “And for you, sir?”

      “I’ll have the same,” Brody said. He had no idea what he’d just ordered, but knowing Cole, it was top-shelf.

      “Two fingers of Blanton’s,” the bartender said as he set a squat crystal glass on the bar. Whoa, even better than he’d expected. Leave it to Hank to host a party that served a hard-to-find bourbon even most bars couldn’t stock. Then again, the guy did have his own country.

      The two men turned away from the bar, standing side by side as they watched partygoers ebb and flow across the dance floor.

      “How was Shanghai?” Brody asked. It was a chickenshit attempt to buy himself some time.

      “Humid as fuck.” Cole took a drink of his bourbon. “But successful.”

      Brody swirled his glass, then gulped a drink he would normally sip. It wasn’t that he was avoiding the topic of Rebecca, he just had no idea how to bring it up.

      Fortunately for him, Cole did. Unfortunately for him, it was to reinforce his position that his sister was off-limits.

      “I’m sorry if I came off as a dick the other night,” he said.

      “No, I get it,” Brody said. And he did. If he had a sister, he would have posted at her door with a shotgun if that’s what it took to keep the assholes away. “But I promise you, it’s not what you’re thinking.” He turned to face his friend, who’d made a sizable dent in his bourbon, something Brody hoped would work to his advantage. Then again, if he beat around the bush too long, even a mellow buzz could take a bad turn. Still, he had to tread carefully.

      “Rebecca is amazing,” he began. It was an oversimplification to be sure, but also the word that came to mind whenever he thought of her. “She’s smart and funny and even though at times it seems like her favorite hobby is busting my balls…”

      Cole smiled, but the expression didn’t reach his eyes. Time to get real.

      Brody took a deep breath. “I really like her, Cole.”

      Cole paused with his drink in midair, regarding Brody over the rim of his glass before taking a long, slow pull. “I can understand why,” he said, then drained the remaining bourbon. “And…” He took his time, leaving Brody dangling in the wind as he set the empty glass on a passing waiter’s tray. “Even though I’ll deny I ever said this, I can even understand why my sister might have fallen for…what did TMZ call it? Ah yeah, ‘the Dixon Dimple.’” Cole chuckled, and for a moment, Brody thought they were making progress. But the lighthearted moment was quickly dashed by the furrow that formed between his brows.

      “But my sister’s been through hell, and remission is a fucking gift. She’s finally put her life back in order. Last thing she needs is—”

      “Wait, what?” Brody was sure he’d misheard him. “Did you say remission?”

      Cole couldn’t hide his surprise. “She didn’t tell you?”

      “No.”

      He gave a tight nod. “Cancer. She fought it for two years. Only recently got a clean bill of health.”

      That would explain the short hair, Brody thought.

      “So just back off, man. Seriously.”

      Brody was too stunned to form a coherent thought, let alone reply.

      Olivia walked up. Her hand was resting on top of her now very visible baby bump. “I hate to say this, but I think I need to put my feet up.”

      “This isn’t another attempt to spirit me away, so my sister can get blackout drunk, is it?” He cut his eyes at Brody.

      “Don’t look at me,” he said. “I only did one shot with her.”

      “I’m very well aware of the nymph responsible for that evening,” Cole said, shifting his gaze to his wife.

      “How did you…” Olivia started to ask. It was something Brody wondered as well, along with exactly how much Cole knew about that night. Whatever he knew, it clearly didn’t include the assumption that Brody had slept with his sister. If it had, the conversation would have taken on a much different tone, one punctuated by more than a few expletives, if not a black eye.

      Cole pulled his wife into his arms. “Oh, baby, when will you learn? I know everything.”

      Olivia’s mouth popped open and her eyes grew wide, but her expression quickly gave way to a teasing grin. “Well, you better wipe that smug look off your face, or the only thing you’re going to know is what it’s like to sleep in the guest room.”

      He dropped his lips to her ear. “You know it makes me horny when you talk like that.” Brody could have sworn he heard the guy growl. “Let’s go.”

      “I want to say goodbye to Rebecca.”

      Brody followed Olivia’s gaze as she searched the room, only to find Rebecca deep in conversation with the chef. He’d seen her when he first arrived, but the sight of her took his breath away all over again. He’d never seen her so “done up.” Her dark hair was styled in loose curls around her face, her eyes were smoky, and her lips were a flawless red. A perfect match to the fan-fucking-tastic red dress that hugged every curve. It was all he could do to tear his greedy eyes away.

      “She’s busy,” Cole said, taking his wife by the hand.

      “Will you tell her we said goodbye and that I will call her in the morning?” Olivia asked. Cole began tugging her toward the door. “And that it was a lovely evening.”

      “Now,” Cole said. His voice was deep and commanding, and it stopped his wife in her tracks. Brody expected Olivia to shoot back with a sassy reply, but instead her face flushed and her teeth nipped her bottom lip. Yeah, forget going home. These two were never going to make it out of the limo.

      Brody laughed and shook his head as his friends made a break for it. Marriage wasn’t something he ever really thought about—aside from knowing that one day he wanted a house full of kids—but when the time did come to settle down, he hoped his relationship with his wife would be like Cole and Olivia’s. They gave each other hell, loved each other fiercely, and couldn’t keep their hands off each other.

      Speaking of wandering hands…

      Brody’s eyes instinctively sought out the woman who’d occupied his near every thought for the last six days. Oh, who was he kidding? She’d been at the forefront of his mind since the day he’d met her. But something had changed since then. She was no longer the mystery woman who’d caught his interest. And she certainly wasn’t some chick he was hitting on at a party. To him, she wasn’t even Cole’s sister. She was simply Rebecca.

      His Rebecca.

      Finding out she’d been sick only made him more determined to tell her how he felt. Life was short—something people forgot far too often. The thought of losing her made him feel sick to his stomach. But it also made him want to cherish every moment with her, and to do that, he had to stop wasting even a single one. Cole would just have to deal with it. Hell, Brody would enlist Olivia’s help if need be, but no amount of well-intentioned, though misguided, brotherly love was going to keep him from the woman who’d stolen his heart.
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      Rebecca had no idea what she’d been thinking when she agreed to Hank and Cassie’s stipulation that she bring a date to the party. Didn’t matter if the guests of honor were her friends, if she was planning the party, then she was on duty. Period. As expected, she hadn’t had a free moment to even go to the bathroom, much less chat up a date. She’d barely managed to tell Brody a quick hello when she saw him coming through the aquarium’s white marble entrance.

      The whole thing had been a bad idea from the start, for so many reasons. Not that Brody seemed to mind being neglected. There were plenty of folks lining up to keep him company. Speaking of Chicago’s new favorite son…

      Rebecca scanned the room looking for him. She half expected to find him cornered by a bevy of beauties who, when they realized Henry was the only prince in attendance, would happily settle for sports royalty. But when she finally found him, he wasn’t surrounded by women flipping their hair and giggling at jokes they didn’t understand. Instead, he was holding court with a group of men, who despite being dressed in tuxedos, looked like a bunch of kids meeting their idol outside the locker room door. Honestly, Rebecca thought, what was it about professional athletes that reduced grown men to nine-year-olds?

      The dudes-only club didn’t last long. Within minutes, a group of women joined them. But as she watched Brody surrounded by flirting females and awestruck fans, it wasn’t jealousy she felt but annoyance. Because he was so much more than a handsome face or a golden arm. And he was definitely more than a bank account. He was Brody James Dixon. He was kind and generous and funny and had a lust for life that was infectious. Rebecca had never met anyone like him, and it had nothing to do with his ability to throw touchdowns.

      As if feeling her stare, he glanced up and, after excusing himself from the fans who had formed a circle around him, made his way toward Rebecca. She tried to look away, but it was no use. Brody had his gaze locked on hers, and the closer he came, the more she felt herself begin to dissolve under the heat of his stare.

      “You look amazing,” he said. His eyes traveled over her like a touch, exploring every inch.

      Instinctively, she looked down at her dress. She’d given in and let Olivia buy her the extravagant gown back when she’d hoped the night would go much differently. When Rebecca had stood in front of the three-way mirror in the ridiculous Oak Street boutique Olivia and Cassie had dragged her to, she’d envisioned a night spent in Brody’s arms, both in and out of the suffocating dress, which even she had to admit made her look pretty freaking great.

      “Dance with me?”

      Rebecca looked up to find Brody watching her with an expression she’d never seen before. If she hadn’t known better, she would have thought he actually seemed nervous. The atmosphere became charged with anticipation as his unanswered question hung in the air between them. She shifted her weight from one toe-pinching stiletto to the other. She knew she should politely decline. She could turn him down with any number of excuses. After all, she was the one running the show. And despite her friends’ desire to have her enjoy the evening, there were at least a dozen responsibilities that could keep her from accepting his hand. Problem was, at the moment, she couldn’t think of a single one.

      His gaze was steady as he held out his hand. She took it without saying a word, hoping like hell he hadn’t noticed the way her fingers trembled just before she placed her hand in his. Brody led her to the parquet dance floor, slipping his arm around her waist as the band began to play James TW’s “Incredible.”

      Her breath caught as he pulled her close. She gripped his biceps to steady herself as he twirled them around the room, never once stepping on her toes.

      “Miss Vicky would be proud.”

      He laughed. “That woman terrified me.”

      “I’m sorry for the other night.”

      “No need to apologize,” he said. “We’ve all been there. Besides, it’s my fault really. I should have made sure you had more to eat. And warned you about the delayed reaction.”

      “They did sort of all hit me at once.” She winced. “I really wasn’t myself.”

      He cocked a lazy grin. “Well, I’m hoping at least some of it was.”

      Rebecca couldn’t help but wonder which part of that night’s conversation he was referring to. More than likely, he meant when she said she was “warm for his form”—something her subconscious must have unfortunately tucked away from that Happy Days marathon she’d watched in the hospital—and not when she confessed to falling for him. That last part hadn’t come back to her until a few days after “the incident,” as she’d come to call it. She hadn’t thought anything was worse than giving him her best Pinky Tuscadero impersonation, but she was wrong. Admitting she had feelings for him was a thousand times worse than even puking on his shoes.

      Which was why she ignored his comment and quickly changed the subject. “I saw you talking to my brother. What was that all about?”

      Brody’s smile slipped. “He told me to leave you alone.” It seemed as though he was going to say more but stopped.

      Rebecca suspected Cole’s warning was entirely unnecessary because with each passing day, Brody seemed to see her more as a little sister than an object of desire. And yet she couldn’t stop herself from chasing the rejection. “What did you tell him?”

      “We didn’t really get to finish the conversation. Olivia was ready to leave so…”

      “So the megalomaniac turned into a puppy?”

      Brody’s head fell back on a laugh. “Something like that.” He spun them farther into the now crowded dance floor. “I can honestly say I never thought I would see the great Coleman Grant III reduced to a marshmallow.”

      “Too bad Olivia hasn’t been able to soften all his rough edges.” Rebecca dropped her gaze. “I’m sorry he’s giving you so much crap. I’ll talk to him and let him know—”

      She was about to say that she would tell Cole to drop the overbearing big-brother act seeing as how they were just friends, when Brody interrupted.

      “I’ve never been very good at following orders.”

      Rebecca’s gaze met his. “But I thought—”

      “You were in the friend zone?”

      She smiled. “Something like that.”

      “Does this feel like just friends?” His fingers pressed against the small of her back, pulling her close enough to feel the hard ridge of his erection.

      “Oh…”

      “I wish you saw yourself the way I do.” The intensity of his gaze was almost too much to bear. She looked away, staring over his shoulder at the other couples swaying across the dance floor. “Rebecca?”

      “It’s the dress, isn’t it?” She grinned up at him and rolled her eyes. “Guys can’t resist red.” She realized what she was saying a second too late. “I mean…”

      His low chuckle vibrated between them. “If you mean that ridiculous bra…” His words were teasing, but the warmth in his eyes was undeniable. “You don’t need something like that to get my attention, Rebecca. You’ve had it since the first day I met you.”

      Well, when he put it that way…

      “And it’s not the dress that has me trying like hell to get my dick under control before this song ends.” The chuckle was back, and this time, she felt the sensation a hell of a lot lower. “You have no idea how many times I’ve wanted to peel you out of whatever you were wearing, even when it included those beat-up Vans.”

      “Hey, I love those shoes.” She feigned insult, but Brody was undeterred. Instead of engaging in their usual banter, he pulled her closer, pressing his cheek to her temple.

      They stayed like that, moving together while the rest of the room faded away, for what felt like an eternity until Brody dropped his lips to her ear. “Come home with me,” he whispered against her sensitive skin. The sensation caused a shudder to ripple through her body, but instead of losing herself to the emotions she’d spent all week trying to deny, she fell back into old habits. Safe habits.

      She reared back to look at him and quirked a brow. “I expected more of a line. That the best one you got?”

      But Brody wasn’t letting her off the hook that easy. “It’s not a line.” His voice was quiet, but his conviction was clear. “I want to be with you, Rebecca. All night.”

      The song and their swaying came to an end. So did the internal debate that had waged inside her. The event was all but over. The team she’d hired could certainly handle the cleanup. Which was why instead of offering an excuse, she gave him a small nod. “I’ll meet you outside in ten.” Her voice was more breath than sound, but Brody heard her loud and clear.

      A wide grin spread across his face. “Make it five.”

      Rebecca had never wrapped up an event so quickly in her life, but when she pushed through the aquarium’s brass-framed door, she stumbled to a halt. A tuxedo-clad Brody was waiting for her at the bottom of the stone staircase alongside a black stretch limousine. With the city’s skyline towering behind him, the scene in front of her could have been the opening shot of a reality dating show. Somewhere in the back of Rebecca’s mind the similarities registered, but she pushed the thoughts away. Because tonight wasn’t about networks or publicists. Tonight was only about the two of them.

      He never took his eyes off her as she made her way down the staircase, but when she reached the sidewalk, his gaze dropped to the duffel bag she had slung over one shoulder. “You packed a bag?”

      She nodded.

      His smile fell ever so slightly. “Who were you planning on spending the night with?”

      She couldn’t fight the laugh that bubbled up inside her. “Why Brody Dixon, are you jealous?’

      “Maybe.”

      Oh, he absolutely was. And it was the most adorable thing she’d ever seen.

      “Well, not that it’s any of your business,” she teased. “But this is full of the clothes I was wearing earlier today.”

      His brows knit together.

      “Did you think I worked all day in this dress?” She handed him the bag as she made her way past him to the open limo door.

      He chuckled. “Guess I hadn’t thought about it.”

      “Men are so lucky.”

      “How do you figure?”

      Rebecca slid across the limo’s leather bench, and Brody moved in beside her.

      “What did you have to do to get ready tonight, shower?” She reached up and ran her fingers over the designer stubble he wore on his jaw. “You didn’t even need to shave.” Not that she was complaining. Rebecca loved the way Brody looked with a few days’ worth of stubble. Then again, she loved the way he looked without it as well.

      “See, that’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “It takes a lot of work to look this carefree.”

      Her head fell back on a laugh. It felt good to be with him like this, but something told her it was going to feel even better to be with him back at his hotel.

      The ride only took a few minutes, but it felt like forever. In the elevator, he took her hand, and just that brief contact made every cell in her body come alive. She looked over at him, and her teeth nipped her bottom lip. His gaze darkened, and for a moment, she wondered if they’d even make it to his room. Then, without taking his eyes off hers, Brody reached for the emergency stop button, and she was pretty sure they wouldn’t.

      The elevator ground to a halt, and then his mouth was on hers, kissing her as if he had to. As if he was on fire and she was the only one to quench the flames.

      He gripped her waist and lifted her, holding her against the elevator wall with the sheer weight of his body. The high slit of her gown fell open, allowing her to wrap her legs around his hips. Every inch of her body aligned perfectly with his as he pressed against her, revealing a desire so raw and primitive, it took her breath away.

      One hand slid up the side of her dress until he was palming her breast. “I didn’t think I could make it one more minute without touching you.” Her breath hitched as his thumb brushed across a nipple straining against red silk. Then his lips dropped to her neck, sucking and nipping her sensitive skin. “God, I want you.”

      “Yes,” she said on a breathy sigh. Her head fell back against the wall, and her body arched in offering as his lips left a trail of openmouthed kisses along her shoulder.

      “9-1-1 dispatch,” a voice said from the control panel. “Is everyone all right?”

      “Shit,” Brody whispered as he set her on her feet.

      Rebecca covered her mouth with her hand in an attempt to stifle a laugh.

      “Yeah, um, everything is fine.” He released the emergency stop, and once they’d adjusted their clothing, took Rebecca’s hand. “Come on. Let’s get to my room before we end up spending the night in jail.”

      They made their way down the hall, all hands and lips and tongues as Brody fumbled with the keycard. “After you,” he said as he pushed the door open.

      Rebecca stepped into the suite Brody had called home for as long as she’d known him. She’d been there countless times over the last few months, but this was different. It was as if she was seeing everything for the first time. The couch, the chaise, the enormous mattress just inside the bedroom door, and the walk-in shower that waited beyond the bed. All of it now had new potential, and all of it involved a very naked Brody Dixon.

      Brody flicked the lights on, and Rebecca noticed the champagne waiting for them in a silver bucket in the middle of the coffee table. It was flanked by tapered candles on one side and a pair of flutes on the other. And if that wasn’t decadent enough, a glass bowl of chocolate-covered strawberries sat front and center.

      She turned to find Brody watching her every move.

      “When did you…?”

      “I called ahead to room service while you were wrapping things up.” He tossed the room key onto a small table by the door. “Do you like it?”

      “Well, that depends.” She cocked her head to one side and flashed him a teasing grin. “Is this another Brody Special?”

      “All of this is new,” he said, and in that moment, Rebecca knew he wasn’t only talking about the champagne and candles. “Shall I open the bottle?”

      “Later.” The word was barely a whisper. “There’s something else I want to do first.”

      His eyes flared as she moved toward him. “And that is?” he asked. But she didn’t answer. Not with words at least. Instead, she reached for him and began unfastening the buttons of his shirt one by one until his chest was bare. Her greedy fingers traced the hard ridges of his abs then her palms smoothed over his pecs before finally sliding over his shoulders, pushing his shirt off as she went.

      He kicked off his shoes then watched as she reached for the waistband of his tuxedo pants. Her hands trembled as she eased them down his legs along with his boxer briefs. The sight of Brody’s naked body was something she’d fantasized about more than she cared to admit, and when she had him fully undressed, she stood back to drink it all in. Her gaze drifted over every inch of defined muscle before finally settling on the erection jutting out from his hips in an erotic plea.

      “My turn.” He stepped closer, reaching around her until his fingers found the zipper running down the back of her dress. Holding her gaze, he lowered it until the fabric slipped from her body into a puddle at her feet. Only then did he let his hungry gaze take in the sight of her wearing nothing but a pair of red satin panties.

      “Fucking perfect.” His fingers traced the outline of her breast, sending a shiver across her overheated skin. Her nipples tightened, begging for attention he was more than happy to give. Lowering his head, he sucked the taut peak into his mouth, laving her with his tongue before nipping her with his teeth in a devastating combination of pleasure and pain.

      Brody dropped to his knees. He looked up at her, his green eyes clouded with lust as he eased her panties down her legs. Then he worked his way back up, his lips moving slowly and methodically along the inside of her thighs until…surely he wasn’t going to…right there…standing in the living room…

      “Oh God,” she moaned as Brody’s lips and tongue teased her right where she needed him most. Her legs shook, and her fingers found their way into his hair, tightening their grip as he brought her to the brink. “I can’t,” she said.

      “Yes, you can,” he murmured against her heated flesh. “Come for me.” The vibration of his words, the flick of his tongue, and then the rhythm of not one but now two fingers…it was too much. Her knees buckled, and she cried out. Brody’s free arm banded around her hips, holding her to him as she rode out the wave of her orgasm.

      He looked up at her, his eyes unfocused and his lips glistening. He didn’t stay a word. Instead, he stood, gathering Rebecca into his arms and carrying her to the bedroom. He laid her down on the white duvet then joined her, his body covering hers as he settled between her thighs.

      “I’ve wanted you since the first day I met you,” he whispered. Her body trembled with anticipation, but Brody took his time, nipping and licking his way down her neck and across her collarbone before flicking his tongue across the tip of each breast.

      “I want you too, Brody.” She gripped his shoulder, urging him closer.

      Then his lips found hers in a kiss so primal and raw, it was a wonder he’d managed to hold back at all. She nearly whimpered when he finally pulled away, leaving her ready and wanting as he sheathed himself in a condom. But instead of surging forward, he kept her hanging in the balance, teasing her slick entrance with a barely leashed restraint. It was too much. She needed him, all of him, inside her.

      “Now, please…”

      Brody groaned and with his eyes locked on hers entered her on a single stroke. The sensation was like nothing she’d ever felt before, so full and yet so needy. She rocked up, desperately seeking friction’s sweet relief, but Brody remained still. “Wait,” he managed. A muscle in his neck corded. “I want to feel you.”

      He pulsed inside her, filling her, stretching her, but still he didn’t move. It was torture of the most exquisite kind. And then, just when she found herself ready to beg, he pulled back only to slide forward, again and again. His movements were slow and deliberate, not because he wanted it that way, but because he was holding back, taking care to be gentle with her. But in that moment, slow and gentle wasn’t what Rebecca wanted. She wanted Brody just as crazed with lust as she was.

      “More, harder,” she panted on a stuttering breath.

      It was all the encouragement he needed. He surged into her, meeting her own movements halfway as their mounting pleasure brought them closer and closer to the release they craved. She wanted to chase the sensation, while at the same time holding it at bay. Make it last, she thought. But then Brody gripped the back of her thigh, allowing him to push farther, to a place somewhere deep inside her, and all coherent thoughts left her. She shattered into a million pieces beneath him, her nails digging into his back as she lost all sense of self. He stayed with her, rolling his hips as he thrust inside her again and again until a second wave crashed over her, no less devastating than the first. Only then did he let go, dropping his head to her shoulder as his body shuddered against hers.

      They lay like that for long moments, until their collective breathing slowed. Rebecca let her fingers drift down Brody’s spine. She wanted to stay suspended in that moment forever, and for now at least, she would.
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      Rebecca felt warm, too warm. She shifted, trying to push the heavy blanket off her, but it wouldn’t budge. Then she opened her eyes to find the weight pressing her into the mattress wasn’t a blanket at all, but rather the hotshot quarterback who’d stolen her heart. Not to mention given her more orgasms than she’d had in years.

      The thought alone had a flush spreading across her cheeks, but there was no denying how much she’d enjoyed it. So much, in fact, that she wouldn’t have minded doing it all over again.

      But first, she needed a few moments in the bathroom. She could only imagine what her hair looked like, and although she hadn’t brought a toothbrush with her, a swipe of toothpaste with her finger would be better than greeting Brody with morning breath.

      She glanced down to where he lay with his head on her chest and one arm draped possessively across her waist. She could tell from the rhythm of his breathing that he was sound asleep. Not wanting to wake him, she began to slowly shift her body to the side. His arm tightened around her waist, and a rough sound rumbled through his chest.

      “Don’t go,” he mumbled, hooking one leg over hers.

      Rebecca kissed the top of his head. “I’ll be right back.”

      But when she returned a few moments later, she discovered Brody was once again sound asleep. She watched him for a minute, marveling at the sight of him. With one arm thrown over his head and one leg bent at the knee, Brody Dixon was a sight to behold. Then he shifted and the sheet slipped, offering her a view that had her tongue darting out to wet her lips. But as much as she wanted to crawl back into the bed, waking him with a trail of soft kisses along his inner thigh, she stopped. They’d been up half the night, and with Brody leaving for training camp later that day, Rebecca knew he needed all the rest he could get.

      He was also going to need food. Rebecca had dined with Brody enough to know the man ate more in one meal than she did in an entire day. Combine that with the number of calories he’d burned the night before, and one thing was certain—when he did wake up, Brody was going to be hungry.

      Rebecca reached for the room service menu that had been left on a table by the door. As she began to read, something Brody had once said about missing the big breakfasts his mother used to make him on the ranch popped into her head.

      How in the world is a guy supposed to get through the morning on nothing but avocado toast?

      The hotel’s king-size bed might have been preferable to her double, but at the moment, Rebecca would have loved to have been back at her apartment, because then she could have made him a proper breakfast instead of having to order one from a menu that showcased an egg white omelet garnished with an orchid. She flipped the menu over, hoping to discover French toast and pancakes tucked away on the back, but no luck. Not even the whole wheat variety. Jeesh, she thought, it’s not like she was expecting them to have a Dutch apple pancake…

      And then it hit her. How had she not thought of it sooner? The best breakfast in town was only two blocks away. She could be there and back before Brody even knew she was gone, and after feasting on a proper plate of breakfast carbs, they could spend the rest of the day in bed. At least until he had to leave for camp.

      Rebecca grabbed her duffel bag and quickly changed into the sweat pants she’d worn the day before while setting up at the aquarium. But when she reached for her shirt, she remembered the Oceanarium mishap that had left her with a sizable mud stain across the front.

      Surely Brody had something she could borrow. Rebecca slid one of the dresser drawers open. Bingo! She grabbed the T-shirt on top and slipped it over her head. It fit more like a dress than a shirt, but Rebecca couldn’t have cared less because it not only belonged to the man snoring softly behind her, but it smelled like him too. She would have taken a moment to breathe in the rich scent, but she was a woman on a mission. Not to mention she would have looked like a nutjob if he had woken up to find her sniffing his clothes.

      She was still smiling at the thought as she made her way out into the early morning sun. The streets were damp from the rain that had rolled through sometime during the night, leaving the city feeling fresh and new and full of possibilities. Rebecca felt the same way, something she’d no doubt analyze at great length later, but for now, she needed to get moving, because the sooner she got the food, the sooner she’d be back in Brody’s arms.

      She made her way through a small triangular park before taking a sharp left. Nestled between skyscrapers, the one-story restaurant would be easy to miss if you didn’t know it was there, something the owners never had to worry about. The Original Pancake House had been a Rush Street mainstay long before Rebecca had moved to the city. On weekends, the white clapboard cottage with the bright-blue awnings had a line down the block. The one exception: arriving when they’d just opened.

      Rebecca had expected to be the only crazy person ordering pancakes at the crack of dawn on a Sunday morning. Which was why, as she came through the door, she was surprised to see a few customers already seated in padded vinyl booths. She was even more surprised to see her brother standing at the cash register.

      “What are you doing out so early?” she asked him. He was leaning with his hip against the counter, phone in his hands and a scowl on his face. Seemed like both were ever-present. Unless, of course, Olivia was by his side.

      Cole looked up at the sound of her voice and smiled. “Hey!” He shoved his phone into the front pocket of his jeans and gave her a hug. “Sorry to have bugged out so early last night, but between my jet lag and Olivia’s swollen ankles, we were far from party animals.” His grin widened. “Great event though.”

      “Thanks. I wanted it to be perfect for Cassie and Hank.”

      “Mission accomplished, I’d say.”

      “How’s Olivia feeling?”

      “She’s good. Aside from waking up with a wicked craving for an apple pancake.” He nodded toward the open kitchen, where a woman was packing up a sizable to-go order. “And I got the distinct impression she does not intend to share.” Oven-baked with Granny Smith apples and cinnamon, the famous dish was definitely enough for more than one person. Then again, Olivia was eating for two.

      The first trimester may have left Olivia puking up her guts in their marble bathroom, but the second trimester appeared to be all about the food. And sex. Rebecca’s no-boundaries sister-in-law had shared enough of those details to know that while her brother was a sweetheart for running around catering to his pregnant wife’s whims, he was also enjoying more than a few perks.

      “What about you?” he asked. “This isn’t exactly your neighborhood.” The man behind the counter punched a bunch of numbers into the register. “Although it could be,” Cole added before tapping his credit card on the small black terminal. Rebecca braced herself for another round of “Let me buy you a condo in a suitable area.” But when Cole took the brown bag from the waitress and he turned toward Rebecca, it wasn’t her accommodations that were at the forefront of his mind. It was her wardrobe.

      His smile slipped as his gaze narrowed on the gray T-shirt with “Bama” stenciled across the front in crimson letters. “Where did you get that?” She didn’t have to answer. Cole put the pieces together all on his own. “Fucking hell, Rebecca, did you spend the night with Brody?”

      She glanced around, but fortunately none of the other early risers appeared to have heard her brother’s outburst.

      “Will you please lower your voice?” She took him by the elbow and guided him out onto the empty sidewalk. In a matter of hours, the block would be teeming with tourists and power lunchers, and after that, with those seeking a fifteen-dollar cocktail to accompany their fifty-dollar steak. But for now, the only signs of life were the pigeons scavenging for crumbs left behind by last night’s diners.

      “He’s not right for you, Rebecca.”

      Her hands fisted at her sides. “When are you going to learn that you’re only the CEO in the office? Life isn’t one big boardroom, and you’re not in charge.” Her brother was a genius in the business world, but he could be a complete imbecile when it came to personal relationships. Olivia had changed him in ways Rebecca would have never thought imaginable, but he still had serious boundary issues.

      “He’s reckless, Rebecca. With no regard for the people who get hurt along the way.”

      Her nails bit into her palms. “I can see why the two of you get along so well.”

      “Look, I know I’m far from perfect.”

      She leveled her stare.

      “Okay, fine, I can be an overbearing asshole sometimes.”

      She raised a brow.

      “Okay, a lot of the time.” He ran a hand through his hair. “But you know I mean well. And Brody does too, for the most part. A guy like him can hardly help himself. I mean, do you have any idea how much pus— How much attention he gets from women?”

      No, and she didn’t want to.

      “It was fine that the two of you were hanging out together—it’s like I told him, you needed something to do, and he needed to lie low. Plus, I knew you’d break at least one of my bones if I forbid you to see him.”

      Rebecca’s mouth dropped open.

      “Okay, okay, so maybe forbid was a poor word choice.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “You think?”

      “My point is, I made it very clear to him that I did not want him to date my sister.” Rebecca listened as Cole rambled on about some man code and a line that can’t be crossed before recounting how Brody tried to wiggle around that line by telling him how much he liked her. “And that’s great and all, but it doesn’t change the fact that the guy is bad for you.” She was about to point out that the decision was hers to make when her brother let something slip that stopped her cold. “And even though I know you’re going to tell me that it’s your choice, he never should have come after you in the first place. You should be focusing on the next phase of your life, not putting it back together after he breaks your heart. And believe me, Becs, maybe not today or next week, but he will. I told him that your remission was a fucking gift and made it clear he should back off.”

      Rebecca flinched. “You told him?”

      The color drained from Cole’s face. “I, uh, well…”

      “That wasn’t yours to share, Cole.”

      “Becs, I didn’t mean to—”

      She held up her hand. “Enough. I can’t deal with you right now.” With that, she spun on her heel and began running toward the lake. Her legs shook and her stomach rolled, and by the time she reached the intersection where the Magnificent Mile met Lake Shore Drive, she was grateful not to have eaten any food. If she had, there was little doubt she would have made a mess on the north end of the Magnificent Mile to match the one she’d made on the south the week before.

      Rebecca used the tunnel to cross the road, emerging on the soft sand of Oak Street Beach. She found the bike path that snaked north along the shore and followed it until her lungs burned. Even then she kept going, pushing her body to its limits, not only to work off the stress she felt, but to prove that she could.

      The sky grew darker as she ran, but she didn’t stop. Below her, the turbulent waves of Lake Michigan slammed into the stone retaining wall. She knew from experience she should have heard the crash of the surging water, but the only sound was the rush of blood pulsing through her ears. Her brother had overstepped his bounds and betrayed her privacy, but that wasn’t what had her breath coming in short, sharp bursts. What had her feeling as though she might pass out was the realization that the night she’d spent with Brody had been nothing more than pity. She finally stopped, gasping for air as she stared out into the charcoal waves. Rain began to fall, heavy drops that splattered against her skin. She was a goddamn pity fuck. His sweet words were sympathy, and his tender touches weren’t born out of affection, but from a fear of hurting her.

      She’d seen the look dozens of times while she was sick, the sadness that would creep over someone’s face when they realized she had the dreaded C-word. The expression in their eyes was the worst. A combination of pity and concern. That was what she’d seen in Brody’s eyes last night. How could she have been such a fool? Had she really confused pity and concern with what, love? She shook her head. This was an all-time low, even for a romantic like her. Cole always told her she had her head stuck in heart-shaped clouds. And he was right. She’d been so blinded by her own emotions, she hadn’t seen what was right in front of her.

      She pressed her palms against her eyes. She didn’t blame Brody. How could she? Rebecca had made her interest very clear. Hell, she’d practically begged him to sleep with her that night at the bar. All he did was give her exactly what she’d told him she wanted.

      A tear slipped down her cheek, and she quickly wiped it away. She and Brody weren’t a couple—hell, they hadn’t even gone on any real dates. It had all been part of an elaborate agreement. She was crazy to let herself think anything different, and yet somehow, she’d allowed herself to get caught up in what Conor had referred to as the “famous Dixon charm.” That was all on her though. She’d been the one to propose their crazy arrangement. All Brody did was hold up his end. It was time to let the poor guy off the hook.

      Rebecca dug her phone out of her jacket pocket. She started typing a half dozen times but struggled to find the words. She wanted to end things with her head held high. Last thing she wanted was any drama. The guy was her brother’s friend. She was bound to cross paths with him again, and when she did, she didn’t want it to be awkward. But even more than that, she wanted to end things in a way that kept Brody’s head in the game. She didn’t want him feeling sorry for her or worrying about her. Hell, her brother had that territory covered. Brody was leaving for training camp later that same day. That was the only thing that should be on his mind.

      Thank you for making me feel like the homecoming queen, prom queen, and belle of the ball all rolled into one, she typed. Good luck with training camp and the show. I’m sure both will be great!

      The tears fell freely now, but Rebecca didn’t bother to fight them. She’d let herself cry over what might have been with Brody Dixon.

      And then she’d try her best to forget him.
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      Six weeks later…

      

      Brody paced the blue and orange carpet of the home team’s locker room. The producers of the show had thought it would be “fun” to open the show with him emerging from the locker room as he made his way to the field, but nothing about the night was going to be “fun.” And now, on top of everything else, he was going to look like a total douchebag coming through the tunnel wearing a tuxedo and carrying a bouquet of roses.

      He would have given anything to be anywhere else. Scratch that, he would have given anything to be anywhere else as long as he was with Rebecca.

      Someone tapped on the heavy wooden double doors, and a moment later a guy wearing a headset poked his head through the middle. “Can I come in?”

      If he wasn’t in such a foul mood, the question would have had Brody laughing out loud. No one ever asked permission to enter a locker room. On game days, there were dozens of people milling in and out, not to mention the press. “Yeah, man, come on in.”

      The guy pushed through the doors. He was holding a clipboard and, judging from the look on his face, wasn’t having such a great night. I feel ya, buddy, Brody thought. His own night definitely ranked in the bottom ten percent, and that included the night last year when his team got knocked out of the play-offs. And if that wasn’t bad enough, it was about to get a whole lot worse.

      “They’re ready for you, Mr. Dixon.” He’d barely said the words when a small team burst through the doors, buzzing around him like a swarm of bees as they touched up his makeup, double-checked his microphone, and waved a little box he knew from doing commercials was meant for checking the lighting. Seemed everyone was suddenly in the locker room except Marguerite. He’d barely had the thought when…

      “Are you ready to woo America?” Speak of the devil. Literally. He heard her before he even saw her, but then a few seconds later she was front and center. So was the show’s producer and director. The three of them started talking, but Brody was barely listening. He knew the drill. Smile, walk, talk. He’d memorized the script they’d sent over the night before, so there wasn’t much more he needed from the three talking heads. The only thing he didn’t know was which woman would be crowned his very own homecoming queen when the fiasco wrapped up at the end of the season. He’d gone on staged “dates” with all of them over the last few weeks. Location shoots that were supposed to be opportunities for him to get to know each potential Sweetheart. In reality, they were planned out about as well as any offensive play. All that had been missing was a whiteboard full of X’s and O’s. Nothing about it made him feel like he knew anything about any of the contestants except for the fact that none of them liked to be out in the hot sun and all of them were hungry, but would never eat the food.

      And yet in a few weeks, he would have to choose one of these strangers as his homecoming queen.

      The thought alone had him ready to hurl his lunch. Now wouldn’t that be something, he thought, nearly laughing at the image of blowing chunks all over some cornfield debutante’s ball gown. Problem was, whether he bestowed them with a crown or puked on their dress, he still had to narrow the group down to one. At least he still had a few weeks to toss coins.

      The show’s producers had told him that whatever he decided, the information was to be held in strict confidence. He wasn’t even allowed to tell Marguerite. Not that she cared. This whole farce was about rehabilitating his image. Whatever girl ultimately wore the crown was inconsequential to her. He couldn’t say the same for the network. They made it clear that there were a few “house favorites,” which he could only assume meant they would translate into higher ratings for the follow-up show. They’d also instructed him on who not to pick, specifically a young woman from Nebraska who at the end of the season would be named the latest bachelorette to star in the network’s sister program.

      Someone behind the camera held up three fingers. “And we’re live in three, two, one.”

      Brody couldn’t see the show’s host—he was waiting on set with the seventeen contestants, one for each week of the regular season—but he could hear him through the little transmitter one of the bees had put in his ear.

      “Welcome to a special homecoming edition of American Sweetheart,” the show’s host said. A prerecorded segment began to play, and while Brody could only hear it, he could recall every cringeworthy moment from when they’d previewed it for him during hair and makeup. The montage was meant to build hype for his eligible bachelor status—showcasing photos from as far back as high school, including a few embarrassing pics of him being crowned homecoming king before the big game—but with the dramatic voiceover and the background music that sounded like it was straight out of the Top Gun trailer, the result was about as cheesy as it could get. No telling the amount of shit he was going to get from his new teammates, or the number of times he’d be forced to watch that clip while they rolled with laughter, but at the moment, he had bigger concerns. Like making it through the next hour with a smile on his face.

      “So, grab your pom-poms,” the man doing the voiceover said as the clip rolled to an end. “Because Brody’s romantic journey is about to kick off.”

      He waited for his cue, then began the long walk to the field. He smiled as he followed the backward-walking cameraman out of the locker room and through the tunnel, all the while another pretaped audio segment listed his professional accomplishments and accolades as though he were a pro wrestler about to enter the ring. All that was missing was his fighting weight. Brody had made this journey hundreds of times in countless stadiums, but never like this. Usually his mind was focused on the game to the point that everything and everyone around him faded into a muffled fog. Not tonight though. As he emerged from the tunnel, the field was wide open and the seats were empty, and yet the pounding in his head had grown louder with every step.

      The A.D. held up her hand as he reached the goal line, counting down from five to one with her fingers. When she was finished, the lights on the camera went dark and everyone started moving. Fast.

      Clipboard guy appeared at his side. “The next shot is on the main stage.”

      Brody followed him into an elevator, emerging just as the commercial break was coming to an end. The concourse was filled with equipment and monitors.

      “Watch your step.” Clipboard now had a flashlight, which they used to smoothly navigate the snake pit of cords. It was when they reached the stage that Brody’s steps faltered.

      The show had constructed their customary “Sweetheart Showdown” set on the platform the NFL announcers used for their pregame broadcasts. They’d told Brody about the location beforehand obviously, but for some reason the reality of it didn’t hit him until that very moment. All at once, memories of another night spent on that same platform flooded his mind.

      Rebecca.

      Just thinking about her caused a now all-too-familiar ache to form in the middle of his chest. It had been happening since the moment he’d gotten her last text message. He’d tried calling and texting so many times that afternoon, he was practically a stalker. Like he cared. He would have camped out at her door if he hadn’t had to leave town for training camp. He’d tried to reach her nearly every night while he was away, but it was always the same. Unreturned calls and unanswered texts. By the time the preseason had started, he’d finally given up. Rebecca had made her feelings clear. She wanted nothing to do with Brody Dixon.

      But being on that platform, lost in the thoughts of their infamous date, Brody was reminded of the spitfire he first met. The one who gave him hell for cheesy lines, told him in no uncertain terms that he acted like a Neanderthal, and never took any shit, even from her overbearing brother. The woman he’d come to know better than any other was incapable of holding her tongue if something bothered her, and she never shied away from anything. So why had she just vanished from his life? If he’d done something to piss her off, the Rebecca he knew would have let him have it, not run from him. Unless…

      The contestants were being introduced one by one, but hell if he was listening. Rebecca wasn’t mad at him. She was hurt. And she wasn’t avoiding him. She was protecting herself. That had to be it. But why?

      Brody thought back to the night they’d spent together but couldn’t come up with anything that could have sent her into retreat mode. In truth, it had been better than he ever could have imagined. He hadn’t even had any death threats from her brother, despite the fact that Cole had reinforced his position on the matter earlier that same night.

      Wait. Could that have been what drove her away?

      Brody had no sooner had the thought than he dismissed it. There was no way in hell Rebecca would let her brother dictate her social life, even if he was worried about more than just her heart. Brody couldn’t really blame the guy. Cole was overprotective by nature, and that feeling was no doubt amplified by fears of losing her to cancer. That was another thing Brody couldn’t figure out. Why hadn’t Rebecca mentioned her illness? They’d spent countless hours together, and yet she never once brought it up.

      Fuck. Why hadn’t he thought of it sooner? Brody wasn’t sure of the how or why, but her disappearing act had to be tied to Cole spilling the beans about her illness. Nothing else had changed. Surely she hadn’t thought the news would send him packing?

      “Now that America has met the royal court,” the announcer said. “It’s time to introduce the man of the hour. Ladies, let’s meet your homecoming king.”

      A bright light shone in Brody’s face. It was go time. But instead of the dread that had been building ever since he’d stepped foot inside the stadium, it was relief followed by a sense of calm he hadn’t felt in weeks that settled in his gut.

      He’d been so lost, he’d let himself not only be dragged on to this farce of a show, but he’d let the best thing that had ever happened to him slip through his fingers. But not anymore.

      A smile curved his lips. It wasn’t the forced expression he’d been wearing for the last hour, but a genuine grin he couldn’t have wiped from his face if he’d tried. Cameras and queens be damned, because for the first time in months, Brody Dixon knew exactly what he needed to do.
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      It had been six weeks since Rebecca had slipped not only out of Brody’s bed, but out of his life as well.

      He’d called at least a dozen times that first morning. Actually, more like twenty-six judging by the number of voice mails on her phone. Not that she’d listened to any of them. She couldn’t. It would have broken her heart all over again to hear what no doubt was a string of messages ranging from concern to confusion.

      A clean break was the only way.

      For the most part, she kept herself busy with work. It was safe. It was comfortable. Rehearsal dinners, weddings, receptions. It was what she knew how to do. But on Sundays, after the chaos of the weekend ended, it was just her, a comfortable couch, and her memories. Those were her moments of weakness, and even though she knew she shouldn’t, she still curled up on the sofa each week to watch the Bears’ preseason games. She didn’t know much about football. In fact, most of what the announcers said went in one ear and out the other. But whatever Brody was doing, his team was losing. A lot.

      Something she definitely wasn’t going to watch was American Sweetheart. The promos were bad enough. Clips of Brody at dinner with a blonde, playing miniature golf with a redhead, or worst of all, walking through the aquarium with a brunette. She’d been in the wings, so to speak, as nearly every episode had been filmed, but seeing the scenes edited together with romantic music and speculating voiceovers was another experience altogether. Still, it wasn’t jealousy that filled her eyes with tears when the ads would flash uninvited on her television or tablet, but memories. Each and every scene that flickered across the screen reminded her of their time together. That dinner at the Hancock? Afterward, Brody had taken her to Al’s Beef for “real food,” and they’d laughed about how none of the girls on the show ever ate anything on their plate. The day of mini golf? That was the same day she and Brody had spent binge-watching her favorite episodes of The Great British Baking Show, which much to her amusement, led to a solid week of him using the expression “That’s a bad bake” in about a hundred different scenarios. And the aquarium date? That was the night he’d left a stuffed penguin at her door with a note saying that their feathered friend had insisted he buy it to remind her of their encounter. The gesture had been incredibly sweet, especially since the last time she’d seen Brody, she’d puked on his shoes.

      Of course, Rebecca didn’t need a stuffed toy to remind her of that day—or any day she’d spent with Brody, for that matter. Those memories were deep inside her, close to her heart. No reality show hocus-pocus could take them away. Didn’t mean she wanted to watch it play out.

      Still, when the day came for the first episode to air, she found herself in the middle of a heated internal debate. The urge to see Brody again was strong. On the football field, he almost always wore his helmet. But on American Sweetheart, she would be afforded a much better view. Probably even in a tuxedo, if past premieres were any indication. Then again, that would bring back memories of Hank and Cassie’s party. The night they’d admitted how they felt about each other. The night they’d made love. The last night she’d spent with him.

      She was standing in front of the television, still weighing the pros and cons of watching Brody with a bevy of Sweethearts, when there was a knock at her door.

      Rebecca swung the door open to find her two best friends standing in the hallway, armed with vodka and ice cream. “What are you guys doing here?” Granted, she’d been in a bit of a fog lately, but not so much that she would have forgotten making plans with the girls.

      “Did you really think we were going to let you watch alone?” Cassie said.

      “I wasn’t going to—”

      “Yeah, right.” Olivia made a sound that was half laugh, half snort. “You’ve never missed an episode.”

      “I’ve also never known the guy on the show.” In the biblical sense was how the rest of that sentence should have gone, but there was no need to point out the obvious.

      Cassie’s gaze dropped to the remote in Rebecca’s hand. “It’s normal to be curious.”

      “Curiosity killed the cat,” Rebecca said.

      “Which is why we brought ice cream,” Cassie said.

      Olivia raised the bottle she held in her hand. “And vodka.”

      The two women pushed past her, making quick work of gathering spoons and glasses. “You want me to add a little cranberry juice to yours, or you want it straight?” Olivia asked.

      Straight alcohol hadn’t gone so well last time. And while this time she would definitely not end up puking on Brody’s shoes, there was a high probability she’d end up sobbing on her friends’ shoulders. “Let’s stick with the ice cream.”

      “Fine by me,” Cassie said.

      Olivia shrugged. “I can’t drink anyway. But mark my words, once this baby pops out, we are getting hammered.”

      Cassie laughed. “Which will probably result in another one on the way.”

      “No way,” Olivia said. “I’m going back on the pill and making Cole wear a condom. At least for the next year or so.”

      It was all way more information than Rebecca wanted to know about her brother, but the sound of her best friends’ banter was exactly what she needed.

      The three of them settled in on the couch, a pint and a spoon in each of their hands.

      “Ready?” Cassie asked.

      Rebecca took a deep breath, then clicked the remote. The show had already started.

      “…earning him two Super Bowl MVPs,” the announcer said as the television sprang to life. And then she saw him. Looking devastatingly handsome in a black tuxedo, Brody was emerging from the tunnel, same as he had in every game she’d watched. Only this time, he wasn’t wearing his helmet and a scowl. He wasn’t jogging out with his teammates or stopping to confer with his coach. No, this time he was strolling—make that strutting—with a knowing smile on his face and a bouquet of red roses in his hand. And instead of smacking a teammate on the ass or checking the plays hidden beneath some device he wore on his wrist, he was headed toward a group of women who all wanted to be not only the next American Sweetheart, but more importantly, the next woman in Brody Dixon’s bed.

      The show cut to a commercial, but not before the announcer promised to introduce us to the women “vying for the crown” as soon as they returned.

      “You okay?” Olivia asked. Her tone was uncharacteristically somber.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s exactly how I thought it would be.” But what she didn’t expect was how much the pit of her stomach would twist just thinking about what was going on behind the scenes at Soldier Field. No doubt they were setting up for the introductions. That was how every premiere episode of the show played out. Of course, this was the first one shot on location at a football stadium. Rebecca was about to ask her friends if they thought the whole episode was going to be shot on the field when the show’s music blared from the TV along with a wide shot that answered her unspoken question.

      Brody and the seventeen contestants weren’t on the fifty-yard line. They weren’t on the field at all. Instead, they were on a makeshift “Showdown” stage that had been constructed on the announcer’s platform. Perfect, she thought, just like the “Brody Special.” Even in her head, her words were laced with sarcasm, but that didn’t keep her from thinking back to the night she’d spent there four months prior. Brody had changed so much since then, yet there he was, right back where he started.

      The show’s host shook hands with Brody, who had joined him on the right side of the set. To the left, the women stood in a group, each dressed in full-length gowns that turned the whole thing into a cross between a millennial prom and a beauty pageant. Had it always been like this? Rebecca had enjoyed the previous seasons, making a night of it with Cassie and Olivia. But what used to seem fun and engaging now rang hollow. Was it because she knew how much Brody had been dreading the whole thing, or was it simply because instead of merely being a spectator, she suddenly found herself feeling more like one of the contestants? And not a classy one either. More the kind who gets into a hair-pulling catfight.

      There was a bit of awkward scripted small talk between Brody and the host, followed by a video montage introducing each of the contestants. Rebecca made it through three clips—all showing the women at their jobs, home with their parents, and eventually clumsily throwing a football with one of their male relatives—before she’d had enough.

      “I can’t watch any more,” she said. Her voice was so thick with unshed tears, it hardly sounded like her own.

      Olivia snatched the remote off the coffee table. “Fine by me,” she said as the television went dark.

      “Yeah,” Cassie added. “Doesn’t seem like this season is going to be as good.”

      Rebecca appreciated her friends’ attempts to downplay a reaction that had nothing to do with the show taking a turn for the worse and everything to do with the green-eyed monster that had taken hold of her heart. She’d known it would be hard to see Brody in that setting, but she had no idea how hard it would be to see him standing beside the contestants, knowing he’d eventually pick one. It was crazy, really. She hadn’t reacted like this when she’d watched him on actual dates with these women. Of course, then she was waiting off-camera, knowing that when the cameras stopped rolling, she would be the one leaving with him. Not anymore.

      “Let’s put these in the freezer for now,” Cassie said, nodding to the Chunky Monkey that sat unopened in her hand. “And order a pizza.”

      “Or tacos?” Olivia suggested.

      Cassie shot her a look that clearly said, “Don’t be an idiot. Taco night was how all this started.”

      “Actually, scratch that.” Olivia rubbed her belly. “The baby votes for pizza.”

      Cassie’s fingers flew across her phone screen as she scrolled through her favorite food delivery app. “Anyone want breadsticks?”

      “Sure,” Rebecca said. If ice cream and vodka didn’t hold the cure, then maybe a good old-fashioned carb coma would do the trick.

      “Be sure to ask for the cheese sauce,” Olivia said. A moment passed before she added, “Oh, and horseradish if they have it or a side of sriracha.”

      Cassie smiled and shook her head as she punched in the rest of the order. Rebecca knew exactly what she was thinking. For months, the two of them had watched in a mixture of horrified fascination as Olivia’s cravings had grown increasingly spicy. Seemed instead of giving her heartburn, pregnancy gave the woman a stomach of steel.

      “Grr.” Cassie growled at her phone. “Ninety minutes.”

      “It’s okay,” Rebecca said. “I’m not that hungry anyway.” And it wasn’t like she had much else on her agenda. Kicking back with her two best friends for the next hour and a half was better than hanging out in her apartment alone.

      “Well, I, for one, am going to need some snacks.” Olivia waddled off to the kitchen, returning a few moments later with a box of Apple Jacks.

      Cassie raised a brow. “Cole would not approve,” she teased, referencing Rebecca’s uptight brother’s need to try to control everything, even his wife’s pregnancy diet. It was their culinary version of Freaky Friday, seeing as how Olivia was normally the more health-conscious eater. But hey, what the baby wants, the baby gets. Far be it for Rebecca, or Cole for that matter, to judge.

      “Like I told him,” Olivia said before popping an orange loop into her mouth, “As soon as he gets pregnant, he can chime in on what I eat.” She picked a green loop out of the box. “But until then, he can shove his protein shakes where the sun don’t shine.”

      The three women shared a laugh, then settled into an easy flowing conversation that ranged from discussing the proper way to cook an artichoke to which tiara Cassie would wear when she walked down the aisle.

      “The whole thing is absurd,” she said. “They send me these pictures from the royal collection, and they each have a bazillion diamonds in them. I mean, what if I trip and fall and knock one of them out?”

      Rebecca smiled at her friend. “You’re not going to trip and fall.”

      A sharp knock caused all three of them to jump.

      “Finally,” Cassie said. “I’m starving.”

      But when Rebecca opened the door, the hallway was empty. Then a fluttering sound drew her eyes to the floor where a tiny rockhopper penguin stood adjusting his flippers. “Holy…”

      “Shit,” Olivia said from beside her, finishing her thought.

      “What?” Cassie asked. She scurried to join them at the door. “Did you order a penguin?”

      Olivia snorted. “I don’t think Uber delivers those.”

      “I did not order a penguin.”

      “How about a grown man in a penguin suit?” Brody stepped into view, dressed in the same designer tuxedo she’d seen him wearing on screen not two hours before and holding a bouquet of flowers. If that’s what you could even call it. All of the blooms had dirt on their stems. Some even had the roots still attached.

      It took a few moments for Rebecca’s brain and mouth to connect. “What are you doing here?”

      “Wanted to give you these,” Brody replied. He held up the fistful of flowers. “I might be in a bit of trouble with the Millennium Park gardeners, but I know you think roses are a cliché, so…”

      “You picked these from the park?”

      He nodded.

      “What about the show? Aren’t you supposed to be at some after party right now?”

      Brody chucked. “I doubt it’s much of a celebration seeing as how I walked out during the broadcast.”

      “You what?” Rebecca had obviously heard him, but she was struggling to comprehend what he’d said.

      “I walked off the set.”

      “But what about Marguerite and the team and the network and—”

      “I don’t care about any of that,” he said, interrupting her rambling stream of thoughts. “They can sue me if they want, but I’m not that guy anymore and I couldn’t stand in front of the cameras and pretend I was.”

      Behind them, Olivia cleared her throat. Rebecca and Brody turned to find her scrolling through her phone. “I don’t think you need to worry about lawsuits, Brody. Both you and American Sweetheart are trending on pretty much every platform.” She laughed. “They’re calling you America’s very own Prince Charming and wondering who will fit the slipper.”

      Cassie had her phone out now as well. “This tweet has…” Her eyes grew wide. “Over 30,000 likes.” She turned the screen to face Rebecca and played the attached clip.

      Brody was standing next to the show’s host, same as he had been just before she’d turned off the television.

      “Brody Dixon,” the host said, “are you ready to find your American Sweetheart?”

      The camera zoomed in on Brody, and as it did, his smile faltered. “I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head. “But I can’t do this.”

      There was an audible gasp from the contestants, and if Rebecca had to guess, more than a few curse words from the producers. Fortunately for the network, at least they weren’t mic’d.

      The shot went wide, revealing the panicked host. His eyes darted around the stage until someone off-camera caught his eye. He gave a tight nod and straightened. “We’ll be right back after a short—”

      “No,” Brody interrupted. “No need to go to commercial.” He dropped the flowers he’d been holding and turned toward the assembled group of women. “I’m sorry, ladies. I know this isn’t what you signed up for.” The sincerity in his voice was impossible to miss. “And I’m sure each of you will make some lucky guy very happy.” The camera lens was locked on Brody once again. “But it wouldn’t be fair to you or the viewers to spend the next few weeks pretending to look for my American Sweetheart.” He took a deep breath as Rebecca held hers. “Truth is, I’ve already found her.”

      The screen went dark. Rebecca blinked up at Brody, partly to adjust her focus and partly to fight the tears that pricked her eyes.

      “It’s you, Becs.” He gazed down at her the same as he had so many times before, and yet in a way, it felt like he was seeing her for the very first time. “Ever since that day in the park.”

      The choke hold that had gripped her heart the last few weeks began to ease, and a single tear rolled down her cheek. “You mean the day you knocked me on my ass?”

      “Only fair, since you knocked me out.” Even he couldn’t keep a straight face.

      “That’s a pretty cheesy line, Dixon, even for you.” She smiled through the tears she could no longer fight. “Didn’t I teach you anything?”

      “More than you know.” Brody cupped her face with his hand and brushed away her tears with his thumb. The contact was simple and yet so intimate, and all at once her insides began to melt. “You’ve changed me, Rebecca. And there’s no going back.”

      “I didn’t change you, Brody. I just helped you get out of your own way.” She gazed up at him. “This is the man I always knew you were.”

      Below them, the little penguin squeaked and flapped its wings.

      “Sorry, buddy,” Rebecca said on a quiet laugh. “Sort of forgot you were there.”

      The penguin shook its head back and forth.

      “That was beautiful,” Cassie said. Rebecca turned to find her friend’s eyes were full of tears, which wasn’t really that surprising since Cassie was known to be a bit emotional when it came to movies, or even holiday commercials. It was more the fact that Olivia was also crying that was a bit of a shock.

      Rebecca’s grin would have widened if it weren’t for the fact that it was already at maximum capacity. “You too?”

      Olivia swiped away the tears that streamed down her face, “It’s the damn pregnancy hormones. I swear.”

      “We should leave you two alone,” Cassie said. She looked to Olivia. “And maybe drop this little guy back at the aquarium?”

      Olivia laughed. “Cole will lose his mind if this thing shits in the Bugatti.”

      “Cole’s leather seats are safe,” Brody said. “Rocky’s trainer is just downstairs.”

      Cassie carefully scooped the bird into her arms.

      “Extra points for creativity,” Olivia said. “I’ll give you that.”

      Brody stepped into the room but waited to speak until her two friends had closed the door behind them. When he did, his tone was serious. “Why did you run?”

      “I wasn’t running, I—”

      He cocked his head to one side and flashed the lopsided grin she’d grown to crave. “If you’re about to tell me you didn’t run, you walked away from me…”

      She couldn’t help the smile that tugged at her lips. Brody didn’t know how close to the truth his joke was considering her conversation with Cole had sent her on a sprint that took her all the way to Belmont Harbor. “I was going to say that I had just gone out to get breakfast. I wanted to cook for you, but you live in a stupid hotel so takeout was the best I could do and then…” Her voice trailed off, and she lowered her gaze. She couldn’t look at his beautiful face. Not when she needed to gather her thoughts. So instead, she focused on the small, white buttons of his tuxedo shirt.

      “And then?”

      Rebecca took a deep breath. “And then I ran into Cole.” She looked up, and her eyes met his. “I know he told you.”

      “You should have told me.”

      “It’s not exactly something I like to broadcast. ‘Hi, I’m Rebecca. I nearly died. Oh, and it’s been three years since I had sex.’” She rolled her eyes. “Not exactly awe-inspiring. More like a guaranteed dick-deflator.”

      “Darlin’, I don’t want to brag, but if I recall, my dick was anything but deflated.”

      A small laugh bubbled up from inside her. What was it about this man that could make her smile no matter how awkward or absurd the situation?

      “What I don’t get is how you could think what he told me would change the way I felt about you.” Brody shook his head. “Doesn’t make sense. I knew about your illness before we went back to my place.”

      “I thought I was just …”

      Realization dawned, and his expression morphed into something halfway between anger and relief. She’d seen the look on her brother’s face once or twice before. It was the one that said he couldn’t decide if he wanted to shake her or hug her. “You thought you were a pity fuck?” Judging by the tone of his voice, he was definitely leaning more toward the shake.

      Not trusting her voice, Rebecca only nodded.

      “How could you?”

      “Because I’m not at all like the women you usually date. I’m not six feet tall with giant boobs and long, flowing hair. I’m a book nerd who knows jack shit about football, and if I tried to wear a pair of red-soled shoes, I’d probably end up in a cast.”

      “Don’t do that,” he said.

      “Do what?”

      “Don’t put yourself down like that.”

      Brody’s words cut through her carefully constructed armor. Self-deprecating humor was Rebecca’s go-to in any uncomfortable situation, but he wasn’t going to let her off the hook that easily.

      “My point is,” she said, “I’m just Rebecca Halstead, book-hoarding wedding planner, and you’re…” She waved her hand through the air as she searched for the right words and failed. “Well, you’re…you!”

      “No,” he corrected. “You’re Rebecca Halstead, book-hoarding wedding planner, devoted sister, caring friend.” He slipped his finger under her chin, tilting her face toward his so that she couldn’t look away. “And most importantly, you’re the woman I love.”

      The woman he loves…

      The words ricocheted around her head, but before she’d had a chance to process what he’d said, his arms were around her, hauling her against the hard planes of his body and claiming her mouth with a deep, possessive kiss. Her knees buckled, and his grip tightened, supporting the weight of her with one hand as the other found its way into her hair.

      She was breathless by the time he broke their kiss, resting his forehead against hers. “I love you too, Brody.” Her words were barely audible, but the groan that vibrated in the back of his throat told her he’d heard her loud and clear.

      He pulled back, staring at her for what felt like an eternity before cocking one questioning brow. “What do you say, think you could handle hanging out with me on a more permanent basis?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “How permanent?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. For starters, I thought maybe I could move in here since, as you say, I live in a ridiculous hotel,” he said, quoting her previous statement.

      “You won’t be happy here.” She glanced around. “It’s a shoe box with books. I don’t have a home theatre or a gym or a meditation room or a—”

      Brody pressed his finger to her lips. “I’ll be happy anywhere. As long as I’m with you.”
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      February…

      

      Rebecca watched Cole with a fascination that never grew old. When she’d first met the brother she never knew she had, he’d been an uptight megalomaniac bachelor. Now he was a husband and a father. And while he was still prone to some of the same tendencies, there was no denying the change that had come over him since his wife, and now daughter, came into his life.

      Cole swayed from side to side, bouncing gently as he soothed the little pink bundle who had turned his life upside down from the moment she came screaming into the world. Based on what a caring brother and husband he’d been, Rebecca had no doubt he would be a great father. But even she wasn’t prepared for the sight of her brother with a baby carrier strapped to his chest.

      To put it bluntly, Evaline Susannah Ramsey-Grant had her daddy wrapped around her tiny finger.

      He had thought Evie was too young to attend an NFL game, but Olivia had convinced him that traveling with a three-month-old was perfectly fine, and in the end, they had compromised—private plane so as not to expose her to the “cesspool of germs” on a commercial flight, and a skybox so as not to expose her to a “cesspool of people.”

      Of course, the rest of them benefited from the deal as well. If scoring any ticket to the Super Bowl was like striking gold, then watching the game from a luxury skybox was like owning the whole mine. Not that Hank and Cassie could have just plopped themselves down in any old seat. Well, technically, Hank and Cassie could. But not Prince Henry and his future bride. And since the world now knew they were one and the same, Hank’s days of going unnoticed at large public gatherings were a thing of the past. Which was why His Royal Highness was currently listening to one of the team’s owners explain the nuances of something called “quarters” coverage while munching on tortilla chips served in a miniature helmet and smothered with liquid cheese.

      “For someone who claimed to despise American football,” Rebecca said when Cassie joined her by the buffet, “he sure knows a lot about it now.”

      Cassie laughed. “Hank doesn’t do anything halfway.”

      “No wonder the three of them get along so well.” Brody, Cole, and Hank had many differences, but one trait they shared was an almost compulsive drive to succeed.

      “How are the wedding plans going?” Rebecca had enjoyed planning Hank and Cassie’s US engagement party, but it was a mere fraction of the scope of their European wedding. As a professional, she found the process intriguing, but as Cassie’s friend, she knew the future princess found the whole thing more than a little overwhelming.

      “Good,” Cassie said. “Everything is pretty much set on my end. All I have to do now is show up and smile.” Her eyes grew wide. “Oh, but there was one exciting development.” She nodded to her feet. As usual, she was wearing a pair of Keds that bore some sort of whimsical design. The tradition had started back when her mother would send her holiday care packages with various food items, a plush toy of some sort, and a pair of shoes in keeping with the holiday: hearts for Valentines, shamrocks for St. Pat’s, even a pair with tiny ballots to wear on Election Day. Today, she wore what else but a pair covered with tiny footballs. “Hank got me a pair of Keds to wear to the wedding.”

      “No way.”

      Cassie nodded. “I mean, he had them custom made, and they’re covered with Swarovski crystals.” She rolled her eyes. “But he knew how nervous I was about walking down the crazy long aisle at the cathedral. This way, I don’t have to worry about going ‘arse over tits’ in front of a few hundred cameras.”

      A young man in a headset tapped on the open door. “It’s time, Ms. Halstead.”

      “Can he really not play the game without a kiss from his girlfriend?” Conor teased as he grabbed a plate and began working his way through the buffet.

      “He can play,” Hank said, joining their group. He wrapped his arms around his fiancée from behind and planted a kiss to her temple. “He just might not win.”

      Rebecca had given Brody a good luck kiss before the first game, which the Bears won in what the announcers called an “old-fashioned ass-whooping.” And since like most athletes, Brody was superstitious, he’d insisted on a sideline kiss before the start of every game since. Rebecca thought it was rather silly, but the entire team had come to believe she was their good luck charm, and who was she to rock that boat?

      The fans loved it too, so much so that the networks had started airing the moment on television. The “Brody Dixon Kiss Cam” seemed a bit over the top, but then again, so was their entire life. They’d started out with the best of intentions. Just a couple of lovebirds snuggled up in her one-bedroom brownstone apartment, oblivious to the rest of the world. Yeah, that lasted one night. The press had caught wind of their story shortly after the botched episode of Sweetheart aired, which meant they had paparazzi, not to mention curious fans, on the sidewalk starting that very next morning. Most of the fans kept their distance, but a few of the more zealous ones rang the bell, which had Rebecca coming around to the idea of a doorman in no time. At least when they were in the city.

      Of course, retreating to a building with twenty-four-hour security hadn’t meant they had twenty-four-hour privacy. To keep Brody from being sued, and Marguerite from having a stroke, Rebecca had agreed to letting the show tag along on a few of their more public outings. It gave the network something to air during the normal American Sweetheart time slot and, according to Team Dixon, had propelled Brody’s popularity into the stratosphere. None of that mattered to Rebecca, but since she was the one who had gotten her boyfriend into the jam in the first place, she was more than happy to help him find his way out.

      Her boyfriend.

      Even after months of calling him that, not to mention seeing him naked whenever she felt like it—which to be fair, was a lot—the endearment still set off a flurry of butterflies deep inside her belly.

      Conor took a beer from the waiter. “Well then, by all means, smooch away.” He paused as he was about to take a sip, grinning over the rim of the glass. “I’ve got money riding on this game.”

      “A whole ten dollars?” Cole teased.

      “Fuck off. I’ve got one large on our boy.”

      Cole covered Evie’s small ears. “Watch your language around my kid.”

      Olivia rolled her eyes, “She’s only three months old, Cole. I don’t think she’s going to start swearing anytime soon.”

      “Well, in that case, watch your mouth around my kid, dickhead,” he said, adding a bit of color to his previous commentary.

      The young man in the headset shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Ms. Halstead?”

      “Oh yeah, sorry.” She ran a hand through her hair. It was a little longer now, and she still wasn’t used to it. Of course, there was a lot about her life that Rebecca wasn’t quite used to. Didn’t mean she wasn’t enjoying the ride. “Lead the way.”

      She followed the young man out of the luxury suite and into an elevator that whisked them to the ground floor. When the doors slid open, Rebecca was immediately struck by how different the atmosphere was compared to the other games she’d attended during the season, even the play-offs. There was an electricity in the air, some intangible element charged with anticipation. Everything that had come before—training camp and practices, injuries and ice baths, films and playbooks—none of it mattered anymore. The blowouts, the nail-biters, they were all forgotten. Everything came down to this one game.

      Despite the buzz behind the scenes, nothing could have prepared her for the sights and sounds that bombarded her the moment she stepped onto the sidelines. The stadium was one of the largest she’d been in, with row after row of seats looming for what felt like miles overhead. Nearly everyone in the crowd was sporting their favorite team’s colors, and much to her delight, more than half wore blue and orange, with most of those sporting a jersey emblazoned with number fourteen.

      Rebecca was wearing Brody’s number as well, but unlike the fans in the stadium, hers had actually been worn during a game. The first game of the season, as a matter of fact. The one where he’d kissed her on the sidelines then proceeded to throw for 287 yards and three touchdown passes. And that didn’t even count the rushing yards or the ball he snuck into the end zone just before halftime. According to him—and based on what she’d read online, most sports reporters—it was the turning point in the second act of Brody’s career. Which was why he not only insisted on continuing the tradition of a pregame kiss, but of wearing the lucky jersey as well. Since away games meant a different color, and the Super Bowl meant uniforms with special patches and insignias, there were Sundays like this one when Rebecca found herself decked out in the lucky jersey, despite the fact that it hung almost to her knees.

      The field itself looked more like a three-ring circus than a place where a football game was about to take place—a temporary stage where the national anthem would be sung, a group of veterans standing by for the coin toss, a pack of kids dressed in the jersey of their favorite NFL players, and enough members of the press to fill an entire section of the stands. No one seemed immune to the excitement. Even the celebrities who mingled on the sidelines wearing large hologrammed badges around their necks—superstars who would normally command their own red carpet—stood just was awestruck as the group of fans who’d won a contest hosted by the game’s biggest sponsor.

      She’d barely had a chance to take it all in when the announcers directed everyone’s attention to the far-right corner of the stadium where the NFC Champions were about to take the field. Balloon arches and yards of billowing fabric stretched from the tunnel to the turf, where cheerleaders in white, knee-high boots shook metallic pom-poms in the air. The thumping beat of the team’s signature entrance song was nearly drowned out by the roar of the crowd as fireworks shot up from what looked like the world’s largest Roman candle. Servicemen and women ran through a fog of smoke, each waving an American flag, followed by gymnasts waving banners.

      And then she saw him.

      It had been a week since he’d left for Miami, and the sight of him now, jogging onto the field in full uniform with his teammates at his side, was enough to take her breath away. Even after all these months, she was still knocked on her ass—thankfully, not literally this time—the same as she had been that day in the park. In a million years, she could have never imagined herself falling for a jock, or that the NFL’s Most Valuable Player would have fallen for a self-proclaimed nerd who didn’t know the first thing about football. But in the end, they were so much more than what the outside world saw. They were simply Brody and Rebecca, two people who’d fallen madly and deeply in love.

      As the team approached, Brody broke away from the pack, letting the other players continue to the sidelines without him. Instead, he headed straight to where Rebecca stood waiting. The cameras were waiting too. Dozens of them. She’d grown used to the cameraman who filmed their private moment at home games, but this was next level. This time, there were two cameramen with video equipment hoisted on their shoulders, each surrounded by enough still cameras to cover any Hollywood premiere, all waiting to capture the moment Brody Dixon swooped in for a good luck kiss with the woman he’d chosen over any American Sweetheart.

      He pulled off his helmet as he grew closer, sending a shiver racing down her spine. God, she loved that face. But more than that, she loved the man. His heart, his humor, his mind.

      She’d expected him to look tense. After all, this was about as big as it got in his world. But instead, he seemed relaxed, confident, and quite frankly, ready to kick some serious ass.

      The press cleared a path as she approached, then closed into a circle around them.

      Brody took her in his arms. “Hey you,’” he whispered. There was darkness in his eyes, a hungry gleam she’d come to know quite well, and all at once Rebecca knew this wasn’t going to be some simple peck on the lips. Her breath left her in a rush as he banded an arm around her waist, pulling her as close as the pads would allow, before claiming her mouth with a deep, searing kiss.

      The crowd behind them went wild, clapping their hands and stomping their feet against the metal bleachers. Cameras whirled and flashed. Fans hooted and hollered. But all of it sounded muffled, as though they were underwater, because in that moment, nothing else mattered. She was with the man she loved in their own little cocoon.

      Then his lips left hers, and it was as though someone cranked the volume back up to ten. The cocoon vanished like fog, leaving behind their strange and sometimes overwhelming reality.

      “You’re blushing,” he said.

      Instinctively, Rebecca looked down and away. “You know I hate all this attention.”

      Brody slipped a finger under her chin, tilting her face until her eyes met his. “I don’t hear a thing.” He smiled as though he’d already won the game. “As far as I’m concerned, it’s just you and me.”

      And it was.

      Forever.
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