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For those of you who understand
that cake is really just a round dessert trying its hardest to be as good as a pie but never will be.



 
 

 
 
WHY IS IT that the first love is the hardest love to let go? The truth is, it’s a young, innocent love, one fostered by hopes and dreams, born during easier times that are carefree and filled with memories of firsts. Years later, we all understand it’s not a love of reality or life, and unless you are one of the rare ones, it’s not a love that ends with a happily ever after. But, there’s something about it that definitely makes a lasting impression on our hearts. It creates a nostalgic longing, even if you’re one of the unfortunate ones like me and that love is one-sided, kept afar, unrequited.
It’s not his fault, though. I never told him; he didn’t know—at least I don’t think he did. Because of this, I still cling to the prospect of what could have been versus what wasn’t, and it’s why I’ve followed his football career for years, silently cheering in the background. It also doesn’t hurt that he’s my brother’s best friend, and James freely divulges information about him regularly, which is why I’ve found myself counting down the minutes until his interview on the national sports network tonight.
A bright light flashes throughout the kitchen and is immediately followed by a loud rumble of thunder. The frame of this old house vibrates, and the windows rattle as the foundation shakes. There’s no rain, at least not yet, but it’s coming.
Late-afternoon, early-evening storms are guaranteed during the summer. Daily the humidity rises to near stifling, the skies then burst open, and the land collectively breathes a sigh of relief as the rain soaks the earth.
I love these storms. I love how the temperature drops afterward, a cool breeze moves in, and nightly the sun sets with the most radiant colors. This is just one of the handful of reasons why I’ve never been able to leave my home here on the outskirts of Oakwood, our town in Central Florida.
Out the window, over the kitchen sink, headlights appear at the bottom of the hill. Marie is tearing down the driveway, and I can’t help but laugh. First off, she hates storms. She’s never explained why, but then again I’ve never pushed her to tell me. Second, this poor girl couldn’t be on time to save her life. She’s late for everything.
Pulling two large mason jars from the cabinet, I add some ice and fill them with a homemade strawberry citrus sangria. This is Marie’s favorite drink, and this interview being televised tonight is cause for celebration. Other than a few promotional events and a few pictures my brother posted of himself and Bryan on social media over the summer, I haven’t really seen Bryan since they sideline-interviewed him six months ago during last season’s playoff game, which they lost.
Marie’s car door slams, and her feet pound up the front steps as she runs into the house. It’s five after eight.
“I’m here, I’m here. It didn’t start, did it?” She’s breathless as she rounds the corner into the kitchen, and I smile. “What?” she asks, pushing her light brown hair off her face and taking a deep breath.
“Nothing, and nope, it didn’t start yet. You’re right on time. All they’ve aired is the introduction of tonight’s guest and then they broke for commercials.” I hand her the jar, and her eyes light up. “I thought we could make this night a little more fun.”
“Oh my goodness, I can’t believe you made this! I have been craving this delightful beverage for weeks, and after the bath-time battle I had tonight with Finley, I need this.” She takes a long sip of the sangria and hums with delight. “Oh, this is so good. Seriously, why don’t you consider bottling this too? We’d make a fortune on it.” She hands me back her glass to be topped off.
“I don’t know, I guess because GiGi always made it just for us,” I answer as we walk into the living room. With the storm and the air conditioning, the house cooled quickly, so I grab us both a plush blanket then we curl up next to each other on the couch.
GiGi is my grandmother—well, was—and she also filled the role of our mother. After all, she was only forty-two when James and I moved in.
“Well, if you ever change your mind, I am totally on board with the marketing of this product, too. I can see the dollar signs now.” She waves her hand in the air and pretends to stare at imaginary money floating by.
“You see dollar signs because you are obsessed with money. I have enough—what do I need more for?”
“Perhaps all the repairs you keep having to make on this house?” She eyes me knowingly, shaking her head, and then she takes another long sip of her drink while watching me over the rim.
She’s right, and she knows I know she is, but I don’t want to talk about it or listen to her do so. Reaching over, I grab the remote and turn up the volume.
This house, my house, has been in our family for three generations. It’s a large farm-style with a wrap-around porch, and lately it has seemed to need a lot of repairs and updates, but I don’t mind. I live and work out of this house, and it’s been fun to add my own look and style to the inside, especially the kitchen.
The kitchen, my place of solace. My temple.
For as long as I can remember, I’ve been baking pies. When I was sixteen, I entered a pie contest at the Florida State Fair and won. After that, people around town started coming to me to place orders for pies. That’s when I knew college wasn’t for me, but culinary school was.
Five years ago, I started a part-time company called Firefly Kitchen. Three years ago, it turned full-time, and that’s when I hired my lifelong best friend Marie, who did go to college, to help manage the business side of things.
All day, every day, I get to bake pies and cook in this kitchen.
I have the best job in the world.
Marie stretches out her legs to prop them on the coffee table in front of us, and I’m grateful when she changes the subject.
“How about we talk about your football god and how I can’t believe he’s going to do this interview?” She grins at me.
I don’t correct her, but he’s not mine, even if there is a part of me that wants to believe he is. After all, shouting I saw him first should count for something.
“I know. I’m just glad they advertised it so we would know.” I cross my legs under my blanket and take another sip of sangria.
“Of course they were going to advertise this. This interview is going to be huge for their ratings. No one has ever been able to get Bryan to sit down for a one-on-one.”
Ever since high school, Bryan has hated the media. He’s never wanted to be glorified or idolized, even though it comes with the territory of his career. He’s always wanted people to recognize that it’s hard work, dedication, and love for his craft that got him where he is. Plus, he’s seen over and over again how the media can crash and burn someone, so in his mind, the less he gives them, the less they will bother him. Staying off their radar has always been a big deal to him. He just wants to play the game.
“Why do you think he agreed this time?” she asks, as if I would somehow know the answer.
“I don’t know. Maybe they wrote it into his contract. If I were Tampa, I would be pushing him out everywhere. He’s the real deal, and it only brings in more money for all of them.”
“Yeah, you’re probably right, but to be on Paul Miller’s show—it just blows my mind. This guy only interviews the best of the best, and yes, before you say anything, I know Bryan is the best, but I can still see him standing in the backyard, lanky, needing a haircut, and throwing the ball around with James.”
“I can still see him too, which is part of the problem. It was such a long time ago, and I know he’s changed. He’s not that guy anymore.”
No, at six-foot-four and two hundred twenty-five pounds, he is definitely not that guy anymore.
“But then again, haven’t we all changed?” I ask.
Marie just looks at me and doesn’t say anything.
Yes, I still live in the same house I grew up in, but that is circumstantial. And yes, I still dream about the boy who got away, but I’ve grown up over the years, too. I had to. I graduated from culinary school, took care of GiGi by myself until the end, started my own business, and now manage and run this house. I have responsibilities and commitments.
Hearing the commercials end, I focus as the interviewer’s voice pulls me from my thoughts. My gaze zeros in on the television, and my heart rate picks up with adrenaline and a tiny dose of anxiety. Internally, I’m scolding myself. It’s ridiculous that I’m having this reaction, but I can’t help it. I feel like I’m being given a peek into a tiny bit of his life, a life I once knew the ins and outs of but now know nothing about.
“Good evening, I’m Paul Miller, and this is my show.” The setting lights over Paul dim from bright to a more intimate tint. “I am very excited about our guest this evening. I’m sure most of you know who it is based on the promos leading up to tonight, but since this is his first-ever sit-down televised interview, it only seems fitting that I give him the opening he’s due.
“This individual is a three-time college national champion, a Heisman trophy winner, and a two-time Pro Bowl quarterback. Last year he threw more than forty-six hundred yards, resulting in thirty-two touchdowns, more than any other quarterback in the league. He’s fierce and determined on the field and known to be quiet and mysterious off of it.”
Paul Miller keeps talking, but at some point I just don’t hear him anymore. All I see is Bryan as he walks out onto the set. The camera changes angles to include him in the frame with the host, giving us a straight-on shot, and my breath leaves my lungs as I take in the sight of him. He’s wearing a navy blue three-piece suit with a light blue dress shirt and a navy tie. He’s devastatingly handsome, more so than I think he ever has been, and then he smiles. It’s my favorite smile in the world, one side rising higher than the other and a dimple popping out on that cheek. It’s a smile I dream about being directed at me.
Rarely are there images of him smiling. Sure, James has a few on his social media pages, but those are few and far between since he joined the Navy. Mostly, the only images of Bryan floating around are the ones his PR team posts when he’s in uniform and working, and that Bryan is focused, not carefree.
“Whoa, he sure does clean up nicely,” Marie says quietly. I nod in agreement, because my tongue feels stuck in my throat and I have no words.
They shake hands, Paul claps him on the back, and they both take a seat. Bryan loosens the button on his coat, and I take notice of how his pants perfectly wrap around the muscles in his thighs. He leans back in his oversized plush seat and crosses one ankle over his knee. From underneath his pant leg, light pink socks with strawberries on them peek out.
“Bryan Brennen, tell me, how have you been?” Paul asks him.
“Good, thanks for asking.” He takes a deep breath. “I’m excited about the new season, how our team is performing, and I’ve never felt better,” he answers candidly.
“That’s good to hear.” Paul pauses and peruses Bryan as his dangling foot bounces and his fingers drum the armrest of the chair. “You hate this, don’t you?” He grins.
A small, embarrassed smile tilts Bryan’s perfect lips. “I wouldn’t say I hate it. Interviews have just never been my thing.”
“This I know, my friend, as we’ve been trying to get you to come on for years.” Paul chuckles. “Well, let’s change things up a bit from how we normally get this started. How about an icebreaker? Let’s play a game.”
“Okay, I like games.” Bryan smirks as if to say, You should know I’m always down for a game. I play games for a living.
Paul smiles back and nods knowingly. He flips some cards in his hands, presumably to adjust the order of the interview content, or maybe to switch to plan B based on how Bryan is responding.
“This game is super easy, no stress, just a little fun. Plus, it’ll help the viewers get to know you a little more. Two-word rapid fire: I fire two words at you, and you answer with the one that best fits you. Five pairs total. Are you down for this?” Paul picks up a glass from the little table between them and takes a sip of water.
“I’m down,” Bryan replies. The lights in the studio brighten a bit as he rubs his hands together, cracks his knuckles in an exaggerated way, and resituates himself in his seat, leaning forward just a bit.
I lean forward too, mimicking his posture, so eager to hear what he has to say. Basically, it’s a this or that or a would you rather game. My hand grips my glass tightly; I’m starved for any type of personal information about him.
“All right, here we go. Question number one: country or rap?”
“Country,” he answers without hesitation. “Don’t get me wrong, I like them both. I like most all genres of music, but if I’m in my truck, I’m listening to country. A little Kenny, Eric, or Zac and I’m all set.”
He drives a truck. I’ve often wondered. When we were in high school, he purchased a really old Ford F-150 so he could get to practices, but now, so many players run off and buy something high-end, and I’m happy to hear that he didn’t. Maybe the truck is a super fancy one, I don’t know, but him having a truck somehow makes him still feel like the same guy he was back then, like he could someday be attainable to me. In my eyes, it keeps him down to earth, and I’m about as down to earth as it gets.
“I can see that in you. You are a homegrown type of guy.”
“Maybe.” Bryan smirks. Visions of him running through the field behind the house with James flash behind my eyes.
“Question number two: flip-flops or dress shoes?”
“Dress shoes. I didn’t come from much, so there’s something about dressing up that makes me feel good. Plus, if I’m dressed up, I know I’m about to have a good time. Who doesn’t like having a good time?”
The thought of Bryan getting dressed up to go out and have a good time—it makes my chest ache, mainly because it leads me to believe he’s out having a good time with someone else. It’s not that I don’t want him to go out and enjoy his life, because I do; I just like to stick with the old adage Seeing is believing. Since I haven’t seen it, it’s never happened.
“That’s interesting given that you live so close to the water,” Paul says in response.
“Yeah, well, flip-flops are kind of a daily staple. I don’t think anything of them, having worn them my whole life. If I was from the north, I can see loving flip-flops, but I’ll stick with my answer of dress shoes.” He glances down at his feet.
“Alrighty then, dress shoes it is.” Paul flips to the next notecard. “Question number three: cats or dogs?”
A smile splits across Bryan’s face, and he chuckles as he shifts in his seat again and leans back. “I think most people probably assume I would pick a dog. After all, a dog is a dude pet, but I’ve got to go with cat. I grew up with these two big tabby cats”—he holds up his hands to demonstrate their size—“Simba and Nala, and I guess they made a lasting impression on me.”
Oh. My. God. Simba and Nala were my cats! GiGi gave them to me as kittens when I was ten to keep me company. James was outside playing with Bryan all the time and they wanted nothing to do with me, so she gave them to me as a present. I loved those two cats, and thinking back, he did too. He was always looking for them so he could pet them.
“Cats.” Paul almost grimaces. “I grew up with a cat too, my mother’s cat, and it was as mean as it could be. It didn’t like anyone but her. Needless to say, that cat left a lasting impression on me too.”
They both laugh.
“Okay, question number four: peaceful or playful?”
“Ha!” he blurts. “Paul, I don’t know if anyone would describe me as either one of those. I think I fit more into the perfectionist category.”
“That describes how you are on the field, when you’re working. What about when you’re not working?”
“Come on, Paul—when am I not working?” He shrugs his shoulders. “Off the field, let’s go with . . . private.”
A little too private, if you ask me. There’s never any information about him anywhere. Other than seeing him on the field, there are like zero glimpses into his life, which is unfortunate for me since I have a bad habit of Internet stalking him.
“And our last question, number five: cake or pie?”
Bryan breaks eye contact with Paul and looks at the ground. Leaning forward a little, he rubs his hands together, one side of his mouth tipping up in a smile meant for himself and a memory he’s having, and he answers, “Pie. Definitely pie.”
Marie’s hand flies over, grabs my arm, and I think I stop breathing. He may as well have just declared his love for me in front of a national audience, because there is nothing more perfect for me to hear than him choosing pie. Pie! This man . . . pie—my sixteen-year-old heart whispers, soul mate.
“Pie, you say. Any particular kind?”
He looks back over at the host. “Nope. I love all kinds of pies. In fact, I’ve never met a pie I didn’t like, just some I like more than others.”
“That’s very vague.”
“Well, I should clarify—it’s not the flavors of pie that makes the difference. It’s who makes them, the quality. Once you’ve had the best pies in the world, the rest are just good pies. I’ll still eat them, but they don’t compare.”
“And where can we find these best pies in the world?”
I grip the blanket in my lap hard as Bryan stalls and chooses his words. I so desperately want him to say my name, even though he hasn’t eaten any of my pies in over ten years.
“How about I send you one for your birthday?” he suggests. If it’s me, does that mean he’s going to call and order one? I think I would die. Then again, maybe it’s not me. It’s been a really long time.
“Or better yet, we’ll ask James. I’m certain he’s tasted these amazing pies.”
Bryan grins. “Oh, he has, and without a doubt he’ll tell you where these pies are.”
“He has to be talking about you and your pies,” Marie whispers as my heart pounds harder.
“Speaking of James Jarvie”—Paul flips his cards silently, indicating that their rapid-fire game is over—“it’s nice to hear about the bond you two still have. We all saw firsthand how well you worked together on the field, but we love it when friendships like what the two of you have last long-term. Let’s go back and talk about some of your earlier years. We all know you and James grew up together, but how old were you when you both decided football was the sport for you?”
“We were ten when we started tossing the football around more seriously. Both of us loved the sport, but for me, I’d have to say it was during my freshman year of high school. Our quarterback went down with an injury during a practice midseason, and I was called up from the junior varsity team to see how I would do. I wasn’t nervous under the lights, against the larger players, or in front of the crowd . . . I was in my element. I thrived off of the energy, went out, and threw a seventy-yard Hail Mary pass on my second play. I knew then football was it for me.”
“Look here, folks.” Paul turns toward the large screen behind him, and the pass Bryan just described plays out on the screen. I was there, at that game, and I cried when his receiver caught the ball and ran it in for a touchdown. There had been a collective pause throughout the stands while the ball was midair, and then the crowd roared. See, our football team was historically a losing one. Our town is small, and so was our team, but not that night. After winning, we felt like we were on top of the world.
“Seems you weren’t the only one that night who realized you were going places.” He smiles at Bryan.
“No. The year after, my sophomore year, scouts started coming in. It was exciting for all of us.”
It really was. Scouts were always calling and wanting to drop by. GiGi brought them into the main house, and she did the talking. Bryan’s stepfather never bothered to show up, which was actually probably for the best. GiGi won over everyone she ever met—never underestimate the power of a great slice of pie.
“I bet, and now from what we hear at the network, you’re about to head back to your hometown.” Images of Oakwood pop up and begin rotating on the screen behind him.
Wait . . . what? Hometown?!
Marie lets out a squeak of some sort next to me as I sit up straight and slosh some of the sangria over the rim of the cup and onto my lap.
“Yes, Paul. I am.” He nods, a small smile touches his perfect lips, and then his gaze cuts to the camera and pierces me straight through the heart.
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TODAY IS ONE of those days.
In fact, today is the third one of
those days in a row. I know what’s wrong; I know what’s coming. I just have to decide if I’m ready.
It started three nights ago with the airing of the interview. I watched it from home, by myself, because I couldn’t bear to have people’s eyes on me. I hate being in the spotlight. I also hate being viewed as anything other than what I am, and that’s a damn good football player. I’m not a puppet, and I don’t believe in the dog and pony show that often accompanies this job. It isn’t anyone’s business where I come from, what I eat for breakfast, who I spend my time with, or how I choose to live my life off the field.
Then, as if it was an omen, two nights ago there was a record-breaking storm for the number of lightning strikes to hit the ground. The leftover electricity left a buzz that permeated the dense humid air right up until last night’s season opener. We won our game, and I should have been elated, but for some reason I just wasn’t. Sure, I was happy about the win, but the adrenaline rush that usually comes after a victory like that one just wasn’t there. Instead, I watched my teammates explode around the locker room afterward, and rather than heading out with them to celebrate, I decided to drive home, sit on the back porch, and stare out at the night while thinking of her.
My best friend’s sister.
Ever since James came to visit over the Fourth of July, I can’t stop thinking about her. Yes, I have thought about her every day for the last ten years, but this is different, and lately I feel consumed. The only thing I can come up with is that during our four years of college, I spent every day with him, so even though she wasn’t there, he was, which eased the ache of missing her. It wasn’t until he left for the Navy’s aviation program after graduation that the emptiness really set in. Suddenly, they were both gone, and I had to learn to live without them. Seeing him again after such an extended period of time apart reminded me of that loss and reignited my deep yearning for her.
Lexi.
One would think because James and Lexi are siblings, they would look similar, but they are polar opposites. He’s tall; she’s short. He’s loud and outgoing; she’s mostly quiet and reserved. He has dark features and she has light, but despite their differences, it’s their eyes that suck me in. Both have pale green eyes that are all-knowing and have a way of piercing me straight to my core. I know it’s weird, and even though I was always with him, his eyes made me feel like I was with her. If he was around, I felt like she was, too, and somehow that was enough.
Now, I’m not so sure.
While sitting on the back porch, I listened to our song of the sounds of the night; that’s what she used to call it. Always constant and never changing, the melody has become a comfort to me, and every night since I was ten years old, I’ve slept with the bedroom windows open. It was mainly because she liked the window open, but also because it calmed me when I felt trapped in a life I so desperately wanted to escape.
My mother died when I was ten. I’ve never known who my father is, so I ended up being stuck with my stepfather. He made it very clear that I was unwanted baggage from her, an inconvenience to him, which is why I spent most of my childhood dreaming about what I needed to do and what it would be like to leave him, to leave that small town. I couldn’t wait to get as far away as possible, and I swore over and over again I would never go back.
However, ever since the day I left, it seems I am constantly doing or seeking out little things that remind me of the place I once called home, even though it never really felt like home. It was just a temporary experience I had to endure in order to move on to the next chapter of my life. I’m continually surprised when I find comfort in things like the sound of cicadas and the smell of grass after a late-day summer shower. The reality is, it all just comes back to her. Do I find comfort in those things because they remind me of home, or is it because they remind me of a time in my life when I was with her?
Well, I never really was with her, and years later, it’s the one regret I can’t get past, even though I did it all for a reason.
Now, I find myself in an interesting predicament, because I want to see her again. No, I need to see her again, but how do I do that after all this time? I walked away from her ten years ago and never looked back. I left her without even saying goodbye.
The thing is, I never wanted to say goodbye to her. I still don’t. It would feel too official and too final, and I liked knowing our relationship hadn’t ended, knowing she was out there somewhere. I know I hurt her—how could I have not? Maybe one day I’ll get the chance to explain, and maybe one day she’ll understand.
Now, here I am today, and practice was brutal. They think it’s funny to tell us we should feel fortunate they let us sleep in and start practice at ten instead of the usual six o’clock in the morning. The only problem with this is that by ten in the morning in Florida, it is just plain hot outside. The sun is pounding down and the humidity is almost unbearable. I know I can handle it, though; I’ve been playing football in the south for the last eighteen years.
Reid and I walk back into the locker room together, having run a few extra drills after the team left the field. After joining the Tarpons, he quickly slipped into the role of being my go-to wide receiver, just like James was in college. The more we work together, the more I can feel the magnetic draw to his hands. The ball just seems to leave mine and slip right into his grip. It feels so good.
Off the field, Reid and I also formed a bond that most people don’t understand. He’s quiet, just like I am, and because of that, we gravitated toward each other. Neither of us particularly cares for the fame and flair that comes with being an NFL player. I understand why most of the guys choose not to hang out with us; I can imagine that trying to hold a conversation with us is a lot like watching paint dry.
Walking up to my locker, I see there are two pie boxes sitting on the bench in front of it. I pick up the card on the top box and read that it’s from a fan. All of them are from fans, and when I say all, I mean all. Yesterday there were twenty-six pies dropped off for me, another four this morning when I arrived, and now here are two more. The guys think it’s hilarious, but that hasn’t stopped them from wandering into our cafeteria to eat them. There’ve been homemade pies, Village Inn pies, Mike’s pies, Publix pies—you name it, we’ve had it.
Except for Lexi’s pies.
“Are you excited about heading home?” Reid asks as we strip off our sweat-soaked practice jerseys and pads. My eyes catch on the silicone black wedding band he wears. Reid got married two months ago, and as happy as I am for him, there is a part of me that’s jealous and longs for what he has—his best friend, the girl he loves, by his side, every day. I’ve never had that; well, I haven’t in ten years. Memories of me secretly seeking Lexi out on the top row of the bleachers where she always sat have my chest aching. She never shied away from telling people she was at the games to watch both James and me, but I always knew she was really there for me.
“Yeah, I guess.” I shrug my shoulders.
Home . . . my home is here, but home also means Lexi and James. I think about a picture of Lexi laughing I found on the Firefly Kitchen website last night. She looks different, but also the same. She looks like a woman now, but she still has the same details I’ve always loved: the sweetheart shape of her face, freckles across the bridge of her nose, and those pale green eyes.
“I feel honored they think I’m worthy of the key to the city.”
The key to the city—how crazy is that? I didn’t even know towns did this type of thing anymore, but I guess they do. An ornamental key that’s given as a gift to someone the city—or town, in my case—feels is a friend, ally, or someone special is an interesting tradition.
“Well, I would feel honored, too,” Reid says excitedly.
“It’s a small town, and not a lot happens there. All I’ve done is donate some money to the athletic program at the high school and create a scholarship.”
“Must have been a lot of money. Look at you, being a philanthropist,” he teases, and I grunt in response while unlacing my cleats.
“How long has it been?” Jack asks as he walks up into our conversation. There’s a fork sticking out of his mouth, and I can’t help but roll my eyes. You would think after how much pie he shoved down his throat yesterday he’d be in sugar shock, but nope, he’s back at it again today.
Catching my expression, he grins. “What? I can’t help that it’s all so good.” His eyes widen as he spots the two new boxes, and he tips his head. “What kind are those?”
I pick up the boxes and hand them to him. One says grasshopper pie, and the other says cherry.
“Yes! Can I take these home?” he asks, his voice so hopeful.
“Sure, and it’s been a while since I’ve been back—years, in fact,” I answer as I look at Jack. I’m certain my frown relays that it’s been more than just a few years, but only I know that the true answer is never. I’ve never gone back home.
He tucks the boxes under his arm, the sleeve of his clean shirt bunching up. He’s already showered and ready to go.
“I understand.” He nods and then breaks eye contact. “I don’t really have any one place I call home, so I haven’t been anywhere in years either. We moved around a lot with my father’s career, and now they’re retired in Scottsdale. I love the water way too much to think about staying there long-term.”
I agree. I love the water, too, which is why many people were surprised when I bought my house on the river instead of downtown or on the island with my other teammates. The minute I walked out the back door, which faces northwest, I knew it was the one for me. Yes, the river cuts through the city, but the view across from me is undeveloped, wooded, and it makes me feel like I’m not in the city. It’s perfect.
“What time is the ceremony? Want me to go with you?” Reid asks. I should have known he would offer. He’s loyal and a true friend like that. Not many would give up their day off to drive two hours in the car, stand in the heat, and then drive two hours back.
“It’s at ten, and thanks, but no thanks. I might make a few stops while I’m there.”
Not a few stops, just one, maybe, but I don’t tell them that.
Tossing my cleats and helmet into my locker and my dirty clothes into my bag, I grab a towel, wrap it around my waist, and turn to find both Reid and Jack staring at me. It’s like they know tomorrow is more of a big deal than I’m letting on, so I slip into my role as a leader and try to assuage their concerns.
“Don’t worry, boys.” I smile real big and see both of them shift away from the uncertain tension that had set in between them. I throw out my arms and begin walking backward toward the showers. “I’ll be back and on the plane for our game this weekend first thing the following morning.”
If only it were that simple.
 
Grasshopper Pie



 
 

 
 
EVERYONE HAS DEFINING moments in their lives that they remember with more clarity than others, whether they are good or bad, and for me, almost all of them include him.
The first occurred when I was ten years old, which I find ironic these days. He wasn’t present for the first ten years of my life, and he hasn’t been present in the last ten. Now, today, he’s blowing into town, and I can’t resist the opportunity to get a glimpse of him.
Growing up, my bedroom faced the back of our property, and an acre and a half away from the porch stands the most gorgeous oak tree in the whole world. GiGi once told me her father built our house near it because of an old Southern legend. The legend says if an oak has been struck by lightning, its destiny is to protect the land and anything on it, and there’s a large burnt crack down the side of the trunk. I’ve always loved this legend, and without fail, a day or two after a really bad storm, GiGi would walk out to the tree, kiss the crack, and wrap her arms around it like she was giving it a hug. I imagine most people would think this is strange, but it was normal for me. I don’t know how old the oak tree is, but I do know it has been there a very long time.
The second best thing about the tree is the tree house my grandfather built for my mother and her brother when they were little. Even after they were grown and my grandfather had passed, GiGi continued to pay the property manager to keep it safe and sturdy. James and I probably spent just as much time in the tree house as we did the main house. It was our go-to place.
When I was ten years old, on one particular night, daylight had slowly slipped from a beautiful shade of lavender into the inky black of night, and as the sky darkened, I watched and squinted my eyes in search of the tiny flickering lights. The oak tree is surrounded by tall grass, and instead of mowing it all down, the lawn man keeps a nice clean path that runs right up to the base of the trunk. He also circles around the tree to give us some space to talk and have access to the swing on the backside. Have I mentioned I love this tree?
During the day we would lie under it and make wishes on dandelions as we blew the seeds away, and at night I always stayed up in my room and watched for the fireflies as they would twinkle up into the sky. There’s something so magical about something so small that can light up all on its own.
I had settled down into my seat by the window, which was cracked so I could listen to the cicadas, and that was when I saw a flicker of light coming from inside the tree house, a light brighter than that of the fireflies. Staring, I had begun to believe I’d imagined things, but then the light flickered again.
What was James doing out there, and why hadn’t he invited me to join him?
Anger coursed through my ten-year-old body. In our safe little world here on the farm, it never occurred to me that I should be worried about a stranger being in the tree house, so I grabbed my flashlight, pushed open the window, and climbed out onto the back porch. Instead of going down the steps, I tiptoed over to the side of the house where the veranda ended and jumped to the ground.
If you walked directly behind the house, the motion lights would kick on, so instead I ran around the edge of the backyard, up against the edge of the tall grass, which lead to the path to the tree.
Standing at the base of the ladder, I heard sniffing, like someone was crying, and immediately my anger slipped to concern. Whenever he was mad or upset, my brother always hid in the tree house to have time to himself.
“James, are you okay?” I asked.
The sniffing stopped, and I heard some shuffling over into the far corner. No one responded.
“All right, be that way, but I’m coming up.”
One by one I climbed the rungs up into the tree house. There isn’t a door to enter, just a hole cut out of the middle of the floor that wraps all the way around the tree, and once you climb up the trunk, you step out onto the floor.
As soon as I entered the tree house, I turned on my flashlight and waved it toward the corner where I’d heard the noise. Startling me, there curled up in the corner was a boy I’d never seen before, a boy I instantly knew went by the name Bryan, a boy I somehow knew was going to change my world.
Bryan and his stepfather had moved to our farm the week before. I had overheard GiGi talking on the phone, and she was saying how sad it was that the poor man’s wife had died in a car accident, leaving him all alone with his stepson. This man wanted to start over, making a new life for him and the boy, so GiGi agreed and hired him as our new property manager. With the care of the property came room and board in a separate house on the edge of the land. It wasn’t big, but it was big enough for the two of them.
“Hey, Bryan,” I said apprehensively, keeping my distance from him.
“Hey, yourself.” His sarcastic tone came across clear as a bell.
“What are you doing up here?” I raised the flashlight from the ground to his chest, and he flinched at the brightness, looking away and cloaking his face in shadows.
“Nothing.” He resituated himself to attempt to hide from me and the light.
“You’re lying. I heard you crying.”
“Just leave me alone. I want to be alone.” As much as he wanted to sound forceful, what I heard was desperation and loneliness. Neither of us moved, so I raised the light higher to see his face for the very first time.
He heard me gasp, so he tucked his face under his arm.
Walking over to him, I dropped to my knees and placed the flashlight on the ground, light up so it would reflect off the ceiling and we could see.
“What happened to you?” I asked quietly. He was very dirty, and he didn’t answer. I reached over to finger the edge of his dirty shirt and he jerked away from me.
“Please leave me alone.” The tears were back, and I could see the dirt smudged all over his face as he tried to wipe them away.
“No. If you’re hurt, we need to tell someone.”
“I’m not hurt. I just want to be left alone.” He wrapped his arms tighter around his drawn-up knees and lifted his head to pin me with a sad, angry glare.
“But, I don’t understand.”
“You don’t need to,” he said harshly through clenched teeth.
I didn’t know what to do or say. Something was clearly wrong with him if he was up there crying and hiding, and we continued to stare at each other until he eventually let out a long sigh and dropped his head.
“Fine, I won’t ask you to leave again. Just please don’t say anything about me being up here. I just wanted some space and time to myself.”
“Okay, stay here. I’ll be right back.”
With that I climbed down and ran back to main the house. I had a feeling he was going to sleep in the tree house that night, so I wanted to grab a few things to make him more comfortable.
I snuck in quietly, knowing GiGi had already gone to bed. I packed up a few things from the hall bathroom then grabbed a snack from the kitchen, a clean T-shirt for him to wear, and a pillow and blanket.
When I got back to the tree house, Bryan was still there, and he was still crying. Neither of us said anything to each other. He watched me warily, and I just went about as if I knew exactly what I was doing.
Reluctantly and slowly, he let me take his shirt off of him, and I cringed when I saw the scrape across his back. I moved the flashlight over to get a better look, retrieved the wet washcloth I’d brought, and very carefully cleaned up his back. The skin was irritated and split open in a couple of places. Gently, I applied some cream, just like GiGi would do, and I covered the largest spots with Band-Aids.
“I scraped it climbing out the window. I couldn’t get it up all the way and I just wanted out of that house.”
“Why? What happened?”
He turned his head, and his lips pressed into a flat line. “Nothing.” He sounded so dejected and so sad.
I handed him a clean shirt of James’s and helped him put it on. Afterward, I opened the backpack and pulled out the snack. He shook his head, so instead I handed him a bottle of water. He swallowed slowly and continued to watch my every move.
As I went to put the washcloth back in the bag, I remembered his face. I looked him in the eyes as I leaned forward to brush the hair off his forehead. His hair was so soft, nothing like James’s. He let me wipe down his face then his hands, and sometime during this process he’d stopped crying and begun shaking.
In the tree house was a large cooler where we kept two sleeping bags and pillows. It made a great outdoor trunk because it stayed airtight against the bugs and kept the humidity out. I pulled out the sleeping bags, opened them up, and laid them flat on the floor. I threw down the pillows and took Bryan by the hand, and he moved over to the makeshift bed and curled up on his side. He just looked so sad.
I didn’t even ask him if he wanted me to stay; I just lay down next to him and threw the blanket over us. I wanted to curl up around him and hold him, but being uncertain, I just lay in front of him, face-to-face. I brushed the hair back off his forehead and reached out to hold his hand.
“He hates me,” he whispered.
“Why would you say that?” I asked, feeling sad for him.
“Because he tells me so every day.”
I couldn’t imagine GiGi ever saying she hated me or James, and my heart swelled as it ached for him. His eyes once again flooded with water, and big tears slowly dripped down the side of his face.
“I miss my mom,” he whispered, closing his eyes as his chin quivered and grief settled over him.
I don’t remember my mom, so I don’t miss her, but I couldn’t imagine losing GiGi.
He snuggled a little closer and continued to shake. It didn’t feel that cold out to me, but just in case, I rolled over and scooted up next to him. I wrapped his arm around my waist and continued to hold his hand. He pushed his face into my hair, and I could feel his breath on the back of my neck as he cried. Slowly, the shaking stopped, and we both fell asleep. I hoped in his dreams he’d be able to escape his sadness, whereas in mine, all I saw was a beautifully damaged boy.
The next morning when I woke up, Bryan was gone.
That was the first time he left me, and little did I know, it wouldn’t be the last. That’s why I should turn around and go back home instead of standing here like a creeper waiting for him to make his grand entrance, but I continue waiting.
Our town square is set up like any other small-town town square in the south. The streets are laid out like a grid, and right in the middle of the business district is a piece of land deemed historical, one dedicated to our founding fathers. I do believe ours is larger than others, which is why we call it the town park instead. Of course, it has the requisite gazebo in the middle for special events and such, and all around it and throughout the park are oak trees, really large ones that are great for climbing—or in my case, hiding.
Peeking out from behind a tree on the eastern side of the gazebo, I watch as the crowd waiting to see him continues to grow. After all, around here, he is a celebrity and a role model to the children. Adults have followed his football career for years, ever since he started playing for a recreational league at the age of twelve, and the kids, well, they look up to him as a real-life hero.
From this vantage point, I am given the gift of time: time to study him, time to gather my wits, and time to decide my next move—that is, if I want to make a move. I’m not sure I do.
Yes, I’ve seen him on television, but this version is so different from the guy I knew back then, and really, I know nothing about him.
Absolutely nothing.
Well, except that he prefers pie over cake. My heart sings at the thought.
“I can’t believe you dragged me out here for this. I’m sweating like a hog and it’s pouring off of me,” Marie chirps from behind me while swiping at the sweat threatening to roll down her chest and into her shirt.
“Look, it’s bad enough that I feel the need to hide from him, but I can’t stand here by myself. What if someone sees me? At least this way we look like we’re having a private conversation.”
She rolls her eyes and starts flapping her elbows to attempt to dry out her armpits. “Seriously, you should just find him after this, walk straight up to him, and say hello. After all these years, what do you have to lose? Nothing.”
“But we’ve never said hello. That wasn’t our thing,” I argue.
“Well, fine! Say hey, say whatever. It doesn’t even matter. Just get in front of him, strut your stuff, and make him feel sorry for leaving you.” She swipes at the sweat forming across her forehead.
A laugh slips out of me as I try to imagine what I would look like strutting. As I’m a little on the curvier side, my guess is it would look more like waddling.
Off in the northwest corner, the high school marching band starts to play. The music gets progressively louder as they approach the gazebo, and my heart rate picks up in anticipation of being closer to him than I have in years.
I know I’m being ridiculous, but right now, at this moment, my nerves are winning out. Yes, we were friends as kids, but he’s never returned home, not once, and to my knowledge through James, he’s never talked about it or even asked about me.
Again, unrequited love.
Sure, I’ve dated people over the years. I actually had one long relationship with a guy when I was in culinary school, but when it was time to graduate and return home, I discovered I wasn’t that sad to leave him, and I certainly didn’t miss him the way I’ve missed Bryan.
The music eventually dies and the screech of the microphone sounds through the speakers. Taking a deep breath, I step to the side of the tree and scan the crowd. Hundreds have come out to see him. In fact, it looks like most of the town is here. Figures. The gazebo is covered in garnet and gold balloons, our school colors. There’s a large framed photo of him from when he played here, one of him in college, and one of him playing professionally. Several news crews are present, mostly local, and I imagine this is one of the biggest stories of the summer for them. Bryan is making an appearance off the field, which is like spotting a rare bird in the wild.
There’s commotion on the stage. The mayor has walked over to stand at the microphone, and he’s smiling down at someone on the stairs that lead up to the gazebo. Deep down, I know it’s him.
There are so many people and it’s so crowded, but with the way my heart is pounding and how fried my nerves are, he may as well be standing right in front of me.
A warm, humid breeze sweeps by my feet and with it, a tossed-aside flyer. I pick it up and see that it’s an agenda for today. Its main highlights are the award, the acceptance, and then a meet-and-greet session with Bryan where he’ll be signing a giveaway photo of him and posing for pictures. From there, people can wander over to the community center for a potluck lunch that will have everything from pulled pork to Ms. Diane’s famous chocolate chip Bundt cake.
A huff escapes me. I can tell you where I’m not going to be today. There’s no way in hell I’m standing in line to see him or mingling at a town gathering where the gossipmongers will be watching. The last thing I want or need to be is a topic of conversation.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” blares out from the speakers. “I’m Mayor Buckley, and I would like to thank you for coming out this morning. I would also like to thank the distinguished city of Oakwood and recognize the generous contributions one of our own has made, not only to our community, but to others across the great state of Florida. He is an inspiration and the true definition of what success looks like due to hard work, dedication, and leadership. It is my pleasure to introduce this young man to you today, so please give it up and welcome Bryan Brennen.”
The crowd cheers, and it’s not one of those halfhearted responses because they’re expected to cheer. There’s real emotion swelling up out of them that’s meant for him, and I can’t help but be swept away by their enthusiasm and feel proud for him. I may be hiding, but inside I’m squealing.
As if in slow motion, I first see blond hair on the back of his head as he ascends the steps and becomes visible over the crowd. Broad shoulders wrapped in a white tailored button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Muscular back. Narrow waist. Long legs. And then he reaches the top. Turning toward the mayor, he extends his hand, the mayor excitedly shakes it, and then he pulls him in for a hug. There are a few pats on the back, and then they release each other and turn toward the crowd.
His face.
That smile.
He looks just like he did on television, only now he appears a little shinier. He looks real, and in my head I’m screaming, Oh my God. Ten years is such a long time, and right this moment an imaginary bucket of freezing water douses me as I realize my reaction to seeing him feels less like the homecoming of a loved one and more like I’m fangirling at a celebrity. Fangirling.
Anger slices through me, and my eyes blur with the unmistakable vision of humble pie. I know deep down I’m not a groupie, but I may as well be considering I was never important enough to him to stay in touch with. I drop my gaze, not wanting to see him anymore, and suddenly I wish I were anywhere but here.
“Marie.” I turn to face her. “I think—” From above me, a clicking, squeaking, and squabbling starts. At first the noise is just annoying, but as I’m so lost in my own thoughts, I don’t think anything of it until the sound gets closer and louder.
So loud.
So fast.
So much scurrying, and I’m not prepared for the two fighting squirrels that race down the tree. One jumps on my head, the other on my back, and they proceed to crawl all over me while one runs from the other.
Now, you have to understand, the squirrels in the park are so spoiled by the townspeople, it’s like they are almost domesticated. They’ll climb on your arm, sit on your shoulder, and essentially pose for pictures if it means they’ll be fed, but if there’s one thing you’ll never catch me doing, it’s feeding the squirrels.
I. Hate. Squirrels.
To me they are rats with a bushy tail, and the fact that two of them are racing all over me sends my heart into instant overdrive and me screaming from out behind the tree with my arms flailing.
“Oh! My! God!”
Little claws scratching.
Smelly fur in my face.
This is a total nightmare come true!
“Get off me!” I scream while running around in a circle like a crazy person.
Rare diseases, permanent scars, bald patchy spots where they rip out my hair—every imaginable horror stampedes through my head as my feet tear up the grass underneath me.
At some point I trip over a tree root and land on the ground. That’s when the squirrels finally jump off, and I’m left panting and trembling. This has to be one of the worst experiences of my life.
Gasping for air, I slowly stand, shake out my arms, and clap my hands together to get rid of the dirt. Smoothing down my hair and my skirt, I glance at Marie, who is howling with laughter and wiping her eyes.
“Seriously? It’s not funny.” I scowl at her. “You could have helped me.”
“Oh, yes, it is funny! Look . . .” She points behind me, and cold dread slides right down my spine.
Oh no.
Slowly, I turn toward the awards ceremony, only to find the mayor has stopped talking and everyone is staring at me—and I do mean everyone.
Bright red embarrassment bursts to the surface of my skin as my eyes land on Bryan’s, and to my utter and complete humiliation, I watch as one side of his mouth twitches and turns up. He’s trying to not laugh. At me.
I’ve waited ten years, ten long years for this moment, and he’s laughing at me.
I could cry.
Someone, please, just kill me now.
Turning, I glare at Marie as I walk past her and head straight for my car.
I should have known today wouldn’t go the way I planned, and although I know the ceremony just started, there is no way I’m sticking around now. My overworked broken heart crashes into my stomach as horror, more embarrassment, and disappointment battle it out to see which can affect me more.
Me. This only happens to someone like me. I wish the ground would open up and swallow me whole.
From behind me, Marie calls out, “Oh, come on. It was funny.”
But I don’t stop. I just can’t.
To hell with both of them.
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I KNEW SHE was here. I could feel it, but I couldn’t openly look for her without making it too obvious I was looking for someone. Discreetly and quickly, I scanned through every person I could out in the audience. So many faces, young and old, but not the one I had been hoping for, which left me feeling disappointed.
That is until her spectacular display in front of most of the town.
The anxiety I had felt prior to being here today dissipated in a flash, just like the flash of those squirrels. I chuckle to myself. In its place, a rightness settled into my chest, knowing I’ve got this, and I couldn’t help but smile.
Her eyes met mine, narrowed, and then she whipped around to leave, so fast her hair flew out behind her. I drank in the sight of her, from her blonde hair down to her flip-flop-clad feet as she stormed away. I can’t say I blame her; had it been me, I would have left too. That said, she can run, just like she’s doing, but she can’t hide. I’m glad I came today, and now I know what I need to do. It’s finally time, and I don’t intend for any more of it to go by without her.
“As I was saying . . .” The mayor clears his throat to start again, the crowd smiling and laughing along with him.
I have to forcefully tear my gaze off her retreating back, slip into my required role, and return my attention to the ceremony. Thankfully it started at ten, and I can’t imagine it lasting too long; I was told thirty minutes. It’s scorching hot out here, everyone is sweating, and the gnats have started to swarm.
I’ve never minded being out in public to meet fans. As much as I’ve let the world know I’m there to work and only work, the media and the fans are two completely different things. The fans, I’m so appreciative of for their continued support both on and off the field, and I always do and always will stop to shake someone’s hand or take a photo. It makes me proud and humbled, and I often remind myself that greatness is not what I have, but what I give. Giving back to those who are always giving to me inspires all of us, and it feels like the least I can do, which is why I haven’t minded sitting here for the last hour and a half signing things and taking photos.
“Well, well, well, look what the cat dragged in,” I hear as I wave goodbye to the boy and his mom currently at my signing table. From behind them, Marie Michaels steps up and tilts her head to the side as she and I both take in the changes from the last ten years. She looks older, different, but in a good way.
“Marie, how are you?” I give her a close-lipped smile as she shoves her hands into the back pockets of her shorts. She doesn’t know I know she works with Lexi. James told me a while back, so I find it endearing that she’s here in front of me. We both know she’s not here to see me. Judging by the ring on her finger, which flashed at me two seconds ago, she’s married and couldn’t care less about me. This is all for Lexi.
“I’m livin’ the dream,” she says. There’s a little edge to her tone, and it makes me smile bigger.
“I’m happy to hear that. Thanks for coming out. It’s nice to see another familiar face.” I lean forward with my elbows on the table. Between my fingers is a black Sharpie, and I twirl it.
“You look taller.” Her eyes scan over my face, my shoulders, and down my arms.
“I am. I grew another two inches when I was nineteen.” The growth spurt was a surprise and very much a delight to the coaching staff at the University of Florida. As I grew taller, my arms grew longer, and in many ways the quarterback coach was able to tweak the drills we had been running to take my fundamentals and mechanics to the next level.
“Are you planning on stopping by the house while you’re in town?” she asks, straight to the point and watching me for any type of reaction.
“I am.”
Instead of responding, her eyes spark and her lips compress, and with that one inflection, I hear her loud and clear.
“Besides, James would kick my ass if I didn’t stop in and check up on her.” I give her my best grin, but she doesn’t take the bait. Those who are enamored by my position and title usually waver when I smile, and it’s good to see that Marie is not. She’s true to Lexi, and I find comfort in this. I’ve often wondered who’s in Lexi’s life and if she has the support she needs, especially since GiGi died.
“I would say it’s nice to see you, but I’m not so sure yet.” She smirks a little.
“I guess that’s fair.”
We stare at each other for a beat longer until her eyes flit to the table, travel over the homemade barbecue sauce someone brought me, and land on the glossy eight-by-ten photos of me in action throwing the ball. She reaches down and slides one toward me to sign, so I uncap the marker and slash my autograph across it. I pick it up, our eyes meeting and holding again as she takes it from me and hugs it to her chest.
“So, yeah, speaking of James . . . if you hurt her again, I’ll be sure to tell him, and this right here”—she taps the back of the photo—“it will look lovely on the dartboard at The Roundup.”
With that she gives me one more smile, albeit a sarcastic one, and then saunters off.
All I hear echoing through my mind is the word ‘again’.
Again.
Damn, she hit mark, and I’m not sure she even knows it.
Hearing that word felt like being struck in the chest with a rock from a slingshot, and the discomfort lingers with me long after the last person walks through the line to meet me, while I pack up and say my farewells, and as I climb into my truck to drive the familiar path back to the house of my childhood.
What did she mean by ‘again’?
It could be a number of things. So many times I’ve imagined what seeing Lexi again would be like, but that one word makes me acutely aware that this may not go like I want it to.
Well, no turning back now.
The town looks good, not that I didn’t think it would, but it looks well-loved over the last ten years and not run-down in the slightest.
Over and over, I pass places I had forgotten about, smiling at the memories that come flooding back. From the diner to the coffee shop, the post office, and even the urgent care, all of them have stories to tell, and I realize all of my stories have Lexi in them.
Letting out a deep breath, I shake my head.
I am an idiot.
I’ve known this for years, but she knows me, too, and she has to know why it’s been this way. If anyone will understand, it’s going to be her.
Pulling onto the driveway, I stop at the entrance to scan the property and immediately spot changes. Most noticeable is that the driveway is now lined with a split rail fence, and it’s covered in a green leafy vine I’m certain is honeysuckle or jasmine. I saw she sells honey on her website for Firefly Kitchen, so I’m not surprised she would plant this.
As I roll down the window, an overwhelming feeling of nostalgia hits me as I breathe in the humid summer air. It smells like grass, warm and fresh, like home, a home I never wanted to recognize as such. Now that I’m here, though, I do.
Glancing to the right, I see she’s replaced the mailbox. It’s oversized and black, and there are fireflies painted down the side of it. Next to it is an old tree stump. It was our bus stop, and it’s also the place where I first met James and got to see Lexi, I mean really see her in the light of day. I knew then that she was someone who was going to be important to me, even though I didn’t want her to be.
I was sitting by myself on the stump, waiting for the school bus, when I heard them approaching. I glanced up and watched as a woman walked with the boy I knew was James and Lexi, the girl who’d sat with me while I cried. I said nothing, and I couldn’t help but notice how pretty she was.
“Hey, Bryan,” she said to me. My eyes flashed to hers as all three of them stared at me. I didn’t really understand the expression on her face, but thinking back, I’m certain it was wariness mixed with hope . . . hope for a new friend.
“Hey you,” I said quietly before looking down at my shoes—old shoes that were dirty and had a hole in the toe.
“Bryan!” James said next to her. “This is going to be awesome! You can sit next to me on the bus this year.” He started jumping around, grinning from ear to ear.
“Hey, what about me?” Anger and disappointment flashed across her face.
“Oh, Lexi, us boys have to stick together,” he taunted, smirking at her while I still said nothing, and that’s exactly what we did.
James and I became inseparable after that day. We were placed in the same class, and our fate was sealed. We rode the bus together, sat together at lunch, played together after school, and all the while there was Lexi sitting off to the side. I wanted to include her, and sometimes we did, but he was my best friend and I didn’t want to do anything to change that.
It was always just James and me, at least that was what I told myself, but after all this time, I know it wasn’t.
As the bus pulled up that day, GiGi reached into her apron pocket and grabbed her camera. Every year on the first day of school, she took their picture, and this year was no different, except now and every year after, I was in the photo too.
Taking in a deep breath, I let go of the memory, ease up off the brake, and begin to make my way up the drive. It’s funny—I always knew I would see Lexi again, knew our paths would cross, most likely because of James; I just never thought it would be here.
I wanted away from this place so bad, for so many reasons, mainly because Cole was here and I never wanted to see him again, but I think my prejudices and ambitions skewed the reality of what I thought this home represented. When looking at it now, it’s not discomfort I see—it’s contentment.
Approaching the house, I see Lexi sitting out on the front steps. She must have heard me coming up the drive, or maybe Marie called her, and although I’ve had ten years to think about what I’m going to say to her, I find myself suddenly nervous and at a loss.
Occasionally, photos of her would show up or James would share one with me, but none of them prepared me for the woman she is now. In many ways, she was still a girl when I left, but not anymore.
I park next to another truck off to the side and see a decal on the driver’s side door that says, Tadlock Roofing Company. I glance up at the house, and sure enough, there on the back side, two guys are working. I can’t imagine how much it costs her to maintain this house.
Climbing out, I follow through with a ritual I’ve done for as long as I can remember to calm my nerves. I take two deep breaths and swallow once. I don’t know why I’m so nervous, but I am.
As I approach her, she looks up, and her beautiful light eyes lock with mine. Something deep inside me shifts and settles. I feel like for years I have been running—running from the pain of my mother’s death, running from my childhood memories with Cole, and well . . . just running from here. I don’t even really know where I was trying to run to, and it doesn’t really matter. I just needed something different, somewhere different, and it wasn’t going to be here.
For so long I have been trying to find a place of acceptance, a place for me. Yes, everyone knows I’m a great football player, and everyone loves that guy. It was a perfect means to an end to get the hell out of here, but seeing Lexi again, a peace I have been searching for so desperately trickles through my veins. I knew it was her; it’s always been her, and it’s my fault we have this huge gap of missed time.
I can’t read the expression on her face. In the midst of all this, I was hoping she would be happy to see me, but maybe she’s not. I feel the air being sucked out of my lungs the longer we stand facing each other. I am actually beginning to think it was a really bad idea coming back here, but then again, I had to face her at some point. It’s been too long.
Watching her beautiful face, I see her chin quiver slightly, and then her eyes fill with unshed tears. My stomach drops. Oh man. I have no idea what to say or do. I can’t read her anymore. Is she happy I’m here or is she mad? Does she want me to stay or go? All I can do is stare at her, say nothing, and wait for her to take the lead.
“Hey, Bryan,” she finally whispers, letting out a deep sigh and blinking to clear her eyes.
“Hey, you,” I calmly say back.
She clasps her hands in front of her, propping her elbows on her thighs. She’s changed her clothes, now wearing cutoff denim shorts with a Firefly Kitchen T-shirt, and her hair is pulled up into a ponytail. She looks casual; she looks perfect.
“Congratulations on your award. What you’ve done for our community means a lot to the people around here.”
Taking compliments has never been my thing, so I just shrug my shoulders and then change the subject.
“I like what you’ve done with the place.” I look around and see she recently painted the house, refinished the porch, and has several pots overflowing with flowers. It’s so Lexi.
“Thanks. How long are you in town for?” she asks, and my eyes slide back to her.
“Just today. We fly out in the morning.”
“Right,” she says, standing and brushing off her shorts. “Well, you came all this way, so you may as well come on in and have a slice of pie.”
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I CAN’T BELIEVE he’s here. In. My. Home.
I can’t believe I almost cried.
And I don’t even know why. It’s like years and years of pent-up emotions over him, losing GiGi, James being gone, me embarrassing myself at the ceremony—all of it just bubbled to the top and tried to spill over. I’m sure he thinks I’m just a stupid girl. After all, I did see the look of horror-turned-pity on his face.
Oh well. I am who I am.
As I move around the kitchen, I do my best to play it cool, to look calm and collected, but all I can think about is how he’s here, finally here, in my house, and he looks so much better than I could have ever imagined.
Don’t get me wrong—I’m still angry. I can’t believe for so long I allowed myself to have hearts in my eyes and claimed unrequited love, because now that just feels childish and dumb. We’re grown adults, and adults know better . . . right? He may be here now, checking in on me to report back to James, but he’ll leave, just like he’s always done. Only this time, I refuse to be hurt by him, or should I say, by myself. He’s never promised me anything, so technically he’s never done anything wrong. This fantasy, the illusion of us—I clearly built that up in my head and it’s clearly one-sided, so I’m done. I’m done making this into something more than it is.
“It’s strange not seeing GiGi here,” Bryan says quietly, his fingers playing with the glass of sweet tea I set in front of him. His voice is deep and resonates with a dormant familiarity. If my soul were to awaken, I imagine it would feel something like this, and I don’t welcome the sensation. I don’t want it to recognize anything; there’s no point.
Stealing a glance at him, I see he’s looking around the kitchen. It’s vastly different from when he was here before, what he remembers.
Once Firefly Kitchen became a real business where I began selling items to people other than the locals in town, I had to update and make changes in order to obtain certification to be a commercial kitchen. All of the appliances are new along with the countertops and even the flooring, the biggest change being that business food must remain separate from personal food. As such, I gutted the mudroom off the back of the kitchen, expanded it, and added a large commercial refrigerator, freezer, and built-in shelving for storing our jarred pie fillings, jams, jellies, and honey. I love the setup and have made no secret of the fact that I love going to work every day. I’m proud of it and proud of myself. It’s my dream kitchen. Anything that’s left over, we store in the barn.
“Yeah, I know. Every now and then, during different times of the year, something will trigger a memory, and I expect to turn around and see her standing there, only she’s not.” I shrug one shoulder and go back to rolling out the dough in front of me. I have a slice in the refrigerator that I could have served him—I always do—but since I have dough ready and plenty of fillings to choose from, a fresh-baked pie seems like the better choice. Plus, he can take the leftovers with him when he goes.
“Any specific flavor you’re craving today?” I ask as I shift the rolling pin so it lifts the dough off the counter, and then I transfer it to a white ceramic pie dish.
“No. I know whatever you make will taste amazing.”
His eyes have found their way back to watching me across the large kitchen island. His kind words mess with my insides, and I rub my hands over the flour on the workspace to ground me before pressing the dough evenly into the bottom and sides of the dish.
My eyes flip up to his. “I watched your interview.”
“You did?” His brows rise.
“Yep. Smart decision on your part to answer that you prefer pie over cake.” I flash him a smile as I turn to walk into what I’ve officially started calling the gift shop and grab a large pie filling jar labeled Meyer Lemon Shaker Pie. As a kid, Bryan always loved citrus fruits, so I think this bright lemon marmalade will be perfect for him. Plus, it’s not a pie you regularly find on a restaurant menu. With six mature lemon trees outside that tend to gift me fruit year-round, it has become one of my more popular sellers.
“Well . . .” He chuckles. “It’s the truth. I really like what you’ve done with the kitchen.”
“Thanks. I love how the updates have turned out,” I say while popping the seal on the jar and walking back to the workstation.
My eyes briefly flit to him. It’s so strange to see him sitting at the kitchen island. He’s watching me, and I have a hard time looking back at him. It’s not that I’m overly embarrassed anymore from earlier—well, maybe a tiny bit; I just feel overwhelmed and a little like this whole scenario is surreal.
How many times have I dreamt about him sitting right here, in that specific spot, talking to me while I bake? Too many times to admit.
“James talks a lot about how successful your business is. I’m really proud of you.” He smiles, and the dimple makes an appearance. It’s so warm and genuine, my cheeks flush. Hearing him say he’s proud of me . . . it feels good, but also bittersweet.
Before GiGi died, I worked under the name Lexi’s Pies. After all, that was all I made. It wasn’t until a few years ago that Firefly Kitchen became a business concept. I went to Charleston to visit Meg and Shelby, my friends from culinary school, and I stopped in at their new restaurant, OBA, short for Orange Blossom Avenue. To celebrate, I brought a few pies for them to serve free of charge, and one particular guest asked how they could purchase a pie to take home. I hadn’t brought any extra pies, so on a whim, I offered to mail her the pie filling. She was delighted and became my first non-local customer.
Since then, the business has become known for its five unique pie fillings, along with seasonal flavors, jams, jellies, salsas, and honey, too. Marie keeps the website up to date with what we have in stock in the gift shop, and she maintains inventory in eclectic boutiques and kitchen stores all around the south. We also ship online orders all over the world weekly.
“When’s the last time you saw him?” I ask.
“Over the summer, up at Zach’s winery.” He picks up his glass, and I watch as he takes a sip.
“Yeah, I was sorry to miss everyone there. I had planned on going, but the water pipe that connects the well pump to the house got a crack in it. Apparently, it had been that way for a little while because the ground was flooded and the pump had been running constantly and overworking itself. It was a mess.”
He frowns. “I bet. I see you have roofers here, too.”
“Yep, loose nails, which in turn caused a ceiling leak in my old bedroom. I rarely go in there, so not sure how long it’s been leaking. Tomorrow, I have someone coming out to repair the ceiling.”
“That sucks.” He shifts on the chair, and the muscles under his shirt noticeably ripple.
“It does. Do you live in a house?” I seal the top layer of dough by rippling the edge, and then I cut patterned slits across the top.
“I do. Some of my teammates live in a condo building downtown, but I opted for a house on the river instead.”
A house on the river . . . I don’t know why, but this surprises me. I always pictured him somewhere urban, living in something modern, sleek. Maybe that’s just what I wanted to believe because it made it seem like he and I have even less in common, which would explain why he never bothered coming back.
“Does it cause you constant headaches like mine?” I grin.
He smiles. “No, but it’s a new construction, so I’m hoping nothing happens for a while.”
Well, there you go. He prefers new homes, whereas I live in an old one.
“Do you like living in Tampa?”
“I do. I honestly couldn’t ask for a better city or a better team to play for. You know if you ever want to come to a game, I’ll get you tickets.”
“Oh, thanks, but I’ve been to one of your games.” Internally I cringe. Why, just why did I say that?
“Really? Which one?” Surprise lights up his face.
“Umm, your first game. Marie and I drove down for it.”
He pauses as the delight slips off his face and he frowns again. “I wish I had known that.”
I shrug my shoulders and watch as his expression gets distant and sad. At that point he had already been gone for four and a half years, and I hadn’t heard from him once, so there was no reason for me to ever let him know I was going to the game, even though I was still so proud of him. Wild horses couldn’t have dragged me away from seeing him play in his first professional game.
His look drudges up feelings in me that I do my best not to remember. Why the thought of this makes him sad, I don’t know, but all of it just reminds me that he didn’t care enough to stay in touch. He and James moved on, and really neither one of them looked back.
Walking away from him, I move to the sink to grab a washcloth and look out the window. Rolling green fields, oak trees, pine trees, orange trees—all of it stares back, and though it might not look like much to him anymore, it does to me. I know I’m just a small-town girl. I mean, I still live in the house I grew up in, but I’m not ashamed of this. He’s worked hard for what he has, and so have I. I’m proud of who I am and what I’ve accomplished, but it does sting to feel left behind.
Oh well. After ten years, it is what it is, and at this point, the only one dwelling on this and hurting me is me. I know I can be overly sensitive and take things personally, but I’d like to think his radio silence isn’t about me at all; it’s about him. Squaring off my shoulders, I decide it’s time to finally let it go.
“Lexi.” His voice is low, rough, and unfortunately, it still imprints on my heart. “Look at me.”
I wipe my hands across the small apron tied around my waist, turn to face him, and lean back against the sink. There’s remorse etched into the fine lines around his face, which are appearing from hours spent in the sun. It’s a face I once knew so well.
“I’m sorry,” he says with the weight of a thousand missed moments.
I want to tell him not to worry about it, want to say he doesn’t owe me any explanations and it’s not a big deal . . . but it is to me, so I say nothing.
That first Thanksgiving after they left, neither he nor James came home, and I was so sad, but I understood. At Christmas, when only James showed up for two nights, I was heartbroken. He didn’t mention Bryan, and I was certain that was on purpose, so I didn’t ask. What would have been the point? Yes, we were all off doing our own thing, but to not even return for the holidays? That was when I knew he was truly never coming back. He’d said it a thousand times; it just never occurred to me that I would be something he wanted to leave too.
“Please forgive me,” he says quietly, and his words pierce me in the chest.
For years I’ve wanted this from him, a confession of sorts, an admission that what he did was awful, him saying he knows what he did to me was wrong, and here it is. I never told anyone, but I did text him congratulations after his first college game, and all he sent back was, Thanks. I sent an email after Thanksgiving letting him know I was sad he couldn’t make it home, but he never responded. As for Christmas, after that, I saw no point. He’d moved on, and that was that. James was the only tie left to him, and my poor, sad, pathetic heart clung to whatever tidbit he tossed my way.
“I’m not mad at you—well, at least not anymore. It just is what it is. I mean, really, so much time has passed at this point . . .” I shake my head. “I don’t even know you . . . not anymore,” I say pointedly.
He studies me, searching for something, and his nostrils flare as he purses his lips and lets out a deep breath. “That’s fair. I guess I don’t really know you either, but I’d like to,” he says, shifting on his seat to sit up a little straighter.
But I’d like to.
A weird buzz starts rumbling around in my chest. It feels a lot like hope, and I wish I could squash it like a bug. What does getting my hopes up do for me? Nothing. He will still leave, and who knows when I’ll hear from him again. He spent the last ten years not wanting to be my friend, and now all of a sudden he does? It’s weird. I’m confused, and I can’t help but stare at him.
Shifting again under my baffled scrutiny, those muscles move under his shirt. My eyes catch on his hands, which are flat and pressed against the marble of the island, and then my gaze trails up and over the rolled cuffs on his forearms, his biceps, his strong shoulders, and the length of his neck to his mouth. He smiles, one of those rare expressions that jump-starts my adrenaline, and I know, right then, I’m in big trouble.
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WE WON OUR game on Sunday against the Browns, but just barely. Their team, which has historically been the worst in our division, almost pulled off a win, and since then I’ve had eyes all over me. Yes, I threw one interception—they do happen, unfortunately—but it was the number of incomplete passes that had my offensive coordinator Chuck ripping me a new one before our Monday morning meeting. Some days are off days, and that’s the only thing I could come up with as to why my passes weren’t connecting. His response was, “We aren’t paying you to have off days.”
Guilt about that comment and about how my performance affects the team slipped in, and I’m having a hard time shaking it. I am the leader of our offensive team. I am responsible for calling the plays in the huddle. I am the one who needs to make it happen. My position means that, above anyone else, I have to have complete mental acuity, and that sharpness I so greatly value . . . it wasn’t there.
“You’re different,” Reid says as he drops his helmet down on the ground and sits on the bench to the right of me. He grabs one of the many water bottles lying around and squirts water into his mouth.
“What do you mean?” I ask, glancing at him, sweat from my hair still dripping down the sides of my face. It’s hot out today, and I swear the turf makes it at least ten degrees warmer. I can’t wait for them to complete the new indoor training facility they’re building.
“I don’t know how to describe it, but I’d swear you seem . . . off. You’re usually more surly this time of year.”
Hearing this alarms me. I wouldn’t call my usual attitude surly, more like laser-focused. The beginning of the season is over, and we’re still tweaking plays based on unexpected limited practice players, injured players, and well, new players. Dedication has to come from the top, and being a leader on this team is important. If they see me as distracted or not giving it my all, I can’t expect them to.
“I have to agree,” Jack says, panting as he comes to stand in front of me. “You’re going through the motions, but something is different. What gives?”
I squeeze my shoulder blades together, cross my throwing arm over my chest, and hold it to feel the stretch of the posterior cuff.
“Look, I know I wasn’t one hundred percent last Sunday. I don’t know why, but it won’t happen again.” I hate having to say this. I hate having to try to justify a poor performance. It’s not who I am, but they need to know I’m here. I’m exactly the same, and I want to erase any doubt anyone on the team may have, because this is going to be our year. I just know it.
“That’s not it. We know Chuck got onto you, your performance at practice this week being a reflection of that, but it wasn’t just you. It was all of us.” Reid slaps me on the shoulder.
That bothers me even more. If I’m having an ‘on game’ where passes are completing, downs are being made, and points are going on the board, everyone is having an ‘on game’. But, if I’m off, there’s a trickle-down effect that’s really hard to overcome. It sets a tone and overlays a vibe across the whole team. We can’t fail, because if we do, it will be my fault.
“No, this one was on me, and I take full responsibility.”
“Dude.” Jack kicks my foot to get my attention. “We still won. Shake it off, and let’s move on to thinking about how we’re going to crush New Orleans this weekend.”
I let out a sigh, because he’s right. We did win.
“All right then. I want to run through the ten core route passes five times each before we call it a day.”
Both guys look at me as I stand and grab my helmet. This will keep us out here for at least another hour and a half, but I need it. I need to wash away the missed passes from last weekend, and I need to burn this energy buzzing in my arm and chest.
“You saw her, didn’t you? When you went home last week,” Reid asks out of the blue. His narrowed gaze is suspicious and all-knowing at the same time. He remains seated on the bench instead of standing to join me on the field.
“Saw who?” Jack chimes in, moving to stand next to me.
“His girl.” Reid smirks.
“Hold up”—Jack spins to face me, brows raised in shock—“you have a girl? Since when?”
“You’ve been dying to ask me about last week, haven’t you?” I pin Reid with a stay out of my business glare. “She’s not my girl,” I state, shaking my head. It’s not that I’m opposed to it—in fact, I think I’d really like it—but she’s different than what I remember, at least different with me, and I don’t really know what to do.
All week I’ve thought of her. In fact, I’ve lost sleep over her, which I’m certain isn’t helping my game. I told her I wanted to know her, and I do; I’m just not sure how to fix this. I’m aware that ten years ago I was an epic dick to her. I left, never replied when she tried to communicate with me, and even went as far as making sure James didn’t talk about her to me and vice versa. She represented a part of my life I needed away from. I had a lot to prove to Cole, to her, and hell, even to myself.
“I was gonna say, you’ve never had a girl as long as I’ve known you, and quite frankly, it would be weird, like seeing one of your parents date someone new.” Jack shivers.
“It’s not that I’ve never had a girl, it’s just . . .” I hesitate, trying to put into words what Lexi is to me.
“She’s the girl,” Reid chimes in, outing me, and silence falls over the three of us until Jack lets out a long, slow whistle.
I move to walk away, but he grabs my arm.
“No, no, no—not so fast. Let’s back up,” Jack says. “I think I need to be brought up to speed. I’m assuming he’s talking about when you went home for that award, and I’m gathering you saw her, which means she doesn’t live here. So now what? Because, bro, he’s right—you have been acting different, this just might be the reason, and soon enough the guys on the team are going to start picking up on it.”
“I’m not acting different. I had one off game—which, by the way, like you just said, we still won—and I’m not suddenly thinking about a girl. I’ve been thinking about this girl for most of my life, so no one is going to notice or care. Besides, she’s there and I’m here, so I don’t know how it would work or really what to do.”
Billy walks over, eavesdropping. “So this is about a girl, huh?”
I groan and roll my eyes, my hand tightening on the face guard of my helmet.
“Nothing is about a girl. Can we please go pass the ball now?” I wave my arm to them like, Get up and let’s go.
“Are you sure? Because there’s a bet pool going on between a bunch of the guys in the locker room,” Billy says.
“What? Tell me you’re joking.” I turn to face him, and my jaw ticks, everything about me conveying my lack of amusement.
He throws his hands up in a don’t shoot the messenger gesture and takes a step back.
“When is the last time you saw her?” Jack asks, moving to the bench to grab a bottle of water.
I let out a deep sigh, knowing they aren’t going to stop until they know it all.
“Other than last week, ten years ago.”
That uneasiness I feel about so much time passing slides down into my stomach. I know they won’t understand. James never did, and I’m sure Lexi doesn’t either, but it had to be this way. I wasn’t ready; it wasn’t time—until it was. Yes, at first it was intentional, but after a while, the divide just felt too large to cross. I didn’t know how to reopen that part of my life when I had made it clear that it was closed from the day I left.
A harsh laugh bursts out of Jack, and then he eyes me skeptically as if I’m a puzzle he’s trying to figure out.
“Ten years, really?”
“Yes. I told you, this isn’t a new thing. I’ve known her most of my life.” I glance at all three of them. They look confused, and their confusion is laced with pity.
I hate this.
“What you need to do is get her to come here,” Reid suggests.
“I offered, but she said she’d already been to a game of mine.”
“When?” Jack asks.
I break eye contact. “A long time ago.”
I know she came to my first game because she knew it was my dream-come-true moment. She unknowingly stole another piece of my heart while at the same time reinforcing that, up until now, I wasn’t good enough for her.
“Well, there you go. Push her again. Get her to come out and see how awesome you are at what you do.” Jack speaks as if it’s that simple.
They don’t understand. Next to James, I don’t think there is anyone out there who understands more what I do, how I’ve done it, and why I do it. Lexi always understood me.
“What about the family picnic? Do you think she’d come to that?” Billy asks.
“She’s a little on the shy side. I’m not sure.”
I may not know the current version of Lexi well, but I do know she was never one to be put in the spotlight. She’s always preferred to blend into the crowd versus stand out, and coming here for a team function is something I’m not sure she would agree to.
“Well, I think you should still ask her. Maybe she’ll surprise you, and maybe you can talk her into bringing some pies too.” Reid winks, pleased with himself that he’s figured it all out.
Pies . . . he might be onto something. She’s always had this need to feed people, so maybe I can persuade her through the stomachs of my teammates.
“Dude!” Jack yells excitedly. “A girl from back home, your love of pies—are you talking about James’s sister? The third leg to the tripod?”
“Wait, you know her?” Reid asks, looking back and forth between the two of us.
“Nah, man. I’ve never met her, but she’s infamous. James and Zach have talked about her nonstop over the years, Shelby and her friend Meg talk about her as if she’s in the room with them, and those pies she sent to the party at Zach’s over the summer, especially that black cherry bourbon pie . . .” He rubs his stomach and looks up toward the sky. “No wonder you picked pie over cake.”
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I LOVE BEING known as a pie maker. I always have. There’s something about it that’s humbling and enchanting at the same time. It requires work and patience, creativity and experimenting, and the outcome makes it all so worth it. Of course, not every pie will taste award-winning, but that’s half the fun—tweaking it until it does.
There’s also an art to it that can never really be mastered, just practiced over and over again, refined. It makes me feel proud to know not only have I found that one thing in life I love to do every day, it also brings love and happiness to others as well. I mean, is there really anything better than a slice of pie?
GiGi once told me there are two kinds of people: those who love cake, and those who love pie. At the time, I was shocked. Sure, most eat both—after all, who wants to say no to something delicious and sweet—but generally people will gravitate toward one or the other. How pie isn’t their number one go-to, I’ll never know. I mean, we’re talking about pie. Pie, people!
A pie can be sweet or savory; a cake cannot. Pie crusts are buttery, flaky, and melt in your mouth; a cake shouldn’t have a crust. If it does, gross. A pie with ice cream is rich and delicious; a cake with ice cream is soggy mush. Pie is for adults, ones who appreciate a developed palate; cake is for children. And, well, pie is delicious and leaves you craving more, whereas cake is usually dry, slathered with icing to cover that up, and likely to leave you nauseated with sugar shock. I mean, if you think about it, cake is really just a round dessert that’s trying its hardest to be as good as a pie but never will be.
Also, pies are traditions, holidays, and memories. For me, being a pie maker—it’s my childhood. It’s what will always keep me connected to her.
When James and I were two years old, our mother decided to drop us off at GiGi’s house and never look back. I am sure GiGi heard from her over the years, but James and I never did, and we never asked, because honestly, we didn’t care. Other than old pictures GiGi kept up in the house of her as a kid, neither one of us could remember what she looked like, so in a way, it was as if she never really existed.
GiGi was our mother’s mother, and she was only forty-two when we showed up. She never really felt like a grandmother to us, and she filled the role of loving mother perfectly.
“Tell me again why we don’t hire someone to do this.” Marie groans. I glance over, and she’s behind the tree next to me. Her dark hair is pulled back, wet from sweat, and her face is red. She looks miserable.
“Well, the obvious reason is it saves us money, and with the house expenses lately, we need it. Also, you know how I feel—it needs to be us, from start to finish. It’s part of our story and our charm.”
“But it’s so hot,” she whines.
Pecans in the south are ready to be harvested in the fall. Not every year do we get a large bounty, but this year we hit the mother lode. There are so many pecans on our trees that we won’t even be able to use them all, and unfortunately for us, the weather still feels like it’s the middle of summer.
“Stop thinking about that and focus on all the money we’re going to make from having so many jars of perfect pecan pie filling.” I grin at her, and she rolls her eyes.
Money.
Just the word alone evokes emotions and has them swirling in the pit of my stomach. Marie knows money is tight due to all the repairs, but she doesn’t know how tight. Yes, I inherited the house free and clear, but that didn’t stop me from getting hit with property taxes, insurance fees, and so many things that need fixing. It’s unfortunate because all the repairs started almost immediately after I got financing to remodel the kitchen and the mudroom. Now, I’m one more unexpected problem away from being forced to take out a home equity line against the house and being even more in debt.
But, it’s my home and my business, and I know this year’s holiday season is going to be the best yet for us.
Firefly Kitchen is known for its five core pie fillings: black cherry bourbon, Meyer lemon shaker, strawberry rhubarb, honey balsamic blueberry, and the perfect peach pie. Outside of these five, we occasionally sell seasonal fillings based on what we have, how busy we are, and what kind of creative concoction we can come up with. I love having pecan filling in the shop for general retail, but some years the harvest holds us back, and I’d rather offer it as an extra than always be out of stock.
Letting out an exasperated sigh, she walks over to the rolling garbage can and empties her pecan picker. No, we don’t use it for garbage, just pecans. It makes transporting them back to the barn or house easier.
“This is true. The handyman did a good job on the ceiling in your old room last week. You can’t even tell there was ever a leak.”
Ugh. That leak was another unexpected pain in the rear.
“Yeah, he did. I was also so relieved he didn’t find any mold.” Mold might have tipped me onto the crazy side. Fortunately, the leak was new, not one that’s been slowly dripping into the house all summer. I’ve quickly discovered that sometimes it really sucks being a homeowner.
“Can you imagine?” she asks.
“No.”
I don’t remember GiGi ever having these problems with the house. Sure, things came up here and there due to wear and tear, but over the last six months, I feel like the hits keep coming nonstop.
GiGi’s house, which is now my house, is on a large piece of land in central Florida that she inherited from her father. The house can be found in the middle, on top of a hill, and it faces northwest. It’s white, three stories, and complete with a wrap-around veranda and four white columns that adorn the front. Some would call it a plantation home, but to me it’s just my house.
Most people think Florida is just plain old hot and flat, but I’ve got news for them: they are wrong. The town we live in is covered with rolling green hills and pastures filled with horses and cattle. Sure, it can get hot during the day—like right now—but each afternoon the skies open up with a quick rain shower, causing the temperature to drop. GiGi always said God made it rain to water the grass and the trees, and to keep the cows’ feet cool from the burning ground. She had an answer for everything, and we loved her.
“How long do you think it will take us to gather these pecans?” Marie asks, as if we don’t do this every year.
We’ve already been out picking them up here and there over the last week. A few dropped in September, but boy oh boy have they been raining down lately. Marie hates manual labor, which is why she’s perfect for the corporate side of our business, but it is what it is. If we don’t get out here early, we end up competing with the squirrels—the thought of that makes me shiver—deer, and other elements.
“I guess it depends on how many jars we want to make.” Really, the more the better. Sure, pecan pie is a great fall pie, but it’s a big seller for Easter too. I’m down for the work of jarring it, and we need to capitalize on it when we can. She knows this.
I think maybe tomorrow I can get out here super early and get a head start. We’ll finish sooner, and I can get on with doing something else. I watch as Marie lets out a sigh and eyes all the trees we still have to do.
My great-grandfather did an amazing job laying out how different things are planted around the property. To the north we have two rows of pecan trees, black cherry trees, peach trees, kumquat trees, and avocado trees. To the east, just behind the house, we have produce crops with strawberries, tomatoes, strawberry onions, blackberries, blueberries, herbs, and different varieties of peppers. To the south we have all of our citrus trees. I’ve been lucky they haven’t been hit by any diseases and I’m still able to commercially sell the fruit. Believe it or not, those oranges make a nice bit of income for me, especially after last summer and the water pump problem.
As I roll over a few more pecans, my phone rings. Pulling it from my pocket, I freeze as I stare at it. Reading the name on the screen, I blink several times to make sure I’m not seeing things.
This can’t be real.
I’ve spent what feels like my entire life waiting to see his name flash across my phone for an incoming call, and now that it has—it finally has—my heart thunders in my chest. In fact, I’m so flustered, I jerk back and almost trip over the picker.
Two rings. Three rings.
When he left last week, he said he would call, but I didn’t actually expect him to. Now here it is and I feel like I don’t know what to do.
Taking a deep breath, I answer, doing my best to sound as if this isn’t a life-changing moment for me.
“Hey, Bryan,” I say, my voice chipper. From the tree next to me, Marie gasps, drops her picker, and races over as quickly as possible. I swear not even ten minutes after he left last week she was calling me to find out how it went, and every day since she’s badgered me to see if I’ve heard from him.
“Hey, you.” His voice is deep, just like I imagined it would be, and all the air in my lungs leaves me.
“Why—why are you calling me?” I tried not to stutter but failed. Marie, who’s standing in front of me, starts tugging on my arm and silently begs me to put him on speaker. I pull away and harshly mouth the word, “No.” No way am I sharing this. It’s irrational, I know, but I’ve waited so long for it.
He chuckles. “Yeah, I guess this call is a little out of the blue.”
Ya think?
It’s been a week since he left here saying he would speak to me soon. I didn’t think it would be this soon.
“Not that I mind you calling. You can call me whenever you want.” I squeeze my eyes shut and shake my head. I’m an idiot.
“What are you doing?” he asks. I can hear music playing in the background; he’s either at home or in his car.
“Picking pecans with Marie.” Does that sound stupid? It probably does to him. He plays for hundreds of thousands of people, and I’m a farm girl.
“Oh yeah? Get a bunch this year?” Are my ears deceiving me? Does he actually sound interested?
“We did. These trees have made up for the last two years ten times over.” I look up between the branches at the swaying leaves and see all the nuts that have yet to fall but will soon.
“Wow, that’s great. I remember how GiGi used to say, ‘Little pieces, big taste.’ She sure was right, and I always loved your pecan pie.”
I pause and say nothing. He mentions her as if she’s not a part of his past life but his present, and it throws me off. To my knowledge, he never talked to her again after he left, and he hasn’t had my pecan pie in so long.
He breaks the silence. “I’m not embarrassed to say I ate two slices at Zach’s party over the summer.”
Oh, now I understand. Our friend Zach owns Wolff Winery in northern Georgia. He and my friend Shelby were featured in All About the South, one of Food Network’s regional issues, and she paired Southern foods with his wine. They were followed for two weeks, during which they created recipes and participated in videos, interviews, photoshoots, and more. At the end, they hosted a party for the wrap-up. Since I couldn’t attend due to the pump problem, I overnighted pies. A little bubble wrap and ice packs do the trick every time.
“Just two?” I ask. I’ve seen him eat a whole one in one sitting.
“Well, maybe a few more.” There’s a tenderness to his tone, and I can almost see his face. He clears his throat. “Listen, the reason I’m calling is the annual team family barbecue is coming up, and I was wondering if you’d like to come with me this year.”
I’m confused. “As your family?”
“Yeah, if that’s okay with you.” There’s a twinge of uncertainty. I can’t help but wonder if it was easy or difficult for him to call and ask me this. I’m not sure I could have done it. Then again, when he sets his mind to something, he goes after it. He always has.
“When is it?” I ask hesitantly.
“Two weeks from Saturday, on November third.”
That’s so soon, and two weeks from now, the curing process for the pecans will be done. Whereas most people have a dining room with beautiful furniture, mine has a functional wooden table, is lined with bookshelves, and is used for work-related things. By then I’ll have at least ten large cloth bags of pecans in the middle of the room that need to be shelled. I have so much to do to get ready for the holidays.
“I don’t know . . .” I tell him.
“I should also tell you I signed up to bring the dessert.”
“Of course you did.” The real truth is coming out now. “How many pies do you need?” My apprehensive tone slips to a flat one.
“No, it isn’t like that.” He’s backtracking. “Well, it kind of is, but I can get something from somewhere else. I just thought this would be great for you. The team is paying, and I’ll get to spend some time with you.”
If the team is paying, I could use the money, and he’s right—it would mean exposure to a lot of people who live close enough that I could potentially gain new business.
Business—Marie will be so proud.
Wait! Marie! I spin around and look up, having completely forgotten she’s standing next to me. Her hands are on her hips, her eyes are widened, and I can’t help but wonder if she’s pieced our conversation together.
“So what do you say?” he asks, sounding hopeful.
Marie nods like she might kill me if I say no, and then it really hits me—he’ll be spending time with me. I’ll be spending time with him! He wants me, in his world! As I shove away the nerves that tell me it’s too many people and I’ll be overwhelmed, a smile slowly takes over my face. I take a deep breath and tell him, “I say yes.”
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EVERY GAME, EVERY year for the past ten years, I’ve found myself looking up into the stadium for her. I’ve imagined, more times than I care to admit, what it would be like to randomly find her and have my heart soar. From ages ten to eighteen, she was at every game, and she was the one constant I knew without a doubt would be there cheering for me—that is, until she wasn’t.
There’s something about having family and loved ones at the games, win or lose, that’s like having solid ground under your feet. It’s support, it’s tangible, it’s impenetrable, and it’s a constant that feels a lot like security. She was that for me. There was no one else, and when James and I went away to college, that steady feeling that wraps around your heart went away too.
No one who meant anything to me came.
Granted, I only had three people, and two of them I pushed away. There was James, Lexi, and GiGi, but before them, it was my mother.
I never knew my father, something Lexi and I share, but my mother . . . she was like a living, breathing angel to me. She was beautiful, happy, kind, loving, and everything a mother should be. It was her and me against the world.
Until her world ended. Drunk driver.
At the time, we were living in Orlando, she had just married Cole, and I was young enough and stupid enough to think I was finally getting what every kid wants: a complete family.
Cole was different then. I liked him well enough, and he seemed to like me too, but in hindsight, I now know he just tolerated me because he really loved my mother. Everyone loved her.
We were all in the car, and he was driving when that person ran the red light and plowed into her. The driver died too.
I still relive that night in my dreams, the sounds, the voices, all the flashing lights, Cole hugging her body, begging her to come back.
He changed after that. We both did, and I quickly learned that Cole didn’t want me. He was stuck with me, and he reminded me of that every chance he got.
Six months later, we turned onto the driveway at GiGi’s house, passed right by it, and stopped about a quarter mile down in front of a two-bedroom, thousand-square-foot home. He turned to look at me before we got out and said, “Don’t fuck this up for me.”
“You nervous?” Jack comes over and slaps me on the back.
I don’t answer; he knows I am.
Pinching my lips together, I look out at all the people. I was right—there are a minimum of three hundred here, and I don’t know if I’m more nervous to spend time with her or to have all these people see me with her.
My phone buzzes with a text. It’s her saying she’s here, in the parking lot. It’s go time.
I take two deep breaths, swallow once, and then quietly slip out to meet her. I find her swinging open the back gate to an SUV, and she bends over to pull out a large platform dolly.
“Here, let me help you with that,” I call out as I jog over.
She spins around at the sound of my voice, and the sight of her has my stomach falling. It’s like déjà vu to the moment I realized this girl was going to be the girl.
People love those stories of love at first sight or childhood sweethearts, but that wasn’t us. I didn’t even really notice her until I was sixteen. Yes, we had basically spent the last six years growing up together, but she was James’s sister. She spent most of her days inside with GiGi, and James and I spent most of ours outside.
It was a Saturday morning, and James and I had just spent the last four hours sprinting and running drills. We walked into the kitchen to grab a drink, and there she was. She was bent over, pulling a pie out of the oven, and I froze, stunned speechless by the curve of her spine, her tiny ass, her long legs. She stood and turned at the sound of us entering, flashing us the most gorgeous smile. I felt my whole world zero in on the moment, and I lost my breath as I took the impact of an invisible sucker punch to the gut.
She’d changed.
I don’t know when it happened or how I didn’t notice, but standing before us wasn’t my best friend’s tagalong sister. She was taller, her face leaner, and there were curves present that hadn’t been there before. Her hair was pulled into a ponytail, and she was wearing a simple white V-neck T-shirt, cutoff denim shorts, and a small apron tied around her waist. Her eyes were bright as she smiled at James, and then they settled on me—warm, kind, and so open I felt I could see straight to her soul. Better yet, it seemed she could see straight to mine. That was when I knew.
“Hey.” She smiles, her whole face lighting up as I reach to help her.
Damn, this girl.
“Hey, you.” I can’t help but grin back at her.
She’s here.
She’s finally here.
After all these years.
“How was the drive?” I ask, lifting the dolly over her head and putting it on the ground.
“Easy-peasy. Didn’t take me long at all, maybe an hour and forty-five minutes.” She pops up the handle on the dolly and moves it into position.
“That’s good to hear. So what are these things?” I ask as I haul the first of three large military-grade-looking cases out of the back and place them where she directs me.
She laughs. “They’re portable thermal food warmers that are used for catering.”
“Really?” Her business logo is displayed on the side of each one. In fact, as I take her in, I see she’s wearing a matching Firefly Kitchen T-shirt too, along with tight jeans and flip-flops.
“Yep. Each has six trays, three pies to a tray, which means I have fifty-four pies for you. I cut the slices large, too, so six slices per pie means there are three hundred and twenty-four total.”
“That’s a lot of pie.” My brows pull down. “When did you make all of these?”
“I prepped last night and baked this morning. You said there’d be a lot of people.”
“You made fifty-four pies in the last, what, eighteen hours?” Suddenly, I feel bad about all the work I put her through.
“That I did. It wasn’t awful, don’t worry. I had plenty of time to prepare the crust and filling, and I just baked them early this morning.”
“If you say so.” I reach for the second case and then the third, and then I move back as she locks up.
Turning toward me, she smiles, and the space inside my chest tightens as my gaze slides over her face, checking for each of my favorite features. “I’m happy to see you,” I tell her.
Her cheeks turn a little pink and her smile grows bigger.
Again, damn what this girl does to me.
“I’m happy to see you, too.”
“You ready?”
She takes a deep breath and glances warily toward the open tunnel. “As ready as I’m going to be.”
Together we push the cart into the open stadium and head toward the end zone, where large white tents have been set up for the food and dining. Our event coordinators went all out this year, and I’m proud to have Lexi here. Other than James, this is the first time I’ve ever had someone with me at one of our family events, and just like I predicted, I already feel curious eyes on us, on her.
“Well, butter my biscuit, if it isn’t the third leg of the tripod,” we hear as we find the dessert tables.
Lexi pauses and turns at the sound of the nickname for her and her friends. She smirks. “Let me guess—you’re Jack,” she says, giving him a once-over.
“The one and only.” He throws his arms out. “And you’re Lexi.” He winks before looking at me and grinning. Lexi laughs and just shakes her head. If I didn’t love the guy, I might strangle him for walking over here and immediately flirting with her.
“Meg was right about you.” She throws the words over her shoulder as she moves toward the tables assigned for dessert. “Come on, Jack, make yourself useful. Help us unload these pies.” She reaches for the first case and lifts the door to open it.
“Meg mentioned me to you?” he asks curiously, looking at Lexi as if she has explanations for all the mysteries of the universe, and then he gets distracted as the sweet smell of home-baked pies hits us both. “Pie,” he mumbles, breathing in. For him, it’s like he’s being rewarded; for me, it’s like going home. This smell is home.
One of the event staff sees us and runs over. “Oh, hi! We were expecting you, and I can take it from here.” She smiles warmly.
“Are you sure? I don’t mind,” she says.
“Absolutely. Y’all just enjoy your afternoon and eat lots of food. I hear the shrimp salad is to die for.”
“Okay,” Lexi says, clearly hesitant. She glances between the girl and me.
“Come on, they’ve got this, and I want to introduce you to a few people.” I hold my hand out and watch as her eyes drop to it. Shyly, she slips her fingers into mine, and I walk us away from the food and toward Billy and his wife, Missy. Jack remains, waiting patiently for the first piece to be handed to him.
If I thought people were watching us before, they definitely are now, and I find myself not caring. In fact, I feel good. I feel proud, and I stand a little taller. Let them look. Let them all look. Years—I’ve wanted, worked, and waited for this for years, and now here we are.
“It’s so different being down here on the field,” she says quietly, her eyes scanning the empty stadium.
I try to imagine what it’s like to see it from her perspective, but I can’t. I imagine it’s like when you first move into a new house—it feels so big, and then after a while, it just doesn’t.
“Have you never been on a field?”
“No, not since y’all were in high school.”
Huh. My memories swing back to those days when I would look up and see her right under the announcer’s box. That’s where she sat, nowhere else, and I was glad for it, because I always knew where she was, cheering for us . . . cheering for me.
“Well, this is it, my home away from home.”
She glances at me and, with a straight face, blinks as she says, “I’m not impressed.”
What?
Well, that stings.
Then she laughs, and it’s the best laugh in the world.
Pulling her toward me, I chuckle and wrap my arm around her shoulders. Hers goes around my waist. Both of us are smiling, probably a little too much, but I can’t help it.
I’m so damn happy she’s here.
One by one, I introduce her to my people. Everyone is respectful, as they should be given my position on the team, and everyone praises her for her pies. I’m certain they’ve all put the pieces together about her, me, and my love of pies. Good, I think to myself. I want them all to know. A lot of the guys on the team date and marry the Barbie doll type, but that’s never done it for me. Lexi does it for me with her T-shirt, messy hair, curves, and drive to make it all on her own—the house, the business, all of it. I’m so proud of her.
“So, she’s the one?” Reid asks. I can feel him looking at her, assessing her, but it doesn’t bother me. She should be looked at.
“Yep,” I answer without taking my eyes off her. He already knew this, but it still feels great to acknowledge it.
“Do you think she knows?”
“Nope.” At least I don’t think she does. I’ve never given her any indication that she might be. If anything, I’ve done the opposite.
She throws her head back and laughs at something Camille, Reid’s wife, says. Her laugh is infectious, and everyone near her smiles, including me.
“Good luck,” he murmurs.
Yeah, I’m going to need it.
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WEEKS HAVE PASSED since I saw Bryan, and I’m still riding the high of spending the day with him. I know, I know, I shouldn’t be—after all, we’re just friends—but still, I can’t help it.
He texted me when I got home that night to thank me, and since then his texts have been increasing in frequency. I don’t know what’s changed or why it’s happening now, but I’m not going to question it. I’m just going to roll with it. Each time I see his name flash on my phone, my insides do a little dance. It started with him wanting to know if I saw his game the following week, and then it progressed to asking how I’m doing and what happened during my day. He claims his days are boring—eat healthy, play football, work with his trainer, watch films, sleep, repeat—but I think what he does is amazing.
Bryan has always been made up of this perfect blend of perfectionism and purposefulness. At an early age, he set life goals for himself, and I don’t think he’s ever wavered from them. I don’t think this is a bad thing, but I’ve often wondered if he’s enjoyed his life. He’s so determined, which can be both a pro and a con. I just hope he’s happy. He should be; he’s already accomplished so much.
My days, however, have been filled with being knee-deep in pecans. Marie and I have been curing, shelling, and making the pecan pie filling for what feels like a lifetime. Then again, each harvest season throughout the year feels like this. Whether it’s strawberries, blueberries, lemons, or whatever, when they’re ripe and ready, it’s crunch time to get as much accomplished as we can. Currently, we have more jars of pecan pie filling than we’ve ever had, and I’m so proud. I never thought I would see the gift shop—AKA my dining room—and the extra storage in the barn so full of so many jars.
Turning off the oven, I move the two pressure canners I used today from the stove over to the sink, pour out the water, and wipe down the insides. I’ve canned all the jars I’m going to get done today, and I’m in desperate need of a hot bath to loosen these muscles.
Behind me, on the center island, my phone buzzes with an incoming text, and a small smile voluntarily slips onto my face as I glance at the sender.
Bryan: Big plans this weekend?

I look at the clock and see it’s already three in the afternoon, which means he’s on his flight to Pittsburgh. The team decided to fly out a day early due to a cold front that’s expected to move through. It’s an open stadium and there’s going to be snow, so the team needs time to run drills, time to adjust.
Me: Nope. I’ll be working. As much as I love pecans, I kind of never want to see another one.

Bryan: Ha! But it’s so worth it. You make the best pecan pie in the whole world.

My heart might have just leapt in my chest. It didn’t go unnoticed to me that he ate several different flavors of pie at the team event, and two slices of pecan. Internally, I was beaming with delight.
Holding my phone, I make my way up the stairs toward my bedroom. It used to be GiGi’s, but she’s been gone for several years now, so it only made sense that it would become mine. It’s the largest room in the house and takes up the entire third floor.
It used to be the attic, but after my grandparents married, my grandfather slowly transitioned the space, making it the bedroom of her dreams. On both sides of the room there are French doors that lead to outside balconies; that way my GiGi could watch the sunrises and the sunsets. Additionally, there are large bay windows complete with built-in seating and surrounded by shelving for her favorite books. He added a fireplace with a lounge area, his and hers walk-in closets, and a large master bath. My favorite feature of the bathroom is the old claw-foot tub, and I can’t wait to toss in a bath bomb and soak.
Me: I think you’ve taken one too many hits to the head.

Bryan: Don’t you know I’m the most protected man on the field?

Me: Whatever! I’ve seen those hits you’ve taken.

There’s a pause as I sit on the edge of the bed, wait, and then watch as the three little dots appear.
Bryan: You have?

Oh. Did I just admit to something I shouldn’t have?
Lying back on the bed, I squeeze my eyes shut and hug my phone to my chest. Does him knowing I watch his games make me sound crazy? I hope not. Yes, I might have watched as many of his games as I could so I could see him, but I do like football as well and occasionally watch other teams too. He doesn’t need to know how many of his games I’ve watched, and we are friends, right?
I let out a deep sigh. Oh well. I have nothing to hide. I am who I am, and I may as well just go for it, dive down the rabbit hole.
Me: I have.

There’s another pause as I wait, and relief floods through me when he responds.
Bryan: Good.

Groaning, I toss my phone on the bed, not knowing what to say after that, and I move into the bathroom. I can’t imagine it would be a bad thing for him to know I watch his games. After all, it wouldn’t be if James said the same thing.
As I sit in the tub, my mind drifts back to what it felt like to have my hand in his and his arm around me at the event. Most of the day, he never left my side, and in one way or another, he was almost always touching me. When we were teenagers, he used to do that too, and I’ve missed it. People noticed. I don’t know if that’s a good thing or bad, but he didn’t seem to care. For years, I’ve dreamt about what it would be like to stand by his side, so I remained there proudly and just observed him in his natural setting.
Player after player stopped by to introduce themselves and rave about the pies. Part of me wondered if they were just being nice or if they actually liked the pies, but then I decided I didn’t care. I know the pies are good, and that’s all that matters. There’s also no denying how revered and beloved he is by his team and his coaches; they all wanted to tell me one of their favorite Bryan stories, most of them funny. Just like when we were younger, he remained quiet, but his eyes were bright as he chuckled along with everyone, and it was nice to see that side of him hasn’t changed.
It was the best day I’ve had in a long time.
A few hours later, the sun is setting, and I’m back in my dining room printing labels for today’s jars when my phone rings.
It’s Shelby.
I love Shelby.
She and I, along with Meg, became friends in culinary school. I was lucky enough to receive a scholarship, and for the first time, I left home and did something on my own outside of James and Bryan. Second semester, I moved in with the two of them, and the rest is history. We became known as the three legs of the tripod.
“I have something I need to tell you,” she says excitedly.
“Are you pregnant?” I ask, leaning back in my chair and pinching my lips together.
“What?” she yells. “No, I’m not pregnant! Why would you even suggest that?”
“Because it seems like the appropriate thing to think when someone says they have something to tell you, and you are disgustingly perfect with your boyfriend.” I laugh through my words, not able to hold it in anymore.
“Well, it’s not, and I’m not. I just shivered at the thought of having a baby. One day, just not any time soon. Sheesh . . .”
“All right then, so if you’re not pregnant, what’s up?” I ask.
“The new Food Network magazine went out today,” she says.
“Yes, I know. You know I count down the days each month, and I can’t wait to see what they have for Thanksgiving this year.” I glance to a bookshelf I keep filled with recipe books, except for the bottom shelf, which is where I keep my issues of the Food Network magazine. There must be at least six years’ worth.
“Well, you’re also going to see something else.”
“What do you mean?” I head toward the back door, slip on my flip-flops, and hop onto my bike, which is propped up against the porch.
Over the summer, Shelby pitched a television series to the network, and they decided to move forward with a pilot season. It’s called All Around the South to tie in with the magazine’s regional issue, All About the South, where she reviews well-known and not-so-well-known restaurants while tying in a do-at-home recipe for the viewers. I’m assuming it’s an article about that and never in a million years would have expected her to say, “Firefly Kitchen.”
I slam the brake on the bike and waver as I regain my balance. “Wait . . . what?” My eyes travel down the length of the long driveway to the mailbox.
“You heard me. Firefly Kitchen!” She squeals loudly in excitement, and my jaw drops open.
Heat hits my cheeks as ten different emotions charge at me at once.
“Are you serious right now? What for?”
Regaining my composure, I take off on the bike again and head down the hill.
“I might have suggested to people who know people who were at the party over the summer that your pie fillings would make the perfect Christmas gift, and they agreed!”
“Shelby, what does that mean?” An anxious current rips through me. Never in my wildest dreams did I think my little company would be featured in a magazine like this.
For. The. Whole. World. To. See.
“It means your company is listed in this year’s holiday gift guide!”
Rarely am I at a loss for words, but this . . . this has done it.
“Oh my stars,” I whisper. I don’t know what else to say. Being given this kind of exposure—it feels like the possibilities are endless, and this just might be the answer I need to help me with the house.
“Go get it out of your mailbox, look at it, take it in, and then call me back!”
“Okay, I will,” I answer automatically.
“This is so exciting! Congratulations!” She blows me a big smacking kiss and then hangs up.
I come to a screeching halt, dirt flying up from my tires, and I reach into the mailbox, pull out the glossy magazine, and stare at the gorgeous cover. There’s a beautiful photo of a roasted turkey with a side of pecan-herb cornbread dressing, accent shades of brown and orange, and there in the upper right-hand corner is a decorated green holiday wreath with Holiday Gift Guide included, page 58 in the middle. I don’t think my heart could be pounding any harder in my chest. For someone like me, this is a dream come true.
Looking around, I see nothing has changed, but suddenly I feel like everything has.
Slowly, I open to page 58, and there as the fourth item listed is Firefly Kitchen with a photo I’ve never seen before. It’s all five of my pie fillings in jars, and they’re wrapped together in cellophane with a silver holiday bow tied around the top. Underneath it lists the average price per jar and our website.
I can’t believe this is real life.
My nervousness at the enormity of this opportunity quickly subsides as determination and elation set in. Firefly Kitchen is about to be known coast to coast for those who love gourmet products and pies!
Underneath the magazine, my phone, which is still in my hand, buzzes. Pulling it out, I look down, and there’s a single-line text from Marie.
Brace yourself. I don’t know what’s happening, but online orders are pouring in.
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LOOKING OUT THE window of the plane, I see darkness, and off in the distance, lightning. Lightning makes me think of Lexi because she loves lightning, but then again, everything makes me think of her.
I don’t know why she likes lightning so much. When we were kids, she was fascinated. From the science of where lightning comes from to the compression of the air creating a shockwave or roll of thunder and the streaks that flash through the sky, she loved it all. I guess in many ways, she’s like lightning too, most specifically bolts from the blue.
Bolts from the blue are considered to be the most dangerous type of lightning. The lightning strike goes from a cloud to the ground, but it travels horizontally, sometimes for miles, before it turns down to strike. People often report that it’s as if it came out of the clear blue sky. It’s also a phrase that means something unusual that happens unexpectedly, kind of like my feelings for her. They set in out of the blue. One day she was James’s sister, a girl I saw every day, and then the next, she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
A nudge to my shoulder has me looking over and finding Jack. He’s standing in the aisle, staring down at me. He’s never been one to sit still, so him pacing isn’t out of the norm. I pull out my earbuds and shift to face him.
“Hey, the guys have decided to cancel Wednesday’s dinner.” He tilts his head toward the o-line, who are sitting a few rows up.
I’m not surprised.
Every Wednesday night, the offensive line gets together for dinner. I’m not sure when this tradition started, but as long as I’ve been on the team, it’s something we’ve always done. Occasionally, one of the guys will host, but we usually go out. Rarely do we cancel unless it’s a holiday, like this week, and even then, those who are around will still get together. It’s what I’ve done the past few years, only this year, I’m not so sure.
“Sounds good,” I tell him.
“Did you decide what you’re doing for Thanksgiving?” Jack asks. His thumb starts thumping on the seat back he’s leaning on.
Zach invited a group of us up to his vineyard, and I’m certain Jack’s asking because he wants to ride together, but I don’t know. I love going to see Zach and Shelby—it’s so relaxing and nice where they live—but for some reason, I’m not feeling it this year.
“I think I’m going to pass this time,” I tell him.
“What?” He stands up straight. “Are you crazy? Shelby’s cooking, and my stomach is already growling. Just think, pumpkin pie . . .” He rubs it like it hasn’t had food in days when we just cleaned house at a little Italian restaurant an hour and a half ago.
“Shelby is an amazing cook, and I have no doubt she will go all out for Thanksgiving, but not this year. Maybe I’ll go next year.”
Reid’s head pops up from the window seat in front of me, and he eyes me knowingly. “You’re more than welcome to come over to our place. Camille and my mother are planning something, so I’m sure it’ll be great, but I think you should go home for Thanksgiving.”
Home.
It rolls off his tongue so easily, but it’s so hard for me to say, much less believe in.
“You think so?” I ask him. He understands more than anyone the conflict in my head. He’s really the only one I’ve talked to about her.
“Yeah, I do.” He nods with confidence and encouragement.
I’ve been thinking the same thing. I haven’t seen her for a few weeks, and I really want to, like deep down in my bones want to. It’s also where I want to be—at her house—but I’m still hesitant for many reasons, from the possibility of showing my hand and ruining a lifelong friendship to changing and disrupting my routines. These habits I’ve established for myself over the last few years have worked really well. Hell, everyone will tell you this is the best I’ve ever been, and change is scary.
“What if she doesn’t want me there?” It’s an honest question, one I hate voicing, but it’s what I fear the most.
“Why wouldn’t she want you there? James didn’t make it back this year, so who is she going to spend the holiday with? Who is she going to bake her pies for?” Jack chimes in, rubbing his stomach again as if this opportunity is just as good as Zach and Shelby’s.
“That doesn’t mean I can just invite myself,” I say to both of them. Neither of them responds; they just watch me and let this idea sink in. By nature, I’m not a spontaneous person. I think, plan, and then execute. I don’t like to do things wrong, and if I feel something isn’t going to go my way, I’m more likely to not do it at all than risk failing miserably.
However, she did say I could stop by whenever, said it’s still my home too.
Home.
There’s that word again.
“Zach said Shelby invited her up to their place, too,” Jack says, brows raised as if this might be an option.
“She did?” My forehead tightens as a frown slips onto my face. Many times over the years, she and I have been invited to be somewhere at the same time, and each time I caught wind that she might be there, I would get foolishly excited. But, for one reason or another, she never made it, and the letdown was always disappointing.
“Yep, but she told them she’s too busy with work, so you know she’ll be home.”
Why does he know these things about her? I only mentioned her article feature to Reid once. It’s not that I have a problem with him knowing things, but listening to him talk about her as if he knows her irritates me.
He’s right, though. She has been busy, and now with the gift guide, she told me she’d be working from sunup to sundown getting more pie fillings made, packaged, and mailed.
An idea sparks. Outside of it being Thanksgiving, I could offer to go down there to help her. She wouldn’t say no to free labor, would she? Then again, she’s always been a bit of an individualist. She likes doing things on her own and her way. However, I am great at following instructions, and it would be fun to watch her work.
It would be fun to watch her do anything.
“She does have friends.” I suddenly think of Marie and the possibility that there might be someone else in her life I’m not aware of. My stomach dips. “She might have other plans.”
“Then show up and make her change them.” Reid shrugs as if it’s that simple.
“I don’t know.”
I hate that, in the pit of my gut, there’s uncertainty. It’s always been there, and it’s always been one of the roots holding me in place. It’s stunted my ability to express how I feel and in turn forces me to internalize every emotion about everything, not just her. But, she did say she had a great time at the team event, and that was after spending the entire day with me, so she would be happy to see me, right?
Breaking eye contact, I look down at my phone and roll it between my hands. The ache in my thumb makes itself known.
During the third quarter, my hand hit a defensive player’s helmet, and my thumb jammed. We still won our game, but I’m grateful for the light practice week. Currently, it’s swollen and wrapped, and I’m hoping the pain will only last a few days. I cannot afford for it to take long to heal.
“Don’t you talk to her on a regular basis? Why haven’t you asked her what she’s doing yet?” Reid asks. I glance up at him, and he’s looking at me curiously. He knows we’ve been texting. Hell, we share a room together on the road, so he’s seen me texting her.
“We don’t talk. We text.”
“Still. How has Thanksgiving not come up?”
“It just hasn’t.”
Our conversations are brief and mainly focused on whatever is happening that day. It’s not that I haven’t wanted to ask her; I just haven’t, and she didn’t bring it up either.
I look back down at my phone. I saved the photos of us together that popped up in the media after the event. She hasn’t said anything, so I’m not sure if she’s seen them, but they are out there and we look great together. There are a couple from our PR team, and I was tagged in several on social media. Sports bloggers have dubbed her the mystery girl, but it won’t take them long. Vultures—they’re all fucking vultures.
Two days after the event, I woke up to an email from James: That’s some mystery girl you’ve got there. I could hear his tone through the words, curiosity mixed with warning, but I’m not afraid. I’m finally going to be good enough for her. She’s what I want, so I manned up, owned it, and replied, You got a problem with this?
His response was quick. Nope. Just don’t make me have to break that golden arm of yours.
Relief I hadn’t known I needed swept through me.
A day after that, I received another email that said, Took you long enough.
I don’t know why I’ve been worried all these years about what he would say. I should have known he’s always known me better than I know my own self.
“You know, for being the most fiercely determined person I know, you’re kind of a pansy when it comes to this girl. It’s as simple as this: do you want her or not? Because if you do, go get her.” Jack pounds the seat next to me with his hand.
“Go get her,” I mumble, echoing his words back to him as I look back and forth between him and Reid.
He’s right; I do need to go get her. Texting with her has been great, but that only gets me so far. Also, I know her—she isn’t going to make the next move. It has to be me, and as I realize this, I feel like maybe she’s always been waiting for me to make my move.
Adrenaline stirs in my veins.
Jack sees it, the change in me, and pounds the top of the seat again. “That’s right. Go. Get. Her.”
I feel the attention of others turn our way, but I don’t care. A smile slowly splits my face, and my gaze moves to lock onto Reid’s. He smiles back; he knows.
Go get her.
I needed this pep talk from them. I know that’s stupid, but I did. I get stuck in my head, and I can’t help it. So much of the way I think is black and white. I follow the rules, I always do what’s right, and I’m unyielding in social situations. But, when it comes to Lexi, everything is uncharted waters, and there’s no playbook to help me navigate the best route.
Hmm, maybe that’s what I need—an offensive plan, a strategy. I need a plan that tears down the defense, one play at a time. As much as I’d like to throw a Hail Mary pass and get straight to the part where we’re together, I’m not desperate. Time isn’t running out, and I can do this right.
Yeah, I can definitely do this.
Going into this season, I knew it was going to be my year. I felt it deep down in my bones, and to date, our team is undefeated. We’re a shoo-in for the playoffs, and we will win the Super Bowl.
I’m going to be the best.
I’ve got the blessing from her brother, and I’m finally going to get the girl.
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WITHOUT PAYING ATTENTION, it just barely registers to me that beyond the beveled glass window of the front door, there is the shadow of a large body as I throw it open and push through the screen door. No one was supposed to be there, and with the smoke billowing out from behind me, I trip into them, gasping for clean air. Strong hands wrap around my biceps to steady me, and they pull me out of the doorway.
“What the hell is burning?” a deep voice yells. The dots all connect, and I find myself being examined for injuries by Bryan as he walks around me and runs his hands up and down my body.
I repeat: he runs his hands up and down my body.
Oh my.
“Nothing is burning.” I cough. “Well, except for the fireplace, but I don’t know what’s wrong with it.” I fan out my shirt to try to erase the smell clinging to me.
“What do you mean you don’t know what’s wrong with it?” His body is tense, and when I glance up at his face, it’s locked tight with concern. Eyes framed in long honey lashes, ones I know like I know my own, bear down on me with alarm, and my heart stutters.
He’s here, standing on my porch.
“I mean I don’t know. It’s cold outside, so I thought it would be nice to build a cozy fire, and then this happened.” I wave my hand toward the inside of the house. Most of the smoke has escaped, but both of us can see it as it still hangs faintly in the air.
Stepping away from me, Bryan rubs his hand over his face and then the back of his head. I should be more frustrated—after all, I’m certain this is just going to be another repair added to the long list of them—but Bryan’s presence has me pinching my lips together to keep from smiling.
I’m so happy he’s here. The unexpected joy that has filled me outshines the part of me that should be angry.
But, what is he doing here?
And why am I so excited? I shouldn’t be this excited. We’re just friends . . . I think.
Dropping his hand, he takes a deep breath, rises to his full height, and scowls down at me. Eyes the color of the deep blue ocean penetrate me. “Lex, your house is filled with smoke. Where there’s smoke, there’s fire. Something could have happened to you.”
Taking a step back from him, I cross my arms over my chest. A red wave of defensiveness flashes through me at his tone. “I know it’s filled with smoke, Captain Obvious, but I didn’t plan for this. I had to put out the fire I was trying to build before it got worse and then get the windows open to air it out.”
A chilly fall breeze picks up and whips around us, loosening the messy bun I have on top of my head. Leaves litter the porch as I swipe my hand over my forehead, realizing pieces of hair are sticking out everywhere. I discreetly try to smooth them down, and then it occurs to me what my entire appearance is. I’m wearing an apron over old holey athletic wear, and I’m covered in flour, swipes of food, soot, dirt—you name it, it’s currently somewhere on me. I look like a filthy hot mess, and heat floods my cheeks with embarrassment.
“What are you doing here?” I ask him, almost a little defensively, as I scan him from head to toe. He’s wearing a long-sleeved navy shirt, dark gray athletic pants, and flip-flops. He looks so clean and comfortable, like a favorite blanket I want to curl into.
“I had some time, with the holiday and all tomorrow.” He rests his hands on his narrow hips. “I heard you weren’t going to Zach and Shelby’s, and I know James isn’t making it home, so I thought I’d come here and see how you are.”
“Oh.” My hands drop and the joy returns.
His eyes lock onto mine and we stare at each other. With each breath, I feel my heart rate pick up. Man, he’s so handsome it’s ridiculous. He’s so here. Right in front of me.
Several times over the last week, I was tempted to invite him for Thanksgiving, but something always held me back. Yes, we’ve known each other a long time, but this version of our friendship is new, and I would be lying if I said I didn’t have fears of overwhelming him. He’s busy, has this whole other world of people, and I feel cautious, like I’m trying to tread carefully.
“Yeah, oh.” He turns his head, breaking the connection between us, and looks out over the front lawn, his gaze catching on the brightly patterned quilts. Last night was really cold, so I covered the front hedges to keep the frost off, and I haven’t removed them yet. Cold air again whips around and between us, and I shiver.
“How am I? Well, as you can see,” I say, drawing his eyes back to mine, “this morning has been something else. Now, it’s one o’clock, my house and everything in it smells like smoke, and I’m behind on the pies I need to have made by four o’clock.” Which I stupidly waited until the last minute to make, although I don’t tell him this. I’ve lost at least an hour dealing with this, and he watches as I let out a defeated sigh.
“How can I help?” he asks.
I again look at his clean clothes and then up to his face. He’s clean-shaven and his hair is un-styled like he just can’t be bothered with it, but his features have softened like he really wants to do this. My brows pull down. “You want to help?”
“Yep. I heard through the grapevine that you’re super busy and thought you might like two extra hands.” He holds his up and shakes them in a ‘look at me, I’m ready to work’ gesture.
Two extra hands—his overly large and perfect hands that are worth millions of dollars.
“How long are you staying?” I ask, wondering if this is real or not.
“Until Friday morning, if that’s okay?” He drops his hands to his sides and then shoves them in his pockets.
A tiny noise escapes me.
He. Wants. To. Stay. Here. With. Me.
I had resigned myself to the fact that I was going to be spending the holiday alone, and I really didn’t mind. It is what it is, but this is something straight out of my wildest dreams. Bryan could have gone anywhere and he chose to be here with me, and only me. My already overly affectionate heart for him just grew even more and sighed.
I smile up at him, the biggest smile, and he gives me one in return.
“That’s better than okay. Yes, a thousand times yes.” I briefly think about him working in my kitchen and how many mail orders I can get done with him here. Productivity wins out over being awestruck by his arrival.
Swinging the screen door open, I turn and quickly walk back toward the kitchen, hearing the door close behind me as Bryan follows. Looking up, I see there’s still smoke lingering around the ceiling, but I have to keep going; it’ll clear out eventually. I quickly wash my hands then reach into the refrigerator, my Southern manners kicking in as I pull out a pitcher of sweet tea along with two glasses and set them down on the island.
One by one, windows I missed across the downstairs are opened, and from the family room, the off-balance ticking from the ceiling fan starts. Heavy steps make their way across the old hardwood floors toward me, and again, I’m shocked this is real.
“What kind of pie are you baking this year?” Bryan asks, walking into the room. I glance over at him as he takes a seat in the same chair at the kitchen island as before and pours us both a tea. He said ‘pie’ as in singular, which means he knows I only bake one kind of pie for each holiday. The thought of him sitting somewhere and looking at my website, although it’s obviously public—it feels like he’s been reading my diary. The website and my social media accounts are me, and he’s been looking at them. It makes my stomach dip—in a good way.
Looking to the left, I glance at the twelve pie crust dough balls sitting on two large cookie sheets. I need to get each one split in two, flattened, wrapped in plastic wrap, and in the refrigerator for at least an hour. I can do this. I can get it all done in time.
Flouring the counter, I grab the first ball and split it in half with a large knife while answering him. “We had such a haul on pecans this year, I’m doing a twist on a classic pumpkin pecan pie recipe by adding maple, bourbon, and candied bacon.”
One side of his mouth quirks up. He’s pleased.
“Will you be making one for us, too?”
Us. He said us. We’ve never been an us. The us was always him and James, with me in the background wishing I were included. I love how it sounds coming off his lips . . . his full, luscious lips.
“If that’s what you’d like, I can, but I’ll make us a smaller one. These are all going to be large twelve-inch pies.” I push the wooden rolling pin through the first half.
“How many do you have to make?” He stretches his arms out as if he’s going to touch the dough and then retracts them. Good thing, because he hasn’t washed his hands.
“Twenty-three. My plan was to only make twenty this year, but these pies are only going to local people, and how can I say no to them?”
“How could you ever say no?” he teases, and that’s when my eyes catch the tape around his hand.
“What happened to your hand?”
He looks down at it and wiggles his thumb. “My thumb got jammed last weekend, but it’s all right. The swelling is gone, and we’re just keeping it wrapped for a few more days.”
“Okay,” I say, eyeing him skeptically. Maybe he should leave it on longer than a few days.
Seeing my facial expression, one side of his mouth quirks up. “Don’t worry, it’s fine.”
“If you say so. By the way, why didn’t you text me and tell me you were coming? Not that I’m complaining, because I’m not. Just curious.”
“I thought a surprise would be more fun.” He’s watching for a reaction with those blue eyes as he lifts his glass and takes a sip of the tea. Am I imagining it, or did he sound a little hesitant? He’s so hard to read; then again, with his job, he’s perfected the neutral look.
“I’m definitely surprised.” There’s no need to lie. Again, with his job, he’s probably trained to know when someone’s bluffing. He can spot ticks and tells.
“Since you came to me for my family event, I thought I’d come to you for the holiday.” He leans back a little in the seat.
“You’re welcome for every holiday. I told you before, this is your home, too. It always will be.” Our eyes connect for a long, heavy pause, and I’m the first to break away.
Why am I telling him this? He’s made it clear by his absence over the years that this is not his home, that I am not his home, or really even anyone important. The reminder pings a pain deep down, one related to both him and James. Although James keeps in touch and tries to come back here and there, both of them left me. I need to remember this, because odds are, this is temporary anyway. Who knows, maybe this is even a guilt thing. Wouldn’t that just suck for me.
Instead of responding, he blinks, and his jaw gets sharp as he pinches his lips together to smile. Then he looks around the kitchen and back at me. “All right, put me to work. Tell me how I can help.”
“Okay, and remember—you asked for this.” I lay the rolling pin down and wipe my hands across my apron.
Leading him into the dining room, I show him how Marie and I have our shipping system set up. Every day, orders are piling in, and we’ve spent hours and hours bubble-wrapping and packaging.
“All the invoices from yesterday’s orders are printed here. We’ve found printing and keeping a physical daily log has been easier for us than tracking them in a spreadsheet.”
He takes the clipboard from me and scans over the list details. Underneath each is the printed order for packaging. The smell of him, clean with hints of his body wash, drifts my way.
“You had thirty-seven orders placed yesterday?” He looks up at me, awe present in his gaze.
“Yep.” I can’t help but smile. I’m proud of my little business, and seeing his reaction pleases me more than it should. I work hard, have worked hard for a long time, and it’s nice to have him see that I’ve made something of myself, too. Of course, it’s not on a grand scale like him, but it’s mine and no one can take it from me. “Yesterday was actually one of our slower days.”
“Wow, Lex, this is incredible. What happens when you run out?” He thumbs through the invoices and then looks over at the inventory we have stacked in the back half of the room.
“We’ve already run out of the black cherry bourbon filling, so it says out of stock on the website. It’s not black cherry season, but if it’s ingredients I can find, I can make more. Fortunately I haven’t had to yet, but I’m certainly not going to be complaining about the day I do. Marie and I are also tossing around ideas for a December pie filling, something easy, and something I can make a lot of.”
“This all sounds great. I’m proud of you.” He looks back and forth again between the clipboard and me, smiling.
“Thank you.”
A blush rises. I feel the heat of it, and I also feel the prick of happiness in my eyes. He doesn’t realize what him saying this to me means, but I know. Blinking quickly to hide the emotion, I turn back toward the setup.
“So, I think what I’ll have you do is line up the boxes in order.” I walk around the dining room table to point things out. “I have different sizes over there, so bubble-wrap what was ordered, and then you’ll drop in the invoice. The bubble wrap is there, and it’s precut to fit around each jar. Afterward, I’ll come behind you to finish them up. Sound good?”
“Sounds great. What does it look like when it’s finished?”
I stop at the opposite end of the table and explain the final touches. “We tie raffia around each jar, drop in an accompanying thank you card, and then top it off with foam peanuts. It doesn’t sound like a lot, but it’s felt like a lot with how many orders there’ve been. Once we seal the box, we immediately adhere the label—which is on the invoice form you’re putting in the box, so be sure to remove it before closing it up—and then that right there”—I wave my hand toward the machine perched on the corner of the table—“is a digital postal scale. We weigh the package, it prints a postage sticker, and then I set the finished boxes by the front door. Jerry from the post office comes and picks them up for me.”
“Wow, that’s convenient.” He glances at the few boxes I already have sitting there.
“Tell me about it. Saves us so much time.”
“Okay, do the first one with me, and then I’ll take it from there.”
He watches as I look at the first order, which is for three pecan fillings. I pull and assemble a medium-sized box, wrap the jars, and take off the shipping label. Then I drop in the invoice, affix the label, seal the box, and place it on the floor where I want him to line them up.
“Got it?”
“Yep. You get back to those pies.” He smiles at me and I stop breathing, feeling the need to pinch myself.
The rest of the afternoon flies by pretty quickly. As often as I can, I sneak glances at him. He’s so focused as he works, and I laugh to myself wondering what these people would think if they knew this great quarterback was the one packing up their items.
One by one, people stop by to pick up their pies, and every time, eyes go wide upon seeing Bryan here. He’s gracious enough to take a few photos, signs whatever people shove at him, and I know by the end of the night, the whole town will know he’s here, if not the world. He doesn’t seem to be anxious about this, so I try not to be either.
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WHEN I HAD the idea to come and help her, I didn’t think it would be as fun as it is. Sure, the work is tedious, but it’s allowed me a glimpse into her everyday life, and I like it way more than I thought I would. Granted, thinking the house was on fire and burning down with her in it wasn’t fun, but she had it handled. I hate that it just reminds me she’s out here all by herself. How some guy hasn’t swooped in and claimed her, I’ll never know.
After about an hour of being here, the faint whiff of pecan pie enters the dining room, and my stomach starts growling. Little by little, the smell gets stronger, and I could die in bakery heaven. How does she work like this every day? If my stomach had its way, it would end up eating more than I sold and I’d be as big as an elephant.
Frequently, I feel her watching me from the kitchen, but when she isn’t, I do the same to her. I don’t think she even realizes how beautiful she is. She always has been, but seeing her like this . . . it’s something else. I meant it when I told her I was proud of her. I know us leaving and her having to take care of GiGi toward the end had to have been hard, but look at her now. I find everything about her and this business she’s built incredible.
I’ve thought a lot over the years about the type of person I would need my partner in life to be, and the thing I always come back to is that I need someone who’s driven like I am. I know she doesn’t have that need to be perfect like I do, but she’s never been one to do nothing. Her drive is different than mine, but she still has ambition. She likes what she does, and she clearly loves her business, a quality I find so attractive. I don’t think I could ever be with someone who did nothing, a stay-at-home wife. I need them to have a burn for more; I need there to be an equal understanding. It just wouldn’t work with someone who spends their life constantly waiting around for me.
Behind me, the doorbell rings.
“That’s our last pie pickup,” Lexi says as she zips around me and opens the door. Everyone who’s come by has been so excited to pick up their pies, and I can’t help but be excited with them. It’s clear the people in this town adore her, and how could they not?
“Good evening, Mrs. Caruso!” she says, holding up the pie box.
“Hello, dear.” She smiles warmly at Lexi and then her eyes skip over to me and light up. “Oh, and hello to you, Bryan.”
I give her a nod as her gaze dances back and forth between us. Mrs. Caruso was the twelfth grade language arts teacher at our high school, and she gives us a knowing smile. I smile with her because I know too.
Walking over, I stand close to Lexi, wishing I could wrap my arm around her. “Hello, Mrs. Caruso. How have you been?”
“I’m good. Not as good as you”—she winks—“but I’m retired now and loving the time with my grandkids.”
“I’m happy to hear that.”
“So, you’re here with our girl Lexi?”
“I am. She was nice enough to let me come spend Thanksgiving with her.” I look down at her, and her cheeks are pink, but she still rolls her eyes—forever feisty. My smile widens.
“Well, it’s about time you two got together. Took you long enough.” She nods knowingly.
Lexi lets out a small noise, and I can’t help but chuckle. That’s twice now I’ve been called out. At least I’m here now—better late than never, right?
“How about you take a picture with us? My son will get a kick out of this.” She moves to dig for her phone in her purse.
Lexi steps away from me and starts shaking her head. “Oh, Mrs. Caruso, are you sure you don’t want one of just the two of you? Look at me—I’m a mess.”
She doesn’t look like a mess to me. She changed her clothes just before people started arriving, and although she wrapped another apron around her, her ass looks damn good in those tight jeans.
“Don’t be absurd. You look just fine, dear. I want it with you both.” She hands her phone over to me.
“If you insist.” Lexi frowns as she takes off the apron and smooths out her clothes.
Mrs. Caruso comes to stand between us, holding up her pie, and we all smile as I stretch out my arm and take a selfie. It’s the last photo of the night.
Picture requests happen everywhere I go. I’m used to people stopping me to ask me to take a photo with them. It comes with the territory, which is why I really never leave the house in anything but endorsement gear. It doesn’t bother me, but I do worry that it bothers Lexi. Whether she realizes it or not, these pictures will end up online. We’ll both be tagged since everyone here knows her, and I can only pray I haven’t just unleashed a shitstorm on her life.
“Well, thank you both. I’ll just be on my way now.” She smiles at us again and then heads out to her car.
Closing the door, Lexi turns to face me, claps her hands together, and then waves them over her head. “All done!” She throws one hand up in my direction for a high five, and I oblige her. Adorable comes to mind. “Are you hungry? Because I’m starving,” she draws out.
“I could eat.” I shrug. My stomach rejoices by growling again, not so silently demanding pie.
Lexi laughs as she moves past me and heads back to the kitchen. I follow, because how could I not?
“I’m done cleaning up the mess from today, so I can cook something for us.” She turns to face me, runs her gaze over the length of me, and frowns. “What do you eat?”
“I’ll eat anything, but mostly I eat whole foods—a lot of vegetables, lean meats, fish.”
“Okay, I wasn’t sure, given you look like this”—she waves her hand in my direction—“but I can work with that. Helps me with cooking for tomorrow, too.”
“You really don’t have to do anything you weren’t planning on doing. Don’t make something just on account of me being here.”
“I know, but it is Thanksgiving.” She tosses me a grin and then moves over to the refrigerator. She opens the doors, and I move to stand behind her as we peer in. “Hmm,” she mumbles, “how about a roasted vegetable pizza?” She glances back at me.
“Sounds great,” I reply, but my eyes are caught on the lone slice of pie sitting on a small yellow plate on the top shelf. She follows my gaze then quickly bumps my hip with hers to move me out of the way so she can close the door.
“Why don’t you run out and grab your things while I get this going?” She dumps the vegetables on the counter, along with a ball of dough wrapped in plastic and a container of sauce.
“Do you have every kind of dough just always ready to go?”
She laughs. “I do. When I make it, I make large quantities. Work smarter, not harder, right? It’s all freezable.”
“That makes sense. Do you want any help?” I feel bad watching her make me something to eat. She’s been working in here all day.
“I’ve got it. Seriously, go get your stuff and settle in. My old bedroom is now the guest bedroom, and it’s all yours.” She gives me an encouraging smile, and I run my hand through my hair.
“Okay, if you insist.”
She squares her shoulders. “I do.”
Walking outside, I pause on the porch to look out across the property as the cold air bites my skin. It’s not unwelcome, being inside with her; it’s warm and comfortable, and it deepens the guilt I have for, one, leaving her for so long, and two, not being here for her. How many other things like the fireplace and roof have happened? She does everything on her own; from what I can see, there is no one to help her. This makes me a terrible friend, not that I can even call myself one, and I can’t even think about how I didn’t show up for GiGi’s funeral.
Looking back up at the house, I see lights glowing from the windows. Unwanted memories sweep through me as the old familiar longing sets in. I always thought the more time I allowed to pass, the more accomplished I became with my career, the farther away I would get from this feeling, but here it is. It’s a sensation of not belonging, of not being loved and so desperately wishing I could call these people my own.
I know I didn’t have it bad growing up. For the first ten years, I had my mother who loved me more fiercely than seems humanly possible, and then after that I lived here. My stepfather didn’t love me, making sure to let me know on a daily basis that I was unwanted and he was just stuck with me, but I wasn’t abused. I wasn’t turned over to the state; I was brought here. With a different person, I might have been able to relax and enjoy the people he brought into my life more, but instead, I lay awake at night with anxiety, thinking it could all go away at any second, just like my mom, and then what would happen to me?
Threats were his go-to ammo: “You better stay out of their house. They might be nice, but they don’t want you there.” “Don’t talk too much when you’re around them—they don’t want to hear you. You’re a pissant.” “Get in their way and they’ll ask us to leave.” “Do you like it here? Because I can get rid of you at any time.” You name it, I heard it, and if I’m honest, I still hear it deep down.
Behind me, the screen door opens, and Lexi moves out onto the porch. “What are you doing out here? It’s freezing.”
Neutralizing my face, I wipe it clean of my ghosts and turn to face her.
“Nothing. Just got lost in thought.” I move down the steps to go retrieve my bag.
“Oh yeah? Thinking about anything good?”
The glow from the house has her backlit, and she looks like an angel—an angel who has never once made me feel like she shared my stepfather’s opinion of me. If anything, she’s always gone out of her way to do the opposite.
“Nope, nothing that matters.” And really, these scars shouldn’t. The wounds of his words have healed. All that’s left are the faint scars and the reminder that I wouldn’t be who I am today without them.
“All right, the pizza needs about ten more minutes.”
“Perfect.”
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WHILE EATING DINNER, my friend Danny, who’s second-in-command at his father’s chimney repair company, stops by to check out the fireplace. Danny and I have known each other for years, and as we walk into the kitchen, his eyes widen at the sight of Bryan in my home, whereas Bryan’s sharpen and slightly narrow.
“Wow, you’re Bryan Brennen,” he says, a little awestruck. “It’s nice to meet you.” He holds out his hand, and Bryan slowly stands from his seat at the island to return the greeting. He towers over him with his long, lean, athletic body, and I can’t help but appreciate him from the top of his messy blond hair down to his bare feet. It clearly looks like he’s been here for a while and doesn’t plan on leaving any time soon.
“You too,” he says. Shifting to stand closer to me, he crosses his arms over his chest, never breaking his stare on Danny. His biceps bulge, and I want to drool. “We appreciate you coming out on such short notice.”
We.
Be still, my heart.
Danny’s gaze flips back and forth between the two of us, and a tiny knowing grin crawls onto his face.
“No problem. Schedule’s open with the holiday tomorrow, and my mother would skin me alive if I didn’t come out to see what’s going on.” His eyes stop on me and he smiles kindly. “She thanks you for the birthday pie, by the way.”
“Of course. You know I love her.” And I do. She and GiGi were friends since childhood.
“Well, let me climb up there and take a look before it gets dark.” He hooks his thumb over his shoulder and points it back toward the door. “I’ll let you know here in a little bit.”
“Sounds good. Thank you,” Bryan says before I get the chance.
With that, Danny nods, looks at both of us one more time, and heads outside.
Turning to face Bryan, I ask, “Why are you glaring at him?”
“I’m not.” All emotions on his face loosen and fade as his arms fall by his sides.
I call him out. “You were.”
His blue eyes drift over my face, and he reaches up to push a stray piece of hair behind my ear. Saying nothing, he shrugs one shoulder and then sits back down to finish eating. Excitement blooms in my chest, not just at the simple touch, but because Bryan was jealous. He was jealous over me, and it takes everything in me not to grin like a lunatic.
Of course, that is short-lived as Danny gives me the worst news possible. Yes, the chimney is clogged with what looked like a bird’s nest, the flue is cracked in several places, and due to the age of the fireplace, the outside is in the process of deteriorating and breaking down. Chunks of brick are missing, there are cracks in the mortar, and all in all it looks like I’m going to have to replace/rebuild the whole thing.
As the estimate is dropped on the counter, my heart sinks. I can never ever get ahead. Two steps forward, one step back.
After Danny leaves, Bryan heads outside to give me some space. I don’t know what he saw on my face, but I’m glad he did. I clean up our dishes—there are no leftovers because I forgot how much grown men eat—and I let my mind wander. I can’t get off the fact that things would be so different for me if just one of these repairs happened. The roof, the water leak, the well pump, the fireplace—and those are just the recent ones. It’s so disappointing. Thank goodness for the Food Network article. Without the extra income coming in, I don’t know what I would do. As it is, the money I had in savings is almost gone. It’s so hard to save money, yet it so easily disappears.
“Penny for your thoughts?” I ask Bryan as I slip out the sliding glass door off the living room. I’ve found him standing on the back porch staring out, lost in thought.
“I can’t believe the tree house is still there,” he says, gazing past the garden on the back lawn to the old oak tree. His shoulders are squared and his hands are shoved into his pockets to stay warm.
“I love that tree house. I could never take it down,” I scoff like he’s offended me.
He turns to look at me and chuckles. “I’m surprised it hasn’t fallen down.”
“What? Never. These days, it’s been more reliable than this house.” There’s a bitterness to my tone, and I can’t help it; it’s how I feel.
“What do you mean?” he asks, turning to face me.
“Nothing.” I shake my head. I’m not unloading my sorrows on him. It isn’t any of his business, and I certainly wouldn’t accept any help from him, which he would offer because he’s a nice guy. I need to do this on my own. “Just normal problems for the homeowner of a very old home.” They are normal problems, but they’re ones that normally happen individually once a year or so, not all at the same time.
“I’m sorry.” He frowns, but I ignore the look of pity on his face and shift the conversation.
“The new property manager checks it out every now and then. He has a daughter, and she sometimes comes with him when school is out. I find her playing up there.”
“That’s good. I’m glad it’s still getting used,” he says quietly, looking back out.
After the first night I met Bryan when we slept in the tree house together, it slowly became our thing. Yes, he was James’s friend way more than mine, but he was still mine too. During the day, although they were nice to me, they mostly pretended I didn’t exist, but at night, if one of us put the light on in the tree house, the other would come. Sometimes we would meet several days in a row, and other times we would go months without. Every night before bed though, without fail, I would look out the window. Occasionally, I still find myself looking out there.
“What about . . . what about the house—is it still there?” he asks.
“No. A few years ago, when GiGi got sick and I started taking over the property, I didn’t feel like it was needed anymore. I fired Cole, broke it down, sold everything in it, and used the frame for firewood.”
I know he didn’t get along with his stepfather. He never said much, but then he was never one for words. Sometimes, though, with his silence and his expressions, we heard him loud and clear. To me, that house represented loneliness and sadness, and even if he never knew about it, I got rid of it for him.
He turns to look at me, his gaze one of tenderness and reverence. “James mentioned in passing once that he was no longer here. I didn’t realize it was because of you.”
I press my lips together. There’s nothing to say, so I just shrug my shoulders.
A breeze blows over us, and I shiver. It feels colder now than it did this morning. Moving closer to me, Bryan wraps his arm over my shoulders and snuggles me into his side. The movement is simple, natural, but as we stand here, I focus on his warmth, because it’s hard to reconcile with my heart that he’s really here. I’ve dreamed about moments like this with him for so long, and I’m almost afraid to blink for fear that it will disappear.
“I’m sorry I didn’t come for GiGi’s funeral. I should have, and I know it.” I glance up at him as he says this. His gaze is still locked on the tree house, but his face is solemn, his mouth turned down.
“It’s okay. Really, it is. James wasn’t here either, so I kept it small and just had a few of her friends over.”
The truth is, I didn’t want him here. At first I was angry he didn’t come—after all, she loved him, too—but I quickly realized it was for the best.
I was inconsolably grieving for her, and mourning the loss of my loved one, one who represented all of my parental love, was hard enough. To include the boy I’d loved my whole life, the one who hadn’t bothered to visit once after he left, would have been too much. I couldn’t add one more burden on my emotional wellbeing. I needed to make peace with the loss, and I needed to learn how to be alone.
“I’m still sorry . . . more sorry than you’ll ever know.”
Part of me is hoping he’s apologizing for so much more than just the missed funeral.
Bending over, his head comes to rest on top of mine. The gesture is small, but it’s enough.
“Wanna make s’mores?” I ask, hoping to lighten the mood and change the subject.
He lifts his head and looks over at the patio furniture I’ve arranged in the shape of an L with a propane fire pit filled with lava rocks in the middle. I love that fire pit. It was on clearance at Home Depot last summer and it’s kind of ugly, but I had to have it.
“Do you have Reese’s Cups?” His tone is so serious and so hopeful at the same time.
“You know I do.” I smirk.
He perks up. “Then hell yeah.”
I squeeze his waist and then release it.
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MUTED SUNLIGHT WARMS my skin as the scent of Thanksgiving wakes me. The house is quiet except for Lexi moving around the kitchen, and I’m shocked to realize I slept so late. She offered me the guest bedroom, but after the s’mores, we ended up watching a movie, and I chose to stay on the couch instead. I would be lying if I said I woke up completely happy to be here; instead I feel weighted in melancholy. Yes, without a doubt I am happy I chose to come, but by being here, I’m forced to face the choices I’ve made over the years that didn’t include this, didn’t include her.
Turning my head, I stare at the fireplace. The look on her face after the repairman left last night . . . it was hard not to see the utter disappointment. Fortunately, I haven’t had any problems with my home, but I’m sure it’s only a matter of time, and the price tag he quoted her was high enough to make even me flinch.
A long wooden mantle hangs over the fireplace. On it there are pictures ranging all through the years, and I’m in five of them. Five. This adds to the guilt I already carry. She kept me present in her life, whereas I tried my hardest to tuck this place into the past.
“You’re awake,” I hear from the doorway.
Sitting up, I rub my hand over my face to wipe off the sadness and find Lexi smiling at me.
“Yep, just woke up. How long have you been awake?” I ask, taking her in from head to toe: sleep pants, a long-sleeved T-shirt, slippers that look like boots, and a small apron with fireflies on it tied around her waist. Her hair is back up on top of her head, and I can’t help but think she looks so good. She isn’t trying to be anyone but herself, and I love that about her.
“Maybe an hour. There’s fresh coffee and breakfast is almost done, so come on in when you’re ready.” She smiles, turns around, and practically skips back to the kitchen.
“Someone is bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning,” I call after her as I make my way to the bathroom.
“I’m usually a morning person anyway, and I’m definitely happy today.”
Happy—she’s happy because I’m here, and that guilt hits me again. Why did I think staying away for so long was a good idea? Suddenly, I find myself mourning all the missed holidays I could have spent with her. Waking up with her, celebrating with her, creating our own traditions—I could have had this. We could have had this, but we didn’t because of me. Today, staring at the truth, it hurts.
Making my way into the kitchen, I don’t know what compels me to wrap her in my arms, but I do. The memory of holding her close outside last night isn’t enough, and I need more—a lot more. She’s standing at the stove, and I walk up right behind her and hug her. She leans into me, clasping my arms where they rest on her chest, and I want to stay in this spot forever. Instead, after the stolen moment, I let out a deep breath and release her.
“So, what’s on your agenda today?” I ask, walking over to the coffee pot to pour myself a cup. Typical Lexi, she’s set out everything I might want: a mug, two types of sugar, flavored creamer, half and half, and a spoon.
“Food and football,” she says, looking over and smiling at me as if there is no other possible answer.
“Music to my ears.” I flash her a tiny grin.
“I figured it would be.” She moves to the oven and pulls out what she told me last night is an overnight breakfast pie. “And I’ll get ready for Black Friday orders. If I can get ahead of some of it, that would be great.”
“What do you mean?” I should be drinking this coffee black, but the Italian sweet cream creamer looks too good.
“I’ll prebubble-wrap some of the jars, tape up the bottom of some boxes—things like that so all I have to do is print the order and package it up.”
“Are you running a sale tomorrow?” I take my first sip and want to groan with delight.
“We are. Marie sent out a mass newsletter email this morning, and we’re offering twenty-five percent off two or more jars.” She slices the pie and dishes up two pieces.
“You two are always working, aren’t you?” I take my usual seat at the island.
“If we don’t, who will?” She shrugs and slides one of the plates across to me.
“All right, then I’ll help.”
And that’s how our day goes. It’s very easy and comfortable, just like yesterday. She does cook a lot, but she seems to enjoy it, and I have no problem eating it all, including the pie. I swear, every pie of hers I taste is better than the last.
“What do you normally do for Thanksgiving and Christmas?” she asks as we’re curled up under a blanket together on the couch after dinner. The sun has set, and although it’s dark outside, there’s just enough light in here to see her. Touching her has become easier, too, and I can’t seem to keep my hands off her. She doesn’t seem to mind; if anything, as the day’s worn on, she’s gravitated to me more and more.
“Nothing. Sometimes I get invited to another player’s house or one of the coaches will plan something, but usually nothing. Holidays aren’t that big of a deal to me. What about you?” I trail my fingers across her forehead and tuck a loose piece of hair behind her ear. Her head tilts a little and her eyes flutter at the touch.
“Up until two years ago, I celebrated them with GiGi. Occasionally, James would come home, but not since he joined the Air Force. Last year, I spent Christmas with Marie and her family. Finley was six months old, and she was just the cutest.” She takes my hand between hers and slowly runs a fingertip over each line and crease. It tickles, but it feels incredible, too.
“I bet. I was happy to hear from James how well things have turned out for her.”
“Yeah, I was just happy she got over her infatuation with him. Jacob is good to her, and they seem very happy. Personally, I’d be lost without her. She takes care of all the things I don’t want to, so this feels less like a job and more like fun.”
“I’m glad you have her.”
She looks over at me, her gaze falling to my lips as she says, “Me too.”
My lips.
Her lips.
Just the thought has me staring at them. My stomach clenches at the sudden need to feel her mouth on mine, but instead of leaning in like I desperately want to, I shift away and just watch her.
She switches to my other hand, and a silence falls over us as I soak up the attention she’s giving me.
I am glad she has Marie, and now I just need to figure out how to reassure her she’s got me too. I don’t want her thinking I’m just here for a few days. I need her to understand it’s going to be for a lot longer, an indefinite longer if I have anything to say about it.
Sometime after the next movie, Lexi heads off to bed, and I’m left staring at the ceiling. This isn’t where I want to be. I want to be with her, and I want her to know that. So, I make the decision and head upstairs. What’s the worst that can happen? She tells me no? I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.
With my heart pounding in anticipation, I’m certain she must hear me coming up the stairs. I’m not sneaking, but I’m not walking heavy-footed either. I just don’t want to startle her.
Creaking the door open, I’m instantly taken by the changes she’s made to the space. Even in the dark, with just the moonlight, I can see it’s so her with the patterned wallpaper, the shape of the furniture, and the thick rug in the middle of the room, which extends under the bed.
The bed.
My eyes seek her out. She looks so small curled up under the covers, and as I walk toward her, she sits up. Her hair, which has been pulled back for the last two days, tumbles down past her shoulders as she stares at me, half her face cast in shadows.
Damn, she’s beautiful.
“You okay?” she asks.
As I walk forward, she scoots over and pulls back the covers on my side, the side I always lie on. Sliding in, I lie on my side to face her, tucking my arm under my head. Big eyes stare at me through the darkness.
“I am now. Is this okay with you?” Although, now that I’m here, I’m not sure I could leave her. She’d have to beg, or maybe I would.
Her eyes again drift to my lips and she whispers, “Yes.”
Unfolding my arm, I slip it under her neck and pull her closer. The sheets are warm where she was lying, and they smell clean, sweet. She scoots closer, and her hand falls to my waist. She plays with the hem of my shirt, and I roll her hair through my fingertips.
“Why? Why did you leave and never come back?” she asks, so quietly. I know it was hard for her to voice the words.
“Because . . .” I let out a sigh. I knew this question was eventually coming. How could she not ask it? In my head, I know it’s going to sound more logical when out in the open, but it’s still hard to explain. “There were things I needed to get away from, things I needed to do—things I still need to do, need to accomplish. It’s not that being here would have prevented that. It’s just . . . I needed to compartmentalize, focus. I needed time.”
“You needed to be away from me,” she states.
“No. Yes.” I let out a deep, unforgiving sigh. “One day, I promise we’ll talk it all through.” I just can’t do it today. “But, Lex, I’m here now, and I’m not leaving again.”
“You’ll never understand how you’ve made me feel.” She shakes her head, and it moves back and forth against my arm.
“I know, and you’ll probably never understand why I did what I had to do.”
She frowns and, in the moonlight, I watch her study my face. Pulling her hand from under the covers, she runs a finger over my brow, around my eye, until the backs of her fingers slide down my cheek, over my jawline, and then they drop between us. The feeling was so tender, every muscle in my chest tightened.
“I missed you,” she says quietly, and my gut clenches.
“I missed you, too. Every day.” And I did. I took her for granted, knowing she was here if I needed her, and I never gave her the same in return.
Leaning in, I press my forehead to hers and my eyes slip shut as I breathe in the closeness of us. Her hair tickles my face and smells like vanilla, and my heart begins to beat even faster.
Returning her hand to my face, she softly embraces the side of it as my lips drift down her cheek and pause just at the edge of her mouth. Both of us hold still, each breathing harder than normal. The anticipation of something that has been a long time coming surrounds us because we both know the significance of this kiss. It means it’s the beginning, not the end.
Both of us move at the same time, and our lips gently collide.
One, two, three little kisses that allow my lips to soak in the feel of hers and to pull her bottom lip between mine.
Then I press them open, tasting her in a way that’s just for me.
Lexi.
My Lexi.
Time passes as we explore one another. The feeling of her tongue against mine creates a heat that shoots straight down my spine, and her soft warm skin feels incredible under my fingers as she wraps her arms and legs around me. I sink into her embrace in a way I’ve never wanted to with anyone else.
Do I want to strip away our clothes and bury myself inside of her? Sure, but for tonight, having her mouth and her hands on me is enough.
It’s more than enough.
Hours later, I know without even rolling over to look at the clock that it’s four forty-five in the morning. My internal clock was set to this years ago, as most of our practices begin at six. I had forgotten how many windows are in this room and am not surprised to find that I can see her perfectly in the early morning light.
At some point in the night, Lexi rolled over to face me. Her head is now lying on my chest, her arm is draped across my stomach, and her top leg is wrapped over mine. When we were kids, she would just end up facing me, but at some point in our teenage years, we began to intertwine more frequently. Ultimately, this was how we woke up for years, and it’s as if nothing has changed.
Lexi is the only girl I’ve slept the whole night with. Sure, over the years, I made a few appearances at charity events with a friend of a friend on my arm, but a friend with benefits here and there was as far as it ever went. It wasn’t like I didn’t have opportunities for more; girls have been throwing themselves at me since college. The thing I quickly realized was that these girls weren’t interested in getting to know me. They were out for my title: quarterback for the University of Florida and now quarterback for the Tampa Tarpons. My fame is not something I’m good at sharing, nor do I plan to.
When James and I got to Florida, he was in complete heaven, but he was always a social kid. He loved the attention he received, especially from females, and he frequently ended his evenings with one of them, whereas I always went home alone. I didn’t want any distractions. James never did understand, but how could he? I had something to prove, and I needed it more than I needed anything else. He also didn’t know I had slept next to his sister for eight years, and the ghost of her presence was far stronger than any need for someone else.
If and when I needed to blow off steam, I relieved the buildup by hitting the field, the weight room, or the track as hard as I could until everything in me was depleted. Then, to relax, I would find myself on my couch, laptop in hand, watching game film. My main reasoning—wanting to be the best—has never changed, and it’s always remained a core part of my makeup. Nothing and no one was going to deter me.
Having these thoughts and having her back in my arms makes me wonder if she ever filled my spot with someone else. Once James mentioned her dating a guy while she was in culinary school. I think it was for a while, too, but James didn’t seem to think it was that serious. Other than that, he didn’t mention anyone else over the years, but that doesn’t mean there weren’t any. Maybe she just didn’t tell him about it. She’s beautiful and kind, and I can’t imagine why guys aren’t lining up to be with her. The thought makes my heart ache, but then again, I did this. I left her and never looked back.
Slowly, with much regret, I slide out from underneath her, and she curls into the spot where I was. Leaving her here is breaking my heart, but I have to go.
The stairs groan under my weight as I make my way down them. I gather my things from around the house and walk into the kitchen. It’s here I realize, along with the subtle changes she’s made to the home over the years that fit her perfectly, deep down, I long for this to be mine too—this home, her, all of it.
I open the refrigerator, and bright light fills the room. I stare at the lone piece of pie that sits front and center on the pale yellow plate. It looks like a slice of leftover chocolate pecan pie, and my mouth waters. Pulling it out, I don’t hesitate as I eat it and then set the plate in the sink.
Moving through the kitchen, I bump her laptop, which is sitting on the island, and the screen saver pops on, Firefly Kitchen sitting right in the middle. I can’t help but stare at the little illuminated fireflies strategically placed around the logo, each one glowing brightly. I always knew she loved fireflies, but seeing this makes my chest burn. I rub the spot over my heart, and as much as I wish I could stay, I know it’s time to go. Next to the laptop is a notepad and a pen, so I jot down a quick message then walk out the door. The feelings coursing through me are not the ones I expected upon returning to this place—feelings of wanting to stay.
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BRYAN KISSED ME.
For days now, I have repeated this to myself, not because I’m afraid I’ll forget, but because I find it hard to believe. I’ve wondered just about my whole life what kissing him again would feel like, and it was nothing like I remembered. My lips are constantly tingling and his taste is unforgettable, but mostly this time, it just felt right. So right.
Of course back then, I was over the moon, and years later I’ve concluded it was a pity kiss, one I practically begged for the night of our senior prom, something I’ve spent reliving in my mind over and over again regardless.
That night, anger and disappointment coursed through me as I got out of James’s car and slammed the door. Even though we didn’t discuss it directly, Bryan knew I wanted to go to prom with him. I even accepted that he hadn’t asked me because he didn’t ask anyone else either. I just assumed since we were riding with James and Marie, ultimately we’d be together. He knew I had been looking forward to it, and he also knew I had turned down several guys who had approached me. I just wanted to go with him when really I never should have gone at all. Talk about humiliating. I showed up with the three of them, and then the minute we walked through the door, it was as if I was forgotten. For two hours, I watched him dance with girl after girl, and after seeing enough, I told James I had a stomachache and needed to go. He handed me his keys.
Walking up the front steps to the house, I let out a deep sigh as I decided to head back to the old oak tree to sit on the swing. The boards groaned as I walked around the veranda, and my heels clicked against the wood. I leaned against the railing and slipped off my shoes. I didn’t care if my feet got dirty; I just didn’t want GiGi to know I was home already. She had worked so hard on making my dress and helping me get ready, and I didn’t feel like answering her questions as to why I wasn’t still there.
The fabric of my dress was so light and so soft, and I ran my hands over the skirt to attempt to soothe my bruised heart. I had seen a dress I loved in a magazine, and GiGi had insisted she could make it. My dress was one of a kind, and I was so proud. She ordered in yards and yards of the most beautiful sea foam fabric I had ever seen. We picked the color because it matched my eyes, and we thought it would complement my skin tone the best. The dress was strapless with a sweetheart top, and it was tightfitting to the waist. She hand-sewed tiny crystals and pearl beads into a beautiful intricate pattern across the bodice, there was a wide sash at the waist that tied in the back, and the skirt was layer after layer of this beautiful organza fabric that fell to the floor. We were right—no one had a dress like mine. I felt beautiful, almost like a princess . . . it was just too bad there wasn’t a prince.
I remember the moon being high and full, and as I approached the tree, I held up my hand to hold it in my palm. Movement to my right had me gasping and jumping.
“And if you are to love, love like the moon loves. It doesn’t steal the night, it only unveils the beauty of the dark.”
“What?” I asked, stunned to see him walking toward me.
He shoved his hands in his pockets as he moved closer to stand beside me and looked up at the moon.
“I read that quote once. It was by someone named Isra, and I thought it was nice.”
It was nice, and the moon was definitely loving him in the dark that night. Bathed in the pale light, his skin looked like it glowed, and every angle of his face was highlighted.
“What are you doing here?” I took a step back.
“I saw you leave.” He looked back at me.
“So?” I shook my head. “There was no reason for me to be there any longer.”
He tilted his head to the side, watching me, frowning. The swing behind us creaked as it moved in the breeze.
My heart ached with a mixture of disappointment and anger. I had wanted to give him a piece of my mind. I’d never asked him for anything, and although he owed me nothing, I couldn’t understand why this one time he couldn’t have done something for me. Years and years I’d sat on the sidelines, figuratively and literally. I’d always been there for him, and I knew he knew it.
Letting out a deep sigh, he pulled his hands from his pockets and started walking toward the swing. “Come sit with me.”
Following behind, I watched as he sat near the middle and bent over so his elbows rested on his knees. He clasped his hands together, and I sat on the edge, as far away as I could get.
Silence surrounded us as he began to rock us with his shiny black shoes. Back and forth, heel to toe, he pushed, not once looking over at me. I didn’t know why he was there, why he wasn’t talking, but then again, he never spoke much.
Trailing my eyes up from his feet, I admired the way his tuxedo pants hugged his thighs and the coat stretched across his back. White cuffs stuck out from under the sleeves and were adorned with silver football cufflinks, a sentimental gift GiGi had given both him and my brother. On the inside, I almost smiled at them, but the sight of him as a whole was too much. He was too much.
Everyone has the moment—you know, the one when you know you’re never going to get what you want—and I realized this was mine. I’d always understood that Bryan wanted great things for himself and I wanted those things for him too, but I was never going to be a part of it.
Minutes passed, and my heart broke even more as I finally understood why he kept me close but also pushed me away. He had to choose, and he wasn’t choosing me. I swallowed the lump in my throat. I refused to be that girl. Instead, I just basked in his presence as he stared at the ground with his hair falling across his forehead. He continued to rock us back and forth.
The anger I had felt slowly slipped away, and a crushing sense of loss set in. Soon enough, he’d be gone, and who knew if he’d ever be back. Another breeze blew by, and the tall grass around the tree swayed, seeming to urge me on with a wave goodbye. I was going to lose something that had never even been mine.
I was used to the silence from him. He always spoke best through his eyes and his hands, but right then, I needed something from him, and he knew it. I was certain he knew how much prom meant to me.
“Bryan.” I needed him to acknowledge me. “Tell me why you’re here and not at the dance.”
His feet froze and the swing stopped. I couldn’t tear my eyes off him. Everything about him always seemed so mysterious and closed off, but I knew him. I knew him even better than James did. Letting out a frustrated sigh, he sat back against the swing, unclasped his hands, and roughly ran them up and down his thighs as if wiping them off. He looked away from me, out across the fields, and he still didn’t speak.
“One thing.” I had said this to him so many times over the years. It had become the only way I could get him to open up and let me know what he was thinking. He never wanted to have a conversation with me—or anyone, really—but he could handle telling me one thing at a time. All I could hope for after feeling the rejection from earlier was that he’d answer me.
He relaxed his shoulders and pushed off the ground. The swing began to move again, back and forth, back and forth. Patience was something I’d always had a lot of when it came to him. Most people got frustrated with his lack of enthusiasm for joining in on conversations or answering questions, but I knew he just needed time.
Finally, he glanced over at me out of the corner of his eye and reached out to grab my hand. I loved when he held my hand. Mine was so small in his, and it felt so right and perfect to me. His thumb gently rubbed across the back of my hand.
Bryan had never had a girlfriend. So many times over the years I had hoped if he did, it would be me, but he never said anything. I knew he cared for me by the way he looked at me. His eyes had always been expressive, and the words weren’t needed.
“I really did want to dance with you at our senior prom,” he said quietly.
“So why didn’t you?” The swing stopped again and he slowly looked over at me, the shadows of the night still partly covering him. I looked in his eyes, and the light of the moon reflected off the silver shade they’d shifted to. He leaned his forehead against mine, and I couldn’t help but gasp and inhale the scent of him. He smelled like grass from a warm summer afternoon mixed with mint. I loved the aroma.
Neither one of us moved, the wind slightly pushing the swing and blowing his hair across both of our faces. Reaching out, I grabbed his wrists, pulling him up as I stood.
“Will you dance with me now?”
Standing next to me, he looked me up and down, and his mouth quirked up on one side, revealing that tiny dimple I loved. Bryan never really smiled, but when he did, it was breathtaking.
“But there’s no music.”
“Sure there is—can’t you hear it? Our song is playing.” I held my arms out wide and swayed. Both of us listened, and the sounds of the night wrapped around us: the tall grass bending in the breeze, the leaves rustling on the oak tree, the melodic notes of the wind chime on the back porch, and the cicadas singing to each other across the fields.
Bryan stepped closer and placed one hand on my lower back to pull me in. My eyes shot to his just before I laid my head on his chest, wrapped my arms around him, and slid them up under his jacket. His other arm ran up the length of my back, and his fingers brushed against my neck and into my hair.
He laid his head on top of mine, and slowly we began to sway. He must have felt my heart pounding against my chest, because he pulled me closer and embraced me tighter.
“You look beautiful tonight,” he mumbled in my hair. It wasn’t very long, but GiGi had known just what style I needed to go with my dress. She’d parted it on the side and swept it across my forehead, pulling it all back into a messy but elegant chignon. She had twisted and braided different pieces and pinned in little crystals and pearls that matched the dress. We’d copied my makeup out of the same magazine I’d seen the dress in, making my eyes smoky and my lips a glossy pink. For the first time ever, I felt beautiful.
It turned out that dance with him under the oak tree was a thousand times better than one at prom ever would have been.
“One thing?” he asked me.
I pulled back and looked at him. His mood had lightened and his eyes sparkled. I knew what my one thing was; it had been the same thing for so long. I’d never had the nerve to tell him, at least not until that night. Something about this night felt different between us.
“I want you to be my first kiss.”
He stopped moving instantly and his muscles tensed. His eyebrows lifted a little in surprise, and then his eyes dropped to my mouth. Most of my friends had all had their first kiss years earlier, but I’d always known I wanted it to be Bryan who gave me mine.
“Hmm.” He licked his lips, and his eyes shifted back up to my face. He didn’t look angry; if anything, he looked intrigued. He moved his hand from my neck to my cheek and lightly cupped it; I couldn’t help but lean my head toward the contact. His thumb moved across my skin, and goose bumps raced down my arms.
“Cold?”
“No.”
His eyes trailed back down to my mouth. I wasn’t sure how much time passed, because in so many ways it stood still. Bryan tilted my head backward and lowered his lips to mine, his moist, full, and warm lips. Oh my God, this is happening. Heat flashed through me, and I felt it from the top of my head to the tips of my toes.
Gently, his lips moved with mine. His tongue ever so lightly ran across my bottom lip, and my lips parted as I leaned in closer to him and let out a sigh. I didn’t even realize I was holding my breath. Bryan used that movement as an opportunity to deepen the kiss, and I was officially lost in him. Being wrapped up in his arms, the smell and taste of him—it was more than I had ever dreamed of.
That first kiss came so easily to us. It was as if we had been kissing each other every night for the last eight years, no stumbling or awkward movements. We were completely in sync with each other, and slowly but surely, Bryan’s emotional wall slid down. His arms tightened even more around me, and I felt like he was trying to consume me. He wanted that kiss with me too, and that made my heart soar.
Standing under our oak tree in the moonlight, kissing the boy I had loved so much for so long—it was the best moment of my life, and I never wanted it to end.
“Why are you frowning?” Marie asks, standing next to me.
I blink and the moonlight disappears, leaving only my reflection in the green room mirror. That’s right, I’m in the green room of the largest news station in Tampa.
Three days ago, Marie got a call from one of their producers asking if we would like to be on their show. They saw us featured in the magazine and said how proud they were that someone local was being represented. Of course we said yes, as it would be even more exposure for Firefly Kitchen, and we squealed with excitement.
“Stop thinking about whatever your mind has drifted to, and instead think about that gorgeous man of yours.”
A blush creeps up into my cheeks. “I wouldn’t say he’s mine.”
“Well, you should. He came to spend the holiday with you and he’s texting you nonstop. That’s gotta mean something.”
“Maybe.”
The only bummer about this trip to Tampa is that Bryan’s team left this morning for Miami. It would have been nice for it to overlap so I could have seen him.
The door to the green room opens, and one of the show directors comes to retrieve me. I would say I’m nervous, but it’s a different kind of nervous, one that stems from opportunity and not fear of the camera.
We use the stage set that is a kitchen. Behind us, the wall, which is a large screen, has my logo stretched from one side to the other, and my pride swells as I think about how far I’ve come. Everyone is all smiles as we take our places, and then a guy starts counting down with his fingers next to the main camera. The light on it flips from red to green.
The interview goes off without a hitch. We talk about how I got started, what makes us unique, and the holiday gift guide, and we even pretend to bake a pie. I brought along with me the five staple pie fillings to display and a premade pie crust to walk through how easy it is to assemble, and then from the oven, we whip out a baked pie. The host slices it, we each take a bite, and I am elated with how smooth everything goes—until she gets this mischievous gleam in her eye and says this.
“All right, before we let you go, the Tampa Bay viewers would be outraged if I didn’t ask about your new relationship with the Tarpons team captain and infamous quarterback Bryan Brennen. He’s always been such a private person, so this has us all buzzing with excitement.”
I try to keep smiling, I really do, and I’m certain the host sees my hackles rise, but that doesn’t deter her. “I’m not really sure what there is to tell.” I’m trying to be vague.
She forges on anyway, completely dismissing how uncomfortable I clearly am.
“How about you start from the beginning, when the pictures of you together first emerged from the team family event. Everyone here—and the sports world in general—was shocked to see him with ‘a mystery girl.’ Did he get you the job at the event?”
I can feel my eyebrow twitching as I try to maintain my composure. I know whatever I say will reflect on him either favorably or negatively, and the last thing I want to do is embarrass him.
“Bryan and I have known each other for a long time. I was very grateful for the opportunity to bring in Firefly Kitchen’s pies for his team, his friends, and their families.”
“That’s right, you two have known each other for a very long time. In fact, you are the sister of his best friend James, and our producers stumbled across this photo of the three of you from his high school yearbook. You look so young, happy, and cozy, if I do say so myself.” She winks and then gestures to the large screen behind us. My logo has disappeared, and there’s a photo of us from the team event then it switches to the older image, the one where Bryan is holding my hand.
“Yes, we were happy. This was taken after they won the state championship.”
“Such an exciting career he’s had, and it’s so great to finally know he’s had someone on the sidelines for him all these years. I know I speak for everyone here at the station when I say we are waving the Tarpons colors proud with their current undefeated season.”
Not having a response, I continue to fake smile as my heart sinks. I can’t help but wonder if this face-to-face time is even about Firefly Kitchen, or if it’s them wanting to be the first to speak to me about him.
“Well, Lexi, we’d like to thank you for coming on the show today.”
“Thank you for having me.”
She turns to face the camera. “If you’re at home, make sure you hop onto Firefly Kitchen’s website and order yours today for the holidays, because one thing’s for sure, with the backing of Bryan Brennen, this business is bound to skyrocket. Congratulations again on your new success.”
The backing of Bryan Brennen. I can feel my ears getting warmer as anger rises in me and I try to tamp it down. Your new success. If she’d done her research, she would know I’ve been successful for years, winning awards all across the state of Florida for my pies. Through gritted teeth, I thank her again, and we cut to a commercial.
Packing up my things, I focus on Marie as I walk off the set without so much as even a goodbye. Her lips are pinched together, but she’s still smiling, and she’s reading my body language as only she can after knowing me for so long. She knows I’m pissed. Never in my wildest imagination did I think I would get ambushed about Bryan here. Maybe asked about it, though I had hoped not, but nothing like that. And to imply that my success is somehow because of who he is and not because I’ve worked so hard to do this on my own makes me more upset than I thought possible. Yes, I am grateful for getting to bring my pies to the team event. I’ve received several orders and requests for catering as a result, but I have to believe it’s because they loved the pies, not because of Bryan.
Together, Marie and I walk side by side, collect our things, and head for the exit door.
Pulling my phone out of my bag, I see there’s a text waiting for me.
Bryan: How did it go? BTW I’m proud of you.

A tiny bit of my anger fizzles out. After all, I know what I’ve done, he knows what I’ve done, and these people don’t matter.
Me: They asked me about you.

I don’t want to complain to him. None of how I’m feeling is his fault, but he needs to know what’s going on.
Bryan: Why? I thought this was about the gift guide?

Me: It was, but they still asked. Don’t you know . . . I’m the mystery girl.

I’m certain he can hear the sarcasm through my words, and I feel a little bad, but not that bad.
Bryan: I’m sorry.

Me: Don’t be. I handled it.

Bryan: Okay. I’ll let our publicist know in case she gets called on it. I’m sure it’ll happen again.

That’s just what I’m afraid of. I know he would understand how I’m feeling if I tried to explain it to him—after all, he would be first in line to be defensive if he felt his hard work and efforts were being characterized as the result of someone else’s efforts—but I don’t want to overreact or make him feel bad because of who he is.
Me: Is there anything I’m not supposed to say?

Bryan: No. Say whatever you want—I trust you. Besides, maybe it will help sales . . .

Ugh.
Me: Maybe.
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THINGS HAVE ALREADY started changing. I can tell, my teammates can tell, the coaches can tell, and hell, even the media can tell. It’s not I’m playing different, at least I don’t think I am. The season is still the best it’s ever been, but they’re all looking at me differently, curiously, like they’ve never seen me before, and it’s strange.
Most people don’t realize there’s an actual media policy we as teams in the league are required to adhere to. Every year, at the beginning of the season, the public relations staff holds a meeting that outlines the details of the policy and the expectations, and this year, they’ve increased open locker room periods to four times a week. The sessions don’t last long, but it’s long enough to have people who are not on the team walking around and being up in our business.
We are not allowed to say or do anything that could jeopardize the image, integrity, or balance of the team, and that includes being rude and ignoring them. Mostly, they steer clear of me. Over the years, I’ve built a reputation for being a man of few words, and I’m fine with this. I’ve always subscribed to the philosophy that actions speak louder than words, and everything I need to say, I say on the field. But still, when they’re here, I play the media game. I smile, nod hello when needed, and if I’ve had an exceptional day, I’ll stop and chat. But, that’s rare. Over the last two weeks, however, I’ve seen them eyeing me differently. I know they’re interested in Lexi, but it’s more than that. It’s like they smell blood in the water and they’re circling.
Just the thought of Lexi has my heart thumping in my chest, and I smile. These smiles are small and mostly inward, but all of them are involuntary and make me feel like one of Pavlov’s dogs. Instead of the ding of the metronome causing me to salivate, it’s the thought of her. Lexi—smile. Lexi—smile. I just can’t help it.
We’ve talked every night this week, and we’ve texted throughout each day. While eating an orange cream pie she mailed to me, I’ve completely rediscovered who she is, and I’m even more fascinated by her than I was before. The only problem is that the calls are starting to leave me unsatisfied. I want to touch her, feel her, and taste her again. That one kiss wasn’t enough, it isn’t enough, and I’m going crazy. Sometimes I want her so badly, my mouth goes dry when I think about her—like right now. I should be focused on the game, but all I can think about is getting it over with so I can get back and get closer to her. One week down, one to go.
Jack sits on the bench next to me and quickly pulls off his helmet. There are five minutes left in this away game against the Dolphins, we’re up twenty-four points, and our defense has just taken the field after a three-point field goal. For being December, it’s hot as hell, and sweat is dripping off us like it’s late summer.
“You see Slendenski out there,” he snaps, waving his empty hand toward the field. The people in front of us have shifted to give us a view of the game. I glance across to the opponent’s sideline, but I don’t see him.
“Yeah, I saw him.” I picture his face on the line, snarling, almost as if foam wanted to come out of his mouth, and I cringe in disgust.
“I swear, if that asshole spits on me or tries to bite me one more time, I’m going to lose my shit. He has got to be the dirtiest player in the league, and I can’t stand that guy.”
I shift to look at him, and Jack’s face is beet red with anger. He’s so mad. “Dude, relax. It’s almost over, we’re done playing this team for the season, and you don’t have to see him again.”
“I know, but it’s just so bad. Have some fucking respect for other players. We may play on different teams, but we’re all in this together.”
People are moving around us as the Dolphins offense moves. Other team members, sideline assistants, coaches, and those who see or hear Jack instantly give us a wide berth. I can’t help but chuckle at his outrage, and his sharp gaze flips to me. “What the fuck are you laughing at?”
My grin grows even wider. “Do you remember last year when we were at the Sports Network awards show and he was nominated for the top ten defensive linemen award?”
“Yeah, so? His sportsmanship sucks, so there was no way he was going to win it.”
“I know, but that’s not the point.”
“Well, then get to the point.” All around us, the crowd cheers, and we both turn to refocus on the game.
“Come on, you have to remember the photo that was taken of him knuckle-deep picking his nose, and then it was blasted all over the Internet.”
“Oh yeah. Fucker. That was gross, too.”
In my peripheral vision, I see Jack shake his head in disgust.
“Yeah, exactly—he’s gross, and it’s been used in a thousand memes since. The world has been relentless in making fun of him. Dude will never live it down, not that I think he cares, but who knows, maybe he does.”
“Whatever. Do you want me to feel sorry for him or something?”
“Nope. Absolutely not. But next time you’re up against him, think of the memes, because no matter how well or how dirty he plays, he’ll always be remembered for that.”
“All right, Dr. Phil. I get where you’re going with this, but I still hate him.”
“Never said you shouldn’t.”
Silence settles between us as he takes an offered water bottle and squirts some of the clear liquid in his mouth. He’s calmed down significantly from a few moments ago, and I’m glad. Jack has always worn his heart on his sleeve. He’s very transparent with his emotions, and it wouldn’t hurt him to hold them in sometimes. Granted, he wouldn’t be Jack if he did, but it also wouldn’t give our competitors a one-up on him.
Looking around at my teammates who’re hovering on the sidelines, I spot a journalist from NFL Today. The team knows her well—some very well—and she’s aggressive with her interviews but fair at the same time. Only one time has she attempted to initiate a conversation with me, and she found herself disappointed by my lack of enthusiasm for answering her questions. Since then, she’s avoided me and found others who are more willing to stand in the spotlight.
Speaking of the spotlight, my mind drifts to Lexi and her television segment. I know I probably shouldn’t be happy that she was asked about me, but I am. Cat’s out of the bag. Between the team picnic and the photos circulating from last weekend, people know. They aren’t stupid.
Leaning closer to Jack, I ask, “Do you see Dee Peterson over there?”
He looks over my shoulder to spot her. “Yep. Same spot as usual, just waiting for tidbits to be thrown her way. Why?”
“She won’t stop staring at me. It’s weird.”
“Maybe it’s because you won’t stop with that shit-eating grin, which you need to get off your face so you can start focusing more on the plays they’ve been running on us today.” He points to the iPad I forgot was sitting in my hands, and I toss it on the bench to the left of me.
“This game is almost over,” I tell him, shrugging my shoulders, and his forehead wrinkles with confusion.
“Who are you and what have you done with Bryan Brennen? Because this”—he waves his hand in my direction—“bro, it’s not normal.”
The smile on my face drops. He’s right. I never smile, at least not until the game is over. No wonder people like Dee are looking at me.
Around us, the volume of the fans again increases. Jack and I stand as the clock hits the two-minute warning, and the ball is declared dead just as the Dolphins get a first down. Our defense has been on fire this game, and there’s no way they are scoring. Our offensive coordinator looks over at us, and without even speaking, we both know what has to happen. We’ll get the ball back here shortly, I’ll take a knee to run the clock down, and then we’re only four games away.
Four more games until playoffs, then three more until the Super Bowl.
So close I can almost taste it.
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EVERY BIT OF anxiety I had about coming to the home game today against the Steelers is washed away the minute I find Camille by the players entrance gate. She’s so tiny and so perfectly put together. In another life, I would be completely intimidated by it, but her smile and personality have a way of putting even the harshest person at ease.
Bryan asked me to come after he got home from the Miami game, and all week I’ve been dreading the unknown—where to go, who I’ll see, and who will be staring at me.
“I’m so glad you could make it!” She squeals, grinning from ear to ear, and wraps me in a giant hug.
“Me, too.” I think to myself, I can do this. They’re just people. I can blend in with them and it won’t be a big deal.
She loops her arm through mine, and we walk in together.
“I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to make it. I’ve been so busy with work, but my business partner Marie and I got a little ahead, so here I am.” I smile at her.
“From what Reid has told me, your business is doing very well. That’s so exciting.”
Reid told her—that means Bryan has talked about me to his friends. A blush rises and heats my cheeks.
“It’s surpassed everything I imagined,” I tell her, and it really has. For years I’ve known I wanted this to be my full-time business. I’ve also known it isn’t going to be super lucrative, but I’m happy. I have everything I need and I love what I do.
“I’m so thrilled for you! I actually bought a couple jars of the honey balsamic blueberry as Christmas presents.”
“You did?” I turn to look at her, and she’s smiling conspiratorially as I hand my bag over to security. “I didn’t know that.” He hands it back and we make our way to a set of elevators.
“Yep, and you weren’t supposed to. I bought them for my mom and my mother-in law. I’m going to wrap each jar with a pie dish and tea towels.”
“Such a cute idea.”
A while back, Marie and I actually talked about branding a few items. I’ve been hesitant because it requires an upfront cost, but it might be something we should revisit.
“Maybe next year I’ll expand and offer some of those things as well,” I say, not realizing I’m speaking out loud.
“I think you should. You could totally sell them.”
Instantly, I have visions of fireflies, and my heart rate picks up in excitement at the potential product additions.
“And you think people will buy that stuff?” I ask, looking at her to see if she’s blowing smoke or being sincere.
“I don’t think—I know. I would have.”
And I believe her.
As we enter, my uneasiness drops significantly. This box belongs to the team captains, and it isn’t very large. It’s filled with wives, girlfriends, and a few kids, most of whom I remember meeting at the picnic.
Camille and I make a drink and then head to the front row of seats to await the start of the game. The warm-up is over, and the team is in the tunnel as the pregame activities begin.
“You good?” she asks as Pittsburgh takes the field.
“Yep, just fine and dandy.” We smile at each other as music blares throughout the stadium.
Everyone turns to the big screen as an animated video begins. A single tarpon swims along and is then joined by others, creating a school that moves and acts as a single unit. With each twist and turn, the music gets louder, more daunting, and it increases in tempo, my heart matching it beat for beat. The fish approach a boat, and in it are the Pittsburgh Steelers mascot and several of its players. Underneath them, the fish start swimming in a circle until the boat spins so much it loses control, capsizes, and sinks. The crowd roars, fireworks shoot off from the top of the stadium, and our team runs out onto the field. I easily spot Bryan, and my excitement leaps in my throat.
As he runs toward the sideline, he glances up in our direction, and my heart thumps hard in my chest. I give him a small wave knowing that will be the only time he acknowledges I’m here, and it was enough.
A large flag spreads out across the field, the national anthem plays, the Blue Angels fly over, and then it’s time for the coin toss. I track his every step as he makes his way to the center of the field, my eyes glued to his broad shoulders and long legs underneath those tight pants. The flip goes to the opponent, they choose to receive after the half, and then the game begins.
I’d forgotten how exciting it is to watch Bryan play in person. He never looks frazzled, just calm and collected, and this bleeds out to his team. They follow his cues, make the plays, and like that swarm of fish, together they go in for the kill over and over and over again. The opposing team today doesn’t even have a chance, and I feel lucky that I’m here for Bryan.
Of course, all of these people are here to see him play too, to watch him lead this team to another victory, but at the end of the day, I’m the one he wants. They might be here watching him, but he’s going to be looking just for me. That’s a heady feeling, one I welcome, one that instills a bit of possessiveness and makes me completely anxious, but in a good way.
They win the game twenty-eight to three.
“Well, that was exciting,” Camille says. “I swear, it doesn’t matter how many games I watch him play—I still get nervous and find myself holding my breath until the last second clicks away on the clock.”
“I know exactly what you mean. That’s been me for years, but from the middle of my couch.”
She glances over at me, smiles knowingly, and then goes about collecting her things.
Together we walk down to the family room. I’m grateful she’s here, because I’d never be able to find my way alone.
I look around at all the people. I can feel eyes on me, and I’m certain people know who I am and why I’m here. It makes me want to both stand taller and shrink away.
It doesn’t take long before the players start wandering out, and my eyes widen as Bryan is one of the first. His face is expressionless as he looks at the ground, placing one foot in front of the other. He knows I’m here, knows I’m going to be waiting for him, and it’s as if he can feel me in the room. He looks up, and his blue eyes flare as his gaze lands on me, those achingly familiar, electric blue eyes.
He inhales, very slowly, his chest expanding underneath his white button-down and suit jacket. His free hand, the one not holding his bag, curls a little at his side as he looks at me, and my insides follow suit.
Holy moly, he looks so freaking good.
Everyone in the room disappears as we stare at each other, heat rolls through me, and I remind myself I have to breathe.
This guy, what he does to me . . . I feel like I’m going to burst through my skin. It’s been two weeks since I’ve seen him, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d swear he looks even better than he did before. He’s larger than life, and definitely more irresistible than ever.
I can’t wait to get my hands on him.
Approaching slowly, he stops in front of me and bends down to kiss my cheek. The smell of his body wash flirts with my senses, and as his warm lips brush my cheek, my head tilts an infinitesimally small degree toward him.
“Thank you for coming,” he says, just low enough so no one else hears him.
“Thank you for inviting me. You were incredible today.” We aren’t touching, but we may as well be for as close as he’s standing next to me.
Bryan pulls back just a little to get a better look at my face. He’s so familiar and so close I can see the individual hairs in the stubble across his jawline, the silver flecks in his eyes.
“You ready to go?” he asks.
“Yes.” Right this moment, I would go anywhere with him if he asked.
“Good. I’m riding with you.” He turns us toward the exit, and as we start walking, his free arm drapes over my shoulders, pulling me close. I wrap my arm around his waist and together, as one, we leave. A few people call out to him and he nods in response, but not once does he let go. Neither do I.
“What about your truck?” I ask as we make our way into the secure parking lot.
“Jack picked me up.” His voice rumbles through his chest and I feel it. I feel it and him everywhere.
“Convenient,” I say, glancing up at him and smiling.
He grins down at me, and that one little dimple that drives me crazy comes out as he says, “Very.”
 
Honey Balsamic Blueberry Pie



 
 

 
 
SHE’S WEARING MY jersey.
Lots of people wear my jersey—lots of girls, even—but for some reason, seeing it on her, standing in the family room . . . it was a really big moment for me. I feel proud. So proud.
I knew people were going to be staring at us, but that didn’t stop me from trying to get to her as fast as possible. Other than James, I’ve never had anyone on the other side of that door waiting for me, and damn did it feel so good. I needed to get us both out of there before I caused a scene.
I’ve also never had a girl over to my house before, at least not one who’s there for me.
One time I hosted our offensive dinner, but other than that, only a few times have Coach or any of the other players stopped by. Mostly, it’s just been James, Jack, and Reid and Camille, and those times are few and far between.
“So, this is where you live,” she states more than asks as I direct her to drive through the private gate, which I’ve opened with an app on my phone.
“Yep.”
She parks the car and we get out silently. Most of the trip to the house was silent, the air between us so thick it felt combustible.
I take her hand, we walk to the front door, and I unlock it then usher us inside. I’d like to say I’m a complete gentleman to her, but again, she’s in my jersey, in my house, it’s been two weeks since I’ve seen her, and I need to taste her more than I need air.
Closing the door, I turn to face her, push her up against it, and without waiting any longer, my mouth lands on hers.
A tiny noise escapes her, and the sound shoots straight below the belt.
We’re alone.
We’re finally alone, and she’s one hundred percent on board with this kiss as her hands instantly reach around my neck and her fingers dig into my hair. Tilting her head, I open my mouth wider and consume her. This kiss is urgent, wet, and I don’t leave any aspect unexplored.
Bending down, I reach behind her thighs and lift her up. She wraps her legs tightly around my waist, and I lean into her, flattening her against the door. Her body is now flush with mine, and I try to slow my breathing so I don’t miss any of this, any of her.
Time passes, and it’s time well spent. We make out like we are starved for each other. Hell, maybe we are. This kiss . . . it’s got years and years of aching and longing wrapped up in it, and I never want it to stop. She tastes sweet, like mine, and I plan on keeping her that way.
“Hi, Bryan,” she eventually mumbles against my lips, hers tipping into a smile.
“Hey, you,” I reply, sucking her bottom lip between my teeth and then letting go with a pop. I love her bottom lip.
She sighs, and my heart swells in my chest. Groaning, I move to bury my face in her neck and just breathe. Her arms and legs squeeze tight as she hugs me. It’s the best hug I’ve ever received.
“It took everything in me to not devour you in front of my teammates, their families—hell, the world,” I murmur against her skin.
She laughs, and it’s the best sound I’ve heard in . . . maybe ever. “I could tell. Everything about you was tense and tight, plus you looked at me as if I was your prey. I wondered how long it would take you to pounce. In fact, I’m surprised you made it all the way home.”
“Trust me, I almost didn’t.”
Pulling back, I rest my forehead against hers and let my heart settle. I’ve been so excited to see her, the apprehension of it and where tonight might lead, I’ve felt overworked the last couple of days.
“I enjoyed watching you today. Thank you for the ticket,” she says, blinking, her eyelashes brushing against my skin.
“You’re welcome. I felt different knowing you were there. I don’t know why. It’s not as if you haven’t seen me play before, but I don’t know. It was just different.”
“I hope it was a good different.”
“It was.”
Leaning forward, I kiss her again, softer and slower this time.
“Thank you for coming home with me,” I tell her.
“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”
That feeling of pride settles in again.
Letting her down, a sigh escapes me as I kiss her forehead.
Grabbing our bags, we move into the house, and I drop them by the stairs. Tucking my hands into the pockets of my pants, I watch as she slowly takes a turn around the living room, looking at my things.
This house isn’t large; after all, what do I need a lot of space for? It’s a simple three-bedroom, old Florida bungalow-style home. It’s a new construction so the kitchen, bathrooms, and floor are updated, but outside of that, what really sold me was the backyard and the river.
The house is set on two lots, giving it more space and more privacy. There is a large white fence that runs down the side edges of the property, and a brick wall shields the front. The gate keeps people out, which is great because the fewer people who know where I live, the better.
“It’s not what I was expecting.” She frowns, and my stomach dips. It never occurred to me that she wouldn’t like it here, and I find that I really want her to. I come from nothing, and I’ve worked really hard to be something. Of all the people in the world, she’s the one I feel the need to impress the most.
“What were you expecting?” My voice is low, and I cross my arms over my chest.
She walks into the living room and runs her fingers across the top of the couch. Yes, my home looks like a guy lives here, but the furniture comes from a respectable company and Camille came in and completed the decorations earlier in the year, adding different shades of grays and blues.
“I don’t know. Something a little more flashy, modern, glamorous.”
“Why?”
“Well, for starters, you make a ton of money now. You’re living high on the hog, so you can afford a certain lifestyle.” She makes a round through the kitchen and then trails off and walks over to the sliding glass doors that lead outside.
“What else?”
“It’s just . . . I don’t know.”
“Yes, you do. Tell me.”
She doesn’t turn to face me. “It’s been so long, and I guess I had just built up your life to be something else, anything else that was as far away from how you grew up as possible. This house is charming and . . . well, warm, homey.”
Tilting my head, I try to see things from her perspective and think about what she’s said. “You thought I was cold?”
“Distance does that.”
Swallowing, I remain quiet; I don’t know what to say. This is poking into territory I don’t want to visit with her, but I also know this is where her insecurities with me lie. It was definitely easier not having a vision of how she lives day to day, because now I want to be a part of it, but for her, this vision is a hard reality of a life I didn’t include her in.
Watching her get lost in her own thoughts, I walk into the kitchen, over to the refrigerator, and pull out the grouper I picked up early this morning.
“I think I also thought you would have a roommate. It’s very quiet here.”
I hear what she’s not saying: lonely. Sometimes it is, but I’ve always been focused and disciplined. Noise distracts me from doing what I need to do.
“Well, I sort of do have a roommate.” I rinse the fish and then pat it down.
“What do you mean?” She turns to face me.
I wash my hands, walk out of the kitchen, and turn to go up the stairs, knowing she’s following. At the top, there is a small landing and then two doors, one for my room, which is open, and the other for his. Opening the second door, we walk in together, and I hear her gasp.
“James has his own bedroom here?”
“Yep.”
James and I lived together all through college. When he left for the Air Force, we saw no reason for him to part with his things, and I wanted him to always feel like he had a home with me.
“I knew he stayed with you when he’s home on leave, but I didn’t expect this.” She glances back at me, and I shrug my shoulders.
“It was just as easy to have the movers pack his stuff up along with mine instead of worrying about an alternative.”
She walks into the room and picks up a photo he keeps of the two of them and GiGi. It was taken right before he left for the Air Force, and I’m embarrassed to admit how often I’ve stared at grown-up Lexi in the photo.
“Why didn’t he tell me?” she asks without looking at me.
“I don’t think it was intentional. He enlisted, and I offered.”
She nods to acknowledge she heard me.
James and I both felt the same when we were eighteen. Neither one of us wanted to live in the small town of Oakwood, and we were adamant about getting out. He wanted to see the world, and he is, from the sky as a pilot.
“Thank you . . .” She trails off. Her tone is a little sad. I worried she would feel that way, but she’s so selfless that I know deep down she’s happy for James, and for me.
Leaving her with her thoughts, I quickly dip into my room to change out of the suit and into something more casual. When I return, she walks over as I stand in the doorway, steps into me, and wraps her arms around my waist to hug me. I hold on to her for a second longer than needed, because I’m desperate to be near her. Between us, her stomach growls, and I chuckle.
“Let’s go. I need to feed you.” I kiss the top of her head and loosen my hold.
“I won’t say no to that,” she replies as she pulls away. There is a little bit of emotion left on her face, around the corners of her eyes when she smiles, but she’s reconciling with herself, and I love her resiliency. “Are you cooking?”
“Of course I’m cooking.” Taking her hand, I walk her back down the stairs and into the kitchen. “You just wait. You’re going to be amazed by my grilling skills.”
“Grilling skills.” She laughs.
I nod as I open the refrigerator and pull out a platter of vegetables I’ve already chopped, placing it on the counter next to the fish.
“Wow, look at that.” She beams.
“See? You’re not the only one with a talent for food.”
“I’m happy to see this. It looks delicious.” She leans down to smell the fish. It’s fresh off the boat, so it shouldn’t have a strong odor.
“Well, let’s just hope I don’t burn it.”
“You won’t.” She smiles.
Pushing open the sliding glass door, I lead Lexi outside so I can fire up the grill. Taking a glass of wine I poured for her, she walks down to the water’s edge and stops at the small dock. Most of my neighbors have boats, but all I keep tied up down there is a kayak and a paddleboard.
This yard was the main reason I bought this home, and there are two trees close to the water that I hung a hammock between so I can watch the sunlight as it peeks through the branches. I spent most of my life growing up under and in a tree, so it only seemed fitting, and all around the outskirts of the property there is tall grass, the perfect type for fireflies. I’ve never seen any here, this close to the city, but I like to imagine they’re there.
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DINNER WAS AMAZING.
I’ve always liked fish, but what he made for us was out of this world, and the dessert, a grilled summer fruit cobbler—I was in awe when he put that on the grill to cook while we ate dinner. He thought of everything, and whether he realizes it or not, he’s made me feel special.
What’s also made me feel special is that Bryan hasn’t stopped staring at me, not since the moment we walked in the door.
Trust me, I don’t mind, not one bit, but all it’s doing is making me burn. I’m burning for him. I know what’s coming later, and so does he. If anything, this time now is like the longest unspoken foreplay ever. In fact, it’s quite possible that the moment he touches me, I will explode and disintegrate into a pile of sparkly glitter.
After rinsing the last dish, he hands it to me, and I load it into the dishwasher. Other than the faint music in the background, it’s so silent between us, and I’m certain he can hear my heart pounding in my chest as I turn to face him.
Blue eyes stare down at me, asking for permission but not at the same time. There’s a promise in them, one I’m very welcome to receiving.
I’m done waiting. I’ve waited long enough.
Stepping closer, I move into his personal space. He turns us so my back is pressed against the edge of the counter, and my eyes fall to his lips as he wets his full bottom one with his tongue.
“I’m happy you’re here tonight,” he says, his lips barely moving. I’m mesmerized by their shape and the color.
“So am I.”
Reaching up with one hand, he cups the side of my face, and his fingers bury themselves under the fall of my hair. As I tilt my head back, his gaze roams my face, but he doesn’t come any closer. It’s intimate, sweet, and I can’t help but place my hand on his chest and watch as it slides down and grips the bottom of his shirt. I tug, and he bends with the movement, his lips tipping up on one side then dropping to the corner of mine.
The sound of him breathing in air through his nose as his mouth gently, lightly presses against me causes my toes to curl, and my eyes drift shut with a long blink. Oh my stars. What this man does to me, and he hasn’t even done anything yet. Pulling back, I see blue eyes looking at me tenderly before he dips his head and kisses the other side.
How many times have I imagined what it would be like to be on the receiving end of his affections? For years, he starred in my dreams nightly, and now here I am, finally living out my wildest dream come true—him.
Raising my arms, I wrap them around his neck and arch my back so he and I are flush against one another. His free hand slides along my lower back, he pulls me tightly up against him, and he holds me there as the need to feel him, taste him, and inhale him overwhelms me.
I want it all.
Him.
This handsome man, this man who played in front of millions today and yet is here with me now, just me.
I don’t just feel lucky because of who he is, but I feel so lucky because I know who he is. The core of him has never changed.
I know he is smart, kind, dedicated, and determined. I know he’s humble, never arrogant, and without him saying so, I know he worries about not being good enough, though he already is and then some. He was never about being a famous athlete; he just wanted to be the best at something he loves, and he loves football. It’s always been his constant, and it gave him something to work harder for. I can only hope now he’ll choose to work hard for me, for us.
“Are you okay with this?” he asks as he sets my mouth free and my eyes fall to his lips. His warm breath hits my face as we share the air between us, and I have to tear my eyes away to seek out his own only to find they have darkened to the color of navy. The deep shade is because of me, and the longing I feel for him swirling deep in my stomach only intensifies.
Breathless, I nod and slide my fingers back into his hair. Both of his hands contract, pressing harder, letting me know he wants me as close as possible. Through our clothes, I feel the long lines of his body, his muscles as they tense and shift, and how much he wants me.
Me.
“Yes,” I whisper, almost shaking. I pull his delicious mouth back to mine, and his lips fit perfectly as they begin moving in a way only he knows how to. Pulling his hand from my hair, he slides it down my back until both hands palm my butt and he rubs me against him.
I’ve never wanted anyone the way I’ve always wanted him, and with a courage I didn’t know I had, I reach between us, run my hand up and down his length, and palm him.
Letting out a groan, he pulls away from me and just stares.
Dark blond hair falls over his forehead, his cheeks tinted red in a way that isn’t from a blush but from being so lost in the moment, and his gaze, which is one hundred percent focused on me, is so intense I feel spellbound.
Taking me by the hand, without a word, he turns and begins walking us toward and up the stairs. I follow; after all, I’d follow him anywhere, especially knowing where we’re going and what we’re about to do. Excitement from the anticipation of what’s to come overrides any and all nervousness I previously felt. This moment has been coming for us for such a long time now, and I can only pray I don’t forget one single second of it.
As we walk into his room, he spins so he’s now facing me. Dropping my hand, he reaches up and tucks a few pieces of hair behind my ears then tilts my chin up with one finger.
“So beautiful,” he mumbles as that finger drags down my neck, down the middle of my chest.
I reach out to touch him, but he takes a step back and then walks around me.
From behind, his arms wrap around as he pulls me close, and his lips brush against my neck. Instantly, I lean into him, and my head falls to the side.
“Do you know how many nights I spent lying behind you and staring at this spot right here?” His teeth graze my skin, and I shiver as his lips brush back and forth across my neck. “Do you know how many nights I wanted more than anything to wrap my arms around you and slide my hand under your shirt?”
His hands dip under the edge of my top and my stomach quivers, warm fingertips gently brushing across my skin just before his palms make full contact. Every bit of my focus zeros in on the heat, and my back arches as his hands slide up and under the bralette to cup the weight of both breasts. He squeezes, and my hips sway back and forth to rub against him.
In one move, he’s removed the shirt and bra over my head and dropped them on the floor. He yanks his shirt up and does the same. His warm chest folds over my back, and his hands return to my chest.
“You are so perfect,” he says against my cheek, and I turn my head so his hungry lips can capture mine. Over and over our tongues dance together. He tastes so good, feels so good. I reach one hand up and behind me to get lost in his hair, sending the other down around the back of his thigh to hold him closer.
“Do you know how many mornings I spent time in the shower thinking about what it would be like to start each day here?” His hands slide down my stomach, deftly unbuttoning my jeans and lowering the zipper. One hand slips underneath my underwear and covers the center of me.
“Bryan.” I say his name, not sure if I’m worshipping or begging, but it doesn’t matter because his mouth, tongue, hands, fingers, hips—they all start moving, all at the same time, and I’m overwhelmed with sensory overload.
Eventually, with his lips leaving mine for only a split second, he spins me in his arms so we’re facing each other. He pushes down my pants at the same time I start yanking on his shorts, and it all falls away, leaving us standing together naked for the first time.
I feel like I must have died and gone to heaven, because I can’t imagine anyone being more perfect than him. This moment feels so surreal, and all I can do is hold on to him for fear of floating away.
“I’ve dreamed about this moment my whole life,” his lips whisper just below my ear. Nothing, and I mean nothing could mean more to me than those words, and if I were capable, I would return the sentiment, but I can’t. I’m speechless.
He moves me toward the bed, the backs of my knees hit the edge, and I slowly sit. Bryan’s hand tangles in my hair as he stands in front of me, staring down at me, not moving. Being this close to parts of him I’ve only dreamed of, in my head I’m screaming, How did I get here? How did I get so lucky? Wrapping my hands around the backs of his thighs, I lean forward to taste him, but instead he shifts his hips backward and chuckles.
Lifting my gaze to find his, I see he’s smiling down at me, his breaths labored.
“Not this time.” He shakes his head, and I understand what he means. We’ve waited so long, and there’s only one way we both want this to end, so I scoot back and up the bed. He follows, his hands sliding up my legs, my stomach, through the valley of my breasts until both of his arms are braced next to my head and he hovers a few inches above me, his lips brushing against mine just once before he settles in and kisses me with abandon.
Feeling the weight of him as he presses me into the mattress, I take in the delicious clean scent of his skin. His breathing is ragged as his chest moves up and down against mine, and he tries to maintain some semblance of composure. I know without a doubt that no other moment in life will compare to this one, this first intimate moment with him, my unrequited love, the boy who stole my heart almost two decades ago.
“I need you,” he mumbles, his voice low and rough.
“I’m yours,” I answer, staring into the depths of his ocean blue eyes.
With that he pushes inside, and part of me blacks out from the sheer exhilaration of being with him like this. Everything about this is euphoric, dreamlike, and I feel like I’m having an out-of-body experience.
Slowly, tenderly, he begins to move back and forth, and my heart swells with emotions much greater than I thought possible. Wrapping my legs around his, I want to participate, I do, but as his hands slip under my hips and his mouth moves over mine to take me in every way possible, I find I’m perfectly content being a passenger as he drives us both to a level of bliss I’ve never known.
And he does.
Skin tingling. Heart exploding. Insides quivering from extreme rapture.
I don’t know how I’ll ever be the same again.
As his head falls next to mine, his hair damp against my temple and his breath attempting to pace itself, I embrace him with my arms and legs to hold him for as long as possible, wishing I never had to let go.
He eventually chuckles then props himself up on his elbows to look at me. Without saying anything, he offers an openness I’ve never seen in him. It’s clear affectionate eyes, an ease in his expression that borders on adoration and satiation, and puffy, swollen lips. His hair has fallen over his forehead, and I swear he looks like a golden Greek god.
My golden Greek god, and not anyone else’s, not even James’s.
When I first saw James’s room, a pang hit my chest so hard I thought my heart was failing. I’ve always known James was never going to move back to my house, but seeing his things here . . . it still hurt. I know they’ve always had this bond, but knowing he decided this without even telling me reminded me of how left out of their relationship I am and always have been.
But, at the same time, this weight of worry for him that I’ve been carrying around has lifted. He is settled, and outside of the military, he does have a home.
“What do we tell James?” I ask, turning to look at Bryan as he slides off and settles his weight next to me.
“What do you mean?” His brows pull down, confused.
“Aren’t you worried he’ll overreact like he always does?”
The features on his face smooth out and a small smile tips one side of his mouth up. “Lexi, I’ve waited my entire life to be with you. Nothing and no one is going to keep me from you now. I don’t care what he thinks. If he can’t be happy for us, that’s his problem.”
For the first time, he’s made me feel like I matter the most, and emotion forms a lump in my throat.
“Also, you should know . . . he already knows.” He grins, and I suck in air, surprised.
“What?”
“Yep. He might be across the world, but they do have Internet. He’s seen the photos of us together.”
“He told you this?” I ask, pulling back just a little. Bryan’s hand tightens on my hip.
“He emailed me. Don’t worry, though—he did his due diligence and gave me the big brother speech.”
Well, I’ll be.
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I CAN’T STOP smiling.
Even though I haven’t seen him in a week, this has been the best week of my life.
Bryan was everything I imagined he would be and then some. Last weekend we spent hours not speaking but not sleeping either, and I’ve replayed every detail I can remember over and over again. His hands, his mouth, his smell, his strength—all of it was so much and so him, and I am even more his number one fan than I was before. Since then we’ve talked more than I think we did the entire last year we were together. I just wish I had more time with him.
Time. My heart frowns as I pick up the mistletoe margarita I made and take a sip.
Bright and early Monday morning—or should I say the morning after the best night of my life—he was up fixing us each a cup of coffee and a protein shake. I’m not sure that he usually drinks coffee, but he knows I do, so he made it for us, and the shake—well, it was green, and I swallowed it down while smiling on the outside but cringing on the inside. He just shrugged his shoulders, grinning at me as he walked me through his normal morning routine. Then he kissed me deeply one last time before he left, so deeply it still makes me blush, curl my toes, and smile.
Before I left, I might have wandered back upstairs and stolen the pullover he had on last night after he changed out of his postgame suit, but what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him, right? I also won’t mention how many times I might have buried my face in it to smell him. Clean, fresh, laundry detergent, dryer sheets, sporty body wash—it all just smells so good and so much like him.
Boy, do I miss him.
Not much longer, I tell myself. The holidays will be over, the season is winding down, and soon I’ll get to spend some real time with him.
“You do realize your giddiness right now is kind of disgusting, right?” Marie says from behind the lens of the camera.
“Ask me if I care.” I grin at her, setting my drink down and moving to cut more flower shapes out of a piece of dough I’ve been working on the counter.
Bryan is out of town, they’re playing the Jets tonight, and we are one week out from Christmas. With schedules getting crazy, Marie and I spent this past week planning for quarter one of next year. Together, we brainstormed and put together a short and long-term business plan that we feel is attainable. After all, failing to plan is planning to fail, and we included our newest venture, putting our custom Firefly Kitchen logo on a ceramic pie dish, kitchen towels, and silicone spatulas. We thought long and hard, researched different kitchen supply companies, and with what we found, I’m super excited to implement the idea of kitchen items on the website and in a few of the more high-volume shops we sell in across the south. Hopefully Camille was right and they will be well received. The fireflies do look so good.
We’ve also spent the last three days taking social media and website photos that last us through most of January and into February. What is winter to most is spring to us, and it’s go time here in Florida with produce. Strawberry season is up next, and we’ll be knee-deep in strawberry rhubarb pie filling until the end of March.
“I’m happy for you, I really am . . .” She trails off, the shutter click echoing around the room. My kitchen has exploded with pale pink, white, and yellow flowers, and we’ve arranged kitchen towels, fresh fruits, different props, and a few baked pies.
“Why do I feel like you’re saying that but not really meaning it?” I glance at her as I decide to move on to cutting leaves. Decorative pie crusts have taken off, and I can’t help but buy all the pie crust shape cutters to try them out. The accents, the designs and themes—so much can be done with a pie these days, and of course we offer custom-made pies upon request.
Marie stands up and moves to adjust a few of the pie plates in her current shot. Over the years, we’ve acquired a rather large collection of them, all in different colors, and she’s stacked them next to a jar of the Meyer lemon shaker pie filling, which sits in front of a vase of yellow tulips. The shot is bright and looks stunning.
“I do mean it. I just worry about you, that’s all.” She briefly glances at me but doesn’t make eye contact. She’s been unusually quiet the last few days, and knowing her like I do, I’m certain she’s been gearing up to discuss something with me.
“Why? What’s there to worry about?” Putting down the shape cutter, I sit up straighter and openly stare at her.
I run through my mind how often Bryan and I talk to each other, and even though this is a long-distance thing, I don’t feel I need to worry in the slightest about him messing around with someone else. I’m not even sure how he would fit that into his day. He’s pretty regimented and consistent with his schedule, and when I knew him before, he was a very standup guy. I don’t think that’s changed. Besides, how cliché would that be?
“Well, how does this work? You live here and he lives there. I don’t see that changing any time soon.”
“As the crow flies from here to there, it’s not that far.”
“I know it’s not that far, but at the same time it’s just far enough to make this complicated. What then?”
Oh. So this is where she’s taking this—changes, sacrifices.
I defend him immediately, feeling my brows draw down. “Clearly, he can’t give up his career.”
Of course he can’t. There is no situation in life where this would even be a possibility. Also, if it came down to a choice between me and football, I already know which one he would choose. He chose it ten years ago when he left me. Football is his dream, it’s what he’s spent his entire life working for, and the truth is, he makes a lot of money from it. But, money aside, at the same time, I can’t see him asking me to give up my work. Would he? No. He knows how much Firefly Kitchen means to me. I start shaking my head, ready to argue her very invalid point.
“Are you saying I should give up mine? Because I’m not. I’ve worked too hard and I love what we’ve built way too much.”
Football might be his life, but making pies is mine.
I know it might not seem like much to most, but it is everything to me. Baking has always been my go-to for good times and bad. It’s a way for me to pour my heart into something I truly love and be recognized for it. I have so many memories with GiGi, so many memories with James and Bryan, and so many memories where I had to learn how to be alone and by myself. Pies have always been there for me, and though I will never make what he makes, that doesn’t mean it’s any less important.
“No, I’m not saying you should give it up. I was merely wondering how it’s going to work out.”
“Marie, it’s been like six weeks. I hardly think that’s long enough to all of a sudden be forced to think about long-term decisions.”
She sets down her camera and picks up her drink to take a sip as well. She eyes me across the room, and silence settles around us.
“Maybe you should be thinking about it. What would be the point of all this if there’s no happy ending together?”
Why couldn’t there be a happy ending? In most relationships, both members have a career. Sure, I would be lying if I said I hadn’t lain in bed at night and thought about our arrangement, but it can’t be that hard to figure out, and I can’t imagine I’m the only one of the two of us who would want to figure it out. After all this time, he wouldn’t mess with me if he wasn’t serious about me, would he?
I let out a deep breath and scowl at her.
I hate that she’s doing this. I hate that she knows me so well that she’s tapping into different fears of mine—fears of being left behind again, fears of not being important enough, fears of not being taken seriously. I’m already aware of the things I struggle with day to day, but I’ve tried to be rational and not so caught up in myself that I can’t enjoy the moment. I don’t want to get so bogged down by my own insecurities that I’m the reason I possibly miss out on something great—something great meaning him.
“You do realize he can’t play football forever, right?” I toss back at her as she sets her glass down.
“Yes, so then he gets offered some incredible position coaching for another team somewhere far away. What happens then?”
Who cares about then? I just want to enjoy now. I’ve wanted this, him, my entire life. Her trying to sprinkle the seeds of doubt isn’t nice, and she’s hurting my feelings, whether she realizes it or not. Can’t she just be happy for me?
“Why are you pushing this right now?”
She stands up straighter and looks at me, like really looks at me, and that’s when I see it: her fears. This conversation, although it’s leaving its mark on me and the bubble of happiness I’ve been protected by, it isn’t solely about me. She’s worried I will one day soon be leaving not only Firefly Kitchen, but her as well, and the success of this business is just as much hers as it is mine. I wouldn’t be where I am today without her, and vice versa; she wouldn’t be where she is without me.
“I’m not trying to push anything. I was just wondering if you’ve thought about it at all.”
“Maybe a little, but right now I just want to enjoy something I’ve dreamed about my whole life. You know this. You know how I feel about him.”
“I do. I do know how you feel about him.” Sadness drops onto her shoulders as a small frown moves to her lips. She thinks because I’ve finally gotten together with the man of my dreams, I would give all of this up, give her up, and that makes me feel like she doesn’t know me at all.
Then again, I’ve never really felt like people have known me. They don’t understand me or why I do the things I do, and mostly I’m okay with that. I know who I am, but that doesn’t mean I don’t worry.
How could she think I would give up my business, and for a guy? And if she thinks this, does he? Does everyone? Is he expecting me to just close up shop on everything I’ve built to chase after him to his promised land? Because I won’t.
Wanting to end this conversation, I leave the kitchen, walk out the back door through the mudroom, and stare out across the small garden at the oak tree. Confusion and unease have worked their way into my very happy heart, and this causes me to be afraid. I really don’t want to. I want to feel confident that this isn’t one-sided, but knowing him like I do and hearing Marie’s words is forcing me to pull off my blinders, and deep down, I feel fear.
The definition of fear is an unpleasant emotion caused by the belief that someone or something is likely to be dangerous, painful, or threatening, and he is all of these things to my heart.
I hate that she’s suddenly given me a reason to doubt this, to doubt him. I was so happy just a little bit ago. I still am happy, but . . . my mind trails off. While it’s upsetting that she second-guesses my long-term intentions, her questions have grown some roots. I’ve been so caught up in us, the newness, the excitement, the finally, that I’ve kind of stopped thinking about me.
Me—the one he had no problems leaving behind the first time.
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NOT EVEN KNOCKING on the door, I pull out the key she gave me the last time we were together, unlock the door, walk straight in, and slam it behind me. I wanted to drive up after last night’s game against the Titans, but it was so late, even I knew better. Instead, I crashed the moment I got home then woke up at my usual time, packed my clothes, and headed out. I told her I’d be coming up today, but I’m certain she wasn’t expecting me this early as I round the corner to the kitchen and find her standing by the window, drinking a cup of coffee, and grinning from ear to ear. Clearly, she heard me coming and saw me hop out of the truck, and steam floats up in the air as she stares at me, frozen with wide surprised eyes and messy unbrushed hair.
“Well, hey there,” she says, turning to lean against the sink. She’s covered from head to toe in red pajamas with white polka dots, and she looks like a present that needs to be unwrapped.
I drop my bag and let my eyes drift shut as the smells take over: butter, roasted pecans, melted brown sugar, and cinnamon. She’s baking already, and all of it is an aphrodisiac that makes me want to bust out of my skin. Instead, I advance toward her, on a mission. She sees the determination in my gaze and gleefully straightens up.
I should say something back—after all, I’m so happy to be here—but I can’t. This need for her has overwhelmed me past the point of civility. Taking her coffee cup from her, I set it on the counter and slide one of my hands around her waist to pull her into me. The other dips under the fall of her hair as I tilt her head and drop my mouth down on hers.
Relief is instant, and she doesn’t waver as she rises up onto her toes and digs her fingers into my shoulders.
Damn. With the hint of coffee floating in her mouth, she tastes exactly like what mornings should taste like, and I want this, her, everything, forever.
Spinning, I lift her, place her on the island, and step between her legs. I can’t get close enough, wrapping my arms around her, holding her to me, never breaking contact from her lips. She smells clean, feels warm and familiar next to me, and as I slow down the internal roaring I’ve dealt with all morning, I suck her bottom lip in between mine and just hold it.
“I take it you missed me.” She smiles against my mouth as her lip pops free, and she drapes her arms over my shoulders.
My head drops to her neck, that place just above her collarbone, and I breathe her in. “You have no idea.”
She giggles. “It’s been two weeks, and we’ve talked every day—several times a day.”
“Longest two weeks of my life,” I mumble, tightening my hold.
Her legs wrap around my waist, and one hand moves to the back of my head. Her fingers dip into my hair, and I swear my eyes roll back in my head.
“I’m happy you’re here,” she says softly, the sound of her voice vibrating her throat against my face.
“Not more than me.”
Time passes as we stay wrapped in each other’s arms, and quickly my need for her changes from one kind to another, which she acknowledges by rotating her hips against mine. A groan leaves me as I sink my teeth into her neck and drag them up to her jaw. Fingertips press into my back and she tilts her head even more. I could feast on every inch of her; I’m starved for her.
Pulling on her shirt, I lift it slowly, making my intentions known. She leans back, and her moss-colored eyes spark as she lifts her arms, allowing me to remove it. She’s not wearing a bra, and I’m temporarily blinded by how beautiful she is. After dropping the shirt on the floor, my hands slide up her ribcage, settle over her breasts, and squeeze the weight of them. Her head tips back at the sensation, and a deep rumble moves through me as I lean forward and take her in my mouth.
Her skin is hot, so hot the red marks I’m leaving across her chest and up her neck fit right in.
Man, do I want this girl. I feel crazed and insatiable, and some primal part of me wants to mark her and claim her over and over again so she and everyone else knows she’s mine.
Dropping her hands, she places them behind her on the counter to brace herself and hold her body up. I lift my head, and as my eyes connect with hers, I run my hand straight down the middle of her stomach to the top of her pants.
There’s no question about what she wants from me, the pink in her cheeks and the short breaths puffing between her lips saying it all.
Quickly, I untie the drawstring, and she lifts her hips as I slide her pajama pants and her underwear down so they can drop to the floor. Both of us pause as I trail my eyes over the vision before me. She’s gorgeous, open, and bared just for me.
“Not fair,” she whispers, looking me over, her eyes stopping just below my waist.
There’s no hiding what she does to me. I think I’m the hardest I’ve ever been in my life, and I even the playing field by yanking my shirt over my head, kicking off my flip-flops, and dropping my pants.
Her eyes widen.
“You are so perfect,” she says, reaching up and running the tips of her fingers down my chest and slowly over each indentation of my abdominal muscles. Chills break out across my skin as it begs for her to touch me more.
I should offer her some type of poetic confirmation of her beauty in return, but at this moment, I can’t speak. Instead, I lay her back across the counter, reach behind her knees, and slide her forward, leaving her hips just barely on the edge. Bracing her legs over my shoulders, I bend so my forehead hits the center of her chest, and with my heart racing in anticipation, I kiss my way down her body, breathing her in and tasting her. She’s so perfect. She’s the perfect flavor for me.
“Bryan,” she moans while arching her back, and I take from her. I take everything she has to give using my mouth, my tongue, my teeth, this morning’s stubble, my fingers—all of it. I take her taste, I take her sounds, I take her trembling, I take her release. I take it, because it’s mine and mine alone, and only then do I lower her legs and give. In one complete thrust, I give her what she wants from me. I give her my all.
I give her everything I have.
It isn’t until sometime later, after I damn near pass out on her and both of our heartbeats have slowed, that I lift my body from lying on top of hers and the words tumble out, “You are perfect, too. Beautiful. Just beautiful.”
She rewards me with a smile that makes my breath catch, and I know this is going to be the best Christmas ever.
“You okay?” I ask her, standing up and pulling away.
“Better than okay,” she says, sitting up and looking completely blissed out.
Satisfaction rolls through me, and I run my hand through my hair, silently telling myself it’s too soon to do it again, and that’s when I spot it over her shoulder. The rest of the house is covered in red and green decorations, but she forgot the most important one.
“Why didn’t you decorate your tree?”
She twists around to see what I see and then looks back at me. “I thought we could decorate it together.”
Staring at her, the emotions I feel for her start burning at my toes, and they climb until they’ve reached every square inch of me. I knew I was falling for her, but I never expected it to feel like this.
When we were kids, Christmas was my favorite time of the year, because it was the only time Cole allowed me to sleep at GiGi’s house. She made sure to include me, and some of my favorite memories are of us watching Christmas movies, stringing popcorn, and decorating the tree. It was the one time of the year I truly felt like I belonged to a family, even though I didn’t.
“That sounds nice.” The effect of her thoughtfulness is thick in my throat. I don’t even care if she hears it.
“Right? I thought we could lounge around all day, be lazy, watch old movies, and decorate the tree.”
I didn’t bother to put up a tree at my house. I never have, so it didn’t even cross my mind. In fact, other than a poinsettia the clubhouse handed each of us to support a local high school fundraiser, there is nothing festive at my house. It may as well just be another day.
“Can we be naked while we’re lounging?” I grin while not so subtly sneaking another peek and appreciating her nakedness.
She laughs, pushes me out of the way, and jumps down off the counter.
“Maybe later, while lying under a blanket on the couch. But for now, your shirt will do.” Eyeing me mischievously, she snatches it off the floor and slips it on before I can protest. What she doesn’t realize is I would gladly hand over my entire wardrobe if it meant she would walk around in front of me wearing my clothes.
“It smells delicious in here.” I grab my pants and slip them on.
“Thanks. I thought you might come early, so last night I made an overnight French toast casserole, and all I had to do was pop it in when I woke up.”
She cracks open the oven door and bends over to look inside. A groan escapes me, and not because of the breakfast. She jerks upright with her cheeks flaring pink, and she starts laughing.
“Whoops.” She tugs on my shirt.
If I died today, I’d die a happy man.
After breakfast and enjoying a cup of coffee together, she turns on some Christmas music and I suggest lighting the fire. She eyes it skeptically, but Danny assured her it was fixed and ready to go, so I feel a holiday redemption is due. December can be unpredictable when it comes to the weather, but fortunately for us and all the dreaming little kids out there, it’s rather cold. There’s another frost warning, which means, although we don’t get snow in this part of Florida, the ground will still be white tomorrow morning.
A white Christmas.
If someone had told me just a few months ago I would be spending Christmas here with her, I would have thought they were crazy. But, here I am, truly feeling like it’s the most wonderful time of the year.
“So, what will you do when the season is over?” she asks, not looking at me, focused on hanging an ugly reindeer on the tree.
“Sleep.” I chuckle, but she tucks her head down and moves to pick up another ornament. We haven’t talked about what’s happening next, but it is around the corner, so I can see why she’s wondering. I just need to remain focused on these next few games. That’s what’s most important, and then I can think about other things.
“Hey . . .” I say, reaching over and gently grabbing her arm. She stops to look at me, but her emotions are in check. She’s keeping her cards close, so I have no idea what she’s thinking. “I have six weeks left. I can’t plan for after because it feels superstitious. I need to take things one week at a time right now to get me to February third. Okay?”
Her eyes roam over my face before landing back on mine. I feel my brows lower just a bit, because I don’t understand where this is coming from or where she’s hoping to take it, but eventually, her lips tip up just a little and she says, “Okay.”
She’s quiet as we finish decorating, the music filling the space between us, and as we step back to admire what we’ve done, we both start laughing. The tree looks bipolar. Much like myself, my side is very thought out with organized placement and an even distribution of the colored balls, whereas her side looks like she threw the ornaments at the tree and hoped they’d stick. It’s colorful, expressive, and a lot chaotic.
The sides are very different, but we are different, which is why I love it, and this has officially become my favorite tree ever.
They say opposites attract, and well, I’m about as attracted to her as I can be.
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THE CROWD ROARS to a deafening level as the clock runs down and hits zero. The Tarpons have done it, finishing the season undefeated, although they just barely scraped by in today’s game, one in which they should have crushed the other team instead of barely hanging on.
People all around me start packing up and moving, but I can’t stop staring at Bryan down on the field. To any regular outsider, he looks happy—they did just win—but I can see he’s not in the way his shoulders are pulled back, the stiffness in the way he walks.
He did not play well today, and I know tonight I’m about to experience a different Bryan.
Earlier in the week, on the show NFL Insider, there was a thirty-minute discussion about Bryan, how his playing has changed over the season, and how that might impact the team in the postseason. It wasn’t favorable, and in many ways it’s like they were doubting his ability to lead his team to the Super Bowl, which is complete and utter nonsense in my opinion. No one is as prepared to lead that team as he is.
He asked me if I watched it, I asked him if I should, and he very adamantly told me no. Secretly I already had, but I didn’t want to upset him more, so I let it go. He didn’t mention it again, but I know it’s impacted him. He hates the media as it is, so them all of a sudden questioning his abilities when he’s committed his life to his team and to being the best he can be—I know it’s rattled him.
Then, to make matters worse, others picked up on the discussion, and it’s taken off like wildfire. Speculation is rampant, and all they can hang their hat on is that his playing is distracted and it’s because of me. Me. They’re calling it the Jarvie jinx. I’ll admit it’s catchy, but not in a good way. Even I’m not immune to how it’s affecting me emotionally, and at this point, my biggest fear is that it will somehow resonate with him and I’ll be out. He’s always made it known that nothing distracts him when it comes to the game, and if he thinks I am, then what?
Not surprisingly, because it comes with the territory of being with someone in the spotlight, my business email has been flooded with hate mail from fans. Marie is horrified and worried about my safety, but I’ve assured her that’s ridiculous and this will all blow over in a few weeks.
At least I hope it will.
I even asked him if I should stay home today, and he told me I was being ridiculous and he wasn’t going to give their speculations or unwarranted opinions any weight. Now, though, I wish I had. I have a feeling things are going to get worse for him, and I know they’ll use my presence here today against him.
“You okay?” I ask him as we make our way out of the stadium. He’s holding my hand, but it feels distant. I know he’s processing, but I hate it. Just like last game I came to, he rode in with Jack, so I’m driving us home.
“No, but I will be,” he says after we’re settled in the car. He props his elbow up on the door, runs his hand along the back of his neck, and stares out the window as we slowly begin to crawl along with postgame traffic.
I don’t offer words of encouragement or try to force positive vibes on him; that’s not what he needs, so I just let him be and turn on the radio, keeping the volume low.
Ten minutes later, out of nowhere, he turns to face me and asks, “How would you feel about going on a date?”
A date. The words roll around in my head like they’re foreign. I can’t remember the last time I went on a date.
“Really?” I look at him like he’s lost his mind. For one, I thought his moodiness would last longer, and two, doesn’t he worry about being recognized?
He shrugs his shoulders and then shifts to take off his suit coat and toss it into the back.
“I’m starving.” He runs his hand through his hair, arching his back to stretch, and I can’t help but admire the way his button-down dress shirt pulls across his chest and arms. Then he runs his palms across his thighs and stills while waiting for my answer.
“Okay,” I say, almost shyly. “I’d love to go on a date with you.”
We’ve never been on one, and the fact that he just asked me on one means he realizes this too. Tiny wings flutter inside me as he gives me a lopsided smile and directs me to turn left.
“A couple of years ago, a few of us represented the team and attended The Taste of Tampa over at the Straz Center. That’s where I met Mara and Franco, owners of La Casa Della Pasta. They moved here from Italy and opened their restaurant in north Tampa. It’s hidden, quaint, the food is delicious, and she’s an expert on wine. Sound good?”
“You had me at pasta.”
He chuckles, letting out a deep, long-overdue sigh, and then reaches over to place his hand on my leg. He squeezes once and leaves it to rest there, and my insides relax with delight.
Once we get through the postgame traffic, it takes us fifteen minutes to get there. He wasn’t kidding about the restaurant being quaint and cute, and as we pull up outside, I find myself smiling. I love that he’s found something authentic, mom and pop. It reminds me of OBA, Meg’s restaurant in Charleston.
Bryan hops out of the car as I reach around for my bag. I wore black jeans with black ballet flats to the game, so all I do is slip his jersey off and pull on a green long-sleeved shirt. When I’m ready, he opens my door and takes my hand to help me out.
As we walk up to the front door, he stops me just before we go inside, wraps his hands around my face, and leans down to give me the sweetest kiss on the planet.
“What was that for?” I ask him. He just shrugs. Happiness has replaced the frustration on his face from earlier, and he opens the door.
He was right about this restaurant. The owners greeted us like longtime friends and seated us in the corner by the window, out of the direct sight of other guests. The first food item to hit the table are aged gouda and thyme shortbread cookies, and I am in love. With every course, my mouth waters, and at one point I laugh to myself thinking Bryan might have to carry me out. I am in fresh-homemade-pasta bliss.
“Tell me more about Shelby and Meg,” Bryan says, leaning back in his chair and letting out a full stomach sigh. “I know you met them in culinary school—what was that like?”
“Culinary school was amazing. You know—well, maybe you don’t, but I haven’t traveled a lot, so experiencing a new city was terrifying and exciting at the same time. I did love every minute of it and am so thankful for meeting both of them.”
“The three legs of the tripod.” Bryan chuckles.
“Yes. It’s such a small world too that my life with them has ended up overlapping with my life with y’all. Who would have guessed Shelby and Zach would end up working together like they did?”
“Didn’t you try to set them up once?” he asks.
“I did. It bombed spectacularly.” I laugh at the memory.
“Seems like it turned out all right to me.” He grins while picking up his wine glass and taking a sip.
“Yeah, sure did.”
Zach and Shelby’s story was one we never saw coming, and it was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that threw them together, kicking and screaming.
“What about Meg?” He leans back in this chair, watching me.
I uncross my legs and re-cross them in the other direction.
“Meg is the strongest, kindest, most amazing person. She has zero filter in the things she says, which makes her funny, and she wears high heels while working in the kitchen all day. I always find myself wishing I were a little more like her.”
“I like you just the way you are.” He twirls the stem of the glass between his fingers. His gaze is so focused on me, and heat blooms on my cheeks.
“You’ve met her, right?” Everyone loves Meg. She’s a spitfire, but so positive in everything she does. I’ve never met anyone who lives their best life like she does.
“I have, at the wrap-up party for Zach and Shelby last summer. Poor Jack, his tongue basically rolled out of his mouth when he saw her, and he proceeded to follow her around all night.”
“Meg, she, umm . . . well, I hate to say it because he’s so nice, but Jack really isn’t her type.” I scrunch my nose.
“No? Well, what is then?” His forehead wrinkles. He loves Jack, so I can see how this would make him prickly on behalf of his friend.
“I know it sounds weird, but no one is her type. She’s not interested in anyone, and for reasons that are all her own, but that’s just Meg.”
“Huh.” He thinks about what I’ve just said. “Well, if anyone can wear her down, it’ll be Jack.” He nods as if there’s no other option.
“He would be better off trying to be friends with her instead.”
“Maybe.” He shrugs then changes the subject. “I can’t believe tomorrow is New Year’s Eve.”
“I know. We’re about to move into my favorite time of the year.”
A waitress stops by the table and drops off a tiramisu. My mouth waters at the sight of the sweet dessert.
“You prefer the beginning part of the year over the end? What about the holidays?” He grabs a spoon and leans over the table to scoop some out.
“Don’t get me wrong, I love the holidays, but there’s something fresh, new, and optimistic about January through March. We have the best weather in Florida, and it’s strawberry season.” I take a scoop and lick off the chocolate-dusted mascarpone cheese.
“Strawberries.” He grins. “I should have known there was food involved.”
“I do love strawberries.” I grin back.
“So, what did you do last year for New Year’s Eve?” he asks as I stuff my face unabashedly.
“Nothing. I stayed home and watched the ball drop from my couch. How about you?”
“I went to Billy’s. Missy loves throwing a party, and it’s impossible to have a bad time at one.”
I want to ask if he kissed anyone at midnight, but I’m not sure I could handle the answer. I know the idea of him not ever being with someone else is ridiculous, because that’s not reality, but it still makes me nauseous to think about the possibilities.
“Well, I’m excited to go to Camille’s tomorrow night,” I tell him.
“And I’m excited to show you off.”
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FOR YEARS, I’VE thought about what it would be like to ring in the new year with Lexi.
As kids, we were allowed to stay up until midnight and drink sparkling grape juice with GiGi, but once James and I got older, we spent the night out with friends, at parties, doing who knows what. As time passed and I got older, my mind always drifted back to her, where she might be or who she might be with. Hearing her say last night that she spent last year by herself, I was pleased—not because I’m an asshole who delights in the idea of her spending holidays by herself, but because there was no one else she favored enough to want to spend the evening with. I might have been at Billy’s, but I was alone as well.
Dinner was incredible last night, but nothing can compare to the hours we spent tangled up together afterward. I knew being intimate with her would mean something, but I never expected this. Her openness and vulnerability to explore and be what I need—it overwhelms me, and I shudder at the thought.
“Can you feel that?” she asked at one point, clenching me meaningfully. “Is that how it feels good to you? Tight?” My eyes damn near rolled back into my head.
“Yeah,” I told her, slipping my hands into her hair and pulling harder than I should have. She hissed in a breath as she rocked above me, the entire experience forever branding itself onto my memory.
How does she know to do these things? And how does she know to do them to me? The muscles in my lower stomach contract and I take a deep breath to stave off a scenario that could be somewhat embarrassing for both of us.
Glancing down, my eyes travel along the very low-cut design of the back of Lexi’s dress. She looks amazing, her skin so soft, and I’m suddenly wishing we were alone so I could dip my hand inside the dress and over her ass.
Per Camille’s request, this New Year’s Eve party is black tie, and the theme is silver and gold. Most of us moaned upon hearing the dress code, but seeing Lexi now, like this, I’m thinking Camille was onto something. My date is wearing tall gold heels and this tiny spaghetti-strapped gold dress that hugs all her curves perfectly. Her hair is pulled up, leaving her neck exposed, and since leaving the house, I’ve already put my teeth on her twice.
“Wow, you’ve really outdone yourself. Everything looks so beautiful,” Lexi tells Camille as we walk through the house, past the kitchen to the back lanai, which overlooks the water of the bay.
I’ve been looking forward to this party. The last couple of weeks have been stressful, and a night out with her and my friends where we aren’t in uniform, aren’t on the field, and are just having a good time here overlooking the water is what I desperately need.
Reid and Camille only moved into this house a few months ago, but it didn’t take them long to make it look and feel like a home. Then again, Camille has a knack for decorating, so no one is surprised. The most interesting piece is a chandelier mobile that hangs just inside the front door. It’s lit up with dangling crystals and has carefully hung paper airplanes all around it.
“I’d like to say I did it all, but I didn’t. Missy uses this event planning company called Volia, Inc, and they are amazing at bringing any vision to life. The owner is very reasonably priced, and in return uses the team events as advertisement for her business. It works out well for all of us.”
“I’d say so,” Lexi says, taking in the elaborate splendor before us.
The weather is cool this year, but not so cool that a few heat lamps can’t do the trick of taking the chill out of the air. The sky is clear, the stars are out, and looking up, I easily spot Orion’s Belt and Gemini. Tables have been strategically placed all around the pool, there’s a five-piece band set up off to the side, and everything seems to glitter and sparkle. I’m impressed, and it seems Lexi is too.
“It looks so beautiful, Camille.” It truly does.
Leaning closer so only we can hear, she says, “Keep her in mind—she plans all kinds of events.” She winks, and Lexi blushes.
I know exactly what she’s alluding to, and it’s not that I haven’t thought about spending the rest of my life with Lexi. I’ve thought about it for years, but talking about a wedding, having someone else mention it—it somehow makes me feel different, and my stomach turns sour. Maybe it’s because I have other things on my mind, like the playoffs, and I can’t handle the possibility of one more thing on my plate. I don’t know, but it’s a different I don’t like, and my mood instantly shifts.
Just like that.
“Hey, man.” Reid comes to stand next to me, and he claps me on the shoulder. Camille drags Lexi over to meet a few people, and I shove my hands into my pockets. I’m surprised by the sudden change in my emotions, and I don’t understand it. The thought of a wedding with Lexi shouldn’t be triggering a negative effect; it should be sparking excited anticipation.
“Hey. Nice party,” I tell him, unsuccessfully hiding my frown but genuinely meaning the sentiment.
He pops an eyebrow, and I feel my forehead wrinkling as my scowl deepens.
“Still not over it, huh?” He shakes his head. “Well, you need to let it go for tonight. I’m going to grab you a beer, and you’re gonna relax.” He pins me with a look and then walks off to grab us both a drink.
Still not over it. My jaw tightens as I look at each of my teammates who are already here. He thinks the sudden dive in my mood is related to yesterday’s game. Yes, I have thought about it nonstop, but I’ve been doing my best to stay present with Lexi and not fall into the trap of obsessing about every single play. I can do that after she heads home; right now I’m needed here.
Jonah, Miles, and Tristan, three guys from my offensive line, walk past and pat me on the back. They’re laughing, and as much as I want to feel the joy of seeing them happy, I just don’t.
“Chin up, Captain,” Miles says, grinning. “We still won.” He throws his arms out, spinning in a circle, and they walk off laughing.
That’s when the switch officially flips.
Fuel races through my veins, lighting me on fire, and I feel like I’m about to explode.
I came here with Lexi tonight looking forward to spending the evening with her and my friends, only I no longer want to be here. It isn’t about the prospect of a wedding; it’s about me not wanting to hear everyone’s opinions about my life. I’ve been turning a blind eye over the last couple of weeks, I’ve stayed off social media, I’ve rarely turned on the television, and I only leave the house when I have to. I’ve been trying to ignore others’ commentary and accusations about my playing and what might be affecting it, but suddenly it all feels really real and I feel out of my element even here amongst friends.
I mean, what the hell—Jarvie jinx? Stupidest thing I’ve ever heard, and I hate that she’s been dragged into this. None of this is her fault. She doesn’t impact the way I play, only I do, but is my team buying into it as well? I’d like to think they are above it, but as the night progresses, I’m starting to believe they aren’t. All anyone wants to talk about is our last couple of games and how things are going to play out in the postseason. They’re all making predictions, and when it comes to me, apparently they aren’t good ones.
Athletes live and breathe by their statistics. Kids memorize them, fans idolize them, and sports analysts salivate over them. For whatever reason, they give people a reason to either love or hate you, and nothing else matters. We are sixteen and oh in the regular season, won every single game, but it feels like all they can seem to focus on are my shortcomings, not the successes.
Yes, there are the standard obligatory comments of “Well done,” and “Congratulations on the win,” but outside of that it’s mainly been “Close call there, Brennen.”
What the fuck.
Did I have my best game? No. Is it a team effort? Yes. Where one fails, it’s the duty of the team to pick up the slack, but as the quarterback, I’m never allowed to fail. Every game has to be on point, and yesterday I wasn’t. Hell, the last couple of games I haven’t been, and to have my team, the team I lead and give my all to repeatedly toss concerned jabs my way—I don’t like it.
A few times throughout the evening, I catch Lexi giving me concerned looks, but I smile at her as if nothing is wrong and either redirect the conversation, lead her off for some more food, or ask her to dance.
“You okay?” she asks, handing me a piece of black-eyed pea bruschetta. It’s a Southern tradition to eat black-eyed peas on New Year’s Day, one meant to bring good luck, and all of us are superstitious enough heading into the playoffs that we’ll follow any tradition of any kind if it means even the possibility of good luck.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” I tell her, simultaneously taking a bite and tucking a piece of stray hair behind her ear.
“You sure? Because I’m catching some serious uncomfortable vibes coming from you.”
Looking past her shoulder, I stare at a light shining across the water. “Do you hear them?”
“I do, but who cares?”
“I care.” I frown.
“It’s just conversation. They have nothing else to talk about. Christmas is over, y’all have all caught up with each other, and they’re excited about the next game. Tonight isn’t any different from any other get-together after any other game. They’re gonna break it down, and then in two weeks, it’ll be something completely different.”
“I hear you, but it’s already been two weeks, four weeks. I just need it to stop.” I grab my beer bottle off the table and take a long pull, emptying half of it. She’s watching me, trying to figure out how to handle me, and I hate it.
“You know we can leave whenever you want. There’s plenty we can do at your house to ring in the new year.” Her concerned gaze morphs into a seductive smile, and it cracks a little of the tension wrapped around me.
“I know.” I trail my fingers down her arm and watch as goose bumps chase them. “Trust me, I have every intention of kicking off this year with fireworks of our own, but I like showing you off. You in this dress is something else.”
A tiny blush pinkens her cheeks as she takes a step closer to me. My hand slips around her waist to her lower back, and I pull her flush against me. She rests her hands on my chest, and it soothes some of the inner turmoil I’m dealing with.
“Thank you for inviting me,” she says. I watch her lips as they move, plump and glossy.
“I wasn’t going to be anywhere without you tonight. Where you are is where I am,” I quietly tell her.
She smiles, wraps her fingers around the lapels of my coat, and pulls as she rises up on her toes. My lips fall to hers and the noise in my head quiets. Maybe this is the trick; maybe I just need to kiss her all night, or maybe I just need her. When it’s just us, everything feels better, and with that thought, Reid’s voice echoes through the speakers.
“Good evening, ladies, gentlemen, and teammates.” Chuckles ripple across the crowd. “I’ll keep this short as it’s almost midnight, but Camille and I wanted to say thank you to everyone for coming tonight and spending New Year’s Eve with us. We know y’all have many places you could be and you chose here, so thanks again. As we ring in the new year, I would be remiss if I didn’t give a shout-out to the one that’s ending. After all, some amazing things happened.” He looks over at Camille, and whistles rip through the air. “I can’t imagine this next year being better than the last, but I welcome it with open arms.” He bends down to kiss her and then pops up, grinning. “I mean, how many seasons have we gone undefeated?!” The guys roar, and I find their happiness infectious. “I’d like to make a toast, so raise your glasses. As we head into the new year, I hope it brings each of you good luck and happiness, and may all our dreams come true.”
Someone coughs the words “Super Bowl championship,” and the crowd cheers through laughter.
“Happy New Year’s, everyone!”
Jack sidles up next to me as we all raise our glasses, and after I’ve clinked mine with Lexi’s, I turn to face him. I’ve caught him watching me several times throughout the night, and I can’t even give him a hard time about it. He knows me that well, and I know he’s heard all the little comments made tonight.
“You know it’s just noise, right?”
I don’t answer him; he can read my nonverbal cues. I’m also proud enough not to give credence to their gossip. Admitting it would mean I believe it’s true, and it’s not.
“I’ll be on the field at ten tomorrow morning. Think you’ll be ready by then?” he asks, even though I know he’s really asking about my mental state. He wants the negativity gone and me, his quarterback, focused on what’s next, not what’s passed.
“I’m always ready,” I tell him definitively. Fake it till you make it, I tell myself. This too shall pass.
“That’s my boy!” He again knocks his drink with mine and grins from ear to ear as we swallow them down in one go.
Around us, people start counting down, and Lexi wraps herself around me. I wish I would have enjoyed tonight more. It’s amazing to be undefeated and heading into the playoffs, I’m surrounded by my friends, and I’m with Lexi—my Lexi. The only thing missing is James, but outside of that, everything is as it should be. It’s perfect.
Only tonight I don’t feel perfect.
I feel uneasy.
I feel off.
And I hate it.
My friends, my teammates, they all chant the countdown to midnight, and as they break out with shouts of glee, anxiety overwhelms me. Fireworks explode overhead and everyone is laughing, hugging, kissing, but I feel frozen. With each breath tonight, there’s been this rise of panic growing on the inside. With each word I’ve heard passed around over the hours, I’ve felt more paralyzed. I feel tense, too tense. I feel like I’m about to spiral. I feel like a storm is brewing and I have no way to calm it.
That’s when Lexi’s lips land on mine.
The world is drowned out, the noise mutes, and the clouds recede.
I’m okay with the storm; deep down, I know it’s fueling me forward. As long as it stays offshore and I can get done what I need to do, in a few weeks I’ll put all this behind me, leaving only Lexi in front of me.
I’m okay.
It’s going to be okay.
I can do this.
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THINGS HAVE CHANGED between Bryan and me over the last two weeks. I don’t know how to pinpoint what it is or how it even started, but it was like the minute midnight hit and took us into January, something shifted.
Yes, I knew he was struggling after the last regular season home game, but this is different. He tried his best to put it behind him when we went to dinner, but I could still see the discontent in his expressions and behind his eyes. He was with me, but at the same time he wasn’t, and this just seems to intensify in the new year. I hoped being around his friends, he might relax a little, but he didn’t. Instead, the tension around his eyes got worse. He works so hard to maintain this embodiment of self-control and constant discipline, but I fear his rational side might be slipping. He’s a general for his team, and people speculating about weaknesses in his armor is affecting his mental game. He knows it shouldn’t be, but sometimes no matter how hard we fight the tide, the waves still pull us under.
With each passing day, our phone calls to each other have become shorter, and while our conversations are nice and normal, they feel scripted and almost stale. His tone sounds a little different, and I can feel it deep down in my soul.
Then again, maybe it’s not him. Maybe it’s me. Maybe I’m different.
“Ma’am, if you’ll just sign right here.”
An invoice slides across the kitchen counter and toward me. Looking up from my checkbook, I stare at the plumber, who was another friend of GiGi’s for years. That’s right, a plumber. He smiles, and it’s kind, but I just don’t have it in me to smile back.
The hot water heater cracked the thermal expansion valve, which leaked water all over the floor. Fortunately, the utility closet is next to the mudroom, so I was able to redirect the water outside. Unfortunately, the heater is old. He said there was too much sediment inside and I needed a new one. I know he’s giving me the best deal he can, but that doesn’t change the fact that this is more money I don’t have, and I’m heartbroken.
I sign his invoice then my personal check and hand him both.
“Thanks, Lexi. I appreciate your business.” He nods as he says this to me.
Business.
Business has dipped for Firefly Kitchen since the holidays are over. We knew it would—it happens to everyone—but I had hoped the exposure from the article would extend our season just a bit. Don’t get me wrong, we are still getting orders, and our regular accounts are ordering more than in the past, but it’s not enough. It never seems to be enough.
After walking the plumber out, I return to the kitchen and pull out the ingredients to make a new pie dough: flour, sugar, butter, shortening, salt. There are many different ways to make a pie crust, but GiGi always said it’s the shortening that makes the crust flaky, so that’s what I use, and no one has ever complained that the crust isn’t buttery or flaky enough.
I fall into the repetitive movements, ones that have woven themselves into my DNA. There’s no music, no television, and no sound. It’s quiet except for the voice in my head and the beat of my heart. It’s these moments of quiet where I’ve learned to listen and heal myself. After all, no matter how long Bryan and I are together or how serious we become, I know only I am responsible for my happiness. Whether it’s in conceding, embracing, or finding, it’s all on me. For years, it’s just been me, and this is how I do it best.
Slipping my hands into the dough, I break it into two sections and allow it to squish through my fingers. Tonight, I’m going to drown myself in sympathy wine while eating an old-fashioned comfort food dish: chicken pot pie.
On the table in the dining room, my cell phone rings. At first my heart skips a beat, because I’m hoping it’s Bryan, but quickly I decide I don’t want it to be. I’m not really in the right head space to talk to him. He’s already under so much pressure, so when I do talk to him, I want things to be easy and supportive. I don’t need him worrying about me too, at least not until the postseason is over.
Picking it up, I see it’s Meg and accept the call. As I put it on speaker, a smile stretches across my face.
“Hey, Meg! How are you?” I ask, walking back to my workstation. Somehow I’ve gotten loose flour all over the counter and didn’t even realize it. I swipe my hand through it, pushing it into a pile.
“Hey! I’m good. I’ve been dying to catch up with you, but the restaurant has been so crazy lately.” In the background, I can hear the telltale signs of restaurant kitchen life: “Order up!”
and
“I need a runner.”
Meg’s restaurant has really hit the food scene in Charleston. She’s booked daily with reservations and has received glowing reviews from local critics. I know it won’t be long before she’s recognized on a larger scale. We’re all so proud of her.
“Oh, no worries. I know you’re busy, and that’s great! I love hearing that things are going so well.” I also follow her on social media; her food pictures are mouthwatering and to die for.
Scraping the flour into my hand, I toss it into the sink then place the two pieces of dough in a bowl and take it to the freezer for chilling.
“They are, and I see things are going well for you too.” Through her words, I can tell she’s smiling, but they’re also laced with sarcasm.
“What do you mean?” I walk back to the sink to wash my hands.
“I saw a few pictures of you pop up in different places recently.”
My head lifts and I stare at nothing out the window, my heart rate instantly taking off. I hate having the attention so focused on us, on me. I thought I would be able to handle it, but I’m not so sure anymore. I’ve always been the girl who stood off on the sidelines. I’ve never wanted to play—anything, ever. It’s not who I am, and I would never say this to Bryan, but I can’t wait for the season to be over.
“Really? Like where?” My mind instantly drifts to the worst possible scenario, sleazy tabloids, and my stomach turns as I think about all my clients, customers, and friends around town seeing it. I imagine the headline Jarvie Jinx Strikes Again! accompanied by a picture of a rotting pie.
“Let’s see . . .” she says. “Between the news articles, sports articles, analyst predictions, and my Instagram newsfeed, you’re kind of all over.”
Oh no.
My eyes slide shut and burn with unwanted tears. I can’t help the groan that slips out, and she laughs. I don’t know what she thinks is funny about all of this. Nothing, and I do mean nothing is amusing me right now.
“What are they saying?” I ask her, leaning forward to put my weight against the edge of the counter for support. I’m not super confident I want to hear what she’s about to tell me, and I rub my chest as my heart starts to ache.
“You sure you want to know?” she asks.
No.
In the background I hear her moving through the kitchen and toward her office. The noise dies down and then there’s the soft click of a door closing.
“Yep, give it to me.”
“Your pies are poisoned.”
My jaw and my stomach drop.
“What! Well . . . that’s just mean.” I’m not sure if there’s a more hurtful thing they could say about me. They went for the jugular, went for my livelihood, and they probably knew the damage it was going to cause.
These pies—they are my dream. This is my business, my blood, sweat, and tears, and they are belittling something that means the world to me. They don’t even know me, and yet they have no problem setting into motion something that could potentially be devastating for me.
“I thought so too, but it gives them something to talk about.”
Only, I don’t want to be talked about—at all! I haven’t done anything wrong, and there’s nothing about my pies that’s poisoning anyone. I thought people joking around about the Jarvie jinx was bad enough, but hearing this just adds to my already bruised heart over my finances and makes me feel . . . I don’t know . . . like I’m just a joke.
I’ve always understood that Bryan hates the media. He’s avoided the spotlight because he’s never wanted his career to be picked apart. He’s worked too hard, and that’s how I feel.
At first they all said I was with him to promote my business, and now they’re saying this. I’ve worked hard too, just as hard as others to get where I am, and it feels awful to be belittled so much in front of such a large audience.
“I don’t want to be talked about.” A lump has formed in my throat, and it’s hard to talk over it. I’m certain Meg hears my distress, and I just don’t care. This hurts. I don’t want to be discussed or pitied; I don’t want this.
Poisoned pies.
It’s cruel. So cruel.
“I know, but just think, it’s almost over.” Her tone has softened. She’s trying to get me to focus on the end goal here, pointing out that in a few weeks this will all stop. But will it? And really, all my brain can stick on is the word over.
Over.
In so many ways, this word doesn’t sit right or feel right. Over can be applied to so many different things. I worry my business might be over, I worry I might lose my home, and something I don’t even want to think of for fear of jinxing myself is that Bryan and I might be headed that way too.
Nope, I’m not going to go there.
Letting out a deep breath, I change the subject. “I had to replace my hot water heater today.”
Out the window, my eyes catch on movement. I have a bird feeder hanging off the front porch, and a beautiful red cardinal has flown in and landed on it.
“Really? That’s crazy. I feel like everything but the walls have recently been replaced. It’s like you have a brand-new home.”
A brand-new home I can’t afford.
“It feels that way to me too.” She made it sound like a good thing, but it’s really not. It’s so hard to save money, takes so long to even accumulate just the smallest amount, and then with just one strike of a match or one drop of water, it’s all gone.
“What did Bryan say?”
“I didn’t tell him.” The cardinal swoops away, circles the feeder, and then lands again. The feeder sways.
“Why not?” she asks, sounding surprised.
“He has enough on his plate to worry about besides me, and he would worry. You should have seen him after the fireplace broke. It was a battle of the wills to not let him pay.”
“You should have let him. If he wants to help his girl out, there’s nothing wrong with that. Besides, he can afford it.”
“I’m not taking his money. He’s been back in my life all of ten seconds, and it doesn’t feel right to me. If he wants to buy me dinner, that’s one thing, but to repair my home—just no. It’s my responsibility.”
“Okay, I see your point, but I still think you should tell him.”
“Maybe.” I don’t agree or disagree with her; there’s no point, and quite frankly I don’t feel like she would understand. No one can understand how I feel right now, not Bryan, not my friends, not even James—not that he and I ever talk. He’s too busy off doing whatever it is he’s doing, and I’m lucky if I get an email from him once a month.
“Lex, are you doing okay?”
“Honestly, I don’t know. Today isn’t the best day, but this too shall pass, right?”
“It will. I’m sorry things are rough for you right now.”
“Yeah, me too.” The cardinal’s wings flap twice, and then he’s gone just as quickly as he came. I know it’s ridiculous, but I can’t help but draw a parallel between the bird and the things in my life that mean the most.
“On a positive note, part of the reason I’m calling is to place an order.”
Hearing this lifts my mood, just a little.
“That’s great.”
It really is. I’ll take anything I can get right now.
Meg and I wrap up our call, and I push my phone aside as silence envelops me. I take in the full view in front of me, and my heart swells with love for the land, the trees, the fence, the porch, and all the details that have been added over the years. Except for my brief time at culinary school, it’s the only view I’ve ever known, and it’s one I hope to know for the rest of my life.
Never has a day gone by that I haven’t been grateful that GiGi left the house to me. Although, if I’m being completely honest with myself, I am jealous and frustrated that James doesn’t have to worry about these kinds of things, and all these problems I’ve had would be so simple for Bryan. I work hard, and I’m not saying they don’t; it’s just different. What rests on my shoulders is heavy and feels like so much more. Because, unlike them, if I’m not careful, like the water from the tank today, everything can slip away.
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PULLING MY EYES away from the monitor, I look around my office and notice it’s dark. When I sat down to begin looking at films from today’s game, the sun was still present in the sky, which means hours have passed, but I don’t care. I need to memorize every single error I made not only today but over the last couple of weeks.
With this thought, I shake my head in disgust, and my pointer finger clicks the mouse to drag the play bar back one minute.
I made one of the biggest mistakes a quarterback can make today, and I didn’t even realize it. I stared too long at the receivers on the left side and gave away our plays. Over and over, I did this. So stupid, and the fact that I didn’t even realize it makes it that much worse.
Coach kept yelling at me to get my head in the game, and it was. Well, I thought it was, but now I’m doubting everything, including myself. Seriously, what was I thinking? What was I doing?
I’ve never doubted myself, not ever. Doubt has a way of making itself known. Like an illness, it’s quickly passed on to others, and that’s how teams lose. It’s not for a lack of talent or effort. When it comes to sports, it’s the mental toughness, the mental game that plays a major part in whether teams win or lose.
I know better. I am such a better quarterback than this. I’ve spent years perfecting the ins and outs of my position and how to make things happen the way I want them to. I know how to trick the other team into thinking one thing when I’m actually doing something different, but I didn’t today. In hindsight, today, I have no idea what my end game was.
If you consistently stare toward the same side of the field, the defense is going to assume that’s where the ball is going. Usually, I use this kind of manipulation to create throwing lanes and open up extra space to throw the football to the backside of the play, but not today. Today, I was a bad quarterback who repeatedly made a fundamental error. I’m lucky my offensive line is as good as they are or we would have had more interceptions than we did. As it was, there were three.
Three.
I gave our opponent multiple opportunities to take the lead in this game, and thank God for our defense. We were so close to this game ending differently, and it would have been my fault. All. My. Fault.
I feel as if a thousand pounds have landed on my shoulders and a hundred pairs of my teammates’ eyes are turned toward me. It’s very overwhelming. To say I’m embarrassed . . . well, that word doesn’t accurately describe how I feel.
“What are you doing?”
My eyes briefly flit to Lexi. She’s standing in the doorway, leaning against the frame. For some reason, I find I can’t look at her. It’s been this way all afternoon, since I met her in the family room after the game. I’m grateful she came for me, but—though I hate to admit it—I wish she hadn’t.
None of my teammates spoke to me after the game. Hell, they weren’t speaking to me during the game. I sat on the bench, looking at replays, and they all kept a wide berth. Even Reid and Jack kept their distance, and all that did was piss me off. At the time, I didn’t understand why, but I sure do now.
“Looking at films,” I mumble, as if she doesn’t already know what I’m doing.
“How long have you been doing that?” she asks. In my peripheral vision, I see her cross her arms over her chest.
“I don’t know, a few hours.”
When we got home, I immediately retreated to my room to be alone. Since then I’ve looked at films, run on my treadmill, looked at more films, took a long shower, and then ended up back here, where I am now, reviewing films. As if I haven’t tortured myself enough, I’ve been reviewing the last four games, and sure enough, like a beacon light, I stared too long in each of those games, with each game getting progressively worse. I may as well have announced loud and clear to the Jaguars today, Hey, watch me. I’ll nonverbally tell you what our next play is. I’m so angry with myself.
“Okay, well, how much longer do you think you’ll be doing this?” she asks.
I did come up for air once, and I sat with her just long enough to scarf down the shrimp, pineapple, and avocado dish she made. It was good, although I barely tasted it. I just want to be alone right now.
“I don’t know. A few more hours.” There’s a bite to my tone, and I can’t bring myself to care. Clearly, she sees I’m doing something that’s important to me. Besides, she’s a big girl; if she insists on being here, I don’t need to entertain her.
“All right. What time do you think you’re going to head to bed?” I can tell she’s irritated, but she’s trying to keep it at bay too.
“I don’t know,” I snap. “Does it matter?”
I keep my eyes on my glowing screen and not on her. I know it’s rude, but whatever. Can’t she see I just want to be left alone? Can’t she see I’m not in the best of moods? Can’t she see internally I’ve having a meltdown of epic proportions?
“I guess I’m just trying to figure out why I drove down today if you didn’t plan on spending any time with me.”
Spend time with her?
Is she serious right now? Did she not see how I played today? I do hear what she’s saying, and I know she isn’t trying to be selfish or needy, but given where we are in the season and the shitshow I keep putting on game after game, I don’t have time for her. It makes me even angrier that she doesn’t realize this.
My chest, which has already felt like it’s being crushed with stress, now feels like it’s going to cave in and implode. My hands move to the edge of my desk and tighten around it. I know none of this is her fault and I’m doing my best to not take it out on her, but she needs to take a huge step back right now and think objectively about what I need and what I need to be doing.
These next two weeks, every minute is going to be spent preparing to play the Saints and nothing else. I’ve never gotten this far into the season, and as if it isn’t exciting enough to be playing the conference championships, we are only two games away from fulfilling every professional dream I’ve ever had. From the moment I first held a football, it’s all been leading up to this, and I can’t be distracted. Not right now, not by her, not by anyone.
Time suspends as neither of us speaks. I know she’s waiting for me to say something, but I don’t know what, and I don’t know how to do so without coming across like the biggest dick on the planet. She hasn’t done anything wrong . . . or has she? Hearing people whisper behind my back that the Jarvie jinx has struck again—maybe they were onto something this whole time and I was too blind to see it. I know, right now, just thinking this is crazy, but I feel crazy. I feel like I need to look at every single aspect of my life and figure out what is happening to make things go wrong.
“One thing, Bryan. Tell me one thing.”
One thing.
My gaze shoots up from the monitor to her. Her hair is pulled up on top of her head in a mess, and she’s wearing a long-sleeved gray T-shirt and cutoff denim shorts. She looks casual and beautiful like always, but all I can focus on is that she’s standing in the doorway and I feel trapped inside. This room, which is a nice-sized space, suddenly feels small, and I just can’t breathe.
One thing—it’s what we used to say to each other to open conversation, to give insight into what’s going on in our head. It’s like she’s pushed a button with those words, like she’s turned a key. The tension under my skin and in my chest—it becomes even tighter than it already was. I feel like I’m suffocating, and as much as I don’t want these words to come I out, they have to. I need them out of me more than I’ve ever needed anything, and with that thought, they burst free from my lips.
“I can’t do this.”
Shaking my head, I let out a long-overdue sigh and feel that pressure crumble with the absolute truth. I thought I could do it. I thought I could finally balance being with her and being the best I am to my team and to myself, but I can’t. It’s too hard.
“What do you mean you can’t do this? I need you to talk to me.” Her irritated tone is now combined with one of distress.
How do I talk to her? I don’t want to talk to her—I don’t want to talk to anyone. How do I tell her to leave me alone until this is over? It will hurt her, I know that, and then what? What about next year? This is my job; this is what I do. I’ve willingly dedicated my whole life to this, and I can’t do this again. I can’t go through the constant chatter from my teammates and industry people. I can’t go through any more side glances as I pass by, and I certainly can’t deal with more talk of her putting a jinx or spell on me. It was a stupid comment but one that suddenly doesn’t feel so stupid anymore.
I know I am the best quarterback in the league, and I hate that people have started to doubt that. It’s time for me to remind them why, up until a few weeks ago, they thought I was too. I’ve always been unyielding to social and outside pressures, and I’m not about to stop now. I’ve always followed my gut instinct, and it’s never steered me wrong. I have to listen to it; it knows what’s best.
“I thought I could, but it’s too much. I’m in over my head, and I need to focus on the game. Just the game.”
Heat flares in my veins as my blood courses through them. Endorphins are firing as I feel this sense of control I’ve been desperately trying to grasp wash over me.
She shakes her head, and a piece of her hair falls over her face. “But you are focusing on the game. I’ve watched you.” She takes a step into the room, and I lean back in my chair to put the distance back between us.
“Clearly you haven’t been watching close enough, because apparently I’m not focused, not like I should be. This”—I wave my hand back and forth between us—“it isn’t working. I feel distracted. There’s too much going on, and I need to be one hundred percent committed to this”—I point to the screen—“not this”—I point to her then back at myself.
Her head tilts slightly as she stares at me. “I see.” She stands up straighter, lengthening her spine, almost taking on a defiant pose. “Again, I have watched you, and whether you want to believe it or not, I understand what’s on the line here, Bryan. I understand what this means to you. I always have, probably more than any other person in your life.” She pauses and takes a breath to calm herself. “I guess I’m just trying to figure out what this has to do with me. Did I do something wrong? I thought . . . I thought we were in this together.”
Together. Are we in this together? If we were, she would know that right now, together means with my team. I can’t be worrying about her, her feelings, when we’re going to see each other, or how much time I’m going to have to commit. I need to commit everything I have to my team. They’ve earned this just as much as I have. For the past six years, they’ve been my family, and I owe them.
“Lexi, I don’t know what to tell you. I don’t know what you want to hear. I feel distracted when I need to focus. You are distracting me. You’ve been distracting me and it shows. Everyone has seen it, and I can’t have them questioning and doubting how I’m going to perform. No one has ever questioned my work ethic, my dedication, or talent before. I need things to get back on track.”
She drops her head and bites her bottom lip. It rolls in between her teeth as she stares at the carpet, her chest visibly rising and falling as she’s breathing harder than normal. I expect her to fight me, to argue; that’s always been who she is. She runs off emotions, but in this moment I watch as her shoulders fall forward, and I know I need to end this.
“Look,” I say to her. She raises her eyes to meet mine, and even from across the room, I can see they are glassy. “I tried. I did. I tried to balance having a relationship with football, and it’s not working. At the end of the day, when you strip away everything, I’m just a man who has no idea what he’s doing, no idea what’s supposed to happen next, and it makes me feel out of control. I don’t know how to live life like this. I live a very structured life, and I want to live like this. It’s who I am, who I’ve always been. This is what I do. It’s what I’ve done for what feels like forever, and I love it. I love football.”
“I know you love football,” she replies firmly. “I’ve watched you love it from day one. I know who you are, and I’ve always known this. Why do you think I don’t understand? Why do you think I don’t get it?”
“You don’t get it. If you did, you wouldn’t be asking me these things. Hell, you wouldn’t even be here if you did. You make pies out of your kitchen—so simple. I have to lead an entire team, the front office, and the fans. That’s millions of people. To be this, to be me, football has to come first. Football does come first. It always has and always will. It’s the love of my life. That is what you don’t understand.”
The expression on her face drops into an unreadable mask and her lips softly close, but her eyes widen slightly as she stares at me and blinks.
Wrapping her arms around her body, she breaks eye contact and looks around my office, really studies it. I watch as she takes in the walls, which are covered with awards and articles about my career. I know she’s finally connecting all the dots. Being the greatest at what I do, it means everything to me. It’s what I strive to achieve day after day, and the only way to do this is by being alone. Maybe not forever, but definitely for now. I should tell her I’m sorry. I should tell her we can talk later. I should tell her so many things, but I don’t.
“Okay, Bryan,” she says quietly. The fight I thought I was going to get is now gone, and her glassy gaze is aimed toward the monitor on my desk.
The silence between us becomes tangible, and I feel it pushing us apart with each breath we take.
Turning, she moves to leave, but then she stops in the doorway and looks back at me one last time. More of her hair has fallen onto her face, and my heart thumps harder in my chest to the point of pain. I know this is it. Once she’s gone, that’s it. I have no idea where we’ll go from here, if anywhere.
The pools of water that have formed in her eyes slowly begin to drip down her face, and as she takes in a deep breath and whispers the words, with one little sentence, she stops my heart and slays me in two.
“For what it’s worth, you are the love of mine.”
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THE SUN IS brutal today as I push my sunglasses up higher on my face and pull down on my sun hat to block more of the light. It’s not hot out—in fact, it’s quite lovely—it’s just so damn bright. There’s not one cloud in the sky, and I find myself feeling slightly bitter that the world can be so happy and so beautiful while I’m sitting here feeling as if a piece of me has died and left a gaping hole inside of me. I feel hollow.
The sun hat shifts back to where it was, and I let out a deep sigh. I’m calling it a sun hat, but the way Marie had us dress for this weekend, it feels more like a Kentucky Derby hat. It’s festive and pretty, over the top. It’s too much for how I’m feeling but enough that we look great in all the photos that are being taken with us in our hats and Firefly Kitchen T-shirts.
This weekend, we’re at the annual Kumquat Festival, which is held a few towns over. It’s a festival we’ve been coming to for years, one we look forward to. With over two hundred white tent vendors, food trucks, local entertainment, and children’s activities, it’s one of the largest in the area and one of the most attended. This year, though, if I had gotten my way, I would have stayed home and Marie would have come by herself. To say the idea didn’t go over well would be an understatement, and after the holiday gift guide, the organizers have used us as a marketing selling point, so we’re front and center—not that we mind. This is huge exposure and a great way to promote local businesses and local farmers, but having to be sociable is killing me.
It’s been a week and five days since I spoke to him, twelve of the longest days in the history of mankind.
I didn’t stay at Bryan’s house the night he broke my heart. Instead, I quietly packed the few things I had brought and left. He didn’t come out of his office, didn’t even so much as mutter goodbye, and I haven’t heard from him once, not even to see if I made it home okay, which I did, though it was through an endless amount of tears.
It’s not that I expected him to call. After all, he’s made it clear what his priorities are right now, and I’m not one of them—mostly likely never will be. It’s a humbling feeling, even for the strongest person, and it’s left me feeling incredibly inadequate.
I hate that I’ve let another person have this kind of effect on me, but he wasn’t just another person; he was mine. Well, I take that back—he wasn’t mine, but I was his. I gave him everything of me I could, even when I didn’t have it to give. I thought I was being what he needed, but apparently not. He just needed me gone.
“Would you stop frowning? You’re going to scare away the customers,” Marie chastises underneath her breath while she realigns a few of our jars that have been moved from people picking them up.
We didn’t bring any pies with us today. One of the main treats to have at this festival is kumquat refrigerator pie, and it’s not one we make. So, our table is filled with our different pie fillings, a few different jams and jellies, honey, and kumquat salsa.
“I can’t. I think my face is permanently frozen this way, just like my heart.” There’s a bitterness in my tone, one that won’t seem to go away.
“Oh my God. Dramatic much?” She glances at me with annoyed yet sympathetic brown eyes, the dark braid of her hair falling over her shoulder.
“I’m serious. It’s like it physically pains me to smile,” I tell her, wishing she could understand. I get it; I do. To her—to the world—we weren’t together that long, maybe two and a half months at the most, but for me, it’s been a lifetime. I’ve lived a lifetime of wanting him, loving him, and dreaming about him, and now it feels as if the dream is over. My dream didn’t come true, and it hurts.
“You can, and you will. Suck it up, buttercup. There’s plenty of time later for us to drown your sorrows.” A huge smile splits across her face as she waves to someone down the row.
Drowning my sorrows sounds divine. Another feature of this festival is the kumquat cider beer, and it’s delicious.
“Hey, y’all. How’s it going?” We turn and see Sharon walking our way.
Sharon has been a friend of ours as long as I can remember. GiGi was good friends with her family, and it’s because of them we are here today. Sharon’s family owns Kumquat Growers, the nation’s largest producers of kumquats and kumquat products since 1912. Kumquats are the little golden gems of the citrus family and are the perfect fruit for vegetables, meats, marinades, marmalades, and salsas. In fact, our biggest seller this weekend is the kumquat salsa, which is made with kumquats from a mixture of our trees and Sharon’s.
“How’s it going over here?” she asks, full of smiles.
“It’s going well. Lexi here has been in more photos this morning than she was all three days combined last year.” Marie laughs at me, and my frown deepens.
“Well, she is a local celebrity, and she’s dating our beloved quarterback.” Sharon beams.
It seems everyone here knows about Bryan, and I haven’t corrected one of them yet, haven’t said we’re over. It’s too hard, and quite frankly, it’s no one’s business. The thought of having to answer questions of Why? and Oh, what happened?—I just can’t, and don’t even get me started on the looks of pity. Those will be front and center, and I feel enough pity from myself. I have zero interest in receiving it from other people.
“Is he ready for this weekend’s game?” she asks.
“I think so. From what I hear, practices have been brutal”—thank you, Sports Network—“and he’s been watching film nonstop.” I know this is the truth, because he watches a lot of film. All. The. Time.
“You tell him we’re all rooting for him and can’t wait to watch our team play.”
“I will.” I force out a kind smile. “I know he appreciates all the support he can get.”
And he does. He hates the media, loves the fans.
Sharon and Marie chat for a few more minutes while I sit there mute, trying to look engaged, and then Sharon’s off to greet the next booth. More customers come by, more pictures are taken, and with each passing minute, I feel like more pieces of my heart are blowing away with the wind.
This sucks.
Across the lane from us, a couple of squirrels dart out as if they’re going to come our way, but then they suddenly stop and stare up at me with their beady little black eyes. A gasp escapes me, and when I reach over and grab Marie’s arm, she starts to laugh.
“It’s like the universe is conspiring against me! Why? Why are they staring at me? Look at them.” I point, and she laughs harder. They bob up and down as they look over our whole booth, and I pull my feet up into my chair.
“The universe is not conspiring against you. Stop it.” She yanks her arm out of my death grip.
“It is. Oh my God! They’re coming closer. Marie! Do something!”
“Fine!” Still laughing, she gets up and moves to the front of the booth. The squirrels watch her, and as she gets closer to them, I swear they look at me one more time in a We’re coming for you kind of way and then take off.
“I just don’t understand. As if things aren’t bad enough, now the squirrels are plotting against me.”
“They are not.” Marie rolls her eyes as she moves to stand next to the booth and chat with people as they pass by.
Letting out a deep sigh, I lean back in my chair and reach for my phone. I know I shouldn’t be looking for news notifications of him, but I can’t help myself. A new picture has gone viral. He’s in a navy suit, he’s had a haircut, and he’s wearing a pair of AirPods. He carries a large tan leather overnight bag, and he’s boarding the team plane. His face is devoid of emotions, but the muscles in his jaw are strained; it’s clenched shut. He doesn’t look happy, but he doesn’t look sad either. He looks indifferent, and that makes me feel even more foolish.
Did he ever care for me like I did for him? Or was I just a distraction? A good one, until I became a bad one?
“Seriously, though, I still think you’re overreacting,” Marie says. She’s watching me stare at my phone; of course she knows who I’m looking at. “If there was ever a time for him to be stressed out to the max, it’s now. This is everything he’s worked for, he hasn’t been playing very well, and the people closest always get the brunt of someone’s emotions. They have to be taken out on someone, and well, you were his person. You know this.”
“Maybe, but you didn’t see him. You didn’t hear him.” I think back to how disconnected from me he was. There wasn’t much remorse in his eyes—if any—and he was adamant that this is what he wants. He made me feel bad, not only for being there, but for thinking we were actually headed somewhere. He made me feel stupid, like I should have known better.
“No, not that day. But, I’ve heard enough from you about before, and I know what I’ve seen while you’ve been with him. I don’t think you should write him off just yet. Let him get through these next two games, and then we’ll see what happens.”
“Why are you defending him? Just a few weeks ago you were warning me against him.”
She shrugs one shoulder. “I’ve had time to reconsider things.”
“Reconsider things.” I shake my head like she’s lost her mind. What’s there to reconsider? The problem now is, the more I think about it, the more I don’t know. I tried to be with him. I did—with our different lives, in different cities, with different life problems—and I don’t think we fit. I don’t think I fit, and after last weekend, I feel pretty confident I’m not what he needs.
In reality, he’s left me twice now, and I’m not sure I could handle it a third time.
When we were graduating from high school, I knew he and James were headed to college early, but what no one but Bryan and I know is that he didn’t even bother to say goodbye to me.
I thought we were friends—hell, he had to have known he was more than a friend to me, but even that didn’t matter. He had put the flashlight on, and like the lovesick girl I was, I went. After wrapping himself around me for the entire night, he was gone when I woke. He left a note in the kitchen and surprised all of us by deciding to leave a week earlier than James. GiGi seemed okay with his eagerness to get started. James just shrugged his shoulders; he didn’t care, because it wasn’t goodbye for him. But me—I was devastated. After all that time, all those years, clearly he didn’t think I was important enough to tell in person. A wave, a look, something . . . confirmation that he held me in some kind of higher regard—nope.
He broke my heart that day, and you’d think I would have learned my lesson. Sure, over time, the sting hurt less. I told myself he’d done it to make things easier, but it wasn’t easier for me, just for him—just like now. At some point I have to accept that this is the way things are. No matter how much or how long I’ve loved him, he’s never going to love me back like I deserve to be loved, and I have to tell myself that’s not okay. I deserve to get in return what I give, someone’s whole heart, because that’s what I’m offering. It’s who I am, and as much as it pains me to finally admit this . . . we just aren’t meant to be.
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THE PLANE IS loud as teammate after teammate boards and takes a seat. The conversations are animated, the laughter is boisterous, but as hard as I try, I can’t find it in me to feel even an ounce of what they are feeling. All I see in my head is her face after I broke her heart, and all I hear is her telling me she loves me.
I knew she loved me the way you do when you care for someone you’ve known for a long time, but I should have paid closer attention. Every day, whether it was something she did or something she said, she was wholeheartedly loving me, and I’m the dumbass who was too self-absorbed to notice. If I had, maybe I would have handled things differently, or maybe I wouldn’t have. I’ll never know. Instead, I pushed away the one and only person I’ve ever wanted love from.
She told me she loved me.
I shake my head and look down at my phone.
I’ve dreamt of hearing her saying those three little words more times than I care to admit, but not once did it play out with sad tears in her eyes, tears that were because of me, not for me. My heart aches, and I reach up to rub my chest.
“You know, it wouldn’t hurt you to smile a little. After all, we just won our conference championship game and are headed to the Super Bowl. The. Super. Bowl,” Jack howls as he stops at my row, grins, and punches me in the arm. I wince at the slight pain he’s caused, which makes him laugh.
“I know we’re going to the Super Bowl—I’m just still in the zone. I’m thinking.”
He looks past me at the guys farther back, to the front at the guys horsing around, and then back at me. His eyes narrow and his brows draw down. Over the last week, I’ve caught him watching me curiously, just like at Reid’s for New Year’s Eve. He’s never asked or even hinted that he suspects something is up, but I’m pretty sure he does.
“Thinking about what, exactly?” He tilts his head.
Everyone is celebrating. It’s not lost on me that I’m the only one who’s not, and as he looks at me, he’s definitely seeing there’s more going on in my head than just the game, the win, and what’s coming up next. I haven’t told him about Lexi and me, but I’m certain he knows now, and as much as I know I shouldn’t be thinking about her right now, should be celebrating with my teammates, I can’t help it. My heart’s not in it like it should be.
“What’s coming next,” I semi-lie to him. Yes, I am thinking about the next game, the game, but I’m also wondering what’s next for her and me. After all these years, all this time of wanting her from afar, is this really how I’m going to let us end? I don’t know. I feel like I don’t know anything.
Well, except for the fact that I broke the heart of the only girl I’ve ever loved. Yes, I am man enough to admit that I love her, because I do; I’m just the idiot who never told her. Instead, I told her I loved something else more.
I am such an asshole.
Seriously, I’m as dumb as a post.
“Bro, tonight you just need to turn it off and enjoy this with your friends. This is everything all of us have ever worked for. It’s okay to be happy. You deserve it.”
“I will.” I look up at him. “I promise. I just need to decompress more.”
“Decompress.” He lets the word hang in the air between us and then flattens his lips together while shaking his head. “You’re lying to me right now. You forget I know you.”
I let out a sigh, break eye contact, touch the screen of my phone—which I’ve been gripping like a lifeline—and stare down at the photo of Lexi and me from New Year’s Eve. “Have you ever wanted something so bad you feel mentally and emotionally stunted?” I raise my eyes to look at him again. He’s watching me closely, and I don’t even care. “Well, that’s me right now. I just need to process, if you know what I mean.”
He nods, but his gaze is sharp and thoughtful at the same time. I can see he’s wondering the same thing I am: am I talking about the big game or her? I’m not going to clarify, so on that note, I lean my head back against the headrest and close my eyes, hoping he’ll leave me be and sit somewhere else. I want him to enjoy this. He should be enjoying it, and with me, he won’t be.
After a few seconds, the sound of him patting the seat in front of me twice tells me he’s leaving, and I let out another sigh . . . only the seat next to me wobbles immediately after, and this time I feel the impact as a heavy weight lands in it. I crack my eyes and see that it’s Reid. He tosses a homemade granola bar in my lap and proceeds to open one of his own.
“Oh man, do I wish Camille were here right now.” He leans back in the chair and sprawls his legs out underneath the seat in front of him while grinning from ear to ear.
I give him the side eye to let him know he’s officially crossing over into too-much-information territory, and he laughs. He’s so happy, just like the rest of them, and I desperately wish I felt the same.
“Not for that, asshole. Because I’m overjoyed, thrilled, and I want to share this with her.” He shoves a third of the bar into his mouth and starts chewing.
“Why didn’t she come?” I ask. Camille always comes to the games, rain or shine, and her missing this one is almost alarming. My stomach growls at the recognition of what it’s about to eat. Reid’s granola bars are the best.
“She’s sick and was worried about me or someone on the team catching it,” he answers while chewing the next third.
“That sucks. Flu?” My mouth waters as I take my first bite and internally groan in satisfaction.
“Yeah, it does, and no, I think it’s just a cold, but she spiked a fever, which meant au revoir playoff game. Sucks about your girl’s house, too. Camille feels really bad for her.”
Lexi’s house?
What?
“What do you mean?” I turn to face him, suddenly losing interest in the snack.
“You know, with all the repairs over the last couple of months. Camille’s house in Savannah is old too, so we deal with it a little bit, but not like this, not like Lexi has had to. I can’t even imagine how much cash she’s had to fork over.”
He finishes off the bar as I think back through the conversations Lexi and I have had recently, and I don’t know what he’s talking about. She hasn’t mentioned anything else, and I’m pretty sure I would remember if she did. Maybe Camille heard her wrong.
“Yeah, the fireplace was unfortunate,” I tell him. “You should have seen the smoke pouring out of the house when I got there. I thought it was on fire.” Visions of Lexi coughing and waving her arms through the air as she busted through the front door flash behind my eyes. I remember thinking she had grown up to be an incredible woman, and also thinking that I would die if something happened to her.
“Well, I think I’d take smoke any day over all the water. Water is such a fucking disaster all on its own, and it’s seriously my biggest fear when it comes to being a homeowner. I can’t even imagine how she’s dealt with it all, from the termites to the AC unit last summer, the roof, the leaks, the inside damage, the well pump cracking, and that eighty-gallon hot water heater flooding her floors just two weekends ago.” He shakes his head. “Camille said she was surprised Lexi even made it to the game.”
I repeat to myself what he’s just said. Termites. The AC unit. The roof. The leaks. The well pump. The hot water heater. Last weekend. Other than the roofer I saw that very first day, it never occurred to me what the inside damage would have looked like, and a passing comment about the well pump was the only thing she chose to say to me about the issues. Maybe I only knew about the fireplace because I saw it firsthand. I’ve never given much thought to what she might be going through outside of me.
“Yeah, she’s always been amazing like that. It meant a lot to me that she made it,” I mumble, because it seems like the right thing to say. The truth is, I took for granted that she’s the most selfless, caring person there is, and then I went out of my way to vocalize how simple her chosen life was compared to mine. My chest aches at the guilt I feel about the things I said when now I can’t help but wonder if I know much about her life at all.
He closes his eyes, and a small smile tilts his lips. “Just a few more hours now, and we’ll both be home and with the girls of our dreams. Doesn’t get much better than that.”
Home.
Only for me, that’s not what I’m going home to. Mine will be empty, just like it’s always been. It’s funny how quickly home felt less like a place and more like it belonged to her. I didn’t care where we were, as long as she was there. That was when I felt the best, like I was right where I should be.
Except, she must not have felt the same. Why wouldn’t she have shared with me all the problems she’s been having? Yeah, I’ve been busy with the team, but she’s had so many opportunities to tell me. All those nights we talked on the phone, during the holidays, and over dinners we’ve shared . . . it just doesn’t make sense.
I know we aren’t in a good place at the moment, but I thought we were before. Weren’t we?
How could she not tell me? How could I not see it if she was struggling? Oh, wait, I know—because I’ve made the last few months all about me.
I scrub my hand over my face and shake my head.
Finishing the season, squeezing in time when I was available, trying to stay in the right mindset as we entered the playoffs, I forced us to ignore outside influences when they were saying she was the reason I wasn’t on top of my game. The truth is, she isn’t the reason; I am. Things that happen on the field have nothing to do with her. All she ever wanted to do was make my life happier, easier, but what was I doing for her life?
Did she think I had one foot out the door the entire time? Did I have one foot out the door? I don’t think I did, but my attention was divided in two, between her and the game. I tried overlapping them, I really did, but as she well knows—hell, as the world knows—I didn’t do a very good job of it. And look at us now.
I again chose the sport and didn’t choose her.
Who chooses her? No one. That’s why she chooses herself, why she holds her cards close. I’ve always admired how strong and independent she is, but she hasn’t really been given any other choice, and I suddenly feel so much worse.
Maybe she knew this was going to be our fate. After all, history repeats itself, right?
And who can blame her for keeping things from me? She’s always known I was in it to win it, just not with her. She’s always taken the scraps I’ve tossed her way, even when we were kids, and she’s never asked for anything in return.
But . . . I tried.
I did try.
Didn’t I?
I guess like everything in my life, if I’m ever given the opportunity again, I’m just going to have to try harder.
For her, I can try—no, I will try harder.
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SHUTTING OFF THE television, I sit still as silence fills my bedroom, and it echoes the sound inside my chest. Well, the sound is silent, but the pain is loud.
With being gone over the weekend and not having any time, I recorded Bryan’s game because, no matter what, I wouldn’t miss it. I already knew they won, but I wouldn’t forgive myself down the road if I didn’t watch one of the biggest games of his career. Despite our current relationship, he’s still important to me, and I desperately want the best for him. He deserves it. He deserves it all.
The change in him from the division playoff game to this one was night and day. His level of focus was laser sharp, to the point where even the announcers commented on it. The concentration lines in his forehead; his narrowed, all-seeing eyes; his pinched lips; the tension across his shoulders—they ate it up, whereas all I felt was guilt. They also commented on how I wasn’t seen at the game.
Headlines involving him this morning all revolved around the jinx and if it’s finally over. Turns out, they were right all along. Clearly, I was a distraction, and I did affect his ability to do his job. You can’t hide the truth, and there it is in plain sight for the world to see. I jinxed him.
I was bad for him.
Placing the remote on my nightstand, I lean back against the headrest and pull the covers up. My eyes find the fireplace mantle, and I can’t help but stare at the picture of James, myself, and Bryan. It’s the same photo from the television interview he did at the beginning of the season, the one that’s been splashed across screens for the world to see, and it’s also one of my favorites. I’m standing in between the two of them after they won the state title, their last game as high school seniors, and Bryan had reached over and grabbed my hand. Both of them are towering over me, dripping with sweat, and both of them are smiling from ear to ear. I love this photo not just because the three of us are in it together or because it was printed in our high school yearbook, but because there is a true, genuine smile on Bryan’s face, a rare sight.
Just like the mantle downstairs, all the pictures in my room are a mixture of GiGi, James, Bryan, and me. He may think my life is simple—he’s not wrong about the fact that I am just a pie baker—but it’s still my life, and these are my memories. I wouldn’t trade them for anything, even when that overwhelming sense of loneliness creeps over me. It is official: I am completely alone. Everyone I have ever loved has left me or moved on, even ones I didn’t love, like my mother and father.
For years I dreamt about what it would be like to have Bryan come back to me, only now I know, and unfortunately knowing is worse than not. I also dreamt about what it would be like to see him play in the Super Bowl, and now here we are. Years ago, I promised him if he ever made it, I would be there, only now I’m not so sure.
I don’t want to distract him or be bad for him. I want this for him, more than I’ve ever really wanted anything for myself. All his dreams are about to come true, so how could I go and disrupt it? I’m not so sure he would even want me there, but then again, a promise is a promise.
It was a random day in April, and both Bryan and James had come running into the kitchen to make some lunch. I had just pulled an apple pie out of the oven and set it on the counter, and the sweet smell was wafting through the air.
“Just think, one day, I’m going to play in the Super Bowl. I’m calling it now, and you both better be there to see it,” Bryan said, smiling at me and stuffing a sandwich into his mouth. Both of them had spent spring break as well as a few other weekends up at the college, already being integrated into the team and working conditioning drills.
“Wait!” James yelled. “Why am I not in it with you?” he asked, chewing with his mouth open like only a gross guy can.
“Because, we’ll probably get drafted to different teams, and my team is going to beat your team. That’s why.” His smile dipped to a taunting smirk. He gulped down half a glass of water, and I watched his throat move.
“Yeah, well, we’ll see about that if I have anything to say about it,” James grumbled.
“Regardless of who makes it, let’s make a pact: no matter where we are or what we’re doing, we’ll go. We have to.” Bryan held up his fist for James to bump, and he did, hard.
“I’m in, but of course I’ll be the one playing.” James laughed.
“Dude, if you’re playing, I’m there,” Bryan told him.
“Me too.” He nodded back.
When the two of them were together, it was like all was right in the world—my world, that is.
“How about you, Lex?” Bryan asked as he turned to face me.
For a moment, I was dumbstruck. Yes, I’d looked at him every day for the past eight years, but he had so effortlessly slipped from being a teenage guy to a young man, and sometimes I found myself tongue-tied. He was so handsome.
“I’ll be there,” I told him, and his eyes crinkled in the corners with a closed-mouthed smile.
“Promise?” he asked, raising one brow.
“I promise.”
Seconds ticked by as we both smiled at each other. I could feel heat climbing up into my cheeks, and this pleased him as he reached up and tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. I loved it when he did that.
“Dude.” James elbowed him in the back. “Stop staring at my sister.” He scowled, and Bryan laughed.
“I’m gonna hold you to that,” he said as James started pulling him toward the door. “Also, promise to save me the last slice of that pie, too.” He swung his gaze over and looked at it longingly.
“Yes, I promise to always save you the last slice of pie,” I told him, propping one hip on the counter, flirting with him.
I never forgot the smile he gave me that day as James dragged him outside. Promises mean something to me, and since then, I’ve always saved him the last slice of pie. He knew if he opened the refrigerator, there would be a plate on the shelf, wrapped in clear plastic, just for him. No one ever bothered the plate, not even James.
Curling up in the middle of the bed, I hug a pillow to my chest and start to cry. I’ve mostly held it together pretty well over the last week—hell, even the last couple of months—but now here, alone in my bed, in the dark, I couldn’t stop the tears even if I wanted to. My heart is shattered into a thousand pieces, and my mind fuzzes over like a black cloud has moved in.
I cry for memories lost, I cry for memories I will never have, and I cry because at the end of the day, it hurts knowing I wasn’t enough. I thought he saw me, saw past the simple girl who ‘just’ makes pies, but I guess not. I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished and who I am. It isn’t easy to do this all on my own like he thinks it is, but I’ve done it, and I’ll continue to do it because that’s who I am.
Who I am.
I think most people struggle at one point or another with who they are, and it’s taken me a really long time to get to where I am. Up until recently, I was doing okay. But, I’ve always felt like there was something missing in me. There has to be, right? Because I think if there wasn’t, it wouldn’t be so easy for people to leave me. They would appreciate me, and although I’m not like others, I’m unique and my own individual, and that would be celebrated and not overlooked.
At the end of the day, I know I’ll be fine. I’m always going to be fine, alone or not. Where there’s a will there’s a way, and given the state of my home, I can’t throw in the towel now. I’ve invested too much into it and into my career, which I love, no matter how simple others think it is. It’s what I have, and it’s something I can truly call my own.
Reaching for my phone, I touch the screen, and a picture of Bryan and me lights it up, lights up the room. There’s an ache deep in the pit of my soul, and I blink so a few more tears can escape. What to do, what to do . . .
A football player’s career can end in a split second. Who knows if he will ever get this opportunity again. And, as much as I hate admitting this, he’s alone just like I am. Yes, he has his team, but James and I are his only family, and James can’t go because he’s somewhere on the other side of the world. I still can, though. Even if I don’t tell him, I’ll know, and I’ll be cheering him on, supporting him like no one else.
What to do, what to do . . .
As the week passes, each day bringing it closer, I continue to worry about the promise, debating in my head and in my heart what to do. After all, pretty is as pretty does. Who I am on the inside, my character, my integrity? These are things that, no matter what, I’m not willing to compromise or change. I struggle with right and wrong, and as my heart tips the scale toward going, I’m not even sure how to get a ticket or if I can afford one. Then Friday morning, while drinking a cup of coffee, fate answers for me.
Camille: I have your tickets for the game. Bryan gave them to Reid before they flew out. Text me when you get to Seattle so we can meet up and I can give them to you.

Without hesitating, I text Meg to pack her bags. We are headed to Seattle.
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THERE ARE THESE moments in life that, no matter how many times we wish we could close our eyes and not see what’s about to happen, we always do, always will, and they alter us forever.
I called the play.
I knew the risks.
I should have called an audible.
When their defense lined up on the left side, I knew—hell, I think all our guys knew—they knew what play I was calling.
I’d like to say it was my confidence in our line and Jack’s ability to always complete the pass that made me stick with our original plan, but if I’m honest with myself, it’s because I felt like I was good enough to get the job done.
If you don’t consider the last couple of games, throughout my career, I’ve rarely been careless, but today I was.
The biggest game, on the biggest stage, with the world watching, I let my arrogance in and lost judgment when it was needed the most.
It’s my job to protect my team, but today I let them down.
Too little, too late.
I don’t know why, but I just knew today was going to be my day. I was going to be untouchable. Every practice, every sore muscle, every drop of sweat that’s ever fallen from my body—it was all going to be for this, sixty minutes of game time that were going to be mine.
Until they weren’t.
Two defenders, one from behind, the other from the side.
A career-ending hit for Jack.
In reality, it happened so fast, but for me it will play out in slow motion for the rest of my life.
I saw them; he didn’t. He was braced for the catch and the hit from the side, but not the one from the back. His foot was planted and ready for the side impact, but instead he was flung forward a full second early due to the hit from the back, and the angle of his leg was off as it took the tackle from the side. His knee bent in a way it shouldn’t, and the sheer pain on his face as he hit the ground . . . it may as well have been me.
What have I done?
I should have found an alternative plan. I should have grounded the ball. I could have and should have done it differently. But I didn’t.
He fumbled the ball.
The Wolves picked it up and scored.
There was no coming back after that. Everyone on our team took a mental hit, me sustaining the most impact.
It was my fault.
We tried to turn things around, but the Wolves smelled fear in their prey and capitalized on it in the biggest way possible. Their confidence, focus, talent, and joy shined over the four quarters, and there was nothing we could do about it. They outplayed us in every way.
I didn’t even have to look at the game clock to know it was over. The roar now coming from the fans of the Washington Wolves is unlike anything I’ve heard, and my skin vibrates from the sheer force of the contained stadium volume.
Every speck of my being wishes that was for us, for me, but it’s not.
Fireworks explode in the night sky, and the sixty thousand phones flashing all around us are almost blinding. It’s one of the single greatest things I’ve ever seen, only it isn’t for us like I thought it would be.
People from every direction are stampeding the field, and needing a minute, just one minute to myself, I squat down and hang my head. My fingertips find the turf for balance, even though the ground thunders from so much movement. Slipping my eyes shut, I do what I’ve done so many times before: take in two deep breaths and then swallow once. I need to suppress it, box it up. I have to hide it. No matter what, I’m the leader of our team, a captain, and I need to stop thinking about myself and start thinking about them. I’m not the only one who lost today, even though I feel like I’ve lost more than anyone else.
Standing up, I come face to face with Reid, Billy, and Jonah, who’ve been keeping people away. There’s a swarm around us that I didn’t even realize was gathering: reporters, teammates, Wolves players, team staff, so many people. The air is thick with red and black confetti, but as I stare at my friends, I still see through all the chaos to the devastation in their eyes.
A devastation that is hugely my fault.
A hand clamping down on my shoulder has their gazes sliding to the person behind me. Turning around, I find Luke Pierson, the Wolves quarterback. He’s so happy, and on another day I’d be happy for him, just not today. Today, I’m blinded by my own losses and failures.
“Hey, man, great game,” he says. I know he genuinely means it, but the truth is, it wasn’t. We played terribly, I played terribly, and the scoreboard reflects it.
Nodding, there’s nothing for me to say except, “Congratulations.”
The biggest smile splits across his face. He’s trying to be respectful of our feelings and contain the once-in-a-lifetime elation coursing through his veins, but it’s there. We see it and feel it radiating off him, and who can blame him?
“Thanks.” He leans forward to hug me, slaps my back twice as reporters push in to capture us on film, and then he’s gone, back to his team, back to his beautiful wife, one he didn’t feel the need to give up in order to have it all. She’s waiting for him, just like Lexi should be waiting for me.
How did this happen? This was supposed to be my year.
Tony Dungy once said, “You don’t win on emotion, you win on execution.” Tonight we didn’t execute. That’s all there is to it.
Everything I fought for, trained for, lived and breathed for . . . it didn’t matter. We still lost. I lost. I’ve given up so much of myself and my life. I was certain this was going to be my year, but it wasn’t, and now I’m standing here wondering if it was all worth it.
For so long, deep down in my core, I’ve lived with this fear of not being enough. I felt I had to win the Super Bowl to finally be someone, and if I didn’t then I wasn’t. I was just another guy from a broken, loveless home who played football. It’s a story that can be repeated by hundreds of guys, maybe even thousands, and I’m no better than any one of them. What makes me different? What makes me better? Nothing. The only thing I’ve ever felt that could separate me was winning. I have to win, I have to be perfect, and I wasn’t. I’m not.
Oh God. I just need to get out of here. I need this to be over so I can empty the box holding all these emotions. It hurts. It hurts more than anything I’ve ever experienced.
So many flashes, so many people, and not one of them Lexi.
Lexi.
My heart bleeds for her, and only her. What I wouldn’t give to walk out of this place with her by my side, to not be alone. I’ve never wanted to be alone, have always wanted her, but I had to win in order to be good enough for her, and I didn’t. I’m not.
If a man can suffer from two broken hearts at the same time, that’s what’s happening to me right now. I don’t know what I’ve done, don’t know what to do. I’ve lost it all, even though it was never mine. The game wasn’t mine, and in the end, neither was she. Not once did I give her my all, but in truth it was hers all along. I felt I had to compartmentalize, but I was wrong about that too, and now she’s gone.
I’ve made so many mistakes when all I wanted was to do my best.
As the guys push us through the crowd and start walking toward the tunnel, security has finally reached us and I’m so grateful. People are doing their best to reach through, touch us, and send positive vibes, but I don’t want to be touched, and I don’t want to talk to anyone. I need off this field, and I need off of it now. The pain in my chest, it’s so tight, so severe, and I feel like the walls of the stadium are closing in on me even though I know they aren’t.
In front of me, our head coach and offensive coordinator slide through the crowd and stop me. My eyes burn with the loss I’ve caused them both, but instead of frowning and being angry about today’s turn of events, Coach smiles affectionately and wraps me in a hug.
“I know it wasn’t the ending we wanted, but thank you for leading us to play in the greatest game there is. Deep breaths, son. Stop thinking about the loss and instead take in where you are.” He pulls back, the other coach squeezes my arm, and they turn for the tunnel.
Of course they’re being optimistic right now; therapist is part of their job title. We lost and they are having to do damage control to fifty-plus brokenhearted grown men. I wouldn’t wish that upon my worst enemy, yet as a captain I have an obligation to this team, to these guys, and I am required to follow suit. I know this, and as much as I’m drowning on the inside, I know I’m going to do what’s right, even if I feel it’s all my fault to begin with. Accepting my lot in life for the next hour or so, I tighten my hand around the face mask of my helmet and slip into my role.
Damn, this sucks.
As I let out a deep breath, the guys and I follow behind them. I pat a few teammates on the back and give them encouraging smiles. It’s what I’m expected to do, so it’s what I do, but after this, after the interviews, I’m finding the closest grocery store so I can go back to my hotel room and drown my sorrows in a twelve-pack and a French silk chocolate pie.
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AS THE GAME came to an end, the mood in the suite was about as sad as I’ve ever felt. Conversations are kept quiet, a few are still shedding tears, and even the remaining food has turned soggy and wilted, the Swiss bacon bites looking less than appetizing.
Everyone is devastated. Sure, we’re sad because our team lost, but this feeling of inadequacy and helplessness is for our guys down there who are feeling a disappointment like they’ve never felt before.
There’s pandemonium on the field. People are running around everywhere, celebrating, but my eyes are glued to him. Amongst a thousand people, I can easily spot him—I can spot him anywhere. If anyone ever wonders what a broken heart looks like, there it is, and it’s walking through a sea of people donning black T-shirts and black hats that say Champions. More than anything, I wish they were teal, but destiny had a different outcome for today.
Fingers on my arm have me turning my head and coming face to face with Missy. Her eyes are damp, but she has her shoulders pulled back and a small smile on her face. Camille is standing behind her, and they both seem to be waiting for me.
“Are you ready?” she asks, shifting her bag over her shoulder. Most of the suite has cleared out, and there are only a few of us left.
“I don’t know,” I reply as my gaze drifts back to the free-for-all down below.
Will he want to see me? Will he blame me for the loss? I mean, I know it’s not my fault, but I’m not blind to the stares I’ve been getting today, not only from people in the suite but from the fans below us who’ve turned around to look our way.
“They need us,” she says quietly, and that’s all she has to say. My spine snaps straight, and the fog of uncertainty clears. After all, that’s why I’m here. Win or lose, everyone needs someone, and despite what he said that day at his house, I know I’m his someone. Deep down, I think I’ve always been his someone.
Collecting my things, I take one last look around the suite then follow them out. It’s okay, I tell myself. They’ll get their chance another year. I know as we make our way down to the family room and for the next few weeks there will be glares and comments tossed my way, and whereas a month ago I would have folded and retreated, today I will hold my head high. It isn’t about them; it’s about us. If he can stand on display day in and day out with the scrutiny and the judgment, so can I. After all, everyone knows they can only hurt me if I let them, and I choose not to let them. I choose him.
Two security guards and one member of the opposing team’s public relations department escort our group down to the ground level. This year, the losing team is being ushered to immediately do their postgame press conference while the winning team receives the championship trophy. This gets them in and out, and we all know they want to go home.
The holding room where we’ll wait is packed. There are family members everywhere, people from young to old, and I’m shocked by how crowded the room is. Maybe it’s because at the home games, people stayed home, but here it’s almost overwhelming, and as we walk in, I feel the lull in conversations as people stare.
Ignoring them, eyes forward, Missy, Camille, and I move as a unit to an empty space, which gives me a direct view of the door the guys will come through.
“Ignore them,” Camille whispers, leaning in.
“I am. I just keep telling myself you gotta fake it till you make it.” I wipe my hands across my thighs and let out a deep sigh.
“Darlin’,” Missy says, stepping in front of me to look me in the eye, “you don’t have to fake anything. You’re about as real as it gets, and we love you for it.” She squeezes my arm, and I feel my eyes burn.
Finding inner strength isn’t always easy. It takes an understanding of mindfulness and compassion, not only for ourselves but our surroundings too, and it gives us greater resilience. As much as I hate to admit it, I think the separation from Bryan was good for me. It gave me time to analyze myself, to see where the cracks were and how I needed to fill them. After all, resilience isn’t something we’re born with. It isn’t a personality trait; it’s about paying attention, listening to yourself, and channeling your inner superhero.
She’s right—I am real, I am strong, and I am the person I need to be, for me and for him. He just wants me, and I just want him, just as we are. It is that simple. Yes, stressful situations are going to happen in life, but I believe together we can change how we react during them and come out together on the other side.
We can do this. I know we can.
I just hope he does, too.
On both sides of the locker room exit door, two large televisions have been set up. They flicker to life and show that the press conference for the Tarpons is about to begin. There’s a short table, and at it are the team’s head coach and Bryan. Moving to stand behind them are the offensive and defensive coaches. All of them look exhausted, yet they exude a level of professionalism that can only be seen in true leaders.
Bryan has pulled a gray sweatshirt on in place of his pads and jersey, he has the black grease smudges under his eyes, and his hair, which is still sweaty, is sticking up everywhere. He looks good, and knowing he’s so close after the last couple of weeks, I feel like I’m going to burst.
The room quiets as Bryan leans forward, and into the Sports Network branded microphone, he says, “How are you doing, guys?”
His voice moves through me like a shot of adrenaline, and everyone around me disappears. It’s just me and him, and I can’t tear my eyes away. It’s then I realize Bryan isn’t channeling his inner superhero—he is a superhero, my superhero, and when given the chance, I’m going to tell him.
One by one, questions are fired at him, and he answers them honestly and openly.
“Yeah, we had a chance, but they consistently made a lot of good plays, and we just couldn’t get the job done. We battled, and it was competitive, but it just wasn’t our day.” He shrugs, nods, and looks at the next reporter.
We can’t hear the questions, but we do see the visceral reactions he has to them as he smiles, grimaces, rubs the back of his neck, runs his hand through his hair, and swipes it over his face.
“Losing Jack so early in the game was disappointing and frustrating to our team. He’s such a great player and one of the best guys I know. It was a loss we certainly weren’t expecting, but that’s football. I went back to the sidelines, knowing the ball was coming back to us, and tried to put a plan in place to bring us back out on top. Yeah, we just couldn’t get there.”
Jack. I know when we get home, the fallout from losing him is going to be something we have to work through. The jumbotron showed Bryan’s face after his friend went down, and immediately there was devastation and guilt painted across his features. I don’t know enough to know if someone could be at fault, but either way, Bryan will absorb it as his own, and recovering from that is not going to be easy.
Then again, forging through adversity never is, but we will. I know we will.
As the interview continues, he talks highly of so many of his teammates, praising how well they played, and I know he’s doing this to try to place them all in a positive light where they’re going to be remembered for some of the big plays instead of the loss. From offense to defense and even special teams, he covers them all. My heart aches for the man he truly is. He’s kind, loyal, and so much more than he thinks he is.
Superhero.
Question. Answer.
“You show up, you try to win, and sometimes you lose. That’s just the way it goes. We all know the risks, but we all dream about the reward. If you want to win, if you want to be world champs, you have to play in the game and be at peace with the possibility of losing. I mean, yeah, no one wants to lose, but we’d rather play than not.”
Question. Answer.
“Yeah, there were opportunities, we just never got control of the game. It wasn’t played how we like to play, wasn’t on our terms. Today it was on theirs. It was their day.”
Question. Answer.
“In the first half, we did move the ball, but we didn’t have a lot of points, and ultimately, as you know, points win the game.”
Question. Frown. Scowl. Red-tinted cheeks. Answer.
“Jinx? You know, that word has been tossed around a lot over the last couple of weeks, and, guys, I’ve got to tell you, I don’t like it. We’re here to talk about football, not some perceived supernatural ill-intended spell my girlfriend supposedly cast over me. We all know there’s zero truth to it, and quite frankly, the consistent negative chatter about someone I love—it doesn’t sit well. Show some respect for our families and loved ones. This job is hard enough on them as it is.”
Oh my God.
The question was about me, and he didn’t like it. Not at all.
A silence falls over the reporters and across the other people in this waiting room. A few turn and look at me, some stare openly, and others offer up sympathetic smiles. I should acknowledge them, smile back, nod, or something, but I can’t. Instead, I rememorize every detail of his face as sparks are firing in my head, tripping over him using the words girlfriend and love.
Am I still his girlfriend? I hope so. I want to be.
Does he love me? I hope so. I sure love him.
Never dropping his head, jaw clenched, he takes the time to look everyone in the room in the eye, as if to definitively say, No more talk of jinxes, and then he ends with his gaze on his coach. They communicate nonverbally then he leans into the microphone and says, “Last question.”
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PEOPLE ARE EVERYWHERE, and everyone who is not a member of the team—those guys actually understand what I need right now—wants to talk to me. Only, I don’t want to talk, at all, to anyone. Well, maybe one someone.
“Great game.” I’ve heard it over and over for the last hour, but it wasn’t a great game.
We were fucking terrible.
I was terrible.
And now I’m having to deal with the repercussions of it.
I knew the interview questions were going to be hard, questions about our lack of focus on the offensive side, the loss of Jack, how I couldn’t gain control of the game, even Lexi. They asked about her effect on me and how it impacted today’s game. I was chewed up and spat out, and now I’m beyond tired, just completely over it.
Exiting the locker room after changing into my suit, I pass through the lines of security in the short hallway and enter the family waiting room. If there were a way to bypass it, I would, but there isn’t. Inside, there aren’t a lot of chairs, but there are a lot of people—way too many people. You can tell some have been here for a while, and the staff has even set up snacks against the back wall. It smells like seafood, specifically crab cakes, and my stomach growls. It’s unfathomable to me that I could be hungry at a time like this, but somehow I am.
Looking around the room, it’s amazing how different it is today than it was two weeks ago. The voices are muted, whereas last week they were loud, and the air is thick with sadness and anxiety—anxiety I caused. Family members hate to see their loved ones sad, but then again, that’s something I wouldn’t really know much about.
My eyes catch on Billy and Reid, who finished up showering and dressing before me, and both are being hugged by their wives. The sight of them being able to share this moment with someone else, someone just for them . . . it makes me feel more alone than I ever have in my entire life. I lost it all. I lost the season, lost the game that was meant to be mine, but most of all, I lost her.
All around me there are hushed conversations. I hate it. I hate this. I just need to get to the bus, get to the hotel, and then get home, where I need to figure out how to grovel, on my knees, begging for forgiveness.
I am such an idiot.
Why did I believe she was a distraction? Why did I let outside influences sway me into believing she was? Yes, I thought about her nonstop when before I only thought about the game, but thinking about her brought joy to my life, a joy I never had—a joy I never thought I deserved.
Keeping my gaze on the ground, I briefly glance up as I weave past different people, my only goal being to get to the door, and then my eyes catch on a teal shirt, blonde hair, and a Tarpons ball cap. At first it doesn’t register that it’s her, just a known recognition, and then my brain catches up with my eyes. I’m so shocked to see her, I pause mid-step, and the lineman behind me runs into me, causing me to stumble.
“Sorry, man,” he says, patting me on the shoulder and moving around me, only I can’t take my eyes off her.
She doesn’t move, and neither do I. She looks like a deer caught in headlights, not that I can blame her.
My heart starts racing, blood roars through my ears, and a lump forms in my throat.
I can’t believe she’s here. In Seattle. For me.
I didn’t know she was here. In fact, I would have bet everything I own she wouldn’t come after the way I talked to her, yet here she is, and I’m torn in half from feeling such a proud sense of relief and a deep shame at the same time.
Slowly, I make my way over and soak in every beautiful detail of her. Her hair is down underneath the hat and curled on the ends; she’s wearing a fitted jersey with my number—my number—on the front, jeans, and tall boots; and there’s a backpack strapped to her back. Her eyes are nervous, and I understand why, but she doesn’t realize seeing her is like being able to breathe for the first time in days. She is air, she is water, she is life . . . she is everything I need.
When I stop in front of her, she raises her face to look at me as I lower my forehead to hers and gently reach for her hand.
My eyes slip shut, and as time passes, her love sweeps over me in palpable waves, surrounding us, giving me strength, and the simple touch of her fingers slightly soothes the ever-present ache in the middle of my chest.
“Hey, Bryan,” she finally whispers, and my eyes blink open. Pale green stares back at me. She’s not smiling, the tension in her gaze saying she understands that right now I feel utterly and completely broken, only it isn’t just from the game. It’s from the way I left things between us as well.
In my mind, I respond, Hey, you, but physically, I can’t. I just reach for her, pull her close, and bury my face where her neck meets her shoulder. She smells like sugar and vanilla, she smells like home, and I shudder as I breathe her in. We stand together, clinging to each other in the middle of the crowded room.
Nonstop for the past two weeks, people have been patting me on the back, clapping me on the shoulder, and rubbing my head, but suddenly, it’s all stopped. No more, “Good luck,” and for now, no more, “Tough loss.” They’re giving me this moment. They know I need this, and after everything I said to try to push her away, I’m so grateful she knows I need her too.
I hug her tighter and fight the tears burning the backs of my eyes. Thank God the press isn’t allowed in here. I’m certain they’d be having a field day with this type of affectionate reaction from me.
Then again, I don’t care. Let them all see me love on her. She hasn’t jinxed me, she’s saved me, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make them understand this.
Pulling back, I wrap my hands around the sides of her face and press my lips to hers. It’s a little bit of a kiss and a lot of just needing a connection to her.
“I’m sorry,” I croak out, my words just barely audible. Her hands, which haven’t left me, slide up from under my suit jacket to my face and squeeze.
“Not here, not now.” She shakes her head, speaking so quietly I almost don’t hear her.
I nod, unable to speak, but keep my forehead pressed to hers. She’s right; if we do this here, I damn well may start bawling, and that’s the last thing I want anyone to see. Disappointment, of course—let it shine. That’s expected, but seeing me ripped open because of my own stupidity and grief . . . well, that needs to be for her and her alone.
“I know. I just . . . I couldn’t wait one more second to tell you that. I’m so sorry.”
Pushing up on her tiptoes, she silences me with her lips, lips that are so soft, so delicious, and so mine.
I’ve always thought in order to be happy, truly happy, I’d have to be perfect at everything I do. I thought if I won the big game, I’d finally be good enough to have things in my life that make me happy. I’d deserve them, would deserve Lexi, but I didn’t win. I’m not perfect, and I’ll never be perfect. I’m starting to realize it doesn’t matter if I win every game for the rest of my life. I’m still just a guy who’s trying to make a difference and be someone.
The simple fact is, I’ve spent ten years trying to be good enough for her when I already am. She knew me then, and she knows me now. Winning today’s game wouldn’t have changed her opinion of me. It might have changed my opinion of myself, but it is what it is, and I know she loves me just for me, win or lose.
Taking half a step back, I straighten and let out a loud, audible sigh. Her hands drop to the lapels of my winter coat, and she moves them down, running her palms across my chest. She studies my face, and as I stare down at her, instead of masking it all, I let her see everything. Her lips roll in between her teeth and she bites them from the inside. She sucks in air through her nose, and her eyes turn watery. She’s fighting it, just like I am, not only for herself, but for the pain she sees in me.
“You came,” I acknowledge, the reverence and thankfulness clear in my tone.
The right side of her mouth tips up just a tiny bit and she blinks. “I promised you I would.”
She did, almost eleven years ago. With that, my heart cracks, a single tear I can’t hold back escapes, and I run my hand over my face to wipe it away. It’s time to get out of here and away from all these people. Reaching for her hand, I tangle our fingers together, and there’s no way I’m letting go.
“The team has extra buses lined up outside to transport the players and their families back to the hotel. Are you staying at our hotel?”
“No.”
“Oh.” My stomach free-falls. “Where are you staying?”
She breaks eye contact and looks to the side before bringing them back to me as we walk down the hallway. There’s worry there, a different worry than just a few seconds ago. Does she think I don’t want her to stay with me? Because I do, but I guess I can see how, leading up to this conversation, she wasn’t sure.
“I’m not,” she answers.
“What do you mean?” I look at her.
She shrugs her shoulders, and her backpack bounces. “I landed and came straight here. I didn’t really give it much thought.”
“Oh, well then you’re staying with me. Jack—” I pause as my voice cracks on his name. I can’t think about him right now or I’ll lose it for a whole different reason.
She squeezes my hand and nods. “I know. He’s on his way back to Tampa.”
I drop my head.
“Don’t worry, Meg is with him.”
“What?” My eyes shoot to hers, and I stop walking. “Meg came with you?”
“You left me two tickets.” She smiles and moves out of the way of others trying to get by.
“I did. I’m glad she came. If I had known you were coming, I would have worried if you were by yourself.”
I left those tickets with Camille knowing that was the best possible chance of getting them into Lexi’s hands. Camille is persistent when she wants something.
“Well, that would have been silly. I’m a big girl—I can take care of myself.”
“I know, but you’re my girl, and that changes things.”
My girl.
Her eyes brighten; she likes the sound of that.
Stepping closer, she wraps her arms around me and lays her head on my chest. I can feel each fingertip as they press into my back through my dress shirt, and I wonder if she can feel the heat pouring off me under these coats.
“So, you’ll stay with me?” I ask, leaving the ball in her court. She pulls back, and the wariness that was present before is now gone.
“Actually, Camille’s grandfather’s plane is here. She and Reid invited us to fly back with them tonight if we want to go. I was planning on it.”
I can’t think of much that would sound better right now.
“Where you are is where I want to be,” I tell her, pushing her hair over her shoulder to her back.
Her eyes again well up with tears, only this time, they’re happy tears.
“All right then, let’s go home.”
Home.
It’s quite possibly my favorite word in the dictionary, immediately followed by hope. I feel hope.
Turning toward the door to follow the others out, she pulls me behind her. I lift her backpack off her shoulders, briefly release my hold on her hand, and then toss it over my shoulder.
“Did you bring a coat?” I ask, looking at her bare arms. All week it’s been cold and damp here.
“No, just a sweater. It’s in the bag.”
Lowering both of our bags to the floor, I slip out of my black wool pea coat and wrap it around her. This postgame suit will be plenty warm for me. Besides, there’s not much I can do for her here, but this is something I can do. When we get home . . . well, that’s a different story.
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FOR ME, PIE has always been a disciplinarian, a teacher, a therapist, a reward, and an escape. It’s the one thing I’ve turned to over and over to work out my emotions. It doesn’t matter if I’m happy, celebrating, lonely, or sad; I know with flour on my hands and the sweet smell of fruit permeating the air, everything will be as it should be. I’ve learned so much about the history, the craft, and myself, and I can’t ever imagine not baking pies.
What people don’t realize about pie is that it’s been around since the early Egyptians, 6000 B.C., and the first-ever recorded recipe came from the Romans, a goat cheese and honey pie. From there it evolved, mainly as a meat pie, and it was the English who switched to fruit, serving it for breakfast.
In present day, pie in America is considered the most traditional dessert, with apple pie winning out over the others. But, it was the shoofly pie, a molasses crumb cake baked in a pie crust, that was used to celebrate the centennial of the signing of the Declaration of Independence.
I think about things like this sometimes, especially after people give me a look or make a snide comment about the importance or relevance of what I do. I take a look inside myself and remember that pie fills my soul. It makes me feel good, and I know it makes others feel good too.
It’s such a simple thing, but there’s nothing else in the world that’s a more universal way to show love than a pie. Whether it’s a sweet pie or a savory pie, pies are gifts given to be neighborly or welcoming, for holidays, births, funerals, potlucks—you name it, there’s a pie for it, and it’s a pie that is the ultimate exclamation point to any meal.
“What are you thinking about?” Bryan asks.
I look over at him, and the circles under his eyes remind me that the last twenty-four hours have been the longest day.
Camille’s grandfather’s plane holds eight with two rows of seats, four on each side, and an aisle in between them. On it were her grandfather, her father, Reid’s mother, Reid’s brother, Camille, Reid, and the two of us. At one point or another, Bryan and I both slept, but mostly we just sat in the back, in the dark, saying nothing.
Once we landed back in Tampa, we said goodbye and took a shuttle from the private terminal to my car, which is where we are now, headed to Bryan’s house.
“The history of pie.”
His brows pull down. “Why?”
“I don’t know. I love everything about what I do, where it came from, and what it means not only to me but others as well, and well, it grounds me when I need it to. I think about pie nonstop. Don’t you think about all aspects of football all the time?”
“Yeah, I guess I do.” He rubs his free hand over his face while the other stays tight on the wheel. Silence descends upon us again.
The sun has risen and is casting an orange glow upon the world. Buildings flash by, the corner Cuban shops have flurries of people going in and out, and as we finally cross the river and pull into Bryan’s driveway, I let out a long overdue deep sigh.
“I can’t believe it’s over,” I tell him, staring straight forward as he cuts the engine.
Out of the corner of my eye, I see his head turn as he looks at me, and my eyes find their way to his. “Yeah, I have this feeling every year when the season ends.”
“I feel . . . disoriented.”
“I get that. For so many months, we live and breathe by a tight schedule, and now there isn’t one.”
“What do we do?”
He knows I mean more than just the obvious with that question, and the nerves I was suddenly feeling dissipate under the tenderness in his gaze.
“For starters, we go inside.” He gives me a small smile. “I’m dying to get out of these clothes.”
Come to think of it, I am too.
Grabbing our things, we head inside. As the front door closes, Bryan drops our bags, reaches for me, and pulls me into his arms. Against my ear, he remorsefully and quietly tells me he’s sorry for the things he said. I know he is, and I’ve already forgiven him.
“There’s so much I feel I need to tell you.” His lips rub against my cheek.
“So, tell me.” I turn my head so my lips can meet his. Very ardently and earnestly, he kisses me as I cling to him. His taste, his familiarity—it’s so revitalizing after the last couple of weeks. I want to stand here and kiss him forever, but he breaks away, runs his hand down my arm, and wraps his fingers around my elbow as he leads us into the living room to sit on the couch.
Although we’re sitting close to each other, it’s not close enough, so I pull my legs up and face him. He discards his jacket, tossing it onto the seat across from us, and then runs his hand through his hair. Stubble shadows his jaw and his lips are puffy from kissing me, but it’s his eyes that flip through emotions like a classic View-Master. My stomach dips at his internal turmoil, but we do need to talk. There are things that need to be said.
Clearing his throat, he reaches for my hand and runs his thumb across the top. “First and foremost, I need you to know it’s always been you. From the very first night in the tree house, my heart has always been yours.”
Yes, hearing this makes me want to burst with happiness, but at the same time, I can’t help but mourn what we’ve lost, the years spent apart.
“Why didn’t you ever tell me? So much time has passed. It feels wasted.”
He frowns, breaks eye contact to look over my shoulder, and takes a minute to gather his thoughts.
“Cole had this way about him,” he says, almost like the admission is too much for him. “He was never physical with me, but verbally, he filled my head with a lot of shit for a lot of years. He knew I loved you.” He pauses to look back at me. “I don’t know how he knew, but he did, and I swear he made it his life’s mission to make me feel like I would never be good enough for you.”
“You have to know that’s not true—not at all.” I curl my fingers tightly around his.
“I don’t”—he lets out a sigh—“and I do at the same time. Because of him, I became this person who’s driven by success. Winning makes me feel worthy, and I needed to win to feel worthy of you. My singular goal all these years was to be perfect, to be the best. I always thought if I was perfect, I’d know true happiness. So, I focused, trained, and didn’t allow for any distractions, because once I did it, once I won, then I would be good enough . . . good enough for you.”
“But you hadn’t won yet, so what changed this year?”
“I thought this year was going to be the year. I just knew we were going to win. We were going to win the biggest game of them all, and because of that, I finally allowed myself to get the girl of my dreams.”
Girl of my dreams. It’s hard for me to wrap my head around this, but maybe not at the same time. There was never anyone else for me either, and all this time, I only wanted him. I could never free myself because I truly loved him.
“You don’t understand,” he says. “I’ve dreamed about this, us, for years—every detail. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.”
“And yet, you could have had me, and I could have had you this whole time.” I look down at our hands, his so large, mine so small.
“I’m realizing that now, but the thing is, Lex, I like who I am. I like feeling the drive to do more, to be more. It makes me a better player, and it makes me a better leader for our team.”
“I’ve never asked you to change, and I never would. I love you just the way you are.”
“I know that. I just needed you to understand where it comes from and why it took me so long to come back to you. I’m sorry, and I’m even more sorry for what I said to you.”
“I know.”
“I do love you. A lot.” Both of his hands grasp my thighs, tugging me slightly toward him.
Reaching up, I cup his cheek, and he tilts his head while blinking those long eyelashes at me. “I know,” I tell him. “And I love you.”
He lets out a shaky breath, turns his head to kiss the center of my palm, and then looks back at me to say, “I love football, too.” His eyes are pleading for me to understand.
“I know that, I think more than anyone. I’ve never viewed it as a competition for your time. It’s always just been who you are. Does me making pies bother you?”
He pulls his face away and sits up straighter. “Never. I’m so proud of you.”
“And I’m proud of you.”
“This last month . . .” He shakes his head. “It won’t happen again, not ever.”
My eyebrows rise, and one side of his mouth quirks up.
“Don’t look at me like that. Yes, I know I’ll make mistakes, but I always learn from them, and I promise I’ll always make things right. I was coming for you, the minute the plane landed. I was prepared to beg, grovel, crawl through glass if I had to. I need you. I love you.”
“What about next year, and the year after that? I can’t go through this again. The stress, the media—I’m not built for this like you are.”
“I think by next year, with the time you and I will have had together between now and then, we’ll be in a different place, more settled. The media will have lost interest in us, and besides, we know it’s going to be hard, but we’ll be better prepared. I’m not going to lose you over this. I’ve worked too hard and waited too long.”
“So, what you’re saying is . . .” I look at him, my expression sheepish and devilish at the same time. “You don’t think my pies are poisonous?”
He lets out a snort but looks at me tenderly. “Quite the opposite, actually. I think your pies could save lives, at least they have mine.”
“Well, you know, food is love.”
“I’ll show you love.” Leaning over, his arms scoop around me as he drags me onto his lap. He buries his face in the crook of my neck and holds me as my heart beats in sync with his. I pull on his shirt, it slips free of his pants, and I run my hand underneath it to feel his skin. His muscles flutter at my touch.
“I love your hands on me,” he mumbles, dragging his lips over my chin, up to kiss the corner of my mouth. It’s a delicious sensation that has my stomach somersaulting in anticipation of what’s to come.
“Not as much as I love putting them on you,” I tell him, sliding them around his ribcage and up his back.
He groans against my mouth as his tongue swipes across my bottom lip and he shifts me so I’m straddling him. As exhausted as we both are, the need for sleep suddenly disappears as our need for each other takes over.
Piece by piece, our clothes fall away until nothing separates us. With the warmth of skin against skin and arms wrapped tightly around one another, I sink down on him as we become one.
Time passes as we take and give, memorizing the motions, the feel. With his strong thighs beneath me, his large hands enveloping me, we’re unhurried in sharing ourselves and our love. Nothing has ever meant more to me than this.
“I missed you,” he whispers through labored breaths, the roughness of his stubble brushing back and forth across my cheek as his hands guide my hips just how he wants them.
“And I missed you,” I tell him, sealing my lips to his while sliding my arms over his shoulders and gripping his head.
He groans into my mouth and steals the air from my lungs, much like he has most of my life. From finding a scared, lonely, ten-year-old boy in our tree house to watching the extreme joy on his face when he was drafted to his favorite team, he takes my breath away just by being. He strives to be perfect, but what he doesn’t realize is, to me, he already is. He’s so perfect.
“Never again. I mean it, Lex. Too much time has already passed, and I can’t bear the thought of losing any more.”
Leaning back, I stop moving so I can get a good look at him. His cheeks are flushed, his lips are wet and parted, and his blue eyes hold a new level of intense emotion that I haven’t yet seen. My already tender heart beats wildly with relief and love for this man. Although I can feel his absolute conviction, nothing tops hearing him confirm it.
He watches me.
I watch him.
And then his resolve breaks.
As his fingers dive into my hair and he pulls my mouth back to his, a moan escapes me at the onslaught of being taken by him. Because that’s what he’s doing: claiming me, nonverbally saying I’m his and he’s mine.
Forever.
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I LOOK DOWN at her in the early-morning sunlight as it slowly peeks its way through the window. Like always, Lexi’s skin looks sleep-warm, her cheek is firmly pressed into the pillow, and her hair is a tangled mess all around her head. I can’t help but let my eyes drift down her body, over her bare skin to where the sheet has gathered just at her hip. She’s beautiful.
There are a lot of things you learn about a person when you sleep and wake next to them: if they hog the blankets, if they talk in their sleep, if they like to cuddle. Lexi does all of those things, but mostly she is generous. She always has been.
When she wakes, she always returns the blankets to make sure she’s sharing them. If she talks too loud and I nudge her, she apologizes and rolls over, and as for cuddling, ever since that first night when we were ten, she’s wrapped her arms around me and made me feel loved, even when there was no one else.
Losing the game was devastating, but the thought of permanently losing Lexi—it’s unfathomable.
I was expecting to feel worse today, but surprisingly, I don’t. Yeah, losing sucked, big time, but with her being here, lying in bed the rest of yesterday and sharing this with me, it’s not as bad as it could have been. She makes everything better. She makes me better.
Slipping out of the bed, I quietly dress, pull the turkey tetrazzini casserole Lexi made out of the refrigerator, and head over to Jack’s condo. Meg texted Lexi on our flight back that they were doing the surgery first thing yesterday morning and he would be released to go home midafternoon. Meg wasn’t able to stay with him because she had to get back to her restaurant in Charleston, but she helped him get set up before she left.
I’m thankful for her. I know what it’s like to do things alone, and I’m glad he had her there, even if it was just for twenty-four hours.
The elevator dings as the doors open and I step out onto his floor. I’m nervous about what I’m going to find, what damage was done, and I’m on edge with guilt that heavily sits on my shoulders. Gripping the casserole dish tightly, I bend my head from left to right to relieve the built-up tension.
Taking a deep breath, I move down the hallway and knock on his door. Zeus, his large black mutt of a dog, immediately starts barking, and from somewhere inside I hear, “It’s open.”
Jack lives very simply. His condo is always spotless, devoid of excess clutter, and except for the football paraphernalia displayed here and there, it looks like a hotel room.
“Hey, man,” he says from the couch.
He looks terrible: messy hair, pale skin, and eyes that are slightly glazed over from pain medicine. His leg is wrapped from midthigh to midcalf and propped up on the coffee table in front of him. My stomach recoils at the sight.
“You look like shit,” I tell him as I move into the kitchen to put the casserole in the refrigerator.
“Ah, sweet pea, don’t be like that.” He chuckles, never taking his eyes off the television. “Such kind words you have for me.” There’s a tone laced through his words; it’s bitter, sad. “Kick off your shoes and stay a while.” He waves his hand toward an open seat.
Instead of responding, I move to stand in front of him, pop one eyebrow, and stare down. Slowly, with a frown on his face, his eyes slide up to mine. They’re haunted, lost. Eventually, he rolls his eyes and shakes his head.
“Are you going to sit down or what?”
Picking up his glass, I refill it with ice water then place it on the end table next to him.
“Are you hungry?” I ask.
“No. I seemed to have lost my appetite.” Again with the tone.
Out of all the guys on the team, Jack has always been the most carefree and lighthearted. He can make even the worst of situations seem not so bad, and seeing him like this is almost too much for me.
“Well, when you are, Lexi made you food. Eat it. She’s a good cook.”
“I know she’s a good cook. Did you bring me pie too?” He looks hopeful.
I chuckle. “Nope, but I’m sure it’s coming. Any requests?”
“Nah, man. They’re all good. If she wants to make me something, beggars can’t be choosers.”
“I’ll tell her.”
I take a seat in the chair perpendicular to him, and we eye each other warily. He knows I want to know, but he won’t tell me until I ask. It’s like, if I don’t know exactly what’s wrong, this isn’t really happening. Once he tells me, the reality of it will crash down. “So, what did they say?”
“Ruptured patella tendon and ACL tear.”
I have no words, so we just stare at each other, thinking but trying desperately to not think about what’s most likely inevitable. Recovering from an ACL tear is hard enough, but with both of those things combined . . . well, the outcome is still to be determined. In a way, this is almost worse. As elite athletes, we want to know. No gray areas. No false hope.
“They repaired both?”
“Yep. I’m going to have a nice scar down the front of my knee.”
My gaze skips to his wrapped-up leg and then back to his face. “What happens next?”
“Ice and elevation for the next week.” He leans forward, grabs the ice pack, and tosses it to me. I get up to put it back in the freezer while grabbing him another one.
“This is my fault,” I blurt out as I hand him the frozen one.
His brows draw down as he watches me sit. “Man, it’s not your fault.” He shakes his head.
“How can you say that? I made the call. I knew they knew what play we were running. I saw the guy, you didn’t. I knew he was coming for you from behind. I should have thrown it away.”
“What makes you think I didn’t know that guy was there? I knew. I saw him on the sprint out before I made the turn. I didn’t know who was going to hit first, but I knew they were both coming for me. I should have adjusted differently for the hit. This isn’t your fault.”
Guilt is an unfortunate thing. So often things happen that are out of our control, but something deep down in our conscience tells us we’ve done something wrong. Guilt, remorse—they create a helplessness that leaves us feeling out of control, and being in control is something I work very hard at.
“We’ll just have to agree to disagree.” I lean back in the chair and prop my right ankle over my left knee.
“You have to free yourself, Bryan. I know you. I can’t have you carrying this around as yours. We play a sport where, at any point in time, something can happen, something as simple as landing at the wrong angle while running or falling off balance on an arm. This isn’t on you. Don’t punish yourself—I can’t have that and this at the same time.” He points to his leg.
“I don’t know how,” I tell him honestly, running my hand over my face and through my hair.
“Well, you have to. That’s football, and that’s just the way it goes. Sometimes we make the big plays, and sometimes we don’t, but we all live for them. We’re all willing to take risks. I wanted it as bad as you did. Don’t forget that.”
I know he’s right, but it’s also going to take time. Jack is one of my best friends, and losing him as a teammate just doesn’t feel right.
“So, Meg?” I ask, smirking and changing the subject.
“Nah, it’s not like that.” He glances away from me and over at Zeus, who’s curled up on the couch next to him, running his hand through his fur. “I met her at Zach’s place last summer—you remember, at the wrap party—and we’ve kind of kept in touch through social media.”
Interesting. Jack and one of the three legs of the tripod that is Lexi, Shelby, and Meg. I didn’t see it before, after hearing stories about her from Lexi and Zach, but maybe now I do.
“Well, I’m glad she was with you.”
“Me too. I was surprised to see her when they brought her into the locker room—didn’t even know she was coming to the game. Nothing like having a hot girl hold your hand while you bawl like a baby.”
“You showed her your soft side—girls like that.” I laugh, and he cracks a smile.
“Whatever,” he grumbles. “What about Lexi?” His eyes narrow and he studies me for a reaction. He knew we were off—I think in reality everyone knew we weren’t right—but they all gave me the space I needed.
“She’s good.”
“Y’all good?” he asks.
“Yeah, we’re good.”
“It’s about time you got your head out of your ass. It pains me to think of all that sweet deliciousness we’ve missed out on.”
“We?”
“Well, yeah. We rarely see one without the other, and well, pie, man. You know how I feel about pie.” He rubs his stomach.
“I would argue you feel that way about all food.”
“What can I say? Food is my love language.”
I can’t help but laugh. There’s a little of our Jack shining through.
“Are you gonna be all right?” I ask him.
He lets out a deep sigh. “Yeah, I just need to get to a place where I can start rehab and see what happens. I just keep trying to remind myself that, no matter what, it was a good run. I made it in the game a lot longer than most.”
“You have, but we don’t know that it’s over, so hang in there.” I can’t think about it being over. I can’t go there at all. “What are you going to do in the meantime?”
His eyes find mine, and he shakes his head while shrugging his shoulders and frowning.
“I don’t know.”
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THREE DAYS AFTER we returned from the game, Bryan packed a large bag and followed behind me to my house in Oakwood. It wasn’t an easy three days, but we’re making progress. A bruised heart doesn’t happen easily for a guy like Bryan, and when it does, it takes longer to heal.
The team had their postgame debrief, and I’m not sure what was said, but Bryan came home with his shoulders a little more relaxed. Between the loss of Jack and the loss of the game, he’s been a little lost in his head, but today, his eyes are clearer, which means he’s on the road to mental recovery.
As for me, it feels good to be back home, and it feels right to have him here. During the weeks we spent apart leading up to the game, I’d forgotten how empty this house can feel, but now with him here, it feels complete. Yes, we are still working through things, as normal couples do, but we’re happy, and I believe we’re in a stronger place because of it.
Currently, he’s out for a run around the property, and I’m making us hand pies for dinner, small handheld pies that hold either a sweet or savory filling. Do I make pies every day? No—there’s no way we could eat that much—but the handhelds provide me a way to get my hands messy and my mind lost in thought. It’s like meditation for me, and whether I’m contemplating life or just daydreaming, it clears my head and cleanses my soul.
What a lot of people don’t realize is there’s an art to making a pie, especially the pie crust. The characteristics most desired are flakiness, crispness, and tenderness, and all of this is achieved by three ingredients: flour, fat, and a liquid. People who make pies all have their own opinions about the best way these three ingredients should be chosen and mixed, but like art, the beauty lies in the eye of the beholder.
Sliding a pan of root vegetables and ground turkey simmering in a romesco sauce to a cold burner, I walk to the refrigerator to grab the dough.
People always ask for insight on why my crust is so good, and I tell them four things.
First, always chill the dough for an hour, at least. Chilling it allows the present gluten strands time to settle down and relax, and it lets available moisture find its way back into all parts of the dough. This makes it easier to roll out and cuts down on any shrinking during the baking process.
Second, you have to use your hands and knead each mound just enough to form each one into a disk. The trick here is not to over-knead, to do just enough so the dough holds together without cracking. There’s a fine line, because if you go too far, kneading develops gluten, which will toughen the dough, and no one wants tough dough as a pastry crust.
Third, roll from the center outward. This helps with the density of the dough and allows you to get the most out of it.
And fourth, if your pie has a two-layer crust, you must poke a hole or put slits in the top of the pie when it’s baking or it will turn soggy. Vents must be created to let the water vapor escape.
The sound of the front door opening and the screen door slapping behind it pulls my attention as I watch Bryan walk into the kitchen. I still find it surreal that he’s here, and my stomach drops at the sight of him: no shirt, athletic shorts, hair sticking straight up, and skin glistening with sweat. He props his hands on his hips as his breathing slowly returns to normal.
“You should come with a warning label,” I tell him.
His lips twitch as his eyes wander over the length of me, and my heart stutters.
Moving to the cabinet, he grabs a glass, fills it with water from the sink, and chugs it down. He isn’t trying to be sexy, but he definitely is. Placing the glass on the counter, he turns to look at me and licks his lips.
“I need to tell you something.” There’s worry on his face, and I feel slightly alarmed.
“Okay, what?” I ask, wiping my hands across my apron.
“A tree branch fell into the backside of the barn, and it, umm . . . it caused some damage.” He grits his teeth in a don’t shoot the messenger type way.
“What! You’ve got to be kidding me.” Untying the apron, I throw it on the counter and storm outside.
He follows.
Great. Just great.
The air isn’t as cool as it has been, but the clouds overhead are dark and indicate something is coming. I do love a good cold front, but with that means rain. I keep overflow of the jarred pie fillings in the barn, and the last thing I need is them getting ruined.
Rounding the side of the house, I see what he’s talking about and suck in a huge gasp of air.
“No,” I whisper to myself, but I know he hears.
Running into the barn, I stare up at the ceiling and see the sky.
Why? Just why can’t I catch a break? Is it that hard, Universe, to pick on someone else for a while? And this isn’t just a little damage—it’s huge! A ginormous branch from the oak tree that hangs over it fell, tore off at least half of the roof, and damaged one wall. My mouth hangs open and I just shake my head.
I can’t stop shaking my head.
Looking around, I see nothing seems too damaged on the inside; there’s just debris everywhere. My jars are kept in durable storage cabinets, and my one saving grace is that I’ll be able to file this one with my homeowners insurance. Only, I still have to pay the deductible, and right now I just don’t have it.
Pacing around, I cover my face with my hands and do my best not to cry. Bryan doesn’t need to see me have a level-ten meltdown over this, even though that’s what is happening on the inside.
He calls my name to get my attention, and I stop, turning to look at him. He’s standing in the doorway, and his arms are crossed over his chest. At whatever he sees on my face, his expression shifts to one of understanding, and his arms drop. How could he understand? He has no idea.
“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about this.” He widens his eyes like I should know what’s coming. “And although I’m sure you have your reasons for not telling me about all the many problems you’ve had with the house lately, I didn’t like hearing about it from my friends. Not cool. I’ll be paying for this.” He nods toward the back of the barn.
Thinking back, I know the only person I said anything to was Camille, and even then, it wasn’t all at once, just tidbits here and there. So, yeah, whatever—he may have heard about it, but he’s out of his mind if he thinks this is happening the way he wants it to.
I prop my hands on my waist and glare at him. “Like hell you will. This is my house. I’ll take care of it.” My eyes blur with angry tears.
I’m so mad—mad about the fact I have another financial problem, annoyed that he knows about all the other problems, and frustrated that he now thinks he can just come in here and do as he pleases.
He tilts his head and watches me. “You should have told me,” he says calmly.
“No, I should not have. This is my problem, not yours. I’ve been doing things on my own for quite a while now, and I’m doing just fine. Also, I didn’t think it necessary to tell you when you had other things—more important things to worry about. Did you suddenly forget about that?”
“Why would you think these things that’ve been happening to you wouldn’t be important to me?”
“It never was before, not to you or James.” I cross my arms over my chest, and he rubs his hand back and forth through his hair.
“Wow. Okay, shots fired. I’ll take that one, but you’re wrong, and you know that now. You’ve always been important to me, everything about you, and whether you believe it or not, should you have ever needed anything and reached out, I would have been here in a heartbeat.”
I know he’s right, and I do need to move past him leaving me—twice—because at the end of the day, I truly believe the sincerity behind his words. Still, this is my house, my business, my problems.
“I’m paying off any expenses you’ve incurred with this house,” he says, so matter-of-factly.
“No, you are not!” I yell at him.
He raises his voice back. “Yes, I am. I understand you, Lexi. I always have. I know this is your house and you feel the need to do it on your own. I know you think you have to be fully independent to be successful, but that’s not how you and I are going to work. I have the money, and you’re going to let me use it.”
“That’s right, it’s your money, to spend on yourself, for your things, not mine. I never asked for this, nor do I have expectations of this. I get it, you have a lot of money, but we aren’t about the money. You do you, and I’ll do me. Done. Period.” I pinch my lips together and square my shoulders to let him know this is a closed subject.
“No, not done, and as for things that are mine—well, you are mine, and I take care of what is mine. Don’t you get it? A huge part of me doing everything I’ve done for the past ten years is so I could one day be good enough for you, to support and take care of you.”
I start aggressively shaking my head.
“Yes, again, I know how independent you are, know you don’t need anyone, blah blah blah.” He waves his hand in the air. “But if you’re in this with me”—he points to himself—“like you say you are, you’re going to have to let me do things for you, like this.” He points to the back of the barn.
“Ugggh!” I let out a loud groan and stomp around in the dirt.
It’s not that I feel the need to have everything picture-perfect for him or for the world; I just wanted to do it all myself. I do want to be with him, but this is my house, my business. I’m not a charity case. I don’t want a handout, not from him, not from anyone, even if I need it. Why does this have to be so hard? I know these problems happen to everyone, but I swear it feels like they just happen to me.
“It’s not fair, Lex.” His voice pulls me from my thoughts, and I stop to look at him. “If the roles were reversed, would you not offer to help me?” He asks like I’ve somehow wounded him.
Moving to stand in front of him, I raise my chin and defiantly say, “That’s different.”
“How? Why? It’s not different.” His gaze bores into mine as he leans down in my direction.
“I don’t know. It just is.”
“Well, get over it,” he says in a low tone. “Besides, if I’m going to live here half the time, as far as I see it, the house is mine too,” he challenges, staying eerily calm.
Stunned, I take a step away and stare at him. Even though I know we’re together again, I hadn’t really thought about the logistics yet. I don’t know if that was for self-preservation, just in case, or what, but now that he’s said this, I’m not sure I’ll be able to think of anything else. My anger quickly dissipates and excitement flutters in.
“You want to live here with me?” I tilt my head to the side a little.
“I don’t want to live in the tree house.” He smirks.
“You used to love it there,” I sass back.
“No, I loved you there. It was where I got to be with you.” He takes a step closer, and I have to tip my head back to look at him.
I purse my lips, and we slip into an intense staring contest as I think about what he’s just said. In my mind, it was always I had my house and he had his, but if we’re going to be together, which I’m praying will be the case indefinitely, maybe he’s right. This house would be his, too, and his house would be mine as well.
“Do I get to decorate your house?”
His lips twitch. “You get full cart blanche to decorate our houses.”
Our houses.
That’s when all the remaining fight leaves me and I surrender.
His handsome face. His sweet words. His unselfish heart.
How could I not?
“Fine, I’ll let you help with the repairs.” I concede, and a pleased smile spreads across his face, flashing the dimple that makes me weak.
“Good. I’m glad you see things my way.” He reaches for my hand, and our fingers tangle together.
“What I see is you standing here in front of me without your shirt on, and it’s making me stupid.” My eyes drift down to the broadness of his shoulders and the muscles of his arms.
He laughs.
“But seriously, that’s it. I don’t want your money, so don’t expect me to be sitting around waiting for handouts.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it.” He grins, wrapping his other hand around my face.
“Don’t make fun of me. I’m serious.” I pout.
Blue like an endless spring sky whips through me as he holds me under his adoring gaze.
“Lex, I’m not making fun of you. I want to support you in everything you do and watch you fly. I love that you want to continually express yourself through being creative and an individual. I appreciate that you are different from everyone else, because, well, everyone else is boring, and to me you are everything. I am never going to try to dull your spirit or take things away from you. I want to be the person who helps you shine. You and me, together—we’ve got this.”
“We’ve got this?” I ask, my nervous eyes imploring him to reassure me that, no matter what, we’ll always be okay.
His thumb runs across my cheek as he leans down to kiss the corner of my mouth. It’s so light and so soft, the tension in my body instantly eases, and with his next three little words, I let the past go and begin dreaming of tomorrow.
“Yeah, we do.”
 
Pie Dough



 
 

 
 
LEANING FORWARD AGAINST the back porch railing, I rest on my forearms while my hands dangle over the edge. In one hand, I have a plate with a half-eaten slice of coffee chess pie, and in the other, a fork. The air is cool tonight, and as the earthy smell of acres and acres of trees and grass fills my lungs, I’m flooded with memories of my childhood.
The best memories are the one-on-one football games James and I played out near the large oak tree until the sun set, the summer days the three of us spent sitting in the orange trees, racing each other to see who could eat the most, and then there are the fall nights I spent with Lexi, chasing fireflies and sleeping in the tree house where we shared our dreams.
I think about these memories often, and surprisingly the bad ones never surface; it’s always good ones that fill my mind. That’s how I know I’ve moved on and am finally in a better place mentally, a place in this world where just she and I exist.
Lexi and I have talked a lot about how things were for me growing up with Cole. She didn’t know how bad things were—I mean, how could she have? She was a kid too. I hate that the things he said and the stories I told her made her cry, but I don’t want to leave anything unsaid between us. I want her to know me, all of me, even the bad, and it’s through this I’ve learned something new. Lexi told me GiGi never really cared for him. It was because of me she said yes when he applied for the job. She told Lexi she loved me the moment she saw me.
She loved me.
Lexi loves me.
Those truths have fundamentally shifted me, because maybe I was one of them all along.
No one’s ever heard from Cole again, something I’ve often worried about since I signed with the Tarpons, but now, if I ever do, it’ll be okay. I have Lexi by my side and, well, my attorney is on speed dial.
It’s been three months since she and I drove out to her Oakwood home after that fateful day in February, and honestly it’s been three of the best months of my life. It took losing for me to finally realize there’s more to life than football and I can find happiness too. If we had won, I’m certain I wouldn’t have had this growth within myself, and after all these years, it was well past overdue. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll take the win every single time and I still feel like shit because of the loss, but being here with her has put things in perspective.
Sure, I’ve had to head back to Tampa here and there for things, but mostly we stay here and the world leaves us alone—no requests for interviews, no speculations about next season, and mostly, there’s been no more talk of the Jarvie jinx. I’d like to think me standing up for us at the press conference made a difference, but my guess is that we’ve officially been together long enough that we are no longer interesting. We’re old news.
Meanwhile, Lexi’s business is thriving. A few other food magazines have reached out, she’s getting a spotlight in the All About the South Food Network issue this summer, and retailers have been inquiring like crazy asking to wholesale purchase stock for their stores.
I’m proud of her, so proud of her—even when she’s being feisty and still refusing to let me help pay for things. Yes, she gave in when it came to the barn, but she made me promise once business picked up, I’d back off on the next thing. I will, because I get her, and I love her even more because of it.
In front of me, the sky has shifted, its colors darkening. Although the sky is nice in Tampa, here it’s something else. It feels marvelous, endless, just like my love for her.
Behind me, the sliding glass door opens, and the warm air from inside rushes out and briefly blankets me. Lexi steps up next to me hugging Rafiki, our newest addition from the animal shelter in town. When we saw the tiny gray and white furball, we knew he was the one for us, and as for the name, it just seemed right.
“Oh, do you see them?” Lexi asks with wonder in her voice.
“Yep, I was waiting for them.”
The light from hundreds of fireflies flickers throughout the tall grass around our old oak tree. They’ve just recently returned in the last couple of days, and this was always my favorite part of spring. Through summer and into fall, they’re here every night like clockwork.
“How’s Meg doing?” I ask. They’ve been on the phone talking for the last hour.
“Oh, you know, she’s Meg. Everything looks like rainbows, glass is always half full, and she makes lemonade out of lemons.”
I chuckle, because as I’ve gotten to know her over the last couple of months, I’ve realized that description fits her to a T.
“How’s the pie?” she asks, suspiciously eyeing the half-eaten piece.
“Do you even need to ask?” I raise one eyebrow at her.
“Well, yeah—you only ate part of it.” Her face scrunches in confusion as she looks from the plate to me.
“That’s because you were preoccupied and this is now my third piece. Seriously, it’s a good thing I like to run a lot, because Coach would be pissed if I came back twenty pounds heavier.”
“Hey, don’t hate on the pie. It’s not the pie’s fault you can’t control yourself and have made it your new life’s mission to consume it all.” She smirks.
I turn a little so she’s standing in front of me. “If I don’t eat it, it goes to waste.”
“Waste, riiiiight. You do realize we can have leftovers?”
Leftovers, riiiiight.
What she doesn’t realize is, I eat the pie, one, because it’s good, and two, because I know how much she enjoys making them. Yes, it’s a backward way to show her love, but that’s what I’m doing. She makes the pies to give love, and I eat them to show love. It’s a win-win cycle for both of us—well, maybe except for the extra thousand calories and eighty grams of sugar daily, but who’s counting.
“You’re right, we can have leftovers, but they taste so good. You know I love your pies.” I tuck a loose piece of hair behind her ear.
Her eyes light up as she looks at me, and I can’t help but set down the plate and fork to wrap my arms around her. The kitten barely moves; he loves Lexi, but not as much as I do.
“Are you excited for the mini camps next week?” she asks as she snuggles closer, laying her head on my chest.
“I’m excited for the draft this Thursday. I know the front office has had their eye on a couple of wide receivers, and they’re negotiating hard to move up in the draft order.”
“That would be great,” she murmurs, humming a bit as I start rubbing my hands up and down her back. Her T-shirt is soft, thin, and I can feel each bump of her spine.
“Yeah, I’m ready—ready to get on the field with whoever it is and get to work.” We know this means less time together, but we’re both okay with it. I know we’ll make it.
“I’m going to miss Jack,” she says. I rest my chin on top of her head. She’s staring off toward the tree, and it’s hard to look away. I swear the flickering lights have multiplied fourfold.
“No one more than me.”
I’d like to say Jack is doing okay given the circumstances and all, but I’m not sure. Talking on the phone has never been my thing, but we do text each other frequently. Mostly, it’s sarcastic jabs back and forth, but occasionally he lets something slip. I do my best to read between the lines of his words, but that only gets me so far. It would be different if I saw him on a regular basis, but I don’t. As soon as he was up and slightly mobile, he packed up himself and Zeus and took off to do his rehabilitation somewhere else.
“I’m going to head in and get ready for bed,” she mumbles through a yawn. “Put this little guy to bed.” She lifts him next to her face and nuzzles him.
“Okay, I’m not far behind you.” I brush my lips across the top of her head.
She takes a step back, and I drop my arms. I look down at her as she pushes up on her toes and kisses me sweetly.
So sweet.
Damn, she’s beautiful.
My heart sighs with contentment as I watch her walk back into the house.
This house. Her house. Our house. My house.
It’s crazy to think that almost eleven years ago, I slipped out early one morning without saying goodbye and placed all my dreams not in fate’s hands, but my own. I had to believe that if I worked hard enough, long enough, one day I would be good enough, and here I am.
Do I regret how I left things between us for the last ten years? Sure. I always will, but we wouldn’t be who we are if things had been different, and I love who we’ve both become.
Now, as life has settled us into this next chapter, I no longer feel the need to run a hundred miles an hour to conquer the world. I want to stand here, next to her, until the cows come home.
Home.
With the true love of my life.
It’s the best thing that has ever happened to me, the best thing that will ever happen.
She’s my opposite in every way, but that makes life fun, and she definitely keeps me on my toes. Sure, sometimes she and I can be like oil and water, not mixing and separating quickly, but other times we’re completely compatible and we blend together perfectly. I appreciate how she makes me not take life so seriously, and in return I can ground her when things feel insane.
I chuckle as I think about the word insane. I’m certain people are going to call me insane for what comes next, but I don’t care. To the world it’s only been six months, but in reality, it’s been years.
I’ve never understood why, when people say they’re in love, they choose to wait to propose and then wait to get married. I mean, what are they waiting for? As a guy who spends most of his days with guys, just like women, when we know, we know, and I know there will never be anyone but her.
It’s always only been her, and I don’t want to wait.
Which is why tomorrow, on the swing under the old oak tree, I’m surprising her by proposing. I know she doesn’t see it coming, but I also know she feels exactly like I do, and I can’t wait to make it official. I want the world to know she’s it for me.
I also don’t want her to worry.
The last time I drove away for the start of a new season, I didn’t return, and as I head out next week, down the long driveway with my tail lights fading, I need her to know, to eternally know I’ll be back.
For her.
For forever.
Eating the last slice of every pie.
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PEOPLE ALWAYS SAY their wedding day is the best day of their lives, and they aren’t wrong, but somehow for me, it just feels like more.
So much more.
Six months ago, Bryan got down on one knee and asked me for forever. I’d already given it to him, but he wanted there to be no doubts, ever, and that was quite all right with me. Of course, I would have married him right there on the spot, but it was important to both of us that James be present. After all, he completes our little family of three.
His coaches weren’t thrilled when we discreetly announced the day, but they understood James’s leave time was short. So, they excused Bryan, Reid, and a few others during the middle of a random week in October to head to our house, where, surrounded by our closest friends, midmorning on a Wednesday, we said, “I do.”
To have loved just one person my whole life and then to have them love me back—I’m living in the perfect dream.
A warm, late-summer breeze blows over us as Bryan gently rocks us back and forth on the swing under the old oak tree. Of course our wedding had to take place here, beneath the canopy of swaying green leaves and the tree house that started it all.
My head is on his lap, my feet are hanging over the opposite end, and my eyes drift shut at the sensation of his fingers running through my hair. I know my dress is dragging across the dirty ground, and I just don’t care. Everything about today was perfect.
“Are you disappointed that it rained today?” Bryan asks. All of our guests have left, the small intimate party is over, and the sun has dropped enough that it’s hidden by the house, leaving us cool and in the shade.
“No. I love the rain—you know that. Besides, lots of people have sunny wedding photos, but we’ll have cool misty ones with us cuddling under an umbrella, and I’ll never forget the rainbow after it ended. It was so pretty.”
That’s right, I got a rainbow on my wedding day. I also got wet hair, but I didn’t care.
“It was really pretty . . . I just hated that everyone and everything got wet.” His fingers leave my hair and trail around my face, down to my collarbone.
“It didn’t rain for long, and don’t forget, rain on a wedding day means good luck. I think it says something about our future.”
“Oh yeah? What’s that?” he asks, swiping his finger back and forth above the edge of the sweetheart neckline on my strapless dress.
“That we’re going to succeed, no matter what.”
His fingers and the swing stop moving.
I open my eyes to find him staring down at me with the same expression as when I walked down the aisle: adoration. I walked myself down to the man of my dreams, not because I didn’t have options, but because I’m the only person who can give me away. No one else, just me.
That, and James was our officiant.
My brother, his best friend.
James gave us the ultimate gift as he guided us through the vows of our special day, filling it with charisma and love like only he can. He made us legal, made us a dream come true.
“Sometimes you say things and they take my breath away.” Bryan slowly blinks, briefly hiding those gorgeous blue eyes, and my heart blinks with him.
“Well, it’s true.” I reach for his hand and link our fingers together, aware of the presence of his wedding band where there was nothing there before. “Just think, next year could be your year, the year you finally win it all.”
His fingers squeeze around mine. “Don’t you get it? I already did win it all.”
Time stalls as we stare at each other, and he slowly pushes off the ground to continue rocking us back and forth. His hair has fallen across his forehead, the top button of his white dress shirt is unbuttoned under his black tie, and I take a mental picture of this moment. I know he loves me—he tells me all the time—but when he says things like this, it feels transcendent. I feel transcendent.
“I love you,” I quietly tell him, my voice just audible enough to be heard over the cicadas.
His lips tip up, revealing his dimple, and butterflies flutter through my stomach as he says, “I love you more.”
Best. Day. Ever.
“You’re just saying that so I’ll make you another coconut meringue pie,” I tease, and he throws his head back and laughs. The leaves on the branches above us flutter, as if the sound of his laughter pleases them.
“You wouldn’t have to make me another one if you hadn’t shoved half of it in my face in front of our friends.”
Yeah, I did do that, and I have no regrets.
“James bet me I wouldn’t do it,” I confess, wide-eyed but grinning.
“Yeah, well, he also bet me I would hit you with the football while you were in your wedding dress.”
“But you didn’t.”
All the guys here today did play one long game of football in the front yard, but the ball never came my way. As I watched them ditch their suit jackets, tuck in their ties, and roll up their sleeves, I chuckled at the thought that plenty of magazines would have had a field day photographing the scene.
“Exactly!” he declares.
“Well, you know I would have understood if you did,” I tell him animatedly.
“What kind of guy hits his wife with a football on their wedding day?” He cocks one eyebrow, and my breath catches.
“You said wife.” Unconsciously, my thumb rolls over his wedding band.
“I did. It sounds pretty good, too. Don’t you think?” He smiles again, and I just melt.
“Gah, fine. I’m definitely making you another pie now,” I tell him as I sit up.
He chuckles and slides me closer, draping one arm around my shoulders so he can bend down to kiss me with warm, soft lips.
“You looked so beautiful today,” he tells me, running his lips across my cheek.
I pull back, just enough to be captivated by intoxicating blue eyes. “You already told me that.”
“I know, but I needed to tell you again.” He tilts his head and kisses the corner of my mouth.
“You didn’t look so bad yourself.” I slide my hand up his thigh to balance myself.
He leans closer, surrounding me with his unique scent of fresh and clean, and his breath hits my ear. “You know what would look even better?”
I shake my head, unable to speak as his other hand slips around my waist.
“These clothes on our bedroom floor.”
My undergarments practically disintegrate as my stomach drops in anticipation and I shiver in his arms. He knows just what to say and how to say it to make me fold right into his hands, although I wouldn’t call the folding defeat because we both know we’ll be winners in the end.
“Okay,” I whisper as he stands and takes my hand, bringing me up with him.
This right here, this glimpse of us, just him and me together, walking through our backyard—it shows me what a life with him will forever be like.
Yes, undoubtedly, we’ll butt heads here and there—I mean, just look at the differences in our personalities. Remember the Christmas tree?—but there’ll also be many playful times, acts of kindness, and consideration for others, too. With the bad comes the good, and he’s oh so good at giving me never-ending moments of affection and infinite amounts of love.
Love.
The most important of them all.
Regardless of where our careers take us, no matter what challenges or obstacles might get in our way, I know together we’ll be invincible.
Unbreakable.
Right here, with that knowledge, I know a life with him will always be as easy as pie.
 
Coconut Meringue Pie
 
The End



 
 
 
 
Be on the lookout for Jack’s story
Lessons in Lemonade
to be served up in 2020.



 
 

 
To my family, I always have to start with you first. My people, my loves, my whole world…These stories can’t be written without your love and support, and you make following this dream just so much more. Thank you for loving me just as I am.
 
Elle Brooks, I can’t tell you how much I love our friendship. Mostly, I feel bad that you are stuck with me, but I’m not going anywhere. For over five years you’ve been listening to me talk about bits and pieces of this story, thank you for being on this journey with me, while I brought it to life. One day soon, we’ll be together again and drinking all the pink champagne.
 
Megan Cooke, seriously, what would I do without you? You are unfailing in your friendship to me and I’m so grateful. From every word given in feedback, to holding my hand when the fear takes over, I know I can always lean on you and I’m so thankful. I’m so glad you loved the story… and now on to the next!
 
Kelli Bunton, to my fellow pie maker sister, thank you for listening to me talk ad nauseam about this story. Every single day for the past year you’ve had to hear about the characters, the plot, and the recipes, and I appreciate you more than you know.
 
Karla Sorensen and Kandi Steiner, when they say book friends are the best friends, I know they are talking about the two of you. Thank you for including me on your author journeys. It’s been so amazing to watch each of you grow over the last year, and I’m so proud to have you in my tribe. Karla, I want to send you all the bananagrams, and Kandi, I can’t wait until our next date night. Love you both.
 
Andrea Johnston, thank you so much for all the time you spent chatting with me about plot over this story. We must have talked about five different scenarios, and hopefully you’ll love the one I ended on. Thank you for being amazing, thank you for being you, and I hope you see you again soon!
 
Julie Burke, thank you for being the amazing designer that you are. I don’t know how or why you put up with me, but you always do. Thank you for your vision, your time, and for always being available when I need you. I love working with you and can’t wait to see what we come up with next. xo
 
Caitlin from Editing by C. Marie, Emily from Lawrence Editing, and Elaine from Allusion Graphics thank you so much for being a part of my team that brings my books to life. Your professionalism and unique touch makes me so proud of the final product. This story is just gorgeous, and I can’t wait to do it all again real soon!
 
Kathryn’s Krewe, thank you for your patience and for always cheering me on. I’ve always said I have the best readers in the world, and I mean it. I hope you love the story, I hope it leaves you eager for the next, and I can’t wait to hear what you think. Big Kiss!
 
To the Bloggers and Bookstagrammers, thank you for always being the first ones to raise your hands. Your dedication and professionalism to help us indie authors continually amazes me, and I’m so grateful. Thank you for sharing your thoughts, giving your time, and helping us spread the word. Mean the world to me.
 
To the readers, thank you for sticking by me and loving my stories. I know I take a little longer than other authors to release a story, but I do pour my heart into each one and I hope you know that. As always, I appreciate the feedback, love, and support. This dream wouldn’t be possible without all of you… xoxo



 
 
 
 
Loved Last Slice of Pie, then make sure you stay in the loop! Join my Newsletter! Once a month I send out an email with sneak peeks, deleted scenes, announcements, recipes, giveaways, Q&A, and much more.



 
 

 
The Hales Brothers Series
Can you imagine living in a home that is filled with hurt, lies, and fear? Well, that’s what it was like for us. Trapped in a small island town off the West Coast of Florida, for years we watched the tide roll in and out, while keeping so many secrets hidden from the world. Each of us hiding behind a different mask and dealing with our own struggles that ultimately lead us to a breaking point. That expression, “And the truth shall set you free . . .” Well, it did.
 
In the end, it became our choice. With the help of three amazing, beautiful girls we soaked up the drops of rain, endured the starless nights, and woke each day to an unforgettable sun. We are the Hale Brothers: Drew, Beau, and Matt . . . and these are our stories.
 
Drops of Rain
Starless Nights
Unforgettable Sun
 
Starving for Southern Series
The Sweetness of Life
Last Slice of Pie
Lessons in Lemonade – 2020 release
 
Standalone Titles
Blue Horizons
Chasing Clouds
 



 
 

 
Over ten years ago my husband and I were driving from Chicago to Tampa and somewhere in Kentucky I remember seeing a billboard that was all black with five white words, “I do, therefore I am!” I’m certain that it was a Nike ad, but for me I found this to be completely profound.
Take running for example. Most will say that a runner is someone who runs five days a week and runs under a ten-minute mile pace. Well, I can tell you that I never run five days a week and on my best days my pace is an eleven-minute mile. I have run quite a few half marathons and one full marathon. No matter what anyone says . . . I run, therefore I am a runner.
I’ve taken this same thought and applied it to so many areas of my life: cooking, gardening, quilting, and yes . . . writing.
I may not be culinary trained, but I love to cook, and my family and friends loves to eat my food. I cook; therefore, I am a chef!
My thumb is not black. I love to grow herbs, tomatoes, roses, and lavender. I garden; therefore, I am a gardener!
I love beautiful fabrics and I can follow a pattern. My triangles may not line up perfectly . . . but who cares, my quilts are still beautiful when they are finished. I quilt; therefore, I am a quilter.
I have been writing my entire life. It is my husband who finally said, “Who cares if people like your books or not? If you enjoy writing them and you love your stories…then write them.” He has always been my biggest fan and he was right. Being a writer has always been my dream and what I said I wanted to be when I grew up.
So, I’ve told you who I am and what I love to do . . . now I’m going to tell you the why.
I have two boys that are three years a part. My husband and I want to instill in them adventure, courage, and passion. We don’t expect them to be perfect at things, we just want them to try and do. It’s not about winning the race; it’s about showing up in the first place. We don’t want them to be discouraged by society stereotypes, we want them to embrace who they are and what they love. After all, we only get one life.
In the end, they won’t care how many books I actually sell . . . all that matters to them is that I said I was going to do it, I did it, and I have loved every minute of it.
Find something that you love and tell yourself, “I do, therefore I am.”



 
 

 
Thank you for reading Last Slice of Pie. If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a spoiler free review. Happy cooking and remember . . . food is love.



 
 

 
Kathryn Andrew’s Website
 
Join my reader group Kathryn’s Krewe
 
Follow me on Instagram - @kandrewsauthor
 
Like my author page



 
 
 
 
Want to know how Zach and Shelby met? You can read their story in The Sweetness of Life. Here is the first chapter for your enjoyment.




 
 
“Oh my God, you have to try this, Shelby,” Meg says, startling me as she bumps her hip on the kitchen door, forcing it to swing open. Cinnamon and clove floats through the air of the empty restaurant and hits my nose. I watch as she crosses the small dining room to sit at my table.
It’s Sunday night, we’re closed, and the last of our staff left a while ago. The light from a streetlamp outside pours in the front window, illuminating the partially lit room. I hadn’t even realized the sun had set. We’ve both been here for fifteen hours, and it’s true what they say, time does fly when you’re having fun.
Closing the lid to my laptop, Meg takes the first bite of the dessert and drops the fork. It clatters to the plate as she leans back in her chair and lets out a low, satisfied moan.
“You’re so dramatic,” I scold, shaking my head and fighting a smile.
Her eyes snap to mine and sparkle with laughter. I’ve known Meg since we were freshmen in college and I swear the older we get, the more theatrical she becomes.
Snatching the fork, I cut off a bite of the dessert for myself, watching as the honey strings between the warm pastry layers and the fork. I’m not gonna lie, it smells divine, and I’ve been waiting for the last forty-five minutes to taste it.
“Yeah, but you love me anyway.” She grins. “Tell me, did I kill that recipe or what?” she asks, waiting for my reaction and watching me chew my bite. Then, as if she can’t handle the anticipation of my answer, she wipes her hands across her thighs to smooth down her apron—a light green-and-white gingham apron that once belonged to her grandmother. She wears it every time she’s creating something new in the kitchen. It’s like her thinking cap, and when she puts it on, I know to let her be.
Focusing on the individual flavors, I sort through each one to see if anything is lacking or overpowering. Swallowing the bite, my eyes find hers, and I smirk, knowing I’m about to set her off. “It needs salt.”
Her jaw drops, and a piece of her brown wavy hair escapes from the messy bun on top of her head.
“What! No way.” She blows the hair off her face, grabs the fork, and sinks it back into her version of baklava. In the South, we’re ruled by pecans, so she’s substituted them in place of the walnuts.
“Yes way.” I lick my lips. “And the cloves are a bit too strong.”
Silence falls between us as she takes another bite and then hands the fork back to me. Together, we finish off the piece, and she swipes her finger across the plate for the last remaining crumb.
“You’re crazy. That”—she points to the empty plate—“was delicious.”
“I’m not saying it wasn’t, but I’m right.” I reach for the sweet tea sitting next to my laptop and take a drink while letting her think through the recipe.
The sharpness in her eyes dissolves and the defensiveness in her posture relaxes as she lets out a long, loud sigh. “I hate it when you’re right.”
“No, you don’t. Just like I love you for your brand of crazy, you love me for my awesome, perfect palate.” I grin at her, and she rolls her eyes.
“I can’t argue with you there.” She wraps the fallen piece of hair back up into the knot. That’s what makes us so great together: she’s brilliant at creating, and I’m spot on at tasting.
Meg pushes away from the table, grabs the plate, and heads back to the kitchen, her heels clicking across the wood floor. That’s the other thing that connects us—we love—LOVE—high-heeled designer shoes.
Packing up my laptop, I look around at our two-year-old restaurant that I adore, Orange Blossom Avenue, or OBA for short. OBA isn’t a huge place, but we don’t need it to be. During the week, we’re open for breakfast and lunch. On the weekends, we open for brunch and the occasional special dinner, and we are always open for private events. The ambiance is quaint, clean, and Southern chic, with the color scheme focusing on orange, green, and white—like an orange blossom.
Owning this restaurant is Meg’s dream whereas mine is to have my own show on Food Network. Over the last ten plus years, I’ve spent almost every moment thinking about and working toward that moment when my dreams will finally come true and three weeks ago, I interviewed for a host position of a new show at their headquarters. I’m not ashamed to admit that I’ve lost hours of sleep dreaming about what my life will be like when I get to New York City.
“So, what are you going to call it?” I ask, walking into the kitchen.
“Southern baklava, of course.” Meg flashes a smile at me as she wipes down the prep station. “Who knows, maybe it’ll end up on your blog.” She eyes me with mischief.
My blog, Starving for Southern.
Sometime during our second year of college, I got the bright idea to start a food blog. Every weekend, instead of chasing boys and partying, Meg and I would travel all over and look for the best places to eat. It made sense to record it all. We ate at some amazing places and some not-so-good ones, too. Toss in our own recipes of things we liked, and before I knew it, the blog had a huge following. A huge, unexpected following.
Mostly, I’ve been able to keep my anonymity. Only a handful of people know that one of the owners of OBA and the author of Starving for Southern are the same person. After all, a true critic never exposes who they are, even though it was never my intention to be one. I would say that eighty-five percent of the food blog is positive—it really isn’t my goal to bash someone’s dream—but that other fifteen percent . . . it can’t be helped.
“I thought you were going out with that guy Neil tonight?” she asks me, carrying the last of today’s dishes to the dishwasher and stacking them on the rack.
“No, I need to finish this next article for Food Network Magazine.”
“He seems to be really into you . . . and he’s cute.” She takes my iced tea glass, adds it to the others, and pulls down the cage of the washer. It kicks on and the hum fills the space between us.
I met Neil at an art gallery opening last weekend that Meg and I catered. He was there to support his friend, the artist. “I know, and I thought he had potential until I watched him eat.”
Meg’s forehead wrinkles with confusion as she glances back over her shoulder at me, unties the apron, and hangs it on a large wrought iron coat rack that houses all the aprons we’ve collected over the years. “What happened?”
“He dropped in yesterday while you ran to the grocery store. He ordered the fried green tomato BLT and sucked his teeth after every bite.”
“Eww!” Meg squeals in horror. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about this yesterday! What is it with you and guys lately? You have the worst track record of anyone ever,” she says as we walk out of the kitchen. I head back to my table as she goes into the small office to get today’s bank deposit.
“I know! I don’t get it at all.” Not that I’m interested in dividing my time between work and a guy, I prefer the work hands down, but I do enjoy their company every now and then. Bending over, I unclasp the straps of my heels, slide them off, and toss them in my bag. A groan escapes me as my feet flatten to the floor.
In the last year, I’ve cooked for a guy here at the restaurant who was vehemently against vegetables, so he wouldn’t do, and I found another taking photos of my recipes on his phone when I left the room—thief!
“You know, it all started with that wine guy Lexi tried to set me up with last fall at the Feeding America charity event.”
“Oh, that guy was the worst! What was his name again?”
“Zachary Wolff.”
Just saying his name heats my blood to a near boil, and my mind drifts back to an image of him and his haughty, disapproving glare. Lexi, who we met at culinary school, set us up on a blind date and had pointed him out to me shortly after we arrived, so I saw him before he saw me, and my breath caught at how incredibly handsome he was. For the first time in a long time, I thought, maybe, just maybe. But once introductions were made, he immediately frowned and looked away. Talk about a self-confidence crusher.
“That’s right. Too bad, too—he was hot. Wasn’t he a football player or something?”
“Yeah, he was hot, and he knew it, too. Lexi did mention that he was ex-NFL. I’ve never met a man so stuck on himself. How or why she’s friends with him, I’ll never know. Whatever. He barely gave me a second glance, which was so rude since he was supposed to be my date. Plus, he thought he was God’s gift to the wine world, looking down his nose at everyone at that event. And his wines aren’t that good!”
“How do you know? We don’t stock them here,” Meg asks as she emerges from the office.
“Well, technically I don’t know. I’ve never tasted his wines. But don’t you remember that article I stumbled across and showed you shortly after the event? The one that talked about the mediocre table wines? That’s his winery.”
“Now that you mention it, I do remember that. They rated those wines with four wilted grapes. Well, karma’s a bitch. Someone needs to remind him that you catch more flies with honey than vinegar.”
“Seriously. I almost felt bad for him after reading it. Almost.” It’s too bad, though. I’d never seen eyes as blue as his—ice blue, that is. Just like his personality. “It’s all right, I really don’t have time to deal with a guy right now anyway. I want these articles to be so good that the editors of Food Network
Magazine want to work with me year after year. And between the restaurant and the blog, I’m too busy. Career first, guys later. Remember?” I lift my bag onto my shoulder and tuck it under my arm.
Meg turns to face me with an understanding look. “I know you’re worried about the articles, but don’t be. They’ll be amazing . . . no, they already are.” She smiles, and it’s so genuine I almost believe her. How crazy different would life be if I’d never met her?
“I hope so,” I mumble.
Last year, a representative from the magazine contacted me to see if I was interested in writing for a special edition magazine, All About the South, and I about died. Someone had seen my blog and thought I would be perfect given my thorough knowledge of restaurants in the South. Meg and I celebrated for a solid week by eating, drinking, and splurging on some new shoes.
My assignment was simple, they were constructing four magazines for the four regions of the United States, and I was asked to recommend twenty-five different restaurants across the southeast with the theme focusing on seafood: Gulf shrimp, crawfish, crab, grouper, et cetera. Meg and I changed OBA’s operational hours to four days a week and we traveled Monday through Wednesday for three months, eating our way to a complete state of bliss.
I mean, why not? Both of us are young, single, the restaurant is ours to open and close when we want . . . and best of all—we got paid. So, when they called again this year, I was over the moon. I now have two consecutive years of work for the magazine to add to my resume, and I know I have to make my contribution super spectacular.
This year the focus is farm-to-table. Each regional issue will highlight restaurants that use locally grown food. They want another twenty-five recommendations where I mention impressive farmers’ markets and family farms. Personally, I think it’s a great idea. The fresher the better.
“You headed home?” I ask her. Meg and I are also roommates, but occasionally she sleeps at her aunt’s just to keep an eye on her.
“Yeah, after I drop this off at the bank.” She waves the zippered bank envelope at me and flips the lights off.
Together we walk out the front door, she locks it and hits the remote alarm app on her phone. From inside my bag, my phone starts ringing. I drop it on the sidewalk and start digging until my fingers find it.
“I’ll see you in a bit,” Meg says, taking a few steps backward. “I’m thinking it’s a wine and a hot guy dancing kind of night.” She drops her arm and does a bad version of the robot.
A laugh bursts out of me and echoes down the sidewalk.
“Sounds perfect!” I grin at her before turning my attention to my phone. It’s my editor from the magazine, Teddy Carothers. Every time his name flashes across the screen, my heart skips a beat—half excitement and half nerves. I’ve wanted to be a part of the Food Network
family for so long, there’s always this slight fear that with one phone call it can go away, just like it arrived.
“Hi, Mr. Carothers. How are you?” I stand and grab my bag, trying to keep my voice calm and my hand steady. Ever since I started working for him last year, I have had to remind myself to show no fear. I’ve worked hard for this, and I deserve it.
“I’m great, Shelby, thanks for asking. Is now a good time?” It’s after eight—he never calls this late—and my hand tightens on the phone. Part of me wonders if he was contacted about the studio job, but I’ll never ask.
“Yes, now’s a great time. We just locked up OBA, and I’m about to head home.” I make my way across the street to my car, barely feeling the inconsistencies of the cobblestone and fallen oak pollen under my bare feet.
“Very good. So, I’m curious, how’s the assignment coming along?” Last year, he never asked me about the assignment. I had three deadlines—the twenty-five recommendations were broken up into sections: nine, eight, and eight. I submitted on time, he said, “Great job,” and that was the end of it.
Sliding into my car, I toss my bag onto the passenger seat and when it tips over, I frown as all my things spill out onto the floor. “I’m almost done with it. Would you like me to send you what I have?” Nerves flit through my stomach and I grip the steering wheel. The article isn’t ready yet, I glance to my laptop which is standing on its side, but I could spend all night on it if I had to.
“No, that won’t be necessary. You can send it all once it’s done.” There’s a pause in the conversation. I can hear the shuffling of some papers on his end, him swallowing, and a glass hitting the table. Anxiety takes off and my hands start to sweat. “But listen . . . turns out, I have another idea to run by you.”
Another idea?
Images of the last two months and all the work I’ve put in skip through my mind.
“Okay, what idea is that?” I ask as calmly as I can.
“I know this is last minute, and we still want you to finish your current article, but tell me, have you ever heard of Wolff Winery?” Blue eyes and a condescending scowl flash before my eyes for the second time tonight. I shake my head to clear the image and find the road in front of me cloaked in shadows and empty.
“Yes. In fact, I met Mr. Wolff last year.” I grit my teeth at his name. Arrogant ass.
“Ah, well, that’s great then! We’ve spoken to Mr. Wolff, and if you agree, we’ve decided to pair the two of you together for a feature article in the upcoming Southern issue. We would need you at his winery by tomorrow afternoon if possible. I just e-mailed over the details, you’ll need to clear your schedule for a bit, and he can fill you in on the rest.”
What!
No. No. No. No. No.
The nerves in my stomach instantly flee and dread drops in. They want us to work together? I have to work with him? But I don’t want to work with him. He agreed to this? He doesn’t like me . . . and that’s fine with me!
“Okay, I need to run this by Meg, but it shouldn’t be a problem.” Meg is going to flip out, and then she’s going to laugh at me. Again, these things only happen to me. Of all the wineries in the south, they go and pick his.
“Perfect. We’re really excited about this new project for you two. You were our first choice, and we know the article is going to be great. Once you get settled in, give me a call.” The creak of his chair comes through the line and more papers shuffle in the background.
“All right, I will,” I say, trying my hardest to sound as excited as he is when everything in me is screaming to abort the mission.
“Thanks for being so flexible. Take care, Shelby.” Then he hangs up.
There should be silence in the car, but my ears are ringing so loudly my vision blurs.
Oh my God!
Sucking in some air to calm my pounding heart, my head hits the steering wheel, the phone drops to my lap, and I squeeze my eyes shut. What are the odds that Meg and I were just talking about him? What are the odds that of the thousands of wineries out there, his gets picked? And why did his get picked? Per that review, the wines are supposed to be mediocre. Maybe this is karma’s way of getting to me somehow. But why? At the event, he was cold and made me feel as if I were nothing more than an unwanted relative he was stuck with. He ignored me most of the night, preferring conversations with every other girl there but me, and he drank too much. It wasn’t that he became loud and obnoxious, quite the opposite, he became sullen. He made me feel inadequate, and I don’t let anyone make me feel that way, ever. I don’t care who you are. After that night, I made a solemn vow to never see him again . . . or drink his wine.
Leaning back in the seat, I take a few deep breaths and let out a resigned sigh before pressing the ignition button. Hopefully, this assignment with him won’t be a big one, and we can get it over with as soon as possible.
Shaking my head and rolling my shoulders, I push away the tension weighing me down, and that’s when it hits me.
Featured article.
Mr. Carothers, from Food Network Magazine, has asked me to pair up for a featured article! Me. Not another journalist, but me. And he said I was their first choice!
Elation takes over, and I squeal as if I’ve won the lottery. My name is going to be printed several times in this new issue, giving me even more exposure. Little by little, a little becomes a lot, and step by step, article by article, I’m getting closer to my dream.
My dream.
Flashes of my childhood flip through my mind, and each passing one acts as a stimulant to my already racing heart. That ever-present reminder of the things he said and the things they did, it’s the constant spark that keeps my determination blazing, and as my eyes widen and my hands tighten on the wheel, I’d swear the street light’s glow is brighter.
“I can do this! I will do this!” I chant to myself. Zachary Wolff is nobody to me, and he can kiss my grits. No one is ever going to get in my way.
No one.
 
Southern Baklava
 
Buy The Sweetness of Life
here!
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