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			For Kevin

			…AGAIN…

			…sigh…

			It’s probably getting boring, the way I dedicate all these books to you. A better author would surely ditch you to shout out an inspiring poet, right?

			Maybe something like: THANKS TO MY MAIN MAN KEATS FOR ALL THE AMAZING ODES.

			But the thing is, I’m not a better author.

			I’m just Lynn, Lynning all over the place, still as nerdily obsessed with you as I was the night your cat punched me in the head and you smugly said, “So you don’t like the Doobie Brothers.”

			You’re the center of my world, my whole heart, and Keats couldn’t hold your jock.*

			*Disclaimer: Not that he’d want to. It’s just an expression. And no disrespect to Keats, he was a real one.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			This book deals with some emotionally difficult topics, including grief and sexual harassment. Any readers who believe that such content may upset them or trigger traumatic memories are encouraged to consider their emotional well-being when deciding whether to continue reading this book.
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			1

			Duffy

			“Are you ready, Ms. Distefano?”

			Was I ready? I kind of wanted to throw up and my entire body was shaking, so yes—I was as ready as I’d ever be. For someone who hated public speaking and avoided it at all costs—my career choice is tax accounting, hello—it was surreal that I was about to willingly go onto a stage and be interviewed in front of an audience.

			My entire life had become surreal as of late.

			“Yes,” I said, nodding and getting out of the green room chair, ready to follow the intern to my idea of hell on earth. “I’m ready.”

			“Wait!” my dad said in a rushed panic, stopping his nervous pacing to hold up a hand and speak like he was trying to convince a hit man to spare his life. He’d insisted on accompanying me because he was certain without his guidance I would “sink us even deeper,” and his face was so serious it was almost comical when he leaned in close and said, “Duffy Distefano, this moment is of the utmost importance. I don’t care how much it hurts, you gotta dig deep and conjure up sweet. Pin on a smile and pretend to be freaking perky, you got me? You know I love you, kid, but don’t be yourself this time—there’s too much at stake.”

			“Oh, that’s really nice, Dad,” I said, my heart beating out of my chest as the studio audience applauded about something on the other side of the curtain. My father was the only reason I was doing this. If it were just me, I’d accept my fate as a pariah and go underground forever, but being excluded from Sundays was killing him.

			Minneapolis Coyote football—and being a season ticket holder—was part of his identity.

			The man had proposed to my mother at a Coyote game while buzzed and wearing face paint, for God’s sake.

			So when someone from the Kel and Kell in the Morning show called the house a few days ago and offered me the chance to tell my side of the story, my dad called them back (without asking me first) and accepted on my behalf.

			“ ‘Don’t be yourself’ is exactly what every child wants to hear from a parent during a stressful moment,” I said, trying to take deep breaths through my nose. “Very reassuring. Thank you so much.”

			“Come on, you know you suck at people,” he said with a smirk.

			He wasn’t wrong, so I just kissed his cheek and said, “Get out of my way so I can do this, old man.”

			I went around him and followed the intern, shaking out my numb fingers while desperately hoping I wouldn’t fall down or pass out or get struck in the face with another hot dog because that shit was getting old.

			And yes, the word “another” was actually applicable in this instance. I’d been pelted with so many concession snacks over the past two weeks that I could probably nail a blindfolded test where I had to name which treat was bouncing off my forehead or which beverage was being thrown on me.

			That’s a corn dog. That’s popcorn. That slime is the butter from a superpretzel.

			Not only is that beer, but it’s the fall seasonal IPA that they serve only at the north end concession stand.

			We stopped at the edge of the curtain and waited, and as soon as Kel said the words “Please welcome Duffy Distefano,” the intern gestured for me to move and I was walking out onto the stage.

			Surprisingly, I didn’t hear a single boo as I went straight for one of the two stools sitting beside the sports talk show duo; I’d gotten used to being booed everywhere I went, so this applause was refreshing (but still terrifying). So far I’d been booed on the bus, booed at my cousin’s high school football game, and I’d even been booed by some rando at Sunday Mass, although my dad gave the entire congregation his slow-searching I will find and destroy you scowl which made the booer go radio silent.

			The guy probably started praying my father—and my three brothers—wouldn’t find him.

			So why does the general population of the Twin Cities hate me, you ask?

			Because they’d witnessed me “brutally attacking” Coyote Carl, the NFL team’s beloved mascot, on national TV.

			It was such bullshit.

			Had I knocked him down? Yes.

			Had I meant to? Also yes.

			Had he deserved it? Hell, yes.

			The oversized furball had stopped right in front of my seat to dance when the season opener was in overtime. It was third and one while his costumed ass did the Macarena and blocked my view, and when I tapped him and asked him to move—three times, for the record—instead of moving, he hugged me.

			Which did nothing to improve my visibility of the field.

			And as I struggled to break free of Carl’s suffocating clinch, one of his gloved hands grabbed my ass.

			Hard. As in, not an accident.

			So I pushed that mangy pervert, which was a completely appropriate response.

			Unfortunately, he lost his balance and toppled over backward, tumbling down quite a few of the steep stadium stairs. Like, a lot of stairs.

			And he took out a popcorn vendor on his way down (which later led to the crazy-viral meme of his barrel roll set to “Rollin’ ” by Limp Bizkit).

			Yes, the jumbotron cameras captured my “violent outburst” just as it happened (though they missed the ass grab), so I was now the villain, public enemy number one—God help me—Football Karen.

			Especially because we went on to lose that game.

			Our star tight end who never made mistakes dropped a perfectly thrown pass just before time expired, but instead of blaming him for the loss, the entire city of Minneapolis was blaming me for giving the team “bad mojo.”

			Apparently, I’d cursed the Coyotes.

			It was absurd and ridiculous, but I was slightly terrified to think what could happen if Minnesota had a shitty season.

			We might have to move states.

			“Welcome, Duffy,” Kel said with a blindingly white grin, crossing her legs as I sat down. “You’ve had an interesting couple of weeks, yes?”

			“You could say that,” I said, and of course the microphone screeched in a way that made everyone cringe and cover their ears.

			Fabulous. The way to Minneapolis’s forgiveness is definitely to damage their eardrums.

			“Well, we want to hear all about it,” Kell said, his bright smile matching that of his cohost wife’s. “But first, we’re going to bring out another guest so we can discuss it together.”

			Oh, God. Were they going to bring out Carl? I’d memorized all the nicey-nice things my dad wanted me to say in hopes of making us marginally less hated, but I had no idea how to play a conversation with the pervy mascot who’d ruined my life.

			“Who is it?” I asked a little too intensely, wondering if I’d be able to deny the urge to push him again if he dared show his snout in front of me. “Who’s here?”

			Kel shot me a weird look, as if she hadn’t expected me to respond like someone on the edge.

			Am I sweating?

			“You’re about to find out,” Kell interjected through his cheesy smile, his eyes slightly widened like he was worried—or excited—that I was about to have a meltdown. “Friends, can we give it up for Coyotes tight end Connor Cunningham?”

			My mouth dropped wide open—I caught a glimpse of it on one of the many monitors mounted around the studio—as the crowd went wild and Connor Freaking Cunningham walked out onto the stage. Kel and Kell stood, so I stood, too, and I watched in disbelief as the man who’d single-handedly delivered my fantasy football championship last year grinned and shook Kel’s hand.

			Connor Cunningham was a massive human. Six five, 260 pounds, with size 15 feet and a hand size of 9.63 inches. I’d seen him on the field at every single home game, and on our TV for every away game, yet still he somehow looked even more enormous as he stood there within point-blank range of my eyeballs.

			He was wearing a red Coyotes pullover and dark jeans, very casual compared to his usual suited-up high-fashion pregame fit, yet he still appeared wildly stylish compared to my Amazon Basics black cardigan, long black skirt that I borrowed from my neighbor because my dad thought all my pants looked too “dodgy,” and three-year-old black flats that I’d Sharpied on the way to the studio to cover all the scuffs.

			My dad and I had loved him since he’d been drafted by the Coyotes—the guy was a beast of a tight end—but we’d become superfans after he’d been the only person to sort of defend my actions.

			At the press conference after the loss, when they showed him a clip of my “attack” on Coyote Carl and asked him about it, he laughed his ass off.

			But when he stopped laughing, he said the most amazing thing.

			Kind of makes you wonder what ol’ Carl did to deserve it, though, right? I didn’t see him ask for consent before the hug, so he might’ve deserved to get laid out.

			I would never forget those words, because it felt like there was at least someone in the city who didn’t want to murder me for pushing down an oversized man-dog.

			My breath caught in my throat when Connor looked at me, when he moved to shake my hand. Dear Lord, that is a handsome man. His blue eyes were all I could see as his big hand wrapped around my sweaty palm, and my breath was coming too fast as I attempted to speak but instead just moved my gaping mouth like a fish gasping for air…or water…How did fish breathe again?

			The noise of the studio suddenly sounded far away, like I was in a bubble, and I felt light-headed and dizzy as Connor released my hand.

			“I can’t believe your hands actually are nine-point-six-three inches—” I breathed out, unsure why I was saying it out loud—Is the audience laughing?—but unable to stop my words because his hand was ginormous.

			“Hey, are you okay?” he interrupted in that deep voice of his, his dark eyebrows furrowing together as he looked down at my face.

			“—yet you still managed to drop that pass against the Raiders,” I continued, wondering why I sounded like I was slurring. “How is that even possible?”

			His face froze in a look of surprise, and then he disappeared as everything went dark.
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			Connor

			The girl fainted the minute the insult left her lips.

			I caught her—oh, the irony—as the crowd gasped, but before anyone could even react to the situation, a silver-haired guy came running out from backstage, yelling, “She’s fine!”

			What the fuck?

			The guy—who was wearing a vintage Coyotes jersey that I was guessing he bought in the ’80s—rushed right up to me and said, “She’s fine. She always faints when she gets nervous. It’ll only be a second.”

			As if on cue, her eyes fluttered open and she looked up at me.

			“See?” the man said, both to me and to the studio audience, seeming desperate to reassure everyone that this was no big deal. “She’s fine.”

			“What happened?” she asked, blinking fast as she began to reorient herself, her body still fairly slack against my arms.

			“You insulted me and passed out,” I said, making a few people laugh.

			“I insulted you?” she asked, sounding surprised.

			Duffy Distefano was kind of cute in person. She looked like every photo I’d seen of her on the news over the past couple of weeks—dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, no makeup, no nonsense—but her brown eyes were wicked sharp, like she had a million things going on behind them.

			“You brought up the pass he dropped in overtime, Duff,” the older man said accusingly, his disapproving tone hinting he was very unhappy she’d mentioned it.

			“Well, that’s not an insult,” she said plainly as she looked up at me. “It’s just a fact. You did drop that ball, did you not? But I mean, I suppose you can’t catch every pass, so—”

			“So I have your permission to make a mistake?” I said around a laugh, because I couldn’t believe she was giving me shit about the drop after I’d just saved her from a face-plant. Who the fuck was this girl?

			“Well, I mean, I would prefer you don’t drop the passes you’re intended to catch,” she said with the perfect amount of sarcasm in her voice, “but—”

			“Can I butt in with a wellness check here?” Kel interrupted. “Are you okay, Duffy?”

			“Oh, she’s fine,” the jersey-clad man said again, waving a hand dismissively. “She’s totally fine. This happens all the time.”

			“This happens all the time?” I asked, wondering if she realized she was still leaning into me.

			“No,” she said in disgust, her eyebrows crinkling together. And then I saw the exact second she realized my arms were still supporting her because she literally jumped away from me, her cheeks turning pink.

			Which I somehow just knew she would hate.

			“Only when she gets nervous or sees someone she’s got a crush on.”

			“Oh, really?” I said, suddenly more entertained than I’d been in quite some time.

			“Relax, Football,” she said with an eye roll, tucking her hair behind her ear with one hand while tugging on the bottom of her sweater with the other. “There are a lot of people here. It’s nervousness, trust me.”

			I heard a few laughs from the audience at that.

			“Yeah, you shoulda seen her the time she bumped into Bill Cowher at the airport. Her eyes glazed over and she went down like a grizzly with a tranquilizer dart. Hit the deck so hard she got a concussion.”

			“Dad, can you—”

			“Oh, you’re her father?” Kell asked, grinning like the situation was hilarious.

			“Bill Cowher?” I said quietly, looking down at her with a grin because what the fuck. She had a crush on the retired football coach who was probably the same age as her dad? “I’m going to need to hear this story.”

			“Absolutely not,” she said.

			“Actually, we would all love to hear this story,” Kel said. “Can we please get a chair for Duffy’s father, um…?”

			“Tony,” her dad supplied, smiling a cheesy first-day-of-school grin and holding up a hand to the audience. “Tony Distefano.”

			“I thought we were going to talk about the groping coyote,” Duffy said, and it sounded like she was gritting her teeth.

			“You said you were gonna be nice, Duff,” her dad said, pointing a finger at her, which made the entire place erupt into laughter.

			“I think this is where Kell and I should take over,” Kel said with a giggle, “because it’s our show and we prefer to be the ones controlling the conversation. Is that okay with you, Tony?”

			“I’ll allow it,” he replied, making the crowd laugh even harder.

			I fucking loved him.

			Since the Coyotes organization sent me to the morning talk show to smooth everything over and make nice with Duffy (and the public), this bizarro situation was perfect. I wasn’t sure what the fuck was going on, but as long as Coyotes fans were happy, things were going well.

			Thank God.

			Because I’d been in trouble with the front office ever since the press conference.

			I’d stepped up to the podium that Sunday, expecting to be grilled about the goddamn dropped pass, but instead, the guys in the press room showed me footage of the mascot getting his ass handed to him by a woman and asked what I thought.

			I was so relieved to not be on the hot seat about the pass that I’d laughed my ass off and made some jokes, gave my two cents without really thinking much about it. And suddenly, my comment about consent was getting me all sorts of good press. I was being called “the greenest flag” (for being a decent human—hello, low bar) thanks to my comments and jokes going viral.

			Jokes that management didn’t find remotely funny when multiple women started coming forward to share that they’d also been groped by the mascot. Apparently Carl was hella handsy, and suddenly the media wanted to know if the team—and management—had been aware of Carl’s behavior beforehand.

			They hadn’t known. To be honest, though, if Carl was a disgusting asshole, I was glad that this all blew up so these women could get some form of justice. I knew the higher-ups were horrified by Carl’s behavior, but at the same time, they were still mad as hell about the team’s shitty publicity.

			Which was why I was here.

			I really wanted to stay with Minnesota after this season. I’d always looked up to the players who spent their entire career with one team, and the Coyotes had felt like home since the minute they drafted me.

			Bigger than that, though, was the simple fact that Minnesota was the only team I’d ever wanted to play for. I knew the realities of my career and the nature of the business, and that was obviously the top priority, but my grandpa had been a die-hard Coyotes fan his entire life.

			He loved that team and still recited stats from the old days, even though now he struggled to recite what he’d had for breakfast.

			But last season had been yet another disappointment for the team. The Coyotes were like the football version of the Chicago Cubs with the whole “lovable losers” label. The stadium was full every Sunday and the fans were rabidly faithful, but there hadn’t been many winning seasons in the last decade.

			Which led to the rumors.

			Rumors of a reset at the end of this season.

			They were only rumors, but it wasn’t unheard of for a team in this situation to get rid of all the valuable players, like a massive fire sale, and start over with a fresh budget.

			And if that happened, I wanted to be the one they fucking kept.

			So I needed to be kissing asses, not pissing people off.

			Which, again, was why I was here.

			“Duffy, we are absolutely going to talk about the reason why you’re both here,” Kel said as the extra chair for Duffy’s dad was brought out and we took our seats. “But first we’d all like Tony to tell us the Bill Cowher story.”

			“Wonderful,” Duffy muttered, which made the crowd laugh and applaud as her father beamed.

			“Okay, so the kid’s been a die-hard Coyotes fan since birth, right?” Tony Distefano had a thick northern accent that was reminiscent of the old SNL “Da Bears” skits. He leaned forward and spoke to the audience like he’d been born to tell them stories. “So way back in the day, when she was in first grade, we were watching that game against the Steelers where the officials got it wrong so Cowher stuck a Polaroid in the ref’s pocket, right?”

			It was Coach Cowher’s legendary power move. The Coyotes attempted a field goal and missed, but the refs threw a flag for twelve men on the field. Just as the coach was losing his shit because it was a bad call—there were clearly only eleven lined up—someone handed him a Polaroid so he had fucking proof the call was wrong.

			But it wasn’t reviewable, so it stood.

			As the half ended and the team was running off the field, Cowher—even more livid now that the penalty had led to the Coyotes converting for three—sprinted over to that referee and jammed the Polaroid into his pocket.

			“Little Duff was happy as a clam that they screwed up the call and we banked three points, but she fuckin’—shit, sorry, I mean freakin’,” he corrected, which got him a few more laughs. “She freakin’ caught a killer crush on the coach. The kid watched just as many Steelers games as Coyotes that year, I swear to God, and she made a collage of the man on her wall—in elementary school.”

			“No shit?” I said to her, loving this story.

			“I was in first grade.” Duffy looked like she couldn’t quite decide whether to kill her father or run off the stage, but ultimately, she shrugged and said, “I simply chose football over unicorns; not a big deal.”

			“But Bill Cowher?” I said, unable to suppress my grin because this was fucking hilarious.

			“The man had an…intensity that spoke to my six-year-old heart, what can I say,” she muttered.

			“But you had a twentysomething-year-old heart when you got the concussion,” her dad said, working the crowd like a comedian with killer timing. “It was last year and we were in the security line at MSP. Neither of us noticed him in front of us, but when Cowher turned around and offered a bin for her laptop, it was like her eyes glazed over. She said, ‘Holy shit, you’re Bill Cowher’ and then she went down like someone hollered ‘timber,’ banging her head against Mrs. Cowher’s steel suitcase on the way.”

			“And this resulted in a concussion?” Kell asked.

			“Yeah, and the kid bled all over the place because Cowher’s wife had one of those really solid suitcases, the ones that cost like a grand, you know?”

			“Can we maybe move on from this story now?” Duffy asked her father as the entire place laughed. It was funny as hell, the way these two were almost oblivious to the audience as her dad referred to her as “the kid” when she was in her twenties. “I’m pretty sure you set up this interview to discuss something other than my unfortunate airport head wound.”

			“How about I jump in now,” I said, ready to make the Coyotes organization proud while noting that she’d just admitted her dad set up the interview, not her. Which actually made perfect sense somehow. “Because I’m dying to apologize to Ms. Distefano.”

			“I already told you that sometimes people drop passes, so you don’t have to apologize,” she said with the wave of a hand, and I couldn’t tell by her straight face if she was being a smartass or if she genuinely thought I was apologizing to her for the loss. “I mean, it was right there and definitely catchable, but Brown was also wearing you like a shirt so there probably should’ve been a flag.”

			“Oh, there definitely should’ve been a flag,” I agreed as the audience laughed at her criticism, “but I’m actually talking about Carl’s behavior.”

			“You think Carl should’ve gotten a flag?” she quipped.

			More laughter. Again, who the fuck was this girl? It was like I was being roasted—and flirted with—by some random sports fan who had a lot of opinions.

			I kind of loved it.

			“What I think is that the Coyotes organization would like to apologize for the actions of our former employee and assure you we don’t take fan safety lightly,” I said, forcing myself not to fall into jokes because not only did I need to nail this PR shit, but this was genuinely important to me. “We value your attendance at our games and have zero tolerance for this type of behavior.”

			“Um, thank you,” she said with a wrinkle between her brows.

			“And we’d like for you—and your father, of course—to be guests in the owner’s suite for this weekend’s game.”

			“Hot damn!” Tony said with a grin.

			“That’s really nice and I accept the apology,” she said, shaking her head and clearing her throat, “but I think it’s best if we watch from home this week.”

			“Duff,” her dad said sharply. “Are you nuts?”

			“Are you?” she said, once again forgetting the audience when speaking to her father. “This is nice and everything, but I’m not going back to that stadium until I know we’re not going to get hit in the face with hot dogs and hooshed with beer. We’re staying home until we clinch a spot in the playoffs and are no longer considered a jinx.”

			“I’m sorry,” Kell interjected. “Did you say you were hit in the face with hot dogs?”

			“And what exactly is ‘hooshed’?” Kel asked with an amused smile.

			“So you think we’ll make the playoffs this year, huh?” I asked, turning in my seat to face Duffy. “Even with my butterfingers?”

			She rolled her eyes and said, “Spare me the false humility after 1,263 receiving yards last season, Cunningham.”

			“Oh, someone knows my stats by heart,” I teased, clueless as to whether she was a fan or a hater.

			It was impossible to tell.

			“Only because you were on my fantasy team,” she replied, but she was smiling.

			“And how’d you do?” I asked, not surprised in the least that she played.

			“I won the championship, of course,” she said with a huge grin, looking cocky as hell.

			I couldn’t stop myself from saying, “Well, you’re welcome, Distefano.”

			“Oh, thank you so very much, Man-Doing-the-Job-He’s-Paid-to-Do,” she said, and even as she rolled her eyes, I could tell they were sparkling with mirth.

			“Seems like you should have to buy me dinner or something,” I said with a laugh, “since I’m basically responsible for your win.”

			“Down, boy,” she scoffed. “You were important, but it was actually the kicker who sealed my dub.”

			“But you don’t want to go to dinner with a kicker, do you? I mean, I don’t even think they eat meat.”

			“How do you know I do?” she replied, tilting her head like she’d scored a point.

			“Oh, she eats meat,” her father interjected. “The kid loves a T-bone so much that I have to remind her to take small bites.”

			“Really,” I said, unable to look away from Duffy. She was watching me with a smartass grin. “The kid inhales her food, does she?”

			“Like a lion on a wildebeest,” her dad replied.

			“Kill me now,” she said with a helpless laugh, and I couldn’t stop myself from joining her.

			“Wait, wait, wait—back up,” Kel said into the microphone, standing up and holding out her free hand, silencing the audience. She looked like she was about to break the story of the century when she looked at the crowd with wide eyes and said, “Connor Cunningham, did you just ask Duffy here out on a date?”

			That made Duffy’s mouth close and her eyebrows knit together in confusion. I don’t think she meant to say it out loud, but as she looked at me, I heard her quietly mutter, “Did you?”

			Holy shit.

			I looked back at her and shrugged helplessly.

			Did I?
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			Duffy

			“You need to take shorter showers.”

			“Good morning to you, too,” I said as I opened the fridge and reached for the orange juice. “And that was, like, five minutes.”

			I shook the carton, and it was about a third full. I made a mental note to go grocery shopping soon.

			“Sixteen, actually,” my dad said, not looking up from the newspaper.

			“You timed my shower?”

			I mean, of course he did.

			“Hot water costs money.”

			As much as I loved my dad, the memories of the apartment I’d lived in last year beckoned to me like the sentimental recollection of a past tropical vacation. College and the year of independent life that’d followed graduation felt like a glorious fever dream now.

			But after my mom died, I wanted to move back home. My dad became a quiet recluse, leaving the house only to go to work every day. He stopped calling, stopped going to the Moose lodge, stopped watching football; it was like he’d checked out of the world. My brothers tried helping, which usually just devolved into arguing because they knew nothing of subtlety, but my mother had taught me something important about my dad—he needed to be needed.

			So I might’ve started needing him a lot.

			Because when I called and described the weird sound my car was making, he drove to my apartment and spent hours poring over the Honda. And when I mentioned I’d been too busy to eat, he took me to Tom Reid’s Pub for a burger and we stayed to watch the entire Coyotes game that was playing on the mounted TVs.

			And when it was time to renew my apartment lease and I called to whine about rent increases and my student loan debt, he had said, “You’re welcome home anytime, Duff, if you need to save up some money.”

			So I moved back home.

			My dad could rewire a thermostat and make any car—in any condition—start, but he was a helpless child when it came to living alone. Getting groceries, setting up automatic bill payments, remembering to take his blood pressure medicine; those were things he’d happily ignore if I wasn’t there.

			“Well,” he said, folding up the paper and crossing his arms as I took a sip of juice. “In spite of the fact that you told Cunningham he sucks, the press thinks we’re charming. Not a single word about the jinx or your violent behavior, just an article on how cute you two were.”

			“Cute?” That was definitely not how I’d describe it. Embarrassing, awkward—those were much better adjectives.

			But I wasn’t going to let myself think about it. I had an entire workday in front of me and I couldn’t waste another minute dying of mortification.

			But God, I’d actually said out loud the words “Did you?” when the Kells implied Connor Cunningham was asking me out.

			Please kill me.

			I was positive I was already a meme, an image of a nerd full-on beaming at the mistaken implication that a famous athlete might’ve noticed her, so I was maintaining my social media blackout because I couldn’t let any more of that shit in.

			It was much better to be in denial and pretend life was normal.

			

			—

			“Duffy Distefano, get your ass over here immediately.”

			I took off my jacket and hung it on my cubicle hook. “Let me get logged in first, calm down.”

			“Okay, I’m coming to you, then,” Ellie said, “because this can’t wait.”

			I sat down and turned on my computer while she walked over, the click of her high heels growing louder. Ellie Shanahan was my best friend (and favorite co-worker), although one would never guess by looking at us. El was into fashion and pop culture and beauty regimens, whereas I was into buying clothes at Target and using makeup remover wipes as my entire skincare routine.

			Occasionally, if my skin was dry, I’d rub on a little lotion.

			I knew I’d probably have regrets about that when I was an old hag with terrible skin, but for the time being, I was fine with my poor choices.

			Who could afford all those serums and moisturizers, anyway?

			I’d known El since preschool. We’d been in the same class, on the same peewee hockey and soccer teams, and years later she’d majored in accounting at the U just so we could someday get jobs at the same company.

			It’d seemed insane when she’d made that proclamation—her parents thought law would’ve been a better path for their little genius—but it’d worked out exactly as she’d planned, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. As it turned out, she liked working with numbers, and life was hard enough on its own, so having my best friend with me day-to-day was like an amazing bonus (even though I suspected we drove our co-workers a little crazy every once in a while).

			“First of all, I need to know what he smelled like. I imagine him oozing expensive cologne out of those tight, gorgeous pores, but in the very best way.” She leaned against my desk and crossed her arms. “Subtle and delicious.”

			“First of all, gross. Second of all, he smelled good but in a regular way, like he uses bar soap and shaving cream,” I said, ignoring my computer’s security reminder. “Seriously, why do we have to change our passwords so often?”

			“Focus. What happened after the show?” she asked. “Did he follow up on the ‘you should have to buy me dinner’ comment?”

			Please don’t remind me of that.

			“As soon as the show ended, he disappeared,” I said, sitting back in my chair and looking up at her after finally logging in. “The show hosts talked to me and my dad while they unclipped our microphones, and by the time we were done, Connor was already gone.”

			“Seriously?” Her perfectly done eyebrows furrowed. “But I could tell he was into you. No, no, no—we have to find a way to—”

			“No, he wasn’t,” I corrected. “And no, we don’t.”

			Connor Cunningham was an exquisite specimen of a man, but even so, I wasn’t interested in him.

			Or any man.

			I hadn’t even thought about dating since my mom died last year. It was like one minute I’d been a fresh college graduate, carefree and ready to face the world, and the next I was living at home, taking care of my dad and worrying about things like insurance co-payments while trying to figure out what to make for dinner every night.

			The idea of a relationship just sounded like too much trouble.

			I wished I could call my mom and vent about it.

			God, I need to stop thinking that every damn day.

			“You’re an idiot if you let this go,” El said, looking down at her phone. “Because according to my research, that man is single.”

			“Maybe you missed the whole celebrity athlete thing here,” I reminded her. “His singlehood isn’t what’s keeping me from being his dream girl, dumbass. He is a rich and famous hot person and I will never be on his radar.”

			“There was hella chemistry, though,” she said, shaking her head. “I felt it through the TV.”

			“We gave each other shit; that was all it was. A conversation is what you felt.”

			“Well, it had more spark than what you had in your entire collective dating history, Duff.”

			“Don’t start with that again,” I said, not wanting to listen to what I knew was coming.

			“It’s the truth, though,” she said—as I knew she would. “Now that we’ve diagnosed your problem, we need to proactively seek to change your outcome.”

			I sighed. “It’s not a disease.”

			“Isn’t it, though?”

			I wanted to argue, but she kind of wasn’t wrong about my issue. I’d never realized it until she gathered the data and laid out my case.

			I, Duffy Distefano, had been friend-zoned by every man who’d taken me out since high school.

			Literally.

			Every. Single. One.

			Something about me just screamed for my dates to ditch the romantic efforts and friend me up already. No matter how sexy or brilliant my meet-cutes might’ve been, a date or two later I always found myself listening to a guy telling me how awesome and fun I was.

			How liked I was.

			Only not in that way.

			“It doesn’t matter,” I said, “because regardless of my chronic problems, Connor Cunningham is not the guy for someone like me.”
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			Connor

			“Connor, thanks for stopping by.”

			“Of course,” I said, though I was a little unsure why I was there. Everyone seemed pleased with the way things had gone on the show the day before—Bethany sent three separate emails letting me know how happy they were—so the request to stop by the front office after practice was a little alarming.

			“Have a seat,” Bethany said with a smile, gesturing toward one of the two guest chairs on the other side of her massive desk.

			Bethany Henderson was the VP of publicity, but she was also the daughter of Stanley Henderson, the owner of the Coyotes, making her basically co-owner just without the title. She wasn’t technically someone who could get rid of me, but she had the ears of those who could.

			Which made her someone I very much wanted to keep happy.

			“I’m sure you’ve seen that we’ve had quite a favorable response to your interview,” she said. “Everyone loved what you said about the current…issue at hand. Suddenly—thankfully—the public is commenting less about Carl’s deplorable behavior and more about whether or not you and Duffy Distefano are going to go on a date.”

			“I probably shouldn’t have made that joke,” I said, hoping that hadn’t been a misstep. I was good at football but didn’t know shit about PR damage control. “I was trying to—”

			“No, it was perfect,” she said, with a reassuring smile. “You were rolling with the chemistry, right? You two obviously have the same sense of humor so it felt very natural.”

			I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I just said, “Oh. Good.”

			Bethany cleared her throat and leaned forward a little, looking…intentional. She lowered her voice and asked, “If you don’t mind me asking, do you plan on asking her out?”

			What the fuck?

			“Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head. “The last thing I want is to—”

			“Really?” she interrupted, her eyebrows going up. “You didn’t like her?”

			“No, I mean, she seemed fine,” I said, a little confused by the question. “I just don’t usually ask out strangers that I met on television for five minutes.”

			“I get that,” she said slowly, steepling her fingers underneath her chin. “But she did seem really charming.”

			“What is this?” I asked with a laugh. “You trying to set me up?”

			“Well,” she said, looking serious. “Here’s the thing. Obviously, we’re happy with the public reaction to this…meet-cute. And while everybody is freaking out about how adorable Duffy is, it’d be really great for this whole Carl nightmare if we were able to show a feel-good ending. It’s much better for the organization if everybody is oohing and aahing over our star player taking out one of the Coyote faithfuls, somebody who has season tickets, right?”

			“Right…?” I said, still not exactly sure what she wanted from me.

			But then she cleared it all up.

			“Would you consider asking her out? It doesn’t have to be for real or anything more than a nice night; ask her to dinner, show her a lovely time, and that can be the end of it. But it’d be a really nice period at the end of this sentence and better for us all to focus on the good, rather than the bad.”

			I sat there for a second, waiting for more.

			Then I realized that was it. “So you want me to ask her out for publicity reasons?”

			Bethany raised both hands with a head tilt. “I’m not going to tell you what to do. You’re an important part of this organization and your job is to play football, not PR. But the team is in a bind, and you, Connor, are in the unique position of being able to help us out. One of our core values is community, and Carl’s behavior has obviously eroded a little bit of the community’s trust in the Coyotes, which my father hates. But your willingness to speak out against his wrongs, while being your naturally charming self, puts you in this remarkable space where you could really boost the morale and image of the team with just a simple dinner.”

			A simple dinner.

			“I’m not saying you have to fall into a relationship with her or this has to be a whole big thing, but a nice night out where I could have a photographer catch a couple shots of you and Duffy at a restaurant having a good time—that’d be great for all of us here. But again—it’s completely your choice.”

			I looked at the seriousness on her face. Is it, though?

			“I mean, she really was adorable,” she said. “The fact that she knew your stats was hysterical.”

			“She was trolling me about them,” I corrected, though I couldn’t help but smile, still in disbelief over the way Duffy had said it.

			“That’s what I mean,” Bethany said, grinning. “If nothing else, I think you’ll have a good time—taking her out will be absolutely interesting.”

			Yeah, I thought. Taking that girl out would definitely be interesting.
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			Duffy

			“Duff, will you answer the phone?” my dad yelled from the basement.

			Yes, my father still had a landline and expected me to answer it as if this were the way life still worked.

			Like I was a child, answering the phone for my parents.

			I wrote it off as a side effect of having an older father. My mom and dad waited ten years before deciding they didn’t hate the idea of children, which led to them often behaving more like grandparents than parents to me and my brothers.

			“Hello?” I asked, annoyed because the only people who called the house were spam callers and the occasional howdy from one of my dad’s buddies. So it was ridiculous that I was playing the part of his secretary.

			“Can I please speak to Duffy?”

			Okay, how on earth had a spam caller figured out my name and that I was living with my father again?

			Good news travels fast.

			“I think you have the wrong number,” I said, and I was about to hang up when the man’s voice cut in.

			“Are you sure? I got this number from Kel on Twin Cities Live.”

			“Who is this?” I asked, immediately suspicious.

			“Duffy?” the man said my name again, his tone suggesting he knew me.

			“Yes…?” I said slowly as my mind started to catch up, processing the voice and where he said he got my number, and holy shit—suddenly, I knew exactly who it was, but it was impossible that this could be happening. It was unfathomable. My head felt like it was exploding. I could feel it, bursting into a million pieces, splattering my shocked brain cells all over the wall. Still, I had to make sure. “May I ask who’s calling?”

			“It’s Connor,” he said, as if we were on a first-name basis. “We met on the show…?”

			“Yeah, um,” I managed, boosting myself up to sit on the kitchen counter because I was pretty sure my legs were incapable of holding me when such absurdities were afoot. “How are you?”

			This is crazy this is crazy this is crazy.

			“Good,” he said. “You?”

			“Who is it, Duff?” I heard on the phone, wanting to die of mortification when I realized my father had picked up the extension in the basement and we were now in a three-way conversation.

			Oh. My. God.

			Kill me now.

			“It’s for me, Dad,” I said, feeling like the world’s biggest loser.

			“Who is it?” he asked again.

			I sighed and was about to come up with some way to tell him to butt out when Connor spoke up. “It’s Connor Cunningham. Is this Tony?”

			Oh no. He was engaging.

			With. My. Father.

			“Hey, what’s up, buddy?” my dad said, sounding thrilled that his pal Connor was calling.

			“I got your number from the show because I wanted to talk to your daughter,” Connor said.

			“Well, that’s nice because I thought she really screwed everything up when she gave you shit about the dropped pass,” my dad said with a laugh, like my behavior was some funny shit. “She was supposed to be nice, but you know girls.”

			“Lovely, Dad,” I said through gritted teeth. “Yes, it’s definitely a failure of my gender, the way we tend to say the honest things that are on our mind.”

			“This isn’t a feminist issue, Duff, so quit trying to—”

			Connor cleared his throat. “Do you have a minute to talk, Duffy?” he asked, blessedly redirecting the conversation.

			“She does and I’m gonna get off. Bye, Connor,” my dad said, and then I heard the telltale click of the downstairs phone.

			This was unbelievable. Why on earth was Connor Cunningham calling me?

			“I apologize,” I said, clearing my throat. “I moved in with my dad last year and he’s a bit insane about the way telephones work.”

			“No, that’s hilarious. Does he seriously have a landline?” he asked.

			“He does, and he makes me answer it for him even though no one ever calls for me.”

			“Until now,” he said, and I could hear the grin in his voice. “Now you’re going to have to answer it for the rest of your life because somebody actually called for you on this very landline.”

			“Oh my God, you’re right,” I said, shaking my head. “You’ve ruined everything.”

			“My apologies. And I hope you don’t think I’m a creep for getting your number from Kel, but it was really nice to meet you, and I thought maybe you’d want to grab a bite to eat tomorrow night.”

			“What?” I asked, dumbfounded.

			What the fucking—what?! I mouthed in a silent scream.

			“I mean, you do eat food, right? As in, going to a restaurant and ingesting edible items?”

			“Yeah, um,” I said, feeling like I was missing something. “You want to go eat…with me?”

			Dale Earnhardt Junior—my dad’s cat—jumped onto the counter, and I picked him up and petted his head.

			“I don’t know what I said to make this confusing,” Connor said in amusement. “Obviously I’m not very good at this. I’m trying to ask you out on a date. A date to eat dinner at a restaurant. With me.”

			“You want to take me out on a date,” I repeated, unable to believe it. Not that I didn’t think I was worthy of being asked out—even though it’d been a really long time since someone had actually done that—but this was a superstar NFL player.

			Who had entire TikTok accounts dedicated to lusting over him.

			I watched one just this morning (I had my name filtered out on TikTok so I still occasionally wasted time on that platform), an entire montage of Connor—suited up on the sidelines, in slow motion—squirting water into his mouth and then swallowing while “Gimme More” by Britney Spears played.

			Something about his throat…neck…Adam’s apple…was strangely appealing to thousands of content consumers like me.

			Ahem.

			Focus, Duff.

			Bottom line was this phone call didn’t make any sense.

			“Yes,” Connor said with a laugh. “Is this a possibility, or are you not interested or already in a relationship? I don’t want to be a creep or get in your business, but I just thought you—”

			“Yeah, um,” I managed, still trying to make sense of this.

			“Yeah, you’ll go out with me?” he asked.

			“No, I meant yeah it’s possible but…” I stared out the window, trying to figure out what to do. The best course of action. My brain was too stuck in shock to be of any use in the What will happen if I? game.

			“Can I call you back?” I blurted out. “Someone’s at the door, um, let me go answer it and then I’ll call you back.”

			I heard the stupidity of the lie as I said it. If someone were at the door, I could have Connor hold or have my dad answer it.

			“Sure,” he said, definitely aware that I was lying.

			I didn’t know what to do in this situation. He was a beautiful, talented athlete, a celebrity with millions of people who knew who he was. On one hand, a total no-brainer, right? Definitely go out with the superstar millionaire tight end.

			But the thought of going out with him was a little overwhelming.

			I didn’t feel equipped to handle someone like Connor.

			And it also still felt like a trick, like I was missing something.

			“Okay, I’ll call you right back. What’s your number?”

			“What, the old-school house phone doesn’t have caller ID?”

			“My dad likes the model with the chunky numbers he can see better, so no caller ID.”

			“Tony is the king.” He laughed and gave me his number. “You better get that door before the Girl Scouts leave.”

			“You think it’s the Girl Scouts?”

			“I think it’s either Girl Scouts selling cookies, or you need a minute to figure out what you want your answer to be. Either way I’m cool, but Thin Mints are always a win so call me back in five minutes, okay?”

			“Okay,” I said, smiling in spite of myself as I hung up the phone.

			What the hell, what the hell? I sat there on the kitchen counter, gripping the cat, unable to believe what had just happened. Connor Cunningham had literally just called and asked me out. On a date.

			Connor Fucking Cunningham.

			I looked down at my fuzzy Coyote socks and tried wrapping my head around it. I mean, had I been charming on the show—was that it? Had I somehow managed to pass off my awkward personality as…flirtatious? It was possible, but I also fainted and mocked his butterfingers, so…incredibly unlikely.

			“Duffy!” my dad yelled from the basement. “Get your ass down here before you call him back.”

			I sighed and ran down the stairs. “Did you seriously listen after you said you were hanging up?”

			“Of course I did!” The man was beaming. “Connor Cunningham was on the phone—like I was gonna miss the conversation.”

			I barely blinked when I saw all three of my older brothers down there. They came and went as they pleased, and it never fazed me anymore.

			“That’s kind of rude, don’t you think?” I asked.

			“You’re going to go out with him, right?” he asked, completely ignoring what I said.

			“Of course she is,” Joey, my oldest brother, said. He was just as big of a football fan as my dad and was currently on the couch, watching the Gophers game, two beers in.

			He never tossed his empties until he was finished drinking, the wad, so I always knew how many in he was.

			“Shut up, I just need to think,” I said, rolling my eyes.

			Of course my brothers were available to weigh in when I didn’t want them to; that was their area of expertise. They were good at popping in when it was convenient for them, spewing opinions, then leaving me to deal with my father’s interpretations of their ideas.

			All three of them lived in the Twin Cities, all three were single, and all three were total workaholics (which was strange when they’d been lazy pains in the asses when we were kids). They were good about calling my dad every day and swinging by a couple times a week, but their devotion to the sixty-hour corporate workweek had left me as the default kid-in-attendance at things like games and Saturday-night Mass.

			“I wouldn’t do it if I were you,” Tyler, the second oldest, said. He was sitting on the yoga ball they used as a chair when they played Xbox, bouncing on it idly. “I think he seems like a douche.”

			“He does not,” I said in Connor’s defense, even though I didn’t know if I was going to go out with him or not.

			I’d never seen Connor act douchey, and I’d been a casual observer of that man since he’d been drafted by the Coyotes. If he was douchey, surely I’d know.

			“You’d become the chosen child, that’s for damn sure,” Matty said. He was the youngest of the three, but still a year older than me. “Everyone knows I’m the favorite, but if you start dating Cunningham, Dad will lose his shit.”

			“I won’t lose my shit,” my dad said, shaking his head. “Unless Cunningham gets me in the owner’s suite. Then of course Duff will be my favorite forever.”

			I looked at my dad, the way he was grinning, and I realized that I kind of had to say yes.

			Because it really would make him so happy. One date—I instinctively knew it would be only one—and he could tell his buddies that his Duff had actually done something cool. Hopefully it’d offset the “trouble” I’d gotten into with Carl (insert a thousand eye rolls) that a few of them still weren’t over.

			The mascot didn’t mean any harm, Duff.

			He probably didn’t even know what he was grabbing, kid. You ever worn one of those suits?

			God, I hated the old-man mentality.

			“I might do it,” I said, “but you guys have to promise to get off my case. I don’t want to hear anything about this.”

			“Like that’s going to happen,” Matty said with a smirk, gesturing at my father. “Do you think he’s ever going to shut up about this?”

			“I’ll shut up about it,” Dad insisted. “Really.”

			I knew he wouldn’t, but I figured it was the least I could do.

			It was too nice to see him smiling like that again. Yes, he’d smiled since my mom died, but it’d been a long time since I’d seen that mischievous eye-twinkling side of him.

			I texted Ellie. I need to borrow an outfit for an important date.

			Ellie: HOLY SHIT HE CALLED??????

			Me: I cannot believe it, but yes.

			Then I texted him. Connor.

			Also, how the hell was it reality that I had Connor Cunningham’s personal number?

			Suddenly “Gimme More” was going through my head, complete with that ridiculous montage of CC throat-porn I’d watched three times on TikTok.

			I texted Connor: I cannot bring myself to use the house phone twice in one day, so I’m responding via text like a normal human. Dinner sounds fun. Where and when?
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			Connor

			Her dad was sitting in a lawn chair on the front porch.

			I pulled into the driveway and wanted to laugh when I saw Tony in a Coyotes jersey and the team flag fluttering in the breeze as he obviously waited for my arrival.

			Subtle.

			Their house was a little stucco ranch, one of those built-in-the-’50s numbers that you saw all over South Saint Paul. Small, well maintained, charming as hell. I turned off the car and got out, and just as I did, I watched the front door open at the house next door.

			A guy in a Coyotes sweatshirt gave me a chin nod and started walking over, and by the time I reached the porch, someone from across the street had come over, as well.

			“Hey, Connor, can I get a picture with you?” the next-door neighbor asked. “Would you mind?”

			“Of course not,” I said. Obviously these people knew I was coming; had Tony told them, or had it been Duffy?

			“Will you sign my sweatshirt?” the guy from across the street asked.

			“Sure,” I said, still not used to the fact that people wanted my autograph. Who the hell was I? Just yesterday I was still in college, going to classes and fucking around on Friday nights, yet somehow now I was living a life where people on the street knew me and wanted my signature.

			So fucking bizarre.

			Especially when the majority of the time, when I wasn’t on the field, I was pretty much on my own.

			A woman showed up with cupcakes—I had no fucking clue where she’d come from—and ten minutes later, I was no closer to picking up my date. Three guys who said they were her brothers came out, two other neighbors strolled over, and I swear to God it felt more like a neighborhood barbecue than a date.

			“This is really nice,” I said, kind of to everyone, “but is Duffy home?”

			That made the group laugh, and one of her brothers said he’d go get her. It was such a weird vibe, this meet-and-greet-slash-prom-date-pickup, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Was I supposed to just continue chatting with these very nice strangers, or was it more polite to blow them off because my date was waiting?

			The what-the-hell vibe got even stronger when the front door opened.

			Because her dad started taking pictures as she exited the house, and so did the neighbors.

			“Oh my God, will you knock it off?” Duffy said, rolling her eyes.

			Whoa. She looked really good. Like, really good, dear Lord. She was wearing a black skirt with a black sweater, one of the slouchy things that tended to slip off a shoulder every few minutes in the very best way.

			And the black boots she was wearing really accentuated her long, toned legs.

			If she was cute the first time we met, she was a knockout this second time around.

			“Stand next to Connor and smile; then I’ll let you go,” Tony said. “I just want to get a picture.”

			“This is two adults grabbing dinner, not the prom,” she said, and her cheeks were pink like she was embarrassed. “I need everyone to disperse so we can go get some food.”

			She glanced at me and said, “I’m so sorry.”

			“No, it’s fine,” I said, forcing myself not to visibly inhale when it was all I wanted to do because she smelled so fucking good. “I don’t mind.”

			“Yeah, I bet you get this a lot,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “I’m sure everywhere you go, people treat you like a celebrity.”

			Oh. She does not mean that as a compliment.

			“I mean—”

			“Just smile fast so we can get out of here,” she said, stepping closer and facing her father.

			We smiled while everyone in the neighborhood took pictures of us, and then I led her to my car and opened the door for her. She apologized again when I was backing out because everyone in the yard was taking videos of our departure.

			“I am so sorry about all of this. My brothers and my dad—well, hell, all of our neighbors, to be honest—don’t know how to behave around a Coyotes player. They’re just such huge football fans that they kind of lose their minds.”

			“It’s fine,” I said as we turned onto a main road and slowed at a red light. “And you look really nice, by the way.”

			“Oh, thanks,” she said with a small laugh. “I had to borrow some clothes from a friend because I don’t usually wear anything that hasn’t come from Target or Amazon so trust me, it’s all her.”

			“I’m looking at you and it’s definitely not all her,” I said, a big fan of her freckled shoulder. I suddenly appreciated that the nice night didn’t allow for jackets.

			Her skin looked ridiculously soft and I almost had to restrain myself from reaching out and brushing my fingers across it.

			“Oh-kay,” she said, raising her eyebrows even through her blush, almost like she was calling me out for the cheesy line.

			“God, that’s right,” I said, remembering the show. “You’re gonna bust my ass all night, aren’t you?”

			“What?” she asked with a laugh. “What does that mean?”

			“It means that I’m pretty sure you insulted me more than you were actually nice to me on the show, so I’ve kind of convinced myself that tonight will just be more of the same.”

			“I didn’t insult you, I gave you shit—there’s a difference,” she said, and I liked the level of sarcasm in her tone.

			“You mentioned my dropped pass,” I pointed out.

			“Was I not supposed to mention it? Your ego is not seriously so fragile that you can’t recognize you dropped the ball, right?”

			“It’s not, but people don’t usually mention it to me on account of polite conversation.”

			“They’re probably intimidated by you because you’re so big,” she said.

			“You’re not?”

			“Nah,” she said. “You might be bigger and stronger than my brothers, but I feel like the three of them together is probably equal to one Connor Cunningham and I can take them…sometimes. So, no, not intimidated by you.”

			“Did you just threaten me with your brothers?”

			“No, I threatened you with me because I’m occasionally stronger than them. Where are we going, by the way?” she asked.

			“Fratelli’s, down on Ninth,” I said, hoping it was okay.

			“Ohh,” she said, nodding.

			“Have you been there?”

			“No, I’ve never heard of it, actually,” she said after a brief pause.

			I raised my eyebrows. “The way you said ‘ohh’ made me think you were familiar with it.”

			“No, I was just pretending,” she admitted. “I don’t really, uh, do upscale dining so I have no idea what Fratelli’s is. Italian?”

			“Yes,” I said.

			“Well, that is great because it’s the one genre of food where I like everything,” Duffy said. “Pizza, pasta, tomatoes, calamari, wine…all good.”

			“Excellent,” I said, trying not to grin. I could tell by her fast-talking that she was nervous, and it was…charming.

			I wasn’t sure why, but I liked the idea of putting her on edge.

			And as I merged onto I-94, I realized that even though this was just a favor to the PR department, I was enjoying myself. Not only that, but suddenly I was compelled to know more about her before the night was over and I likely never saw her again.

			“Okay, so tell me every little thing about Duffy Distefano,” I said. “And don’t leave anything out.”
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			Duffy

			What a terrible question, I thought.

			Even if I were out with a regular guy, I would hate this question because there wasn’t anything exciting about me. I was barely out of college, I had a decent job at a solid accounting firm, I lived with my dad, had a cat, and…that was kind of it.

			I didn’t have a lot going on in my life, other than trying to get my student loans paid off and help my dad navigate his post-Mom life.

			I cleared my throat, my stomach going crazy with nervous butterflies.

			I was well aware of how awkward I was talking to anybody I didn’t really know. I hated being the center of attention, and trying to pull out actual interesting facts about myself while the other person watched me struggle was the worst. I tended to ramble endlessly and never get to my point.

			But the fact that the person asking me about myself was Connor Freaking Cunningham, while he was driving his very fancy Porsche SUV—it was just a bit much.

			“Um, I work in accounting,” I said. “I graduated last year and am studying for my CPA exams. I moved back in with my father last year after my mom died and I recently had a falling-out with a professional mascot, which made me a viral meme. One cat, no dogs. That’s kind of everything about my life. What about you?”

			I wanted to slap myself in the face. What about you? What a ridiculous thing to say. What about him? Oh, he’s just an NFL tight end, MVP, former Heisman candidate, fashion icon, and general celebrity.

			What about you? Do you also like cats and hate student loans, Connor?

			Oblivious to my two-second mental spiral, he said, “I play football, have three cats, and I just bought a place in downtown Minneapolis.”

			“Wait—are you a cat guy?” I asked in shock. I had no idea why that felt like a revelation, but for some reason it did.

			“I don’t know that I’d call myself that,” he said, making a face like I’d called him a pretty little princess. “But I do, in fact, have three cats.”

			“When did you get them?”

			“Last year after I moved here, I adopted them from the shelter.”

			Oh my God, he’s a cat guy.

			He’d adopted not one, but three cats.

			From the shelter.

			Someone get me a shot of whiskey, STAT.

			I needed to wipe that little green flag nugget from my memory because that was some knee-weakening shit.

			“So, um,” I said, clearing my throat, “did you decorate your house yourself?” I was always curious about single famous guys when they bought real estate. Did they have interior designers make it look good, or did they literally do it themselves? Did he live in a mansion filled with futons and football posters?

			“Hell, no. I ordered a couch from CrashPad and then my sister told me I needed to get a decorator. Which worked out really well because the lady knew her shit and I don’t know dick about decorating, so I just pointed to pictures of things I liked and she killed it.”

			“Wow,” I said, not wanting to sound gauche but kind of in awe of that process. I couldn’t imagine just being like, Make this place look lovely and not having to worry about the funds to make it all happen.

			Lifestyles of the rich and athletic.

			“Does your sister live in town?” I asked. “And the rest of your family?”

			“They’re all in California where I grew up,” he said.

			“You’re close with your family?”

			I didn’t know how to casually small-talk without coming off like I was on a fact-finding mission.

			And the truth was that I already knew his basic information. He was a California kid, went to USC, and Minnesota was his first NFL gig.

			“Yeah, I guess you could say that,” he said with a shrug. “You?”

			“I mean, whether I want to be or not, my dad and brothers are always around,” I said, and truer words had never been spoken.

			“They seem nice, though,” he said, and I wondered what he really thought. My dad was probably my favorite person in the world, but I also knew he was a LOT.

			“You know how family is,” I said. “Nice isn’t the problem—everything else is.”

			“True.”

			Even though I was nervous, being in the car with him was getting pretty comfortable.

			So much so that I started to think maybe dinner would be okay.

			Until we got to the restaurant.

			He pulled up in front of the downtown building and a valet came out, but as soon as Connor got out of the car, I saw a flash. I literally thought, Is it lightning? for a split second before I saw the camera.

			Then I realized there were actually people standing outside the restaurant, taking pictures as Connor opened my door and I stepped out. Not a huge crowd of paparazzi, but a few randos who looked like journalists or professional photographers.

			What the hell?

			I am a nobody, why are you here?

			He placed a large hand—9.63 inches—on my lower back and led me toward the door, but my cheeks were on fire as these people kept taking pictures of us walking in. How had they even known Connor and I were going to be there?

			I could feel that my sweater had slipped off my shoulder again and I was getting a blister on my left heel, but I kept my head held high and hoped I didn’t look too sweaty and ridiculous in any of these shots.

			I wouldn’t want to embarrass Connor with my Duffiness.

			“You okay?” he asked quietly, leaning his head down closer to mine so only I could hear him. His face was a mix of concern and encouragement that made me feel like he understood exactly how lost I felt in the spotlight. “I know it’s a lot but you’re doing great. Only a few more steps.”

			I nodded, and it was impossible not to smile back as he ducked his head even closer to block some of the camera flashes and gave me a grin that felt like it was for me.

			I was so happy when we got inside and away from the photographers, but the second we stepped into the quiet, dimly lit restaurant, I felt the eyes of everyone inside the place upon us. As we followed the maître d’ to our table, every single person we passed was watching us.

			My face was on fire.

			My heel caught in a floor seam and my ankle wobbled in the way that told the world I wasn’t good in heels, dammit, and I couldn’t stop thinking about stupid things like underwear lines and proper posture.

			I knew I should’ve gone with flats.

			“Wow,” I said when we finally got seated, happy to no longer be upright and on display. I put the linen napkin on my lap and prayed for sweat control. “Is it like this everywhere you go?”

			“I think this has more to do with us—and our appearance on the show—than me alone,” he said with the calm of a man used to being watched. “I don’t usually get this kind of reception.”

			“Well, lucky me,” I said under my breath. “I don’t even know how they knew we’d be here. Do you?”

			Connor shook his head as he folded and refolded his napkin.

			“Did you make the reservation under your name?” I asked, curious.

			“Yeah,” he said, nodding and looking apologetic. “That’s got to be it.”

			“Yeah,” I said, glancing down at the menu. “It’s still weird, though, that so many people knew, don’t you think?”

			“Who can figure out the press?” he said a bit sheepishly, giving me a small shrug.

			How do you live like this?

			I couldn’t imagine this being normal for a random weekday dinner. I looked at the menu again, stressed over what to order in a room full of observers. Could I even eat right now? Shut up, Duff, of course you can eat. You can always eat.

			“I’m sorry,” he blurted loudly. I looked up at him in surprise. He cleared his throat and said more quietly, “About the photographers, I mean. They…they shouldn’t have been there like that. I know this isn’t what you envisioned.”

			I cocked my head at him. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault. I don’t think I even know what I was envisioning, to be honest.”

			It was true. What could one even begin to expect when asked out by a football star?

			“Probably me dropping something…?” he suggested, the trademark teasing glint appearing in his eyes.

			“I mean, probably,” I said with a shrug, which made him shake his head and mutter “Busting my ass again” under his breath.

			Which made me giggle in spite of everything.

			After they brought us wine and took our orders, Connor looked toward the entrance for a moment, frowned, and turned back to me with an expression that I could only describe as pure resolve. And then he proceeded to do the impossible.

			He distracted me from the fact that we were the show.

			I was all in my head with my neuroses until he leaned back in his chair and said, “So I’m sure you’re sick of talking about it, but I have to ask about the whole Carl thing.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I loved every minute of it and was just being an attention whore when I kicked his ass.”

			“Okay, I don’t think you can say you kicked his ass, so calm down,” he said with an easy grin. “But I do want to hear your side. What happened after that moment? You know, when—”

			Connor lifted a finger and whistled as he swung it down, as if replaying Carl’s fall.

			I actually smiled at that, because he had a way of discussing the incident that felt safe, like he empathized with me. “First of all, don’t steal my thunder because the ass-kicking cred is the only good thing to come from the incident, and second of all, um…it hit me pretty quickly. I saw myself on the jumbotron, and before I even had a chance to register the moment, the guy to my left yelled, ‘Holy shit, that bitch just laid out Carl’ while the entire Coyote fandom started booing me.”

			“Oh shit,” he said.

			“Oh shit, indeed.”

			“But I think it’s unfair of you to say the ass-kicking cred is the only good thing to come from the incident. If not for the throwdown, you wouldn’t have fainted at the sight of me or let me take you to dinner,” he said, raising his eyebrow.

			“I think ‘fainted at the sight of’ you is a bit misleading,” I said, reaching for my water.

			“Well, I’m no Bill Cowher.”

			“You definitely are not,” I quipped.

			He coughed out a laugh. “Ouch.”

			“Simply stating a fact, Cunningham,” I said, wondering how it could feel so natural, so comfortable, to talk to him when he was, in fact, a celebrity athlete.

			“Simply being a dick, Distefano.”

			“Am not,” I said with a laugh.

			“You know, I think it might be a red flag that in your eyes, me not being Bill Cowher is a flaw,” he teased. “The man is old enough to be your father.”

			“Are you judging me?”

			“I would never.”

			“Also for the record, I no longer romantically love him. It’s simmered into a respectful appreciation of his legendary career.”

			“I see.”

			“Your eyes tell me that you don’t.”

			“That’s because according to Tony—”

			“Don’t bring my dad into this,” I admonished.

			“—it was only a year ago that you brained yourself over him in the TSA line.”

			“Are we really going to waste precious minutes of this date talking about my former loves?”

			“Is that bad form?”

			“The baddest.”

			“Okay, moving on, then. I need to know your favorite film, favorite food, favorite TV show, and also your favorite color.”

			“Wow, okay,” I said, noticing that he was good at eye contact. Not in a creepy way, but in the way that let you know he was genuinely interested in hearing what you had to say.

			It was nice.

			And surprising when he was someone whose entire life was far more interesting than mine.

			“My favorite film is probably Crazy, Stupid, Love., favorite food is spaghetti, favorite TV show is Monk, and I don’t believe in favorite colors.”

			“I’m sorry—you don’t believe in favorite colors?”

			He said it like I’d stated I didn’t believe we’d landed on the Moon.

			“That’s right. Because I have a preferred car color—black—and most of the clothes I purchase are black because they’re more versatile, but how can someone have a ‘favorite’ color? Like, you look at that color and feel happy—is that it? Like I love orange and the color orange just fills my happy cups?”

			“Your happy cups.” He cleared his throat before giving his head a shake. “Please kill me if I ever use that expression.”

			“Gladly. But you see what I mean, right?”

			“I mean, yeah, but I think most people just like a certain color.”

			“What’s your favorite color?”

			“Why do you make me feel like a clown for liking red?” He set his chin on his hand and said, “Who hurt you at Crayola?”

			I laughed, but then noticed that the woman at the table behind Connor had her phone pointed at us and was filming.

			And I was immediately back to being too stressed to enjoy myself.

			Suddenly, I couldn’t relax because I could feel everyone staring at me.

			The Carl Incident—my brother Matty’s label for the whole debacle—had left me absolutely paranoid, all the time. Too many instances I’d assumed a smiling stranger on the sidewalk was just being polite, and then later I’d see they’d posted a snarky comment with a sneaky photo they’d snapped.

			Football Karen looking ROUGH AF tonight.

			So on any given day, anytime someone looked at me for more than a half second, I assumed they were up to no good.

			And tonight—tonight I wasn’t paranoid; tonight the entire place was literally watching me.

			Which now made it impossible to focus on the date itself.

			With each bite after that, I worried I was chewing weird. Every time I smiled, I was concerned there was something in my teeth that would be captured with a hidden camera. And when I accidentally set my wineglass on my knife and it tipped over, causing the fancy waiters to rush over and clean it up, I wanted to die of mortification.

			To make matters worse, Connor was so nice.

			To me, but also to his fans.

			When a middle-aged man came over and asked if he could get a picture with Connor, my date was incredibly sweet about it. After asking me if I minded, he excused himself and went over to their table, smiling and chatting while restaurant employees took photos.

			Damn, he looks nice in a sweater.

			He was wearing a cashmere sweater and the kind of perfectly tailored pants that screamed money, and he was flawless. He could’ve been on a magazine cover with the way he looked right now.

			I watched him charm the diners, which, of course, led to more customers approaching him, and suddenly Connor was working the room, being the nicest guy on the planet to everyone in the restaurant.

			But instead of this distraction giving me a quiet moment outside of the spotlight, where I was able to let my guard down, it was somehow worse.

			Because everyone who wasn’t watching him appeared to be looking at—and discussing—his date, who was sitting awkwardly by herself.

			I wanted to hide out in the bathroom, but I didn’t have the courage to walk across the room, knowing so many eyes were on me. I wanted to disappear so badly, but that thought served only to remind me that there might still be people waiting outside to snap photos.

			God, I couldn’t wait to be home.

			“I am so sorry about that,” Connor said when he finally returned to the table, and I could tell he meant it, that he hadn’t intended for it to get so crazy.

			“It’s fine,” I said, working up my best smile. “Gotta give the people what they want.”

			When we finally left, I could feel every person in the restaurant still watching us, and the second Connor held open the door and we stepped outside, the cameras were back.

			Fantastic.

			Someone yelled my name and like the clueless nobody that I was, I said, “Yeah?”

			The second I said it, I realized it’d been a photographer, but it was second nature to respond to your own name, right?

			“How was your dinner?” the guy said.

			“Is this the hard launch?” said another guy. “Are Connor and Duffy official now?”

			I glanced at Connor, and he was stepping forward and opening his mouth to answer for me, clearly showing that he didn’t want me to feel pressured to speak.

			And for some reason, it made me want to beat him to it.

			To reassure him—and myself—that I could do this.

			I said, “Dinner was good, no one’s launching anything, and Connor and I are officially done with our first date.”

			“Is there going to be a second?” someone else asked.

			“Hopefully,” Connor said at the same moment I replied, “Probably not.”

			He raised an eyebrow and gave me a half smile. “Probably not?”

			“I mean, I don’t think either of us saw fireworks in the restaurant,” I teased, unable to hold back a smile. “Did you?”

			“I would’ve set the damn dessert on fire if I knew you were looking for fireworks,” he said with a huge grin.

			“And I would’ve set you on fire if you’d torched my chocolate cake,” I said, grinning back.

			I heard a couple laughs, which was a relief, and then Connor grabbed my hand and started leading me down the long sidewalk toward his car, which the valet had already pulled up. I tried to keep a normal pace on the steep decline, acting like walking downhill in heels was easy and not something that should be an Olympic sport.

			“Shit,” I muttered when my heel got stuck in a sidewalk crack and I stumbled.

			He calmly stopped and looked down at me, his fingers squeezing tightly around mine, those digits seemingly strong enough to prevent a grown woman from falling simply by flexing.

			“Uh-oh,” he said.

			I looked down and couldn’t believe it. “Uh-oh, indeed.”

			My heel was broken. The freaking heel had literally broken off. I knew there were probably pictures being taken at that very second of the girl who couldn’t afford quality shoes.

			I leaned down to grab it—although what the hell was I going to ever do with that stupid heel—but Connor beat me to it.

			He snatched up the dead heel and said, “Get on.”

			“What?”

			He pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “Piggyback. Way better than having to limp all the way to the car.”

			I normally would’ve argued, but suddenly I just wanted out of there—now. So when he turned his body, I hopped onto his back.

			Strong hands grasped my legs and he immediately started hauling me toward his car, and I giggled despite the embarrassing nightmare because this was just so absurd.

			People were photographing me being carried to Connor Cunningham’s car.

			On his back.

			Absurd.

			It was probably easy for someone like Connor to be used to the attention, since he was confident and not socially awkward, but I couldn’t wait for it to end.

			He set me down beside his car and then finally—finally—we were out of there.

			As he pulled up to a red light a few blocks later, he asked, “Are you okay?”

			“Yeah, I’m fine,” I lied with a big smile.

			“I know it can be a little intense, being the center of attention.”

			“Yeah, it was definitely that,” I said casually, like it’d been no big deal.

			“You handled it well, though,” he said, grinning. “You’re a natural.”

			“Bullshit,” I said with a laugh. “I’m pretty sure I was in a full body sweat and all bug-eyed. Just wait until you see a picture from tonight; guarantee I look like a ghoul.”

			“I love ghouls,” he teased.

			“Yeah, I’m sure. How do you deal with that all the time?” I asked, genuinely curious.

			“I’m kind of getting used to it, but sometimes when I walk into a place like that, my brain starts serving up all the things I could do to completely destroy everything.”

			“Please explain,” I said, turning a little in my seat, intrigued.

			“Like…kissing a cameraman on the forehead, jumping on top of a table and tap-dancing, proposing marriage to the old woman at the table next to us; the possibilities are truly endless.”

			“Okay, I wish you would’ve told me that before we went because that could’ve made things a lot less stressful,” I said with a laugh. “I knew I should’ve proposed to the old lady.”

			That made him laugh and God, I really liked his laugh. He had one of those wide-open, throw-your-head-back laughs, like he was soaking in every bit of happiness out of that particular moment.

			He drummed his thumb on the steering wheel, his eyes slightly narrowed in thought, and then he said, “Listen. It’s still pretty early and I know that was a lot, but do you want to go home already?”

			I opened my mouth to blurt yep, because I couldn’t handle any more scrutiny and photographers, but I was also having a really good time with Connor. I had no idea how it was possible to feel so at ease with him when we’d just met and he was a beautiful famous dude, but a huge part of me was bummed the night was about to end, because I actually liked him.

			“Because I don’t know about you, but I could use a drink after all that. There’s a dive bar around the corner that’s got cheap drinks and no witnesses, if you’re interested.”

			So tempting.

			“I think people will still recognize you at a dive bar,” I said, trying to say no but unable to actually spit out the words.

			“No, I’m talking dive dive bar,” he said. “There’s one I go to now and then where no one ever recognizes me. It’s dark and smells like greasy food.”

			“You’re delusional if you think no one there knows you,” I said. “Impossible.”

			“I also put on a hat before I go in,” he said, as if that changed everything.

			“Oh yeah, surely that’s the thing that would make all the difference in the world. Everyone knows that when you put on a hat, you become an entirely different person.”

			“Do not doubt me, wiseass,” he said. “It’s the kind of hat that makes the difference.”

			“Is that so?” I asked with a snort. “A difference-making hat?”

			“Watch this.” He pulled up to a stoplight and put the car in park, leaned across me to reach into the glove box, then dug out the most ridiculous hat I’d ever seen. It was like the hunting hat Elmer Fudd wore in Bugs Bunny cartoons, with furry felt ear covers. He held up a finger before reaching into the back seat and pulling out a plaid winter coat, the kind of barn jacket that looked like someone who lived out in the country would wear. He put it on and zipped it all the way up, and then he grabbed a pair of wire-rimmed glasses from the center console and put them on his face.

			And holy shit—he actually didn’t look at all like himself anymore.

			He was somehow still hot, but nerdy with an I-might-hunt-people-for-sport vibe.

			“That is quite the disguise—you look like a sociopath,” I said, giggling in spite of everything.

			“Right?” He looked boyish, positively mischievous, as he raised his eyebrows and started driving again. “And don’t you think since I went to all the trouble to show you this, you should go to the dive bar with me?”

			“I’m missing a heel, though.”

			“The heel’s not a problem if you’re in,” he said, his eyes looking big and hopeful behind his fake glasses. “I can fix it.”

			I didn’t know what that meant; all I knew was that I wanted desperately to have a little more time with Connor. “Fine, but only one drink. And maybe some fries.”

			There was just something about him that was hard to deny, and I strongly suspected it was the simple fact that he was fun.

			I hadn’t had much of that in a really long time.

			And, y’know…wildly attractive and charming.

			Hotter than the sun, really.

			“Definitely some fries,” he said, hitting the gas down the quiet street. He turned at the corner, found a curb spot, and he was out of the car mere moments later.

			“Show me that heel,” he said when he came around and opened my door.

			I swung my legs over the edge of the seat, so they were dangling out of the car while I remained seated, and before I could even give a thought to what was going to happen or how he was going to “fix” it, Connor went to work.

			He looked at my boot for approximately one second, then without a word, he pulled it off my foot.

			Something about the confidence, the utter capability of that swift move, made me want to gasp.

			Or request smelling salts so I didn’t faint.

			I watched in disbelief as he snapped the heel like a twig, easy and casual like it wasn’t glued and nailed together. I was fairly certain the move didn’t require superhuman strength, but I was just as certain I couldn’t have cracked off a heel like that.

			Well OKAY, I thought. I’m not even going to entertain any thoughts about what insanely attractive thing just happened.

			Nope.

			“Now they’re flats,” he said, looking up at me with a boyish half smile as he held out the boot for me to slide my foot back into. “Right?”

			I swallowed and slid my foot back into the boot, suddenly giggly and light-headed as I stepped out of the car. “Right.”

			The boots didn’t look right without the heels, but if you weren’t checking too closely, they worked.

			When we got inside (where, true to his word, nobody even glanced our way), I saw what was happening at the far end of the bar just as he looked over and gave me the hugest grin.

			“We have to,” he said.

			“Nooo, oh my God, no,” I said, shaking my head. I’d never done karaoke and I was definitely going to keep that streak going. “You can, but I am not. Ever, like, never ever.”

			“Oh, come on—just a little duet.”

			“No, thank you,” I said, and I was a little surprised that he wanted to. That he was unserious enough about himself to think it’d be fun, laid-back enough to risk being spotted.

			We went over to a table in the corner and sat down.

			“Do you know what you want to drink?” he asked. “Because I think that bartender is literally the only guy working tonight.”

			“Just a Jack and Coke,” I said.

			“And fries,” he added. “Be right back.”

			I watched as he went over to the bar and ordered, and I wondered—yet again—how this was happening.

			I was at a random dive bar with Connor Cunningham and he was ordering my drink.

			After asking me to sing a karaoke duet with him.

			After buying me dinner.

			After picking me up from my childhood home.

			Maybe I was dreaming. Maybe I was sound asleep in my room at my dad’s house, Dale Earnhardt Junior was having the zoomies in the living room, and my brain was taking me on a wild ride with 9.63 inches of hand span.

			That made as much sense as this actual date.

			My phone buzzed and when I pulled it out, I had five messages. The first four were from Ellie.

			SO???? How’s it going?

			Chemistry still high??

			Make sure you’re not too nice.

			But be nice, ofc!!

			I didn’t even attempt a response, because trying to explain the evening would take more time than I had.

			The other message was from Matty. Dad wants to know if you’re being nice.

			I rolled my eyes and set down the phone right as Connor came back to the table.

			Wow, he was quite a sight.

			His Elmer-Fudd-meets-serial-killer disguise was ridiculous, yet he somehow managed to pull off looking wildly attractive, even while costumed up. Maybe it was his massive size, or maybe it had to do with the sexy little smirk he seemed to live in, but unattractive seemed to be the one thing he was incapable of. How unfair, I thought as I sat in my busted boots.

			“I can tell you’re desperate to blow me off, so I have an idea,” he said as he sat down across from me.

			“What?”

			His eyes dipped down to my phone on the table. Oh my God, he thinks I’m bored. He probably saw me rolling my eyes at my brother’s text and thought I wanted to get out of there.

			“How about you do one duet with me and the worst date of your life is over; you don’t even have to finish your drink.”

			It was wild, the way he said that, as if I actually hated going out with him.

			Because that part definitely wasn’t true.

			I hated the pomp and ceremony that’d accompanied the evening before we’d hit the bar, but I was actually having a good time with Connor. He seemed funny, kind, and smart, and in a different situation, I was pretty sure this would be a great date.

			But I just didn’t know how to date somebody who was Somebody.

			“It has been pretty dreadful,” I said with a smile, wanting him to know that I was having fun. “And I don’t even think there are duets anymore, Cunningham.”

			“What are you even talking about? There’s ‘Die with a Smile’ by Lady Gaga, that depressing song from A Star Is Born by Lady Gaga and Bradley Cooper, also wow—Gaga really likes a duet, doesn’t she?”

			“She does,” I agreed with a laugh.

			“We could also go super old-school, like ‘Islands in the Stream’ by Dolly Parton and Kenny Rogers.”

			“Ewww.”

			“What ewww? My nana loved everything Kenny and Dolly.”

			“Of course she did.”

			“Are you mocking Nana?” he teased with an eyebrow raise.

			“I would never.”

			Just as I was thinking that he could absolutely force me to do this simply by suggesting “Exile” (my all-time favorite song), he said, “And there’s always ‘Exile’ or ‘Coney Island’ if you’re into that Swiftie sort of thing.”

			No way.

			No way. I had to do it now, right?

			“Are you?” I asked, suddenly curious about his music taste. “Into that sort of thing?”

			He leaned a little closer, picked up his beer, and said, “I definitely know all the words without looking at the lyrics.”

			“Oh, dear God,” I replied, reaching for my glass, smiling despite myself as I took a drink because the one-two punch of his überdirect eye contact and deep voice felt more powerful than the whiskey that warmed my throat.

			And as he watched me, I realized that I wanted a little stupid silly moment with Connor—just the two of us—before life went back to normal.

			I could let myself have that, right?

			“Okay, so I guess we have to do ‘Exile,’ ” I said, shaking my head in disbelief as I set down my drink.

			“Is Distefano excited about this?” he said before lifting his bottle to his mouth.

			“Not excited, just trying to end this miserable date,” I teased. “But ‘Exile’ is a great song so we will do it.”

			“Gimme More” started playing in my head yet again as I watched him take a few swallows of his beer, my eyes dipping down to his neck.

			Knock it off, you thirsty bitch!

			“We both know you’re excited, regardless of what you say,” he said, using the little keypad at the table to sign us up. “You’ve never done karaoke before, have you?”

			“No, I have not,” I admitted, lifting my glass and downing the rest of my drink. “Have you?”

			“Let’s just say there was a karaoke bar way too close to my apartment in college. My friends and I were there all the damn time, making fools out of ourselves on a regular basis.”

			I could totally picture it. He was so confident and funny that even as a no-name college freshman, people probably went to that bar just hoping he’d be there with his friends.

			While we waited for our turn, he entertained me with funny college stories that made his eyes crinkle and his dimples pop. There was something about laughing with him, our eyes meeting easily, that felt so nice that it kind of made me sad.

			Wistful for something.

			I am truly a wreck.

			Then he mentioned playing COD with his friends, which made me launch into all the stories of learning to play COD—the old-school World War II version—with my dad and brothers when my mom thought I was doing homework, and we got so lost in conversation that I almost forgot where we were and who I was with.

			Until we were called to the stage.

			“Please welcome to the stage, Kenny and Dolly,” the bartender said into the microphone, looking bored as he made the announcement then quickly went back to mixing drinks.

			I looked at Connor. “Tell me that isn’t us.”

			“I couldn’t use our real names,” he said with a look that told me he was very amused by his choice of fakes and not even the tiniest bit sorry.

			“So that was your only option, is that what you’re saying?”

			“Pretty much,” he said with a smile as he stood. “You ready, Distefano?”

			Yes, it was a dive bar and it wasn’t packed, but I felt a rush of butterflies as I climbed to my feet. There were enough people out there to make me want to throw up at the idea of singing in front of them.

			But when we stepped onstage, I glanced at Connor and he gave me another smile. That world-famous Connor Cunningham grin. There was a reason why people in the city loved him, above and beyond how good he was at football. He had this crackling energy about him, like he was down for a good time all the time, and dear Lord, he was giving me that good-time smile right now.

			I couldn’t help but smile back, especially when I realized that in “Exile,” the opening lines were the man’s.

			He had to sing first, and that was wonderful.

			And he was brilliant.

			“I can see you standing, honey, with his arms around your body,” he started, and I was instantly giggling. Not only was his voice terrible, but he was melodramatic, waving a fist and making a ridiculously somber face as he sang the heartbreaking lyrics.

			His unseriousness made it so easy for me to sing my part. Also thank you, Jack Daniel’s, for the liquid courage. We sang the crap out of that song, both of us laughing as we belted the lyrics and gestured to each other like lovesick fools while no one in the place paid us any attention.

			“I can’t believe you didn’t want to do this when you were obviously born to be onstage,” Connor said as we walked back to our table, his hand on my lower back. “The way you dropped your microphone twice, the way you cackled directly into it when I hit my high note; you, Miss Distefano, are a natural performer.”

			“I guess I was afraid you’d be jealous,” I said with a laugh.

			“Of…?” he prompted.

			“Of my talent? My…showmanship?”

			“I mean, I was definitely in awe of it,” he said as we sat down. “Your performance was awesomely…something.”

			“Stop gushing, Cunningham, it’s embarrassing.”

			“Like your performance.”

			“Embarrassingly awesome?”

			His mouth slid into a gut-punching full-on grin. “That is exactly what it was.”

			I was truly disappointed when we had to leave, but I also knew morning was going to come way too early.

			When he finally pulled up in front of my house, I held out a hand.

			“You probably don’t want to walk me to the door,” I said, looking out the windshield and remembering the chaotic nightmare that had been his arrival at my house several hours before.

			“No?” Connor asked, his dark eyebrows wrinkling together like he was confused by my request.

			“No,” I said. “It’ll be round two of the pickup. My dad and brothers will try to get you to stay and watch TV and drink beer with them and it’ll be a whole thing that we don’t want happening. Dropping me here is perfect,” I said.

			“Well, I had a really great time tonight,” he said, and something about the tone of his voice made my stomach do a flip as those intense eyes met mine.

			“So did I,” I said, feeling shy and also like I was going to explode from the way he was looking at me. It was impossible. Connor Cunningham could not be looking at me like that. And I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination, but it felt like he was leaning in closer, like there was a heavy anticipation in the air.

			Is he going to kiss me?

			I swallowed and looked at his mouth, and when my eyes came back up, I could see he’d registered that look.

			He saw that I’d looked at his mouth.

			Did he think I was expecting him to kiss me?

			Maybe he had zero plans to, but now I’d looked at his mouth.

			Shit.

			My wild imagination was making me a fool and I didn’t want to embarrass myself so before I could make things worse, I reached for the door handle and jumped out of the car.

			“Thank you so much I had a great time,” I yelled at him, barely registering his look of surprise and amusement, before turning and running up the stairs to my porch.

			He idled in the car while I unlocked the door, and after I stepped inside, I let out a relieved breath. I then watched through the peephole as he finally put the car in reverse and drove away.

			I’d just had dinner and sung karaoke with Connor Freaking Cunningham.

			What the hell?
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			Connor

			“This could not be any better.”

			“It was just a date,” I said, annoyed as shit by Brian’s reaction as I reached for my glasses on the nightstand. I loved my agent and trusted him with my life—or at least my work life—but it was irritating, him calling me about my date with Duffy like it was any of his business. “Not a big deal.”

			“No, I know,” he said, “but people are eating this shit up. I saw a meme about how much you probably love that damn coyote now because he made this happen. I have to find it and send it to you because it’s hilarious. The people are fucking into this date.”

			“First of all, that meme sounds foul,” I said with distaste. “And second, it was just dinner and she’s a regular person; why are people freaking out so much?”

			“It’s like the chicken shop thing.”

			“What the hell does that mean?”

			“I don’t know, that Amelda chick. It was a moment in time on an interview show, but you guys just had great chemistry on TV, so everybody likes the idea of this happening.”

			“Why does anybody give a shit?”

			“Why does anybody give a shit about anything?” Brian said. “And it’s because she’s a regular person that they’re devouring this. You’re an NFL pro on one of the most talked-about teams, and instead of dating a model or an actress, you’re into a girl who’s a nobody. A chick from the south side who goes ice fishing and knows how to ride a snowmobile.”

			“Don’t call her a nobody,” I snapped, rubbing my forehead. “And I have no idea if she does any of those things.”

			“Oh, she does; a simple Google search will show you.”

			“For fuck’s sake,” I said, even more annoyed because I knew Duffy would hate the idea of anyone googling her.

			“The bottom line is the city where you want to stay is loving you right now, so that is definitely a win.”

			But instead of feeling any sort of victory, I felt like a piece of shit after I hung up, like I’d tricked her. I’d had a great time with Duffy and I wanted to take her out again, so I didn’t like his reaction because it made me feel like I’d manipulated her.

			Man, I’d felt like such a sneaky dick when she’d wondered how the reporters could’ve known we’d be there.

			Because my people called them, Duffy.

			I swallowed down the guilt, telling myself it didn’t matter because even though the first date was technically a PR stunt, everything was real now. I got out of bed and called her number on speaker as I walked into the bathroom, flipping on the shower. For the price I paid for the unit, you’d think the water would get hot right away, but it took forever, because the water was triple-filtered for better conditioning, whatever the hell that meant.

			“Hello?” I heard Duffy say as I set the phone on the vanity. I loved how she sounded like she was suspicious of my call. After dozens of people speaking to me with only praise and reverence almost daily, there was something so fucking refreshing about the way she treated me like I was just some ordinary guy she’d met.

			“Hey, listen, I was wondering if you wanted to join my fantasy karaoke team.”

			“Haha very funny,” she said. “But I seem to remember you calling me embarrassing.”

			“Awesomely embarrassing, Distefano. That’s different.”

			“Says you.”

			“What are you doing right now?” I asked, realizing I didn’t really have a solid plan for the call at all. I hadn’t thought out what I was going to say, which was a mistake because Duffy kept me on my toes.

			“I’m actually working because it’s nine thirty in the morning on a Friday,” she said in a tone that let me know she thought I had no idea how jobs worked for normal people.

			Which was probably fair.

			For me, Fridays were light days with a quick run-through.

			Everyone in the league fucking loved Fridays. They were freedom days.

			For her, it was probably…meetings…? Spreadsheets of data and…tax documentation…?

			“What are you working on at the moment?” I asked, trying to picture what her day looked like as an accountant. “Adding up numbers?”

			“Yes, because that is definitely what my job is. I am a human computation machine,” she snarked, but I could hear the smile in her voice. “Is there something I can help you with, Football?”

			“If you want, I can make a list,” I said.

			“I do not want,” she said with a laugh. “But thank you.”

			“Okay, so obviously I’ve called when you’re in Duffy the Accountant mode, so I’ll make this brief,” I said, even though I could banter with her like this all day. “But I was wondering if you would consider going out with me again. We can do karaoke, we can go to Burger King, we can fly to Seattle for seafood and coffee; whatever you want to do, I’m game.”

			“Oh. Um…?” she said, sounding confused. “You’re asking me out again?”

			“You make me feel like I’m doing this wrong with the way you continuously fail to understand that I’m asking you out.”

			“I mean, I don’t get asked out by a lot of celebrity football players, so it catches me off guard each time,” she said.

			“So will you go out with me?” I asked, trying not to sound desperate.

			It was dumb how badly I wanted her to say yes.

			Dumb.

			But the truth of the matter was that I didn’t have a lot of people in my life who weren’t attached to football. I had teammates and coaches and my agent, but since I’d moved to Minnesota, I hadn’t really gotten to know anyone outside of that world.

			I missed having friends, as weird as that sounded.

			It was like I’d gone from college life, which had been full of friends and parties and chaos, to this weird world where I owned real estate and made a lot of money but kind of had no life outside of football.

			I still talked to my buddies on a regular basis, but it wasn’t the same long-distance.

			I wasn’t complaining, because it was the dream, and this year was marginally less stressful than my rookie season, but truth be told, I was homesick for a place with connections.

			She cleared her throat. “Listen, um, I seriously had the best time last night, but I think for right now, I’m good.”

			Wait. What?

			“Are you…are you ‘No, thank you-ing’ me?”

			“I am,” she said, clearing her throat and then saying it again like she was confirming it to herself. “Yes, that’s right. No, thank you. Thank you, though.” I turned off the shower and snatched up the phone.

			I hit the green FaceTime button and waited as it switched over. I knew it wasn’t really…typical to dip into a FaceTime call without first texting, but it happened before my brain caught up.

			“What is going on here?” she asked when she accepted the call, her eyes narrowed. “We don’t toggle to FaceTime without a word; where are your manners? What in God’s name do you think you’re doing, Cunningham?”

			She was giving me shit, but I could tell by her smirk that she wasn’t pissed.

			I drank in her appearance on the small screen, fully entranced. I fucking loved the messy bun and black glasses. She was giving Sandra Bullock in Miss Congeniality and I was fucking there for it.

			“Can I ask why you’re rejecting me?” I said, genuinely confused and in need of some clarity.

			“You find it impossible to believe somebody would reject you?” she teased, but I’d lost a little bit of my levity.

			“It’s not that,” I said as I paced in the bathroom, more disappointed than I would’ve expected to be when I hadn’t even wanted to ask her out the first time. “But I felt like we had a good time last night.”

			“Okay, so we totally did,” she said, blinking fast like she was trying to convince me. “I’m going to be honest with you. I know it’s not fair and it’s not your fault, but I have no interest in something high profile where there are people with cameras tracking our every move when we go out. That’s your life and that’s so cool, but it’s just kind of not my thing.”

			“Oh.” The few girls I’d taken out since moving to the Twin Cities had really seemed to enjoy the visibility and attention. I could tell Duffy hadn’t been the most comfortable with the cameras, so shit—it was totally shortsighted of me not to have even considered she might see it as a deal-breaker.

			“And it’s probably best for you anyway, because I would do nothing but ruin your reputation.”

			“How so? What does that mean?”

			“It means that, like, designers dress you for your pregame fit, right? I buy clothes at Target and wear them repeatedly for years. You drive a Porsche, and I drive a Honda with over a hundred thousand miles on it. You had a professional decorate your apartment, and I recently moved back into the childhood bedroom of my father’s three-bedroom, one-car-garage house where a poster of a boy band still hangs on my wall.”

			“Which boy band?”

			“One Direction,” she said quietly, but her eyebrows were raised like she was daring me to comment.

			“Okay, but none of that matters,” I said, slightly miffed that she’d think I cared about that shit.

			“I know it doesn’t,” she said, “but the idea of going to a restaurant and having cameras there is the stuff of nightmares to me. So thank you so much and, um, you know, maybe we’ll run into each other again sometime if I am ever sexually harassed by another NFL mascot.” She gave a small laugh.

			“Yeah, maybe,” I said. I needed to end the call before I did something stupid, like beg her for a date.

			I really liked her, but I also respected what she was saying. “Well, if you change your mind, feel free to shoot me a text.”

			“Okay, and good luck Sunday, by the way.”

			“Will you be back in your seats?” I asked.

			“I know my dad will,” she said with an eye roll. “But the idea of getting pummeled with stadium snacks is still too fresh. I’ll probably watch from a sports bar or at home.”

			“By the way, was there really someone at your door the first time I asked you out?” I asked, still curious about that.

			“Not a soul,” she admitted. “I had no idea what to say, so I needed to buy myself a minute.”

			“I knew it,” I said, smiling in spite of this rejection.

			“I assumed you did, but it was all I could do.” She gave a helpless shrug and smile. “Have a good day, Connor.”

			“Yeah, you, too,” I said, and I was surprised how fucking disappointed I was when I hung up the phone.

			Asking her out the first time hadn’t even been my idea, so why did getting shot down for the second feel so shitty?
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			Duffy

			It was a weird thing, becoming slightly obsessed with the guy you rejected.

			But I couldn’t help it.

			Because for starters, he’d asked me out for a second date.

			A second fricking date.

			I didn’t get those a lot.

			And I wasn’t being melodramatic; it was simply a fact.

			Which was why the reality that he’d called to ask me out again, in and of itself, was truly astounding.

			But then, on top of that unreal moment, I panicked and totally ruined everything by saying no, leaving me nothing to do but creepily stalk him on the internet and daydream about a scenario where I hadn’t “No, thank you’d” him.

			God, I am so stupid.

			But in my defense, it was the internet’s fault.

			Because the results of a quick search earlier this morning had sent me into a panic, the wounds left by Carl still too fresh. The Getty images of me and Connor getting out of the car, him looking like a god while I squinted next to him like I was a bear coming out of hibernation, blinded by the bright lights, were bad enough, but I’d been a fool and had taken a glimpse at a few comments that followed the article and nope—I wasn’t going back there.

			Beauty and the bust.

			What the hell did that even mean?

			I’d spent enough time as a social pariah, and I wasn’t going back. I couldn’t deal with public hatred again—I couldn’t.

			But my response had been premature.

			As it turned out, the public’s opinion on me had changed, seemingly overnight.

			At lunch, when I told Ellie I’d said no to a second date with Connor, she opened her browser and proceeded to show me a handful of articles on how “cute” we were.

			The photo of him giving me a piggyback ride, both of us positively glowing with mirth.

			The clip of him saying he’d light a dessert on fire to give me fireworks.

			Dark footage of us singing karaoke together, laughing our asses off as some rando we hadn’t even noticed recorded us.

			I wanted to cry as I took it all in because what the hell was happening?

			How was this possible?

			I had rejected him? What in God’s name had I been thinking? I’d thrown away a shot at something with him, all because I was scared of internet trolls?

			On top of that, we were a little cute, dammit.

			It was beyond depressing, and “regret” wasn’t a strong enough word to capture the way I felt about my poor decision. It didn’t help that—minus all the photographers—our first date had been amazing, and my appreciation for Connor spiked every time I thought about it.

			Now when I saw him in commercials, I knew just how funny he was in real life and how his blue eyes crinkled in an adorable way when he smiled. And I couldn’t stop myself from rewatching Coyote games my dad had saved, just so I could watch Connor play.

			The way he sprinted down the field, leapt into the air to catch the ball, his physicality with other players; dear Lord, there was just something about those impractical-in-the-real-world athletic abilities that made me a simpering fool.

			I spent the entire weekend stuck in this weird hyperfangirl place until he texted me out of the blue.

			I was watching Monday Night Football with my brothers when my phone buzzed.

			Connor: That was a shit call.

			I almost hurled my phone in shock. I didn’t know why he was texting me—Connor is texting me holy shit—but after I nearly fell off the couch scrambling to clutch my phone, I processed his words and replied: TOTALLY. It wasn’t even close.

			I wondered how an NFL player watched games. Was he sitting at home, like me, taking in a game and inhaling potato chips at an unhealthy pace, or was he studying the plays, taking notes, and viewing it through a professional lens?

			Connor: I found AirPods under my seat—are they yours?

			So that’s where they were. I’d been driving myself crazy looking for them, because the quiet sounds of other people’s keyboards clicking at work had been driving me insane. I needed music while I worked and my office was way too silent for sanity.

			Me: YES! You might’ve just saved my co-worker’s life because the sound of his gum chewing was making me very murdery.

			Connor: Want to meet at Fawkes Alley in the morning to hand off the pods and ensure you don’t do life? You seem WAY too soft for the big house.

			Oh my God. Was this my second chance, an opportunity to fix what I’d screwed up? To see him and maybe somehow get him to ask me out again?

			No—that wasn’t possible. That’d be way too good to be true.

			Right?

			But maybe…?

			I mean, Fawkes Alley was my favorite coffee shop.

			I texted: That would be great. And for the record, I think I could hold my own in the brig.

			Connor: Isn’t the “brig” a military prison?

			I rolled my eyes and bit my lip to keep from smiling too hard. Potatoe, po-tah-toe. What time?

			We made plans to meet at the coffee shop that I visited daily because it was close to my office, which was apparently also quite close to his apartment. I wasn’t going to fixate on that little morsel of information, not now, because I didn’t have the luxury of time.

			I needed to find something cute to wear to work in the morning, something that would make me irresistible when Connor handed off my earphones.

			Thankfully, a quick text to Ellie solved all my problems. She immediately FaceTimed me.

			“Take me to your closet,” she said, and after twenty minutes of her insulting my lack of taste, she found a pairing that she liked.

			“But listen,” she said with a scowl as I laid the clothes out on my bed like I was a middle schooler. “Be bold tomorrow morning. Don’t wait for him to ask you out.”

			“I won’t,” I said, even though I knew I would.

			In no scenario would I ever have the courage to ask out an NFL god.

			But by the time I went to bed, I felt marginally confident in what I had planned style-wise. As long as I could keep myself from falling down or saying something ridiculous, I felt pretty good.

			

			—

			The following morning, however, when I was five minutes from walking out the door, my father decided to ruin that little bit of confidence.

			“Hey, I need you to drop off Dale on your way to work,” he said.

			“What?” I set my mug in the sink as he opened the fridge and took out the orange juice.

			“Dale needs an adjustment. You gotta drop him at the chiro on your way in.”

			My dad was so incredibly obsessed with his cat that he took him to the pet chiropractor once a month because he was convinced Dale needed adjustments. I usually didn’t mind helping out, but that was not going to fit into my plans for the morning. I’d literally spent an hour on makeup, which seemed like the sum total of what I’d spent on makeup my entire life, so I wasn’t going to screw that up by getting sweaty wrestling with Dale.

			“I can’t today, sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve got—”

			“You can today and you will,” he replied, his eyebrows furrowed. “I’ve got a water conference in Mankato, so I’m going in the other direction.”

			My dad worked for the city, and a big part of his job had to do with water. I’d never really paid enough attention to understand it other than the fact that he loved to share disgusting little facts about water, like how he would never go in a hotel hot tub because the foam on top of the bubbles was “butt juice.”

			“Dad, I’ve got an appointment before work—we’re going to have to reschedule.”

			“You gotta do this for me, Duff,” he said, unscrewing the juice lid. “You throw him in the backpack and it takes five minutes to drop him off, tops. It’s right by your work, come on.”

			“I can’t.”

			“Oh. That’s fine,” he said slowly. “I’ll just call in and blow off the conference. I wasn’t looking forward to the windshield time, anyway.”

			He was being pouty, but I also knew my stubborn father would do it. He would completely miss a conference that the city had paid money to send him to because Dale needed an adjustment.

			But after all the time my dad took off after my mom died, he didn’t need to miss any more work. He had a pension, but I didn’t feel like my dad would know what to do with himself if he ever retired.

			“Fine,” I said, gritting my teeth and trying to be a good daughter when I wanted to whine. “But can you help me get his stuff together?”

			Getting that cat into the catpack was not an easy task, at least not for me.

			“I gotta walk out the door right now, kid,” he said. “The backpack is by the coats, you can handle it.”

			My dad had one of those backpacks with the plexiglass window in the back so the cat could ride around and see the world. My father used it when he took the cat to the vet because he thought Dale enjoyed the view, and the two of them were adorable when they traversed the city together.

			By the time I walked out the door, however, I was sweating because Dale did not like it when I took him places. He was a sweet baby boy for my dad, the shit, but he did not enjoy outings with me.

			I’d literally had to hold him in with my elbow—as he hissed and clawed—while closing up the bag, and this was after chasing him through the entire house.

			So the odds of charming Connor into a second date were suddenly looking slim.

			Because now he was going to think I was a crazy cat lady when I showed up. He was going to take one look at me, with my smeared eyeliner, sweaty upper lip, cat hair–covered outfit, and enormous pet carrier backpack, and the dude would thank his lucky stars that I’d been dumb enough to reject him.
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			Connor

			I damn near spit out my coffee when I saw her.

			I got there early, so I was sitting at a table, scrolling through my phone, and when I glanced up, I saw someone wearing one of those bizarre cat backpacks, where some poor feline could gawk out at the world from where it was imprisoned.

			That was maybe a little harsh, but they were ridiculous.

			But as I made eye contact with the cat, I realized he was in the middle of having a total shit fit. The cat was squirming around and meowing, and even though you could barely hear the little guy, it was obvious it was not having the time of its life.

			Which made the backpack jerk around on its owner’s back.

			That cannot be comfortable.

			I watched in amusement for a minute before the owner turned to the side and I saw her profile.

			Holy shit—it was Duffy.

			I got up and walked over, trying my damnedest not to laugh as I approached her from behind.

			“Good morning, Distefano,” I said, feeling a jolt of something when she turned and her eyes met mine. I wouldn’t go as far as to say it was pure happiness, but I felt oddly lighter, more energized.

			“Hey, Connor,” she said, blowing a strand of hair out of her eyes.

			“I’m not usually one to state the obvious,” I said, “but I think an astronaut cat might have climbed into your—”

			“Don’t,” she interrupted, shaking her head with a little smirk. “It is ludicrous that I am wearing this and I cannot quite believe it myself.”

			“This is not by choice?” I asked.

			“Do I look like somebody who would choose this getup? Actually, don’t answer that because if I do, well…that will just be too depressing for words.”

			“I ordered you a mocha,” I said. “But if you want something else I can—”

			“How did you know I like a mocha?” she asked.

			“You mentioned it at the dive bar when you were talking about living with your dad,” I said, the back of my neck growing warm. I sounded like I was obsessed with her. God, was I being too overbearing?

			“No, a mocha sounds great,” she said. “Thank you.”

			“I’m over there,” I said, gesturing toward the table.

			I followed her over, wanting to laugh so badly as that cat freaked out in the little window.

			“Is he going to be okay?” I asked as the backpack jerked around on her shoulders.

			“Yes, he just has a high stress level,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’m dropping him off for an appointment as soon as I’m done here and then he’s not my problem anymore.”

			“An appointment? He needs shots or something?”

			“I wish it was that simple,” she said, sitting down. “Although, you’ve met my father, so you might not find it as strange as someone else might.”

			“Oh, so this is a Tony thing,” I said.

			“Such a Tony thing. I got this cat the summer before I went to college, and my dorms wouldn’t let me bring him, so my dad was stuck with him. Which he claimed to hate, right? But a month later, Fluffy was renamed Dale Earnhardt Junior and no longer mine. He and my father have the strangest connection known to man. They’re like soulmates, I swear to God.”

			“Dale Earnhardt Junior?”

			“My dad loves NASCAR and apparently the cat did something that reminded him of restrictor plate racing so…” She trailed off like that explained everything.

			“Oh, don’t stop now,” I said. “I need to know more about your dad’s connection to the cat.”

			“He treats the cat so much better than he treated me and my brothers,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief but smiling at the same time. “For example, he thinks Dale has anxiety, so Dale has a standing appointment once a month with a cat chiropractor.”

			“A cat—”

			“—chiropractor, yes, you heard me right,” she said. “According to my father, when Dale is stressed, his neck gets tight and he really needs an adjustment. Apparently, it’s like all the tension just drains out of him.”

			“No shit,” I said with a laugh.

			“Yeah, no shit,” she said, nodding. “It is absurd and I have lectured my father no less than three hundred times about what a waste of money it is to pay somebody to chiropract on a cat, but he does not listen. He points out every ridiculous thing he spent money on that I wanted as a child, and he’s convinced this is a much more intelligent way to spend his cash.”

			“You know,” I said, “he really missed an opportunity with the name of that cat.”

			“What?”

			“He should’ve gone with Dale Purrnhardt Junior,” I said. “Get it?”

			“My father would probably shoot you in the face for saying that,” she said with a laugh. “I know without a doubt that he would hate that pun.”

			“I still say it’s a missed opportunity, but I suppose I’ll let it lie.”

			“It’s best that you do,” she said. “So thank you so much for bringing my AirPods, by the way.”

			“Sure,” I said, sliding them across the table toward her. “My phone kept telling me for a couple days that I was being followed around by something and it wasn’t until I dropped a straw wrapper that I found them under my seat.”

			“I’m just happy none of my co-workers have to die today,” she said.

			The cat jerked hard at that moment, making Duffy’s entire upper body move.

			“That has got to be uncomfortable,” I said. “Dale is kicking your ass.”

			“He definitely is, but I know once I take him out I’ll never get him back in. I love the guy, but he only listens to my dad.”

			“Do you want help?” I asked. “I’m usually pretty good with animals. I can carry him. How far is the chiropractor?”

			A little wrinkle formed between her eyebrows in confusion. “It’s only a few blocks away, but you don’t have to,” she said.

			“Oh, I don’t mind, I don’t have anything going on for another hour. It’s a nice morning to hold a cat.”

			Her uncertain look grew into a wide smile that I felt in my chest.

			God, I like her way too fucking much.

			“That would be great,” she said. “Although I literally don’t know what Dale will do when we take him out.”

			“I think I can handle the cat. I won’t let go of him,” I said.

			She glanced down at my hands and I laughed in disbelief. “Are you seriously still doubting me because of the dropped pass against the Raiders? Are you never going to let me live that down?”

			She let out a giggle. “I wasn’t doubting you, I was actually looking at the size of your hands and thinking there was a very good chance that you won’t drop the cat because the cat-to-hand ratio is definitely in your favor.”

			Before I could comment, she added, “Although, so is the ball-to-hand ratio, so I guess one can never tell.”

			“You are always busting my ass,” I said.

			“I just speak the truth,” she said with a smirk and a shrug.

			“Turn around and let me take the cat out of the bag, asshole.”

			“Okay, but be prepared for him to run off,” she said. “Have those butterfingers at the ready.”

			I cautiously unzipped the backpack and reached my hands in, letting Dale sniff me and rub his face against my hand. I then took him out of the carrier without a problem, giving Duffy a look as the little guy immediately settled against me like we were old friends.

			He is so fucking cute, holy shit. Dale was fluffy as hell, just a little gray puff.

			“I think my butterfingers have it under control,” I said lightly.

			“He’s such a traitor,” she said with an eye roll. “He lets me take care of him every day and spends all his time in my room, but the second my dad or my brothers—and now you—are around, he’s like ‘Later, girlfriend,’ and treats you like one of his bros. You’re a dick, Dale,” she said, scratching his head.

			“Don’t insult my bro.”

			“You’re a dick, too,” she said, sticking her tongue out at me as she stood. “Well, come on, then—let’s get him to his appointment.”

			I don’t think she even realized it when she stepped closer to me to pet the cat. It was a little jarring, to be honest, how natural it was with her. She walked beside me, petting the cat curled against my chest, and something about the moment kind of tripped me up.

			I cleared my throat and powered through it, because what the fuck was with this girl? She made me feel so out of sorts, like I couldn’t function properly.

			And I saw the moment she realized, too.

			She glanced up at me, almost guiltily, and she dropped her hand away from the cat. I wished I could read her mind.

			“So,” she said, clearing her throat as we exited the coffee shop. “What does a Tuesday morning look like for a football player?”

			She gestured for us to cross to the right, apparently in the direction of a certified cat chiropractor.

			“Most weeks it’s our off day,” I said. “But today we’re having a quick meeting to go through some new installations.”

			“I can’t imagine the stadium being my place of work. My whole life, walking into that place is the equivalent of a holiday or an amusement park. Well, until the whole Carl thing, that is.”

			“I have to ask—did people seriously throw hot dogs at you? Literally?” I asked, remembering what she’d said on the show. “I cannot imagine hurling such an overpriced snack.”

			“And so much beer,” she huffed, and smiled sardonically. “Coyotes fans are desperate for a good season, so your girl jinxing them was a very big deal. My dad’s best friends still give me a lot of grief.”

			“You seem okay about it now, though,” I said, scratching Dale’s head as we strolled down the sidewalk. “Are you? You know, okay?”

			She glanced at me with a small but genuine smile. “Yes, thanks for asking. I’m fine, but it’s because they’re finally getting over it,” she said. “Apparently being seen with the beloved tight end is all it takes.”

			“There did seem to be a positive reaction to our date, didn’t there?”

			She shook her head like she couldn’t believe it. “Suddenly I’m one of their own when they think I’m with you. My brother said he saw an article about us out on the town, and it included an old picture of my hockey team from when I was five.”

			“Well, I’m sorry about that,” I said as we went around a woman letting her dog take a break. “About the whole public thing.”

			“Don’t worry about it. As it turns out, I hate it a lot less when people aren’t being mean to me. I probably owe you an apology because our little outing seems to have helped my reputation.”

			“It did, did it?” I said, smiling even though I probably shouldn’t.

			“Oh yeah. People think we’re cute now. A few weeks ago I was ‘Football Karen,’ but now we’re just freaking adorable.”

			Football Karen. People could be such assholes. I glanced over at her and said, “Imagine if we went out again. You might become the patron saint of Coyote football.”

			“Ooh, that’s tempting,” she said with a grin. “My dad would love to share that honor with Father Gordy.”

			“Y’know, I’m going to the Wild game tonight, if you want to come along,” I heard myself say. I wasn’t one to beg or refuse to take no for an answer, but something in her tone made me want to try again. “It can just be two people innocently catching a game—not a date at all—but it might not hurt for you to lean into your sudden likability.”

			That wrinkle was back between her eyebrows. “You’d let me use you for clout?”

			“For clout?” That was funny.

			“You know what I mean,” she said, readjusting the stupid cat backpack on her shoulders as she walked. “I’d be using you and you’d be getting nothing.”

			I thought of Bethany and Brian, and how Duffy being around me would only help me, my career, and the team. I felt like a total tool that she was considering my feelings on this.

			“I’d be getting an entire night to convince you to reconsider a real second date with me,” I said. “So I’ll take the trade-off.”

			“Are you serious right now?” she asked, eyes narrowed like she was trying to figure out if I was being honest or not. Oh, honey, I’m so fucking serious it’s insane. But then she blinked fast and abruptly added, “I mean, about the hockey game.”

			“Definitely,” I said, suddenly stoked as hell because I saw it—she’d looked interested. “I’ve got season tickets and zero plans. All we have to do is stand near each other while watching the game and people will make their assumptions. Let’s be fucking adorable tonight, shall we?”

			Her eyes roamed all over my face, clearly thinking through all the scenarios, and then she gave a quick little nod. “Okay. If you’re sure, let’s be adorable tonight.”
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			Duffy

			I paced outside the arena as I waited for Connor.

			He still had five minutes—I was early—so I kept rotating between excitement, nervousness, and utter disbelief that I was actually getting a second chance. I mean, technically this wasn’t a “date.” This was me “using him for clout” (why did I use such a dumb expression?), but it had promise.

			Which was mind-boggling, in and of itself.

			He’d seriously sounded like he genuinely wanted to convince me to go on another date with him.

			So I was in, right?

			Only I’d failed to respond appropriately. I’d been so excited and shocked by his comment that I’d gone mute. I should’ve shouted It’s a date! or at the very least let him know I wouldn’t have to be convinced, but I hadn’t been able to make my mouth say the words.

			Which left me in this weird place where he still didn’t know I definitely wanted a date, but saying it at this point felt awkward and embarrassing. Randomly saying Hey, I changed my mind or I’m super into you so can you please ask me out again seemed like too much, at least it was for a coward like me, so I was going to hope that this hockey night would magically fix everything.

			Ellie made me give up my lunch break so we could find the perfect outfit to “ensure I stay out of the friend zone.” According to her and an article (which seemed stupid and lacking in scientific evidence, in my opinion) that she shared with me from Psychology Today, the first step to avoiding the friend zone is showing intent.

			Aka making an effort.

			While I would’ve worn my faded old Spurgeon jersey with a pair of jeans, she’d hauled me into a sporting goods store and found an adorable cropped Wild crew neck that was so on-trend I truly didn’t think I was cool enough to wear it. She paired it with her favorite boyfriend jeans and funky little sneakers (she ran home and fetched them for me), and suddenly I looked a little bit fashionable.

			Thank you, El.

			She’d found the perfect outfit to make me feel like I was trying, yet I was moderately comfortable, like I was wearing normal attire for a person catching a game with their buddies.

			Just as I thought that, I saw him.

			Connor was on the other side of the street, about to cross with a crowd of other people clearly headed to the game, and he was on the phone. His face was relaxed, he was smiling, and that damn “Gimme More” song started playing in my head again like his forward motion in foot traffic was part of a slow-motion montage or something.

			I watched as he crossed the street, his large body moving effortlessly in the dusky darkness of the downtown evening. He was wearing a long-sleeved Wild T-shirt and jeans, baseball cap on backward, and it was impossible to believe someone that painfully attractive was coming over to meet up with me.

			I mean, he shouldn’t look that good, right? He was technically wearing a “bro” uniform. All three of my brothers dressed exactly like that when they went out.

			Somehow, though, Connor looked like a model.

			It probably had something to do with his broad chest under the tee and the chiseled bone structure, not to mention the shimmering mystique of a man who was capable of catching a ball while being double-teamed, but damn.

			As if hearing my thoughts, his eyes found mine.

			“Listen, Brian, I’ve got to go,” he said into the phone while closing the distance between us. “I’ll catch you later.”

			I wondered if that was one of his teammates, though I couldn’t think of any Coyote player with that name.

			And I was very familiar with the roster.

			“So hi,” he said, putting his phone into his pocket and smiling down at me.

			“So hi,” I replied, feeling geekily nervous as I smiled back up at him. “I can’t believe you just walked with that clump of people and no one recognized you.”

			“I’m telling you, it was us together that brought on the attention the other night,” he said. “Because of the show. I manage to blend in most of the time.”

			“Sure you do,” I said as I watched a few people behind him do a double take.

			“So did you pick up Dale?” he asked as we entered the building and got our tickets scanned. “Is he all in alignment now?”

			“My dad got out of work early, so he grabbed the cat, thank God,” I said. “Dr. Monica—the kitty chiro—reminds me of a hippie preschool teacher. Like the woman never stops smiling while she tells you all the ways you’re making your cat stressed out, and I can’t deal with her judgment.”

			“Tony likes her?” he asked, sounding surprised.

			“Oh, my dad thinks she’s an oddball, but he also thinks she’s like the cat whisperer.”

			“Your dad is a complicated guy, isn’t he?”

			“He contains multitudes, that’s for sure,” I said with a laugh.

			It was so strange, the way we chatted as we walked through the huge facility, because he felt like a friend.

			It didn’t feel like it was only the third time we’d ever met in person, that was for sure. We shared more about ourselves as we grabbed hot dogs and beers at one of the many snack stands. He told me about how things had been going at practice, which gave me such strange insight, learning what life looked like for him on a daily basis.

			I told him about my job and the exams and how I was waiting for my first set of results.

			“It’s somehow not surprising that you’re a math person,” he said, reaching for his beer.

			“What does that mean?” I asked around a bite of hot dog.

			“I’m not exactly sure, but I think it has to do with your sense of humor. You’re smart funny, not stupid funny.”

			“Oh, the compliments; how ever shall I handle all the flattery?”

			“It’s a lot, I know.”

			“ ‘Not stupid funny’ is the sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

			“Wiseass.”

			“Keep ’em coming, yes,” I teased.

			“So what about your brothers—what do they do?” he asked. “Are they math people, too?”

			“Those guys,” I said, rolling my eyes. “All three of them wear suits to work every day and have people who report to them; a trio of successful brainiacs. It’s super annoying. Ty’s the VP of a consulting firm, Matty’s a data scientist, and Joe’s a developer at a start-up. Like, how do you follow siblings who all bought their first houses before they turned thirty?”

			I took a gulp of beer to stop myself from oversharing. I’d been this close to saying I had mountains of student loan debt, which was something I definitely didn’t need to share with a millionaire.

			“Yeah, but you have a really good job, too,” he said. “If the slacker in the family is a CPA, Tony knew what he was doing.”

			“Not a CPA yet, and Tony doesn’t know anything—it was all my mom,” I said with a laugh. “She was a teacher who knew exactly what she was doing.”

			“Also, Duffy,” he said, and sweet Jesus I like the way he says my name, “it sounds like you were the one willing to sacrifice and move in with your dad after she passed, so I don’t think you need to worry about following them at all.”

			Shit. How am I supposed to deal with someone like this?!

			It was too soon to be in love, yes?

			Yes.

			Way too soon.

			But the way he seemed to remember every tiny detail I’d shared on that first date was…hell, it was really something.

			We finished our food and were almost at our seats when we grabbed another beer to go from a vendor.

			“Two, please,” I said, but I was in my head once we stepped up to order. Since it wasn’t a real date, I didn’t want him to feel like he had to buy my beer, but when I took out my card, he scowled at me.

			“What are you doing?”

			“This is called a credit card, and I use it to purchase things. Like this beer, for example. I’m going to use this card to pay for my Bud.”

			I took the beer from the guy behind the counter and held out my Visa.

			“I’ve got your Bud,” Connor said, sticking out his card, still giving me a grumpy face.

			“But this isn’t a real date,” I said quietly. “You don’t have to buy my beer.”

			“I want to buy your beer,” he said, waving his card as the beer guy—Rico, according to his name tag—just looked at us like he hated us both.

			“Fine,” I said. “But then I want to buy your beer.”

			“Seriously?”

			I shrugged. “Just because you’re a gazillionaire doesn’t mean I don’t want to pay my share.”

			A corner of his mouth kicked up a little. “You think I’m a gazillionaire?”

			“I think you’re a gazillionaire so I’m using your card,” Rico said, snatching Connor’s American Express from his fingertips. He looked me in the eyes and added, “Just enjoy it while it lasts, lady.”

			He tapped Connor’s card against the machine, handed it back, then said, “Good luck on Sunday, Mr. Cunningham. Their D’s pretty tough.”

			“Thanks,” Connor said. “And you should listen to my buddy Rico, lady. He’s a wise man.”

			“ ‘Just enjoy it while it lasts’?” I asked, giving Rico a look. “That’s the wisdom here? It sounds like your boy Rico thinks I can’t keep you.”

			“I mean…” Rico said with a smirk.

			Which made Connor laugh.

			Which made me laugh and say, “You guys are hilarious. I’m going to go watch a hockey game while you two bond over my perceived flaws and high-five yourselves on repeat.”

			I turned and took a step before I felt Connor snag one of my belt loops and tug me back toward him.

			I looked over my shoulder, feeling a little…warm from the physicality.

			From the way his thumb grazed the exposed skin just between my crop top and jeans.

			“Wait up—I’ll be good,” he said with a mischievous pout, his teasing eyes delivering toe-curling magnetism, dear God. Something about his laid-back confidence was jarringly intimate, like he’d be all-in on anything I might suggest.

			“Fine, come on,” I replied, wondering how red my face was as we started walking toward our seats.

			And the more we walked, the more people noticed us. There seemed to be a general buzz as we passed, almost as if the word of Connor’s appearance was being spread just ahead of us.

			My body was tense, prepared for anything, but everyone seemed to be really…nice.

			No flying beer, no booing.

			“Hey, Connor!” “What’s up, Cunningham?” “Nice game last weekend.” It was like he had an ice rink full of buddies as we made our way toward our seats.

			And his fans had smiles for me.

			It was the polar opposite of the way I’d been received post-Carl and I couldn’t quite believe it.

			The puck dropped right as we got seated, and I quickly discovered Connor was the best person to watch a game with. He was over-the-top into it, but not in a way that involved angry spittle or shouting (like it sometimes did with my family).

			I managed to completely forget about his fame and fans as we both got lost in the game.

			“That was a fucking hit, holy shit,” he said, watching the replay of the board-check on the big screen as the first period ended.

			“That guy should be in the box,” I replied with a nod. “It was a bullshit no-call.”

			“Right?”

			“It’s like they brought their own refs.”

			“You sound exactly like Tony.” His blue eyes twinkled as he grinned down at me.

			My heart stuttered as he delivered that way-too-charming smile from point-blank range. “Please don’t make me push you down when I’m just starting to get my groove back.”

			“You’d Carl me?” he asked. “For comparing you to your dad?”

			“Listen, I love my father, but the way he yaps at sporting events is a whole thing. I’ve spent my entire life apologizing to the people around us for his language and his ‘passion.’ ”

			“What’s his go-to line?” he asked.

			“Oh, he’s got a few,” I said with a grin, kind of missing my dad a little as I thought of his ridiculousness. “But his favorite is probably ‘Hey, ref, you might be able to actually see the play if your head wasn’t so far up your ass.’ ”

			Connor let out a booming laugh as I held up two fingers to the beer guy coming up the steps.

			“Are you going to embarrass me by paying for my beer?” he teased.

			I looked up at him. “Are you going to be embarrassed by a woman paying for your beverage? Say it ain’t so, Cunningham, because that’s a red flag surrounded by a hundred red flags, buried underneath a red flag at half-mast, memorializing what a douchey red flag move it would be to care about antiquated dating conventions.”

			“Holy shit, Distefano, it was a joke,” he said, laughing and bringing his hands up in surrender. “But now I’m a little afraid of you.”

			“As you should be,” I said as I paid for our beers.

			It was impossible not to smile as I attempted to hand him his beer, but before he grabbed it, the smartass took a second to put both hands over his heart and say with total overexaggeration, “For me? Oh, thank you so much, woman-with-money.”

			I completely forgot about our plan to “be adorable” and just had a blast taking in the game with him. Honestly, I forgot all about who he was for the entire second period as he gave me shit about, well, everything and we commiserated over the team’s failure to score.

			Until the kiss cam.
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			Connor

			Not the kiss cam.

			The second I saw the bit show up on the screen, I just knew it was going to land on us.

			The crowd watched and waited for the young couple on the screen to notice they’d been chosen, but my brain was already in strategy mode for when we popped up.

			Because of course we would.

			The cameras had already panned to us multiple times since the game started, though I wasn’t sure if Duffy had noticed or not. She got very into the game, so her eyes were almost always fixated on the puck (while her mouth was always moving).

			I fucking loved it.

			But I didn’t want our first kiss to be on the big screen with the world watching.

			With her kissing me because the camera was telling us to.

			I didn’t know if I was ever going to get the opportunity to kiss Duffy Distefano for real because I still hadn’t figured out if I even had a shot with her, but I had zero interest in participating in a jumbotron-pressured version of what that could possibly look like.

			But I also didn’t want to leave her hanging.

			Everyone fucking hated the assholes who refused to kiss on the kiss cam.

			Duffy didn’t need the hate, and she definitely didn’t need the public to think I didn’t want to kiss her.

			Just as I was working through all the bullshit buzzing around in my brain, it happened.

			We popped up on the screen.

			Duffy and Connor on the kiss cam.

			After her initial shock, she glanced over at me, her smile fake and nervous, and she swallowed.

			I didn’t know what she’d want—hell, I didn’t really know her at all in the overall scheme of things—but I knew I needed to do something.

			So I reached out my arm, pulled her close into more of a headlock than any sort of embrace, where she was trapped in the crook of my elbow, and I speed-planted kisses all over the top of her head in a manner that was more playful than anything.

			It wasn’t romantic, but technically I was kissing her.

			And the way she immediately started cackling and squirming made me feel like I’d done the right thing. I breathed a sigh of relief as the camera switched over to another couple.

			“You,” she said as she giggled and pulled back to look at me, “are ridiculous.”

			“I know,” I said, raising my hands helplessly. “And I’m sorry if I was out of line with—”

			“No, I get it,” she said, giving me a smile that made me feel some fucking way. Warm, maybe? It made me want to do all the good things, just to get her to smile at me like that again. “And it was perfect.”

			I just gazed at her for a second like an absolute buffoon, no words at the ready because I got tripped up in her sparkling brown eyes squinted in joy.

			What were words when eyes smiled that way?

			I cleared my throat.

			What the fuck is wrong with me?

			“Do you need another beer?” I asked, thinking a trip to the concession stand was probably a good idea right about now.

			She glanced down at her can, lifting it a little to judge its weight. “I will soon, so yes, please.”

			“Be right back.”

			I tried clearing my head as I left to fetch beer, but getting away was impossible because for starters, people wanted to joke about what just happened on-screen. I walked by no less than ten people who teasingly said things like “Nice work on the kiss cam, Cunningham,” which just kept my mind on her pink cheeks and laughing eyes.

			I couldn’t escape my irrationally romantic thoughts of her.

			Which was ridiculous when she’d already told me that she didn’t want to go out with me.

			Then I got a text from Brian.

			I don’t know why the hell you were walking around the city with Duffy Distefano this morning and hugging a cat, but you are BRILLIANT, my friend. People are eating that shit up.

			My stomach dropped. There it was again, another reminder of what I was doing. I appreciated his job and the fact that he was looking out for me and what he knew I wanted for my career, but his comment made me feel like a user.

			Like I was using her for “clout.”

			But the truth was that I’d been dying to see her again and I’d wanted to fucking jump for joy when I found her earbuds. Hell, I would’ve given Dale Earnhardt Junior a fucking paw massage with my own two hands if that’d been what convinced her to meet me at the coffee shop.

			But by the time I had our beers in hand and was on my way back to our seats, I had it together. I reminded myself that she’d happily volunteered to come with me for the sole purpose of good media, and in turn, I was going to use the night to convince her to actually go out with me.

			It didn’t matter that I’d gone all lovesick at the sight of her, because nothing had changed.

			She was along for the ride as my “friend,” and I was here to make her want more.

			Challenge fucking accepted.
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			Duffy

			“This isn’t necessary.”

			“Sure it is,” Connor said, walking beside me down the city street. “And it gives me the chance to walk off my buzz before I go home.”

			“Well, thank you.” Since I’d come straight from work and met Connor at the game, I had to walk back to the office, where my car was sitting in the parking garage. I was going to Uber home since I’d had some drinks, but I needed to grab my laptop and purse from my back seat before I could go.

			And Connor was committed to being my security guard, apparently.

			“By the way, a friend texted me during the game that apparently there are photos of us—and Dale—from this morning that have popped up on the internet,” he said, glancing over at me like he was trying to gauge my reaction.

			“Really?” His life was so surreal. “I didn’t see anyone with a phone out—did you?”

			“No, but I wasn’t looking,” he said. “I was way too into your cat to see anything else.”

			“Dale is such an ass to treat you so well,” I said with an eye roll. “The guy claws my back anytime I take too long getting out of bed and preparing his meal—and I forgive him for this on a daily basis—yet all you do is plop your big ass in a chair and he gives you unconditional love.”

			“Did you just call my ass big?” he said, giving me an overdramatic look of hurt. “Do you think I have a badonkadonk?”

			“Please don’t use that word.”

			“Are you or are you not throwing junk in my trunk, Duffy?”

			“I am not,” I said, obsessed with the way he was so stupidly easy to be around. “My unfortunate usage of the term ‘big ass’ was simply referencing your overall size, as in, ‘That giant walked his big ass over to the car and got in.’ It had nothing to do with your, um, posterior.”

			“Oh. Good,” he said. “And Dale is right to love me unconditionally because my big ass is the shit.”

			“Y’know, if the people on TikTok who are obsessed with your appearance knew how unserious you are, it might just ruin everything for them.”

			“So now you’re saying my personality makes me ugly. Such a ballbuster.”

			“Yes, I am, you eyeball-assaulting troll,” I said dryly.

			The rest of the walk was relaxed and fun, and I was disappointed when we reached the parking garage. He insisted on walking me all the way to my car, and then he insisted on waiting until my Uber arrived.

			I found myself feeling nervous because he was such a gentleman and suddenly this felt a little date-like. Which was good, right? Although to be fair, every time I’d been friend-zoned in the past, it’d shocked the hell out of me and I’d absolutely not seen it coming.

			So my ability to recognize what the hell was going on was not to be trusted.

			“So now that we’re down to mere minutes,” he said as I checked the app and saw my driver was four minutes away, “I have to ask. Did tonight improve my odds of getting you to go on an actual date with me?”

			I raised my eyes from my phone to his face, and God, the way he was looking at me.

			How could he be looking at me like that?

			I was leaning on my car, my back against the passenger door, and he was watching me like he was into me, like he really wanted me to reconsider.

			“Oh, it definitely didn’t hurt,” I managed, my throat incredibly dry all of a sudden.

			I wasn’t in the zone yet, praise Jesus.

			“It was the sexy kiss cam action, wasn’t it? I seduced you, admit it.”

			“Honestly, I really appreciated your quick thinking,” I admitted, wondering what it would be like to actually kiss him.

			“Oh, it was entirely selfish,” he said, stepping a little closer.

			Suddenly his face was so close, just above mine, and I found it hard to breathe. Long, dark lashes, blue eyes that were lighter than I’d thought; God, he was even more beautiful mere centimeters from me.

			“Selfish?” I asked, my voice embarrassingly soft.

			“Selfish because I wasn’t willing to publicly give away our first kiss,” he said, his voice deep and quiet as the subtle scent of his cologne drugged me. “Not if it’s even a remote possibility.”

			“Oh,” I managed, feeling like I was underwater.

			“So it’s kind of linked to my first question,” he said, moving just the tiniest bit, so that his mouth was very close to mine. His hands moved to the roof of my car, so he was almost caging me between the vehicle and his body, and my traitorous body felt a thrill when he leaned in even closer and said beside my ear, “What are your thoughts on my chances?”

			“Good, I think they’re so good,” I breathed out, struggling to keep my eyes open because his mouth was so close to my neck and he smelled intoxicating. “So much potential.”

			“On which?” he asked, and my toes curled inside my shoes at the way his voice dropped even deeper and his breath tickled my neck.

			Is he about to kiss my neck?

			“Both,” I said, unsure when my hand had landed on the back of his neck or how my head came to be tilted the tiniest bit to allow access. “Definitely both.”

			“That’s what I wanted to hear,” he said quietly.

			Then he straightened back up.

			And gave me a sexy, challenging grin.

			I blinked, feeling dazed, like I’d missed something. He was smiling down at me like he’d just proved a point. Scored a touchdown.

			Go back to where you were before, the whole neck thing!

			“I mean, I can’t kiss you now, tonight, when this isn’t a real date,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “So we should probably get that scheduled soon so we can proceed, don’t you think?”

			Connor Cunningham, you fucking tease.

			I gave my head a shake, almost dizzy with the realization that it was happening. Even after my initial failure to respond honestly about wanting to see him again, he was asking me out on a very more-than-friends date.

			“I think you might be onto something.”
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			Duffy

			“What is with you?”

			I glanced over at my dad as I pulled into the hospital’s parking garage, my wipers pushing away the drops from the cold fall rain that was pouring onto the windshield. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean, you’re singing along to the radio and smiling. You almost look perky. What the hell is that about?”

			Am I? I shrugged. “It’s a gorgeous fall day and I’m in a good mood, that’s all.”

			That wasn’t all.

			I was a total liar.

			I felt perky, and I was perky, because in addition to the great time I’d had with Connor the night before, we had plans for the weekend.

			For a date.

			He’d texted me after I got home last night, officially asking me out on the date, and as if that wasn’t swoony enough—I mean, he had a whole event planned that he wasn’t letting me in on—we texted about nonsensical bullshit for a couple hours until I finally had to bail for sleep.

			Hell, yes, I was freaking perky.

			We’d hung out twice and I was still outside of the zone.

			When we got to CT, my brothers were already there, waiting for us.

			“What, Duff didn’t get you coffee on the way?” Joey said to my dad as he hugged him. “I would’ve gotten you coffee if I was driving.”

			“He didn’t want any,” I replied, giving Joey the stink eye.

			“You know your sister, always in a hurry,” my dad said, totally throwing me under the bus.

			I scowled at him. “You said you didn’t want me to stop.”

			“Because you scare me,” he said with a straight face, which made me roll my eyes before going over to check him in at the desk.

			I handed over his insurance card and signed the forms, even though I knew nothing about what I was doing. One of these days I was going to have to do some research, because this assumption that my dad had everything covered was probably not the way to go.

			But what did I know? I’d had insurance through my job for a few months now, and I had zero knowledge of co-pays and in-network physicians.

			God, I needed to adult-up.

			I heard Joey laugh with my dad and felt marginally better—at least I wasn’t alone. My brothers might’ve been huge pains in the asses, but they showed up for every appointment. They distracted my dad with stupid jokes and sports talk and made everything feel less serious than it actually was.

			But it was serious.

			My dad’s lungs were shit. Interstitial lung disease was what the pulmonologist was calling it after years of my dad just waving a hand every time he got winded and saying he’d smoked too much in the ’80s. He’d been able to deal with it up until the last few years, but now supplemental oxygen was in play (which he hated), as well as a slew of medications we’d been trying out.

			But the lung damage was irreversible and none of us was exactly sure what that meant long-term.

			It felt like we were all too scared to ask the question of how long.

			But as soon as they took my dad back for his chest scan, suddenly I was under the microscope.

			And not about my dad’s health.

			“So what happened with Cunningham the other night?” Matty asked while we all sat in the waiting area.

			Ty said, “Dad told me it was a one-and-done, but he also said you seem annoyingly perky all of a sudden and I saw online that you and Dale met him for coffee. So what gives?”

			“I’m not annoyingly perky,” I said, and something about the fact my dad assumed it was a one-and-done felt mildly insulting.

			“How was it? The dinner date,” Joey asked. “I saw the photos and it looked like you didn’t fall or knock over any of the waitstaff, so that’s good.”

			“It was nice,” I said. “He’s really cool.”

			Ty narrowed his eyes. “What the fuck does that mean?”

			“It means he didn’t ask her out again,” Matty said.

			“Yes, he did,” I snapped defensively. “But I turned him down.”

			“Sure you did,” Ty said.

			“I actually did, jackass,” I said. “And we went to the Wild game last night, if you must know.”

			“You just said you turned him down,” Ty said.

			“I did turn him down for the date,” I said, unsure why I was unwilling to share with them the extended version, where he asked me out again after a perfect night. It just felt too…magical to open up for their consumption. I wanted to hold it close for a bit longer. “The game was as friends.”

			“Okay, now this part makes sense,” Matty said with a nod. “Add him to the club.”

			“Screw you,” I said with a hand gesture, because my brothers thought it was hilarious to refer to everyone I’d ever dated as “members of the book club” after learning I actually was in a book club with two of them.

			Those words—and my middle finger—were still hanging in the air when the nurse came out and explained there was an issue with the CT machines so it was taking a little longer than usual.

			“But Tony is entertaining the team with stories,” she said with a smile. “So everyone’s happy.”

			“Nothing he says is true,” Joey said.

			“Unless it’s good—and about me,” Matty added.

			“Right now it’s all about Duffy’s football boyfriend,” she said.

			“What?” I said, gasping.

			All eyes were suddenly on me.

			“He says you’re keeping it a secret from him but you’re unofficially a thing,” she clarified.

			“No, we’re not,” I said, unable to believe my bigmouthed father.

			“He said you’d say that,” she said with a laugh.

			“It’s not true, though,” I reiterated, but she was still giving me a Sure it isn’t smile as she went back to the CT area.

			“You should chill the fuck out,” Joey said, “and let Dad think he’s right.”

			“I should lie that a famous athlete is my boyfriend? I can’t do that,” I said.

			“Why not?” Ty asked. “You can’t make a tiny sacrifice for our father’s happiness?”

			“I’m living in my childhood bedroom while you guys live on your own—spare me the judgment,” I said. Letting people see us together and make their own assumptions was one thing, but lying and saying Connor Cunningham was my boyfriend was another thing entirely.

			Even with the promise of our next date, he definitely wasn’t anywhere close to “significant other” status. I’d be beyond mortified if he found out I was lying about being his girlfriend. I mean, the audacity!

			“I just think if you tell Dad it’s not public—like Cunningham wants it to be on the DL—he’ll be happy and no one gets hurt.”

			“You’re delusional,” I said in disbelief. “And what—I just lie that he’s my boo until when…like, forever? Do I pretend to be engaged, too?”

			“Okay, this is a little unhinged,” Ty said.

			“Thank you.”

			“But not necessarily the worst idea,” he added. “Next week is the one-year anniversary, and we’re about to get hit with crap news about his lungs. At least pretend for a week or two to distract him from all the shittiness.”

			Like I didn’t know next week was the anniversary.

			Every single day I thought about her, missed her, and hated the memories of that morning.

			It was impossible to forget that it’d been a year.

			Before I could respond to my brother, my phone started ringing with a FaceTime call from inside my pocket.

			It can’t be him.

			My brothers watched me as I pulled out my phone, and holy crap—it was Connor.

			“Oh shit, this is great,” Joey said, grinning. “Answer it.”

			“I don’t want to.”

			“Pick it up, kid,” Ty said with a laugh. “You know you want to.”

			I stood. “You guys are the worst.”

			I walked to the other side of the waiting room and answered.

			“Hey,” he said, giving me a smile that could knock a person’s breath out of their lungs. The guy just had a way of looking so happy to see you that it was dizzying.

			“Hey, yourself,” I said, trying to be cool but very aware that I was beaming back at him.

			“Sorry to FaceTime without texting first, but I wanted to make you look me in the eye and confirm you’re on for this weekend before I buy the tickets.”

			God, he’s so freaking adorable.

			“Hey, Connor,” I heard from behind me, and when I whipped around, all three of my brothers were right there, like a trio of annoying photobombers.

			“You guys, go away,” I said through my teeth.

			“Connor,” Joey said, reaching out his stupid big hand and wrenching the phone from my fingers. “I’m Joe, Duffy’s brother—we met when you took her out. Can we talk for a second?”

			“NO,” I said, reaching for the phone, but he put his free hand over my face.

			“Stop it,” I hissed, smacking at his hand while hearing Connor laugh.

			“Don’t listen to them,” I yelled as the three idiots walked to the other side of the waiting room with me scrambling to catch them.

			My entire childhood in a moment.

			“Here’s the thing—our dad isn’t well,” Joey said. “I won’t get into the details, but let’s just say his health is declining and next week is the anniversary of our mother’s death.”

			“Wow,” Connor said. “Tony seems so…great. I mean. That sucks—I’m sorry.”

			“Yeah, so we were just telling Duff she should be a little selfless and give the guy some happiness, but she’s kind of a jerk. We’re hoping you might be more willing.”

			“Just say no, Cunningham,” I said, trying to grab the phone but just getting pushed out of the way by Ty and Matty. “It’s an idiotic plan.”

			I heard him laugh again and say, “Keep talking.”

			“The old guy thinks it’s unofficial and off-the-record, but he’s convinced himself that you’re his daughter’s boyfriend.”

			My face, my neck, my entire body—it was all hot with embarrassment as they said those cringey words.

			“Is that right?” I heard Connor say in an amused tone.

			“You’ve met him—my dad’s a loon,” I said, finally catching a glimpse of Connor on my phone.

			He was full-on grinning, which was a relief. I had kind of expected a mixture of awkwardness and horror.

			“So we were just telling Duff, like, why not let him keep thinking that and help distract him from all the health stuff going on? If we tell our dad it’s a secret—like we don’t want the public catching wind of the relationship—then it’d require nothing from you and Duff. You don’t have to do a single thing but let our dad think his delusional thoughts.”

			“Just say no, Connor,” I said, wanting to melt into the ground.

			“Get over here, Duffy,” he replied, and I rolled my eyes when my brothers laughed.

			“Like I haven’t been trying,” I said, pushing them out of the way and snatching back my phone.

			But when I finally got it in my hands, the look Connor was giving me made butterflies go wild in my stomach.

			Because he looked focused.

			Entertained.

			Eager.

			“Can we get a minute alone?” he said, his eyes appearing ridiculously blue as he smiled at me through the phone.

			“Absolutely,” I replied, making a face at my brothers before walking over to the lobby area just past all the waiting room chairs.

			“So, if you don’t want to do this, I respect that and will tell your brothers no,” he said. “But if you’re worried about what I think, please know that I truly don’t mind. I like Tony, and if him believing we’re in a relationship distracts him from some harsh realities, I say why not. And since I’m actively trying to get you to go out with me and you’re sort of leaning into this whole public-forgiving-you campaign anyway, it kind of works, right? I have zero issues with pretending we’re, uh…further along than we are.”

			“Seriously?” I was still reeling from the idea, so the nod of approval from Connor and the promising vibe of “further along” was a little mind-boggling. “But—”

			“I knew you were a good guy,” Joey cut in, and when I turned around, yep—they were back. “Thanks a lot, man.”

			“Truly,” Ty added.

			“So she wasn’t lying. You seriously asked her out and she turned you down?” Matty said, looking way too shocked for me to not be insulted.

			“Deadass,” he said to my brother with a half smile, shaking his head. “But last night I plied her with beer until she agreed to give me another shot.”

			“The Buds’ll do it,” Matty said with a nod. “And that explains why she’s fucking perky today.”

			“Enough with the perky. Could you be any more annoying?” I asked, rolling my eyes yet again.

			But there was something about the way Connor was smiling at me from my phone’s display that made it impossible for me to actually feel annoyed.

			I was too damn perky for negative feelings all of a sudden.

			I wanted to skip and whistle and maybe even hum under my breath.

			God help me, I thought. Connor Cunningham makes me perky.
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			Connor

			What a fucking gift.

			Honestly, it was wild that the goofy ploy landed in my lap.

			Because the bottom line was that I meant exactly what I said—it truly was no skin off my back to do this. Tony seemed like a great person and even greater dad, and I didn’t care what the Distefano kids let their dad believe about us.

			Hell, I lied to my grandpa every damn day out of love, but that was a whole other thing.

			Suddenly, though, I had the opportunity to show Duffy what a great fucking boyfriend I could be. At a base level, I knew it was asinine that I was thinking this way. I barely knew her, so I was way overdoing it by bringing the thunder in this…courtship. I didn’t absolutely need to stick an “attached” label on myself, but on the other hand, it wasn’t every day that you had the chance to audition for a role you were actually interested in.

			And I was all-in on nailing this challenge.

			On the way to the stadium, I called a florist. Flowers were always a slam dunk, right?

			But as soon as I hung up the phone (after ordering an insanely expensive arrangement), I realized Duffy might not be a flower kind of girl.

			She actually had strong not-a-flower-kind-of-girl vibes.

			So as soon as I pulled into a parking spot, instead of getting out, I found a place online that created customized craft beer bouquets. That seemed like something she could get into, so I put in an order for a gargantuan Schell’s arrangement that had peanuts and jerky woven into the bouquet.

			Better, I thought.

			And then for fun I put through yet another order, this one a gift box filled with catnip and toys for Dale Earnhardt Junior. It was overkill and a bit pathetic, but I wanted the record to show that one hour in, I was already invested in this burgeoning—albeit fake—relationship.

			But once I entered the stadium and took a seat in the meeting room, I left it all behind. Wednesdays were kind of like the first official day of game week, where the core schemes were installed and first and second downs were the focus for both sides of the ball.

			Workouts, meetings, on-field walk-thrus, and practice; Wednesdays were our longest days by far, and they felt like the most important to me because of the pressure situations we ran through.

			If we were going to start winning major games, we had to get that shit locked down.

			And God, we need to start winning major games.

			Because not only did I want to stay in Minnesota, but I liked the personnel we had at the moment. Josh was a great quarterback and overall team leader, and he and I fucking jelled on the field; it felt like we were always on the same page.

			Call me delusional, but I couldn’t stop myself from hoping if we somehow managed to pull together a solid season, maybe the front office would wait on the whole “fire sale” reorg.

			Stranger things had happened, right?

			It was after six by the time I got back in my car and checked my phone, and there was something about having a massive string of texts from Duffy waiting for me when I was drained and exhausted that I didn’t hate.

			Duffy: Thanks for the flowers but you didn’t have to do that! This lie for my dad doesn’t require any work or expense from you, Connor.

			Duffy: THIS BEER BOUQUET HOLY SHIT! If there was ever a way to make me fall in love with my fake boyfriend, this would be it lol!! And the poem you wrote in the card? We need to discuss poetry and how you should maybe never attempt it again.

			I heard myself laugh out loud in the quiet darkness of my car.

			Duffy: Screw you and this gift for Dale. Now you’re going to have to marry me because my father’s officially in love with you. TOO FAR, CUNNINGHAM. WAY TOO FUCKING FAR.

			Duffy: Also how is this a workable business model for The Cattastical Giftery (also how did you find them)? Does this place actually get enough traffic to make a living delivering baskets of kitty reefer? Are you already a loyal customer?? I need more information.

			I started my car, then texted: Just seeing your messages. Leaving work now. How was your day, dear?

			I didn’t expect an immediate response, but I got one.

			Duffy: So many unexpected gifts from my unpredictable boyfriend. It was good.

			I texted: So Tony bought our ruse?

			Duffy: Oh, he did and he definitely lost his shit. He called three of his buddies, swore them to secrecy, then texted photos of the flowers and beer like they’d been delivered for HIM.

			I pictured Tony’s excitement and got another idea on how to make him lose his shit over what a great boyfriend I was. As soon as I was done texting Duffy, I had a call to make.

			Me: BTW how did the rest of his appointment go?

			Duffy: It was kind of what we expected. He’s got to face the reality that he’s going to be on oxygen forever even though he hates it.

			I didn’t want to pry, but I texted: Is it COPD? My grandma had that.

			Duffy: It’s similar. The hard thing is knowing that there’s no repairing the damage to his lungs, so it’s just a matter of trying to find ways for him to have the best quality of life.

			I wondered what the prognosis was. If they had an idea of how long he had. We hadn’t with my grandma, we’d known only that it was going to get worse.

			I rubbed the back of my neck and pushed those thoughts away. Thinking about my grandma made me think about my grandpa, and I couldn’t handle all the guilt and stress that came along with his situation when I was this tired.

			Duffy: So how was practice?

			I felt grateful for the subject change.

			I texted: You got in my head and now I’m terrified of dropping passes because my girlfriend might lecture me.

			Duffy: And I will because your hands are 9.63 inches. You shouldn’t drop ANYTHING.

			Me: Just because my hands are big enough to catch the ball it doesn’t mean the pass is always perfect, for the record.

			Duffy: A whiner says what?

			Me: You’re mean.

			Duffy: Exactly what a whiner would say.
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			Duffy

			This was getting ridiculous.

			“More flowers? This guy,” my dad said, grinning as he closed the front door. “He’s in deep.”

			“Oh, he is not,” I said, taking the stunning arrangement from his hands. “And I’m not a flower person anyway, so it’s a waste.”

			In my opinion, flowers were a silly waste of money. I could buy a new shirt or multiple books for the price of flowers that were dead already and only getting more dead.

			That being said, the flowers that Connor kept sending—one huge bouquet yesterday, this human-sized arrangement to start off my morning—were stunning. They weren’t the typical carnation-and-roses combo that people I knew picked up at the grocery store. No, these were big arrangements of lilies and flowers of multiple colors that I didn’t even have names for, sent in big, gorgeous vases that made the entire house smell heavenly.

			If this was Connor pretending to be my boyfriend, I couldn’t imagine what he was like for real.

			It actually consumed me, the notion of what that might look like.

			So much so that last night, I pulled up the idiotic article Ellie had sent me.

			“How to Avoid the Friend Zone.”

			It was absurd, a silly piece of clickbait that I couldn’t believe was posted on an actual psychological website.

			I mean, one of the bullet points was actually “Be Attractive.”

			Wow, this is deeply scientific.

			Their logic was, if you didn’t make an effort on your appearance, the other person might fail to see you as a romantic option because you only presented yourself as a friend.

			Which sucked, because in my opinion, the perfect relationship meant you could forget all about things like makeup and blowouts.

			But I supposed when I looked in the rearview mirror of my dating life, it was all bare face and hoodies.

			Holy shit, had it actually been my fault? No. I wasn’t about to let some old-school magazine gaslight me into thinking it was.

			Another bullet point was “Make Them Work for It.”

			Being too nice, according to the story, was a surefire way to land in the friend zone. I found it asinine that the advice given was to be “coy” and “elusive”—I mean, weren’t we more progressive than that? Wasn’t communication sexier than playing some game?

			But at the same time, I had a zero-win percentage, so what the hell did I know?

			“Your mom would have loved these,” my dad said, bringing me back to the flowers.

			“Yeah, she would’ve,” I agreed, wistfulness creeping in my stomach. My mom had been a sucker for even the basic carnations from the grocery store.

			It would have been enough, Connor sending flowers. My dad was eating it up. But then…then. Just when I was about to leave for work, he sent another message.

			Connor: I know it’s last minute, but do you and your dad want to watch the game from a suite tonight? That seems like a perfect fake boyfriend thing to do, right?

			What?! The Coyotes had a home game this evening, a Thursday-night game, and even though we had season tickets, I’d talked my dad into staying home because we didn’t want to deal with all that traffic on a weeknight.

			But watching it from a freaking suite?

			That was like the old guy’s dream.

			Me: Are you serious right now?

			Connor: Yes

			Me: My dad will lose his everloving shit. That seems like too big an offer from a fake boyfriend, though. You don’t have to do that.

			Connor: My sister was supposed to come but now she can’t, so it’s already reserved. You’ll be doing me a favor—someone should use it. Your brothers can come, too.

			“Oh my God,” I said out loud, because this was just too much.

			As a Coyotes diehard, the idea of watching from a player’s suite was absolutely surreal.

			Add to that the fact that my…whatever he was…was the one inviting me, and this was monumentally epic.

			“What’s wrong?” my dad said, running out of the bathroom. He looked at me in alarm like I’d just screamed bloody murder. “What happened?”

			“One sec,” I said to my dad, then sent another text.

			Me: I’m about to tell my dad, so this is your last chance to rescind the offer before he goes full-on bonkers.

			Connor: TELL HIM. And remind him your boyfriend is dope as hell.

			“What is it, Duff?” my dad snapped. “I gotta get to work, for God’s sake.”

			“Connor wants to know if we want to watch the game tonight from a suite,” I said casually, as if it was no big deal.

			My dad’s eyes widened and he literally stopped in his tracks.

			The man froze.

			“Are you messing with me, kid?” he said, his eyes very nearly bugging out of his head. “Don’t you dare be messing with me, you little shit.”

			“I’m not!” I laughed, giggling because his face immediately split into a huge grin. “He said the boys can come, too.”

			“What about Johnny and Machado?” he asked, referring to his buddies. “Any shot they can pile up there, too?”

			I sighed, knowing he wasn’t going to let it go until I asked.

			I texted: Any chance of a couple more seats up there? If not NBD, but my dad wants to ask three of his buddies.

			That was a lie; he had two buddies, but I wanted to ask Ellie.

			It was more fun to blame it on my dad, though.

			Connor: Yeah, no problem. So your dad, your brothers, and three more?

			Me: Yes

			Connor: Text me all of their names and they’ll be on the list.

			I couldn’t believe he was that generous.

			My dad and I left for work with our phones to our ears as we collectively freaked out about our sudden Thursday-night plans. He was on the phone with Machado—“Fucking A, right? We’re gonna be up in Cunningham’s suite”—and I was begging Ellie to go with me.

			“I know you don’t like football, but you have to come with me tonight,” I said as I got in my car and started it up. “You might end up on TV.”

			She was all-in, and she made me blow off lunch to run into Macy’s and speed-shop for something to wear. She found an amazing ensemble for herself in a split second—a red sweater that looked amazing with leather shorts and boots—but I struggled a little.

			Because everything she thought looked good seemed way too…showy.

			I just wanted to wear a hoodie and jeans. It was a football game, for God’s sake.

			“Dammit, Duff,” she said after I rejected her suggestion of stilettos with jeans and a halter top. “Did you not read the friend zone article? You have to look like someone he wants to date. He has to see you and feel a drive to win your hand. If you roll up in jeans and a jersey, you symbolize comfort and friendliness and stability. But if you look hot, like a challenge, he’ll be more intrigued and think you’re interested in him, too.”

			I groaned because she was making sense, even though I hated every word she’d said. “That’s dumb, even though you might not be wrong, but I cannot wear heels that high with a shirt that tiny. Surely we can compromise, right? Find something pseudo-hot that doesn’t make me want to hide under a blanket…?”

			“Yes, let’s find pseudo-hot,” she said, nodding and grabbing my arm. “By the way, your stupid brothers aren’t going to be there tonight, are they?”

			Ellie had always had a love-hate relationship with them, the kind of friendship where they viciously roasted each other but didn’t really mean it.

			“Like they’d miss it, come on,” I said.

			“If Matty says a word about my outfit I’m throat-punching him.”

			She argued with Matty more than the rest of them, mostly because he’d always seemed to relish getting under her skin. Even when we were in grade school he used to do everything in his power to irritate her.

			“Just don’t do it on-camera,” I said as she handed me a pair of black leather pants. “Football fans are very sensitive about assault.”
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			Connor

			Duffy: We’re still in the suite.

			I laughed as I read the text, because of course they were.

			The game was long over, we’d spoken with the press, yet the Distefanos were somehow still partying in the suite.

			I texted: I can’t believe they haven’t kicked you out.

			Duffy: My dad knows the security guys.

			That also tracked.

			I rubbed the back of my neck and tried to figure out the best move at the moment. I was tired and wanted to go home, but it seemed to me that getting to know Duffy’s inner circle was a golden opportunity.

			I texted: On my way.

			When I got there, I didn’t even see her at first.

			I saw Tony and a couple older guys, standing around the snack table with plates of food, laughing like they were having the time of their lives. I saw two of Duffy’s brothers over by the bartender, still drinking even though I knew they were supposed to stop serving alcohol during the fourth quarter.

			I saw a blonde standing near one of Duffy’s brothers, looking pissed, and just as I thought Where is she?, Duffy came through the other door.

			Holy shit.

			She was wearing black leather pants and a white sweater that looked so soft and clingy, but it was the red lipstick that stopped the breath in my lungs.

			“Oh, hey. Nice game,” she said with a little smile, looking surprised to see me.

			“Thanks,” I said, clearing my throat. “I like your sweater.”

			“I like yours,” she said, gesturing toward my shirt.

			“Connor,” Tony yelled, and when I turned around, I saw him and his friends coming over. “Whose idea was the trick play? Was it yours?”

			“Oh, God,” Duffy said quietly. “Here they come. There’s no escape.”

			“Sorry to disappoint, but that was all Coach,” I said, not looking away from Duffy because I was mesmerized by those lips. “He loves that shit.”

			“Do you think—”

			“Hold up, Tony, I’m sorry,” I interrupted, taking a step closer to Duffy, “but I haven’t properly said hi to your daughter yet.”

			The old guys snickered while Duffy’s eyes narrowed and she tilted her head, trying to figure me out.

			“Properly?” she repeated.

			“Come on, now, honey,” I said, unable to stop my smile as her eyes squinted even more. “You know what I want.”

			It was surprising she could even see with how tightly those eyes were narrowed on me.

			Fuck, I love messing with her.

			“I told you they’re a thing,” Tony muttered to one of his buddies. “I called it.”

			If I hadn’t been watching her closely, I would’ve missed the twitch of her lips at his words. She was happy that the fake-dating ruse was working on her dad, and making her happy made me happy.

			“Come on, give me some sugar,” I said, though the words came out around a laugh. She rolled her eyes and shook her head.

			“I should shake up a can of soda and open it in your face,” she replied, grinning. “That’s the sugar you deserve.”

			“For the love of God, kiss your boyfriend so we can talk about the fuckin’ game with him,” one of the old guys said in exasperation. “Pucker up and get it over with, Duff.”

			I didn’t want a kiss—I meant what I’d said about wanting our first kiss to be in private.

			I was just giving her shit with the “sugar” nonsense.

			Thankfully, Duffy was all over it.

			“Fine,” she said, reaching out a hand and fisting it in my shirt, pulling me closer. “Have some sugar.”

			She was intentionally being obnoxious as she went up on her tiptoes, but the minute those cherry-red lips touched my cheek and I felt her fingertips flex on my chest, I was electrified. It was a quick peck, but it was like a current zapped through me as the smell of vanilla filled my nose and became my oxygen.

			“There,” she said, stepping back and releasing my sweater. “Now please discuss the game with Mr. Machado before he loses his shit.”

			The look she gave me, a cocky smirk, did nothing to quell the buzz she’d set loose inside of me.

			What a fucking woman.
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			Duffy

			The next night, when I was on my way home from work, I got a text from Connor that said Don’t cook anything for dinner.

			Me: What does that mean?

			I still hadn’t recovered from Thursday Night Football, so the idea of more surprises was a little overwhelming.

			The game had been a blast, he’d played great football, but Connor’s appearance in the suite afterward had been the best part. He’d made my father the happiest man on the planet—truly—and I was thankful for that, but it was his little bit of playfulness with me that wouldn’t leave my brain.

			I haven’t properly said hi to your daughter yet.

			God, the man was swoony, even when he was faking it.

			Give me some sugar.

			He was such a shit and I couldn’t think about it without giggling and kicking my damned feet.

			Connor: Your boyfriend’s a thoughtful guy. Are your brothers going to be at the house for dinner or is it just you and your dad?

			Me: Just me and my dad.

			Connor: Perfect. Have a good night.

			Me: What are you up to?

			Connor: Just shut up and enjoy it.

			Right when I pulled into the driveway, a DoorDash delivery driver was on our porch, dropping off a full meal from Carson’s, our favorite Italian restaurant.

			“Did you order this, Duff?” my dad asked with a frown as I got out of my car. “That’s a lot of money to spend on food.”

			“This isn’t me,” I said with a laugh, because the bag he was holding was huge. “I think Connor sent this.”

			“What?”

			“He sent a text about not making dinner,” I said as I followed him inside the house.

			And sure enough, when we grabbed the takeout containers, there was a note on top.

			
				Duff—

				Take the night off from cooking.

				—C

			

			“All right, I’m a big fan of this guy,” my dad said. “Anyone who sends dinner from Carson’s is a good boy.”

			“You were a big fan of him already—spare me,” I replied, shaking my head as I looked at the note in my hand.

			I was a big fan of his notes.

			The other day, he sent an absurd little note with the beer bouquet.

			
				Distefano,

				These golden hops can’t hold a mug to your full-bodied, effervescent beauty. I want to get buzzed on you.

				Your boyfriend,

				Connor

				P.S. I was told that poems don’t have to rhyme, which is good because nothing rhymes with full-bodied OR effervescent. Also, I suppose two sentences probably don’t qualify as poetry. I remember ARISE FAIR SUN AND KILL THE ENVIOUS MOON from a Shakespeare course I took in college—does quoting that count for something?

				P.P.S. You get it, though, right? I like you more than this beer. ;)

			

			“He’s a good boy,” my dad said, smiling as he tore into the food.

			“He’s okay,” I said, feeling a little weak as I opened the box with the bruschetta.

			This is fake, this is fake, this is fake. I knew it, but I wanted to remind myself, because a girl could get used to this treatment. This was probably normal romantic behavior (on an NFLer scale) in a new relationship (that wasn’t fake), but I’d usually been demoted to a friend before the gifting portion of the program ever began.

			And I couldn’t believe it, but as my dad and I wolfed down delicious Italian food, I realized my brothers were right. My dad’s sudden amusement over the Connor situation put a halt to his complaints about the oxygen. Instead of growling about the “damn nose rope” and how it was going to mess with everything normal in his life, he was talking about my new “boyfriend” and all the amazingness that seemed to surround him.

			It was nice to see him relaxed and acting more like his old self. Comforting. I actually felt good about the lie by the time I got into bed, because my dad deserved a little bit of joy.

			

			—

			But the next day was trash, of course.

			Because from the minute my eyes opened, I couldn’t stop thinking about one year ago.

			That she was still with us.

			That on this day last year, I talked to her on the phone over my lunch break and she told me about the new hair color she wanted to try out. That on this night last year, she texted me about the episode of the Real Housewives she was watching.

			That one year ago, I’d had no idea I’d never hear her voice again.

			I woke up to all those thoughts at once, and when I went into the kitchen, I could see my dad was having them, too. He’d never mention that, of course, but he didn’t say a single word from the moment I walked into the kitchen until I left for work (we were both going in for a few extra Saturday hours). He didn’t mention the weather, he didn’t mention football, he didn’t mention how runny the eggs that I made were; his brain was far away from me.

			Which made me realize I couldn’t leave him that night.

			Even though the anniversary of her death wasn’t until tomorrow, I’d completely missed the fact that today was the anniversary of her last day of life.

			I texted Connor, disappointed to cancel because somehow, landing that “official” second date felt imperative to the getting-past-the-friend-zone thing. Ellie called it an essential goal and insisted I needed to do everything short of murder to ensure that the date happened ASAP.

			Please don’t be mad, but I have to cancel for tonight; I think my dad’s going to need me. Tomorrow is the one-year anniversary of my mom’s passing.

			Connor: Are you okay?

			God.

			Was I okay? Was I okay?

			Something about the question, the fact that he was asking me, checking in on my feelings, made me feel like crying. I blinked fast, trying to keep it together because I didn’t want to let that simple question trigger a crying jag I was unable to stop.

			But also, it kind of felt like no one had asked me that in a really long time. It’d been a year of chaos—and sadness—but through it all, it’d seemed like I was always the one asking that question to everyone else.

			Me: Yes, but I don’t want him to be alone tonight.

			Connor: Good call. And you’re a really good daughter btw.

			Me: Don’t be nice, for God’s sake. Makes it harder to keep emotions in check.

			Connor: I should be an asshole?

			Me: Yes, please.

			Connor: Okay, then you suck and I’m glad you can’t go out with me because I was going to have to stab myself in the face with a fork if I had to see you again.

			How did I like him so much already?

			I texted: Poured it on too thick so now I know you’re lying. You’re obviously dying to see me again.

			Connor: Perhaps.

			I sighed and wished I could just talk to him all day. I texted: I have to go to work now, but thanks for being understanding.

			I wanted to add please please please raincheck me!! but I restrained myself.

			I didn’t want to seem desperate, especially when “coy” and “elusive” were the adjectives I was supposed to be striving for.

			Connor: Of course. I’m a hell of a guy.

			Me: You just might be.

			“I’m leaving,” I said as I put on my jacket. My dad was watching Good Morning America—he watched it every morning until he left for work—but I knew he wasn’t really watching. “Do you need anything before I go?”

			“Nah. Drive safe, kid.”

			I wanted to hug him, to say something to pull him out of himself, but I was pretty sure just mentioning my mom would bring on tears and I knew my bawling wouldn’t help him. So instead, I went to work and threw myself into spreadsheets until my dad called a couple hours later.

			“Hello?”

			“Hey, are you going tonight?” he asked.

			“Going where?”

			“To Connor’s thing. Your brothers all said they’re going, and as long as one of them can take me because I can’t drive after dark, I’m thinking I’d go, too. But Connor didn’t mention if you were going or if it was just a guy thing.”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said, truly confused.

			“Cunningham called because apparently he’s got some beta version of that old World War II COD and since you told him we used to play, he invited us to come over tonight because his access ends tomorrow.”

			“Wait. What?”

			A beta version of a relic of a game?

			“Yeah, I don’t know, I don’t really understand the details, but I guess it’s a special version he has a code for or something.”

			“So let me get this straight.” I felt, for the thousandth time since meeting Connor, completely confused. “You and Matty and Ty and Joey are going to Connor’s house. Tonight. To play COD.”

			“Yeah, what don’t you get, Duff?” My dad sounded vaguely amused.

			“I don’t know,” I said, because I really didn’t.

			“Get this—I asked if any of his teammates will be coming over and he said he’d see if they’re free.”

			What the hell?

			“Yeah, I don’t think I’m invited,” I said, trying my hardest to get a grip on this. It felt a lot like Connor was doing something very nice to distract my dad tonight, but I couldn’t be understanding it right because that was just too selfless, for him to let a bunch of near-strangers come over and play a video game at his house to keep them from being sad.

			People just…weren’t that nice.

			“So he really just invited us and not you—that’s hilarious,” he said, sounding incredibly happy I wasn’t included.

			“Yeah,” I said, still reeling from what was happening. “Hilarious.”

			“You gonna be okay home alone? I can—”

			“Get back to work, old man; I’ll be fine,” I teased, letting him off the hook.

			“I will, you little wiseass,” he replied, and my heart was happy that he sounded so light.

			I hung up in shock and didn’t know what to do. Part of me wanted to call Connor, but another part of me didn’t want to unravel it all.

			Because I felt like he should’ve asked me first. If he were a normal guy, it’d be weird that he made plans with my family after one date and a hockey game, especially when I hadn’t been included at all. Especially for a day that was so important.

			But also—he wasn’t a normal guy.

			Also—we weren’t in a normal situation now that we’d added this faking-it-in-front-of-Pops aspect and he’d gone through the trouble of entertaining us all in the suite the other night.

			And my dad needed this, dammit.

			So I didn’t do anything at all. I decided to leave it be and just see what happened.

			Only what happened was that Connor texted me during lunch.

			I was halfway into a leftover cheese quesadilla when I got his message.

			Connor: Distefano. You hanging in there okay today? Need anything?

			I set down the tortilla, not sure if I wanted to laugh or cry. How did his casual thoughtfulness make me feel so weak?

			It was just really nice to have someone check in on me, I guess.

			I mean, Ellie had brought me lunch and a sweet treat because she was the best, but it was different coming from him.

			I texted back: I’m good but thank you. Seriously.

			Connor: Let me know if you change your mind. Also, I kind of invited your dad over to play video games because I sometimes fail to think before speaking, but I can cancel if that makes you uneasy.

			This guy, I swear to God. I still didn’t understand exactly what was in play with the video game invite, but I was surprisingly okay with whatever it was.

			I texted: If you want Tony, he’s yours.

			Connor: Excellent.

			And when I got home from work at the end of the day, the house was empty.

			I texted Joey. Are you with Dad?

			Joey: Yeah, we’re at Cunningham’s. What do you want?

			Me: Nothing I just wanted to make sure Dad was OK.

			Joey: Yeah, he’s having the time of his life. Josh Reed and Justin Teeders swung by, so Dad went on a beer run with them.

			Josh Reed, the quarterback of the Coyotes, and Justin Teeders, Hall of Fame tight end, were on a beer run with my father.

			On a night that should’ve been terrible for him.

			What the hell is happening?

			Connor couldn’t be this nice, could he? It didn’t make sense that he would be this generous with his time, but I couldn’t come up with any other option on how this worked for him. He seemed to be interested in me at the moment—I was still in disbelief over that and would probably always be—but at a normal level.

			The vibes were not I’m-so-unhinged-and-stalkery-that-I’m-going-to-go-deep-with-your-family, so I had no idea what to think.

			I went to my room and changed into comfy clothes, unsure of exactly what to do with myself. I’d gotten so used to spending my time either studying—which was pointless today when my brain couldn’t stay in the present—or running errands for my dad, that having a few free hours seemed almost overwhelming.

			Too many possibilities. TV, movie, nap, book…the choices were limitless.

			But then I decided to go see her.

			I had plans to go to the cemetery the next day with my dad and brothers, but suddenly I wanted a little alone time with her. When I got to Oak Hill, I walked in the dark until I reached her headstone.

			For some reason, I was never scared to be there after dark. Anywhere else in the city I was gripping my Mace and making sure my Taser was handy, but when I was at the cemetery I felt oddly at peace, like I was being protected by everyone who lived there.

			“Hey,” I said, dropping to sit crisscross-applesauce beside her. “I know I’m going to see you tomorrow, but I ditched Dad, so I thought it would be fun for us to have a girls’ night.”

			I rolled my eyes at myself, because I always got stupid when I talked out loud to my mother. I pretty much became my teen self anytime I wanted to connect with her from beyond the grave.

			My mom was gone, so the idea that communicating with her at the cemetery reached some connecting portal was kind of ridiculous, but I didn’t care.

			I felt closer to her here.

			“I can’t believe a year ago this very minute, you were watching trash TV. Maybe that’s what actually killed you—you let too much of that nonsense into your brain,” I said, knowing she’d appreciate the dark joke.

			“God. It’s just been such a weird year without you. On the one hand, I’m closer to Dad than I’ve ever been in my entire life, so thank you for that, I guess,” I said. “He misses you so much that he needs me. The most capable man in the world needs me because he doesn’t have you, so that’s just like the biggest blessing and curse ever,” I said, smiling even as it became difficult to swallow.

			I closed my eyes and pictured her smile, the way her whole face lit up.

			“I just miss you so much,” I said with a muffled sob, no longer able to hold back tears. “I just want to hear your voice and smell your perfume and see your face so badly.”

			My chest hurt, my heart hurt, and in an instant, I needed to unload everything on her.

			“And shit, Ma—I want all the wisdom that I was supposed to get from you when I got older. I was still young and dumb when you died, still the mental equivalent of a college kid. All the things that you were supposed to teach me about being an adult, like why people care about cleaning baseboards and how do you even do it—I still need all of those things from you. How am I going to ever have babies without you holding my hand through it?”

			The hole in my chest made it hard to speak, or maybe it was the sobbing.

			“How am I supposed to know anything about how to live without you? Who do I call now? I don’t know how long Dad’s going to live. I don’t know if this lung thing means he’s just going to have shitty lungs for the next twenty years or if it means he’s only got five left. I’m too afraid to ask the doctor and I feel like the boys are the same way. And I don’t know if he knows. I don’t know how to ask Dad if he understands what they’re saying or if he wants to or if he wants me to. And my fucking CPA exams,” I said on a sob; it was like a centuries-old dam had been released. “Everything is so hard—it’s all too much, and it wasn’t like that when you were here. Just having you made everything better.”

			I wiped at my eyes with the sleeve of my jacket.

			“I suppose I didn’t come here to bitch at you—that’s selfish, right? I’m supposed to be honoring you and your memory, not complaining about your absence.”

			I cleared my throat—well, I tried, but it didn’t do any good.

			“I’ll never understand how I got lucky enough to have a mom who was the funniest person in the world, and I’d give anything for five more minutes. I would. I know I can’t have that, but just know that I would give everything to have those five minutes because that’s how much I loved you.”

			I was a bawling mess and I didn’t even care because it was like I was bleeding out. Nothing in the world mattered or compared to how much I missed her at that moment.

			I sat there for a long time, just crying in the darkness.

			It felt like all I could do.

			All I even wanted to do.

			After God knows how long, the tears dwindled, noises of the wilderness beyond the cemetery bringing me back to reality.

			“I’m sorry, I’ve got to go, Mom. I need time to de-swell my face before Dad gets home.” I curled up against her headstone, wishing to absorb even an ounce of my mom’s essence. “I hate saying this, but I think this was a terrible idea. I never feel better after I come here, and I know you know it. I feel closer to you in a way, to just talk to you, but Mom, I still feel so lost, because you’re still gone. I love you and I just wish you weren’t dead.”

			I wiped my nose on the back of my sleeve and stood, exhausted and empty as I walked back to my car.

			My phone buzzed as I buckled my seat belt.

			Dad: Can you come pick us up?

			I sniffled again and blinked, my eyes still stinging slightly. What the hell?

			I texted: Why? How did you get there?

			Dad: Joey drove us but he had to leave early. Connor offered his driver, but I had to put my foot down. We’ve imposed enough. Had to lay down the law on him.

			No way was I driving into the city and rolling up to Connor Cunningham’s apartment, especially looking like this.

			Me: Can’t you just take an Uber?

			I was too exhausted to deal with this.

			Dad: The surge price is nuts right now—you can’t come get your old man?

			“Dammit,” I muttered under my breath as I texted: Send me the address. But I’m just going to text you when I get there and you can come out because I’m basically in pajamas.

			Dad: You can’t pretty yourself up and come up?

			My dad, ladies and gentlemen.

			Me: No, I cannot.

			I knew it was a terrible night to be short with him, but I just couldn’t leave the car. I couldn’t. I got on the freeway and headed for Connor’s place, which, according to the map, looked like it was right by the Target Center. I cranked the Blue Stones as I flew down the freeway, trying to get out of my funk.

			By the time I got off at the exit, I was feeling better. I was pretty sure I could handle picking up my dad and brothers without them seeing I was an emotional wreck.

			But when I pulled up to a meter spot in front of the building and texted my dad, he didn’t respond. Matty and Ty didn’t respond, either. I texted Connor and he also didn’t respond.

			I sighed and called my father.

			“Tony here,” he answered, sounding like a social butterfly.

			“Dad, I’m in front of the building.”

			“Oh, I need you to come up,” he said.

			“No, I told you I’m not going to do that. Just come down when you’re ready.”

			“You gotta come up—it’s important,” he said. “The code is 9281. Punch it in the door panel, then punch it in the elevator. Takes you right into his apartment, isn’t that something?”

			“I don’t even have on shoes,” I lied, not budging because I would rather be eaten by actual wolves than go up to Connor’s place in my current state.

			“Cunningham owns the damn building—he doesn’t care if you have shoes on—”

			“I’m sure he doesn’t own the building, Dad—”

			“Oh shit, you gotta get up here now—”

			And then the call was disconnected.

			I sighed and rested my forehead on the steering wheel. My dad was a shit. A shit who was playing games with me. I knew him well enough to know nothing was going on that I needed to “get up there” for.

			He wanted me to engage with Connor and he wasn’t giving me another option.

			If it were any other night, I would just stubbornly sit in the car and wait it out until he was forced to give in.

			But I needed to be selfless.

			My mom would want me to take care of my dad tonight, even though it was a pain in my ass. I got out of my car, trudged over to the fancy doors of the fancy high-rise, and punched in the code. Sure enough, the doors slid open and I was inside.

			Thank God no one was in the lobby, because any human who lived in that sleek, modern building would take one look at me and assume I was an unkempt interloper who should be kicked out on sight.

			I slunk over to the elevator, punched the code into the keypad, and the shiny doors opened as a ding echoed around me. I got in and groaned aloud at my reflection in the mirrored wall. I actually looked worse than I’d thought, so I licked my finger and worked hard at scrubbing away the black makeup streaks that’d settled beneath my eyes and smoothed out my hair.

			I wondered yet again what the hell was going on in my life as I rode up to the thirty-first floor.

			I lived paycheck to paycheck and currently had only about three hundred dollars left on my credit card limit, yet I was in a private elevator on its way up to an NFL star’s condo. I didn’t belong in a place like this and nothing about the situation made sense.

			And that thought screamed through my head even louder when the elevator doors opened, because Connor’s apartment (or condo—I didn’t know the details of his financial portfolio) looked like something from a Bravo real estate show.

			“Hello…?” I said, because I wasn’t sure how it worked when an elevator went straight to someone’s apartment. Was there some other door I needed to go to and knock? I stepped out into a small foyer of sorts, sleek and beige, and I could hear all kinds of noise coming from down the hallway.

			I could also see three fluffy cats—two gray, one orange—lying on top of each other on a fancy chair that didn’t look like it was meant to hold a pile of tabbies.

			I could hear Matty laughing down the hall, my dad talking, other voices I didn’t recognize; it sounded like a full-on party. I slowly walked in that direction, very aware of the fact that I was wearing my threadbare Coyotes jersey with paint stains, as well as sweatpants that had a hole in the knee. My hair was in a messy bun and I knew there were still a few black mascara streaks under my eyes from my emotional meltdown at the cemetery, so yes, please—force me into a party situation.

			But when I got to the end of the hallway, my mind was blown by two things.

			The first—his living room.

			Dear Lord.

			Floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped around the entire unit, as far as I could see, and all the furniture and trims were light colors and warm wood.

			It was stunningly beautiful, the kind of place that would be included in an article about “clean lines” and “simple elegance” in Architectural Digest. I knew nothing of design aesthetics, but living somewhere like this would be sublime.

			You could literally see down into the field where the Minnesota Twins played, which was, frankly, too overwhelming for words.

			Talk about perfection.

			But the second thing that blew my mind made me smile despite my grief and annoyance, because my father was standing there with a game controller in his hand, laughing with Josh Reed and Justin Teeders like they were all best friends.

			He looked so damn happy that I felt like crying again.

			“There she is,” I heard, and when I turned around, I saw Connor coming toward me from what appeared to be a kitchen.

			“How old are you?” I blurted out, because he didn’t act that different from any of my friends from college, but this place was unreal and nothing like a place someone my age could own. “Twenty-four, right?”

			“Why do you want to know?” he said, his eyebrows furrowed.

			“Curiosity. I know you were drafted last year but I’m not sure—”

			“Yeah, twenty-four,” he said.

			Twenty-four, holy shit. So impossible.

			“I can’t believe you’re my age and own this.”

			Oh my God. I quickly said, “Wait—you understand that I’m not talking about money, right? I just mean—”

			“No, no, I get it,” he said with a funny smile. “I feel the same way every time I come home. Two years ago, I was living in a shitty house that smelled like beer with three roommates who threw ragers twice a week. So how the fuck do I own this? And I’m not even sure I like it.”

			“What?” I asked in disbelief, lowering my voice because I’d just mentioned the most personal question topics and I was in a room full of people. Idiot. Thank God it was chaotic and loud. “It’s beautiful. How do you not love it?”

			“I mean, I do. My sister did a lot with the decorator and whenever I come home, it’s very relaxing and I can’t even believe it’s mine. But I also don’t feel equipped to own property, if that makes sense. Like what the hell do I know about real estate? I was the guy who slept on a futon at the last place I lived.”

			I smiled at that, because it made total sense, even to a pauper like me.

			“Isn’t it weird how in college you’re totally treated like a teenager by your professors and your parents, but then all of a sudden you graduate and you’re supposed to magically be a functioning adult? I have my big-girl job now and I’m trying to manage my dad’s doctor appointments and pay his property taxes but, like, I have no idea what I’m doing. Where is the education for that? You don’t have any training on how to live in a fancy high-rise building, and I don’t have any training on how to figure out what the circle attachment on my mom’s vacuum is for. Like, shouldn’t there be some adulting class we have to take before we’re thrown into the world?”

			“Holy shit, I feel like this all the time,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck and laughing.

			“You do?” I couldn’t believe it. “That is shocking. It makes sense that I would feel this way because I’m a fresh college graduate and I’m not successful at anything yet. I guess I assumed a top-ten draft pick and someone who’s, like, the best in his field would have a little more command of his place in the world.”

			“Yeah, I would have thought so, too,” he said, sounding a little more serious than I liked.

			When I glanced over Connor’s shoulder, I saw my dad—who had yet to notice me—and suddenly remembered what I came here for. But I also didn’t really know what I came here for.

			“What is this?” I asked quietly.

			“What do you mean?” he replied, his eyes roving over my face in confusion.

			“I mean, what is all this with you inviting them over?”

			His eyes narrowed like he wasn’t sure how to play it and then he said, “I just thought it could help your dad today, and maybe you, too, so you don’t have to shoulder everything alone. As soon as I invited him I realized I should’ve asked you first, but he was already running with it, so I couldn’t stop him. I’m sorry.”

			“But why? Why would you do this?”

			He watched me for a long minute, like he was working through exactly what I was trying to get from him.

			“Because he’s your dad,” he said with a helpless shrug.

			Because he was my dad.

			“Damn it,” I muttered under my breath, shaking my head in irritation because how was I supposed to handle this? How was I supposed to stay grounded in reality when the NFL star who was pretending to be my boyfriend kept doing the nicest things for me?

			Odds were not in my favor that I’d escape emotionally unscathed.

			“Do you want to go out to the balcony?” Connor asked quietly.

			“What?”

			“I just thought you might want privacy when you yell at me,” he said calmly. “And this unit has a great view.”

			“I’m not going to yell at you,” I replied, resisting the bizarre urge to touch him, to assure him that I was definitely not mad at him. Instead, I gave a nod before turning and walking toward the balcony because I did want privacy. “But I actually would like a moment.”

			I felt him follow me outside, and after being hit in the face with the stunning view below—you could actually see the whole city—I took a deep breath and turned to face him.

			“What’s up?” he asked, looking concerned. The autumn breeze moved the ends of his thick hair, and as the cool evening air chilled my face, I realized I had nothing to say.

			Nothing I knew how to express as those earnest blue eyes became the only thing I could see.

			So I kissed him.

			I was a fool, filled with emotions, but I was helpless to do anything but show him how grateful I was, how appreciative I was of his kindness. His arms came around me and squeezed me tight, so tight that he lifted me off the ground a little bit.

			I could barely breathe from how tightly wrapped his arms were around my body and I loved it. More. I’d never needed a physical connection more than I needed those big arms at that moment.

			And the man did not need to be asked twice, dear Lord.

			It was like we’d kissed a thousand times before, like his mouth was intimately familiar with mine, even though our lips had never met before now.

			I’d never been kissed—and I had never kissed—in such a way. One second my lips were daring to touch his, and the next? Dear God, he was on the attack, the former Rookie of the Year proving he was always on the offensive. His teeth dragged over my bottom lip before his tongue went deep, a noise rumbling in the back of his throat as he angled his head and devoured my mouth.

			Holy shit.

			I slid my fingers into his hair, needing grip as he pulled me closer because suddenly, I could feel his every ridge and muscle pressed against my body. I was on fire as he held me against him, but at the same time I was drowning, a captive between states of matter as electricity shot through every one of my veins.

			“What is this?” he said against my mouth, pulling back a little but not letting go of me. “Not that I don’t love it.”

			“Um, it’s, uh,” I stammered, distracted by the heat in his blue eyes as he watched me and the way his cologne engulfed my senses, leaving me utterly under his influence. “This is just, like, thank you, I guess.”

			“Well, I reject this as a thank-you,” he said, frowning slightly. “Jesus.”

			“What? What does that mean?”

			“It means I want more of this, but not attached to gratitude.” He said it like he was offended.

			“I mean, it isn’t only gratitude,” I said, feeling my cheeks warm because there was no way he couldn’t see on my face how into him I was.

			“Then give me the breakdown, Duff,” he said, the scowl morphing into something else. Intrigue. Anticipation. “How much is gratitude, and how much is you wanting to kiss me?”

			“You want a number?” I asked quietly, feeling flirty as I lowered my hands and rested them on his hard chest.

			“I’ll take a number,” he said, his face playful yet still sexy as his fingers flexed on my lower back.

			“Duffy!” my dad yelled from inside. “Where the hell did you go?”

			“I—I’m out on the balcony,” I said, stepping back from Connor and wiping my mouth. He looked amused as he watched me yell back to my dad, “Are you ready to go?”

			My dad came outside and cringed at my stained jersey. “That’s what you wore?”

			“I told you,” I said, ignoring the way Connor was grinning, “I wasn’t going to get dressed and that you should just come down.”

			“I think she looks great,” Connor said.

			“Holy shit, what the hell happened to you?” Ty said to me as he walked out with my dad. “Did you lose a bet with that outfit?”

			“I’m going down to the car,” I said, flipping him off. “Anyone who wants a ride home has five minutes.”

			“I thought Joey was giving us a ride home,” Ty said.

			“I thought Joey left,” I said, remembering my dad’s call.

			“I left to go get more beer,” Joey said. “But I’m still driving.”

			My eyes shot to the little shit who called himself my father. “Dad?”

			“I just wanted a plan B,” he said defensively, not even trying to hide what he’d been doing.

			“Okay, you’re hilarious, this is great, I’m going home,” I said. “Good night, Connor. Have fun with my insane family.”

			“Oh, I will,” he said with a wink.

			On my way home, I couldn’t help but shake my head and laugh.

			This definitely hadn’t been on my one-year-death-anniversary bingo card.

			I was overwhelmed by Connor, truly confused over what was happening with him, but the guy was incredibly good at making me smile.
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			Connor

			Duffy: Thank you again for what you did for my dad tonight.

			I sat on the couch, mindlessly staring at the TV while trying to figure out what in the hell had happened earlier.

			For the first time since…well, ever, I’d actually had a conversation with someone who seemed to understand the overwhelming…overwhelmingness of my fucking life. Because on a daily basis, I felt far too inexperienced for the life I was trying to uphold.

			The older guys on the team who’d played together forever, the fans, the money, the endorsements; those were all things I had zero experience dealing with. Add to that the fact that I literally didn’t know anybody in the state of Minnesota aside from my teammates, and I was pretty pathetic.

			My life was basically me just trying to fake it until I made it, or whatever the hell that expression was.

			But Duffy was just so fucking cool about it all that talking to her was the easiest thing in the world.

			Connor: Of course. It was fun.

			Duffy: Also can you please apologize to Josh and Justin for my family?

			Connor: They actually loved them so forget about it.

			That was a hundred percent true. Josh, Justin, and a couple of the other guys were pretty much the only people I’d ever hung out with outside of work, but even so, we weren’t close.

			I could literally count on one hand the number of times we’d socialized.

			But they’d had a fucking blast with Duffy’s family, and it was strange that I felt like I’d made progress because of it, like I somehow knew my teammates slightly better now that we’d all hung out with the Distefano clan.

			And the beta version of COD was absolute bullshit, bullshit Tony hadn’t even questioned.

			The truth was that I’d invited her dad over for one simple reason.

			He reminded me of my grandpa.

			So much so that it hurt a little.

			Because even though I FaceTimed my grandpa every morning, every morning was the same.

			The nurse at the memory care facility connected us, and even though he technically still remembered me, he was unable to successfully engage in a two-way conversation.

			I usually told him about my day or what I was having for breakfast, and he usually smiled and made a trivial comment, but then he’d start talking about something random that’d happened with someone, sometime in his life.

			It was obvious that he was vividly remembering a moment, but his recollections came out in choppy segments that didn’t often connect. This morning it’d been something about the way he used to have to line up outside of the building before school, no matter how cold it was, and his mom always got mad because he lost his hat all the time.

			“Couldn’t keep track of it, huh?” I teased. “Even when it was on your head?”

			“I didn’t know where they parked the boat,” he said, shrugging. “I asked but he said he had no idea.”

			With each passing day, it became more impossible to follow.

			I’d gone from asking questions and trying to figure it out, to just smiling and nodding. Commenting for the sake of engagement, even though I had no idea what he was actually talking about.

			And fuck, I hated it so much because I missed him.

			Selfishly, I missed the spark in his eyes, the connection between us. I longed for a conversation where he was my grandfather and I was his favorite grandson and we were in the same moment together.

			So yeah—it was safe to say that I was a sentimental fuck who probably enjoyed Duffy’s dad’s company too much, for absolutely selfish reasons.

			But the last thing I’d imagined when I invited Tony over was that kiss.

			Sweet Jesus.

			I’d been shocked as hell when Tony told me she was on her way up, and before I even had a chance to register that fact, she was in my apartment, bossily leading me onto the balcony and kissing the bloody hell out of me.

			Dear Lord, she’d damn near made me forget my fucking name with that kiss.

			And I didn’t know what it meant, really. She’d laid down some bullshit about gratitude, but that kiss had nothing to do with manners. She might’ve been grateful I’d taken Tony out, but the kiss had been all chemistry, I swear to God.

			Duffy: Well thank you just the same.

			I knew I shouldn’t push it, but I couldn’t stop myself.

			I texted: You never gave me that number, Distefano.

			Duffy: Do we really want to get bogged down in data and statistics, Cunningham?

			I replied: Hell fucking yes

			Duffy: Okay, fine. Um…so it was 40% gratitude, 60% the other

			Me: OH YOU CANNOT SAY “THE OTHER,” YOU COWARD

			Duffy: All caps. Okay, I see you, Bossy.

			Me: Say it

			Duffy: Fine. It was 60% me wondering if you’d fumble the pass or if you could convert.

			I didn’t use the word “love” lightly, but I fucking loved the way Duffy Distefano talked to me.

			I texted: And…?

			Duffy: And quit begging for compliments, it’s embarrassing.

			I started laughing alone in the dark living room, because the girl was too fucking much. I texted: What’s embarrassing is that I can’t stop replaying it in my head. You scrambled my brain with your fucking mouth, Distefano.

			Duffy: Then I can go to bed happy, knowing I messed with your mind. G’night, Connor.

			I sighed and shook my head. G’night, Duff.
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			Duffy

			My dad was funny about his Catholicism. He went to Mass every week without fail, but aside from that, he cursed like a sailor and did whatever the hell he wanted.

			I think he found comfort in the ritual of it all more than anything.

			So I shouldn’t have been surprised when we got to the cemetery and Father Gordy was there, but I was. I’d assumed we—me, my dad, and my brothers—would lay flowers on her grave and have some quiet time remembering her.

			I hadn’t anticipated a priest joining us to say a few words.

			I didn’t have a problem with it, but it made the remembrance feel more somber, more monumental.

			Reminded me way too much of the funeral itself.

			I felt my phone buzz in my jacket pocket while he spoke, and even though I knew I shouldn’t, I quickly glanced at it.

			Connor: Hey, Duff. So, your dad wanted me to come to the cemetery to be there for you, to provide some support. I just got here, but I don’t want to interrupt if you would prefer to do this alone. Let me know your thoughts when you have a second and if I don’t hear from you, I will just steer clear and make my excuses to Tony later.

			Unbelievable. I glanced over at my dad, deep in thought as he listened to the priest, and I was touched that he’d worried enough about me to reach out to Connor.

			And as weird as it sounded, even though he wasn’t my real boyfriend and everything with us was confusing, I wanted to see him. I just knew that seeing him would make me feel a little better. Less alone. Somehow, he’d quickly become my rock of sorts, a safe space I hadn’t found with anyone else during the long, hard year of being strong for my dad.

			It was kind of a scary revelation, because there was no way it was a good idea to need someone so much so early, but I didn’t want to think about it right now. I just wanted Connor with me. I mean, I knew that was probably selfish; he’d already been there for my family in so many ways in the relatively short time we’d known each other. I felt like all I’d been doing was taking, but couldn’t I let myself take just a little bit more, just for today?

			After a moment of hesitation, I quickly shot off a text before I changed my mind: Don’t feel obligated, because cemeteries are awful, but you wouldn’t be interrupting.

			I put my phone away and tried to focus, but it lasted only a minute before I saw movement in my peripheral vision. I looked to my right, and there he was. Six foot five, dressed in a suit with a nice wool overcoat, walking through the cemetery like he was Darcy walking across the meadow to reach Lizzie in the early-morning light. My heart was in my throat as I watched him move among the changing maple trees, their gold and orange leaves the perfect autumnal backdrop for his handsome visage. Everything suddenly felt a little less painful knowing he was there.

			Which was so weird.

			We’d been on a date and a half—not even two—and exchanged one very hot kiss; that was it. It made sense that I’d be into him, but not that having him near me would be comforting, right?

			When he got to the gravesite, he wordlessly set a bouquet of flowers next to her headstone before coming to stand beside me. Warmth bloomed in my chest when I felt his fingers slide between mine. I looked up and my eyes met his, and the warmth in my chest turned into a fire that spread through my entire body when he gave me a sweet smile that let me know he didn’t want me to be sad.

			As soon as Father Gordy stopped talking, my dad immediately said, “Hey, Gordy, have you met Connor Cunningham?”

			I couldn’t help but laugh out loud as my heartbroken father excitedly introduced my “boyfriend” to the priest who had just spent thirty minutes reminding us that the dead were never truly lost to us.

			“Thanks for coming, Cunningham,” Matty said, going in for a handshake but doing that thing I’d never understand where they ended up performing a cool half–back slap bro handshake.

			How did they know the choreography? Was it taught in locker rooms? I’d never get it, but I watched as Ty and Joey did the same thing with Connor.

			“Hey, we’re gonna go get an early dinner at Corrine’s Diner—it was our mom’s favorite restaurant,” Ty said. “Do you want to join us?”

			Connor looked at me, as if asking if he was allowed to come.

			“Don’t feel obligated, I’m sure you’re busy prepping for the game,” I said, wondering yet again what a typical workday looked like for him. Were Saturdays big workout days or low-key film studies?

			I had no idea.

			I also didn’t want him to feel unwelcome after he came all the way here for us, so I added, “But if you have time, they have a really good menu.”

			“Home Saturdays are early mornings only, so I’m good until I have to be at the hotel later,” he said.

			I remembered reading that most NFL teams stayed at hotels the night before home games, just to ensure everyone was locked in and behaving.

			Apparently, it was true.

			It was a somber day, and the sparkle was definitely missing from my dad’s eyes, but I was shocked by how comfortable dinner was. It was nice having Connor there because he served as a receiver of sorts, a place for us to direct our stories about her.

			Since Connor hadn’t known her, my dad was able to tell the funny stories everyone else already knew, the ones he loved to tell the most, like how he proposed to my mom at a football tailgate.

			We were able to laugh with our whole stomachs as Connor cracked up and took in every story, squeezing my hand as we laughed together. After dinner, we all went home and my dad headed down to the basement to watch TV. I wanted to keep distracting and protecting him, but kind of like me at the cemetery the night before, I realized he probably needed some time to himself.

			I went to my room and studied for a few hours, and then I sent Connor a text.

			I cannot thank you enough for everything that you did for my dad and all of us last night and today. Good luck tomorrow.

			Connor: Are you going to be at the game?

			I leaned my head back against the headboard and considered it.

			Suddenly it didn’t seem so terrifying, being back in our seats.

			As I imagined returning to the scene of the crime, I realized I wasn’t scared anymore. Maybe I was a delusional fool, but after the hockey game with Connor and the positive reception we’d been getting, I felt like it was safe to finally come out of my cave.

			I texted: I think I might be.

			Connor: Then I’ll try not to drop any passes.

			Me: YOU SHOULD ALWAYS TRY NOT TO DROP ANY PASSES, CUNNINGHAM, BECAUSE IT IS YOUR JOB TO CATCH THEM.

			Connor: Have I told you how much I enjoy it when you bust my ass?

			I hated the annoying squeal that came out of me when I read his text, but God. I really, really, really liked him.

			So I coyly texted: Go get some sleep so you don’t screw up tomorrow.

			Connor: Oh, you are a fucking FLIRT, Distefano. Sweet dreams.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			21

			Connor

			“Holy shit, Big Tony’s back in the stadium.”

			I followed Josh’s eyes up to the big screen as we stood on the sidelines, waiting for kickoff, and there they were. Duffy and her dad were deep in conversation, oblivious to the fact that the camera was on them. Her hands moved wildly while she spoke, appearing absolutely determined to make some point about something.

			I couldn’t look away.

			“Duffy finally caved,” I said, still staring at her. She looked cute as hell in her Coyotes baseball cap as her dad said something that made her roll her eyes and laugh.

			“Uh-oh,” Josh said with a laugh, shaking his head. “They caught you straight-up ogling on the other screen.”

			I glanced over and there I was on the other big screen—the one on the west side of the stadium—grinning like a lovesick fool, clearly talking about her to Josh.

			“What are the odds no one noticed?” I asked.

			Just as I said that, whoever was in charge of running the huge display put a pair of those fucking heart emojis over my eyes.

			And it sounded like the crowd approved.

			“Not great,” Josh said with a laugh, but then Norton’s foot connected with the ball and it was on. All thoughts of Duffy disappeared as our defense shut them down, as they went three and out and had to punt after barely two minutes ticked off the clock.

			And hallelujah, we never looked back.

			Our line was fucking firing on all cylinders, manhandling theirs and giving Josh all the time he needed to get the ball where it needed to go. He ran in two touchdowns, sent one to Teeders and one to me, and JJ on special teams ran one all the way back just under the two-minute warning.

			It was a great win for us.

			Everyone was loose and happy in the locker room, the vibes so different from last year. It was still early in the season and the entire team knew the rumors regarding management’s potential plans, but that shit didn’t seem to matter right now.

			The season suddenly felt like it had possibilities, like we were all just going to put our heads down and believe.

			When it was my turn to take questions, I got only two about the game—two—before I got served three about Duffy. Were we “official”? What was I saying to Josh about her during kickoff? And the funniest one—Did my cats get along with her cat?

			“Dale is actually her dad’s cat and kind of a woman hater,” I said, knowing they were going to love such a ridiculous answer, “so he hasn’t been over yet to meet the girls.”

			I knew that made it sound like we were more than we actually were, but we’d already been faking it for her family, so it wasn’t hard to say a few harmless lines to the press. But like the team’s season, it definitely felt like there were possibilities.

			I just wasn’t sure what to do about it.

			I wanted everything that was fake to become something real, but I didn’t want to rock the boat by pressing too hard when things were going so well. I needed to take my time because I had zero margin for error.

			When I glanced at the back of the press room and saw Bethany nodding and smiling while the press chuckled at my answers, I felt that even harder.

			Zero margin for error.

			Because between the possibility of staying with Minnesota after this season and the possibility of…everything with Duffy, I was almost paralyzed by the fear of messing things up.

			It all felt close, and that was a little bit terrifying.
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			Duffy

			I walked into the house after the game and had barely dropped my keys on the table when my phone buzzed.

			Connor: FYI the heart eyes were for your dad, not you, so don’t get a big head.

			I snorted, because before the end of the first quarter, Ellie and all three of my brothers had texted me the clip of Connor looking so adorably smitten while appearing to watch me and my dad on the big screen. At first, I was fairly certain he had to have been discussing something unrelated to me, like smoked meats or single malt whiskey, because the look on his face had been waaaay too toe-curling, but after watching the clip multiple times, I turned into a delusional freak and had hummed like a damned Disney princess all the way home.

			I texted: Sure. Nice game, btw.

			Connor: You approve of my performance?

			Me: I mean, I have a few notes but I approve overall.

			Connor: Such overwhelming support. I’m not sure I deserve it.

			Me: Oh, I’m sure you don’t but I’m a lifelong Coyotes fan so I take the good when it’s good.

			Connor: And it’s all about your devotion to the team. Has nothing to do with the handsome tight end…?

			Me: Teeders is attractive, sure, but I don’t know if he’s really my type.

			Connor: Stop trying to make me jealous. You look cute in a hat, btw.

			So he did see me, I thought with a happy little grin.

			Me: Thanks. You look so-so in a helmet.

			Connor: Bullshit. I’m radiant in a helmet and you know it.

			Before I could respond, he texted me again. Can I take you out Friday night? I really want to get the “official” second date on the books.

			A squeaky little sound escaped me as I opened the fridge and grabbed a string cheese.

			Me: Because until we go on an “official” second date we’re just pals, right?

			That kiss had been the antithesis of palhood, for the record.

			Connor: That’s right.

			There was something about playing with him that was so…comforting. Relaxing. Texting nonsensical banter to Connor and getting closer with him through it was the equivalent of rewatching a Nora Ephron movie.

			Which scared me, because did that mean we were getting so comfortable with each other that he’d end up seeing me as just a friend?

			I was getting far too neurotic about this.

			I texted: Where are you going to take me?

			Connor: New Ulm.

			Me: Oktoberfest??

			Connor: You know about it?

			Oktoberfest in New Ulm was huge. A total party. I’d gone a few times, and so had my brothers, but the fact that Connor was surprised I’d heard of it meant he had no idea what he was getting into.

			And I had no intention of enlightening him.

			He was too fun to mess with.

			Me: I’ve heard things and I’m totally in.

			Connor: Josh told me I should wear lederhosen.

			A lot of people dressed up for it, though I’d never been one of them. I was more of a drink-beer-and-people-watch kind of reveler.

			Me: He’s right. I bet your big ass looks amazing in the whole suspendered-shorts ensemble.

			Connor: This is one of those times where you’re referring to my overall size and not my posterior, correct?

			I snorted again, because it was hilarious to me that he remembered that little bit of nonsense.

			Me: Sure. We’ll go with that.

			We made plans for Oktoberfest on Friday, but no other plans before that because both of our weeks were incredibly busy. Even though we didn’t get to see each other, we managed to text constantly. Every day, we’d message throughout the day and always pick up where we left off. About nothing and everything.

			Connor: My cat just threw up on my bed.

			Me: That is the WORST. Which cat?

			Connor: Take a guess.

			Me: I really like her style.

			Suddenly, over the course of a few days, I knew which of his cats was a pain in the ass (Sammy), which show he was streaming obsessively (currently The Last of Us because he missed that whole thing when it happened), and how many bones he’d broken as a child (eight).

			It was a lot of silliness, but we also shared more serious things. For some reason, when we were texting, it felt okay to be vulnerable. I don’t know if it was because we weren’t looking at each other or if it was because he’d already seen me during the most stressful and vulnerable day. I talked about my mom and how much I missed her, my worries about my dad amid all of that, and he told me about his family.

			He didn’t go into the details of why, but he shared that he was raised by his grandparents. His grandma passed a couple of years ago, and his grandpa had dementia and was in a memory care facility. Connor FaceTimed him every day, and in the offseason, he visited every week. He was nonchalant about it, even joking a little, but I got the sense that his grandpa meant the world to him and it was a tough situation.

			His sister still lived in California, which seemed to help lessen his guilt. It sounded like they were close the way I was with my brothers, like they drove each other crazy but were there for each other, and I was still trying to figure out if the man even had a bad side.

			It was like we’d been friends our entire lives, the way we were messaging.

			Connor: You didn’t seriously eat it, did you?

			Me: ofc I did—egg expiration dates are mere suggestions, not law.

			Connor: A MONTH past the date?!

			Me: I’ve never gotten sick from scrambling expired eggs.

			Connor: Such a weird flex.

			By the time Friday rolled around, I was ridiculously excited for our date.

			Once again, I’d let Ellie pick my outfit, and once again I had on a full face of makeup.

			I took the afternoon off, and Connor was right on time when he pulled into my driveway at one o’clock.

			“Wow,” I said, letting my eyes roam over his costume as I climbed into the passenger seat. His body was the epitome of athletic excellence, taut muscle stretched over bone, but even so, the outfit was ridiculous. He looked ten feet tall in lederhosen shorts.

			“You look…like you’re testing the strength of those seams,” I said, trying not to stare at his insanely muscular legs.

			“Thanks, but it’s a little alarming how obsessed you are,” he said with a grin.

			“I think you’re misreading my tone,” I replied.

			New Ulm was a little over an hour and a half from the Twin Cities, and I realized as I got into his car that it was strange how much I was looking forward to the drive. On a normal second date, that might be too big a swath of time with which to fill conversation, but the way we’d been texting and the way things were so easy with him, I was actually excited for this extra time together.

			“You know,” I said, “I am more than happy to take a turn driving.”

			“You think I’m going to let you drive this car?” he asked, his face telling me he knew exactly what I was up to.

			“I’m a great driver,” I said defensively.

			“First of all, I highly doubt that,” he said. “You strike me as somebody very capable but also too much of a control freak for their own good.”

			“Explain yourself,” I said, even though it actually sounded right on track.

			“It means I think you’re probably a very effective driver, but I imagine you also can get bogged down with road rage and hypercompetitiveness.”

			“Okay, but that’s everyone,” I said, which made him laugh.

			“I guess I’m just going to have to make sure you drink so much that I have to drive home,” I replied.

			“Nice try, but I travel tomorrow afternoon so I will not be overconsuming. Your plan’s not going to work today, Distefano.”

			“Then I’ll get you next time,” I countered.

			Connor merged onto the 169, but we were only in the car for five minutes before I got a phone call from Matty.

			“Man, I don’t even want to answer it,” I said with a sigh.

			“Why, who is it?” Connor asked.

			“One of my brothers, so I’m sure he’s calling to give me shit about something or annoy me in a general sense.”

			“Sounds like my sister,” Connor said with a laugh. He glanced at me. “Totally fine if you do take it, though.”

			I hit the green button. “I’m kind of in the middle of something right now, Matt—”

			“Where are you?” he asked. “Have you left for Oktoberfest yet?”

			“Yeah, we’re in the car. What’s up? I’m not bringing back any beer for you, by the way, because you still owe me for—”

			“It’s Dad,” Matty interrupted.

			“What?” I asked, terrified in an instant. “What about Dad?”

			“He was having trouble breathing at work so they called an ambulance,” he said. “I’m on my way to meet them at the hospital.”

			“Oh my God,” I said, my stomach plunging as I pictured my dad struggling for air. “Did they give him his inhaler or a breathing treatment? Did they call the pulmonologist? Have you talked to him?”

			“Are you going to let me answer any of those questions?” he snapped.

			“Matty—”

			“He took his inhaler but he was still struggling. Yes, I talked to him and he told me he was okay, but I could hear his labored breathing. And yes, I called the pulmonologist and he’s on his way to the hospital.”

			“Which hospital?” Connor asked me, already taking an exit that would lead us back into the city.

			“Which hospital, Matty?”

			“United,” he said.

			“We’re on our way,” Connor said, loud enough for Matty to hear. “We’ll be there in ten minutes.”
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			Connor

			I dropped Duffy off at the emergency room entrance, then pulled my car around to the parking garage. I was grabbing a ticket from the machine when Brian called.

			“What’s up?” I answered, dropping the ticket on the dashboard as the arm raised and I headed in search of an available spot.

			“Just checking in,” my agent’s voice sounded through the car’s speakers. “Any new buzz from the locker room?”

			“Nope,” I said, wondering if I could squeeze my car into compact parking. “Not a word.”

			“What are you doing right now? Want to meet for a beer?”

			“Can’t,” I said. “Duffy’s dad is having a medical issue and we just got to the hospital.”

			“Oh shit. Is he going to be okay?” he asked.

			“Yeah, probably,” I said, even though I didn’t know the details. I turned down another row.

			“And you’re sticking around? At the hospital?”

			“Of course,” I said, a little surprised he’d even ask. “Like I’d leave her alone to go get a beer.”

			“Yeah, no, I get it,” Brian said. “I wouldn’t want you to. Anything I can do to help?”

			“Nah, but I need to go,” I said, anxious to get inside and find her.

			“Okay, we’ll talk later,” he said, and as he hung up the phone, I found a spot.

			When I got to Duffy and her brothers in the ER waiting room, she already looked a lot better. The bad news was that Tony had a collapsed lung, but the good news was that the repair was easy. They were going to keep him in the hospital for a day or two for observation, but the doctor seemed completely composed about the situation.

			“No offense, but I can’t look at you like that, Cunningham,” Ty said, shaking his head as he eyeballed my lederhosen in disgust. “Way too much fucking leg showing.”

			“I think it looks great,” Matty said with a smirk. “Like you’re the Ricola guy.”

			“The who?” Joey asked.

			“The shepherd dude with the big horn from the lozenge commercial.”

			“Ah,” Joey replied, nodding. “I can see that.”

			“Leave him alone…” Duffy said, narrowing her eyes.

			We all looked at her, surprised.

			“…I mean, he probably misses his sheep and that leather has to be chafing him somewhere. Give the mountain man a break.”

			“There she is,” Ty laughed.

			Her eyes met mine and even though she shot me a genuine smile, the small crinkle of worry in her eyes made me want to wrap her in my arms and protect her from all the bad shit.

			We went to see Tony a few minutes later, who was of course being very Tony.

			“Why the hell are you dressed like that?” he asked me from his bed.

			“We were going to New Ulm,” Duffy answered for me.

			“For Oktoberfest? Then why the hell are you here?” he asked.

			“Oh, I don’t know, they brought you here in an ambulance so it seemed like the place I should be,” she deadpanned.

			“What are you going to do for me here?” he snapped. “Are you the doctor? You gonna fix me?”

			Duffy just rolled her eyes.

			“Go drink some beers, for God’s sake,” Tony said in disgust. “I’m fine.”

			Duffy opened her mouth to retort, but I quickly put my arm around her and asked, “Do you want to get some air?”

			“Yes,” she said, looking up at me. “Because if I stay in here, I might kill my father with my bare hands.”

			“You got your nails done this week so that’s total bullshit,” Tony said, waving her off. “No way would you pay for salon tips and then do something that would ruin them. You’re too practical for that.”

			“Thank you…?” she said sarcastically.

			“You’re like your mother that way,” he said with a shrug.

			Duffy looked down and swallowed. I gave her arm a squeeze and led her out of the room. She didn’t talk the entire walk down to the lobby. I knew she was freaking out inside because her dad was her whole world (whether she admitted it or not), and when we got outside, I couldn’t stop myself. I wrapped my arms around her, needing to pull her closer and make that eyebrow wrinkle disappear.

			I felt her body relax into me, and I kissed the top of her head.

			“Thanks for bringing me here and for being so understanding,” she said, and I could feel the vibration of her voice against my chest. “I’m sorry to have ruined yet another attempt at a second date.”

			“Yeah, what’s the deal with that?” I teased. “It’s like the universe is conspiring to keep us in the friend zone.”

			As I said that, I realized how strange our situation was. I was at a hospital, worried about her worrying about her dad—who I’d hung out with multiple times—yet we still hadn’t been on a second date.

			We weren’t technically…anything yet, so why did she feel a lot like everything?

			Movement caught my eye, and then I saw the guy with the camera. He didn’t have creepy paparazzi vibes—he wasn’t hiding in a bush and he looked more like a professional photographer than anything else—but there was definitely a guy standing in the parking lot taking a picture of me and Duffy.

			“I hate that they’re here,” she said, scowling in the photographer’s direction. “My dad would hate it if people found out he’s sick. How do they even know where to find you?”

			“I have no idea,” I said, but then I realized, I just fucking knew, that Brian had probably called someone. “I don’t think they follow me, I think people just get lucky.”

			“Well, he definitely got lucky,” she said, sounding amused despite her annoyance. “Not only did he score a picture of Connor Cunningham, but he scored a picture of Connor Cunningham wearing slutty leather short-shorts. He might win the prize for this one.”

			“You think they’re slutty?” I asked.

			“You know they are,” she said with a grin.

			Her brothers had to get back to work, so Duffy and I stayed at the hospital until they got her dad situated upstairs. When we were about to leave, the old guy dropped a bomb on her.

			“You’ve got to cover practice for me in the morning.”

			“What? Me?” she asked, sounding outraged. “Why can’t one of the boys do it?”

			“They’re all busy and the kids like you better anyway,” he said.

			“No, they don’t,” she argued. “And what are they busy with?”

			“It’s an hour, Duff,” Tony said. “You can’t give up an hour of your time to help your dad? To be nice to some kids?”

			“Don’t play me like that,” she said. “I bet you didn’t say that when Ty said no.”

			“Come on, kid,” he said. “Let me rest, knowing it’s handled. Don’t you want me to have peace?”

			God, Tony was good.

			“Fine,” Duffy said with a groan. “I’ll do it.”

			“Such a good girl,” he said.

			“Don’t patronize me,” she said, shaking her head.

			“Just make sure you wear good shoes,” Tony said. “It’s supposed to rain overnight and you know how shitty that field is.”

			“Oh, God,” she said. “Not again.”

			“What’s this about?” I asked.

			“I coach a flag football team one weekend a month, when my buddies can’t do it. Sometimes Duff helps me.”

			“Is that right?” I said with a grin. Somehow I could absolutely picture her coaching a little kids’ football team. She probably busted their asses, too.

			“She has no patience for their shit, but they love her anyway.”

			“What time is practice?” I asked, loving everything about this.

			“Eight in the morning, because my dad’s a sadist.”

			“I don’t get on a plane until later in the afternoon tomorrow, so I can help if you want.”

			Tony grinned at Duffy and said, “I knew there was a reason why you were wasting your time being single all these years. You were waiting for a good one.”

			“Oh, my sweet Lord, are you for real right now?” she said, making a face at her dad. “Connor offers to stand beside me during a practice and you act like he’s turning water into wine. He could be the worst boyfriend in the world for all you know.”

			“But he’s not,” Tony said. “I can tell.”

			“Oh, you can tell,” she said with an eye roll.

			“He sent flowers, ordered in dinner for us, brought you to the hospital, and volunteered to help with practice. After putting us up in the suite. Tell me what about that isn’t a good boyfriend.”

			She looked over at me and opened her mouth to respond, but paused because she didn’t have a good answer.

			I shot her a triumphant smile. Point goes to Cunningham.
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			Duffy

			“The next person who jumps in the mud is doing laps,” I said, wiping the splatter off my face.

			“You’re seriously going to make kindergartners run?” Connor asked, his eyebrows raised.

			“You’re seriously going to ask me that when you have zero mud on your face?”

			Not only was he so tall they couldn’t face-hoosh him if they wanted to, but the kids had fallen madly in love with my fake boyfriend and were behaving like little angels around him.

			In their defense, he was pretty easy to love that morning.

			He was wearing baggy sweats, a whistle, a baseball hat, and a pair of smart-looking glasses that made me want to climb on his lap and ask him to help me balance my budget.

			Or…something.

			Bottom line: He looked stab-me-in-the-face-with-a-fork hot in glasses.

			And he was ridiculously, absurdly, unbelievably great with the kids.

			When I’d filled in for my dad in the past, I basically just yelled generic instructions to the whole group, as in “Make sure your flags are on tight” before running a play.

			But Connor was that guy. He talked to every player, he dropped down to a squat so he was at their face level when he gave them little tips; it was adorable and perfect and absolutely swoony. I was pretty sure the parents were never going to welcome my dad back—or me when I had to fill in—because we would always pale in the shadow of what Connor brought that morning.

			“Zoey, you need to get lined up,” he said as the girl with two uneven ponytails stood at the line of scrimmage, facing the entirely wrong direction.

			As in, her back was to the play.

			“It’s too windy to look that way,” she said, shaking her head but not turning around to face him. “It’s too windy, Mr. Cunningham. I’m gonna get blown over on that side.”

			“But how are you going to know the play’s starting if you aren’t in your spot?” he asked, so incredibly sweet. If it were me, I’d just yell that we couldn’t start until Zoey got in place.

			“We get to be done as soon as we finish running this three more times,” he said, crouching down so he was closer to her height. “So you’re this close to being in the warm car, kiddo. Just turn around—I promise you won’t blow down—and give me your toughest stance.”

			I was literally thinking It’s never going to work when she turned around and got into position without another word.

			“Attagirl, Z,” he said with a grin, and I was pretty sure every person at that practice—me included—fell madly in love with him that instant.

			When there were five minutes left in practice, the sky opened and the coldest fall rain poured down. Everyone got soaked, but the kids just screamed and giggled and jumped in the puddles until their parents grabbed them and they all dispersed.

			Connor wasn’t fazed, either. He simply popped open the trunk of his car, loaded everything up, then grabbed a blanket for me to sit on so I didn’t get his seats wet and muddy.

			“God, it’s like you were born to be a flag football coach,” I said as I buckled my seat belt. The seat belt stuck my cold, wet clothes to my skin and I shivered, wishing the blanket was a bit larger so I could wrap myself in it.

			“No, I’m definitely not,” he said as he pulled out of the parking lot. “I think it’s just that compared to you, I seem very patient.”

			“Are you saying I’m impatient?” I said with a laugh as he cranked up the car’s heater, because I absolutely was. I liked kids, but I also didn’t have a lot of tolerance for all their complaining and distractedness and propensity for giving me honest feedback on how much of a failure I was as a coach.

			Coach Tony doesn’t do that.

			Are you sure about that, Coach Duff? I don’t think that’s right.

			“Little bit,” he said, but I could tell it wasn’t a dig.

			“Listen, I can’t help but notice you’re shivering,” he said suddenly. “My place is really close; do you want to take a hot shower there while I get my bags together?”

			“Oh, geez—how long until you need to be to the airport?” I’d forgotten that he had an away game to get to. “I can take an Uber home so you can go pack.”

			He’d picked me up on the way to practice.

			“Actually,” he said, looking like he was working through an idea, “if you want a hot shower at my place, I can pack while you clean up—killing two birds—and still have plenty of time to drop you off on my way to the airport.”

			“Oh. Okay.” I sounded calm, but I was freaking out inside. He was seriously suggesting I shower at his place…as in be naked while he’s in the next room? Like it was no big deal?

			He hesitated for a moment. “You’re also welcome to stay at my place so you aren’t alone at your dad’s while he’s in the hospital, if you want,” he said. “But no pressure.”

			Oh my God.

			What was happening?

			He was offering to let me crash at his fancy apartment?

			I wanted to so badly, so unbelievably badly holy shit, but that article popped into my head again. That stupid non-evidentiary-based article that haunted me on a daily basis.

			Specifically, the bullet point that said: “Be Elusive.”

			Jumping at the offer to sleep in his bed was the opposite of elusive, right?

			“That’s really nice,” I said, already homesick for the luxurious apartment I was rejecting. “But Dale Earnhardt needs me.”

			“File that under things I never would’ve expected any of my friends to say,” he muttered with a smirk.

			But all I heard was the f-word.

			Friend.

			He’d just called me his friend.

			It made sense in this context, since he was just making a joke about the cat’s ridiculous name, but my stomach sank anyway.

			In an instant, I was no longer buzzing over his offer, because what did it mean? Were we landing in a friendly place where he was comfortable suggesting I crash at his place when he wasn’t even going to be there because he was no longer trying to move this thing between us forward?

			Had we stalled?

			A weight settled uncomfortably in my chest.

			When we got to his apartment, I felt a little shy because I didn’t know what to do with all my questions and insecurities.

			I needed to know where we stood, but the words didn’t come out.

			Thankfully his cats chose that moment to come running at me, distracting me with their chaos the second we stepped out of the fancy elevator. Sammy—the fat orange one—jumped onto the couch and immediately coughed up a hair ball while one of the other ones rubbed against my leg like she’d been waiting for my arrival.

			So I had to snatch her up.

			While Connor cleaned up the hair ball situation he gave me shit about dripping water all over his fancy floors, so I was blessedly able to momentarily stop stressing about things I couldn’t figure out.

			“Come on, I’ve got stuff for you,” he said, walking into the other room. I followed, my stomach doing a somersault as we crossed through what appeared to be his bedroom. That is a huge bed, I thought, trying not to look but failing miserably and gaping at that massive mattress that Connor Cunningham slept in every night.

			Ahem.

			Be cool, Duffy.

			He didn’t stop until we were in the main bathroom, which did nothing to calm my jumpy pulse as he walked over and turned on the shower.

			The water started running and I swallowed as he spoke calmly, like prepping the shower for me was normal behavior for him.

			“The last time my sister was in town, I bought her a pair of sweats at the pro shop that she didn’t like, so they’ve literally never been worn but they will probably fit you if you don’t want to put your wet clothes back on,” he said.

			“God bless you and your sweats-hating sister,” I said as he went to go fetch them.

			When he returned with neatly folded sweats, he opened the cabinet and handed me two fluffy white towels. “You have to let the water run for a few minutes before it gets hot.”

			“Okay,” I said with a nod, taking the towels from his hands, unable to look him in the eye while he talked about the shower.

			“I’m going to let you shower while I pack. We should probably leave in about thirty minutes, if that works for you.”

			“It does,” I said, even as my brain spun in cartwheels about us and big bedrooms and running showers. “Thank you. Um, for everything. For taking me to see my dad last night, for being cool about canceling the date, for helping out with football this morning; I kind of think you’re maybe sort of an okay dude.”

			“Whoa, watch it—my head is going to get huge if you keep talking to me like that,” he said, his voice quiet as he smiled down at me.

			Suddenly, I was hyperaware of how close he was standing.

			Of the way he was towering over me.

			Of the way his blue eyes were penetrating mine.

			“It’s already huge, let’s be real,” I teased, my teeth chattering.

			His eyes dipped down to my mouth and God, I wanted him to kiss me so badly. My breath was trapped in my chest as we looked at each other and I was hit with a wave of total confusion because how was it possible we were just friends? Things with Connor felt so much more like a relationship than any of the actual relationships I’d dipped in and out of in the past.

			“The way I want to kiss you right now,” he said quietly, the heat of his gaze holding me in place. “I’m a dick, I know, because you’re soaked to the bone and shivering, yet I cannot stop myself from looking at your pretty mouth and remembering. Fucking wanting, so badly, to do it again.”

			“So do it,” I said on a breath, my knees threatening to buckle as his words burned through me. It felt bold and a little too brazen to taunt him, but I said anyway, “Unless you’re chick—”

			His lips landed on mine as his large, warm hands came up to cradle my cheeks. He angled his head as he ran his tongue along my lips, and then he dived right in and kissed me like he’d been on edge all day, just waiting in breathless anticipation for me to give him permission. It felt like he’d snapped, like my taunting words were the command he’d been waiting for, and now it was on.

			Dear God, I suddenly didn’t need a shower because every part of my body that’d been cold a moment ago was on fire, every cell in my body warming as his mouth worked confidently and feverishly, like he was trying to convince me of something.

			I dropped the towels and reached for him, sliding my hands around his shoulders, needing to hold him in place so this moment could last forever.

			It was too perfect.

			It was white-hot and ravenous, like we were both feral and rabid and desperate for more, but at the same time, I was cocooned in sweet feelings for this man who had dry clothing for me and knelt in the mud so he could look tiny footballers in the eye when he spoke to them.

			“Distefano,” he murmured, taking my bottom lip between his teeth in a way that made me squeak and melt, all at the same time.

			“Mmmm…Cunningham,” I managed to reply, uttering his name on a sigh as he lowered his head and pressed his mouth to the sensitive skin on my neck.

			“Say that again,” he growled against my throat, “in the exact same way, Duff.”

			“Why?” I teased, lost in the sensation of his tongue on my skin as I let my head fall to the side.

			“Just fucking do it, honey,” he said, nipping at my neck in the most delightful way. “I’m begging.”

			“Mmmm…Connor,” I said, and he rewarded me by bringing his mouth back to mine and kissing me deeper and hotter than I’d ever been kissed.

			All I could do was hold on tight and let myself feel as his mouth destroyed me and his strong hands lifted me, setting me on the countertop where I had no choice but to wrap my legs around him and pull him in even closer.

			Dear God.

			The man made me feel like the world might end if I couldn’t have more.

			Gimme more.

			I almost didn’t hear the beeping—I was too lost in the magic of what his mouth was doing to mine—but Connor did. He cursed against my lips before pulling back and silencing his watch alarm.

			“Dammit, I don’t want to go pack,” he said, his eyes still hot and glazed with desire as he looked down at me. “But I have to.”

			“So pack already,” I said, feeling drunk on him as he looked at me like that, like he was struggling to pull away from me. “You don’t want to miss the flight, and I don’t want to miss my opportunity to use your fancy shower. Get out of this bathroom right now, Cunningham.”

			“My Duff,” he murmured, his mouth coming back to nip at my bottom lip. “So bossy.”

			My Duff.

			There was no way I was going to survive him.

			I showered quickly, which was difficult when his shower was the size of my bedroom. I wanted to linger, to languish under the hot steam, but we were on a timer. I slid into the sweats he’d left me, and by the time I wandered into the living room, he was ready to go.

			He dropped me off at my house—not without another lingering kiss—and as soon as I closed the front door, I became a ridiculously giggly version of myself, like I was transported back to middle school. After feeding Dale, I drove to United and spent the rest of the afternoon in my dad’s hospital room, watching college football with him, but my brain was stuck on Connor’s kiss.

			Because if we hadn’t been on a timer, I knew we wouldn’t have stopped.

			I knew, without a doubt, that we would’ve ended up together in his enormous bed.

			And even though I was terrified of my feelings and getting my hopes up, it really felt like we were becoming something, date or no date.

			He’d warned me he wouldn’t be able to text me that night because they had a team dinner and then he had a pregame ritual where he kept focused by watching game film in his room and listening to music, so I hung out with Dale and studied.

			On Sunday morning my dad was released, which was perfect timing for us to watch the game together at home. We both screamed our heads off despite his health condition because it went down to overtime, but once again, the team got it done.

			The defense double-teamed Connor, so he didn’t have any opportunity to score, but a win was a win. I told myself not to bother him, not to reach out because I didn’t want to seem too eager, so it made me absurdly giddy when he texted an hour after the game ended.

			Connor: Notes?

			Me: Don’t let them double-team you.

			Connor: Remind me again how to make that happen.

			I smiled as I read his message. Me: Okay, fine, you guys looked really good. Does it drive you crazy when you can’t get open?

			Connor: Hell, yes, it makes me fucking nuts.

			I started typing out a reply, but my phone rang. Connor was calling me.

			Which he didn’t usually do.

			I’d only talked to him a few times on the phone; the first was via the house phone back when he first asked me out. That felt like forever ago now.

			“Hello?” I said, raising the phone to my ear as I walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator.

			“Okay, so you don’t consider me unhinged, do you?”

			“Ooh, this feels like a trap,” I said as I opened the meat drawer.

			“Not a trap, but if I throw something that’s a little…out there at you, you know I’m sane, right? That it’s just an unconventional idea and not—”

			“Spit it out, Cunningham,” I interrupted, dying to know where this was going. “What’s up?”

			“So I just found out we have tomorrow off, and since I’m not far from my hometown, I think I’m going to spend the day with my grandpa and fly back tomorrow night.”

			“Okay,” I said. “Does this have to do with your car? Do you need me to go pick it up and drive it—”

			“I will never let you drive my car, for the record, and no, it has to do with you,” he said, cutting me off. “This is the part that might sound unhinged. I know we still haven’t had a proper second date and I promise this isn’t a big thing, but I was wondering if you might want to fly out and hang here with me for a few hours tomorrow.”

			My hand froze on the package of bologna I’d been reaching for.

			He wanted me to fly out to see him?

			What was I missing?

			“Wow, is this your attempt at the second date? Flying me somewhere—that is a bit over the top,” I said lightly in an effort to sound calm and amused and not frazzled at all.

			“But it’s not, I promise. I just kind of want my grandpa to meet you,” he said, his voice carrying a different tone than usual—Was he…nervous?

			And he wanted me to meet his grandfather? I knew how much he meant to Connor.

			“Even if we never have a second date and just stay friends, I feel like he’d like you and I don’t know why, but I like the idea of him meeting you before he can’t. Maybe I am unhinged, I don’t know, but…shit, I guess that’s it. I like him and I like you and…hell, now I sound like a moron, don’t I? I think I just said ‘like’ at least five times.”

			“No,” I said, unsure of what else to say because I was reeling. This felt huge and meaningful and not unhinged, because every time he was around my family, I was aware that it felt right that he knew them.

			Even though we’d never been on a second date and I truly didn’t know where we actually stood, I liked that he knew my family. We definitely had some strange connection, even if it was just at a friend level (please, God, don’t be just at a friend level), that was deeper and more comfortable than most I’d had.

			“I guess I just wanted to throw it out there that if for some reason you feel like flying to California tomorrow morning to spend a couple hours in a nursing home for no good reason, I’ll give you the hookup. Then I’ll buy you a meal and upgrade your seat so you’re not sandwiched in between two pool salesmen from Wisconsin on the way back.”

			“You had me at nursing home,” I said, clueless as to why this sounded like a good idea. I didn’t need to miss work, I didn’t need to leave my dad alone, and there was no reason I needed to be meeting Connor Cunningham’s ailing grandfather at a nursing home in California.

			Dropping everything to spend a few hours with him was definitely not “elusive” or “coy.”

			But in spite of all of that, it was the only thing I wanted to do at the moment.

			“If you can handle the logistics and the reality that your grandfather might actually hate me, I am down for this adventure.”
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			Connor

			Duffy: I just landed and I’m paying you back for this seat.

			I texted: Why would you do that?

			Duffy: Because flying with all that first-class legroom makes me feel like the world’s biggest mooch.

			I wasn’t sure how to respond because I wished I could be honest. I had more money than anyone else I knew, so why not give her a little extra space in the air when she was being so generous with her time?

			But it was tricky, paying for things. People I knew—friends, my sister, and now Duffy—felt guilty letting me pay.

			And for me, it felt weird to insist because that felt like I was showing off that I had money. Let me pay because I am extremely wealthy and won’t even notice the missing funds.

			It felt gross, even though it was the truth. It was worse because I was hyperaware of my age—I was barely out of college and had so much already. None of this felt normal to me still.

			But if I were in her shoes, I knew I would feel the same way she did.

			I texted: You’re doing me a favor by coming and meeting my grandpa, so it was the least I could do.

			Duffy: We both know that’s a load of bull but I will allow it because I very much enjoyed drinking Diet Coke out of a glass and accepting hot towels, among other accessories. Should I uber to the nursing home?

			My grandpa was always better and less irritable in the morning, or at least that’d been the case before the season started.

			I hadn’t visited in a couple months, and I hated that.

			Thank God my sister lived in town and saw him almost every day.

			Ironically, she was out of town on business that day, so I was going to miss her completely.

			I texted: I’m down by the baggage claim, waiting for you.

			Duffy: Perfect.

			Me: Perfect.

			I wasn’t ready for the feeling I got in my chest when I saw her come down the escalator. I don’t know if it was the fact that she was willing to take the trip or just the fact that I was so into her, but when she smiled brightly at me after spotting me in the lobby, it messed with my head.

			One look, and I realized it was fucking serious for me.

			We still hadn’t been on that second date yet, but at that moment I wanted everything with her. And as she walked toward me with a plate of cookies in her hands, I couldn’t help but think that I didn’t know anyone else quite like her.

			And I didn’t mean it in an asinine not-like-other-girls way, like I was comparing her to other females who were “lesser than.”

			No, with Duffy it was just a fact.

			I’d never met anyone like her.

			She was the funniest, smartest, most capable, least high-maintenance, and most down-to-earth person I’d ever met.

			She was in a league of her own because she was the only one.

			“Am I going to seem like a suck-up that I made your grandpa cookies?” she asked when she came to a stop in front of me.

			“Hell, yes, and he’s going to love it,” I said, taking in her face and getting a little starstruck. She was so fucking beautiful I could look at her for hours without my attention wavering in the slightest. The way her eyes crinkled when she smiled, the freckles on her nose, the wispy baby hairs she constantly blew from her face, the intriguing way that she nibbled on her gorgeous lower lip while thinking; I got tripped up in her details whenever I allowed myself to stare.

			We went outside and got into the Uber I’d taken there, and I wondered if I needed to explain more about my grandpa on the way to the facility.

			As if reading my mind, she said, “Don’t look so stressed—it’s going to be fine.”

			Our gazes held for a moment, like we were both trying to figure out if we really were reading each other’s minds, and then she just gave a nod.

			Something about the gesture felt almost nurturing.

			Before I could process the kaleidoscope of feelings that single nod roused, Duffy slid her fingers between mine. The gesture was soft and quiet—the antithesis of her—and it made something in my chest pinch.

			“You’re so into me it’s pathetic, Distefano,” I muttered, mostly because I didn’t know any other way to cover how disproportionately emotional her gesture made me feel.

			“If I recall, we still haven’t gone on a second date, so me holding your hand right now is me just squeezing my friend’s fingers, right?” she teased. “For all you know, maybe I’m trying to engage you in a thumb war.”

			“Have you seen the disparity in our hand size? You wouldn’t stand a chance in a thumb war, Duff,” I replied, grateful she was giving me the grace of unseriousness.

			“That’s probably true, I’m just throwing out possibilities. My hand could also be cold and I’m using you for warmth, or I could be trying to distract you with a hand grab while I steal your wallet.”

			“Or you’re holding my hand to remind me that I still need to take you out on that second date,” I said, because I didn’t want her to think our date was out of the picture. It was all I could think about, making sure we became something “official.”

			Ironically, I wasn’t the only one thinking that.

			Earlier that week, I ran into Bethany after practice, and she’d cornered me about Duffy. She’d gushed about how adorable we looked every time she saw a photo of us in the press—which made me feel like a total prick—and she even went so far as to suggest another date.

			It’s autumn, Connor—you should totally whisk her away to Peterman’s. What’s more romantic than a date where you can pick pumpkins together and make firepit s’mores?

			I could see her vision, the optics of the two of us strolling around the pumpkin patch hand in hand, but something told me that wasn’t Duffy’s style.

			It seemed too…sweetly romantic for her.

			And the last thing I wanted was a date that had management’s handprints on it.

			But Bethany’s idea had given me another date idea, one I was currently working on.

			“You’re using your feminine wiles, aren’t you?” I teased.

			“Yes, sir, you caught me, I am using my feminine hand wiles,” Duffy acknowledged with a grin.

			“Regardless,” I said, my voice quiet and a little too hoarse for my liking. “Thank you.”

			Her eyes met mine. “Anytime.”

			

			—

			The cookies.

			I couldn’t stop smiling as my grandpa bit into his fifth cookie.

			He was wearing his favorite Coyotes T-shirt and the old fishing hat that he’d been wearing every day for the past five years. He’d always thought the hat was funny (it had lures glued all over it), but it just reminded me of so many Saturday mornings spent at the lake with him—the kind of Saturday mornings we’d never get again.

			“I told the lady I didn’t like raisins, but she kept giving me raisin cookies,” my grandpa said, looking disgusted. He’d said it a few times, and I had no idea who he was talking about or what era of his life he was remembering, but Duffy was grinning like it was perfectly clear to her.

			“You just wanted chocolate chips, though, right?” she said.

			“Right,” he said, nodding, his smirk morphing into a smile.

			It was after three o’clock, and I could tell he was getting tired. We’d taken him to lunch downstairs, pushed his wheelchair around the rose gardens, let him feed the birds, and now it was probably time to take off.

			He usually got irritable and foggier as the day wore on, so leaving while things were good was for the best.

			But I didn’t want to go.

			It was selfish, honestly, because the day had been fucking perfect. I couldn’t see any spark in his eye, any recognition that told me he understood who Duffy even was, but the old guy was having a great time.

			And it’d been a while since I’d heard him laugh.

			He’d been slipping faster lately, a little more distant every day, and the knowledge that any lost ground would never be recovered was soul-crushing.

			“We should probably get going now, Grandpa,” I said, standing. “But we’ll leave Duffy’s chocolate chip cookies for you.”

			“Oh,” he said, glancing at Duffy. “Okay.”

			We exchanged hugs and took off, and I succeeded at keeping it together. Every time I left him it killed me, though, the knowledge that next time we were together—in person—there would be less of him.

			It was a game of loss, a little at a time, and I hated knowing that today was the best it was ever going to be again.

			But I kept up trivial-yet-pleasant conversation like I was fine as we rode back to my hotel so I could check out and we could fly back together. I was absolutely pulling off a calm-and-collected facade.

			So it shook me to the core when she did it.

			The second the elevator doors closed, Duffy engulfed me in a huge hug. She wrapped her arms around me, pulling me closer into her as she stood on tiptoe, and her voice was soft in my ear when she said, “I’m so sorry, Connor. I’m so, so sorry.”

			And that was it. That was enough. I knew that she knew exactly how terrible it was, the full blow of his rapid descent, and something about her words destroyed me. I closed my eyes and swallowed hard, trying to figuratively hold it together while she literally held me.

			But when I opened my eyes, all I could see was Duffy.

			And something about the way she was watching me flipped a switch on my emotions. Suddenly all I could see was the woman I was obsessed with, the girl I wanted so much it made me fucking dizzy.

			I lowered my head and took her mouth, ecstatic when she made a noise in the back of her throat and dug her fingertips into my shoulders, showing me she felt the exact same way. I leaned into her, not even realizing I’d moved forward as I devoured her mouth until I felt the elevator wall at her back, her body flush with mine.

			“Duff,” I said, lowering my head to taste the skin just below her ear, “what do you want here?”

			“Here?” she whispered, sounding confused as I felt the press of her nails through my shirt.

			“Here, now, today,” I said against her throat, nearly panting from the ferocity of this sudden need. I was overcome with want. She took me from zero to one hundred in five seconds. “I need to know we’re on the same page.”

			“Ah,” she breathed, leaning her head back against the wall and giving me better access, praise God. “Tell me your page and I’ll tell you mine.”

			“I want you so fucking badly I’m about to pass out, that’s where I’m at,” I admitted, my knees weak from the feel of her body pressed against me. “I don’t give a shit about dates or official statuses or anything other than you and me, alone together in a room, with hours to burn.”

			“Yes, so, definitely same page,” she said, and that was it.

			The elevator doors opened as if I’d scheduled the time, and my head dipped back down to meet her lips again. I kissed her with a renewed intensity, and she responded with equal if not greater enthusiasm, clearer than ever that she fucking wanted it, too, hallelujah. I held her against my body as I stumbled down the hallway in the direction of my room.

			Thank God no one else was in the hall because neither of us wanted to pull away and lose the heat of each other.

			I managed to get us to my door, and she snatched the key card from my hand and popped it open while I explored the soft skin just behind her ear.

			“Oh my God, look at this room,” she said breathlessly as I maneuvered her inside. “It’s gorgeous.”

			“Stop looking at the room, you’re making me jealous,” I managed, taking her mouth yet again. I couldn’t get enough of her kisses; she was too fucking good. It was like her mouth was made for my mouth, like she knew the secret recipe for making a kiss feel like more than a kiss; every single nerve reacted like lightning to her touch, her taste, I swear to God.

			I was addicted and needed another hit.

			“I should only see you?” she asked against my lips, licking into the corner of my mouth and driving me wild.

			“Seems fair when you are all I can fucking see, all the time, even when I’m alone,” I admitted, feeling like the air was being sucked from my lungs as her fingertips flexed against my stomach. “You haunt me, Distefano.”

			“You kill me when you say things like that,” she said quietly, almost like she was worried. “How am I supposed to keep my wits about me when you use those words?”

			“Don’t,” I said, pulling back so I could look into those gorgeous brown eyes and convince her to let go, to meet me where I was. “Lose them. I want you witless and just as crazed as I feel every time I look at you.”

			“Consider me crazed, whether I want to be or not,” she sighed with a soft smile, and with that, there was no more convincing, no more worries. We were both fully in it.

			The way she looked up at me at that moment, like she felt everything I was feeling in her presence, sent me over. “Need” wasn’t a strong enough word for the way I craved her, and suddenly my hands were everywhere, my mouth back on hers, my body nudging us closer to the bed.

			It turned into a fever dream after that, a hot blur as we fell into each other while our clothes fell onto the floor.

			Soft limbs, wrapping deliciously around me.

			Questing hands, setting my skin on fire.

			Whispered demands, making me wild with need.

			Heavy blankets, featherlight touches.

			The rest of the world fucking disappeared as I got lost in every move, every sound, every sweat-inducing touch of Duffy’s fingers. She became my center, the only thing in the world to exist for me, and by the time she fell asleep on me in my room, flights already changed to the next morning, I was worried I’d fallen head over heels in love with her.
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			Duffy

			My dad had a follow-up appointment with the pulmonologist the following week, and I was terrified. A big part of me wished my dad wouldn’t be at the appointment because I wanted to ask the hard questions, the ones I didn’t want him to have to face.

			My brothers and I all got there at the same time—Joey drove my dad since I had work that I had to finish—and my dad looked good. Tired, but that was becoming more common.

			And the oxygen didn’t help.

			We got back to the office and the consultation was not what any of us expected. We knew that the scarring was permanent and there was no reversing that, but none of us expected the doctor to use the words “lung transplant.”

			We weren’t there yet, and Dr. Sanchez said there were a lot of medications we could try, but I could tell he wanted to make sure we knew that it was a pretty severe situation that wasn’t going to improve on its own.

			“Oh, for God’s sake, my lungs are better than a dead guy’s,” my dad said, waving a hand exasperatedly.

			He made jokes, seemingly unfazed, which shocked the hell out of me when I just wanted to cry. We all joked along with him, though, because what else could we do?

			“Are you taking him back?” Matty asked me when we left the office. “I’ve got to get back to work.”

			“Yeah, that’s fine,” I said, crossing my arms while I waited for my dad to come out of the restroom.

			“You guys want to get together later for some beers to talk about the reality of this situation?” Ty asked.

			“Yes, please,” I said.

			“The PNA at seven?” Joey said. “I’m going to call Dr. Sanchez and see if I can get some more direct answers.”

			“That works,” I said, dreading the conversation. But I also knew we really needed to have it. I still wasn’t sure how bad things were going to get.

			After I dropped my dad off, I drove back to work, but I couldn’t muster the energy to leave my car just yet. Instead, I called Connor.

			“Hey,” he answered.

			“Hey,” I said, clearing my throat. “It’s Duffy.”

			“I know who it is,” he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice. “How’d it go?”

			Things had become crazy-good with Connor since California.

			As it so happened, the spontaneous night together in the hotel room managed to tie up all the What are we? loose ends. My brain cut the endless string of questions, checked out of the insecure friend-zone concerns, and settled into a blissful state of euphoria.

			Because—I couldn’t believe it—Connor and I were truly, genuinely together.

			Everything about the friendship aspect of our relationship remained unchanged. We texted constantly when we weren’t together, busted each other’s balls on the regular, and it made me too damn happy.

			He was funny, charming, sweet—he was everything.

			But in addition to that, he was needy in the very best way.

			He texted the same message every morning:

			Connor: You should come over tonight.

			And I did.

			Every day that week I went home, made my dad dinner, then went over to Connor’s. For the sake of my father, I didn’t sleep over (which was ridiculous because I was an adult, right?), but it was a technicality because every night I crashed with him and then snuck back into my house around four.

			My dad wasn’t an idiot, so odds were high he was aware of all of it, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it any other way.

			And I found it adorable that Connor was the mastermind behind the ridiculous plan to sneak around. He liked my dad so much that he didn’t want to piss him off, and something about that was too endearing for words.

			“I honestly have no idea,” I admitted into the phone, forcing back the emotion that threatened to creep out. “It was filled with scary stuff like talk of lung transplants and how severe the situation is, but the doctor also told us different ways to treat it, like keeping him on oxygen and some medications we can try. So I’m getting together with my brothers tonight to try to drill down into how severe we actually think this is. The doctor gave us a lot of worst-case scenarios, but I don’t know the genuine prognosis. Joey is going to call him and see if he’ll give us some more information now that my dad isn’t with us.”

			“God, that sucks,” Connor said, voice sober.

			“Yeah,” I agreed, feeling slightly numb. It was too much to process. “It’s not going to be a fun conversation, but if you want to meet me and my brothers for a beer later, we’ll be at the PNA at seven.”

			“What the hell’s a PNA?” he asked.

			“Polish National Alliance. A bar in a basement, basically,” I said.

			“All right,” he said, not even pausing to think about it. “See you there.”

			

			—

			“So here’s what Dr. Sanchez said. He has no way of knowing the future but if he had to guess, he’s giving Dad five years before he might need a lung transplant.”

			“Oh my God,” I said, stunned. “Five years? So do we need to start figuring out things like getting on lists and what his insurance covers? That’s not a lot of time.”

			“Wait,” Joey added, shaking his head. “He prefaced it by saying Dad could respond really well to some of the medications and steroids, so that could slow down the decline dramatically.”

			“So, what…we just roll with it?”

			I reached for my beer, the words “five years” playing over and over again in my head.

			“I think so, because get this—he said Dad called him. Dad called him for a prognosis and he knows all of this.”

			“He knew before today?” I asked.

			“Yeah,” Joey said, nodding. “He set up today for us.”

			“Oh shit,” I said. “What does that mean?”

			“Dr. Sanchez said Dad is very okay with everything. He had a lot of questions and he’s just, like, Joe Cool about it and is all Let’s see how the next five years go.”

			“ ‘Very okay.’ What does that mean? Like he’s ready to go meet Mom or something?”

			My voice shook as I spoke because I hated this. I didn’t want my dad to be Joe Cool about something he shouldn’t have to be Joe Cool about. I wanted him plowing our roads in the winter and telling me about the pH levels in the water supply and busting my chops every time he had the chance.

			I didn’t want him to be sick for the rest of his life.

			And I was a selfish, terrible daughter, because in the midst of all the sadness over what my dad’s reality might be, I couldn’t help but think about how this played into my life. If his health was going to decline over the next five years, I couldn’t move out, right? I mean, I would never.

			Which meant I was just going to be living at home with my dad forever.

			“Fucking unlikely—it’s Dad we’re talking about,” Joey said, shaking his head. “He’s stubborn and strong as shit. Him saying ‘Let’s see how it goes’ just means he’s accepting his issues and rolling with the punches, Duff, come on.”

			I nodded, slightly reassured, but fixed my gaze at my lap, where my hands were clasped in worry. When I looked back up, my heart jumped at the sight. Connor was walking into the PNA, looking like the most beautiful giant I’d ever seen.

			“What’re you drinking, Cunningham?” Ty asked when Connor approached us.

			“Heineken,” he said, grabbing the empty stool beside Matty. “Thanks, man.”

			“You just missed the depressing part of the conversation,” Joey said, grabbing his Manhattan.

			“Did you talk to the doctor?” Connor asked. His eyes were still on Joey, so I was surprised when he gently coaxed my hands out of their death grip of anxiety and nestled my left hand in his.

			Joey’s eyes narrowed, like he was surprised I’d told Connor. “I did, and we’ve got a guesstimate of five years before he needs new lungs.”

			“Oh shit,” Connor said, looking as stunned as I felt.

			“Oh shit, indeed,” Joey said. “But the consensus is that medication could keep him kind of where he’s at for longer than five years, so I think we’ve collectively decided to play it by ear and not make ourselves crazy.”

			“That sounds wise,” Connor said, nodding. He leaned closer to me and asked, “You okay?”

			I nodded, swallowing hard because his concern made me feel a tightness in my chest. “I am. Thanks for coming.”

			“Thanks for inviting me,” he said, and as I looked into his worried gaze—worried about me—the moment felt slightly overwhelming. It was foreign, this feeling of leaning on someone, and it kind of felt like something monumental was happening between us, the way he was included in this pivotal moment for my family.

			The tightness in my chest blossomed into a comforting warmth as he slid his fingers into mine and squeezed my hand, and in that wordless gesture, I understood what he was saying: I’m here for you.

			

			—

			I knew I was in deep already, but then I questioned if I’d ever get out at all after he sent the text.

			THE text.

			Connor: I’d like to take you out on an official date next weekend.

			I replied: I’m listening…

			Connor: You up for some zombie hunting…with paintball guns?

			My boyfriend—my amazing fucking boyfriend, ladies and gentlemen—found a pumpkin patch that had an “extreme zombie experience” add-on. We were going to be dropped off in the woods with only our backpacks and paintball guns, wherein we would hunt, and be hunted by, a team of rabid zombies.

			I wasn’t sure if a more perfect date had ever been suggested, and if the excursion turned out to be even a fraction of the fun I was imagining, I would surely never be able to look at another man again for the rest of my life.
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			Connor

			“Okay, so we’re dropping you off at the shed, which is your starting point,” said the guy in the Peterman’s Pumpkin Patch trucker’s cap. “Go inside, get ready, and whenever you feel good to go, venture out and start hunting zombies…before they start hunting you.”

			I glanced over at Duffy and she widened her eyes, giving me a look that said, It’s go time. She hopped off the flatbed truck without waiting for help and I followed, charmed as shit by her buy-in. She’d exited the house in full hunting camo when I arrived, like she was ready to take this shit seriously.

			She’d actually eyeballed my clothes when she got in the car like I was the one in the wrong.

			“You’re wearing a tan jacket and jeans,” she said, her eyebrows all scrunched together.

			“Yeah…? So?”

			She scowled as her eyes dipped down to my shirt. “So you’re not going to blend very well in the woods, especially when it’s getting dark.”

			“You know we’re not going to be running from actual zombies, right?”

			According to the online registration, the zombies were fully trained paintball experts whose priorities were “customer safety” and “delivering a rollicking good time.”

			“You sound like you’re going to lose when you say things like that,” she said quietly as she got in the car. “Are we not taking this seriously, Cunningham?”

			“My apologies, Distefano; I was foolishly thinking of this as a date,” I said, unable to keep a straight face. I loved that she was nerding out over zombie paintballing, and I felt a sense of accomplishment that I planned the perfect date for her. “I will now concentrate on the more important task at hand of ‘winning’ against the zombies, who are probably just adolescents doing this for minimum wage.”

			She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t underestimate the zombies. It’s a historically accurate fact that everyone who’s ever lost a battle in a war lost because they underestimated their enemies.”

			“Not a historically accurate fact,” I said, shaking my head.

			“But I bet it still tracks,” she insisted as she buckled her seat belt.

			We fell into easy conversation on the way to the pumpkin patch, her telling me about the latest drama at her office. Apparently, there were some inappropriate relationships going on between the head of HR and one of the executives, and no one was getting any work done because they couldn’t stop talking about it.

			Which made Duffy crazy.

			It was so her that she was annoyed by the fact that no one was working. She wasn’t above being mildly entertained by the news, but she didn’t understand why people weren’t able to multitask while gossiping.

			I swear to God I could just listen to her for hours because she was so uniquely Duffy.

			We followed the rest of the group—there were ten of us total—into the shed and closed the door behind us. It was literally just a shed with nothing inside but a dirt floor and big wooden crates that the other players used as seats. The rest of the participants were dressed in regular clothes, relaxed and exchanging small talk as they settled into the scene—the total opposite of Duffy and her current vibe.

			Duffy looked on edge and ready to hunt.

			“Hey,” she whispered, stepping a little closer, distracting me with the smell of her perfume. “This doesn’t make any sense.”

			“What doesn’t?” I asked, letting my eyes drop down to the shine of the gloss on her bottom lip.

			“Why would they drop all of us in one central shed without an official starting shot?” She tucked her hair behind her ears and said, “I mean, it makes us sitting ducks. The second we walk out that front door it’s going to be easy for them to take us all out in one fell swoop.”

			I didn’t say anything because I was trying not to laugh at her hypercompetitiveness.

			“I bet they love this,” she said, and she leaned closer so no one else could hear. “They get all these people to spend money to hunt zombies, then they take us out in five minutes.”

			“That’s…actually probably true,” I agreed, though the idea of it didn’t really bother me.

			“Let’s not let them,” she said, her eyes sparkling like she had a plan.

			I was too mesmerized by her eyes to answer. People always talked about blue eyes like they were magic, but there was something about her brown eyes that felt so warm and inviting and playful and shit—I needed to focus.

			“Let’s not go out with the rest of them. Look,” she said, giving my arm a tiny smack.

			I followed her eyes to where she’d pointed with her chin to a window in the back of the shed.

			“Holy crap, if we stealthily slide out that window, we can totally take off into the woods without the zombies even knowing,” she said.

			“What?” I looked at the window and clearly didn’t see what she was envisioning.

			Because it wasn’t a big window. Like, at all.

			“Hear me out,” she said emphatically. “They’re expecting all of us to stumble out the front door like a bunch of idiots, where they can just tag us immediately. But if you and I quietly slip out the back window and don’t make any noise, when all of these other people go through the front door, we can take off in another direction. They won’t even realize they’re missing two people at first. Then we can hide and we can stalk them and we can win.”

			“Is it possible to win at this? I’m pretty sure it’s just a random shooting game.”

			Hell, I had no idea, even though I was the one who’d set up the excursion.

			She looked at me like I was ridiculous. “If we make it to the end without getting shot and we take out a few zombies while we’re at it, then it’s a win, right? Pretty simple.”

			All of a sudden this seemed like the greatest idea. Her enthusiasm was contagious, and this sounded really fucking fun.

			I glanced at the window. “Do you honestly think I’ll fit through there?”

			“It’s a ridiculous time to fish for compliments on your body, Cunningham,” she teased, “but for sure you will.”

			“What if the others follow us out?” I asked, glancing toward the group, who were still just leisurely hanging out like there wasn’t a zombie war about to begin.

			“They won’t because you’re going to tell them not to,” she said in a hushed voice. “Everyone was giving you the whole ‘ohmigod it’s him’ look on the truck, so they’re all in awe of the football golden boy. So if you just say something like ‘We’re going to provide a distraction so you guys can get out safely, no one follow us’ they will totally listen.”

			“You want me to lie and get them thrust into the gunfire?” I asked with a laugh. She was fucking cold with this. “I can’t do that.”

			“Oh my God, you were the one saying this isn’t real so why with the ethics,” she whispered, her mouth turning up into a smile as she gave me an exaggerated eye roll. “Fine, don’t lie, just tell them not to follow us and they’ll still listen to you because you’re you.”

			“Um—”

			“Listen,” she interrupted. “We need to go now because you know the zombies are all lined up, waiting for these people to move. We gotta go before it’s too late.”

			Without missing a beat, she turned toward the group.

			“Excuse me,” she said, stepping away from me. “We’re going to go out this window because we want to split up the group and try to not all get mowed down by gunfire at the same time. Hopefully some of the zombies will chase us and you guys will have a better chance, but the goal is to scatter them. I just wanted to let you know so you don’t freak out when you see us go through the window.”

			“But don’t follow us,” I added, feeling slightly guilty for saying that when this was just a silly game that no one truly cared about except for Duffy Distefano.

			“Why not?” asked a man with huge square glasses that reminded me of Harry Caray. “Why can’t we follow you?”

			“I mean, it’s a free country, so you’re welcome to follow whoever you want, but this is her idea, and I think it’s terrible,” I said, realizing how to make this work. “She’s not actually known for her good judgment.”

			“That’s right, she’s the girl who beat up Carl,” the man’s wife said, nodding.

			“I didn’t beat up—”

			“That’s her,” I said, cutting off Duffy. “So we’re going to go through the back, but please think about your next moves. It really may not be the best idea to follow us.”

			As soon as I said that, I heard her sliding the window open behind me.

			“It’s so sweet that he’s willing to lose for her,” the big-haired blonde in the corner said. “And that he warned us not to follow. I really don’t think we should.”

			“He’s a good guy,” someone else said.

			I turned and watched as Duffy hoisted herself up with her arms and quickly popped through the open window. I still wasn’t sure my ass was going to fit through there, but I was willing to risk it to follow her.

			She immediately disappeared from my line of sight, and I loved her verve. I hurled myself through the opening, squeezing and wriggling a little to get through. There was a solid half second where I thought the jaws of life would have to pull me from the window, but fortunately I made it.

			I dropped to a crouch next to Duffy as soon as I landed. It was getting dark, and we were underneath a bunch of bushes, but you could hear the sounds of the pumpkin patch off in the distance and smell the smoky scent of firepits.

			“So I think we should sprint in that direction,” she said, pointing toward the dark forested area. “It’s the absolute wrong direction, but that’s how we get on the offensive and start tracking them.”

			“You want to go backward?” I asked.

			“Feigned retreat, Football. We run backward, we hide, then we get to see them in front of us and know where everybody’s at while they try to figure out where we went and what we’re doing. Once we have them in our sights, we make our move.”

			“Why do I feel like this is very Tony-coded?” I asked.

			That made her smile. “Because it is. I’ve spent a lifetime watching his beloved war documentaries, and between that and deer hunting with him and my brothers, I feel like I’m unhealthily excited to kick some zombie ass.”

			“Yeah, you are definitely that,” I said, “but it’s surprisingly cool.”

			“Surprisingly cool, huh?” she said quietly, still smiling as she added, “High praise from the MVP.”

			“There you go, busting my ass again,” I said.

			“The ass that slipped impressively through that window, by the way,” she said with a laugh.

			“You doubted it’d fit, didn’t you?”

			“I am simply stating a fact,” she said, feigning innocence.

			“Or simply being a dick,” I replied.

			“I think you can handle it, Mr. Thirst Trap,” she said with an eye roll. “That fitness tracker ad with you wearing only tiny shorts is obscene.”

			“First of all, don’t pretend you don’t love my slutty little short-shorts. Also, do people still say ‘thirst trap’?”

			“I don’t think so, actually.”

			“We can discuss our thirst traps and ignorance of modern slang later, but maybe let’s focus on zombies right now?”

			Her eyes crinkled as she gave me the biggest grin, the kind of smile that felt like we were about to do something magical together. “Okay.”

			“I think—”

			“Here’s the thing, though,” she said, holding up a hand. “I know how fast you are, with your four-point-four forty at the combine, but you can’t be heavy-footed. It’s better to be slow and lighter on your feet—conjure Ja’Marr Chase with a sideline catch—than to make a lot of noise and get their attention.”

			“Smart,” I said, nodding. It cracked me up the way she knew things like how fast I ran my forty; she was definitely the biggest football fan I’d ever dated. “But also consider this. Maybe if we wait until someone stumbles out the front door and gets their attention, everyone will be making noise and—”

			“Brilliant,” she interrupted with a smile. “Now you’re thinking—I’m proud of you, buddy.”

			“Oh, joy,” I quipped.

			“By the way,” she whispered, the teasing grin simmering into something softer. Sweeter. A little shy. “Unless I end up having to kill you or I literally die out here tonight, this might be the best date ever in the history of the world. Like, I literally can’t think of anything I’d rather do on a Friday night. You could’ve planned a normal, boring dinner date, but you threw me on a flatbed truck and gave me zombies and a paintball gun. I mean, talk about swoony.”

			I felt a twinge of guilt as she said this, because she was giving me credit I didn’t fully deserve. Yes, I may have discovered the zombie activity, which was perfectly tailored to her interests, but the pumpkin patch idea had been Bethany’s.

			God, I hated remembering that.

			I hated remembering that any part of us started as a career favor. It had switched to something genuine almost instantly, but it still felt gross every time Bethany’s part popped into my head.

			“Here,” she said, handing me a huge rock.

			“Where did this come from?” I asked, taking the heavy stone from her hands.

			“I brought it with me in my pack,” she said, giving me a hesitant smile that let me know she was embarrassed that she had given it forethought. “Do you think you can throw this over the cabin?”

			“Are you seriously asking me if I can throw?”

			“You’re not a quarterback, so this isn’t me busting your ass,” she said. “It’s a heavy rock and it would be difficult for anyone to throw it over a cabin. But if you can, they’ll hear it land, take off in that direction, and then we can run the other way.”

			“Of course I can throw it over the cabin,” I said. “Do you want me to do it now?”

			“No time like the present,” she said, tightening the straps on her backpack and gripping her weapon.

			“Let’s go.” I launched the rock before grabbing my weapon from the ground, and I wasn’t sure if it was a coincidence or if one of the other participants saw the rock fly, but just as I heard the thud of it hitting the ground, the front door of the cabin opened with a squeak.

			And Duffy was right—the other players were absolutely unprepared for the reality that the zombies had them surrounded. They were laughing as they exited, from what I could hear, and then immediately silenced by the pops of paintballs bursting.

			It was a barrage.

			“Let’s go!” she whisper-yelled, then took off sprinting into the woods.

			I followed, suddenly hyperaware of how heavy my footfalls were as we ran in the opposite direction of the end point. We heard laughing and yelling, which wasn’t surprising because no one else was in it for the win, so odds were high that most of the other players were already tagged.

			We ran for a few more seconds before Duffy stopped and crouched behind a tree and its surrounding bushes.

			“Can you see anything?” she asked, gesturing in the direction of the shed.

			I stood and looked, impressed by our vantage point. She’d taken us up a hill, so it was easy to see what was happening below, and I started counting. Every person who’d been in the shed with us had apparently been taken out—or they just didn’t care—because the entire group was walking with the zombies.

			We’d been given a cute little pamphlet of the “zombie squad,” along with the map, so we knew the five that were coming for us.

			I immediately spotted Conan the Zombarian, the green-haired zombie who was as tall as I was, and I also had a visual on Zedd the Undead, a scrawny little guy in purple face paint. Zombie Quinn—dressed like Harley Quinn but with a green face and blood around her mouth—was walking behind the group, twirling her paint guns as she did her best to look menacing.

			But the twins—Shaun and Zaun—didn’t appear to be with them. Duffy must have realized the same thing, because she looked at me and whispered, “We’re missing two.”

			I nodded. “Let’s just hold tight for a minute because they have to be circling somewhere.”

			It got a little eerie when the group disappeared from our line of sight and the woods grew quiet. It actually felt like we were hunting or being hunted. “This is a little creepy.”

			“Are you scared?” she teased, her eyes dancing in the darkness.

			“Of course not,” I said, making a face and reaching out a hand to give her a little push.

			“Sure you’re not,” she said, pushing back. “Do you need a snack, by the way?”

			“What kind of snack?” I asked, looking down at her in surprise. “You brought snacks?”

			“I mean, just some energy bars, a few nut mixes, and a couple sandwiches,” she said, quietly taking off her backpack.

			“How long do you expect us to be camping out here?” I asked. “You brought fucking provisions?”

			“I believe in being prepared, and the twins are still unaccounted for,” she said with a shrug. “Do you want something or not?”

			“THE TWO REMAINING PAINTBALL GAMERS!”

			Someone was shouting into the woods.

			At us.

			“YOU NEED TO COME OUT NOW!”

			“No,” Duffy said, grabbing my arm. Her eyes were a little wild when she whispered, “Don’t move. That’s what they want us to do.”

			She was insane and I loved it. “I think we should probably—”

			“No,” she insisted, frantically shaking her head. “They’re just trying to get us to come out so they can shoot us.”

			I tried not to laugh but it was impossible. “We can’t just hide forever, Duff.”

			“I know, but if we just wait a few minutes and they come looking for us, then we can get our shots in.”

			My phone buzzed—hers did, too—and when I pulled it out of my pocket, I could see it was a notification from the Zombie Hunt app (which she hadn’t allowed me to download until I turned off my location).

			REMAINING PLAYERS—RETURN TO THE SHED. THE PARK IS CLOSING IN 15 MINUTES.

			“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I know it sounds crazy, but I just want to shoot them. You paid for us to hunt zombies, dammit, and we should be allowed to finish. If we wait a couple more minutes, just until we get them in our line of sight, then we can take them out and return to the shed.”

			“Duffy.”

			“I know I sound crazy—”

			“No, I love it,” I said, and I meant it.

			I hit reply in the app, then typed: THAT’S WHAT YOU WANT US TO THINK. YOU’RE TRYING TO GET US TO COME OUT IN THE OPEN SO YOU CAN TAG US.

			She giggled as she nodded for me to hit send, and I was in love with the sound of her laugh.

			With this ridiculous moment that I couldn’t imagine sharing with anyone else.

			“If we get arrested, promise me you’ll smile in your mug shot,” I said.

			Her eyes met mine and she nodded. “Deal.”

			A few seconds later the app buzzed again, and it had to have been a teenager in charge of communication because all it said was: NO SERIOUSLY.

			Duffy snorted and texted back on my phone: NO SERIOUSLY.

			This was becoming the funniest fucking thing I’d ever participated in, her stubborn refusal to give in to something that totally didn’t matter. It might’ve seemed unhinged if she weren’t having so much fucking fun. Those pretty eyes were sparkling and she was basically buzzing, looking like she was going to fall on the ground laughing at any minute.

			She sent: YOU NEED TO CROWN US THE WINNERS—THEN WE WILL EMERGE FROM COVER. OVER.

			“We aren’t on a walkie-talkie, dumbass,” I teased.

			“It feels right, jackass,” she teased back.

			The phone buzzed, and the response was simply: NO.

			That had her laughing so hard she couldn’t speak, her hand over her mouth as she tried staying quiet.

			“I can’t believe those little shits said no,” I laughed. This situation was so bizarre, but I found that I didn’t want to leave this spot where I was sitting behind a bush with Duffy in the woods in the dark, hiding from Peterman’s Pumpkin Patch employees.

			“Right?” She leaned closer—so close but not close enough—and said, “I’m a little afraid that we’re going to have to live here now because I just can’t give in to not getting the W.”

			My phone buzzed again.

			THE PATCH IS CLOSING AND WE NEED TO BRING THE GROUP BACK.

			“Okay, suppose we put ourselves in the park’s shoes for a minute, Duff. They can’t just leave two random customers in the forest after they close. I know you don’t want to, but we probably need to go back.”

			She bit her bottom lip like this was a major decision to consider. “I know you’re right, and you definitely can’t afford to be in the news because of my nonsense, but I just don’t want them to get the win. Is that so wrong?”

			“No,” I said, and then it hit me.

			An idea came to me, so damned perfect, and she was going to fucking love it.

			“Holy shit, you can still win, Duff.”

			Her eyes widened, her smile huge. “How?”

			“We’re going to go out in a blaze of glory, honey.”
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			Duffy

			I listened to his plan and couldn’t believe what he was suggesting.

			“So when I run out into the open and they converge upon me, you go off. Their guns are going to be pointed at me, presumably shooting the shit out of me, and you can just take them out. Unleash on their zombie asses, Duff.”

			“I can’t believe this,” I whispered, my eyes roaming all over his face. “You’re willing to sacrifice yourself so I can claim victory?”

			He made a face like I was a lunatic.

			And, like…fair.

			“You know I’m not actually going to die, right? I’m just going to get pelted with paint.”

			“I know, but you’re willing to give up the win,” I said in disbelief.

			“So we don’t get arrested for refusing to exit the park, yes.”

			“Still,” I said. “It’s so chivalrous that you’re willing to literally put yourself in front of paint-shooting zombies just so I can beat them.”

			“That is me, the most chivalrous man to ever exist,” he said with a grin, and if there weren’t zombies searching for us at the moment, I might’ve been tempted to seduce him in the woods.

			Even though the mosquito factor had always made that notion less than sexy to me.

			It was ridiculous, but I knew in real time that this was literally the most fun I’d ever had. Like, in my entire life. And it felt like I could use the word “literally” without exaggeration. Running around with him in the woods and fighting zombies was a dream date for me.

			“So you stay right where we are, and I’m going to walk north in that direction,” he said, pointing. “Then I’ll come back around, turn on my location in the app, and proceed to make a shit ton of noise.”

			“Oh my God,” I said with a laugh, because his plan was amazing.

			“You need to be patient—don’t rush it. You need to see both of them before you shoot, and they could bring some of the other zombies with them so you might have to take more than two out. Are you ready for the challenge?”

			“I’m so ready,” I said excitedly. It felt like this is what my dad had prepared me for all those mornings he took me deer hunting when I didn’t want to deer hunt. He taught me patience and breathwork and being quiet in the woods (even though I never ended up shooting a single animal in my entire life), so I was built for this challenge.

			“All right, let’s do this, Distefano,” he said with a grin, climbing to his feet. And just when I felt like he was going to start walking away from me, I lost my mind.

			“Wait!” I whisper-yelled, and when he turned back, I couldn’t stop myself.

			We were playing a ridiculous game and none of it was real, but the stakes still felt high to my competitive ass, so the fact that he was willing to sacrifice himself so I could get the win was charming as hell. I grabbed the front of his jacket, pulled him closer, and kissed the ever-loving shit out of him.

			It was fast and hot, just like it would be in a real apocalyptic situation, and I felt like a heroine in an action film when I pulled back and let go of him.

			“What was that for?” he asked, looking confused.

			“For giving up your life so I can win,” I said melodramatically, knowing I was wearing the nerdiest smile on my face. The fact that I was able to be my full geeky self with him felt magical.

			He raised one eyebrow, like he was literally an action hero, and said, “Don’t let my death be in vain, Distefano. Take those motherfuckers out.”

			And he handed me his paintball gun so I could have two.

			It was hard not to cackle as I crouched back down in the bushes and he started making his way around toward the clearing. I stayed silent and frozen, with my weapons raised, waiting. I felt the app buzz when he sent the message, and then a couple minutes later, I heard voices and the sound of twigs and leaves crunching as people walked through the woods.

			I patiently waited in silence and soon spotted the twins. They quietly approached Connor from behind, and I could tell by their faces that it was exactly as I’d suspected; they were in it to win. It took everything I had in me to not scream out to Connor in warning, and instead I watched as they each lifted their weapon and got off a shot. My fingers itched to take them out, but I forced myself to wait.

			Sure enough, the other three zombies burst out of the woods and into the clearing, looking around, presumably searching for me.

			“Now, Duffy!” Connor yelled, and I shot to my feet. I pointed my guns and went off, unloading both weapons on the zombies that surrounded Connor. They turned in shock and started shooting in my direction, but since I knew I’d hit them, I ran deeper into the woods to make sure I didn’t get tagged.

			I didn’t want there to be any margin for them to say that I didn’t win.

			“Okay, game over!” someone yelled. “It’s time to come out now!”

			“Yeah, Duff, come on out,” Connor yelled. “I got a video of the whole moment so everyone will know you won.”

			That was all I needed.

			I sprinted out of the woods, running straight for him. The band of zombies looked like they hated me, all of them scowling as I approached, but I took an immense amount of pride in the obnoxious neon paint splatters all over their front. I didn’t stop until I got to Connor (who was also covered in neon paint splatters), and when I launched myself at him, he caught me and swung me around.

			I didn’t consider myself a romantic person, but this was single-handedly the most romantic thing to ever happen to me.

			In my entire life.

			“We won, Cunningham,” I said, laughing as he held me against him.

			“Kicked their asses, Distefano,” he agreed, and a million butterflies went wild in my stomach as his gaze turned to something…more.

			His eyes were focused and bright, with a glint to them, like I was the only thing on his mind, and I liked the way his mouth curved into a tiny smile.

			“Can you please get down the hill and to the truck so we can close?” one of the twins said, crossing their arms.

			“Sure,” I replied, and my heart stuttered with a jolt when Connor set me on my feet but slid his fingers between mine. We walked down the hill, holding hands, and everything felt overwhelmingly wonderful; it was scary how perfect everything felt.

			Because suddenly I found myself believing in it. Was it actually possible? Could there actually be something magical between me and Connor Cunningham? It felt way too right, and I wasn’t sure what would come next.

			I was shaken out of my thoughts when Connor squeezed my hand and said, “Check it out, Duff.”

			I followed his eyes to the flatbed, and the rest of the zombie hunters were all seated, clapping as they saw us approach. Instead of being pissed we held them up, they were cheering. Phones were raised, taking videos of us as champions, and I couldn’t help it.

			I fell into full-on belly laughter.

			It was ridiculous and amazing, and the sound of Connor’s laugh beside me only made it better.

			And as we climbed onto the truck, I let myself believe in it.

			What was the point in fighting the magic?

			I had no idea where this would take us, but I wanted to revel in the moment for a little bit longer.
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			Connor

			“Do you want to come in?” Duffy asked.

			After parking in her driveway, I glanced over at her but couldn’t read her face. I hadn’t expected the invitation. “Do you want me to?”

			Her mouth twitched like she wanted to laugh before she said, “I mean, I want to help you. You look…um, ridiculous, so if you want to come in and clean up, I think that might be a great idea.”

			“You’re afraid I’m going to scare my doorman, aren’t you?”

			“Yeah, you might get arrested because you don’t look at all like yourself,” she said.

			The zombies had unloaded on me and I was covered in splashes of neon paint. Even though there were rules about going for the face, those jackasses had definitely aimed high, making my face collateral damage.

			“The good thing is that my dad’s not home, so we don’t have to deal with him at the moment.”

			“Where’s Tony?” I asked. “Out partying?”

			“Basically,” she said. “He likes to go to the bar down the street with his buddies on meat raffle nights.”

			“That is a party,” I said.

			“Right?”

			I followed Duffy up to the porch, and when she led me into her home, it felt like I’d stepped into a time machine.

			In a good way.

			The house was typical middle class, with shiny oak cabinets in the kitchen and lots of silk flower arrangements. If I had to guess, I’d say that Duffy’s mom probably decorated this house when Duff was in middle school and it hadn’t changed since.

			As soon as the door closed behind us, she dumped her keys on the table next to the door and toed off her shoes. “Oh, hey—want to see the Coyote room?”

			“I’m assuming that’s not a room where you keep your collection of wild animals?”

			“Funny,” she said. “No, it’s where my dad keeps all his memorabilia. Come on.”

			When she grabbed my hand and pulled me behind her, wild horses couldn’t have stopped me from following her to wherever she led. Because the way she’d kissed me an hour ago, the way she was suddenly holding my hand now—I wanted more.

			But when I stepped into her dad’s Coyote room, all thoughts of kisses and dates and touches became muted.

			I was disoriented for a minute as I looked around because the room reminded me so much of my grandpa’s basement. Signed helmets, old jerseys, limited-edition cereal boxes from the 1980s; all the little things that lifelong fans collected during the journey of their fandom. It took me back to when I was young, when I was fascinated by all the little tchotchkes my grandpa had accumulated throughout the decades.

			A framed picture on a table caught my eye and I stepped closer to pick it up. It was the entire Distefano family. It looked like it was probably from an old Christmas card. I saw Tony, Duffy, Duffy’s brothers, and a woman I assumed was her mom because they looked exactly alike.

			In the photo, Duffy had two long braids, a painted face, and she was wearing a Coyote jersey. There was so much impishness in her face, the face that belonged to the zombie-hunting queen I’d spent the evening with.

			“Were you the cutest little shit?” I asked.

			“That’s exactly what my dad says every time he looks at this picture,” she said with a smile.

			“Wow, you look just like your mom,” I said, wondering if Duffy knew just how pretty she really was.

			Her eyes softened when I said that, and I could tell she was thinking of her mother.

			“Thanks,” she said.

			“This is quite a room,” I said. “Kind of intimidating for a guy like me.”

			“Does it make you feel pressure?” she asked. “Does it make it seem more important for you to catch the passes that are thrown your way?”

			“It reminds me that sometimes football is more than just football,” I said. “My grandpa had a room just like this, which is why I always wanted to play here.”

			“Between the two of us, we get really serious about football sometimes, don’t we?” she said teasingly, even though we both knew what it meant to our families.

			“Yeah.”

			A loud meow sounded, which made Duffy roll her eyes.

			“Dale’s in my room,” she said.

			“What?”

			“That is the sound of Dale meowing because he went in my room and he’s so smart he knows how to close the door behind him, but then he obviously cannot open it because he lacks opposable thumbs, so he gets stuck in my room.”

			“Poor Dale,” I said.

			“Poor Dale, my ass,” she said with a snort. “I’m pretty sure he does it on purpose.”

			I followed her out of the room and down the hallway, and as soon as she opened one of the doors the cat ran out, tearing around the corner, not even pausing as he passed us.

			“You need to stop doing that,” she said loudly to the cat.

			“Does a verbal warning work on that guy?”

			“Oh no,” she said. “Dale is the assholiest of all asshole cats.”

			I wasn’t trying to be nosy, but my eyes inadvertently caught a glimpse of something through the door gap.

			“So that’s the One Direction poster you warned me about?” I asked.

			“Yes,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “Do you have a problem with that?”

			“I mean, I wouldn’t say a problem, but it seems like by now you might’ve had ample time to take it down. It’s definitely a choice that every night you go to sleep staring at Harry Styles.”

			“Look at the direction of the bed; I don’t look at the poster at all when I go to sleep,” she said defensively. “Also, I feel like the second I start making the room mine, I’m accepting the fact that I’m going to be here long-term.”

			“Okay, that makes total sense to me,” I said, now fully peeking into her room. “At least you have your own bathroom; that’s kind of a nice design feature.”

			It was unusual for such a small house to have a bathroom attached to a kid’s bedroom.

			“My mother insisted my dad tear out the closet and give me my own bathroom because she said any girl with three brothers earned the right to their own restroom.”

			“I feel like I would’ve liked your mom,” I said, wishing I could take the sadness out of Duffy’s eyes.

			“You definitely would’ve. Everybody loved her,” Duffy said with a smile. “I mean, just imagine the kind of woman who could keep my father happy while at the same time running a classroom and raising four kids. She was superwoman.”

			“Sounds like it,” I said, and I genuinely wished I could’ve met her. I wanted to know everything about what made Duffy who she was.

			“Even though I agree with your plan to not update this bedroom, I think I would’ve had to move in with a bigger bed. Is that a twin?”

			“I think it’s technically a full,” she said. “But yeah, I definitely wouldn’t hate that. You wouldn’t even fit. You’d have to bring in a custom gigantor bed if you moved back to your parents’ house.”

			“Hey, I’m starting to get a complex. First you assumed I couldn’t fit through that window—”

			“You barely did,” she interrupted.

			“—and now you think I can’t fit in an adult-sized bed?”

			“Look at the size of you and look at that bed. It’s not an accusation, it’s a fact.”

			“I’d fit on the bed, it just wouldn’t be comfortable.”

			“Nope. My feet practically hang off the bed and I’m short. No way would you fit.”

			“Let’s agree to disagree,” I said.

			“We’re not agreeing or disagreeing—get on the bed,” she said, crossing her arms.

			“Say that again, but slower, honey.”

			“Get. On. The. Bed. Dumbass,” she said with a laugh. “So I can prove you wrong.”

			“Even though I’m covered in paint?” I asked.

			“It’s dry by now. Go.”

			I slid off my shoes before taking a big leap and flopping onto her bed. Her bed that was way too freaking small for me—anyone with eyes could see that.

			“See? I totally fit,” I said as half of each leg hung off the bottom of the bed.

			She laughed and shook her head.

			All it took was a tug on the bottom of her sweater, and boom—she fell down onto the bed beside me.

			“We even both fit,” I exclaimed, even though she was pretty much just lying on top of me because there was zero room on the tiny mattress.

			“Sure we do,” she quipped, grinning down at me. “I was right—admit it.”

			“I won’t,” I said, truly not giving a shit about anything but those brown eyes and the cute dusting of freckles.

			“I had the best time tonight, by the way,” she said, her hair falling around us as she looked down at me. “Seriously.”

			“Ditto,” I said, giving in to the urge to let my fingers slide along her jawline. She inhaled sharply in surprise, but she didn’t move. We both stayed still for a moment, like we were unsure how to proceed while in her childhood bed—not the king-sized mattress we were used to—but then it didn’t matter.

			In an instant, the close proximity was too much.

			It felt like it had been building up throughout the entire zombie experience, the two of us against the world, and now we were free to explore every little bit of what that meant.

			As I looked up at her, I was pummeled with feelings, like everything I thought about her all the damn time was hitting me at the same moment; the way she smelled, the way her eyes lit up when she laughed, the way she talked about her family; how she tried to be strong and independent but let herself lean on me; how I could lean on her so easily.

			Everything about her came together at once, punching me square in the chest with so much need that I had to grit my teeth against it. I wouldn’t have been able to come up with words if I’d wanted to speak, but then her eyes dipped to my mouth and I knew I didn’t have to.

			My mouth found hers and it was done.

			We were kissing, drowning, only there was too much need to call it a kiss. It was like our mouths were battling, yet somehow moving as one. One taste of her lips and I was locked in, engulfed in heat and raw desire as my hands slid into the back of her hair to hold her even closer, if that was possible.

			“Thank you for being so good at this,” she said against my mouth, her voice soft and breathy as she set her hands on my chest and kissed me back like a fucking goddess. “You make me a little weak, Connor Cunningham.”

			I shifted so she was half underneath me, obsessed with the way she met me kiss for kiss, the way her lips were deliciously swollen, the way her eyes clouded over with desire. I could barely breathe as I felt every contour of her body pressed against me; it made me fucking crazy. We were in a preposterously tiny bed with a One Direction poster behind us, and I’d never wanted anyone as much as I wanted her in that moment.

			“Well, you fucking destroy me, Distefano,” I said as I lowered my head and set my teeth on the skin of her delicate throat. “So that only seems fair.”

			I swear to God I’d never felt this way before, like it would be physically painful to stop kissing her or touching her.

			And it was like that every time we were together. My hands were all over her body, sliding over curves while searching for sighs, and hers were all over mine in a way that had me uttering curses under my breath like a fucking sailor.

			It became a desperate race to remove clothing, to get closer, to be as close as it was possible for two people to be. The bed was too small, the room too bright, but nothing mattered because she was there, whispering my name and urging me for more.

			Duffy was the center of my universe, her sweet lips and soft fingertips the only things I cared to focus on.

			Which explained why I hadn’t heard the noises outside of her room.

			“Cunningham!”

			Oh, fuck.

			Tony’s voice cut through the haze and I shot up like I’d been Tasered.

			“Oh shit, it’s my dad,” Duffy gasped, scrambling out from underneath me.

			“Connor, you gotta go,” he yelled through the door.

			“Dad!” Duffy yelled, sounding like an annoyed teenager.

			“I know you’re an adult, Duff, but it’s my house and I just can’t have you alone in your room with a boy.”

			As I helped Duffy retrieve clothing, I snorted in spite of it all, because this situation was too ridiculous.

			“Okay, first of all, I don’t have a boy in my room; I have a man in my room,” she said.

			“Terrible clarification,” I muttered, amused even as I worried Tony was going to shoot me in the face when I opened the door.

			“And second of all, I am an adult. I’m allowed to have adult friends over.”

			“I was actually just about to take off,” I said, climbing off the bed and grabbing my shirt from the floor. I wrestled with it, trying to find the neck hole and get it over my head before her dad burst into the room.

			“You don’t have to go,” Duffy said, failing to maintain her look of annoyance as she bit her lip to keep from laughing.

			“I know, but it’s Tony’s house,” I said, reaching for the door. I needed to get out of the room, to where Tony could see I wasn’t touching his daughter.

			I pulled the door open and immediately knew I was fucked.

			Tony’s eyes went down to my chest and he said with a scowl, “With God as my witness, I should punch you where you stand, kid.”

			“What?” I looked down and shit, shit, shiiiit.

			My shirt was inside out.

			I’d literally put on my shirt inside out.

			“Oh my God, Dad,” Duffy said, walking out behind me. “Calm down.”

			“Don’t ‘ohmigod calm down’ me, young lady,” he said. “Look at your damned boyfriend.”

			Duffy looked at me, her eyes dipping to my shirt, and she snort-giggled.

			“I’m sorry, Tony,” I said, feeling like a teenager who was about to be destroyed. “We were at the paintball range and I turned my shirt inside out so I wouldn’t get paint in my car. I know this probably looks bad…” I pulled my shirt a bit to show him the neon paint as if to prove it.

			I was the worst liar, and Duffy kept shaking her head like I was pathetic, but praise God, Tony bought it.

			“Ah,” her dad said, instantly relaxed and smiling. He nodded and gave my arm a pat. “That explains it. You want a beer, Cunningham?”
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			Duffy

			The next week was a dream that started with Connor setting up a surprise picnic lunch.

			But not the boring kind of picnic lunch you’d see in a movie.

			My Connor would never.

			I was at the office when he texted: What’re you doing for lunch today?

			I glanced at my watch and was surprised to see it was already eleven thirty. I’d been so focused that I hadn’t realized lunch was on the horizon, which was weird when I was the type of person who usually started anticipating lunch by around nine thirty, ten at the latest.

			I brought leftover pizza and plan to inhale it at my desk, probably in the next five minutes. You?

			Connor: If you can swing it, I have a plan that includes sliders and fries.

			I leaned forward in my chair. I can swing almost ANYTHING if it ends with sliders and fries. Talk to me, Cunningham.

			Connor: Are you free now?

			I replied: This very minute?

			Connor: Affirmative

			“You’re adorable,” I heard, and when I looked up, Ellie was walking toward me with a huge muffin in her hand. She was wearing high heels with electric-blue joggers and a ruffly pirate blouse, which would make me look like a clown, but she somehow looked ridiculously cool. “That has to be Mr. Football texting you—either that or you’re in love with your phone.”

			I shrugged and didn’t even try to hide my smile. I mean, I don’t think it was possible to make it go away, to be honest; I was too happy right now.

			“This phone is my world, El,” I said with a giggle. “What can I say?”

			“Okay, now I want to throw up because you’re too smitten.” She rolled her eyes but was grinning as she went back to her desk.

			I returned to my phone and texted: Yes I’m free. AFFIRMATIVE.

			Connor: Then come on down. I’m outside your building, by the fountain.

			He’s outside of my building.

			I very nearly sprinted to the elevator, feeling so rushed to see him that it occurred to me El was right—I was too smitten.

			The sun was bright when I walked outside, one of those lovely autumn days where the temps hovered in the sixties and the world felt like it was being played out on the set of Gilmore Girls. I took about four steps before I saw him, standing near the fountain, and my heart felt full as I drank him in.

			There he stood, casually leaning against a no-parking sign wearing jeans, a black hoodie that matched his black baseball cap, and a pair of sunglasses. He looked tall and hot, because he was tall and hot, and my smile grew as he straightened upon seeing me.

			He had two scooters with him, the kind you could rent all over the city, and a backpack strapped to his back. What the hell is he up to?

			“What is all this?” I asked as I approached.

			“It’s a beautiful day so I thought we could scooter over to White Castle,” he said. “Unless you’re scooter-averse.”

			“How did you scooter over here with two scooters?” I asked, trying not to laugh.

			“Leave it to you to think about the logistics of it instead of the romanticism,” he said, a smile in his voice even though he was giving me a fake scowl.

			“Scooters are romantic?” I asked, even though somehow they absolutely were.

			“Not for a normal human,” he replied, “but I totally thought it would be for you.”

			“Yeah, you weren’t wrong,” I said, feeling his eyes all over me even though I couldn’t see them behind his dark sunglasses. “This is better than John Cusack with the boom box for sure. But, like, did you put one foot on each scooter? How did you do it?”

			“That would be wild,” he said with a laugh. “I scootered one over, set it next to the fountain, then went back for the other.”

			“Oh. Duh.” I looked down at the scooters, in awe of the intentionality he’d put into this outing. “That’s very logical.”

			“I’m a very logical guy,” he said. “So are we scootering to the Castle or not?”

			“Hell, yes, we are,” I said, putting my hands on the top of one of the machines. It’d been a while since I’d taken a scooter anywhere, but I’d always found them to be a fun mode of transportation. “Let’s go.”

			And then we were off. He dipped into the street and I followed, riding beside him as we headed in the direction of the White Castle closest to my office. The streets were pretty busy with lunch traffic, so we didn’t really talk on the ride over, but that didn’t detract from the fun.

			The fresh air, the warm sun, the smiles he shot at me as he regularly glanced over to make sure I was keeping up—it was everything.

			But when we got to the fast-food restaurant, he insisted we take the drive-thru lane.

			“You don’t want to eat inside on a day like this, do you?” he asked with a challenging grin as he pulled up in the line behind a minivan.

			“No,” I said, pushing my hair out of my face as I stopped beside him. “But I don’t think we can take these things through the drive-thru.”

			“Why not? They’re vehicles,” he said, as if it was absurd of me to doubt him.

			“I don’t actually think they are,” I disagreed. “They’re more like bicycles.”

			“Agree to disagree,” he said, his smirk daring me to chicken out.

			“Fine. But you order first so if they yell at us, you get the heat,” I said, following as he pulled up to the speaker.

			“Can I please get eight original sliders,” he said, making me giggle as he ordered like this was normal behavior. His voice was unapologetic and straightforward as he added, “Large fries and a Coke Zero.”

			I struggled to order my food because I was laughing too hard, especially when I looked over my shoulder and saw three cars lined up behind us.

			“This is insane,” I muttered as the person on the other side of the speaker gave us our total and told us to pull up to the window.

			“I can’t believe you eat like this during the season,” I said as we moved forward. “I would’ve imagined you only eating chicken breast and eggs.”

			“Today’s lunch is the exception,” he replied as he looked over at me. “I’m back on chicken and eggs for dinner.”

			When we got to the window, I was shocked by how unsurprised the guy looked as he took Connor’s card.

			Maybe scootering through the drive-thru wasn’t as bizarre as I’d thought.

			But when the employee held out our fountain drinks, I realized it wasn’t going to work.

			“We can’t carry our stuff while driving,” I said to Connor. “We’re going to have to eat here because there’s no way I can—”

			“Leave it to me, Distefano.”

			I watched in disbelief as he took the two fountain drinks and carefully slipped them into the side pockets of his backpack like the pouches were meant for fast-food soda. And when the guy handed him our bag of food, he shoved it into the backpack and zipped it up.

			“Oh my God, you’re like a soccer mom with that backpack,” I said. “Or like a PTA mom on a zoo field trip. Did you plan this part out?”

			“I might’ve,” he said, looking smug. “Never say I’m not a details guy.”

			“Color me impressed,” I said. “So where should we take our food?”

			“The Commons,” he said. “Come on.”

			Great idea. I followed him out of the parking lot, doing my best not to beam like a lovesick fool because how perfect was this lunch? I loved the Commons and went there whenever it was nice. It was a big green park in the middle of the city, and sometimes on my break, I’d walk over there to just sit on the grass and read.

			So the fact that Connor wanted to go have a picnic lunch with me there felt…special, as much as I hated using that word. It felt like more than just a regular weekday lunch. I followed him until he slowed on the sidewalk by a grassy area with trees.

			“Want to go over there?” he asked, stopping and pointing toward a table.

			“Perfect,” I said, stopping beside him.

			We got off the scooters and went over to the table, and to say I was charmed as he pulled our lunch out of his preplanned backpack would be a massive understatement. Especially when he unfolded one of those classic red-and-white-checkered tablecloths and spread it over the table. It was cheesy and over the top, and as I watched him carefully set my food on top of it, I felt so much appreciation for him that it was almost overwhelming.

			I kind of wanted to hug him for being so sweetly thoughtful, which was funny because at a glance, Connor’s appearance sent the opposite message.

			He looked like an absolute athletic unit, definitely not someone who needed the protectiveness that I suddenly felt for him.

			“Thanks for the invite,” I said, putting my straw in my drink. “This is great.”

			“It really is, isn’t it?” he said, his eyes surveying the green space in front of him.

			“Yeah,” I said. “I actually eat over here kind of a lot. Do you? Maybe we’ve both been here at the same time before.”

			“Um, no,” he said. “I always want to, but it just seems—”

			“Oh my God, of course,” I interrupted, feeling a little silly for not realizing. “It’s probably impossible to come here for lunch when you’re famous. I’m sure you can’t quietly grab lunch on the greens without being noticed.”

			“I’m also not great with eating out by myself,” he volunteered as he pulled a slider out of its cardboard box.

			“You’re not?” I asked with a laugh, because how could that be true? He was so incredibly confident, but the way he said it almost made him seem like a tiny part of him could be insecure.

			Impossible.

			“Don’t look at me like that,” he said, pulling out his fries and tossing one in my direction. “I can eat by myself in public and I do sometimes, you jackass, but I don’t always feel like going somewhere really crowded when I do it, okay?”

			“Are you shy?” I teased, wanting to make him feel better because he looked slightly uncomfortable, like he’d shared a little too much of himself. “Is that what it is?”

			Honestly, that was probably one of my favorite things about him. Connor was this wildly confident athlete, a world-famous competitor, but moments like this reminded me that he was just a human being like the rest of us. A very regular guy who could actually be insecure about eating by himself in a crowded place.

			Which was truly mind-boggling when he’d been in freaking GQ last year.

			“No, I’m not shy, you little shit,” he said. “I’m actually starting to wish I was by myself this very minute.”

			“Stop lying,” I said with a laugh, taking a bite of one of my burgers. “Oh my God, this is so good.”

			“Right?” he agreed, grabbing a napkin. “Never gets old.”

			“It really doesn’t. Steamed shitty burgers with soggy buns for the win—every time.”

			He nodded. “So how’s work today? Lots of…uh…adding and subtracting going on up in your office?”

			“It is ridiculous how little you know about my job,” I said after swallowing. “But I also don’t feel like enlightening you because though I personally find numbers satisfying and it works for me, I’m well aware that it is not thrilling.”

			“How’s the studying going, by the way?” he asked, and since the sun was behind me, I could see his eyes behind the sunglasses.

			On me, interested, like he really cared how my very boring studies for a very boring exam were going.

			For the first time in a while, the idea of my impending tests didn’t terrify me. “Good. I feel like I’m a little more locked in now, probably since the anniversary has already come and gone, so I’m generally optimistic about my odds of passing.”

			“Good,” he said, nodding as he reached for more fries. “I’m not a numbers guy, but if I can do anything to help you study, you know I will. I’m great at making flash cards.”

			I snorted. “You are?”

			He shrugged. “I mean, probably.”

			“What kind of flash cards would you make, Connor?”

			He tilted his head, like he was giving it serious thought. “Ones that definitely include both numbers and letters, ugly little algebraic formulas that only nerds like you can solve.”

			“My dad told me when I was in third grade that ‘nerd’ and ‘genius’ are synonyms.”

			“Well, Tony’s a loon, remember?” he teased.

			“True,” I said, reaching for another burger. “What about you—what did your morning look like?”

			“There was a water issue at the stadium so everything was rescheduled, which is how I ended up with free time. I have to work in a few hours, but I thought, ‘Why not see a stubborn little shit while I have time?’ ”

			“Stop being so obsessed with me,” I teased, feeling light and flirty because somehow Connor made me feel that way all the time. “It’s almost embarrassing how into me you are.”

			“It actually is,” he said quietly, and the tone in his voice made my toes curl. Our eyes met and it felt…God…like everything was exactly the way it was supposed to be.

			“Yeah, same,” I said quietly as we smiled at each other in the middle of the park. “We’re gross and I hate us.”

			His deep, quiet chuckle was right up there with the sounds of the leaves blowing across the sidewalk, a celebration of the day’s beautiful moments that I wanted to curl up inside of and just replay, over and over again.

			Especially when he rubbed a thumb softly over my cheekbone.

			“How is Tony today, by the way?” he asked.

			“I didn’t really see him. He was watching TV and I woke up late, so I kind of yelled goodbye and ran out the door. How’s your adorable grandpa? Did you get to FaceTime him this morning?” I asked.

			His eyes grew more serious at the mention, and his smile turned sadder. “You know, the same. Healthy, good to see, but not really making a damn bit of sense.”

			“That just sucks so badly,” I said, regretting being responsible for his dim expression. “Was your sister there?”

			I remembered that he’d mentioned she visited every day.

			“Yeah,” he said, nodding. “She tries to see him before she goes into the office because he’s usually wiped by the time she’s off.”

			“So which side is he on?” I asked, realizing he never told me. “Is he your dad’s dad or your mom’s?”

			The second it came out of my mouth I regretted it, because oh shit—he’d been raised by his grandparents and had alluded to the fact that the reason was a bit dark. I backpedaled, not wanting to dig into something too personal. “I mean, you don’t have to tell me anything, I didn’t mean to pry—”

			“No, it’s fine,” he interrupted, and I could tell he meant it. He looked unbothered when he said, “He’s my mother’s dad.”

			I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “So she doesn’t see him at all?”

			“She actually died a long time ago, when I was little.” His hand went up as he said, “And don’t feel bad for asking because it’s history that doesn’t hurt anymore. I didn’t really ever know her—or my dad, for that matter. She had some…not great hobbies and wasn’t especially maternal, which is why my grandparents took custody of me and Caroline when I was a baby.”

			“Oh my God,” I said in horror, taking his hand.

			“No, it’s fine,” he said, giving me a reassuring look. “Seriously. I like that you know, honestly.”

			“You do?”

			He nodded with a small smile, and I smiled back. I could tell the wound wasn’t fresh, that it wasn’t something that hurt to talk about, but I also sensed it probably wasn’t his favorite subject. “Do you want to talk about something else?”

			“Definitely,” he said, squeezing my hand before letting go to grab a fry. “What do you have in mind?”

			“Um…” I looked up at the tree above him, a bright yellow cottonwood, and could only come up with, “The weather?”

			I winced and grabbed my soda to drink off the shame.

			“Okay,” he said with an amused look. “Or we could also talk about, like, love, if you wanted to.”

			The gulp of soda went straight down the wrong tube, which immediately made me start coughing.

			Which made him immediately start laughing. “Are you okay? Did I kill you with that question?”

			“I’m fine,” I said, a tiny cough interrupting my words as I held up a finger. I let out a breath. “I guess let’s talk about love.”
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			Connor

			I hadn’t expected her to be so calm about the question.

			I mean, aside from the whole choking-on-her-Coke reaction, she looked pretty unfazed.

			But I realized when she nonchalantly responded that since she’d always seemed…anti-romance, like she was too practical for that nonsense, I’d expected her to dodge any conversation about the topic.

			Although to be fair, I was shocked as fuck that I’d brought it up.

			I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t spent a fair amount of time wondering about her history, but it was mostly because the thought of anybody having the privilege of knowing Duffy in an intimate way made me jealous.

			And I didn’t even mean intimate in the physical way.

			It was more that I loved knowing things about her that other people didn’t know and I liked fitting into her world, and I wasn’t a fan of imagining anyone else doing the same thing.

			I fucking hated the thought of it.

			I foolishly and pathetically wanted her to be my treasure that no one had ever discovered before me, all the while knowing I had zero claim on her.

			Now that I’d brought this up, though, I had to forge ahead.

			“So, I guess the big question in this discussion would be…” I said, thinking for a moment. “Have you ever been in love, Duffy Distefano? Aside from your relationship with Carl, of course.”

			“Of course.”

			Her dark brows knit together, like she was contemplating the question. “I mean, there have been times in my life when I thought I was in love, but with the power of hindsight and its twenty-twenty vision, I think my answer is no. I don’t think I’ve ever been in love.”

			“Wow. Such a mature answer,” I said, not appreciating it in the least because I wanted actual details.

			“Really, it’s an overblown answer because even the ones that I thought I loved were, like, silly high school relationships.”

			“Not all high school relationships are silly,” I objected, remembering how gutted I’d been when Lisa Lopez dumped me in eleventh grade. “They’re kind of what build you, right?”

			“Yeah,” she agreed, her eyes down as she dragged a fry through a puddle of ketchup. She looked like there was more she wanted to say, like she was holding out on me. Finally, she said, “I’ve just never been good at the next level.”

			“Next level?”

			“I don’t know. I’ve always done fine at the buildup, at the getting there and going out with the person a few times, but it seems like my special gift is once I start dating somebody, we both realize we’re better off as friends.”

			She said it like it was a flaw, like a mistake she continually made, but how could she miss the exclamation point of what that said about her? She was so fucking amazing that she drew people in and made them want to be her best friend.

			I said, “I mean, isn’t everyone you ever meet—before you find The One—technically fitting that bill?”

			“I don’t know,” she said, raising her eyes. “When you say that, it makes perfect sense, but society makes me feel like it’s a flaw that I don’t have a stable full of exes who fell for me in an epic way.”

			She cleared her throat and asked, “What about you, though? Being a superstar athlete, you had to have fallen in love a hundred times by now, right?”

			“Not really,” I said, trying to remember any person who’d mattered before her. Other than Lisa Lopez, of course. “But I suppose sports actually limit the amount of time you have for—”

			“Oh, bullshit,” she interrupted with a laugh, rolling her eyes in that way I fucking loved. “How much time does it really take? I love when people say they don’t have time for relationships because, like, it doesn’t add that much time, does it?”

			“I mean, dating is a whole thing, though,” I said. “You’ve got to find time to hunt zombies and go to concerts—”

			“Yeah, but you can also have a relationship that’s just easy and natural, can’t you?” she asked, pushing back the wispy hairs that the wind kept blowing across her face. “Conversation, texting, hanging out…?”

			“True,” I agreed, as she made dating sound effortless and fucking perfect. Does she realize that sounds exactly like our relationship? “So, big picture: What do you want? What’s important? Husband and a house and two-point-five kids?”

			“I don’t think so,” she said. “When I look at what my parents had, the kids and the house and the suburban life were cool, but they just liked each other. They were each other’s favorites to hang out with.”

			“So that’s what you’re looking for?” I asked. “Because I don’t want to brag, but finding somebody who shows up at your work with scooters and takes you to White Castle and your favorite park seems kind of like someone who could potentially become your favorite, right?”

			That made her grin and shake her head. “You’re really proud of this lunch, aren’t you?”

			“Fuck yes, I am,” I said with a grin. “This was a goddamn brilliant idea.”

			“It was—you’re right,” she agreed with a nod as she licked ketchup off her pinkie. “That’s two in a row.”

			We sat there at that table for another hour, talking about nothing and everything. It was strange how with Duffy the tone didn’t change, regardless of the topic. We could talk about my grandpa and her mom, my mother’s issues, falling in love, and these big heavy things that should’ve been tricky to discuss when we were so new, but it all felt the same with her.

			Like nothing was off-limits.

			Like we could talk—honestly—about fucking anything.

			It felt like I’d opened up to her more about the chaotic spiral I was in half the time, which was strange in that I wasn’t even really working through that. They were just random thoughts that kept me awake at night, so it was bizarre that I’d mentioned them to her at all.

			But she was easy.

			So damn easy it was magic.

			Saying I was comfortable with her was too much of an understatement. It was more like she gave me comfort just by existing.

			I felt better when I was in her presence. More grounded, like I was at home.

			God, what the hell am I even thinking?

			I had it bad, because as I watched her shove five fries in her mouth before balling up her wrapper and tossing it toward the trash can and sinking it (nothing but net), I realized that I was—without a doubt—head over heels in love with her.
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			Duffy

			Sunday evening was the cherry on top of the perfect week because I found myself sitting in Connor’s suite once again, this time as his actual girlfriend. Ellie came, too, along with my dad and brothers, and I felt absurdly happy, cheering for Connor with the people I loved.

			It was a close game, so I spent a lot of time chewing on my nails and cursing the refs with my brothers, but it was as near to perfect as I could’ve ever imagined.

			But the postgame activities with Connor were even better.

			“You’re not leaving,” Connor grumbled into my ear hours later, when my phone alarm went off at three thirty. His toned arms wrapped around my body and he pulled me closer. “Text your dad or don’t, but I want to wake up with your head on my pillow.”

			It wasn’t a confession of love, but the meaning behind it felt important.

			I sent my dad a simple text—Too tired to drive, I’m crashing at Connor’s—and went back to sleep, wholly content in Connor’s arms.

			As if everything wasn’t perfect enough, when I woke up in an empty bed and wandered out of his room and into the kitchen, there he was, making pancakes.

			“Look at you,” I said, unable to hold back my grin because he looked so adorable. He looked capable in the kitchen, like he knew what he was doing, even though he was wearing boxer briefs and a faded old T-shirt.

			“I remembered you saying you were a fiend for pancakes,” he said, flipping a flapjack.

			“So thoughtful,” I replied, walking over and leaning against the counter in front of him. “Maybe I should start talking about things that I like all the time.”

			“You think I don’t already know what you like?” he said in a voice that sent a little shiver down my spine, the intensity of his blue eyes reminding me of his heated gaze that roamed over my body last night, that locked on my own eyes as his touch left a fiery trail all over me. He took the pan off the burner and wrapped his arms around my waist, jerking me closer to his body. “Fuck, I could die every time you show me.”

			I could die of happiness this very minute, I thought.

			“How’d you sleep?” he asked, his eyes so bright that it took my breath away.

			I cleared my throat, trying to get a hold of myself. “Like a baby,” I said, my hands resting on his chest. “Your bed is really quite comfortable.”

			“I think I was what you found comfortable,” he said with a grin. “You were basically on top of me the entire night.”

			“I’m sorry, I’m just used to the middle of the bed,” I said with a laugh.

			“Oh, I wasn’t complaining,” he replied, and something about the tone of his voice made me feel weak. “I’m really hoping to be your middle of the bed again tonight.”

			“I mean, you are really good at it…”

			We spent the rest of the morning eating pancakes, FaceTiming with his grandpa, and showering together. By the time we headed down to the garage and got in his car, I felt genuinely more content than I had in years. As Connor drove me home, I tried to think of ways to convince him to hang out at my house all day because why not? I’d taken the day off as recovery from everything that’d been going on with my dad, so I’d decided to lean into a full day of relaxation.

			His phone started ringing over Bluetooth, and the name Brian Cartner showed up on the screen.

			“Hey, Brian. What’s up?” Connor said after answering the call.

			He reached over with his right hand and linked his fingers through mine, and I looked down at our intertwined hands and couldn’t believe how perfect everything was.

			“Great game last night, bro,” the guy said, his voice blasting into the car through the speakers.

			“Thanks, man,” Connor said.

			He looked over at me and mouthed the words my agent, and I nodded.

			“I saw all the photos of you and Duffy Distefano last night and I am fucking proud, Cunningham,” he said, and I wanted to giggle.

			How surreal was my life? My NFL boyfriend’s agent was saying he was “fucking proud” after seeing photos of us together.

			“So proud that I called Bethany to check in on your status and holy shit—you are the organization’s golden boy right now. Between the wins and the way you committed to the Duffy bit, things are looking promising as—”

			“Wait, Brian,” Connor interrupted loudly, glancing over at me with panic in his eyes. “Stop.”

			What? The Duffy bit? I watched him, suddenly so fucking confused. My brain couldn’t process what was going on.

			“They are, though,” Brian continued, a smile in his voice. “Hauling a cat around town, playing the doting boyfriend at the hospital; no one would’ve imagined you going that far, and it’s actually genius. Bethany’s got a big head because the pumpkin patch date was her idea, but that’s better for you anyway. I think you’re staying in Minneapolis, kid, because they’d be insane to let you go now—”

			“Brian, stop,” Connor snapped, shaking his head as he looked at me, but the guilt in his eyes told me everything I needed to know. “It’s not like that at all.”

			“Yeah, but I know you weren’t into it the first time and we all kind of bullied you into taking her out—”

			“No, you didn’t,” Connor said quickly.

			Too quickly.

			“You know we did, Cunningham, and you were a total company man for taking one for the team—”

			Connor disconnected the call and abruptly pulled over to the side of the road. There was an excruciating second of silence in the car.

			“Listen,” he said, looking over at me. “That isn’t what it sounded like.”

			It was like everything was in slow motion as he stared at me with guilt all over his face. My thoughts were slow, jumbled, rewinding the words that’d just bounced around the interior of his car.

			He hadn’t wanted to take me out.

			They’d bullied him into asking me to dinner.

			Playing the doting boyfriend at the hospital.

			The pumpkin patch date was her idea.

			“Don’t lie to me.” The words came out shaky, but I swallowed hard because I needed to keep it together. I looked at that handsome face—fuck my life—and said, “Tell me the truth.”

			And in spite of everything, I knew he would.

			Connor took a deep breath. “Okay, so after the Kel and Kell show, it might’ve come up that the front office liked the idea of us together, right? They didn’t force me to take you out or anything, but they did say that it’d help them with the ugly Carl story if people were distracted by—”

			“So you didn’t want to ask me out.”

			Why did that feel so bad? So insulting?

			So fucking gross.

			“Duff, it doesn’t matter because—”

			“It matters to me,” I interrupted. “So when you called me at my dad’s house, it was because you were doing a favor for the company, right?”

			He sighed and dragged a hand over his face. “I liked you and I wasn’t against asking you out, but I also—”

			“—wouldn’t have asked me out if they hadn’t brought it up, right?”

			I looked out the windshield, at the bright morning sun, and felt like a pathetic piece of shit. The entire time I’d known him I’d been spinning in circles, trying to ensure he saw me as more than a friend, but the reality was that he’d never even seen me as that.

			“I mean, I can’t say for sure, but I’m grateful it happened, Duff. I can’t regret it because that favor led to me finding you, the very best friend I’ve ever had in my entire fucking life, my favorite fucking human. It was a shitty misstep, but—”

			“You’re a shitty misstep,” I said, reaching for the door handle, wanting to die as the words “best friend” played on repeat in my head.

			“Duffy,” he said, his eyes narrowed. “What are you doing?”

			“Getting out,” I said, opening the door.

			“What? You can’t get out.”

			“Yes, I can,” I said, stepping out of the car.

			I closed the door and started walking, but I heard his door slam and he ran up to me.

			“Duffy, wait!” he said, grabbing my arm to pull me to a stop. “You have to listen to me.”

			“No, I don’t,” I said, glaring at him as I jerked my arm back. “You used me—”

			“You used me, too!” he said, raising his voice. “You leaned all the way into the PR machine, only I was fine with it because it helped you, Duff.”

			I stepped back. “What are you saying? That I should be okay with your deception because it helped you?”

			“No,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “But I think you need to recognize that we did some of the same things.”

			“Oh, did we?” I was full-on yelling, but that was better than giving in to the sobs that were threatening to erupt. “Because I don’t think that’s right. The photographers on our first date. Did you know they were going to be there?”

			He pursed his lips. Swallowed.

			Then he just gave a nod.

			Fuck.

			“And what about at the hospital? Was that your team, waiting outside when my dad’s fucking lung collapsed—”

			“I had no idea they were doing that until afterward, Duff, you have to believe—”

			“And you must’ve laughed your ass off when I gushed about the zombie date when it wasn’t even your idea. Just leave me alone, Connor,” I said, cutting him off. I needed to be as far away from him as possible.

			The most romantic thing to ever happen to me was a business transaction orchestrated by some stranger named “Bethany” who worked for the NFL.

			Yeah, that fucking tracked.

			I’d spent so much time worrying about being friend-zoned, but now that was laughable because this was So. Much. Worse.

			God, I’d been so smart to avoid dating after Mom died. I’d been brilliant for not taking a chance and putting myself out there, so right in knowing it would bite me in the ass.

			“You can’t just walk down the freeway!” he said, exasperated.

			“Lookee, here’s an exit,” I said sarcastically, pointing. “Thanks for your concern, but I’m on the shoulder so I’m good.”

			I walked away from him, not looking back. I couldn’t. I was mortified. Because the truth was that part of me had known it all along, right? The entire time we were together—or not together—I’d felt like he was too nice and everything was too perfect.

			As it turned out, that was because he was seeing me to keep his bosses happy.

			“Will you wait?” he pleaded.

			“No,” I said. “Just leave me alone.”

			“But I can’t,” he yelled. “I love you!”

			“Don’t,” I said through gritted teeth, turning around and pointing my finger, feeling like crumbling to the ground as he said the words I would’ve been over the moon to hear an hour ago. “Don’t you dare say that to me. We’ve never said that to each other and right now, when I learn that this whole thing has been a sham, that’s when you’re going to throw out the word? Screw you, Connor.”

			“It’s how I feel, honestly,” he said weakly, stepping closer to me. “Duffy, come on.”

			“Well, it’s not how I feel,” I said, trying to hold back the tears. “I feel like I hate you. I feel like I was actually right all along.”

			“Right about what?” he asked.

			“That you weren’t worth the trouble,” I said, wanting to hurt him. Wishing I could make him feel as shitty as I did, even while knowing it was impossible because he didn’t possess the same feelings for me that I had for him this whole time. “That it would’ve been so much better to never see you after the stupid talk show.”

			I walked a little farther on the shoulder of the off-ramp and was so relieved to see a gas station at the bottom. I prayed Connor wouldn’t follow me, but I couldn’t let myself look back with the twisted hope that he did. I went inside and called my brother.

			“Matty, I need you to come get me,” I said.

			“Duff, I’m kind of busy right now.”

			“Don’t make me take an Uber,” I pleaded, my voice shaking with the effort to keep the tears at bay. “I just walked on the freeway because Connor Cunningham is a liar and I jumped out of his car.”

			“Oh, fuck,” Matty muttered. “I’m on my way. Drop me your location.”

			I went into the bathroom and took a deep breath, forcing myself not to cry. I wasn’t going to cry over him because this was never meant to be. But when my brother showed up and I got in his car, I lost it. There was just something about the pitying look he gave me when he asked what happened that made me sob out the entire story, wailing like a pathetic teenager.

			And I hated it because as he looked at me, he couldn’t reassure me. He and I both knew that I wasn’t Connor’s type, so of course this made sense.

			“So you weren’t just pretending for Dad,” he said. “I knew it.”

			“We were at first but then…”

			“Yeah,” he said with a nod. “What an asshole.”

			But as I leaned my head back on the headrest and closed my eyes, I was too heartbroken to feel satisfaction over my brother calling Connor an asshole.

			Because not only was I heartbroken over the fact that everything I’d thought was perfect that very morning had all been an absolute lie, but I was also heartbroken for my dad.

			I knew he was going to be almost as devastated as I was over the idea of no longer having Connor in our lives.

			And one day, I might be able to forgive Connor for hurting me, but I’d never forgive him for hurting my dad, too.

			What an asshole.
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			Connor

			I couldn’t get her to call me back.

			How was I supposed to make things right with her when she wouldn’t respond to my texts or call me back? In a moment of desperation, I’d texted her dad and her brothers, who were also radio silent.

			Which was a little scary, but maybe less scary than Tony actually answering.

			Because our roadside breakup was all over the place. As it turned out, half the damn city had recorded me as I followed her down the freeway, begging her for forgiveness.

			The general public consensus was that I’d done something shitty and she’d dumped me.

			Good job, guys, on figuring out that brainbuster.

			But the public was also pondering the idea of Duffy being a jinx. The general line was that if we lost this week, it was going to be because she’d jinxed us by dumping me.

			Great. More reasons for her to hate me.

			After a few more days, I sent her flowers.

			I literally went into the flower shop and gave them a handwritten note to include with the flowers. But two hours later, they called to say that the order wasn’t accepted.

			“What does that mean, not accepted?”

			“It means she told us to take them back. That she doesn’t want them.”

			Why wouldn’t she just take them and throw them away?

			Josh was the one who suggested I go see Tony after practice. It was the most terrifying thing I’d ever heard, but it actually made the most sense. He’d either kick my ass or give me a clue. I drove over to his house when I knew she was at work and I rang the doorbell.

			He was coughing when he opened the door.

			“What the hell are you doing here?” he said gruffly.

			“Where’s your oxygen, Tony?” I asked. “Do you need me to change it—”

			“I took it off. I’m eating lunch,” he said with a scowl. “Not your business.”

			“I just thought the doctor said you should—”

			“You lost any right to share your concerns,” he said, “when you broke her heart.”

			That was like a slap in the face, a statement that made it hard to speak because fuck—to imagine Duffy heartbroken and knowing that I was the one who caused it was excruciating.

			“It was a mistake,” I said helplessly. “Did she tell you what happened?”

			“She didn’t have to. She said you lied to her and that’s all I need to know.”

			“But it’s not that cut-and-dry,” I said, dragging a hand over my hair. “Tony, I—”

			“She’s family, you’re not.” His face was hard and unwelcoming and it fucking broke my heart, holy shit. I hadn’t realized how much his opinion mattered to me until now, as he stared at me like I was nothing to him. “You should probably leave before her brothers come over.”

			“What—are they coming over to kick my ass?” I asked, letting out a pitiful, mirthless laugh.

			“I mean, I don’t think they’ll be successful, but they’ll try.”

			“Christ,” I said, letting out a breath. “Do they know what happened?”

			“No one does, but it doesn’t matter, don’t you get it?” Tony snapped. “Duff is the smartest good girl, so if she thinks you dicked her, you dicked her—end of story.”

			Fuck, not Tony misusing “dicked” her.

			“I just need to explain—”

			“You hurt her, you don’t get to explain,” he interrupted, pointing a finger at me. “You should get outa here before she sees you.”

			“Wait—is she home?” I asked, glancing over at the windows and zeroing in on the one to her room. “Is she here?”

			“Leave, Cunningham,” he said, shaking his head like I’d let him down in a multitude of ways.

			I could tell I wasn’t going to get any further with him. I felt drained, defeated. “I’m sorry, Tony.”

			Why does it feel so shitty to disappoint him?

			“Me, too,” he said, sounding genuinely disappointed. “I thought you were a good one.”
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			Duffy

			“Get up, kid, we’re going to the game.”

			“No,” I said, refusing to open my eyes.

			“Come on—I’m not repeating myself. Get your ass outa bed.”

			“Dad,” I said through gritted teeth, pushing back my hair and sitting up in bed. “It’s too cold and I’m not going to the game.”

			“Yeah, you are, and no questions about it,” he barked, sounding like the man who’d woken me up every day in high school by snapping open my shades and yelling. “I’m sick of going with your brothers—they always go to the wrong beer stand. You’re comin’.”

			I dragged my hands through my hair. “You can’t make me go to a football game, especially when we got four inches of snow last night.”

			“For God’s sake, Duff—how goddamn soft are you now? My youngest is my diehard; it’s what I always tell everyone,” Dad said. “Who gives a crap about snow or that idiot you dated? The team is bigger than that bastard.”

			“I just prefer to watch from home—”

			“And I prefer not to have this fucking tube in my nose,” he interrupted. “You keep telling me to be an adult and deal with it—well, it’s your turn.”

			“Football and oxygen are not the same things,” I said.

			“No shit, Sherlock,” he said. “Come on. Go take a shower. You’ve been pouting the entire week and it’s time to nut up.”

			“Lovely,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Well, we aren’t sitting in any suites, old man.”

			“I’d spit before I’d sit with his friends again,” he said, tilting his head and giving me a look so…understanding that it made me want to cry. “But the Distefanos love the Coyotes, so we turn out.”

			“Yeah,” I agreed begrudgingly. “We do.”

			I got up and trudged to the shower, ultimately deciding my dad was right. The Coyotes were more important than just a guy I dated, even if that guy was the star tight end of said team, so I needed to get back to normal life. Besides, now that my dad didn’t have the distraction of Connor Cunningham being his daughter’s boyfriend, the least I could do was give him a good game, right?

			We went hours early because that’s what we did, pulling into our parking spot and walking over to the area where his buddies had their grills lined up, sausages and hamburgers and hot dogs sizzling though it wasn’t even noon yet. It was freezing, even with my long johns and scarf and gloves, so I chugged my first Bloody Mary, thirsty for some warmth.

			“Hey, lookee here, it’s the celebrity girlfriend,” Ricky said with a grin. He was one of my dad’s best friends, an honorary uncle.

			“She’s not the girlfriend anymore,” my dad said tersely.

			“Good riddance to stinky trash, then,” he said with a shrug. “He wasn’t good enough for you, anyway.”

			“I don’t think that’s the expression,” I said with a laugh, loving him for acting like there was any scenario where I’d controlled the end of that relationship, when it was obvious to the world that he’d been way out of my league.

			“Well, it should be,” he said. “Grab a hot dog, Duffer.”

			Eventually my brothers showed up, and I was grateful they didn’t say anything to me at all about Connor. We talked about the game and that was kind of it. I pounded beers with them, keeping up at their breakneck pace, but even a buzz couldn’t take away the lead in my stomach when we finally walked into the stadium and took our seats.

			The team was out on the field warming up, and I couldn’t stop thinking about watching warmups from the suite, thinking I belonged there when the entire thing had been a stunt.

			Knock it off, I told myself. I was fine before him and I’ll be fine now.

			But before I could give it another second of thought, the teams lined up for kickoff.

			Game time.

			I put my phone away and grabbed my beer, hating the way Connor ruined Coyotes football for me. I didn’t feel the same way about it anymore. But despite everything, I was still worried for Connor. Even though he didn’t necessarily deserve it, I was worried about him having a good game.

			But we were down the entire first half.

			Our defense couldn’t seem to stop them, and our offense couldn’t make anything happen, either. We went into the second half down six-zip and I didn’t have a good feeling about it. It felt like our game to lose.

			But as soon as halftime ended, we received the ball and actually started to make progress down the field. Finally we were converting downs and taking care of the ball.

			But then everything changed when Connor went up to catch a pass and got slammed in between two defenders. He went down hard, and fuck—he didn’t pop right back up.

			“Oh my God,” I gasped, staring down at the field.

			“Oh shit,” my dad said, and we were all on our feet. They replayed the hit and the crowd groaned in unison at the impact, but my heart felt like it was beating out of my chest.

			“Get up, get up, get up,” I muttered, shaking out my hands and trying to will him to be okay. I let out a breath when he finally climbed to his feet, but he looked unsteady as the trainers led him off the field.

			Connor Cunningham, the giant tight end, the strongest man I’d ever met, stumbled as they took him to one of the sideline tents.

			“Oh my God, I have to go,” I said, voice tremoring with fear as I jumped to my feet.

			“Go where?” my dad said.

			“I don’t know, I have to get down there and make sure he’s okay,” I said, ducking under the railing. I just started running down the stadium steps without a plan, my eyes trained on the spot where he was, but I was forced to stop when Carly Coyote, the new mascot, was standing on the stairs dancing, effectively blocking my way.

			“Excuse me,” I said, trying to push past her.

			Maybe the costume was too thick for her to hear me or she didn’t care what I said, but she just kept dancing.

			“Excuse me!” I yelled again, trying to squeeze by.

			But she was clearly in the zone, doing a windmill move with her arms, and accidentally smacked me when I tried to pass.

			“Excuse me!” I yelled more urgently, still in a panic over Connor, and I gave her a little nudge in an effort to maneuver around her huge, furry body.

			But then—oh no. I watched in slow motion as Carly lost her balance and fell down.

			Flat on her back.

			No freaking way.

			“Someone help her up!” I yelled, knowing I should help her, but I didn’t have time.

			I needed to reach Connor.

			I kept running down toward the field, even though I knew they wouldn’t let me anywhere near the sidelines. I ran and ran, my eyes on that sideline injury tent, my only goal being to get closer to where he was.

			When I got to the bottom row, I ran all the way around to the other side. People were in my way and slowing me down, but I wasn’t stopping. I couldn’t. I yelled and pushed past everyone, knowing I was being rude but just needing to get to Connor.

			Needing to see if he was okay.

			Please be okay.

			When I got as close to his sideline as I could, I put my hands around my mouth and tried to get someone’s attention, someone who knew how he was doing.

			“Teeders!” I yelled. “Josh Reed!”

			I kept saying their names, trying to get them to look my way. I saw people watching me like I was nuts but I didn’t care.

			“Connor!” I screamed. “Connor Cunningham!”

			I felt somebody grab my arm.

			“What?” I snapped, turning around, expecting to see security ready to haul me away.

			But it was Erin Andrews.

			Holy shit, the Erin Andrews. As in, world-famous sports reporter Erin Andrews.

			“Aren’t you Duffy Distefano?”

			“Y-yes,” I said, my heart still racing as I wondered how it was possible that she knew my name. “Do you know how he’s doing?”

			Erin didn’t need to ask who the “he” was that I was referring to. “As far as I know, they’re checking him over to make sure he’s okay, but the guess is that he’ll be back out there for the next drive.”

			“Oh, thank God,” I said, almost light-headed with relief.

			“Do you mind if I ask you a couple questions during the time-out?” she asked.

			I didn’t want to talk to anyone at the moment, but she’d been nice enough to give me an update on Connor’s prognosis, so I could at least give her that.

			“Sure,” I said. “But make it quick.”

			“For sure,” she said with a smile. She turned to the cameraman a few feet away from us. “Hi, I’m here with Duffy Distefano. I’m sure most of us remember her from the Coyote Carl incident, but, well…we just caught another mascot incident on-camera. This time it was with Carly, Carl’s replacement.”

			“Oh my God, that was a total accident,” I blurted out defensively, shaking my head. “I swear to God I didn’t mean to knock her down and I yelled for that guy to see if she was okay and—”

			“No, no—she’s fine,” Erin interrupted, smiling. “But our cameraman caught a really impressive display of speed that’s causing some speculation about you and your relationship with Connor Cunningham.”

			“What?” I had no idea what she was referring to.

			“Let’s watch, shall we?”

			“Um…okay…?”

			She touched her earpiece and said, “Coach Cowher’s in the studio, and he’s interested in hearing what kind of training you’ve undergone for that kind of rush.”

			“I’m sorry, I have no idea what you mean,” I said.

			“Here’s the replay.”

			She held out a tablet, and I watched a video of myself running down the stadium stairs.

			“We all saw Connor get hurt,” Erin said, “and then you proceeded to run across the entire stadium in under a minute’s time to get closer to the sidelines.”

			“Oh,” I said, feeling my face get warm. “I’m not sure if I should be embarrassed or proud of my time.”

			“Does this mean you’re still officially a couple?” Erin asked, leaning closer.

			“Hang on, I have to watch this play,” I said, turning my attention away from her tablet and toward the field as the teams lined up.

			The ball was snapped and Josh ran with it, gaining only two yards before being tackled.

			“Sorry, go ahead,” I said with a sigh, turning my attention back to Erin.

			“Are you and Connor together, Duffy?”

			“Um, definitely not,” I admitted, wondering why it hurt so much to say that out loud when I thought I’d come to terms with it. “We were until a week ago, but things didn’t work out, as everyone saw, and I—”

			“You’re considering forgiving him, though, Duff, right?” my dad interrupted, popping up beside me, wearing a bizarrely huge—and fake—grin. I narrowed my eyes at him in suspicion. “Even after the lover’s spat, you’re probably going to stay together.”

			“What are you doing?” I whispered as I leaned toward him, wondering where the hell he’d even come from.

			“Say it,” he muttered out of the corner of his mouth.

			“No,” I said through gritted teeth, clueless as to what the man was up to. Maybe he’d had more beer than I’d thought. “I’m definitely not going to—”

			“Because first and foremost, you are a Coyote diehard,” he interrupted, looking at me intently with wide eyes that threatened to pop out of their sockets. “And you’d never consider jinxing a good season with romantic bullshit. You two kids are going to power through this for the good of Coyote Nation.”

			“Are you insane?” I whispered again, and then my dad yanked me toward him and pulled me in for a weird hug.

			“Nope, and neither are you,” he whispered, turning a little so Erin and the cameraman couldn’t hear him. “Just imagine how much the entire city will hate you for jinxing the first good season we’ve had in a decade.”

			I pulled back, looked at my dad, who was eyeballing me emphatically, and holy shit—I realized what he was doing.

			He was protecting me from another Carl situation.

			I pulled away from him and cleared my throat. I said to Erin, while smiling into the camera, “It’s true that Connor and I are going through something right now, but my way-too-invested dad is probably not wrong about the odds of me forgiving him.”
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			Connor

			I watched her look around the busy breakfast café, searching, and I stood.

			Her eyes went right to me and she headed in my direction, looking ready for work in her cardigan, black pants, ponytail, and glasses.

			God, she’s so pretty, I thought, thinking it was insane how much I’d missed her when it’d been only a week.

			It felt like a fucking lifetime.

			I swear to God I’d squeaked like a damned chipmunk when she texted me last night, making me come to a complete stop as I was about to walk into my building after the game.

			Duffy: Can I call you?

			I believe I looked up at the dark sky and muttered out loud, “Thank you, God.”

			I texted back as quickly as anyone had ever texted in the history of the world: Of course

			I’d seen the Erin Andrews footage after the game—multiple times—and I had no idea what to make of it. The running-at-lightning-speed-to-get-to-me was mind-bogglingly sweet holy shit, and the fact that she dropped the word “forgiveness” had my hopes way the fuck up.

			And then Tony showed up, acting…well, like he was under the influence of some pretty good edibles or something, so I had no idea what any of it meant.

			I knew only that contact with her was better than no contact with her.

			I’d just been stepping into my apartment when the phone rang.

			“Duffy,” I’d answered, so fucking happy she was calling. “Hey.”

			“Hey,” she said, and I’d hated the weirdness in her voice. “Um, good game.”

			“No, it wasn’t,” I said, shaking my head as I shut the door behind me. “We played like garbage, but we got it done.”

			“True,” she said. “How’s your head?”

			“Feels like shit but I’ll live,” I said, heading straight for the ibuprofen in my medicine cabinet. “So…what’s up?”

			The silence felt like it lasted an eternity as I gripped the medicine bottle, a pathetic chump desperately waiting for her to say she’d forgiven me.

			But instead, she cleared her throat, which was something she did when she was nervous, which made me nervous.

			“So I don’t really know how to do this, how to ask a favor to someone I’m not really even friends with, so I’m just going to power through,” she said tightly. The words “not really even friends with” pounded painfully in my already aching head. “I need a favor, Connor, and I feel like maybe you owe me one.”

			“Anything,” I heard myself say, realizing that I meant it. I’d do anything she asked. “Tell me what you need and it’s yours.”

			She cleared her throat yet again. “It’s probably just my dad overreacting, but he’s convinced that I’m going to go back to being the most hated woman in Minneapolis if the public thinks I broke up with you and then the team loses a game. He says there are rumbles of me being a jinx.”

			“Okay,” I said, not wanting to inadvertently say anything that might piss her off, because I liked where her words were heading.

			“So I’m wondering if you’d be okay with us, um, doing the whole let-the-public-make-their-assumptions thing a little longer.”

			“Wait.” Wait fucking wait. “What?”

			“I mean, I don’t know if it has to be full-on fake dating like before,” she clarified. “But if we can maybe be seen together in the next few days?”

			“I—”

			“And I know it probably seems hypocritical, but I—”

			“No,” I said, not interested in anything that was going to take this shot away. “It doesn’t. It’s fine. It’s good. When and where?”

			I’d expected her to throw out a tame coffee meetup, but Duffy wasn’t playing.

			“Can you meet me tomorrow morning for breakfast at Saskow’s?”

			Saskow’s was the cool breakfast spot in the city, where they sold out of pastries within the first hour and it was always packed, no matter the time. There was zero doubt we would be spotted at Saskow’s.

			“What time?”

			“Does seven work for you?” she asked.

			Anything that works for you works for me, I wanted to say like a total chump, but I restrained myself.

			Which was for the best because her next statement was brutal.

			“Since this is all for show and we need to look happy, can we just agree not to talk about anything personal?” she asked. “Like, let’s just grab a breakfast sandwich, talk about sports or TV, and go our separate ways until next week.”

			I said yes, but I now regretted it as she sat down across from me because all I wanted to do was drag her chair around to my side of the table and beg her to give me another chance.

			“Hey,” she said with a smile, one that would work for strangers but I could see wasn’t reaching her eyes.

			“Hey,” I replied, my chest tightening.

			Because there was something about being so close to the only person I wanted and knowing she didn’t want to be there that felt too fucking terrible for words.

			She picked up the menu in front of her and started looking at it, that polite and fake-as-hell smile still on her mouth. “I’m starving, so everything sounds good.”

			“Yeah,” I said, disappointment settling into my gut as I realized this fucking false bullshit wasn’t going to change a thing between us. “You’ll love the pancakes here.”

			Her eyes shot to mine, her eyebrows furrowing slightly as if she were irritated that I’d dared to acknowledge that I knew she loved pancakes.

			“What, I can’t suggest a menu item?” I asked, feeling fucking punchy all of a sudden.

			“Of course you can,” she said, her eyes narrowing even more as she looked at me like she wasn’t sure what I was up to. “Thank you.”

			“By the way, you look really pretty today,” I said, leaning forward and lowering my voice. “No one has a face like you, Duff. It’s soft and gorgeous, but it’s also stubborn and sharp and fucking interesting as shit. I could stare at you for hours and never get bored.”

			Her mouth dropped open. She blinked fast and closed her eyes briefly before opening them again and squinting at me. “What the hell are you doing?”

			I shrugged. “Just stating a fact, I guess.”

			“No, you’re not, you’re being obnoxious.”

			That actually made me smile a little, which was surprising when I felt ornery as fuck. “How is me telling you how much I like your face obnoxious?”

			“You’re only saying it because I told you not to.”

			“Um, no, you’re wrong, and also when did you tell me not to call you pretty?”

			“You know what I mean,” she snapped. “You’re going to ruin everything, so stop it.”

			“How am I going to ruin everything exactly?” I asked, feeling marginally better even though she was scowling at me. I couldn’t stand the politeness and stoicism—at least she was showing some sort of emotion with me now.

			“Because now I probably look like an angry psycho instead of a besotted girlfriend.”

			“Then smile,” I said, knowing it would irritate her.

			She sighed and dropped her menu. Clasped her hands together on the table and reset her fake smile.

			“Attagirl,” I said, chuckling in spite of everything because I knew her head was exploding.

			“I have no idea how I’m going to make it through a meal with you if this is how it’s going to be,” she said through gritted teeth, but still smiling. “I envisioned you politely granting me this favor because, y’know, you were an asshole so it’s the right thing to do. I never imagined you—”

			“I can’t help it,” I confessed, leaning forward across the table and lowering my voice. “I thought I’d be able to go along with this, but I can’t. I want to for you, Duff, but I fucking can’t.”

			“Then I’m only getting coffee. But tell me—why can’t you?” she asked, and for the first time since she walked in, she looked sad. Her eyes swept over my face before she quietly added, “Why can’t you just be nice and give me this one tiny thing?”

			“Because it sucks too much, okay?” I said, shaking my head. “I want the real thing with you, not some fake show. I thought if I tried, this little pretend date would at least be a crumb I could enjoy, but it’s not. It’s just a reminder of how great the real thing was and how much I fucking hate crumbs.”

			“Well, I’m sorry,” she said tightly. “But you ruined the real thing and crumbs are all that’s left.”

			“Can we stop saying ‘crumbs’? I hate this analogy.”

			“You started it,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “You’re the one who keeps saying it.”

			“I know,” I said, hearing what a pouty dick I sounded like. “I hate that, too.”

			“Yeah,” she agreed, but her breath was shaky as she sighed. “But we were never really more than friends aside from like a week, so—”

			“So…what?” I said, suddenly not giving a shit about anything other than saying it. Saying all of it. “Is that supposed to make this better? Because it doesn’t, Duff. You being my friend was the best part of it all, the good part that you said you wanted when we talked about love at the Commons. I can’t hear ‘Exile’ without remembering how fucking cool you were to karaoke with me in a dive bar. I can’t watch hockey without remembering what a keyed-up little shit you are when the ref pisses you off, and every morning when I talk to my grandpa, I can’t stop myself from remembering the way you dropped everything to visit him with me, just because I asked you to.”

			It was too much, and I could see from her expression that I was burning this shit to the ground but I couldn’t stop. The words wouldn’t stop coming, even as she blinked fast and watched me like I was coming apart.

			“I know it was a jerk move to ask you out as a favor to the team, and I’m sorry for not telling you, but every single thing after that, every moment between us, was fucking perfection, so I can’t apologize for everything else. It was all real for me. And the zombie hunt was not someone else’s idea—it was one of the best nights of my life, for the record. I’ll never forgive myself for hurting you or making you feel like you weren’t worthy, but how can I regret the stupid stunt that allowed me to get to know you?”

			She was still watching me like I was nuts, and I realized I was probably ruining the whole scheme.

			Shit.

			“I’m screwing this up, I know, so if you’ll just lean forward, I’ll smile and drop a very fake kiss on your mouth, just to offset my tirade, okay?”

			“What?” she asked, clearly disoriented and rightfully so because I was making zero sense.

			“Bring it in, I’ll give the people the photo op and then leave so you won’t have to make it through the meal with me.” I leaned forward, my elbows on the table, and let my fingers slide over the curve of her jaw, feeling a deep sense of sadness and regret.

			Fuck me, I love this girl, I thought as she said nothing, as her brown eyes gave no hint of what was going on in her head.

			I didn’t have to fake anything as my fingertips caressed her skin and my mouth found its way to hers. I was drowning in a want so consuming it felt almost suffocating, like I was going to lose my ever-loving shit if I couldn’t find a way out of this mess and back to her.

			I kissed her and felt her gasp against my lips, like she hadn’t expected me to follow through. Maybe she’d thought it was going to be like the kiss cam, some funny little joke, but this wasn’t a game to me, not when this could be the last time I’d kiss her.

			I wanted so badly to linger, to tease her into something more, but I wasn’t going to deliver unwanted affection. I performed, giving a chaste, picture-perfect kiss, and then I pulled back. I smiled like a besotted boyfriend while still holding her cheek, even though it felt like the hardest thing in the world to do.

			“I’m going to take off now,” I said through a broken smile, playing the part as she watched me in confusion. “I know you’re mad that I ruined this and I’m sorry about that, but it’s impossible for me to be sorry about us.”

			I killed the space between us and brought my mouth to her ear. “I do love you, Duff, even if that pisses you off.”
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			Duffy

			I watched as he stood and left the restaurant.

			I sat there, speechless and in shock, as the crowd of hungry people waiting for tables parted and let him through. They smiled, obviously charmed by him and the romantic little scene he’d just set, and I couldn’t stop my brain from wreaking havoc in response to the shock.

			I stared into space, his words ricocheting around in my head.

			Is that supposed to make this better? Because it doesn’t, Duff. You being my friend was the best part of it all.

			The best part of it all.

			I’ll never forgive myself for hurting you or making you feel like you weren’t worthy, but how can I regret the stupid stunt that allowed me to get to know you?

			I cleared my throat and reminded myself that he deserved my anger. He’d lied to me.

			I do love you, Duff, even if that pisses you off.

			Well, it did.

			It did piss me off, dammit.

			“Wait!” I shot out of my chair and rushed after him, pushing through the crowded entryway to reach Connor before he was gone. “Connor!”

			I got through the door in time to see him way ahead of me, almost at the end of the block.

			“Connor Cunningham!” I yelled, but he was too far away to hear me.

			So I started running.

			Suddenly I was hightailing it down the sidewalk, dodging other people who were walking as I ran toward him.

			“Wait!” I shouted, and then everything kind of happened in a blur all at once.

			I got close enough to almost touch him, so I reached out in hopes of stopping him. But he turned at that very moment, just as my foot landed wrong on a sidewalk grate.

			The world fell into slow motion as he turned around and his blue eyes met mine in surprise.

			As I stumbled and my forward momentum accelerated.

			As I went airborne, my body colliding with his before gravity brought us down.

			As I laid him out, essentially tackling Connor to the ground.

			The slow motion came to a jarring stop when we landed—hard—with my body crushing his into the pavement.

			“Oh my God!” I shrieked, looking down at him as our bodies came to a stop. “Are you okay?”

			Instantly, I was aware of the fact that he’d just endured a brutal tackle the night before and that a stupid off-day injury could completely destroy his career.

			“Is your head all right?” I asked. “Your back?”

			I scrambled to sit up and get my weight off him, but I realized that his hand was wrapped around my back, holding me in place.

			“I’m fine,” he said, the muscle in his jaw jumping. “You yelled for me to wait, and now I’m definitely waiting. What’s up?”

			What’s up?

			“You can’t say ‘What’s up?’ like that,” I said, shaking my head, irrationally angry. “Like you’re asking me what I did with my morning when in reality you just said you love me.”

			“Is that why you tackled me? Because of what I said?”

			“I didn’t tackle you,” I snapped. “I tripped while trying to stop you.”

			“Well, I’d say you succeeded,” he said, raising his eyebrows.

			“And it’s just so, so…so ridiculous that you’d say those words to me. Like, how dare you?”

			“Why does it make you mad?” he asked, looking genuinely confused. “I can understand not feeling the same, but why does it make you so angry? I’m allowed to love you, Duff, even if you don’t love me back.”

			“That’s what’s so wrong,” I said, feeling a sharp pain in my chest. I missed him so much while at the same time I wanted to kill him. Which also pissed me off. “You’re dropping the big L-word in this really vulnerable way, like poor Connor is heartbroken and emotional, when it’s not like that at all and it’s unfair that you’re hijacking my emotions. You’re not allowed to steal my heartbreak and paint it as yours when you’re the one who—”

			“Hijacking your emotions?” he interrupted, his face unreadable as his eyes searched mine intently. “Does that mean…?”

			I wanted to be elusive and coy, I wanted to hang on to my anger, but I couldn’t.

			So I only nodded, blinking fast so he didn’t see me cry stupid tears.

			That made him sit up, but he still managed to hold me against him as he rose to a sitting position on the busy sidewalk. “You love me?”

			“I mean, kind of,” I said neutrally—as neutrally as I could while crying—as if it weren’t the first time I’d ever said that to anyone I wasn’t related to.

			“You kind of love me?” he said loudly, his mouth splitting into a huge grin. “Even after I was the biggest asshole?”

			“What—are you trying to talk me out of it?” I said, every cold part of me thawing as he smiled at me like I was his sun and his moon.

			“No,” he said, raising a hand and stroking his finger over my cheek. “But I’m terrified that I’m misunderstanding and that you still hate me.”

			I shook my head. “I never hated you.”

			“You literally said, ‘I hate you,’ ” he said around a laugh.

			“But there’s a thin line between love and hate, right?”

			“That’s right, there is.” He pressed his forehead against mine, and his eyes were all I could see. “So you love me.”

			I swallowed and let my eyes close, breathing in the closeness of him. “So I love you.”

			Our lips met, and all my pent-up emotions went into the kiss, feeling every bit of love and need and pure joy in his arms. The rest of the city—the world, the planet, the universe—disappeared as he kissed me in the middle of the sidewalk as if no one else existed.

			As if I was his everything.

			And a couple hours later, when we finished our impromptu White Castle brunch at the Commons (making out on a city sidewalk can make you hella hungry) and headed back home, I knew he was mine.
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			Epilogue

			One Year Later

			Duffy

			“Are you ready, Ms. Distefano?”

			“Yes,” I said, nodding and getting out of the green room chair. “I’m ready.”

			I followed the intern, shaking out my nervous hands while hoping I wouldn’t fall down or pass out. Even though I’d done this before, I was still crazy-nervous to be in front of a studio audience.

			We stopped at the edge of the curtain and waited, and as soon as Kel said, “Please welcome Duffy Distefano,” the intern gestured for me to move and I was walking out onto the stage.

			“Welcome back, Duffy,” Kel said with her blindingly white grin as I sat down. “You’ve kind of had a lot going on since the last time you were here.”

			“You could definitely say that,” I said, reminding myself to smile while I tried to pretend everyone in the studio audience wasn’t looking at me.

			“Well, we want to hear all about it,” Kell said, his bright grin matching that of his cohost wife’s. “But first, we’re going to bring out another guest so we can discuss it together.”

			“How fun,” I said perkily, unfazed because Connor told me they’d invited him and we’d actually ridden to the station together.

			I definitely wasn’t getting surprised this time.

			“Friends, can we give it up for Tony Distefano?”

			My mouth dropped wide open—I caught a glimpse of it on one of the many monitors mounted around the studio—as the crowd went wild and my dad ran out onto the stage. He was wearing his favorite Coyotes jersey and grinning as he jogged out like some celebrity.

			“Dad? What are you doing here?” I asked, shocked as hell to see him.

			“The Kells said you couldn’t come back without me,” he said, plopping down in the stool beside me. “And who am I to argue with them?”

			Everyone laughed at that, like he was the most charming man on the planet, and they probably weren’t wrong. I mean, he’d always been my favorite human, but my appreciation for him had grown exponentially since the lung transplant.

			Things had quickly gone south with his health last year, and there had been a lot of days where we didn’t think we were going to get a happy ending, but then—praise God—a donor showed up.

			Looking at my dad now, you’d never imagine how bad it’d been because he was a freak of nature and was now thriving at a ridiculous level.

			He looked ten years younger.

			He walked to work on nice days.

			He’d become a “cat foster,” which meant at any given time he had a plethora of cats wreaking havoc in his house.

			Which was partly why I was back with the Kells.

			“I can’t believe you didn’t mention you were coming,” I said, and he just smiled and shrugged.

			“So Duffy,” Kel said, clasping his hands together. “You’ve gone viral yet again, but this time it’s for a good reason. Instead of bullying coyotes, you’ve moved on to saving kittens. Why don’t you tell us what happened on that fateful night?”

			“I mean, I wouldn’t say I’ve ever ‘bullied’ coyotes, Kel,” I clarified, because the comment definitely felt like shade, right? “If you remember, Carl was the one who inappropriately touched me—”

			“Yes, of course,” he said with a quick nod, and I swear to God the man rolled his eyes.

			What. A. Jerk.

			“Who cares about Carl anyway?” my dad said with a scoff, obviously trying to keep me out of trouble but still on my side. “That guy, right?”

			But I wasn’t finished.

			I added emphatically, “And multiple other women—”

			“And got what he deserved, that punk,” Dad said, patting my arm. “But wanna get on with the story, Batman? Give the people what they want.” The audience laughed.

			“I told you not to call me that,” I replied, rolling my eyes. “But fine.”

			In a shocking twist, I came in last in the fantasy football league I had with my brothers and their friends. (Only because they’d insisted it was a conflict of interest for me to have my boyfriend as a player, and after bullying me into trading him, he went on to have a record-breaking season, that talented ass.)

			As the loser, I’d been required to wear a Batman costume every day for a week. My boss had been cool with it, and I’d gone in to work super early and super late to try to avoid people with eyeballs who weren’t in on the bit, but the public still noticed when Batman was milling about among them.

			One night during that week, I stopped by my dad’s house when the carbon monoxide detector was going off. It ended up being because of a furnace issue (he wasn’t home, thank God), but my neighbor’s Ring camera captured fifteen minutes of me evacuating foster kittens.

			Foster kittens who scaled Batman’s body, who bit Batman, who caused Batman to trip on the porch and face-plant right into the snow.

			I’d been a hero to those asshole cats, saving their lives, but I’d gone viral as #klutzybatman, then twice as viral when I blamed it on Connor for being “so damn good at football that he ruined my life.”

			After the Kells finished interviewing me, Connor came out.

			“Were you surprised when you saw the footage?” Kel asked him. “Did you recognize the viral Batman as your girlfriend?”

			“I wasn’t surprised at all, and of course I did,” he said, giving me the full-wattage smile that’d become my happy place. “Not only did she look good in the suit, but who else but my Duffy could manage to dive headfirst into the snow without dropping the cat?”

			I rolled my eyes, but it was impossible not to laugh. “Someone’s jealous of my ball control after their drop against the Eagles.”

			“That was overthrown and not a cat, Distefano.”

			“I was on ice and saving feline lives, Cunningham.”

			“There,” my dad said to Connor, nodding vigorously. “There’s the opening. Go.”

			“What? Tony,” Connor said quietly, looking a little uncomfortable. “I don’t think—”

			“Come on.” My dad lowered his voice, but everyone could still hear him. “Just say something like ‘Speaking of last names’—”

			“Dad,” I interrupted, not sure what was happening but very sure I wanted him to shut up. “I’m sure Connor doesn’t need your help with…anything. Let the man be.”

			“Well, I was going to do this in the green room afterward,” Connor said, giving my dad a pointed look. “Because on-camera seems a little heavy-handed, but my boy Tony here—”

			“I like a big romantic gesture,” my dad said with a smile, utterly unapologetic. “Remember, I proposed at a tailgate like a true gentleman.”

			The audience let out a collective gasp at the word “proposed,” and I was right there with them, my mouth dropping wordlessly.

			Connor turned his eyes to me, his beautiful, blue, always-smiling eyes, and gave his head a shake. “You told me your dad couldn’t keep a secret and I didn’t listen.”

			“See?” I said, my voice coming out as a croak. “He’s a sieve.”

			I watched as Connor reached into the front pocket of his pants and pulled out a ring box. My heart thudded rapidly against my chest, and I suddenly forgot how to breathe. “Duffy Distefano, if you can ever forgive me for asking this question in such a public way, will you maybe consider spending the rest of your life with me?”

			My hand found its way to my mouth and the tears pooling in my eyes blurred his face from my vision. “I will absolutely maybe consider it.”

			“What the hell kind of answer is that, Duff?” my dad said with a scowl.

			“The only kind of answer I’d ever want,” Connor replied, eyes still on me as he opened the box. “Total Duffycore.”

			I wiped my eyes and my heart felt like it might burst when I recognized the ring. “But—but it’s your grandma’s.”

			“I know, without a doubt, that he’d want you to have it,” he said, his throat moving around a big swallow. “His cookie girl.”

			We FaceTimed his grandpa every day, and even though things were getting progressively worse with his memory, there was one morning last year where Connor’s grandpa randomly called me “cookie girl,” a tiny spark of recognition that made both of us cry happy tears.

			“Give the man a real answer, for the love of God, Duff,” my dad demanded.

			That prompted the audience to start clapping and cheering.

			I looked at the giant I loved, with his 9.63-inch hands and warm smile, and wondered how it was possible to be so happy.

			“Yes, yes, yes, I want to marry you,” I said, laughing as tears blinded me again. “I’ve never wanted anything more. Make me your bride, Connor Cunningham, or lose me forever.”

			“Don’t be a wiseass, Duff,” my dad scolded. “He might change his mind.”

			Connor took out the ring and slid it onto my finger. “I will never, ever change my mind about Duffy.” He gazed at me so lovingly, it felt like we were the only ones in the room. “With you, it’s forever.”

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			First and foremost, thank you, God, for all of this amazingness that I truly don’t deserve. I’ll never understand how I get to do this—like howwwww????—but I’m so incredibly grateful.

			Thank YOU, glorious reader, for picking up this book. You’ve made my wildest dreams come true and you are BY FAR the most wonderful part of this journey. I don’t deserve you and am SO thankful you exist!!

			Kim Lionetti—I will never be able to say enough about you and all you’ve done for me. I LOVE YOU SO MUCH (in an entirely professional and appropriate way). I’m so glad I have you and BookEnds in my corner. Also—never forget—your Samantha is the COOLEST.

			Thank you, Angela Kim, my incredible editor. You make my writing so much better. Also—sorry for all the nonsensical emails and “please give me one more day” messages. Your patience—especially on this book—has been so unbelievably appreciated. You are AMAZINGNESS PERSONIFIED.

			Thanks to everyone at PRH and Berkley. You hard-working humans do so much for books and authors, and I cannot thank you enough—Chelsea Pascoe, Kalie Barnes-Young, Ashley Tucker, Christine Legon, Jennifer Wong, and Jennifer Lynes.

			And now the fam:

			Dad, I miss you every day.

			MaryLee, I don’t deserve a sister as amazing as you and I love you so much.

			Cass, Terrance, Ty, Jordyn, Zealous, Breeze, Joey, Emily, Matt, and Miss Kate—you guys are really, really cool. Like, next-level cool. I love you infinitely and think we should all go get spaghetti together very, very soon.

			Kevin—I dedicated the entire book to you, so I’ll just add here that…I love your stupid face more than all other faces.

			And now…my mom.

			NANCY FREAKING PAINTER. If you’re reading this, remember her name because she was a badass and everyone on earth should know of her. She was born in a time when it wasn’t easy to have a disability (I mean, when is it ever…), but she consistently proved everyone wrong.

			I remember her telling me the story of a well-intentioned relative who gave her a big ol’ check when she graduated from high school because she “wasn’t going to be able to get married and have a family like everyone else.”

			That could’ve crushed her, but my mother got a job, had a rocking social life, then married an Air Force guy and raised two daughters while moving around the world. She made changing diapers with one hand look easy, I swear to God, and the woman never looked back. From getting a driver’s license when they said she couldn’t, to being the absolute GOAT of dance (actually, baton-twirling) moms, my mother accomplished whatever she put her mind to because she was far too stubborn to fail.

			But my mom’s true magic was in her grin, in the irreverent twinkle she got in her big blue eyes as she laughed at herself. She was always able to laugh through the absurdities and unfairness, and it was truly inspiring.

			This book, every book, every little thing—it was all because of her. I consider myself the luckiest kid on the planet for having her as a mother, and I will miss her forever.

			Nancy Ann Painter

			3/14/42–9/26/25

		

	
		
			

			
				
					[image: A black-and-white photograph of Lynn Painter with long, wavy blonde hair wearing a dark jacket with zippers visible on the front.]
				

				
					Photograph by Jackson Okun

				
			
			LYNN PAINTER is the USA Today and New York Times bestselling author of Better Than the Movies and Mr. Wrong Number, as well as the cocreator of five obnoxious children who populate the great state of Nebraska. When she isn’t reading or writing, she can be found binge-watching rom-coms and obsessing over Spotify playlists.

			Visit Lynn Painter Online

			LynnPainter.com

			[image: Facebook] LAPainterBooks

			[image: X] LAPainter

			[image: Instagram] LynnPainterBooks

		

	
		
			[image: Penguin Random House publisher logo.]

			
				What’s next on
 your reading list?

			Discover your next
 great read!

			 

			Get personalized book picks and up-to-date news about this author.

			Sign up now.

		

		_155977298_

	

OEBPS/9780593817452_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Berkley Titles by Lynn Painter


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Dedication


						Author’s Note


						Chapter 1


						Chapter 2


						Chapter 3


						Chapter 4


						Chapter 5


						Chapter 6


						Chapter 7


						Chapter 8


						Chapter 9


						Chapter 10


						Chapter 11


						Chapter 12


						Chapter 13


						Chapter 14


						Chapter 15


						Chapter 16


						Chapter 17


						Chapter 18


						Chapter 19


						Chapter 20


						Chapter 21


						Chapter 22


						Chapter 23


						Chapter 24


						Chapter 25


						Chapter 26


						Chapter 27


						Chapter 28


						Chapter 29


						Chapter 30


						Chapter 31


						Chapter 32


						Chapter 33


						Chapter 34


						Chapter 35


						Chapter 36


						Epilogue


						Acknowledgments


						About the Author


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						i


						ii


						iii


						iv


						vi


						vii


						viii


						ix


						x


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


						271


						272


						273


						274


						275


						276


						277


						278


						279


						280


						281


						282


						283


						284


						285


						286


						287


						288


						289


						290


						291


						292


						293


						294


						295


						296


						297


						298


						299


						300


						301


						302


						303


						304


						305


						306


						307


						308


						309


			


		
	






OEBPS/images/9780593817452_cover.jpg
He's about to make 3

. o o N ®
his winning play. : . ‘:o .®
‘. . . B e °

! o0 o °® = s
..-000000000..."’-......'.. ® © ®

o0 o0 s e ® & oeo0e - e

v e
° .‘.....01

{

#1 New York Times
Bestselling Author

LY NN
PAINTER






OEBPS/images/page_309.jpg







OEBPS/images/page_vi.jpg







OEBPS/images/next-reads_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random House
PENGUIN PUBLISHING GROUP

0









OEBPS/images/invalid_page_number.jpg





OEBPS/images/invalid_page_number_6.jpg





OEBPS/images/invalid_page_number_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/invalid_page_number_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/page_321_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/001_Firstand_9780593817445_tx_aup_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/page_321.jpg








OEBPS/images/page_CO.jpg







OEBPS/images/invalid_page_number_5.jpg






OEBPS/images/9780593817452_title_page.jpg
FIRST
HNID
FOREVER

Lynn Painter

Berkley Romance
New York





