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      To everyone who enjoys watching love bloom right in front of your eyes.

      

      
        
        I can't let you go, your handprint's on my soul

        It's like your eyes are liquor, it's like your body is gold

        You've been calling my bluff on all my usual tricks

        So here's the truth from my red lips

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      This book was one thousand percent inspired by the meet-cute heard ‘round the world. As a romance novelist, I had to use it. Who hasn’t loved watching Tayvis explore their love in front of everyone’s faces? It’s what we live for as writers of romance.

      However, the rest of it, comes directly from my imagination. It is an extremely loose representation of how I imagine a relationship between a pop star and professional athlete would go, if it were playing out in the public eye.

      If you’ve read my Rockin’ Country Series, you know I have a love of country/pop star women, and the men that love them.

      Please be aware this book does mention miscarriage, the COVID Pandemic, and eating disorders – read with care.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blurb

          

        

      

    

    
      I'm the hottest tight end in the league, and I'm ready to shoot my shot...

      Blake

      Nine years playing professional football for the Nashville Warriors has taught me a lot. I've learned not everyone is your friend, the fans can and will turn on you, and most importantly, that when you find love? You've got to grab it with both hands and never let it go.

      I've had a crush on pop star Willa for years, but I was in a long-term relationship. When my ex and I broke up and Willa made a tour stop near one of our games, the stars aligned.

      I'm only hoping to talk to her for a few minutes and explain how much I admire her. Instead, we're hooked up by mutual friends, and as they say, chemistry as electric as ours? It can't be denied.

      Willa

      I'm fresh off the end of a long-term relationship. I've taken the required time that women like me need when our hearts are broken, and now I'm ready to get out and play the field again.

      The only thing is, I don’t expect to actually find a guy I like on a literal “field”.

      But when I meet Blake Whitfield, I know my life is never going to be the same. Late nights, early mornings, public outings, and the opinions of every person around us aren't enough to discourage this love story.

      As they say—let the games begin...

      THE AIR I BREATHE is a steamy sports/pop star romance standalone. She's insecure, and he's a golden retriever boyfriend. Together they are an everyday love story that the reader can get lost in. Adult situations and mentions of a miscarriage should be noted. Read with care if those things may bother you.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      "I had to shoot my shot, ya know?" He ducks his head down, a bashful smile playing against his lips. When he reaches a finger up to scratch the facial hair I've come to tolerate, I like a full beard, but when he’s in training, or they’re on a winning streak, that can always change. Right now it’s some sort of goatee with the ends of the mustache curled up toward the sky.The black matte circle encasing his left ring finger makes my heart swell.

      Shoot his shot he did, but that wasn't even the full story. It was supposed to be fun—a little bit of entertainment in between legs of my massive stadium tour. I’d needed that more than I could ever explain. I'd thought it would be no-strings, a good time, and we'd separate at the end.

      Little did I know we were both ready for more, and once we’d had a taste of what more entailed? We weren't about to let that go. So that little fun time I'd planned? It was gone almost as soon as it began.

      What it became?

      How desperately I needed him?

      The fucking air I breathe.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Year Prior

      

      

      "I'm so tired," I yawn, trying to sit still in the makeup chair.

      "You've done fifty-five shows so far," Tara reminds me as she brushes a little more concealer under my eye. "And you've been performing three and a half hours a night. I don't know how you do it."

      There are some nights where I don't know how I do it either, when I'm exhausted and trying to keep my eyes open. The crowd singing along to my biggest hits, giving me every ounce of energy, forces me to complete the show. Other nights I'm so energized by the time I get onstage, I can't hold my jitters inside. I'm busting with excitement as soon as I come up from under the catwalk. Those are the nights I love—when I don't have to fight for the strength to keep going. The only consistent thing I have every night is nerves. The pre-show jitters are real, but they’re comfortable.

      "It's my job, and I love it." I smile. That's not a lie—sometimes I just wish for more.

      I'm at the top of everything. This tour is grossing hundreds of millions, the special editions of my records are selling millions of copies, my tour is helping every city I go to, and right now, I have no one to share it with. I’m starting to think that a man who wants me and all that entails doesn’t exist.

      The room I’m in is proof of that, it’s a hub of chaos. There are seamstresses making sure the outfits I’m going to wear tonight aren’t missing sequins. To be seen throughout the stadium, I love to sparkle. Over in the corner, my hairdresser is putting curls in the extension piece I’ll wear for the slower numbers of the show. A PA for the tour is talking into a handheld mic, listening in her ear. It takes a village to pull a show of this magnitude off I’m grateful and thankful for every single person.

      My manager, Scott comes in, a smirk playing against his lips. "Hey, did you hear about the tight end who wanted to meet you? The one who plays for the Warriors? Blake Whitfield?"

      "I have no idea what you're fucking talking about. I might live in Nashville, but that doesn't mean I follow the football team." I put the straw sticking out of my energy drink up to my lips and take a hearty pull.

      "I can't believe you haven't heard about it. It's been all over social media." He thumbs through something on an iPad and then hands it to me.

      "You know I don't do socials unless I absolutely have to." In years past, it's triggered me right into an eating disorder. I've learned my boundaries, and that's one of them.

      "I haven't heard about this either," Tara waves a tube of liquid lip liner in my direction and I make the requisite O face as my eyes focus on the iPad. "So tell me about it while she's reading about it."

      "So you know the podcast The Fields? The one where Bret and his wife, CeCe, talk about being a married couple in the NFL? They sometimes invite his brother on? Actually, they invite his brother on a lot because they're all hilarious together. Anyway, Blake mentioned he was at the Nashville show, and he had a friendship bracelet for Willa. One with his phone number on it. But he couldn’t get past security to give it to you, and you wouldn’t take song requests, so he didn’t have the opportunity to hand it over in person.." He puts his hands on his hips, giving me a look.

      "Oh come on, I sing for three and a half hours—I have to save my voice. Not to mention so many people have done weird things in front of me. Do you know how stupid I feel when someone drops to a knee and proposes there? Not to mention I was in a long-term relationship, and we never talked marriage. Now here I am, single as fuck."

      But I'm re-thinking it when I see how hot Blake Whitfield is. I've heard of him, obviously. Since we both live in Nashville, I'm sure we've probably been in the same places previously, but I've never paid him any attention. For seven years,I was in love, and I didn't need to look at anyone else. However, I've been single for almost a year now, even though everyone thinks it's only been a few months, and I'm getting ready to put myself back out there again.

      "He's hot," Tara whistles through her teeth. "Like you-want-him-to-do-things-to-you-that-you-wouldn't-allow-other-people-to-do-to-you hot."

      Our eyes meet in the mirror and we giggle. While I loved the man I was with, he wasn't exactly excited to be seen with me. Not only did he, hate every bit of my popularity, but he was also cold, to the point where I would beg for an ounce of warmth from him. He was moody, and one minute he’d be happy about what was going on between us, the next he’d ben angry that our dinner was interrupted on the rare times I would get him to go out on a date. It'd been okay with me in the beginning, but the more he pushed against being seen with me, the more I began to feel like his problem was me, and not my fame. We'd also had issues being compatible between the sheets. He didn't give me what I needed, and Tara knows that better than anybody. But this man, he went on a podcast to talk about me? And the way he looks? He…intrigues me.

      "I'll be in Nashville in a couple of days,” I say. “Maybe I'll have my people get with his."

      She snorts. "Is that how the other half gets dates now?"

      "It's how I'm gonna get my dates from now on.” I pause. Maybe I’m being silly about this. I don’t even know the guy. Do I really want a distraction when everything’s going so well? I sigh. “I have no idea what I'm doing when it comes to men."

      "No, Will." She shakes her head. "They don't know what they're doing when it comes to you. You've never had a guy make, like, a grand gesture for you. He’s telling the world on a podcast how much he wishes he could take you out on a date. It's got to be flattering."

      That it is, but I can't admit that right here, right now. Not in front of everyone. I make a noise in the back of my throat, trying not to give anything away.

      "I know the makeup artist who works with his wife on their podcast." She slips in that little tidbit.

      "I'll think about it." I take another sip from my straw.

      But the decision has already been made. I want to meet him, want to see if there's a spark between us in person. Glancing at the picture of his smiling face, I notice his eyes first. They're blue, just like mine, but instead of being cool and calculated, they're warm and inviting. His smile causes crinkles around his eyes, which says he does it a lot.

      "Okay, you're done." Tara finishes with my red lipstick, and then stands back, admiring her handiwork.

      The only thing I have left to do now is to get dressed in the glitter leotard hanging on the back of the door. I've always loved things that sparkle and shine.

      "Hey." I throw the word out at her like an afterthought. "If you could get me that bracelet, I'd appreciate it."

      "Girl." She winks at me. "Consider it done."

      He could be a total weirdo, or just someone out to boost his own celebrity power. And I don’t know if I’ve even ready for something yet, not after my last relationship…but it’d be nice to have the option. Options are the spice of life. Little did I know, that bracelet would change the trajectory of my entire life.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      The lights of Tampa stretch out in front of me as I enter the hotel room. One thing I love about staying in hotels are the views. I have another show here in a couple of days, and I've worked in a bit of a break. It means I don't have to stay on the bus. I can sleep in a regular bed, take a bath, have a slightly normal schedule, and know where it is I'm waking up. How's that for a crazy Friday night?

      "Do you want dinner?" Scott asks, pulling his phone out of his pocket.

      "Yeah, but not anything carb heavy. If I can get something light and some ice cream, I'd really like that. Maybe grilled chicken, some veggies, and a sundae? Since I don't have a performance for a few days I won't have to carb load."

      A soft smile spreads across his face. "If people only knew how seriously you have to take everything you put in your body. You're an athlete, whether they wanna admit it or not. I'll have it delivered up here to you.” He picks up his overnight bag and walks toward the door. “As you requested, the next two days are yours to do what you want."

      "Thanks," I sigh. "I'm grateful. I'm not sure what I'm gonna do, but I just need a bit of time off."

      "Be sure to run anything outside of this room with security, and enjoy your time. I'll send the food up—do you want an hour or so?"

      "Please. Phat gives me time to wind down a little and take a shower."

      He does something on his phone and then looks up at me. "Done. Enjoy your night. Get some good sleep, and if you need anything from me in the next few days, just let me know. Otherwise I'm gonna leave you to yourself."

      I wave at him as he leaves the suite. On my own, I head for the amazing bathroom, draw a bath, and sink into the hot water. When I can't stand the shriveled skin of my fingers anymore, I get out and wrap my body in a towel.

      "Willa?" Kevin, the senior security guard on my staff says from the doorway. "Your food is here."

      "Thanks," I yell out to him. "If you could have them put it on the coffee table, I'd appreciate it."

      Quickly I do my skincare, run a brush through my hair, and put on a pair of shorts, along with a sweatshirt. When I feel like a normal thirty-two-year-old woman, I step out, listening to the silence. There are times when I hate silence, and other times when I love it. After being in a stadium full of people? It's what I crave, and that's where I was tonight.

      Sitting on the couch, I turn the TV on and lift the lid off the plate. The smell makes my stomach growl, and the first bite that hits my tongue is the best. Moaning, I swallow before taking a sip of my wine and starting to scroll through the TV channels. There's one playing nothing but One Chicago, and it's on Chicago PD, which is the superior of the Chicago shows in my opinion.

      Putting the remote down, I settle in for a night of mindless TV. Just as I'm getting started on my ice cream, my phone buzzes, and I see the face of my brother, Conner. It's a text. Since I haven't talked to him in a few days, I open the phone and see what he's sent.

      
        
          
            
              
        C: Put this man out of his misery. He's on my fantasy football team.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: What are you talking about?

      

      

      

      

      

      A video comes through. Blake's smiling face, red and sheepish, appears. "She still hasn't called me. I'm not giving up though."

      
        
          
            
              
        C: I have a lot of money riding on my team this year. Don't fuck me over. Find the bracelet and give him a call.

      

      

      

      

      

      Reaching over to my bag, I carefully open the side pocket and pull out the bracelet with the phone number on it. I've had it for a full twenty-four hours—I'm just unsure if I want to put myself out there to another man, and in such a public way. It could make or break me, the question is whether or not I’m going to allow that to run my life anymore.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: I'm still not sure if I want to.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        C: He's not going to be like the other guy. He's not going to be scared to be seen with you, pissed because you have people following you wherever you go. He’s not going to be intimidated by you because you’re both in the same circles of business. He's the type of man who won't care that you wear heels because you're still not gonna be taller than him. It's time you let the trauma of that relationship go and put yourself out there.

      

      

      

      

      

      I blow out a breath, taking another drink of my wine.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: That's easy for you to say. Your relationships aren't scrutinized by the entire world. I guarantee you as soon as I show up in public with another man, they're going to say something like ‘I bet she'll be with someone else in five minutes,’ even though my last relationship was seven years. It's like they can't differentiate between the fact that I started in this business when I was a teenager, and now I'm old enough to actually be someone's mother.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        C: No, I get that, and everyone else who knows you does too. I know it's hard to just ignore it, but I want you to be happy. I don't want you to sit in some hotel room by yourself and think about where you should be in your life.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        C: I also want my fantasy football team to do well. Sue me.

      

      

      

      

      

      I snort loudly, but a voice I'm beginning to recognize comes on the TV. It's Blake, on a commercial for a new SUV that's coming out. I take a moment to look at him as a woman looking at a man. He's hot. As my brother said, he's tall as fuck, with muscles built from hard work in the gym, kind eyes, a sexy smile, and the mustache? Well, I could do without that. Maybe I could talk him into a beard?

      
        
          
            
              
        W: Whatever, Conner. I love you, but I'm going to bed.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        C: Love you too. Remember my team needs to do well.

      

      

      

      

      

      I roll my eyes and click out of our text chain. There's a reason I'm not able to perform in Tampa one of the next two nights, and considering one of them is a Sunday, I wonder if it's because of a game. Pulling up the Tampa schedule, my heart beats harder when I see the Tampa team is playing the Warriors on Sunday.

      I can't stop thinking about it—doing something different and having a secret for myself. One of my sound guys has a brother who plays for the Warriors. I quickly find his name and send off a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: If I give you something to give to your brother to pass along for me, do you think he'll do it?

      

      

      

      

      

      I don't expect him to answer me immediately, but he does. Sure. He'll do anything for you.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: Thank you!

      

      

      

      

      

      One of the things I always carry with me, when I travel, is a friendship bracelet kit. I made them when I was little, and they've become a thing for my fans to share at my concerts. Pulling my boxes out, I sit down on the couch with my legs tucked under me, crisscross apple sauce, and painstakingly pick out what I want to put on it. My fingers slightly shake as I slide the beads on the string and wonder if what I'm doing is the right thing or not.

      As I tie off the string, I give myself a small smile, and send up a prayer. Whatever will be will be—and I hope with everything I have that it'll be a happy ending.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      I'm sitting in the locker room at Tampa. Typically we'll do walk-throughs before away games at home, but they're having to fix part of our turf in Nashville. Instead of our normal routine, we're debriefing here as well, and then we'll have the afternoon to ourselves before we have to report to the team hotel. I’m sitting next to my brother, laughing at a text our mom has sent us with photos of us as children.

      "Got something for you," Moose, our left tackle on the offensive line, says as he interrupts with a shit-eating grin on his face.

      "Oh yeah, what's that?"

      "You know my brother works for Willa, right? He's her sound tech. She gave him something to pass along."

      The locker room goes quiet as we stare at each other. He hands me a package wrapped in brown craft paper. My name is stamped on it, and a lavender ribbon is tied around it with a bow.

      "Open it."

      "Oh my God, is that from who I think it's from?"

      "She responded, Blake. Holy fuck." Bret smacks me on the chest.

      Everything the guys are saying is everything I'm feeling right now, but I don't want to do this in front of them. "Thanks for the confidence you all had in me. Don't think I didn't hear all the shit you talked." I point to each of them in turn. "Because of that, you don't get to see what this is."

      I bypass the showers, get dressed in street gear, and head out to the rental car I have for this trip. When I get inside and lock the doors, I breathe deeply. Do I want to open it here, where anyone might be able to watch? Where one of my teammates can roll up on me and ruin the moment? No, that's not what I want. Quickly, I start the SUV and put it in gear, heading for the hotel.

      It's a long ride up in the elevator, but as soon as I make it to my room, I throw my shit down and tear open the package. On the bracelet, it says text me - along with a phone number.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: Thanks for letting me shoot my shot, Willa. Maybe one day we could hang out?

      

      

      

      

      

      I don't expect her to answer me immediately, but she does.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: I know you're in town for a game, but don't you all get some personal time? Would you like to come hang with me, today? It'll be in the privacy of my suite. No one will be watching us, or trying to get a picture.

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart pounds in my chest. This is more than I was prepared for, but I'm willing to take whatever is coming my way.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: Sounds good. I need a shower—we just had a workout and a walk through.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: I'll send someone over, if that's okay with you? I don't want to emasculate you or anything, but it's easier if I let my security team help me.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh loudly.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: No, whatever helps you I'm willing to do. That has nothing to do with me or my feelings. You let me know what you're comfortable with. I’m staying with the team at the Four Seasons.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: Perfect. You’re not super far from me, but with traffic it might take a bit. See you in an hour? I'll send them over to you in about forty-five?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: See you soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      I throw my phone down and do a little dance. I've not had this giddiness in my stomach since I was a teenager on my first fuckin' date. But this? This is the celebrity crush I've had for years, and I took a chance. What the fuck is this life, and how did I get here?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I'm standing outside the back entrance of the hotel when a blacked out Escalade pulls up, and the passenger side window is rolled down.

      "Blake?"

      "That's me," I answer, although I'm ready to run just in case this isn't Willa's security detail. I do pretty good in the thirty-yard dash, and I can kick up the speed when I need to.

      "We're here for Willa," the man in the passenger seat says. "Would you like to see some identification?"

      "If you don't mind." I may not be as famous as her, but I've had some run-ins before. There have been a few times when I was lucky to get out of the situation I found myself in.

      The man in the passenger seat grabs a leather wallet-like case out of his suit pocket and hands it to me. It indicates he's a member of Willa's security team, along with telling me his name and a number you can call to verify the details. If he's willing to give me this information, I'm willing to believe he is who he says he is.

      "Where do you want me?" I ask.

      "Back seat is fine. The windows are blacked out—no one will be able to see you."

      I get in with a salute to the men. It's not very often I'm driven anywhere. Most of the time I prefer to be the one behind the wheel. It's nice, though, watching the scenery go by. It reminds me of what it was like when I was in college, and I was too scared to drive anywhere. I spent most of my college years partying way too much. Instead of getting a DUI, I just chose to always be the person who asked for rides. Not to mention that meant I didn't have to pay for a car or car insurance. But it's been years since that was my reality.

      Taking my phone out of my pocket, I shoot off a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: I'm on my way to you. It's kinda baller you have your own security team who just roll up and take care of people when you want them to.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: LMAO! I learned pretty quickly that if I didn't want the paparazzi following me everywhere, I had to make it so I couldn't easily be found. I sometimes miss driving myself around, but I can do it when I want to.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Wow.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: Does that worry you? The fact that I have people watching what I'm doing a lot of the time? Right now, it's really bad because of the tour. I can hide in plain sight, but it's getting harder. One time I went for a whole year without anyone seeing me because I thought that was what the public wanted, but I've been being more public lately.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: No, that doesn't bother me. Certain situations come with me too. I say stupid shit, and sometimes I don’t know when to do the right thing. People think they know me because they see me on TV every Sunday during the season. All I do is toss a ball around, I can’t imagine what it would be like to be you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: Good. I'm glad we got that out of the way before this even starts.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: What is this going to be?

      

      

      

      

      

      I'm a forward guy, and just because this is Willa Potter, it doesn't mean I'll be changing who I am just to fit some kind of boyfriend mold she’s created.I already did that in my last relationship. Tried to not be brash and showy on the field. She didn't like that I do dances in the end zone, and scream when I'm pumped. I'm not looking for anyone who's going to try and change me. Instead, I'm looking for someone I can grow with.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: I don't know, but I guess we're about to find out.

      

      

      

      

      

      A smirk works its way across my face.

      She's sassy.

      I fuckin' like it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      I'm nervous now that I know he's with my security team. That means he's not going to back out. Not that I really thought he would. He seems like the kind of guy who goes through with whatever he says he's going to.

      I've changed my outfit three times, and I refuse to change it again. I've gone from dressing up to where I am right now—in a pair of cut-off jean shorts and a comfortable gray crop top, with socks on my feet. My hair isn't fixed at all, but I've run a brush through it, and today I don't have my signature red lip color on. Instead, I've gone for no makeup. If he's going to get me, he's going to get me at my most natural.

      There's a knock at the door, and I almost want to throw up. "Yeah?"

      "Willa, you have a guest." Kevin escorts him in.

      "Thank you." I smile.

      Kevin leaves as quietly as he came. Blake and I are stuck in the silence of the hotel room with nothing but the TV playing in the background. He takes up more space than I assumed he would, so much bigger than I thought he was. He doesn’t dwarf me, but he’s big enough to make me feel small.

      "Good to see you." He smiles back at me. "Thanks for finally realizing I’m into you."

      I can't help it. I laugh loudly, throwing my head back. "Do you know how many people tagged me on social media about you talking about it? Then you had the nerve to tell everybody I rejected you. I was hearing it from everyone.”

      His face turns red. "I've always kind of had a big mouth."

      "It's okay. I like a guy who has a bit of arrogance. I've never really met anyone who would make a grand gesture for me." I hook my thumb in the belt loop of my shorts.

      "Well, good thing I'm here then, huh? I've been known to give a little arrogance. Usually out on the football field, but I can wrestle up a little bit of it for you in person if you need me to?" His blue eyes are shining, and just like that I know he's going to surprise me in ways I never imagined.

      "You've already done that. Now? I think I'd just like to get to know you."

      "I think I'd like to get to know you too." He leans back against the couch, relaxing against the cushions.

      We're quiet and awkward as we stand in the middle of the suite. If I had been the type of girl who went to high school instead of being home-schooled, I imagine I would've been in a situation like this previously. However, I'd been the girl who was focused on what her career was going to be, the girl who wanted to get there as quickly as possible. Instead of enjoying the journey, I'd gone full-steam ahead and had to learn to construct a whole belief system not only for myself, but for everyone else around me.

      Part of me feels like I should apologize for the cloak-and-dagger pickup, the private meet up, the fancy suite, but I worked hard for this, and I won’t. I've had to learn to sit in my accomplishments and give myself credit for what I've done. That's never taught—it's not a part of life that people put emphasis on. At least, it’s not emphasized for girls and women who are steeped in the tradition of 'being seen and not heard.' I was so focused on being the woman who didn't make waves that I became a shell of my former self. I became someone I didn't recognize, and I swore I'd never go there again.

      Instead, I will root for myself, I will tell myself good job, and I will take the time to appreciate what I've managed to accomplish.

      So here I am, standing in the middle of this suite, wondering how I should handle this. My eyes flit over his body, when it catches on a bracelet he’s wearing. “I like that.” I nod toward it.

      “Thanks. My niece made it before we went to your concert in Nashville with the help of her mom. I haven’t taken it off since, and it’s become something of a superstition at this point.”

      Be still my heart. “That’s super sweet.”

      “I don’t let it get around too much.” He grins.

      The silence stretches between us again.

      "Do you wanna watch a movie?" I ask, my voice sounding wobbly even to my own ears.

      He smiles slowly, the diamonds in his ears shining as bright as his teeth. "Yeah, I'd love that. Are we allowed to talk during the movie?"

      I scoff. "Of course. We're just going to pretend to watch it like all people getting to know each other do."

      “I can think of other things I like to do during movies,” he laughs, and after-dark images flicker in my mind. I shiver. “But I like talking too, of course.”

      We both take seats on the couch. I do give us credit that we don't sit at opposite ends; instead, we both pick the middle. My thigh touches his as I grab the remote and find us something to listen to in the background. Once I find a movie I'm sure we've both seen at least ten times, I press play, and then turn to face him, pulling my leg up under my body.

      "So, you play on Sunday. Are you nervous?"

      He raises an eyebrow. "You're just going in for the kill, huh? Tampa's a good team, but we're better. Do you watch football?"

      "Watch football? No, except for the Super Bowl. However, my brother has threatened me with bodily harm if I somehow get you all screwed up because you're on his fantasy football team."

      He laughs loudly, throwing his head back. "Not the bodily harm for the fantasy football team."

      "Yes." I reach out, grabbing his forearm. It’s strong, thick, and so much warmer than anyone else I’ve ever touched. He can definitely do all the heavy lifting I’ve imagined happening during sex. "Bodily harm. He was serious about it. Apparently there's good money in fantasy football."

      "Apparently so." He rolls his lips together. "But what about you? You're playing a show there. Are you nervous?"

      "I know ths isn’t the answer I’m supposed to give, but the truth is always. I've managed to make my hands stop shaking. You can't actually see it when I'm on stage anymore, but I'm always worried."

      "Worried about what? You seem to be a professional, and you've probably rehearsed enough that's it's just muscle memory."

      I wonder how much I want to admit to him. How deep do I want to get into how I'm feeling? The things I worry about. I decide that maybe allowing him to see inside what I tend to hide from everyone else might be more helpful than I've assumed previously. "It's not really about the show itself. You're right, a lot of that is muscle memory. I've rehearsed it until I can perform it in my sleep, and if I somehow manage to make a mistake, it'll be laughed at on the Internet. I'll be the one reposting it and laughing at myself too. It's the stuff I can't plan for that worries me. Like someone coming into my show and making it a mass casualty event..."

      "Oh shit." He tilts his head to the side. "I try not to think about that type of stuff when I'm just out there enjoying myself."

      "Me neither, but unfortunately it's a reality we have to plan for, and one I've almost come to expect. It hasn't happened yet, thank God, but I can't help but wonder when it's going to. I have strict, strict security, as you can attest to,” he nudges my shoulder. “But someone who wants to get around all of that can and will." I rub my hands over my thighs. "I feel responsible for every single person who's at my shows, everyone who works for me—their safety is my utmost priority. So while I am enjoying myself on stage, I'm also scared to death."

      "Willa..." Those laughing eyes of his trn serious. "I wish you didn't have to worry about that."

      "It's the world we live in." I shrug. "So, what is your biggest fear? Ya know, since I just told you mine."

      "Mine is much more altruistic." He chuckles. "I worry about getting hurt all the time. It's not like I've ever been hurt in a way that I've been scared I wouldn't be able to continue my career, but it's a fear I have."

      His face is pink. "Understandable. I'm sure you have contracts that count on you being healthy and performing at a certain standard."

      "I do." He nods. "There's a lot of money riding on my shoulders, just as there's a lot riding on yours. That's something we probably have in common. Not many people understand that kind of pressure."

      "That's true." I swallow roughly. "My last relationship? He didn't like the attention."

      "The fuck? Wasn't he an actor? Seems to me he should've understood what comes with you."

      I slip my bottom lip in between my teeth, sucking on it, as I think about how deeply I want to go into this. "No, he’s a music producer, and he’s made things difficult for me since. At the time..." I reach over and grab my water bottle, taking a healthy drink of it. "I thought the world didn't want to see me anymore. I thought they were sick of me—that they wanted me to no longer be as open and as public as I was. So when we met, when we got our relationship started, I was okay with hiding. Kind of like I'm okay with us doing this." I gesture between Blake and me. "In private. The public doesn't need to see everything."

      "A-fucking-gree." He claps his hands.

      "However, at some point, I wanted us to be able to be seen in public. I wanted to tell the world I was in love, and I did, in a documentary. He had five minutes of screen time, and I was so proud to show the world who I was with, but he wasn't proud to be seen with me. We went out a few times in public, and we were even photographed together. But one night in New York, the paparazzi followed us and he didn't want our picture or video taken, so we ran for the fucking SUV. Like he dragged me there, and while I could've respected, and did respect what he wanted for the most part, it just started to feel like he didn't want to be seen with me. Like I was okay to fall in love with in private, and it was cool to tell me he wanted to be with me forever when no one else could hear it – just so long as it wasn’t in public. I finally had enough, and while I just made the announcement a few months ago, we've been apart for almost a year. I moved out in January." No one else knows that, but for some reason I feel comfortable enough to tell Blake these secrets.

      He's quiet for a minute, his blue eyes burning into mine. "One thing you're gonna find out about me? I'm okay doing some things in secret because I don't want the world to know my business, but when I'm ready? I want everyone to know who I care about, whether that’s a good friend, my brother, my niece, or my parents. I want to be seen, and I love the attention. So if that's a problem with you? I need to know that."

      My stomach bubbles with excitement. "It's not a problem with me. I like that."

      "Then, Willa Potter, I think we're going to get along just fine."

      "Me too." I smile at him. Because regardless of where this ends up? The beginning seems to be pretty good so far.

      And just like that, he leans in, his soft lips settling against mine, and in the blink of an eye, I think my life has just changed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      "What time did you get in last night?" The quarterback for our team, and my best friend, Russell asks as we start our pregame warm up.

      "Nine. Plenty of time for bed check. I wasn't about to piss Coach off. Not when I'm gonna have most of the news media on my ass."

      "What the fuck is that supposed to mean?" he asks as we pull on each other's arms, stretching.

      "I was with Willa," I admit quietly.

      "No shit?" His eyes are wide as he whistles. "Was that what was in the package yesterday? A key to her room?"

      “It was her phone number, you jackass.” I slap him across the stomach. “I texted her, she invited me to come hang out with her-“

      “in her room?”

      “Get your mind outta the gutter.” I roll my eyes. “We watched a movie together. It was cool.”

      "You say that like it's no big deal." Russell eyes me. "It's a big deal. Do you realize who you hung out with?"

      My eyes go heaven-ward. "Yes, I fucking know who I hung out with. Do you think I'm an idiot? I just don't want to broadcast it until she's ready for me to do so. Until I'm ready. I had no idea me texting her would end up as me hanging out with her later on, but it was a good time."

      "You gonna do it again?"

      "Well yeah." I grin. "I'd like to hang out with her again tonight, and I think I might not hop the team plane after the game. I’ll stay to watch her concert tomorrow night."

      "Well if you're gonna stay to watch her concert, then I wanna stay to watch her concert," he retorts.

      "You just wanna do what I do."

      "We're best friends. Aren't we supposed to do everything together? Maybe she's got a single friend who wants to hang out with me." He grabs hold of his jersey, popping the collar. "I am pretty awesome, after all."

      "Says all the women you left behind because they wanted a commitment from you. You did this lonely thing to yourself." I point my finger at him. "Don't think you're gonna crash my party. We don't have to do everything together."

      "Hey, I'm a Potterite." He calls himself the name that's been coined for Willa's fans. "I just don't like to advertise it around town, ya know?"

      "You shouldn't be ashamed. I'm not," I lift up my arm, showing him my wrist. My niece made me this bracelet when we went to Willa's concert in Nashville, and I've worn it ever since. It's become something of a superstition thing for me. "I'm not getting rid of you, am I?"

      "Nope." He purses his lips. "We're going together."

      I don't like this idea, but I also know him—there's no way I'll be able to get him to rethink it. "Alright, but don't embarrass me."

      "Like I could even..."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We're standing in the tunnel, getting ready to take the field. This is always when my heart-rate starts to spike. When the adrenaline flows through my body, even if it's an away game. My hands will shake until I can take the field and run off the first burst. We walk slow, as if we don't care and we aren't anxious to get out there and play. Part of that is because we wear so much equipment; part of it is because we don't want to seem too excited.

      Russell slaps my shoulders as he stands behind me. I hear The hard rock song we use to run out to blares over the stadium speakers, and fireworks explode from the corner of the stadium.

      "Let's go, baby!" I yell, clapping my hands together. Everyone around me is screaming, beating on the sides of the walls, and stomping their feet. I'm typically middle of the pack, and when the front pushes forward, I leave a little bit of room between me and the person in front of me before I take off at a run, holding my arms up when I break the tunnel and arrive onto the field.

      The boos are deafening, but they fuel me.

      Rolling my neck on my shoulders, I watch as Russell heads out to where the referees are standing. He calls heads for the coin toss, and when he loses, I head to the sidelines. The home team will be receiving the kickoff, so there's no reason for me to be out there.

      Glancing up to the boxes, I wonder what it'll be like to be there tomorrow, watching Willa perform. Maybe I'll even be able to get closer to the stage than I was in Nashville since I've met her now.

      Get it together, Blake, I remind myself. My mind needs to be on the game at hand, not the woman I spent the evening with yesterday.

      When Tampa fails to make a down, I put my helmet on and run with my teammates to try and make shit happen.
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      "Let's fucking go!" I yell as we prepare to take the snap in the fourth quarter. We're ahead by seven, but we'd like to make it fourteen. LFG is our coined phrase and seems to get everyone energized and ready to play when they hear it.

      Russell has called a play for me, and I want badly to get in that damn end zone.

      His voice is muffled, even though I know what he's yelling. I have a hard time hearing through my helmet and everything else that’s going on in the stadium around us, but that's the best thing about being a professional. It's the good thing about us going through our plays all the time and having walk-throughs. We know, no matter what, where we're supposed to be and what our jobs are on the field.

      I head down toward the end zone, brush past a defender, and hold my arm up. Russell sees me, pumps once, and then throws a perfect spiral in my direction. The leather thuds in my hands against my gloves.

      "Gonna get you, Blake." A member of the D-line taunts me. I recognize the player's face, but can't remember his name.

      "Fuck you," I yell, going for the left, then pivoting to the right and running completely past him. I break one defender, then another, kicking it into high gear as I head toward the end zone. I get there, holding my arms out in celebration. Quickly I see a camera, and knowing we're on national television, I make a heart with my hands, and then double-tap my chest. If nothing else, maybe Willa will see it.

      "You sly bastard." Russell smacks me on top of my helmet when he comes over to congratulate me. "You know Willa does that."

      "Sure do, and I'm hoping she saw that tonight."

      And when I get back to locker room after our twenty-one point win, there's a message from her. It's a picture. She's doing the same gesture with a bright smile on those red lips of hers.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      For the first time on my tour, I wish I spoke before a show. Since this set is three and a half hours long, I have to save my voice as much as I can. I've been texting with Blake all day, and he’s asked to see me.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: I'm sorry—I limit my talking on show days. I have to sing for three and a half hours, and I can't waste my voice. I don't even do meet-and-greets, or radio spots, which everyone told me would be the kiss of death.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: While I understand the thought process behind it, it still sucks.

      

      

      

      

      

      I push my eyes skyward, heaving a sigh.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: It does. Most of the tour I've been glad about not having to talk to people or do radio, but I wish today I could chat.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Why is that?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: So I could talk to you, but I have rules, and I've always been one to follow them. Actually they're doctor's orders—otherwise I won't be able to continue with the tour. LOL!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        W: I saw your game yesterday.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: I figured when I saw the picture you sent me after it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: What time did y'all get back to Nashville last night?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Dunno. Russ and I stayed back here. We're gonna go to your show tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: OMG? Are you? Where are you sitting?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: I don't know yet, but we're gonna figure it out. Tampa might be able to give us one of their suites.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: Or you could sit in my friends and family area.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Aren't you worried about speculation?

      

      

      

      

      

      Typically I would be, but this feeling in the pit of my stomach? It's one I don't ever want to get rid of.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: I lived my life in private for the past seven years, Blake. I'm ready to really live. Private has its advantages, but I don't want people speculating—I want them to know. I want them to not be wondering. I'd rather them be celebrating.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Why does it sound kind of like this is a PR move?

      

      

      

      

      

      My stomach aches as he asks the question. That wasn't what I was going for when I asked to meet him, or what I thought when we even started this conversation, but the more I think about it, the more I realize he can help me—and I can probably help him, too.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: I wouldn't say it’s a PR move, but I can't deny that I want to improve how people react to me. I want them to know I'm not scared to show my face in public. That what happened to me before didn't break me. You're the type of guy who doesn't get too involved with things. You wear your heart on your sleeve, but I don't necessarily think you're going to fall in love with me.

      

      

      

      

      

      God, that sounds vapid and so bitchy, but the more I've thought about it, the more I think it will work. I think with this tour, and then with a new boyfriend, others will forget about my imploded past relationship.

      Then I won't have to think about the baby I lost.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: Who's to say you won't fall in love with me?

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh loudly. My fingers race to the keyboard on my phone, typing faster than they normally do.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: I don't believe in love as much as I used to, Blake. I just don't think I have it in me anymore. I gave everything I had...

      

      

      

      

      

      I can't even type my ex’s name, and if I can't type his name then am I really getting over him?

      
        
          
            
              
        B: I can give you everything I have as I feel it. I'm not intimidated by how popular you are, by how big of an artist you are, and by how people love you. I want to celebrate it with you, be a part of it—if you'll let me.

      

      

      

      

      

      The ex never said these things. Never wanted to be a part of anything that could either put him in the spotlight or shine it any brighter on me. After the miscarriage, that all went to shit. Add on the fact I had the miscarriage during the pandemic, and it was a perfect storm. We were holding on by the tips of our fingers for longer than we should have, and I thought that he was my chance. I should've let go before I even got pregnant, but I definitely should've severed ties after we lost her.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: We'll see, but I want to have fun, Blake. Can we do that?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: We can do whatever you want. I'm down for whatever you’re down for. If one of us catches feelings, we'll cross that bridge when we get to it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: LMAO! Catches feelings like you catch a football?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: That I'm never dropping, just like I'll never drop your heart.

      

      

      

      

      

      I roll my eyes, even though he can't see it.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: I gotta go get ready. I’ll have my PA send details for the suite. I'll see you tonight?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Only if you want to. It'd need to be after the show, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: Yeah. As long as you don't care if I'm sweaty, I'd love to see you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: I'll be there. I can't wait to see the show again.

      

      

      

      

      

      And I can't wait to see him, but I won't allow myself to admit that. Not after what I went through before. My heart's gotten me into trouble more times than I care to count, but there's one thing I know about myself; I'll never stop looking for love. I just have to heal first.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      "Do you know where we're supposed to go?" Russell asks, as we navigate the crowd walking into Raymond James Stadium.

      "No, but she sent me this ticket earlier, told me to walk up to will call and scan it." I tug my hat farther down on my head, doing my best to shade my eyes and appearance. A few people have eyed us off and on since we walked in, and I’m kinda not surprised. That’s what happens when you announce to the world that you want Willa’s phone number.

      Russ beats on my back as we stand in line. "Someone gave me a bracelet, man!"

      I sigh heavily. "That's what they do here. They give bracelets, they dance, and they sing along. Did you bring any bracelets to trade with?"

      "No, I didn't even know it was a thing. I'm completely unprepared."

      "Here." I hand him a couple of bracelets I purchased in anticipation of coming. "So if you see someone who's having a good time, or dressed up, or they give you one, you give them one back."

      "I really like this vibe." He takes his hat off and turns it around backwards.

      "You sure you wanna do that? People are going to know who we are." I lower my voice, ducking my head down further.

      He and I are able to go out in crowds whenever we want to, but not when our faces are on full display—unless we're in Nashville. There, no one seems to care. Out-of-towners will ask for a picture and an autograph, and then they'll move on. I know that isn't the same experience for every NFL player, but I'm thankful it's the one we have.

      "Oh, fuck it. We're having a good time tonight." He pops a piece of gum into his mouth.

      The will-call line has finally moved enough so that we're the next ones. I flash the ticket on my phone that Willa sent me. The person working the line gives me a sly grin. "You're VIP. If you could come around to this side, we'll get you taken care of. You have a plus one?"

      “Russ." I wave to get my best friend's attention. "Let's go. Quit fucking around."

      We walk past a few barricades and thousands of dressed up fans. Some recognize us, and I smile when they yell out my name. The section we're directed to has a number of celebrities waiting around n it. In situations like this, I typically don't approach people I don't already have a relationship with. So I stand back and wait for the group in front of me to be ushered in.

      "Welcome to Raymond James Stadium," the usher says, as he puts some bracelets around my wrist. One of them is already lighting up, and I can't wait to see what the stadium looks like in the dark when everyone’s bracelets are lit up. When I went to Willa’s concert in Nashville, I sat in a box, so I didn't get to enjoy all the up-close-and-personal fan things. "If you'll follow me," he continues, "I'll take you to your seats."

      Walking toward a roped off area, I'm nervous. I know with everything in me that this is going to be all over the Internet within minutes. Hell, we might even be on there right now. Some of the concert-goers recognize us and throw out hellos and waves. One of them is wearing my jersey.

      "Come over here, girl." I motion to her. "You got something for me to sign it with?"

      She pulls out a marker and turns so that her shoulder blade is to me. "You don't have to put my name. I'm gonna give it to my boyfriend. I hoped you'd be here." She hurries to confirm, "I'm a fan though. You did amazing against Denver two weeks ago. Congrats on beating the rushing record."

      "Thank you! It'll only take me fifteen more years to get into the number-one spot. Wanna take a picture?"

      Her phone is in her hand, and she's got it turned around so we can take a selfie. I lean in, our cheeks together, as she says, "My boyfriend is gonna be so jealous."

      When we're done, I give her a smirk. "He should've come along with you."

      "Right? That's what I said."

      Russ and I continue out to a covered area. Once we're there, some gates are moved aside, and I see we've got some couches to sit on. There's also a drink station. The usher stands before us. "If you want something to eat during the show, please let me know. It's three and a half hours for just Willa, and her opening act is almost an hour. There are private bathrooms too, located just beyond the door. Just let me know how I can help you."

      "Thank you, my man. We appreciate it." He claps him on the back.

      Russ looks at me as the usher leaves. "This is better than we're treated when we're in a damn box at our own stadium."

      I'm looking forward to this in ways I wasn’t expecting. Since we've been texting back and forth and we had our date the other day, I feel closer to her, as if I know her personally. But I do recognize a pride that bubbles up from within my chest.

      Russ and I enjoy our time, drinking a beer or two, and sharing a large nachos before Willa comes on stage.

      Since I've seen her before, I know what precedes her entrance. When I see it happening, I stand up, eyes wide, mouth open. It's breathtaking, seeing her rise up from the floor in the center of the stage. The smile she gives to everyone? It's one of the brightest I've ever seen.

      "Oh hi!" She waves. "I'm so excited you could be here tonight. Let's get this started, huh?"

      She launches into her first song, and the crowd screams—and it’s deafening, som much louder than it seems when I’m out here playing football. She sings dances, and gives it her all for two hours, and I’m absolutely in shock. Each time I see her perform, she takes my breath away.

      "How does she do this?" Russell questions during one of the intermissions I'm assuming she's using to change clothes. "I'd be on my ass by now, and she's got another hour and a half to go."

      "She's a beast." I shake my head. "I mean, we have stamina to play short bursts. She has stamina to do this without making it look like it's hard. I don't think I'd be standing, and I'd have an IV every night."

      "Blake!" someone yells my name. "Can we exchange bracelets?"

      I glance down at a girl, holding out a bracelet to me. She’s just on the outskirts of the VIP area, her mom holding on tightly to her shoulder.

      "We can." I smile at her.

      "I watch the show your brother and his wife do. I really like it when you’re on."

      "Are you serious?" I've never met someone who’s watched the bi-weekly show they do. I mean yeah, theyget good ratings online, but I've never met someone out in the wild. "What do you like most about it?"

      "When you talk about how the two of you get along. My sister and I fight too, and it's nice to know that maybe we'll still be able to be friends if we argue. Sometimes it doesn't feel that way."

      I know exactly what she's saying. I felt that way a lot when I was a kid, and still do sometimes even now. I reach out to her and pull her into my arms. "When you’re family, it's gonna be hard. You'll make it through. I'd go to war for my brother any day of the week now. We just had to grow up and learn how to relate to one another. You've got this." I look on my wrist for the bracelet I want to give her. "Have a great night, sweetheart."

      She smiles, waving back at me, and I glance down at the bracelet she gave me. It reads on the map. I laugh loudly, throwing my head back.

      "What does that mean?" Russ asks.

      "I think it means that Willa's gonna put me on the map. Forget that I've played in the Pro Bowl five years in a row."

      "She's at the level of Elvis right now, Blake. It's gonna be hard to rise above that."

      I remember the conversation I had with Willa the other night. "I don't need to rise above it. That's not what this is about. I can be with her and not have to be the one in the spotlight. I'm more than happy to let her take the lead on whatever it is that's going on between us. I don't have to be the popular one. I'd rather help her shine."

      Russ looks at me. "This is real, huh?"

      "Well it sure as fuck isn't fake."

      Although I know I'm not telling the whole truth. She isn't sure if she wants to trust me or not, but nothing about what I do is fake, and regardless of how she wants this to play out, I won't allow myself to hide who I really am and how I truly feel.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      I'm not at home on the stage, even though it appears I am when others look at me. I put on a good facade. When I'm onstage I become someone else—a caricature of who I normally am. The Willa who performs has confidence, walks with her head high, and shakes her ass for everyone in attendance. The Willa onstage is so much different than the one who likes quiet nights in and ice in my wine.

      "How are you doing, Tampa?" I question at a pre-programmed lull in the show, so that the dancers can take a break and switch clothes for the next set. "I hope you're having a great time tonight."

      The screams are so loud they move the stage underneath me. As I walk toward the front of the catwalk, I glance over to my friends and family section, searching for Blake and his teammate. When I get closer, I can see them. Blake is standing, clapping, and whistling the closer I get. It's been a long time since I had someone at a show for me who wasn't a family member.

      I point toward them and wave. He smiles, waving back at me.

      "We have just a little bit more time left in this show, and I know we’re all feeling a little tired, but we’re gonna make it, right?”

      The crowd roars in approval.

      There was a time when I was a teenager when I wasn't so good at hiding my insecurities. Then, the stage fright was enough to make me throw up before a show every night. I’m not nearly as bad now. These days I enjoy going out and performing, but I'm still not completely comfortable.

      Toward the end of the show, we've incorporated a chair dance. I did this for my ex-boyfriend to see if he liked it. In the privacy of our home, I did the complete routine for him, including the sultry looks in the bodysuit with the boots up to my thighs, and he didn't even respond—at least, not in the way I wanted him to. He said I was playing a part—that it wasn't a turn-on. Nothing hurt my confidence more than that.

      When the beat hits to this song, I look over in Blake's direction, trying to determine what he thinks when my back is to him, and I drop slowly on the chair as if I'm dropping slowly onto a cock. Over my shoulder, I glance at him, and he's looking at me with wide eyes, a sexy smile on his face.

      Before I know it, the three and a half hours are over, and I'm coming off-stage, hugging the people who make the show happen. My security detail is walking with me. "Can you get Blake back here?" I ask Kevin. "I'd like to see him if that's possible."

      "We'll get it for you," he promises as we power walk behind the barricade, heading toward the green room, “but let's get you out of the open first.”

      "Got it." My feet move faster, because I hate being out in the open too. It's okay in situations where I can control who is around and what they are able to see, and what they are able to do when it comes to me. But here, in places like this? I'm nervous.

      I haven't truly been by myself in more than five years. Not since I had a situation with a stalker who showed up in my bed. Not just in my bedroom, but in my bed. It was the single most invasive situation that's ever happened to me. After that, I did a whole overhaul of my security team and my protection. I started taking it a lot more seriously, but even on the stage, I sometimes wonder if someone is going to be able to get to me—especially since I live my life in the spotlight.

      Once we get back to the green room, I allow myself to relax slightly. I know my team has swept the room directly before I came into it, I know this is my safe area, and I don't have to worry about coming into this space. This is somewhere I can let my hair down and take a breath that isn't measured. A whole meal and a liter of water are waiting for me. Sometimes I'm hungry when I come off-stage; sometimes I'm not. Tonight I'm ravenous and more thirsty than I've been in a while. I'm sure it's because of the humidity. I twist the lid off the water and take a drink.

      I don't stop, gulping it down until my thirst is quenched, until I feel as if I can talk without my voice sounding trashed. Immediately, I dig into the carb-heavy food that's waiting there for me. My mouth waters when I get a whiff of the spaghetti with a ton of vegetables on top. The chicken breast beside it will give me the energy to walk out of this stadium on my own feet. Back when I had an issue with eating enough food to fuel my body, I was carried or rode a golf cart.

      There's a knock on the door, and I glance up. Blake stands there, more friendship bracelets ringed around his wrists, his blue eyes gleaming. His friend, who I recognize as Rusell, the Warriors quarterback, hovers in the hall behind him, and I move to stand up, but Blake holds his hand out.

      "You killed it for three and a half hours out there on heels. Please sit."

      "Thanks." I grin up at him. "I take it you enjoyed it?"

      His friend, who I recognize as the quarterback for Nashville, claps his hands. "I've been to so many concerts before, but that was a fucking masterclass. Thank you for allowing us to sit as close as you did. I can't wait to maybe bring my little sister sometime."

      I take another drink of my water. "If you want to do that, we can make it happen. Just let me know. Did you like the show?" I ask Blake, prepared for anything he tells me, but deep down, I hope and pray his feedback good.

      "It was phenomenal.” He smiles, excitement and admiration written across his face. “I don't know how you got out there and do that every night."

      "Lots of practice." I laugh. "Tons of conditioning. A lot like how you guys prepare for a season. It's just a longer one for me."

      His blue eyes glow in the low light of the room. "I mean, we do it for a few weeks at a time. I can't imagine. You're a fuckin' rockstar."

      One of my dancers mumbles loud enough for everyone to hear, "Literally."

      "Yeah." He smiles, licking his bottom lip. "Quite literally."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      "Y'all have got to be nice to me this week."

      My sister-in-law, CeCe, gives me a cheeky grin from her chair at the desk in the little studio set up on the back of their property. "I don't have to be nice to you. That isn't what's in your contract."

      "Joke’s on you. I don't have a contract to be on this show—I just do it because I happen to like spending time with family." I point my finger at her and stretch my neck around as I look down at her.

      "You love the attention. Don't even deny it."

      She's right—I do. The comments on the show’s YouTube page—the show is taped too—are typically about how hot I am. I'm enough of a narcissist to admit I enjoy the attention. "Okay, okay, I do enjoy it. There's nothing wrong with that. I just like that I don't have to do this every week. I don't think I'd enjoy it then."

      "Yeah," Bret, my brother, groans. "Sometimes it's a pain in the ass, especially when you just wanna hang out with the kids, or go have lunch, and you know you have this hanging over your head."

      CeCe knocks him in the shoulder. "You enjoy it too. Don't act like you don't I’ll be right back, I need to get some water."

      "It’s my retirement fund." He shrugs.

      I laugh. "What are you talking about?"

      "Dude, the ad revenue we get for this is insane." He whistles. "Like, for real, it’s obviously not going to rival my contract, but there's so many people in this industry who have to worry about how they're going to feed their families once they retire. Thanks to this, I'm not going to have to do that. It's a blessing in disguise really."

      "I hope like fuck you've made investments, too." I sink down into the back swivel chair in front of the silver mic CeCe has set up.

      "I mean, I have, but you know as well as I do that there is a chance your investments aren't going to last as long as your life. I'm retiring soon, Blake. I know you don't like to think about it, but my position is more physical than yours and it's hard. My body hurts a lot—more and more every single day.” Bret runs a hand through his hair and sinks back against his swivel chair. “I have a kid to raise, and I can't do that without being on the floor with her as she grows up. You know how I am. I want to be a hands-on dad—the same kind we had. I can't do that if I can't get down there, and then can't get back up. We're talking quality of life, Blake. That's what I'm thinking about now."

      I hate to hear him say these things, hate to think about the day when I won't be playing professional ball with my brother. We’ve always been on the same team as long as we’ve been playing college and pro ball. "I get that." But it still fucking hurts.

      "Okay." CeCe claps her hands as she comes back in. "We're ready to go. We’re going live on three, two…" She mouths one as the camera light flips to show that it’s on and recording.

      "Welcome to The Fields," Bret says, "where my lovely wife and I take you into the lives of a married couple navigating the world of professional football every week. I hope everyone had a good one."

      "I did," CeCe grins. "I was out of the house with a few friends on a girls’ trip."

      "That you were, but not us, were we Blake?"

      The way this motherfucker is grinning makes me shake my head. "No we weren’t, but you know that."

      "What'd you do?""Played fucking football. What do you think I did?"

      "That's not all." CeCe grins. "I saw pictures and videos on social media. Looks like you and Russell had an interesting night last night." She sticks her tongue out and wrinkles her nose. "I'm officially jealous anyway."

      "I might have gone to a concert."

      While looking at one another, the married couple says in unison, "Oh, he might have gone to a concert?"

      "Y'all are disgusting the way you can say words at the same time, in the same tone, with that look on your face. If you wanted to just bag on me, we could've done that without me coming on the show."

      "But our ratings will be sky-high." Bret laughs. "So let's talk about the concert you went to. Did you go with anyone? To see anyone, maybe?"

      "I went with Russell—I think we all know that." I try to play it off, running a hand over my jaw.

      "We do, but the people watching and listening want to know how you spent the day after the Tampa game."

      I'm not going to be able to get out of this, so I sigh and just get it over with. "I went to the Willa concert."

      "Oh, do tell how that happened." Bret smacks his hands and then rubs them together. "Last we heard from you, you were bitching because you weren't able to meet her and give her your number during her tour stop in Nashville. Obviously something happened."

      Shit. He's not going to let me get out of this at all. "A friend of a friend heard we both wanted to meet—not just me, thank you very much. Numbers were exchanged, and we've been talking for a little bit. She happened to be in Tampa when we were, so I got approved to stay after the game. Wasn't a huge deal—just wanted to spend some time together." My face is fucking hot. I haven't been this embarrassed in a while. In my pocket, my phone goes off. It's at that moment, I remember this is a live stream. I reach into my jeans, palming my phone, and I put it on the table. It's a text from Willa. The smile on my face is wider than I probably even think it is.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: You're embarrassed to tell people you were with me, huh?

      

      

      

      

      

      “Look at him typing on his phone.” CeCe pokes fun. “Probably talking to her now.”

      I wave her off, and continue.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: Not at all, but he's my older brother, and since you're an older sibling, you know how he likes to give me shit. He's doing this because he's a dick, but I’m being vague because we also never truly discussed how we wanted to approach this. I want to be respectful of you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: I'm down for whatever you want, Blake. If you want to tell everybody we were together, then do it. If you wanna tell people what you think about me, do it. I'm sick of hiding, and I refuse to do it again.

      

      

      

      

      

      With a big smile on my face, I drop the phone. "She and I hung out, and she invited me to her show."

      "What did you think about it?" CeCe asks. "I really wanna see it. I'm bummed I didn't get to go here in Nashville, since we were all here the same night."

      "She's a fucking athlete. I don't know of many professional football players who could do what she did. She’s singing and dancing, playing not only instruments, but to the crowd. She is present and in the moment. She wants the fans to have an experience—I witnessed it firsthand. It was overwhelming for me being in the audience—I can't imagine how it is for her being on stage. Like, we get little bursts of adrenaline, and she gets almost four hours of it at a time. It's a lot. It was nice to see how someone else works. I had a great time. I'd love to go again."

      Bret puts his arm around his wife. "Good. You can take CeCe then. That way I don't have to."

      CeCe pushes against his side. "You should want to take me out on dates, sir."

      They're still play-arguing, but all I can do is roll my eyes. As annoying as they can be sometimes, I want that type of relationship, and there's something about Willa that makes me think I can have it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      "They're not getting the picture today." I giggle as I put a blanket over my head.

      We landed in Nashville about fifteen minutes ago and there are definitely paparazzi waiting to snap a photo of me. I understand they have a job to do, but I hate being the person who has her privacy invaded to pay their bills.

      "Let's go, Willa," Kevin says as he escorts me out of the plane.

      We quickly get me into the backseat of a blacked out SUV. As the lights of I-65 go past, I rest my head back against the seat. My phone buzzes next to my hand. Blake's name is lit up. I haven’t heard from him in a few days, so this is exciting.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: Totally not trying to check on you, but it just came across my social feed that you landed. Have you had dinner?

      

      

      

      

      

      This is new. No one I've ever dated or been interested in has worried about if I'm taken care of. They always assume I have other people to do that, that I've hired someone who can make sure my needs are met. In some cases that’s true, but I've always wanted a guy to make that kind of thoughtful gesture for me.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: I haven't. I'm starving too.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: I'm on Broadway, and because we live in the same town, I know where you live. How do you feel about Daddy's Dogs?

      

      

      

      

      

      My stomach growls as he mentions the hot dog stand that has my heart. None of it is good for me, but every time I'm on Broadway, I always stop.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: Can you hear my stomach from where I am?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: LMAO! What's your order? Are you close to your penthouse? Trying to make sure I get it to you while it's hot.

      

      

      

      

      

      This is the gesture I've always wanted. Someone to put me first. Glancing up, I calculate about how far away we are.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: We're about ten minutes out, then Kevin will sweep the penthouse. So roughly twenty or so.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: He has to sweep it? Like with a broom?

      

      

      

      

      

      I giggle. It's cute when others don't have the type of life I do.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: No, for unwanted guests. I've had more than a couple.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Damn, I'm sorry.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: Comes with the territory. It's why I'm trying to get our senator voted out of office. She wants to take away the bill that protects stalking victims, which is one I'm hiding behind right now. But enough about that. My order for Daddy's Dogs is...The Carolina with tots, and a Mexican Coke if he has them.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: I'll be there in about thirty. Can't wait to see you again.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: Can't wait to see you, too.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sigh, pressing my head back against the headrest again. I've done this before—let my heart do the talking, and thrown caution to the wind. I can't say it's ever ended well, but there's something different about Blake. He seems as open to this relationship as I am.

      We pull up to my penthouse, and Kevin turns. "Wait for me to give you the okay."

      "Will do, Mister Bodyguard."

      He shakes his head. We've joked plenty of times about the old movie with Whitney Houston. Every once in a while, I do feel as if that's my life. It's why I struggle with inviting anyone into my reality. Most guys are intimidated by me—probably the reason they've never offered to bring me dinner.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: Headed your way, Will. Let me know how I can get in?

      

      

      

      

      

      At the same time, Kevin comes back and opens the car door. "Everything looks good."

      "Thank you. Can you make sure that they know Blake is coming at the front desk, please?"

      "Will do. Give him the phrase."

      Looking down at my phone, I text Blake back.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: When you get here, tell them you have a delivery for the basement apartment, and the guy there is named Phillip.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: That is the craziest shit I've ever heard, but okay.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: LOL! Nobody would make it up, so it's what we use to get people in to see me. They know only people I trust have that phrase and know that name.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: I'm glad you trust me.

      

      

      

      

      

      Now, I hope I don't regret it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I'm waiting impatiently for him to show up, sitting on the edge of my couch as if I can get up as soon as I see him walk in. I've changed into something a lot more comfortable and now I'm beginning to rethink my choices. The shorts I'm wearing show the curve of my ass when I bend a certain way, and I hope he doesn't think that I'm being presumptuous. They are just my favorite. The T-shirt I wear is one I've had for ten years, and it's seen me through a lot of late nights and crying fits.

      "Willa, they're sending someone up." Kevin's voice startles me. He’s walking through my front door, speaking quietly, but loud enough for me to hear. He leans against the doorframe, running a hand over his buzzcut. Although he’s older, I know that he could go toe-to-toe with anyone my age and take them down in the blink of an eye.

      "Thank you. You can go for the night. It's just Blake, and I feel like I can trust him."

      He gives me a look, steel-grey eyes searching mine for the truth. "You've thought that before and still had to call me."

      "I know, but with the others there were red flags I ignored. I haven't seen anything from him that's concerning. I'm aware that's partially me being naive, but maybe this time I have it right?"

      He laughs. "Can I be completely honest with you?"

      "I would appreciate it. I trust your opinion more than I probably should."

      He steps closer to me. "You're an amazing person, and I'm thankful to be working for you. I've seen you have men come in and out of your life, and I’ve never been judgemental. I know you've worked hard to find out who you are, and I respect that work. You've opened yourself up to so much that you deserve. I know it's been difficult for you, and I want you to be open to this."

      "Look at you with that mindset talk, Kev."

      He blushes, dipping his head down. "I do pick up on things you're doing when you're doing it. Okay, so my opinion on Blake. I think he's going to surprise you—he's more serious about everything in his life than you want to give him credit for. He's going to be good for you, if you let him."

      Reaching up on my tiptoes, I plant a small kiss on Kevin’s cheek. "Thanks for being the dad figure I need, Kev, when mine isn't available."

      "No problem, kiddo. I'm gonna get outta here and let you have some privacy. My team will be outside if you need us."

      "I know. Thank you."

      "You never have to thank me, Willa. It's a pleasure working for you."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      I'm not typically a nervous person. I'm paid big amounts of money to make big plays in front of thousands of people—millions if you count those who are watching on TV. But you wouldn't know it with the way my stomach is fluttering. As I head into Willa’s building, I'm drumming my fingers against my thigh. It's a gesture I don't allow myself to give in to much anymore, but apparently it's still there when I don't have a football field to sprint out on.

      I've driven and walked by this building hundreds of times since I moved to Nashville to play. I've wondered what it looked like on the inside, but when I found out that Willa lived here on the penthouse floor, I instinctively wanted to know what that was like.

      Tonight, I'm going to get my wish.

      Walking up to the concierge desk, I clear my throat and shake my head before I repeat the words that Willa told me. "Hey, I have a delivery for Phillip in the basement apartment."

      The concierge does a double-take, but then gives me a smile. "Yes, sir." She motions me over to the bank of elevators. There’s a chandelier hanging from the ceiling, marble floors, and huge mirrors everywhere. This is way out of my league, but on the ride up I need to convince myself I belong here. "Use elevator three. It will take you where you need to go. You don't need to press a button."

      "Thank you."

      This is so much fancier than anything I've ever seen before, even thought I’m friends with plenty of milionaires. For a brief moment, I get the insecurity of being a child in a family with parents who had to work three or four jobs sometimes to make ends meet because both me and my brother were in sports. It was never easy for my parents, which is why Bret and I make sure everything is taken care of for them. They sacrificed most of their lives so we could be where we are right now.

      The ride up is quicker than I’d expected, and too soon the door is opening. I'm greeted by Kevin. "Evening." He nods in my direction.

      "Hey." I give him a dumb wave. "Had I known you were going to be here, I would've brought you something too." I hold up the bag of Daddy's Dogs.

      He waves me off. "Seeing you take care of Willa is all I need. She's waiting for you inside; no need to knock."

      Going in without knocking is an intimate gesture to me. As a kid, we weren't allowed to visit anyone's house without asking their parents if it was okay, and we weren't allowed to take liberties either—like walking in without knocking.

      "Hey, Kev." I turn to face him before I go in. "What floor are we on?"

      "The eighteenth. This truly is the penthouse. Her condo encompasses the entire floor."

      God, I'm in over my head, but I've never been the type to not go for what I want. If there's anything I've learned in this life it's that you have to put yourself out there.

      Slowly, I enter, knocking carefully, against the doorframe. "Will?"

      "Over here." Her voice is small in the large living space, and looking out at the bay window is like looking out at the edge of the world. Downtown Nashville is lit up in all her glory, but it's nothing compared to the woman on the couch.

      She looks absolutely exhausted with dark circles under her eyes, but she's still beautiful. "Rough week?"

      Her answer is on a small chuckle. "Some are worse than others—I'm sure you understand that. I'd rather not talk about that right now, though. I'd much rather take a look at what you have in that bag." She nods to my hand.

      I lift it toward her. "Do you want a plate? I can grab us one if you tell me where they are." I eye her light-colored couch, already imagining it being stained.

      "I don't need one, but I understand if you do." Her blue eyes throw down the implication that I'm a messy eater.

      "I'd hate for you to drop something on your couch in front of me." I smirk.

      "Oh please—I don’t you to embararass yourself. My accountant about had an aneurysm when I told him how much it was. He asked me if I was sure I wanted to purchase it because maybe next year I wouldn't be able to shake my ass, and I might wanna save that money. It would almost be worth it to go back to him and tell him I need to buy another." She seems to contemplate the idea for a few minutes. "Anyway, they're in the third cabinet over the stove. I'll take one if you wanna give me one."

      I open the door and notice how organized everything is in there. I wish I could be this way, but I need a housekeeper weekly. Reaching in, I grab two plates and bring them over to where she sits. "Here ya go."

      She opens the white container, inhaling deeply. "God, I miss this kind of food when I'm on the road. I usually have to follow such a strict diet that this kinda stuff isn't a good idea, but tonight? It's the only thing that sounded good." Her blue eyes are filled with excitement as she takes a bite and moans as she chews.

      "I've wanted to ask you about that.” I take my hot dog and place it on the plate, balancing it on my knees. “What did you do to get ready for the tour, as far as cardio goes?"

      She finishes her bite, using her tongue to swipe up a tiny bit of ketchup on her lips. "I took the entire set list, and anything that was remotely fast paced, I ran through it. All the slower songs, I jogged or fast walked. I started eight months before the tour, and then we worked in the choreography."

      "That's so much dedication. Do you find any shows harder than others?" I take a drink of the bottled Coke I bought.

      "Oh yeah, most definitely. Anything in a hot, humid climate is harder. I'm glad I live here most of the time, because it helps, but it's still hard to deal with. I try to do part of my training in a sweat suit, because it helps. I'm sure you understand." She tilts her head to the side. "At least I'm halfway naked when I perform. You have a bunch of pads on."

      "Is that why you wear what you do? Because it's cooler?" I'm in awe that I'm sitting here having this conversation with her. It's one of those surreal moments when I'm not sure whether this life is actually mine or someone else's.

      She smiles, her red lips breaking apart to show her white teeth. "Yeah, plus this way there's nothing for me to get caught on, when dancing or walking. I'm pretty klutzy naturally."

      "So am I. I'm sure you saw the footage of me eating it while dancing in the end zone my rookie year."

      She laughs loudly, throwing her head back. "I might have watched a couple of times just to see your chest bounce off the ground."

      I grab my heart. "That wounds me, and it fucking hurt when it happened."

      "I'm sure you'll be fine. At least your high heel didn't break on your boot in the middle of a dance move. I barely saved it. I knew if I didn't, it'd be all over social media, and I'd never hear the end of it. There have been a lot of embarrassing things that have happened to me, and that was just one of them I didn't want to see. I could imagine my head smacking the stage and losing my two front teeth." She sighs heavily. "Nightmare fuel."

      I smile softly over at her. "Even with no front teeth you'd be beautiful."

      She closes her eyes and scoffs. "You're so good for my ego."

      "That's what I'm here for, baby."

      She tosses a French fry in my direction as we smile at each other. I swallow heavily. I've had my fair share of relationships, but Willa? This shit is easy right here, and that's scary as fuck, but I'm going to lean into it and allow whatever this is to develop.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      I lean back, holding tightly to my stomach. "Oh my God, I haven't eaten that much food in almost a year. I feel like I could throw up."

      "Worth it though?" he asks, his eyebrow raised.

      "Totally worth it. I'd do it again tomorrow night if I didn't have to be in the recording studio."

      He takes a drink of his water. "Are you doing something new?"

      I contemplate if I'm going to tell him. Not many people know my plans, and I've managed to keep them on the down-low. There isn't a lot I've been able to keep to myself since I started in this business, but this? I have.

      "You don't have to tell me." He holds up his hand like a stop sign. "I was just trying to make conversation. Not trying to get information from you."

      "I know." I take a drink of my Coke. "This is just something that no one else knows about. It's not like I'm contractually obligated not to say anything, but I'm trying to keep my nose clean, and not start any drama, or get any rumors started before I drop this info."

      "You can trust me." He puts his hand on his chest, over his heart. "I've been burned by the press and rumors too. Not like you, obviously, but it was enough to make things difficult when I was trying to concentrate on doing what I needed to do in order to work."

      In the back of my mind, I remind myself he doesn't have to use me to make himself popular. He's already got the fans in his own right. He doesn't want to keep me hidden, just because I have a lot that comes with me. In fact, I think he'd be willing to be seen with me right this minute if I asked him to. I'm trying to protect my peace because there are people who have purposely tried to destroy it. The only way I'm going to know if I can trust him is if I choose to do so with this information.

      "I’m thinking of doing a rock album, and I’m going to lay down a few tracks to see how it sounds. My old record company wasn’t completely behind it, because Mercer was my producer, and he told them that there was no way I could do it." I blow out a breath. “He’s still doing it, and he’s pretending that it’s because he cares so much about my damn career, when he’s worried I’ll be smarter than he ever was. The new company is giving me a chance. I’m going to go in the studio and cut two song, see what happens.”

      Blake whistles. "Are you serious?"

      "Yeah, I have these angry songs that won’t fit into America’s Sweetheart, and I want to give them a shot, ya know? These callouses"—I show my hands to him—"are from chords that have made up both the pop hits, and these angry songs. It pisses me off that I can’t let every faucet of myself out there. I want to give it a try and see what happens. Who knows, maybe I’ll get in there and realize this isn’t me.”

      "So you’re really gonna do it?" he confirms, kicking his feet out in front of the couch.

      "Yeah, I have a new record company since Mercer and I broke up. They don’t listen to him as much as my old one did. He’s slightly older than me, and he has a reputation for being a musical genius, so my previous company wanted me to bow down to him. This one, doesn’t kiss his ass as much.” I smile, thinking about how the head of the company had come in and told me they would allow me to try a few things out. It was truly one of the first times someone in a position of power believed me.

      "I can't imagine someone just automatically think I can’t do something because we broke up and they want to make my life miserable. I'm sorry you have to go through that."

      I shrug. "It's what being a woman in business is like. I'm honestly damned if I do, damned if I don't. I've stopped trying to be everything that everyone wants me to be, and just started trying to make myself happy. It's hard when you're taught that you need to be a good girl, and good girls don't question things or make waves."

      He leans forward, cupping my cheek in his palm. His eyes drop to my lips. "Rest assured, the only place you need to be a good girl for me is in the bedroom. And that's only if you want to be. Sound good, Willa?"

      I'm mesmerized by the clear blue of his pupils. "Yeah. Sounds amazing."

      "Would you want to be?"

      I've never wanted to be before. But with this hulk of a football player basically telling me he'd enjoy it? Fucking sign me up. "For you? I think I'd love it."

      A slow smile spreads across his face. "Good girl," he praises me.

      The hair on my arms and the back of my neck stands at attention. I'm in so deep with this man, that I'm not sure I'll ever be able to dig myself out. But the truth is—I don't even want to try.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      There's no mistaking the interest in her eyes as I tell her she's been a good girl. I wouldn't call praise a kink for me, but I'm willing to do whatever my partner needs me to. Advancing toward her, I move my palm from her cheek to her jaw, thumbing her chin, slightly opening her lips. "Can I take this kiss?" I whisper.

      She nods, her eyes impossibly big. "Yeah..."

      Tilting my head to the side, I maneuver slightly closer to her. Our lips meet, not in a frenzied mashing, but a slow exploration. So much of my life is go, go, go; I like to take time with the things that mean the most. Right now, it's the woman in front of me. She's been vulnerable with me, and that touches a part of my heart that's never been touched before.

      In previous relationships, I've held back a part of myself because those women weren't such forces of nature. I didn't think they would be able to handle me, but Willa? She doesn't need me to be the big, strong man holding her up. She needs me to be a strong man standing beside her, allowing her to be who she is and allowing me to be who I am. That's extremely attractive and a huge turn-on.

      This kiss is everything I've never had, and all the things I've wanted. It's slow, it's exploring—a melding of two strong people into one soft moment of defenselessness where our guards are down, and we're willing to accept whatever the other person is okay to give.

      Willa's hands rest on my thighs, her nails digging into the sweatpants I'm wearing as she melts farther into me. I take her weight, closing my arms around her neck, lying back on the couch, bringing her on top of me. I can't even remember the last time I actually made out with someone. Probably high school. I also can't remember the last time I was turned on this much. My cock punches against my sweatpants, the thin material doing absolutely nothing to hide my arousal. Sure hands tangle in her hair, palming the back of her head to hold her mouth closer to mine. She squirms against me, and the way she moans when her core grazes my length just about does me in.

      Her lips pull away from mine. "Blake..." She whines.

      "I know." I blow out a breath. "This between us is a lot."

      "That it is, and it's been a year since I've been with anyone. To say I'm horny is an understatement. To say you've got me hot is the understatement of the fucking year. So if you don't plan on this going any further tonight, we should stop."

      My eyebrows go to my hairline. "This is all up to you, babe. You set the pace here."

      Her hair falls in blonde waves over her shoulder, her blue eyes shining bright. "I'm a little rusty. I never even had a late-night make-out with someone in high school. After I started singing, I was home-schooled so as a teenager not only was I awkward as fuck, but I was on TV, but socially isolated. Do you know how embarrassing that was? It took me a long time to be comfortable in my sexuality, which I am, but at the same time? Fuckin' rusty. So how about we start and see where it goes?"

      "Whatever you want, but please don’t think bad of me if I come without you even touching me. It's been a while for me too, and legit, I've had a crush on you for years." I give her a lopsided grin. "Don't wanna make too poor a showing."

      She swallows before licking her lips. "I many not have known about you earlier, but I’ve made up for that with a lot of social stalking over the past week or so. You’re a favorite of mine now. There's only so long you can be on IG or TikTok and not see one of you doing something extra hot. You're a favorite with a lot of ladies. I might have looked at your ass a time or two, whether it was appropriate or not."

      I chuckle, tilting my head back against the couch. "That makes me feel good, considering I've definitely looked at your ass a time or two. Might've wondered what you were wearing underneath those sparkly pantyhose."

      "It's a thong." Her smirk is smug.

      "Jesus Christ, Willa. You amaze the shit out of me. I think you're going to be one way and you’re completely different." I shake my head, licking my lips.

      "Good. I want you to always be on your toes with me."

      After pulling her mouth back to mine, I kiss her again, tilting my head to deepen it as she opens her lips and lets me in. Her fingers run up and down my chest as she widens her thighs, allowing my cock to nestle against her pussy. She groans deep in her throat. I give an answering one.

      Turning over so that we're laying on our sides, I trail my fingers down the front of her t-shirt, lifting it up little by little. Inch by inch, her stomach is revealed. We separate. She fans her face with her fingers. "Your touch could make me burn up."

      "Yours could do the same to me." With the back of my hand, I stroke her flesh, loving the way she shivers as I get closer to the edge of her bra. "Tell me if you don't want any of this."

      "I want it all." Her hands go to my cheeks, where she holds my face still as she devours my mouth, taking this kiss.

      Surprise rolls through my stomach as she wraps her arms around my neck, giving herself over to me. My hands move up underneath her shirt, palming her breasts as she rolls into me. Her nipples peak and I press her back into the couch, propping myself up. Putting my head in my palm, I play with the edges of the shirt, inching it up again. Once her bra is on display, I lift my eyes to hers, a smile twitching against my lips. "You care if I play?"

      Her eyes burn bright as I push the shirt off her body and over her head.

      "I love the players." She grins.

      "And I love the game." I grin back at her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      Never in my life have I been this turned on. I'm not a prude by any means. I've been known to get on my knees when a boyfriend asks, or to let him tie me up. All of that has been fun. But this, with Blake? It's something completely different than I've experienced before. Maybe it's the intensity, of the way he seems to care for me, or just maybe it's the fact that I'm so attracted to him and everything he represents. I get the feeling he wants to be the man standing next to me, not in front of me—and fuck, if that's not attractive.

      "What are you waiting for?" I raise my eyebrow in challenge toward him.

      Heat darkens his gaze. He's obviously not in a hurry as the fingers of the hand not holding his head up brush against my collarbone then move down toward the swell of my breasts. I want his touch so much, I almost beg for it. But he doesn't make me wait too long. Once he gets to the top of my bra, he curls his hand up, sticking two fingers into the lace cup, pulling it down to expose my flesh.

      "You're fuckin' flawless."

      I laugh, because there's nothing else I can do. "People have legitimately picked me apart for years, Blake. Thank you for that. I spent a lot of time wondering what was wrong with me."

      "Nothing. Not a goddamn thing. Those people are unhappy in their lives, and they think it's cool to break down people on the Internet. Do not ever hide any of this from me."

      Uncharacteristic tears pop into my eyes. This has been one of the things I've been most vulnerable about. As a teenager everyone always talked about my small chest and how I was tall with no curves. It did a lot, and none of it good, to change the way I felt about myself. While I have overcome a lot of that now, it's something I struggle with—just not daily any longer. "I won't." I swallow roughly as his fingers dip below the edges of the material to scissor around my nipple. Hissing, I press up into him, feeding him my flesh inch by inch.

      "Close those eyes, Willa. Lean back your head, and let me make you feel good."

      I trust him, probably more than I should. But I do it anyway. I give myself over to him and let him do as he's asked. I relax back into the couch and close my eyes.

      "Yeah, just like that. If I do anything you don't like, tell me, yeah?"

      My mind goes back to the time I had to sue someone over touching me because I didn't give them my consent. To know this man is cognizant of me telling him if I don't like his touch or not is everything. "I will. Thank you."

      The heat of his breath causes goosebumps to raise along my body. "Of course. I'm gonna do a few things I've been thinking about for weeks now. Good with you?"

      "Great with me."

      Dropping his head from his palm, he moves his body so that he's half lying on me, half on the couch. I've never been so happy I bought such a big couch as I am right now. His warm breath bathes my skin as he trails his mouth down my flesh until his lips close around my peaked nub. I reach down, tangling my fingers in his hair, pulling him tighter to my body. Pressing up toward him, I arch into his touch, moaning as he nips slightly before tonguing the sting away. Wrapping my arm around his neck, I thrust toward him.

      "Don't stop, Blake. Please."

      He moves the other cup down, hooking it below my breast, exposing me to his gaze. One nipple is in his mouth, and he palms the other one, and I'm on fire as he moves so that he's able to reach me with ease. Spreading my thighs wider, I groan when he settles there, his cock hard and long. I reach down, grabbing hold of the length, moving it so that he can be more comfortable.

      He moans deeply, pulling back. "Fuck, you feel good."

      "You do too. Do more," I beg, digging my fingers into his hair.

      It's as if that move changes things between us. Gone is the man who has all this patience. He starts moving quicker, twirling his tongue around the nub without stopping, then pinching with his teeth. He thrusts into my pussy, rubbing his cock against the part of me that wants him the most. "It would be so easy for me to stop taking things slow. What do you want?"

      It's important for me to have this choice, and I think he knows that. When I was younger, I wasn't given a choice. A man took that choice for me, and even though he didn't physically rape me, he emotionally did, and then accused me of ruining his life. Since then my decisions have meant everything. My choice is one of the most important things someone can give me. "I want it all, and I don't want to take our time anymore tonight. Are you okay with that?"

      "I'm more than okay. Hold on, because I'm about to show you what a professional football player can do when he puts his mind to it."

      Perfect. I've never been so excited to have someone show me what they could do. He hooks his hands around my thighs, separates them, and comes up on his knees in one fucking move. It's hot as hell, and it causes me to sit up slightly. His hands move up, grab my shorts at the waist, and pull them down. I kick with my feet, and somehow get them off without him having to move too much. When the cool air caresses my bare flesh, I realize he's got my panties off too. He throws them over his shoulder and wolfishly grins at me as he dives between my thighs.

      "Oh, fuck..."
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      A while later, I tilt my face to the side, trying to catch my breath as I come down from the orgasm that Blake wrung from me. I see the clock and blink twice, making sure I'm not imagining things. We've been at this for two hours, and he still hasn't gotten inside me yet, but we're almost there. His pants and underwear are gone, his shirt too, and he's gripping his cock at the base.

      He raises an eyebrow, sweat pouring down his face. "Protection, Willa. What do we need?"

      I swallow roughly, trying to stop panting. "I still have some tour dates, and although I have an IUD, I need to use condoms too. Nothing is one hundred percent, and there are so many counting on me. I hope you get it."

      "I do. You can't be too careful, and I don't begrudge you that or feel like you owe me some sort of explanation. We'll do whatever you need me to do. I have them if you don't."

      I nod toward the coffee table with the drawer on the side. "There's some in there. I don't believe you can ever be too prepared."

      With a smirk and a raised eyebrow, he reaches for the drawer. When he pulls it open, his smile grows wider. "Mark this on a list of things I never thought would happen to me, but I'm glad it did."

      Throwing my head back against the arm of the couch, I laugh. I’m giggling as he grabs one between two fingers, rips it open, and puts it on. "I'm ready."

      "Me too." And with those words, he steadily feeds his cock into my pussy, holding it steady as he presses in.

      "God, Blake." I dig my fingernails into his biceps, holding on as he spreads his legs and seems to get better leverage. Once he does, he goes hard at me, both of us chasing the pleasure we know we can get from one another.

      Pressing his hand above my head, he swings his hips, thrusting in and out. Hooking my legs around his waist, I grind into him, reaching for the pleasure. My arms circle his neck, bringing him down to me. "Kiss me," I beg, taking his mouth with mine.

      As my body tightens, he kisses me deeper before his mouth drops from mine, and he groans loudly. His cock jumps inside my body, and he’s coming along with me.

      "Blake..." I pant, holding onto his sweaty flesh.

      "Fuckin' hell, Willa." He slumps over my body, completely exhausted and spent.

      I giggle, running my fingers through his hair this time instead of greedily holding him to me. "I know, and you know as well as I do, we're gonna get better at this the more we do it."

      He hums. "Thank God for that, because that was pretty fuckin’ amazing. I can't imagine how it will be a year or two from now."

      My heart lurches at the mention of a future, and for the first time in a long time, I hope for the future he's talking about.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      The Nashville sun is beating down as the team practices in full pads and helmets, getting ready for our game this weekend at home against New England. Although we're used to the humidity and heat, we always make it a point to work out in full pads a few days before each game. We're already in better shape than most of our opponents; this just increases our conditioning.

      Bret jogs over to me and comes to a stop, standing in front of me. "Where were you last night? CeCe wanted to invite you over for dinner, but you didn't answer any of my texts."

      The worst part of being on the same team as your older brother is that he's always up in your fuckin' business. "I had other plans."

      "Willa arrived in Nashville last night. Did she have anything to do with your plans?"

      I sigh, tilting my head. "Maybe she did."

      "Why are you trying to not say anything about this, Blake? It's not like you. I'm not trying to be nosy—I'm literally making conversation."

      I don't know why I'm holding all of this so close to the vest. I usually share everything with him, even if it's not shit he wants to know. Maybe I'm trying to protect her and her privacy as well as mine. But this is my brother—what I tell him shouldn't matter. "We spent the evening together."

      "So that's where you got that hickey on your neck?" He smirks.

      "Shit." I wish I had a mirror so I could see it.

      "Relax, no one knows the two of you are hanging out right now other than the team and the people who guessed from the podcast. No one is going to blow your cover. We love you too much for that."

      "Sorry." I scratch my neck self-consciously. "It's not even about the cover. It's just she's got so many eyes looking at her, and I know they're going to be on me too. I'm trying to get ahead of it, and part of that is learning not to tell everything about my life to people."

      He rolls his eyes. "I'm not people. I'm your brother."

      "I know." I laugh. "But if I can keep from spilling my guts to you, then that means I might be able hold strong."

      "You do know what you're getting into with her, right?" Bret asks. "There will be cameras everywhere. There will be people criticizing everything you do. If we lose, we'll be losing because she's a distraction. If we win, we'll be winning because she's a distraction to the other team. Will you be able to ignore it when players start talking shit to you out on the field? It's a lot to deal with. When CeCe was pregnant with Jovi? Guys would say shit all the time when they sacked me—mostly about how they hoped I'd be hurt so bad that I wouldn't be able to take care of my kid. They're going to say worse to you. We both know it."

      I inhale deeply, l understand what he's trying to say, and for the moment I take my attitude down. "No, I get it. I appreciate you, and I appreciate that you're always trying to look out for me. You've done it since we were kids. You know I almost didn't make it here, and you know that if it weren't for you, I wouldn't be playing ball."

      He rolls his eyes, tilting his head back. "You made a stupid mistake eating an edible gummy."

      "It was more than one," I remind him, smirking. "It was way more than it should've been, but damn they were good. I just had no idea they were laced with anything. How was I to know that was going to be the next big thing? I should’ve fucking invested, think of where I’d be now."

      "Look, it was college, and if you hadn't been an athlete it wouldn't have been a big deal. We both know that. It isn't like you were some sort of vagrant who was out there snorting coke and using it to help you run faster. You ate fucking  gummies—by accident, which is the funniest thing about the whole situation. I'm never gonna leave you behind." He claps his hand on my shoulder. "And I'm always going to be here to support you. Which is why I just wanna know how it's going with the biggest pop star in the world."

      The smile that spreads across my face isn't one I can stop or that I even want to. "Last night was amazing. It was one of the best nights I've ever had."

      "Different than the last girl?" He raises an eyebrow.

      I blow out a breath. "Christina and I were together off and on for nine years, Bret. If it had been a good relationship, it wouldn't have gone on that long without me proposing to her. There were a lot of problems with she and I. Neither one of us knew how to fix it, but now, being with Willa? I realize we just didn't match each other's energies. We weren't what each other needed.” I stretch my arms above my head. “I mean, you've seen Christina's Instagram posts with her new man, Thompson. They are goddamn glowing. She texted me the other day," I offer. I hadn't planned on telling him this, but I've already started it now.

      "Oh, did she?"

      "Yeah. She's pregnant, and they're announcing it. They got engaged last week, and she wanted to give me a heads-up since we'll be playing his team in week ten. It was nice of her to do that, and I'm extremely happy for her. She deserves it, and she's gonna be a great mom." I mean every word I say, and although I’d thought I might feel sad when I thought about what could've been with her, I don't.

      "That's a really mature take from you. I'm proud of you for realizing it." Bret folds his arms over his chest. "The you a year ago wouldn't have been able deal with that, even if you were the one who asked for it to end."

      "All true. I just wasn't in a good place mentally. Not after losing the big game the way we did."

      Bret nods but doesn't say anything for a few minutes. "Yeah, losing by a fuckin' field goal was a bitch. I'm not sure I'll ever get over it."

      Coach whistles, motioning for all of us to come in and take a knee. It's hard, but I'm trying to forget the heartache from last year. I have to admit, though, Willa's helping more than I’d ever thought she would.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      "How was recording today?" My childhood best friend, Avery, says as she and I sit on the balcony of my Nashville penthouse.

      Because we're so far up, I feel safe to talk to her as if we're inside. "It was good, but I don’t think a rock album is for me. It was a lot of fun, but I can’t imagine how that would fit into the touring schedule. This tour is one of the most physical I’ve ever done, and I can’t see that they’ll get any easier." I muse. "It's more physical than anything I've done in my life. When I set out to do it, I wasn't sure I was going to be able to, because I've never been hugely athletic."

      "Yeah, but you forget, I've seen your show a few times now, and I know what you're work ethic is like. I had no doubts, and I have to admit—it's really fun watching you on the TikTok and Instagram videos. You're having such a good time. The smile on your face is genuine, and I can see how happy you are." Avery takes a drink of her beer.

      I'm nursing mine. It's been a while since I drank two nights in a row. Once I knew I was going on this tour, I worked out how long the show would be, and started working out, it was evident I wouldn't be able to continuously indulge in all the consumables I tend to enjoy. Drinking, heavy food, not getting my water in… It was a choice I had to make if I wanted to do this tour, and these shows, justice.

      "I am happy." My voice is raspy—it's almost constantly like this now, because the shows are so long.

      Avery doesn't know about Blake though, and I'm about to blow her mind. "Did you hear about Blake Whitfield wanting to give me a friendship bracelet?" I drop the question as casually as possible.

      She rolls her eyes, her smile hiding behind her beer. "I'd have to be living under a damn rock not to have heard about it."

      "Good. Then I don't have to explain what led up to this."

      She drops the beer down. "Led up to this? Oh, whatever you haven't been telling me is going to be good, isn't it?"

      "It's going to be as good as I make it. Either way, Blake got in touch with me after he talked about wanting to give me his phone number. We had help from other people, but in the end, we were given a way to contact each other. For the past few weeks, he and I have been hanging out."

      She giggles. "Have you been hanging out, or have you been hanging out? We both know there's two different kinds. Are you prepared to tell me?"

      "You know there aren't many people I'm completely honest with." I play with the edge of my shirt. "But I'm always honest with you."

      "Which is why I'm screaming and kicking my feet inside, waiting to hear what you're going to tell me. It's hard to be patient with you, Willa, but I'm dying to know what you've been hiding from me."

      I sigh, blowing a breath so that my bangs go up in the air. "I haven't been hiding it—I've just been enjoying it. He's not like Mercer." I mention my ex-boyfriend, the one I'd been with for years, and then once I had the miscarriage, we couldn't make it work. "He doesn't want to keep the whole thing secret."

      "Which is good, because you shine, Willa. There's something about you—it's nothing that anyone can put their finger on. It's this magic air you have about you. It's like glitter that shimmers. No matter what's going on around you, you're there, and all eyes are on you. When you were with Mercer it wasn't hard for you to hide because we were in a pandemic. I don't think any of us came out of that unscathed."

      "You're right." I take a drink of my beer. So much happened during those long months that turned into a year. I lost my innocence, and my belief that things would work out with the man who I’d thought was the love of my life. "I sure as hell didn't. If there's one thing it taught me, it's what I don't want."

      "I'm sorry. I know you had dreams for that relationship. Hopes and plans that you'd built it on."

      I did. When Mercer told me he wasn't ready for kids, on my thirtieth birthday, I'd had some of my eggs frozen in preparation for our eventual future. But then the pandemic had hit, and we were both stuck overseas. The US had closed, and while we were okay where we were, it was still hard FaceTiming our families, and trying to conduct business while navigating so many of the unknowns. Luckily, he got where I was coming from as a music producer—not of my music though.

      The first night we might, he'd laughed and told me he didn't do that pop shit. He did what he considered to be real music. I'd overlooked it because I was so intrigued by him—by his dark eyes, blond hair, and the expression he always had that looked like he was pissed off. He was so different from anyone else I'd ever met. Like a moth to a flame, I was drawn to him, and I couldn't let it go. I wanted to be the one he was with.

      After being in a relationship for a couple of years, I’d assumed we were headed toward the same goals in life—marriage, children, buying a home together. But then we were legitimately stuck together, and things changed.

      "I'm still so sorry you had to deal with that on your own. You've never fully spoken with me about it. Do you want to?" Avery asks.

      I haven't before tonight. She doesn't even know the full story, but maybe I do need to get it off my chest. Maybe I need to let it go, because the more I think about it, the more it kills me inside. I've never even told my parents the complete truth. It's like a cancer, eating me from the inside out, because I've kept it bottled up.

      It's a split-second decision—one I'm not conscious of in the moment, but it's one I know I must have made. "Yeah, I do think I'd like to talk to you about it, if you want to listen. I may not be able to make it through without crying, but if you'd be willing to be my ear, I'd like to get it off my chest. You knew in the immediate aftermath, but you never knew all the details."

      She gets up. "Do we need more alcohol for this?"

      "Yeah, enough so that I can drown out the feelings of failure if they start to come back," I croak out.

      She reaches over, grabbing my hand in hers. "You're not a failure. I hope you haven't been carrying that thought around with you, Willa. But I'll go get the wine, and you get ready to let me in. Okay?"

      I nod, looking out over the Nashville skyline. When I was a kid, singing, knowing that was my dream, was all so easy. But as I've gotten older and my dreams have evolved, become living and breathing things, they've been more difficult. Avery's right though—I need to let this out and let it go. There will always be a piece of me that can't be completely honest with Blake until I do, and if there's one thing I want? It's to be honest with him, to be my full authentic self with him, and pray like hell he's willing to accept me for who I am. So many others haven't, and for the hundredth time this year, my therapists words ring out. That's more about them, Willa, than you.

      So here I go, ready to let someone in, and hope that she is ready to listen.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      I clear my throat, taking a fortifying breath as I keep my gaze locked on the sky. If I don't look at Avery, I can do this. If I can't see her being sympathetic and giving me the gaze heavy with pity, even on a surface level, I can do this.

      "We were in London. He was recording and I was filming stuff for the tour that was scheduled for mid-2020. We kept hearing about what was possibly coming, and of course we were like everyone else. We didn't necessarily believe it was going to happen, but we were being cautious. I don't know if you remember." My mind goes back to those first days. "But it all happened so fast. It was as if one day we were allowed to go about our business, and the next all travel was grounded. I'd never seen anything like it since 9/11, which is still kind of hard for me to remember. Anyway, we were stuck in London, where he was recording music and I had gone to spend the week with him. Good thing the person we were renting the house from was okay with us staying because we had nowhere else to go."

      "I remember that text." Avery laughs.

      I take a drink, needing it to wet my dry throat. "I was absolutely terrified for everyone, but for you especially."

      "Yeah, being a nurse has always been hard, but it got a lot harder during that time period."

      "And then you volunteered for the COVID floor? I couldn't believe it." I shake my head, thinking back to how surprised I’d been.

      "I had to do something." She smiles sadly. "If not in that time of need, then when?"

      Tears pool in my eyes for the devastation I know she saw but also for what I know I'm going to tell her—these broken pieces of my life from that six-month period and then the subsequent breakdown of what I’d thought was a forever relationship. "So the first month was okay. We were all doing what we had to do, and I was happy to be doing it. Into the second month of lockdown is when things started to change for Mercer and I. It'd started out being fun, cooking every meal together and figuring out how to make our own bread when there wasn't any in the stores. Then those little everyday things that start getting on your nerves about your partner hit us tenfold. We couldn't leave and go shopping or for a walk when that happened. My security was scared to let me go outside because so many people were walking and taking in nature. The house was all we had."

      Avery shifts in her seat. "I've talked about how this time affected me, but I never thought about how it affected you." She pulls her legs up, resting her chin on her knees. "I'm sorry you were so isolated."

      I wave a hand in her direction. "A lot of my life is isolated just because it's how I have to live. This felt different than anything else though, because of the circumstances and the consequences of what might have happened should I or Mercer have gotten COVID.” I gaze out over the lights of Nashvillle as they twinkle in the twilight below us. “After that second month, we started arguing quite a bit because there was too much togetherness. We would fight and then we'd angrily have sex to make up, to feel something with all of the dying going on everywhere. I was in the studio every night making music, and he was down there all day, but it wasn't enough to separate us. At month two, my birth control ran out. Because we weren't touring, I was using oral, and not on an IUD."

      Avery's eyes widen. "I didn't even think about that."

      "Yeah, obviously I didn't either." I clear my throat, a nervous chuckle working its way up my throat. "We were careful for a while, because who wanted an accidental pregnancy in what was the scariest of times we'd faced so far in our lives? But as the days went on, we got less careful and more careless. By June, I was pregnant. Kevin got me a pregnancy test, and stood outside the bathroom door as I took it."

      Avery laughs hard, throwing her head back. "Somehow that doesn't surprise me about Kevin."

      "Yeah, he's something special. I lucked up when I found him." I agree with her, thinking about how scared he looked when I came out holding the test. "My team worked to find me a doctor that could come and verify everything. Once they did, I told Mercer, and he said while he wasn't happy, he wasn't unhappy. He wasn't sure if he wanted kids or not."

      Avery gasps. "Seriously?"

      "Yeah. That was a slap in the face because we'd talked about it a few times, and he'd seemed excited. He'd said not right at that moment, but definitely in the future, and I was thirty. So I mean, I was ready.” I slap my hand down on my thigh. “We were stuck inside for who knew how long, and touring wasn't an option. For me this was the perfect scenario, right? I didn't have to make careful plans. I could live my life like a normal human being for once in a reallly long time."

      She clasps her hands in front of her face. "I remember you calling me after you confirmed. That FaceTime got me through a really hard day. Seeing how happy you were, the joy in your face and your eyes… It was the best thing I'd seen in months."

      I roll my lips together. "I was happy. I was beyond happy, and he seemed excited. Until I started to show." This is the part that hurts. "It was as if once it wasn't some far-off thing, he shut down. I started showing at month four, which I kind of thought was early, but remember I took all those pictures of my belly? I was so proud of it, so happy to experience it."

      "I do remember. You were, and then the next message I got was that you were headed to the hospital."

      "Two weeks after that little photo shoot." I swallow. Hard. Because the lump won't go down if I don't work at it. My throat has swollen that much with the bitter words I'm about to tell her. "I started cramping really bad. I thought it was something I'd eaten, but Mercer and I had eaten the same thing, and he wasn't sick. At around midnight I started throwing up, and when I went to get in the shower to clean myself off, I saw it. The red-tinged water. Actually it was more pink, although I'd always assumed it would be red. I yelled for Mercer to come in, and he did. He looked at the water washing down my legs and folded his arms. He said, ‘Willa, don't you know a lot of first pregnancies end in miscarriage. What did you think would happen?’"

      Avery gasps, her palm covering her mouth. "Are you fucking kidding me? He said that to you?"

      "He did. He refused to take me to the hospital. Said other people needed the care, and I was being selfish. I stood in that shower for over an hour, trying to deal with what was happening to me. I closed my eyes, crying silent tears, because I knew what was going on. When I finally worked up the courage to get out, I was shivering, although the water was burning hot. I sat on the toilet, wrapped in a towel, crying. My phone was beside me, and I did the only thing I could do. I texted Kevin."

      Avery blows out a breath. "Kevin is always there. Always coming in clutch when you need him."

      "Every. Single. Time," I agree. "He came in, took one look at me, and knew something was wrong. I managed to croak out I thought I was having a miscarriage. He went to get a thermometer and took my temperature. It was one hundred and three. He brought me clothes, helped me get dressed, and carried me downstairs to a waiting car. The whole time, Mercer is screaming at him, ‘It isn't that bad.’ That I'm being dramatic. Kevin turned to him and told him to shut the fuck up."

      Avery groans, kicking her feet out in front of her. "God, Kevin is so fucking hot. He probably did it in that authoritative voice he's got, huh?"

      I roll my eyes as she gets overly excited about my head security guard. She's been in love with him since the first time she met him. She has a thing for older guys, and Kevin hits all those marks for her. It's cute, and I'm here for it, so I play into it as much as I can. "Yes, it was in that voice. Mercer shrunk back as if he'd been hit, and I have to admit it gave me a thrill. Kevin told him if he wasn't going to be helpful he could get the fuck out of his way."

      "That's book boyfriend material, right there." Avery sighs.

      "Yeah, it really is. Anyway, we headed to the nearest hospital. I wasn't completely lucid by that point. I'd started sweating, and my fever was spiking. It was one of the scariest situations of my life. The doctor that Kevin had talked to met us outside and took us into an office that was definitely belonging to a private doctor. We still had to wear our masks. They took my temp, and Kevin assured the staff that I had been in quarantine, and he thought that the fever was from the miscarriage. The doctor agreed, but I kept the mask on anyway. They took my blood, got the sonogram machine out, and Kevin held my hand while they prepped me."

      Avery wipes her tears away. "Kevin held your hand because Mercer wasn't there."

      "Right." I wipe my own tears from my cheeks. "I went through one of the worst moments of my life with my security guard, and not the father of the child I was losing." I let that sink in for just a minute. Not only for her, but for myself. To remind me that when Mercer and I broke up, I didn't lose anything. He wasn't worth me hanging onto. "There was nothing on the sonogram where there had been a beating heart a few weeks earlier. I'd been able to get a doctor to come to the rented house and check on me. We'd seen the heartbeat, and there had been the outline of a baby. Now? There were just black and white swirls. It could’ve been the radar image of a hurricane for all I knew. The doctor was really nice. He said how sorry he was, he asked if I'd lost any blood clots, and I had before Kevin came in. Kevin made me take a picture of what I had lost, because you know he was a medic in the army."

      "God, Willa. This is fucking heartbreaking."

      I swallow roughly. "Oh, it gets better. The doctor agreed with everything Kevin said, and he told me at that point I'd need to have a DNC because of my fever, what they still saw on the sonogram, and the amount of tissue I had passed. They were afraid my body hadn't expelled everything. I was terrified. I thought that meant going into an actual hospital, but then he assured me he could do it in office. He asked if I wanted to have the father of the baby with me before they put me in under. I did." I shrug my shoulder, my bottom lip trembling. "I called Mercer. He wouldn't come."

      "That motherfucker. What a dick. I am so sorry, Willa." She launches forward, wrapping her arms around me tightly. "I wish I had been there for you."

      "Kinsley was." I mention our model friend who lives in London. "I was able to send her a message, ask if she was okay to come into a medical facility, and told her what was happening. She was there in thirty minutes, Avery. Thirty fucking minutes, wearing her mask and pajamas." I laugh. "She held my hand while they explained what they were going to do. She rubbed my forehead as I cried, promised me she'd be there when I came out."

      "Remind me to send her flowers." Avery grabs my hand, squeezing tightly as I let some of the tears fall.

      "I got to go home that night with medication and some painkillers. She came home with me. Both her and Kevin ripped Mercer a new one. He and I were battered and bruised after that. He asked me for forgiveness, and we tried to make it work up until last year, but I've always harbored resentment toward him. He didn't want that baby, he wasn't there for me in my time of need, and he let me go through the most emotionally devastating moment of my life by myself."

      Avery gives me a grin. "He's not your happily ever after."

      I take a big sip of my wine. "He never fucking was, and without letting go of him, I wouldn't have met Blake. All’s well that ends well."

      And looking out over that twinkling Nashville skyline, I feel healed for the first time since I lost my daughter. I feel hopeful and ready to give my heart away again.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Coach Wallace stands in front of the room. All of the players have come together for their weekly meeting. I've already attended the offensive team meeting, and I have a feeling this isn't going to be a good session. While we won our last game, it wasn't a blow-out at all. It was by three points, and we got lucky because of a missed call by the refs.

      "This a championship team." Coach starts off, speaking quietly. "It has been a championship team—you're all wearing a ring that indicates that." He rubs at the bridge of his nose. "But what I saw on the field during our last game? That was absolutely not a championship team." His voice rises. "What I need you to do is get your heads out of your asses, stop believing your own hype, and play like you goddamn want to win another championship. If you don't play any better than you did last week? You're not even winning the fucking division. Get your minds right and earn the money you're being paid. If not, I have no qualms about replacing you. Do I make myself clear?"

      "Yes, sir," we answer as a group.

      It's never good to get your ass ripped by the coach, but it is what it is, and sometimes that's going to happen. I get up and follow the rest of the guys, and as I'm passing, I hear. "Blake, I have some things I wanna talk to you about if that's okay with you."

      That's never good to hear, but you absolutely do not tell Coach no. "Want me to meet you in your office?"

      "Yeah, but give me a few minutes. I need to call my wife and let her know I'm gonna be late tonight."

      I inhale deeply before going into the locker room. For fifteen minutes I play around in my locker, cleaning it up, and debating on whether I should text Willa or not about our plans to meet up tonight. In the end, I decide that since this meeting is more than likely about her, I shouldn't press my luck.

      When enough time has passed, I head toward the office and knock before I enter. "You wanted to talk to me, Coach?"

      "Have a seat." He indicates the black leather chair across from his desk.

      I take it, nervously putting my ankle up on my knee, trying not to let my foot shake and show the nerves flowing through my body. "I think I know what this is about, but I'm willing to listen to whatever it is you have to say."

      He nods. "I'm sure you do, and I'm not accusing you of anything. I just want to have a conversation with you. That good?"

      "Perfect. You know I'm willing to talk to you about anything."

      "Okay. You've been with me since I came to Nashville. I'm the only coach you've ever had, and in my career, I've never coached another player like you. What we have"—he moves his hand back and forth between us—"isn't something that happens every day in the league. Hell, we've been together longer than some marriages." We both laugh.

      "No, you're right,” I say. “We have."

      "Which is why I know I need to have this conversation with you, even if it sucks to have it." Coach rubs at his beard. It's a nervous gesture for him, the same way my feet shake. "I know you are as serious as anyone out on that field, but I heard about you and Willa. I know that it might not be something serious between the two of you, and you might just be having fun, but I need to be the person to tell you to be careful. You love with your whole heart, Blake, and sometimes that's detrimental to your career."

      "I promise you I'm not going to do something that will hurt the team. As always, they are my number-one priority through the season." I swear, hoping that he'll believe me.

      "I don't doubt that, but what I'm worried about is the attention she will bring. Will everyone be able to handle it? Will she come to the games?" Coach asks, putting his elbows on the desk.

      "We aren't that far in, but I would think that she would want to come see me play. I would hope she would. I'd put her up in my family suite if she did. I'm more than sure she'd bring her own security so that HiLow Stadium wouldn't have to take care of it. If this gets more serious than it is right now, I will have a talk with the team and make sure they're okay with me bringing attention to them." I lay my plan out for him, hoping he will approve it.

      "It seems as if you've thought about this."

      "I have." Thanks to my brother. I run a hand along the back of my head. "I've thought about it a lot, but I have to give it a shot. I like her."

      "And you should give it a shot. I just want to make sure we can all deal with it—including me. I'm gunning for another championship after we came so close last eason, and you know everyone else on the team is too. It shouldn't matter if she's a distraction, but you know as well as I do, if we start floundering, if we hit a skid, that's going to be the first thing anyone says." He taps his pen on the desk.

      I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees. "These aren't things I haven't already thought about. While I'll be in a spot that's potentially uncomfortable for me, being in her world, it'd be stupid of me not to realize she's also going to be in an uncomfortable place. You know as well I do that if we get deep enough in that she comes to a game, the league is going to focus on it." My stomach cramps slightly, admitting this to Coach. It's like the more I talk, the worse it sounds.

      He rubs at his chin. "That's one hundred percent the truth. They focus on CeCe when she comes, since she started the podcast with your brother. Anything the league sees that can make them appear to be better than they actually are, they're going to lean in to. More than anything, I need to know you can handle it. They're going to talk about her."

      "They already do." I laugh. "I always forget you aren't on social media. You don't see what everyone says."

      "What would you like to do when it comes to telling the team? I know this is your private life, but they have a right to know what's going to happen to them. This affects everyone, whether it be directly or indirectly."

      The string of silence extends and expands between us. I've been thinking about what I need to do, what I want to do for the members of my team. We are a family. "Would you allow me to call a meeting and speak with them personally and privately before she comes to a game? I would listen to all their concerns and address them. I've been with most of these guys for the entirety of their careers, and most of mine. I would never want to make them feel as if they couldn't be themselves in their own home, ya know?"

      Coach gives me a smile. "I think that's very mature of you, Blake, and I know it'll be very appreciated by your teammates. I know they like her music; I hear the locker room listening to her quite often."

      "What is your opinion? How are they going to handle it?" I respect his thoughts almost as much as I respect my parents.

      "They know you. They'll want you to be happy as long as the relationship isn't toxic. We've all been there. Remember Grady?"

      I groan, rolling my eyes as I think about the rookie we had a couple years ago who argued with his girlfriend like it was an Olympic sport. "God, who doesn't remember Grady? That shit was a hot mess, and I was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt for a while because he was so young. However, when they started arguing during our practices and she made a sign to hold up at a game to tell him what a dick he was—I was done with the both of them."

      Coach laughs so hard, he coughs. Clearly trying to bring it under control, he takes a drink of water. "I have never seen anything like that before. It was an embarrassment to us all. Remember? I had to pull his ass at half-time because he was so pissed and kept threatening to run up to the stands and give her a piece of his mind. It was the craziest thing I've ever seen, and trust me, I know you. If I had a thought that you would do anything like that, I'd jerk your ass in a knot so hard, the league would probably fine me for being an abusive coach."

      I laugh along with him. "Nah, I'd understand because I'd deserve it. We're professionals, and we need to act that way. What they were doing was so out-of-this-world insane that I don't think any of us believed it at first."

      "You know people are going to say the same about you, right? She's so famous—what's she going to be doing with a football player, and didn't she just break up with someone?"

      I raise one eyebrow. "Coach, I thought you didn't follow anything. Here you are, knowing that Willa broke up with her long-term boyfriend."

      "Well yeah. She's Willa Potter. I'd be living under a rock if I didn't know who she is or what she's doing."

      I sigh heavily. "I'm done with you, Coach. Have a good night."

      "Tell her I said hi..." he yells out after me, as I walk out of his office and back into the locker room.

      The smile on my face won't fade, and I have a feeling it's not going to as long as I have her coming over tonight.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      My stomach is fluttery and my palms are sweaty. I don't know why I'm like this. I've been around Blake more than I've been around anyone else the past few weeks, but this? It's different. I'm being driven by my team to his house.

      This seems like a big step. I've never been to his house before.

      We may both live in Nashville, but he lives in a completely different part of town than me. While I'm downtown, he's out in Franklin. From everything I've seen by scoping his social media, he's even got a bit of land. Out there, we don't have to worry about anyone trying to catch us together or people witnessing a private moment. It feels freeing.

      My phone buzzes, so I reach down and unlock it. I smirk. It's Blake.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: Hey, I just got home from practice, and I need to take a shower. You'll probably be here before I get out. Here's the code to get in. 7517

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: Seventeen, huh? That's my number. Did you use that number because of me?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Actually when I bought the house, they told me what the number was, but it kinda looks like it's kismet, huh?

      

      

      

      

      

      There's little doubt he's got a point. Much of what's been happening between us feels as if we're being guided by a force that's bigger than the two of us. I hold my breath as I type the next question.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: It sure does. Kevin will come in with me, if that's okay with you? Once he's okay with the house, he'll make himself scarce so we can watch TV.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Yeah, whatever you need to feel safe, Willa. I get it. Your life is way different than mine, but I understand why you need the security you do. That is never going to make me feel like less of a man.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: Thank you. I appreciate you. You have no idea how much that means to me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: I don't live your life. I can't imagine the microscope you're under—the stress you feel, or the anxiety you get when you probably see your name mentioned by certain people. I've also never had a stalker like you have. For the most part, I can live my life normally, and babe, I understand you can't. But I want to give you a little bit of normalcy if I can. That includes coming to my house while I'm in the shower.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh. I can't help it. Everything about this is so ridiculously simple when it's never been that way for me previously.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: Gotcha! I won't overthink it too much. See you soon.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: See ya!

      

      

      

      

      

      "You're trying out my security skills, ya know?" Kevin says from where he sits up front.

      "Oh, yeah? You're the best in the biz, and you know it. You also love a challenge. I figured you'd be extremely excited for this." I shield my eyes from the sun as we pull up to a red light.

      He turns, mouth formed in a line, but amusement makes his eyes crinkle at the edges. "I do love a challenge, but this one is going to be the biggest you've ever given me."

      A thought crosses my mind. "Kev, what if I wanna go to a game? Would that be possible?"

      This time he turns his entire body toward me. His dark eyes meet mine. "You've sacrificed a lot to get to where you are. You're basically a fucking small country with the amount of people you employ, and the donations you make. You've taken all of that seriously, and you've felt immense pressure to perform. If this is what you want, and what you need at this point in your life, we will make it work."

      I'm fighting back unexpected tears. "Thank you. I appreciate that, and you."

      "I know." He turns back around, and I take the few minutes we have before getting to Blake's house to compose myself.

      My eyes are glued to the scenery. It's different, because I'm used to the city and concrete. There's so much greenery and the houses are spread farther apart. It's quiet, much more quiet than I'm used to, but I like it.

      We pull up to a gate, and the house in front of me is large—not as large as the ones I own in other states, but it's larger than I’d anticipated. The river-stone covering the outside makes it appear as if it blends into the countryside. There are three cars parked in the driveway and a five-car garage to the side. Time will tell how many cars Blake actually has.

      "Did he give you the code?" Kevin asks. "I'll go inside and do a sweep real quick, and then you'll be good to go. He won't even know I'm there."

      I nod, giving him the door code. Nerves make me tap my foot as I wait for Kevin to come back. It's still scary for me to go into new spaces. I've worked with a therapist, and as my heart rate increases, and I get shortness of breath, I close my eyes and center myself, focusing on deep breathing and remembering who is inside the house I’m sitting in front of.

      Blake isn't going to let anything happen to me as long as he can help it.

      "You're good to go."

      My eyes pop open. Kevin is staring at me through the window that was lowered, and I didn’t even realize it. "Thank you."

      "Are you okay?"

      "Nerves, but I'm good now."

      He smiles slightly, opening the back door. I step out, and he walks me up to the front stoop. "I'm right out here if you need me. You know what to do."

      I nod, licking my suddenly dry lips. I know because we practice more than we should have to. Contacting Keven in an emergency is almost as easy as performing a concert. It’s second nature, and I do it without even thinking when I'm put into a dangerous situation. My fingers reach toward the doorknob, closing around it before opening. When I walk in, I'm not sure what to expect, but it definitely isn't what I see.

      The house is clean. I wouldn't say it’s immaculate as there are definite signs that someone lives here. A blanket on the couch. On the coffee table is a glass with condensation running down the sides. There are shoes by the door, and the TV is on, although very softly in the background. The couch is something I would expect to see in Blake’s home—it’s dark and masculine. There are dips and dents where he's obviously sat and laid, more than likely his friends too. Definitely not like my white one.

      Walking farther in, I admire the big windows leading to the back yard, where a pool is, along with one of the most relaxing patio setups I've seen. I wanted big windows in my first apartment, and I had them for all of a couple months. Then I got my first stalker, and it wasn't safe. Kevin assured me it will be safter here because of the amount of land that Blake has. If someone tries to sneak up, they'll be seen; there's nowhere to hide in the vast fields. At one point, these windows, and fields would've given me anxiety, but now I'm looking forward to experiencing all of this with him.

      In the past, I've always dated guys who were maybe a little taller than my own five-foot-nine, but they were lanky, and I knew they wouldn't be able to protect me if shit went down. Half the time I was afraid I'd be the one protecting them. I don't have to worry about that with Blake. He's strong, and tough—a mammoth of a man, and when he flexes, I can't even stretch my entire hand around his bicep.

      I'm looking through the same window when I hear a noise to my left. My head swivels and I'm greeted with the best view. Blake. With no shirt on. Muscles and tattoos fully on display, the deep V of his hips visible above the low-slung edge of his sweatpants. My gaze travels up and down his body, landing on his face. The diamond studs in his ears shine brightly, matching the smile that's spread his lips apart.

      My heart races as he approaches, and I hope it'll always feel exactly as it does in this moment.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      I enter my living room and she's standing there, gazing out the window. Sunlight streams in, giving her an ethereal glow, and I allow myself to think about what it would be like for her to be in this space all day, every day.

      "Hey, gorgeous. Eyes up here." I point to my face.

      She blushes, dropping her chin to her chest. "I didn't want you to catch me looking you up and down like a piece of meat."

      "It's fine. I'm sure you get it all the time."

      "I do." She's still standing too far away.

      I cross the distance between us, my long stride eating up the space. When I get close enough to touch her, I reach out, taking her into my arms. She comes willingly, pressing her body against mine. "You don't even try to fight me adoring you here," I whisper, pushing her hair out of her face.

      "Because I know someone isn't across at the building next door with a long lens, getting pictures of us. I love where I live, don't get me wrong, but I've been burned more than once. Including by my neighbors."

      "Jesus, Willa, that's a hard way to live your life." I cup my palm around her jaw. "I'm sorry."

      She shrugs. "It's what I wanted, although I'm not sure I realized how big it would be. I had dreams, of course, and I wondered what it would be like to be world-famous, but not like this."

      "Understandable." I lean in, kissing her softly on the lips. "The one thing I hope you can do when you come here is relax. Truly relax."

      "I think I'm going to be able to do that." She smiles brightly before leaning her forehead against my collarbone. "Can we watch TV and eat popcorn?" she asks, her voice muffled by my skin.

      "If that's what you wanna do, we can do that."

      "That's definitely what I wanna do."

      I gently push her toward the couch, and she sits down, kicking her shoes off. She pulls her legs up underneath her, wrapping her arms around her knees. I pull a blanket I keep on the back of the couch off so we can wrap up in it. Although it's early fall in the south, I like to keep the air on full blast so that I don't sweat too much. Losing precious fluids isn't what I need during these months.

      "Come on in here." I have a seat next to her before holding the blanket open, and wrap my arms around her.

      "This is quickly becoming my favorite place to be," she says as she snuggles in close.

      I don't think I've ever felt like more of a man than I do with her in my arms. I could march across a field with land mines, and dodge bullets if it meant keeping her safe. "I'm glad. I want you to be comfortable and happy with me."

      "I am." She leans her head onto my shoulder. "So, what is it we're going to do? Watch TV?”

      "You ever seen Schitt's Creek?" I raise an eyebrow, gazing down at her.

      "No, but I've heard good things."

      I all but rub my hands together in glee. "I'm gonna love this journey for you, Willa. Trust me, you'll get that after we watch a couple seasons."

      She doesn't look convinced. "If you get that popcorn I asked for earlier, I'll sit here with you all afternoon and not worry about anything other than what's going to happen on that TV screen."

      I have a feeling it's been a long time since she was able to wind down like this. I get up and move the kitchen, setting up the popper I have for such occasions.

      "You have an actual popper?" she asks, glancing back at me. "I thought it was going to be microwave. This is a treat."

      "We used to pop our own when I was a kid."

      "Yeah? We just had the microwave kind."

      I debate in my head for longer than necessary if I want to tell her how my childhood differed from hers. Then I realize that it's what makes me the person I am today. "We couldn't afford the microwave popcorn when I was a kid." I say the words quietly. "Mom and Dad struggled with two boys who wanted to play sports, and then when our little sister came along, things got even tighter."

      "You two don't mention her much." She rests with her arm on the back of the couch, folded hand holding up her chin.

      "Patty's younger than us. She's ten years younger than me, and still in college. Senior year, but as I'm sure your sibling knows, it's not easy having a famous member of a family—much less two. We purposely keep her out of the limelight. She goes to Belmont, and she's majoring in Physical Therapy." I smile, proud as hell of her.

      "You must be proud."

      "I am. Hopefully she'll be able to help us when we're old and decrepit from years of putting our bodies through hell.” I pour the kernels into the machine. “Bret pays for her school; I pay for her expenses, at least through this year. Then we've told her she'll have to stand on her own two feet."

      She grins, laughing softly. "But then I have a felling you'll be like me, and still depositing money into her bank account. I do it with my brother and he's twenty-eight."

      I roll my eyes. "No doubt. What does he do? You don't talk about him much."

      "For the same reasons you don't talk about your sister. He lives a quiet life, and prefers it that way. He works with children in Cincinnati. He runs an after-school program for low-income and at-risk youth. Instead of sports, which a lot of those programs fall back on because it's a way to get the kids out of their situations, he teaches more daily life, growing-up lessons. Like he teaches them to balance a checkbook, how to budget to buy groceries, how to actually write a check. He explains about credit scores and things like that. It's not glamorous by any means, but I think he fills a void that's there for a lot of kids—not even just the kids he teaches." She plays with her hair, braiding it as she talks to me.

      "Oh my God, I wish someone would've done that for me before I got in the league. My first contract was so much money." I turn the popper on, and wait for it to start giving me the fluffy pieces of popcorn. "I made such stupid decisions and almost went broke.That's how bad it was."

      She laughs. "Somehow that doesn't surprise me about young Blake. I guess I was lucky. I wasn't of legal age to sign a contract  when I first had to, so it was either my parents or a third-party administrator. We decided to go third party since I didn't want to be mad at my parents if they did something I didn't like. It worked well, and there were trusts set up for me for when I became of age, and there have been advisors every step of the way." Her eyes light up when the popper finishes. "I'm sure I could save money by not having so many advisors, but they know their job better than I ever could pretend to."

      I bring the bowl over and have a seat next to her, putting my legs up on the couch. She leans into me, her back to my chest. I set the popcorn bowl in her lap, my arms wrapping around her, and together we finish the snack and get through three episodes before I realize she's asleep. Dark circles under her eyes let me know she needs it, and when I turn into the couch slightly, she follows me, as if she trusts my presence.

      Dropping a kiss on her forehead, I cover us up and allow myself to relax into a nap, too—something I haven't done in years, and at the same time something I think will become one of my favorite afternoon activities with her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks later, I'm in Los Angeles filming the last concert of this leg of the tour. It's going to be a concert movie that we'll be releasing to theaters, which is something I haven't experienced yet. I'm slightly nervous that on one will buy tickets, but I've been assured the outrageous amount of money the film company paid, and the cut of the proceeds I'm getting will be extremely worth it.

      "Have a good show," my band leader, Tate, tells me as I pass him on my way to the stage.

      "You too." He's been with me since I played my first tour—in fact, most of my band has. There are only been two members I've lost since my teen years. Those losses had hurt, but not as much as they would now.

      I walk to the spot that allows me to get under the stage without any of the audience noticing. From here, I can come up in the middle, and it always seems to be a surprise to the crowd even though there's a ton of video footage of my concerts on social media.

      My heart pounds as I listen to the music in my in-ear monitors, and the clicks that help me keep track of the beat. This used to bother me so much, but now I don't know where I'd be if I couldn't hear them. Lifting my head, I gaze at the crowd, smiling widely. "Oh, hello!" And then with ease, I move into the first song of the three-plus-hour set.

      When it's over, my feet are aching, my face hurts from smiling and singing, my jaw is sore, and I'm a sweaty mess. But I'm happy. Happier than I've been in a long time. Security escorts me to a waiting SUV, helping me in before we take off.

      "Do you wish you could do meet-and-greets again?" My PR liaison, Rose, asks, as she sits next to me. She isn't always on tour with me but tends to come to the first and last shows of a leg.

      "Kind of, but in a way, no. I've gotten scared," I admit, resting my head against the back of the seat. "There'’re too many times I've been threatened by a stalker, or when one has been in my house when I've come in. Back in the older days..." I sigh heavily, wishing for a little bit of the simplicity I used to have. "I was able to do things for fans, be in their presence. That stopped, and I felt awkward, or like I owed them something other than what I'd already given them."

      "But you've already given them everything," Rose argues.

      "I know." I wrap my arms around my waist. "There are times when I feel like I could retire and be happy. There are others when I think there's more I could give because everyone always wants more. I know it doesn't make sense, and nobody understands it but me."

      "No, I do get it." Rose hands me a bottle of water from the SUV’s mini fridge. "Everyone asks for more and more from anyone who's a creator. You give them what they've been wanting, and then they immediately decide it isn't enough. They want more, and if you don't give them more, it's your fault. I'm seeing it more than I ever have before."

      "What do you think I should do?" I ask after opening the bottle and drinking down half its contents.

      "I think you should give what you want. I know at some point you're going to want a family, whether that be with Blake, or with someone else.”

      Rose knows everything about my life, and I genuinely appreciate every thing she says, and any insight she has.

      “You can't go on being this open forever, Willa. At some point, you're going to be happy with your personal life, and not want the public one as much. I think it's time we start getting your fans used to it." She jots down a few notes on her phone. "Do you want your children to be used to groups of fans appearing wherever they go?"

      I think about the baby I almost had yet didn't have a chance to. She'd be almost four now. Chances are I might not even be on tour if the pregnancy had been viable, as I'd thrown all my grief into my last couple of albums. Them and my creative process were the only things that kept me sane, especially after Mercer and I broke up. "No, I wouldn't want them to be subjected to that. At least not until they were old enough to make that decision. Like, I'd be okay showing pictures of them, but getting stuck in a crowd, where they couldn't get out? I wouldn't be okay with that."

      "Which is why we need to start pulling back slightly from your fans. It doesn't have to mean you go into hiding. You can live your life, but let others post the pictures. Let the media take control, and let them get the heat." Rose raises an eyebrow. "You can let them do all the work for you. Let your friends post the pictures, share the stories, and then let the media pick it up. Your fans can then stop having such a parasocial relationship with you. They'll stop looking for you to be so open in sharing your life. It'll work, and it may seem weird at first, but it's just like turning off your comments last year."

      I remember turning off my comments. It had felt like such a slap in the face to my fans, but it was all starting to affect my mental health. I’d had to do something. I’d been backed into a corner and felt guilty no matter what I did. "You're right. I have to take this stand. Can I ask you another question?"

      "I'm here to answer all of them, Willa." She laughs.

      "If I want to go to a game to see Blake play, how much trouble would that cause?" I say it all in one breath, afraid of what she's going to say.

      She chuckles on a groan. "I knew it was getting serious."

      "I wouldn't say it's serious, serious, but tomorrow night is the last show of this leg of the tour. I have four months off after this. I want to watch him play, want to be the normal girlfriend who just goes to see her man. Ya know?" I pick at a loose thread on my costume.

      "And what a man he is..."

      "Stop!" I laugh. "I mean, he is hot, and when you get to know him in a personal way, he's even hotter. He's such a good guy, and does all those things you want the man in your life to do. I almost think I'm gonna be punked—he’s too good to be true."

      Rose reaches over, grabbing my hand. "That's normal. You've had shitty luck all the way around with men and relationships, but there are good ones out there. I promise."

      "That's what Avery tells me all the time."

      "Well, we all hope that Avery is gonna get her time with Kevin. I know I'm rooting for her." Rose runs a hand through her hair. "They're gonna be hot together, and if she can get him to take off that button-down shirt and wear something else? She's going to be our hero, won't she?"

      I think about what Rose has just said before a laugh bubbles up from my chest into my throat. "You're so right. I don't think I've ever seen him in a T-shirt or a sweater of any kind. He lives in that button-down, and oh my God, when the sleeves get rolled up? He's about to get down to business."

      We're giggling like schoolgirls, and it's the stress relief I've needed. "I'm headed home, and I think I'm going to go to this week’s game. Is that okay?"

      "Whatever you want to do is fine, Willa. You just have to keep me informed so that I can be prepared. There will be questions, there will be requests for statements, and I need to stay ahead of that. I will do whatever I need to do for you. You're one of my favorite clients, and I know I'm not supposed to play favorites, but here I am." She puts her hand over the top of mine, squeezing.

      "Thanks. You know I don't let many people in. Hardly anyone knows what I do in my personal life, but you have a front-row seat, and you've never judged me." I look out the window as we head toward the airport. "I've had to fire more people than I wanted to because they did. Even as a teenager, they thought I should be something more, and better. You've never expected that of me. I appreciate that."

      Rose rolls her head against the seat. "We're a team, Willa, and a team works together."

      I breathe easily, thankful for the people I have in my life.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      She's arriving within the next fifteen minutes. This is the first time I've been at Nashville International Airport and been allowed in a private hangar that wasn't reserved for the Warriors. This one is much smaller. She's landed, and I'm watching with squinted eyes, but I don't know which plane is hers. This late at night, they all look the same.

      My hands are tucked into my shorts, and although it's muggy, goosebumps rise on my forearms—I think because I'm so excited to see her, which is unusual for me. In other relationships during the season, I've been focused on football and football alone. Not this time. I'm allowing myself to have a life alongside the work.

      "Here she comes," one of the workers standing in the hangar with me says as they jump into action.

      Her plane takes forever as it pulls in and then parks. I watch as the final safety precautions are taken before the steps to the plane fold down, and people start disembarking. My heart pounds as I wait to see her. It's not like it's been very long, but we're in that phase of our relationship where we want to be together all the time. My eyes are glued, and when Kevin walks out, I know she's on her way. He gets to the bottom of the steps, nodding at me. He turns, putting his hand up, and that's when she emerges, blonde hair curly and long down her back.

      She steps down and looks. When she notices me, her eyes light up and she takes off at a run toward me. I catch her easily, picking her up off the ground, and twirl her in a circle.

      "You came," she whispers in my ear, her lips brushing against my earring, causing it to dangle from my earlobe.

      "I did. You told me if I could, you'd like to see me. I rearranged plans, and was able to show up. I'm glad I could be here to greet you."

      She pulls back, smiling widely and bright as the fucking sun. "Thank you. Nobody's ever been here when I got off the plane before."

      "You're welcome." I cup her face. "But it really is my pleasure. I wanted to see you so bad, I knew I wouldn't be able to wait."

      Threading my hand through her hair, I hold her skull, tilting it so that our lips meet in a kiss. She melts into me, her lips moving in tandem with mine. I tug urgently on the ends of her hair, press her body tighter against mine as our tongues meld together. When the kiss slows down, and we're catching our breath, I set her on her feet. "Welcome home for a while."

      "It's good to be here. Kevin?" She turns to the bodyguard. "Is it okay if I ride home with him?"

      I didn't know she was going to ask this, but the warmth in my stomach travels upward. She trusts me, maybe in ways she shouldn't, but it makes me feel like the baddest motherfucker in the world. "I'll protect her," I remind him, "with everything I've got. You don't have to worry about that."

      "I know," Kevin says. "We'll follow, but you're welcome to ride in the car with him if you want to."

      She smiles up at me, those blue eyes of hers clear as the sky. "Let's go. I'm so ready to sleep in an actual bed, and not one that's moving."

      "You sleep on the plane?" I tuck her into me as we walk to the private parking lot, I've left my Yukon in.

      "Most of the time, yeah. It's one of the reasons I got the plane. Ya know, other than the fact it's hard for me to travel commercial." Her voice is deadpan.

      "You got jokes, huh?"

      "Always." She leans farther into me. "I'm tired, and ready for a break."

      "I've got you, Willa. Whatever you need, I've got you taken care of." I open the passenger-side door of the SUV and help her slide in. The exhaustion is showing under her eyes, in the dark circles, and shadows they emphasize. I reach over her, pulling the seatbelt across her as I do, and I buckle it in.

      "Thank you," she whispers.

      "No problem." I grip her chin in my fingers, then tilt it so I can drop another kiss onto her lips. I don't let it deepen—it’s simplistic and exactly what we both seem to need in this moment. "Let's get you home and in bed."

      "Sounds great to me." She smiles, melting into the leather seat.

      I shut the door, and walk around the back before getting into the driver’s seat. Never in my life have I held such precious cargo, and I will never take it for granted.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      I can't remember the last time I rode in a vehicle that didn't have my security team in it with me. It reminds me of being a teenager and sneaking out before I got my record deal, when I was doing something I knew shouldn't be. Those are the butterflies Blake gives me, which is weird, considering I'm in my thirties. I thought I'd be over this by now.

      "You feel it too?" he asks quietly.

      I glance over. His facial features are lit by the green dashboard lights of the SUV. "The nervousness, the butterflies and excitement?"

      "Yeah, all of that.” Blake smiles. “I might as well be a teenager on my first date, taking the girl I've had a crush on since freshman year home."

      "Anybody ever tell you that you could write songs, Blake Whitfield?"

      "No." He shakes his head. "I'll leave all of that up to you."

      "You have a poetic soul, even if you want to think you don't. There's a lot of romanticism inside you, and it's been fun to watch that come out. You don't have to be a songwriter to tap into that part of yourself. Some people just have it, and I think you do." I put a hand on his shoulder and squeeze.

      It's different for me to be in the front seat of an SUV as I'm riding around Nashville. Unless I'm with my mom or Avery, it's something that doesn't happen with any kind of regularity. This is a type of freedom I haven't had in years, and because it's with him, it's that much sweeter.

      "What are you excited about the most since you're home for a while?" he asks as he checks his blind spot and switches lanes.

      "Believe it or not, I really want to go to one of your games. Do you think that can happen? I don't want to put you into a bad situation with your teammates. If it's going to be a problem, please tell me. I would love to come see you play live though." I wince as I finish asking the question, nervous about what he's going to say—both afraid of a no and a yes.

      He looks over at me, a bright smile across his face. "If you want to come, then I want you to be there. We will make it happen, and I would love to look up and see you in my family suite. It's been a long time since I had a significant other up there. Would that be okay with you? You have to know that you'd cause a lot of attention. I don't mind if you don't."

      "I would love to be there. I'm sure the crowd and atmosphere is beyond electric. I've been a fan of football for a long time, but it's been years since I've been to a game." I smile back at him.

      "Then you'll come. Do you want to go to the next home game? It's in two weeks. All I ask is that you allow me to talk to the team first so that they know what's coming to them. I'd venture to say you're the most popular person in the world, Willa. Whatever comes with us will come to them."

      I like this idea. "Yes, please do that. I want them to know I'm not here to make their lives harder—I want to be with you and support you. I've never fully been allowed to do that with someone I've been in a relationship with. I know this is going to look like a lot of work for the stadium, but please let them know I'll bring my own security. I'll handle as much as I can." It's important for me to let him know I'm not planning on letting them foot the bill for this. It's my decision and I'm prepared to take the financial responsibility for it.

      "Okay." He reaches over, grabbing my hand with his. "I'll talk to them, and I'll let you know what they say. If they all have issues and fears, we'll put the brakes on making this public in that way."

      I exhale slowly. "Sounds good. Definitely let me know."

      "I will, and I know that we can handle anything—as long as we handle it together.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      I've been in a lot of high-stress situations and none have ever been as nerve-wracking as this one. I've asked Coach if I can talk to the team after we have our Monday meeting. Everyone should be in a good mood because we’ve won our away game, so I'm hoping to approach this with nothing but the best of expectations.

      "Before we leave today, Blake wants to talk to you all," Coach says as he turns from the middle of the room.

      I don't stand up because this isn't the type of team meeting where I need to show my authority as one of the elder group members. Instead, I sit in front of my teammates hands clasped in between my knees. "Here's the deal. I know there's been some talk, some rumors, and I'm here to tell you they're true. Willa and I have been dating. It's getting more serious than either of us expected." I rub my hand along the back of my neck. "She wants to come to a game, and I want her to come to one, but we need you all to be okay with it before we attempt it. We don't want to be a distraction, but we all know how big of a star she is. It's going to be distracting."

      Jamal, one of our newest players, raises his hand. "But do we get to meet her? Because I would do a lot to meet to her and the least of which is to just do my damn job."

      The entire room erupts in laughter, and it's what we all needed to take some of the pressure off—to let me breathe a little easier, and for things not to be so highly tense. "I imagine she'd be willing to have a private meet-and-greet with everyone, since coming here would cause a bit of a ruckus. Plus she's a fan of football. But more than anything, we wanted to make sure it wouldn't distract our team. Us winning another championship title is the goal this season, and I don't want what's going on in my personal life to deter that."

      "I think I speak for everyone." Russell says from where he's sitting, "when I say we see how much calmer you are, how you've been able to handle the stress of the last couple of games easier than you ever have. I'm more than sure that's because of her. If she's what makes you happy, then we want to be the people who are providing you with a safe space for you to bring her. But yeah..." He gives me a grin. "We all wanna meet her if we can."

      The heaviness that had been in my stomach when I'd thought about asking them and explaining the situation is gone. Instead of anxiety, I'm feeling good about all of this, and I know if our relationship goes any further the guys on my team will have my back. Whatever she and I face, they'll be right there with us.

      "Then she'll be coming to the game," I say.

      Everyone stands, cheering as I make the announcement. It's the most excited I've seen them since we won the championship last year.

      Coach grins, coming over and putting his hands on my shoulders, shaking them. "This is exciting, and I'm fuckin' happy for you. Know this is going to be difficult, but we're all gonna be here for you."

      It’s good to know I'm going to have them in my back pocket if I ever need them.
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      A few hours later, Willa and I are lying in my living room. She's started spending more time here—I think because it's not downtown, and it's a lot quieter than the city. We're wrapped up in each other, and although she's been asleep, she's waking up now.

      "Sorry I keep dozing off on you. I must be much tireder than I thought I was."

      "It makes sense." I push her hair back from her face. "You've been touring the world for the past eight months. I'm sure you're beat down to hell and back. Yes, my job is physically demanding, but I don't do it every night and it's only for part of the year. You're a fuckin' beast."

      She blushes a pretty pink and hides her face in my chest. "So are you."

      My eyes track as her tongue comes out and runs along her bottom lip. "I talked to the guys today."

      "Did you? I didn't want to ask in case they gave an answer that was going to hurt my feelings."

      This is the part that surprises me most about her. Willa is more sensitive than I’d ever imagined, especially since she's faced so much negativity online. I don't think I would've been able to handle it with the grace she has. Although now that she's turned most of her comments off on her posts, maybe it's safe to say she got sick of giving grace to others who didn't deserve it. "I did,They'd be thrilled for you to come to the game next week. I think they're more excited than I am."

      "That's cute." She giggles. "I've given a handful of concerts there, but I've never been there for a game."

      "I'm thrilled your first time is to watch me play."

      "Me too."

      One of the things I love about what we have is that we don't have to talk to one another. Lying here is enough.

      Bret told me right before he married CeCe that he knew she was the one because their silence wasn't awkward. I’d thought that was so weird until I met Willa. Our silences aren't awkward at all. They're filled with ease and small touches here and there. Like right now—I'm entwining our fingers together because I want to be closer to her. She’s leaning into me, as if she wants to be closer to me, too. In previous relationships, I haven't had that. This is new for both of us, and I hope that when we look back on where this began ten years from now, this is what we remember.

      She laughs, her hot breath warming my chest.

      "What?"

      "Now I have to figure out what the hell I'm supposed to wear."

      I roll my eyes but laugh right along with her. "I hope you don't mind hanging out with my mom? Because she'll be up in the box with you. CeCe prefers to watch in the stands most of the time. She was a college athlete, so she loves to be among the faithful."

      "Understandable. If it wasn't a safety hazard, I'd love that too, but I am who I am, and that's a public place. It not only puts me at risk, but everyone else. So I'll just be up in the box with Mama Whitfield."

      "She'll love that. Do you want to meet her sometime this week before the game?"

      Her blue eyes widen as she nods emphatically. "Yes please. That'd be way too much pressure, even for me."

      "Okay, we'll make it happen."

      "I like that about you." She smiles.

      "What?"

      "That when you say you'll make it happen, you actually mean it."

      That sentiment, those words? They're fuckin' heavy, and I understand how much trust is given with them. I lean forward, kissing her forehead, and make a silent promise to both of us. I won't be letting her down.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      "What would your mom prefer? I know strawberry mojitos are an acquired taste and not everyone loves them," I say to Blake as we move around his kitchen a couple of days later. He's invited his mom, dad, brother, and sister-in-law for dinner. I don't think I've ever been this nervous, even before performing for a stadium of hundreds of thousands. I want to make a good impression and prove to them I'm just a normal person who really cares about the guy they love—although a lot of shit comes with being with me.

      "Mom and CeCe are both wine drinkers. Although CeCe may not indulge. She and Bret are trying for a baby right now—or at least I think they are. It's been hinted at enough that they're either trying or she's very early pregnant, or they're really thinking about it."

      I laugh, my eyebrows coming together in question. "Why don't you just ask him instead of speculating?"

      "It's not the kind of thing we ask each other about. He'll tell me when he's ready, if he's ready." I shrug. "It's how we've always been. Either way, I have their favorite wine, and the rest of us are beer drinkers, so if you only want to make half a pitcher for yourself, you're good."

      I nod, stirring what I've made. Since this will pour about three drinks, and two really is my limit, I won't make any more. "I hope they like the cookies and the baked chicken."

      He comes over and stands in front of me, grabbing my shoulders and turning me so that I face him. "They will love all of it. More than anything, they're going to love that I care about you and you care about me. You don't have to worry about being good enough for them. Impressing them and everyone in the world are two totally different things, Willa. We grew up so middle class we got the electricity turned off sometimes. You get what I'm saying?"

      I swallow hard, my eyes meeting his. "I do, I do. I've just never wanted to impress someone as much as I want to impress the important people in your life. I want them to like me and not feel as if I'm causing an issue by being around."

      "Hey." He grips my chin with his fingers, bringing it down and gazing into my eyes. "You're not an issue—ever. Nothing that comes along with you is an issue—ever. I'm sorry that someone or a lot of people have made you feel like that in the past, but they were shitty friends or lovers. We don't do that here, baby doll. That I promise you."

      My insides melt. This man gets me in ways I didn't think I could be gotten, or maybe I'd given up on it. I'd thought that perhaps I'd been given everything I deserve in this life. With the adoration of most of the public and my peers, the money to take care of my family and friends, and to be able to donate when I want to, and to write the songs of my heart. I've been pretending like that is enough, that's all I need. But at the end of the day, it's made life lonely. It's made me my own champion when sometimes all I really want is for someone to be right there with me, to tell me that they're by my side. I want someone other than my mom and my best friend. I want someone who cares about me for me, who likes me no matter what others in the industry have said. "Thank you."

      "No need to thank me." He scrunches his nose up. "It's what you deserve."

      And that's what Avery has been telling me for years, but I've never truly believed it. Imposter syndrome is a fucking monster in the back of any creative's head. It can ruin an entire career if it's left to fester. "I do." I inhale deeply, reminding myself that although I've been able to overcome it up till now, it's still a little virus up there, ready to spread when given the opportunity.

      The oven beeps that the chicken's done, and I turn the dial to the keep warm function.

      "Perfect." Blake smiles. "They just pulled up."

      My heart pounds as I look outside to the side drive. The four of them pile out of the SUV that Bret is driving. They decided not to bring Jovi the first time, and left her with a babysitter. "Kevin will stop them. Do you think they'll mind?" I put my thumbnail between my teeth as I chew on it.

      "They know what to expect, Willa. I promise. I didn't bring them into this blind. I wouldn't do that to any of you."

      "Okay." I'm tense. Terrified that they'll decide this isn't worth it. That they won't want to deal with everything that comes with me.

      "Hey." He sets down his drink and walks over to where I'm standing. "They know I care for you, they know you mean a lot to me, and that's going to go a hell of a long way. I promise. This shit? Having to check in with Kevin? It's small, in the grand scheme of things. People have just made you feel like it's some sort of out-of-habit weird thing that only narcissistic people do, which is not the case. Okay? You're fine. You aren't putting anyone out, and they are more than happy to do what needs to be done in order to have you here."

      God, I want to cry. That speech? If I wasn't already falling in love with this man, I would be right now. But I can't tell him yet, because it's too soon, and I always get called out for exposing my feelings too soon. When the time is right, he will know how much I appreciate all the things he's done for me, and it'll be a love like no other.

      "Hey!" A male voice booms as the front door opens. "Little fucker, we're here."

      Blake chuckles. "That's my brother. Older and supposedly wiser."

      Bret rounds the corner with the rest of the family behind him. "Don't forget much better looking too."

      I laugh as they come completely into view. "You do this a lot with him?"

      Blake groans. "All the fuckin' time. Did you get patted down outside? I told Kevin you'd be the one who'd be the problem and said maybe he should do a full-cavity search."

      My face goes red-hot. "You didn't!"

      Blake's face doesn't crack. "Did I?"

      "The fuck you did." Bret walks over to his brother and holds his hand out. They do a little handshake that I've never seen before pulling each other into a back-slapping hug. "It would've been funny though."

      "I thought about it. Don't test me either. I'll make sure it's done next time."

      Blake comes over to where I'm standing by myself and puts his arm around my waist. "Let's get this out of the way as quickly as possible. Everyone, this is Willa. Willa, this is my family. You kinda already know Bret and CeCe, because you said you watch and listen to their podcast. These two over here are my parents, Pam and Brad. Before you ask, they aren't married anymore, but they do act like it. We've speculated that they're going to get back together at some point, but they tell us we're insane and just hoping for the times of days gone by. That's neither here nor there, though."

      I laugh at the way he's put all that information into what feels like one long sentence, and left it on a cliffhanger. I still stand by the fact he should be a songwriter. "It's nice to meet you all." I wave the part of my hand that's visible through the sweatshirt I'm wearing. I shiver, before tucking my hand back in.

      One thing I've learned about Blake is that he runs hot and constantly has his air down into the sixties, which means I freeze. A sweatshirt or hoodie is a must in this house.

      CeCe is the first to speak up. "I see you've been indoctrinated into what we like to call the ice palace. I was hoping now that someone else is staying here with him, at least some of the time he'll learn to turn the thermostat up."

      Blake points a finger in her direction. "I pay the bill, thank you very much. If I want it to be Antarctica up in here, it'll be the Antartica. Got it?"

      "That's what you say all the time. Blah, blah, blah."

      I like this. She's giving back as good as she's getting. He's not getting upset; he's going right along with it, which means the way he's been portraying himself to me isn't a lie. He really is an easygoing guy for the most part. Comfortable, and ready to play hostess, I stand next to him, and we present a united front.

      After all, I’ve always wanted to be part of a team.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      "Heard Willa is here," Russell says as we sit in the locker room on Sunday. "They didn't make a big deal out of it, but I have a feeling when they show her on the broadcast and the big screen, your life is going to change in the blink of an eye. Are you ready for it?"

      "If I weren't ready for it, I wouldn't have invited her to come to the game. I think you and I both know that."

      Inside, my stomach is fluttering with nerves. They’re not the same type I usually have before a game—these are the ones you get when you go pick up a date for the first time, when you aren't sure if you two are going to hit it off or not. It's like she and I are dating all the football fans. They're going to have something to say about we, and we’re both going to have to ignore it because this is our relationship.

      "I do, but I feel like I still need to tell you that, just in case. Has she met the family?"

      "Yeah." I grin, thinking about the dinner at my house. "Mom and Dad both love her. They all came over and we had dinner this week. They hit it off, like she'd been a part of the family for years. It was good. I'm excited and beyond happy in how all of this is going."

      “And I like her a lot too,” Bret interjects. “She’s really nice.”

      "Well, I'm happy for you.” He grabs his helmet and hits his knuckles on top of it. “Let's go out there and get this win."

      The entire locker room is starting to get hyped and a few of the guys are bumping into me, giving secret smiles because they know who's in the stadium and who we're going to be playing in front of. "Nashville Warriors, what time is it?" I yell loudly.

      "It's time to get live. It's time to represent," the team answers, screaming as we head down the tunnel.

      My heart is thumping so hard it feels as if it's going to come out of my chest, but I know it's just the adrenaline. Glancing up at the family luxury box, I wish I could see inside, but they haven't opened the blinds all the way yet. I'm almost positive that Willa's already in there.

      "What do you think they're going to say?" Moose asks as we loosen up, swinging our arms and stretching out.

      "Who?"

      "Everyone." He laughs. "They're all going to lose their shit because Willa is here. I mean, I can hear it now, can't you?"

      I've tried not to think about it. Every time I do, I get nervous—not because of what people will say, or what they'll do, but because we've been able to keep this relationship private so far. No one knows we've been hanging out—outside of the friends and family we've let into our lives. This is the part I'm worried about. As soon as those cameras pan over to her, we'll have ripped the Band-Aid off. We're inviting people into our lives. Gone is our privacy, and while we both realize that, it's still got the butterflies fluttering. "Yes. I can hear it all, but I know what we're getting into. There's private, and there's public. We've kept a lot of this private, and now it's time to take it public."

      "Better you than me." Russell whistles. "No matter what I do, I tend to piss off a good portion of America."

      "You're gonna piss them off. You have to decide that doesn't matter. Regardless of what you do, you're going to make someone unhappy. Might as well make yourself as happy as you can. They don't go to bed with you at night, and while their adulation is fun, it's not what's going to keep you warm and safe.” I say, and Russell gives an impressed whistle.” I'm learning a lot with Willa. Shit I wish I'd had learned years ago."

      He's putting on his pads and his gloves. "Maybe you weren't supposed to learn it then. Ya know? My mom says we're given stuff when we can handle it, and maybe you weren't equipped to handle it until now." He pulls his jersey down, tucking it into his pants. "Since you and Christina broke up, you've grown, matured, and become a different person. I'm not saying the two of you held each other back, but I don't think you were suited to be together."

      I'm inclined to agree, but saying the words aren't easy. I gave a big portion of my life to her, and the realization that it's years I won't get back is hard to swallow. But I answer. "I think you're right. There are some people who are meant to be friends, and others who are meant to be lovers. I think it was never about Christina and I not loving each other. I still love her, but we're much better off as friends."

      Coach calls for us to head into the tunnel leading to the field. Bret gets beside me, elbowing me roughly. "Got a text from CeCe. Willa's up there with everybody, and she met Jovi."

      My chest flutters when he mentions my niece. She's the cutest and coolest thing. The fact that they're thinking about having another one is both exciting and surprising to me. They had trouble getting pregnant with Jovi, and she had horrible colic, but now that she's in what should be her terrible twos, things are flowing along and they've hit a routine. I figured they'd keep things status quo for at least a year, but I guess none of us are getting any younger. "I'm sure Jovi is already in love with her." I grin.

      "Jovi is in love with anyone who has a good heart, and since Willa has one of those, I'm sure she is."

      The closer we get to the field, the louder the fans and the music announcing our entrance become. This is when I know we're about to earn our pay. Bursting out of the tunnel, I'm yelling with the adrenaline, moving my arms up and down to get everyone hyped up.

      "You ready to play for your girlfriend?" Moose jokes as he runs up to me. "They're showing her on the big screen."

      Taking my helmet off, I glance up at the Jumbotron, and see her smiling face. She’s sitting there next to my mom and sister-in-law. They're all laughing and smiling. The crowd goes insane, and I have to grin at what's they've put under her name: pop star and ten-time Grammy winner. Damn, she's beyond talented—and she's all mine.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      "They're showing you on the big screen," Pam says, as she points.

      One thing I do in a big crowd of people is cover my mouth when I talk so that others can't report what I'm saying. It was one of the hardest lessons to learn, but at times like this, I'm glad I did. "I can almost guarantee you that while everyone in the stadium is happy that I'm here, people at home will be pissed. It's becoming cool to hate me because I'm everywhere. So if you don't want whatever you say to be broadcast everywhere, cover your mouth when you speak, like I'm doing."

      I hope this doesn't make the family get annoyed with me. The bigger my stardom has become, the harder it's been to figure out if people like me for me or if they want me and what I can get them. The nice thing about Blake? I think for the most part he can get whatever he needs on his own. He doesn't need me to be anything other than who I am.

      CeCe makes a noise from. "You're better than me; I wouldn't be able to deal with it. Especially when she's acting out, and I have to tell her to behave herself. I can only imagine what people would think about what I say to her." She laughs as she desperately tries to hold onto a jumping-up-and-down Jovi. "I admire the way you can handle it. You don't seem to let anything get you too upset."

      "Oh, it gets me upset," I correct her as I face back toward where she's sitting, knowing that the cameras can't see me. "I used to let other see it, and the difference now is I just break down in private. I refuse to let others see me cry. They use it against me every time. I finally had to learn that that's what the paps wanted to do—get a reaction of some sort. So now I give reactions I want to, and they're my own. I can control my emotions to a point, and that's what's needed when it comes to the vultures of the media. They want it, whether it be good or bad, but truthfully, they prefer the bad. So if I'm going to get angry or cry, I take a few deep breaths, paste a smile on my face, and act unbothered."

      "I don't know how you do that." CeCe shakes her head. "Once someone gets an emotional reaction from me, it's really hard to turn it off."

      "Lots of therapy." I laugh. "And knowing that no matter what I do, those people can spin it anyway they want to. At the end of the day, it honestly doesn't matter what I say or do—they can erase anything with one article. I have to remain true to myself, and as long as I'm doing that I'm satisfied." I shrug. "I have to be because it's the only thing I can control."

      "I admire you." CeCe smiles. "You've got it together pretty well."

      I take a drink of the mojito in my hand, swallowing hard. "I didn't always. I used to let everything, and I do mean everything, bother me. I gave the media and people who wanted to tear me down too much ammunition to do so. Once I learned to keep things close and not let them see me cry or worry, and I found out who I could trust, things became a lot easier."

      I don't tell them how I had to come to those conclusions. How it took years and a lot of fucking hurt to get here. That I second-guessed myself every step of the way, and even now I resent the fact I can't seem to be myself with many people. Blake, though? He's different in so many ways. I'm grateful and thankful we found each other. I've prayed for a chance to be in a normal relationship. If this isn't one then I don't know what I'm going to do with myself.

      Instead of continuing the conversation, I have a seat by the glass and focus intently on the game. One thing I can't do is stop my knee from bouncing up and down.

      "I used to have so much pent up energy when I'd watch them play," Pam says as she eyes my knee. "I didn't know what to do with it. When Blake would get a touchdown, or Bret would make a beneficial block, which they tend to do for each other, I'd scream as loud as I could—so loud that other parents would tell me to quieten down."

      I scoff. "Isn't is weird how those emotions come out of our bodies? I used to get this surprised face at awards ceremonies, and people would say it was fake, but really, I just couldn't believe I'd won. I never go in thinking I'm going to win. There's competition, and I'm up against the best of the best, more often than not.They'd never let me just enjoy it. Ya know? And all I wanted to do was enjoy it."

      "Well Willa, you can enjoy anything and everything with this crew." Pam gives me a genuine smile. "We're as normal as you get, and sometimes we might let the bright lights get to us, but pretty soon we'll expect you to be drinking beer and eating pimento cheese sandwiches right by our sides."

      My mouth waters. "You can never beat a good pimento cheese sandwich. Don't threaten me with a good time."

      Turning my attention back to the field, I see Russell lining up behind Bret, and I let my eyes travel the field for the number ninety-three. That's Blake. Once I see him, my gaze stays glued. The play moves into motion and he takes off, running a pattern that only the team knows. When he turns, his hands go up, and he catches the ball effortlessly.

      We all jump up and down, screaming as he runs for a touchdown. When he does, the entire stadium erupts. There are fireworks and a song that we all dance to plays. Bret runs and jumps up into his arms. When Blake puts Bret down on the ground, he points up to the suite, forming a heart with his hands.

      I put my hand on my chest, visibly swooning. No doubt that will be all over the news tomorrow, but it won't be something I'll be worried about seeing. It'll be something that I'll be able to look back on and think about with fondness, not something that will be tainted by what others have made fun of or turned into a mockery.

      CeCe is holding Jovi. Jovi holds her hand up to me, and we do a high-five. The way her little hand smacks mine is the sweetest thing. It's then that I look up at the Jumbotron and see that they're showing us. Typically, I would be careful to make sure there's a smile on my face, but I don’t need to today. The smile on my face is fucking permanent, and it'll take a whole hell of a lot to wipe it off.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      "Hey." Blake grins at me as he leaves the locker room and makes his way over to where I’m waiting with the other families. "Did you like the game?"

      I reach up, hooking my arms around his neck. I actually have to stand on my tiptoes to do so, which I've never had to do with a man before. It's something I've always wanted. A little checkmark that's been sitting there, waiting for me to find someone to fulfill it. "I loved it. That touchdown was the most exciting thing I've witnessed. Obviously I've seen them before, but I've never known the person making the play."

      "Well, now you do. I plan on making plenty of them when you're around."

      We hug each other, and when he pulls back, he has a huge smile on his face and his eyebrows are lifted. "You care to come in and meet the guys? They really wanna say hi to you."

      This isn't something I'd planned on, but I appreciate the fact that they've allowed me to come into their stadium and undoubtedly cause issues. "Sure, I'd love to. Is everyone dressed?"

      He laughs. "Yeah, I made sure everyone was done with their showers and at least has their drawers on."

      "Then I'm ready if you're ready to take me in there."

      I've never been in a locker room, and as we head in, I expect it to stink. Surprisingly, it smells good, like a bunch of different types of male-scented shampoo and bodywash. I distinctly can also pick out which one Blake wears. I'm holding his hand, tucked into his side as we enter.

      "Willa, hey. I'm Coach Wallace. I'm glad you could come see us play today." He comes out of his office, holding a clipboard.

      I reach out and shake his hand. "Willa, nice to meet you. It was a great game. I've been to a couple before, but this one is one I'll remember forever."

      "I'm sure that has nothing to do with the fact we beat New York by thirty and more to do with you watching Blake play for the first time." His voice is deadpan, and enough to make me laugh.

      "Coach tells us all exactly what he thinks all the time." Blake sighs. "We don't try to change him anymore."

      "I'm too old to change."

      I glance up at him. "You can't be that much older than we are."

      "Forty-seven." He folds his arms over his chest, and I don't see a wedding ring. That's interesting—I might have to ask Blake about it later. There are a few people in my life I could set him up with.

      "You're a young coach," I comment.

      "He's always been good at his job, even when he was trying to get me to come to early practices." Blake gives a playful punch to the coach's arm. "C'mon, let me introduce you to everyone else."

      I stick to his side because I like the fact that he's bigger and taller than me. When I'm beside him, I feel safe, like there's nothing that's going to harm me, even though I'm usually surrounded by security. I'm always on edge, but with him, I don't feel as if I need to watch every single person around me and wonder if they're going to hurt me.

      "I'm a big fan, and so is my girlfriend." A big guy with curly hair cut into a fauxhawk.

      "Wait, you're Moose, right? You're the one who helped make this happen." I gesture between Blake and myself.

      "I did, and I'd like for everyone in the world to know that if it wasn't for me, he'd still be trying to get your number." Moose smacks Blake in the stomach.

      "I appreciate you." I reach over, giving him a hug. "It's never easy for me to do the things I want, and you helped facilitate. Believe it or not, people don't tend to help me when I ask. They think I'll write a song about them later, or that they'll end up being on the cover of some magazine. You didn't have to do it, but you did, and I thank you for it."

      "It really is my pleasure."

      I'm whisked around the room. I don't think I will ever remember all these names, but I'll do my best to remember the ones that Blake talks about the most.

      When we're done, he puts his arm around my neck. "You ready to go? I've got Novo downtown booked. We can enjoy a dinner and not have to worry about a ton of people watching. My friends love social media though, and they will most definitely be sharing pics and videos. Is that okay with you?"

      I love that he's asking me. The last long-term relationship I had? Mercer never cared about what I wanted, or what would have been easier for me. He just didn't want me to be an inconvenience to his life. No matter how much he said he loved me, he didn't want to change anything about himself, although I had to change things about me to be with him. At first I was so in love, it didn't matter. I was willing to do whatever he wanted, but I was lying to convince both of us.

      It wasn't until right before the miscarriage that I was starting to see things for what they really were. But those last few months? They were the worst. All I've ever wanted is to be with someone who wants to be with me. Someone who can handle everything that comes with being with Willa and who loves me for me. What if I’ve already found that man?

      Giving Blake a smile, I reach out, grabbing his hand. "That's okay with me. Let's go."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      "Can I get the steak, medium, with a loaded baked potato and broccoli on the side?" I ask the waitress as she takes our order at Novo. My stomach is growling, but I'm more focused on what's going on with Willa. She's sitting next to Russell and across from Moose.

      "It was amazing watching what was going on from up there. Now granted, I haven’t been to many professional games before. I've sung the national anthem, and then left after about a quarter. So I can't say I've ever been able to feel that electricity, but I can't wait to do it again."

      Moose takes a drink from his beer. "We're excited for you to be there again. I don't know if you've seen all the videos and stuff."

      "Uh yeah." She laughs as she hands her menu up to the waitress. "Grilled chicken with broccoli and the Caesar salad, but be sure to bring me a dessert menu when we're done. That's what I'm here for."

      That's what we're all here for.

      "Sure thing." The waitress smiles down at her, seeming as enamored with her as we are.

      "There're always videos after I've been somewhere, and I knew there would be a ton after I decided to show up tonight. I don't tend to post them myself, but I let everyone else do what they want to do. I can curate my own social media, but I can't curate anyone else's, so I just have fun with it. I'm going to live my life regardless, and they are going to say whatever they want regardless, so I may as well not worry about it anymore." She shrugs "But I can't wait to see what people said about me being there. I'm sure there will be a huge difference of opinion."

      I put my arm around the back of her chair, pulling her close. She tilts her head, resting it on my shoulder. I take the moment and drop a kiss on the top of her blonde hair. Softly, I say in her ear. "Thank you for coming."

      "You don't have to thank me. It was fun. I can't wait to come to another one. Maybe I'll even travel to an away game and see what that looks like."

      I lean in, my lips brushing against her ear. "It's definitely not as fun as our stadium. The Warriors have the best fans at home, and I stand by that."

      "I'd have to agree with that. They were up and jumping every single time someone made a catch, block, or just when there was a good song playing on the overhead speaker. It was so exciting." She grabs a piece of the bread that's been put down in front of us, and breaks it apart, before putting half back. “Moderation.” She winks before starting to butter it, and continuing. "That must be what it's like when others go to my concerts."

      "It's exactly what it's like. You get swept up in the excitement of everyone around you, and you're trying to figure out if everyone is feeling as good as you are, or if you're the only one having some sort of out-of-body experience as you're listening to the deepest lyrics." I stop for a second, taking a drink of my water. "Then you realize that everyone is having the same type of experience as you and that you're all in it together."

      She rolls her lips together. "I keep telling you there's a poet in you, and you keep telling me there isn't, but...some of the things you say, Blake. They're beautiful."

      I duck my head, not comfortable with the praise she's giving me. Too often, I've been called out for being a jock or someone who didn't have a brain. "Nah, that's you, not me. I'm just an athlete who's been hit in the head a few too many times."

      Her fingers grab hold of my chin. "Don't say that. You're a special guy, and if no one else has seen that before now, that's on them and not you, Blake. You like to act like you've got everything under control, that you never have any bouts of low confidence, but I see you." Her blue eyes are incredibly bright as they move, searching mine. "I see the person you are behind the bravado. I understand that you have to have it. I have it too."

      "You're right." I clear my throat. "It's hard to be the life of the party and then ask people to take you seriously."

      "No, it's not." She shakes her head. "If the people in your life aren't taking you seriously when you ask them to, then they aren't respecting you."

      She does see—sees it fucking all, and it's the scariest thing that's ever happened to me. There's no one else who's ever managed to see this much.

      I don't realize I've said those words out loud until she speaks.

      "Then the other people weren't looking, Blake."
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      A couple hours later we've hit the dance floor, and she's got her ass stuck to my crotch. My arm is around her waist, holding on tight as we grind against one another. Bret and CeCe are dancing not too far from us, and my sister-in-law's laughing like she's had a few. At some point, Mom took Jovi home, and I have a feeling that if these two are going to conceive another baby, it's gonna happen tonight.

      Glancing over, I see Kevin standing as if he hasn't a care in the world on the edge of the dance floor. I know at the same time there's a bunch of other security guards in the room, but even I can't tell which ones they are. They're good, and although I know I can take care of Willa, it's nice to know there’s backup here in case it’s needed.

      "Look at Kevin." Willa giggles. "Trying to act inconspicuous, but instead, he looks like everybody's dad."

      "Leave him alone. He's doing his best." I laugh along with her.

      "His best at standing out as my bodyguard."

      I snicker, but it's fun to hear her having a good time. There's a tap on my shoulder, and when I turn, I see one of my high school teammates. "Demun, how're you doing, my man?"

      We exchange a handshake and a half hug. "Good, working at the Range Rover dealership. I've sold to the manager of this place. I came to drop off his license plate, and saw you."

      "Kinda late to drop off a license plate, but I know how good y'all are over there."

      "Yeah." He rolls his eyes. "Had to wait until I officially clocked out to run the errand. You know how it is. Anyway, just wanted to stop and say hey. Good game today. We had it playing in the lobby."

      "Thank you. You'll have to come hang out in the suite soon."

      "For sure, for sure."

      Willa's hand squeezes around mine, and I realize I haven't introduced the two of them. "Demun, this is Willa."

      "Nice to meet you." He flashes a bright white smile at her.

      "You too. I think you sold me the Escalades I have. I normally don't forget a face."

      "I did." He beams. "I just don't like to assume that people remember me when we meet. Sometimes I make an impression; sometimes I don't."

      "No, you were super nice, and you did everything I asked. I've sent friends to you."

      "I know." He nods. "I appreciate that."

      If this isn't two parts of my life crossing in a moment I never expected, I don't know what is. "Do you want me to leave y'all alone?" I joke.

      She rolls her eyes. "No, but I do appreciate when someone goes above and beyond to help me get what it is I need. He's very good at his job, and people need to know when they're good at their jobs, right?"

      "They do," I agree.

      Demun gives her a smile. "I still thank you, and I'll let y'all get back to it. I'll see you later, Blake. Next game, I'll be there."

      "Let me know. I'll save you a seat in the suite."

      Willa is smiling up at me when my eyes go back to hers. "It's so weird that we know so many of the same people, but we've never met each other, isn't it?"

      "It is, but I think it just goes to show that you can run in the same circles, and until it's meant to be, you won't meet the person you're supposed to be with."

      Her blue eyes sparkle. "Maybe you're right. I guess we'll see."

      I guess we will.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      "I'm so glad I'm not actively on social media anymore." I sigh as I scroll through my cell phone.

      "Well, I mean, is that really true?" Avery raises an eyebrow as she watches me.

      "It is, just most everyone else doesn't know my private socials. It's fun being able to share with friends and not have to worry about getting scooped by the tabloids."

      "I remember when your social media that the public could see was all the social media you had, and how much it annoyed you that you had to stop having such a personal connection with people. I'm glad you were able to get your private accounts. Even more happy for you that you were able to post this picture." She shows me her phone.

      It's one that was taken last night of Blake and I by one of his teammates. My arms are wrapped around his waist, and there's a big smile on both of our faces. The fact that he's dwarfing me is probably the best thing about the shot. I've always kind of wanted someone who would be able to outsize me in every way, from their personality to their physicality. "I'm not going to make a habit of it," I warn her. "I'm enjoying what the two of us have, and I'm in that part of our relationship where I want to share it but not too much. It's as if I share too much, if I count on it more than I should, it'll be ripped away from me. Is that crazy?"

      "No." Avery shakes her head. "You've been through a lot. Many people have fucked you over and not cared as they watched you suffer. I don't blame you at all, and I don't know anyone who would begrudge you that feeling. If they do, they're super shitty people."

      This is everything I love about Avery. She's able to say what I want to and not feel bad the way I do. "So I'm keeping a ton of stuff on my phone, and if we make it past the first year, maybe I'll post it on all my socials then. Who knows?" I shrug.

      "You should do with it exactly what you want to."

      Letting those words sink in, I nod. Being with Blake is giving me the confidence to be who I am and also who I want to be. "Thanks, Avery."

      "You're welcome. You know I will always be your biggest fan. This relationship is good for you. Having this normalcy in the middle of the shit show of your life is what you need, and if you have to protect it with everything you are? Fucking do it."

      I grin over at her, deciding I want to share a little bit of what's happening with us. "We're going on a date tonight. Down on Broadway. We're meeting friends."

      "I don't think your security has ever been out this much. They, along with you, are living your best lives."

      I giggle, glancing over at her. "So true. I've spent the last few years not going anywhere. I feel as if I've saved up all my privacy, if that makes sense. I want to be out, about, and living my damn life. I was private for how long I needed to be private, if that makes sense, but it doesn't serve me anymore."

      Avery puts her hand on mine. "We have to do what serves us, even if it means making the hard decisions."

      "Why are you like my Yoda? You know everything I'm trying to say when I'm having issues saying it."

      She shakes her head with what seems like exasperation. "It's who I am; it's what I do."

      "Well, I appreciate you. I need to get dressed and do my hair. I don't even know what to do with myself—going out two nights in a row? Who am I?" I laugh.

      "You're the person you've always been, but she was hiding behind the person you thought everyone wanted you to be."

      That hits harder than it should. I have been making myself small since I was a teenager, starting out in this business, and I've continued doing it to make others comfortable. "You're right, and I’m not doing that anymore. I’m living life out loud, and Blake is the biggest part of it."

      "I like him already. I can't wait to officially meet him and hang out. It sounds like he's going to be good for you, and I'm all for anything that's going to be good for you. Anyway, I gotta get to work, but I expect to see pics from the papps or videos on TikTok."

      "Oh, I'm sure you will."

      When she leaves, I inhale deeply and go to my closet, wondering what I might want to wear tonight. It's been a long time since I wore jeans. The last time I did, someone made a comment that I looked pregnant, and it brought back a lot of memories from losing the baby. I haven't worn them since, but I want to be comfortable with Blake and everyone tonight. I don't want to worry about someone getting a picture up my skirt, or having to make sure my legs are crossed. I want to live in the moment and enjoy it—which is exactly what I'm going to do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      "You look absolutely amazing." Blake turns me around in a circle in front of him, a wide smile spread across his face. "Do you realize how fuckin' hot you are?"

      "No," I scoff, truthfully. "You always make me feel so good. You being my one-man hype crew and all.”

      He leans in, kissing me soundly on the lips. "Let's get out of here and show you off. In these jeans, you can definitely see the curve of your ass and those toned legs you work so hard on."

      I dip my chin into my chest. My cheeks heat as what he says sinks in. "God, I love being with you." I grin, shaking my head and tilting it up so I can prompt another kiss.

      "Me too," he whispers, right before our lips meet.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      I've never been the type of guy to get too fucked up over the women I'm dating. They have their lives, and I have mine, but with Willa, I want to be a part of everything she's doing. There's something about her that fires up the protective part of my personality. So many people have done her wrong, from professionals, to people she trusted, to others who called themselves her fans. As we enter the downtown restaurant, I walk in front of her, our hands together, our fingers entwined.

      "Blake, congratulations on an amazing season. Will you sign my ball? Willa, I have tickets to your show."A fellow diner says, holding out a ball.

      There are so many people talking to us, I don't even know where to look, and I don't think she does either. We do the best we can, as we walk further into the room, everything goes darker since we're inside a private establishment with the lights turned low. There are teammates around, but what Willa doesn't know is that I want tonight with her alone.

      "Aren't we going to join everyone else?" She points over to where a group of my teammates are sitting at a large banquet-sized table.

      "No, I want you to myself for the night. We have our own private table. It's not that I want to keep our relationship a secret. It's that I just want to be able to talk to you without anyone interrupting. Is that okay with you?" I grip her hand in mine.

      "That's good."

      Relief flows through my body. "Right this way." I direct her toward the room I've reserved.

      "Oh my gosh." She gasps as she walks in.

      I've requested that certain things be done to this room to knock her socks off, and it looks like the plan is working. There are glittering balls hanging everywhere. "Do you like it?"

      She nods, looking around like she can't believe it. The fact that I've been able to surprise her gives me a giddy feeling, the same kind as I used to have when I would ask a girl out in high school. I hope she knows how much I've paid attention to what she likes.

      "It's sparkling like a disco ball." Her voice squeaks, her mouth agape in surprise. "This is amazing. How long did this take to plan and implement?"

      "At least a week." I put my arm around her neck. She reaches up and grasps my fingers that are hanging over her shoulder.

      "Thank you," she whispers. "I'm excited to spend tonight with you, and just you."

      After we've ordered our appetizer and drinks, I turn to her. "So, tell me what all your plans are for the next few months while you're off tour."

      She sips her wine before smiling widely, her lips painted a showstopper red and showing off her impossibly white teeth. "Spending as much time going to football games as I can, and hanging out with everyone who brings me joy."

      "I hope that's me." I lean in, stealing a piece of bread off the table.

      "You've brought me more joy in this small amount of time than my last three long-term relationships have. I appreciate you so much, Blake."

      My stomach warms with those words. I did plenty of wrong things in my last relationships, and I decided that once I got into another one, and it was serious, I'd do all those things right. Maybe that is why everything I have with her means so much. "The next game is in New York—are you good with that? I'd love for you to come."

      "I have an apartment in New York. You may have known that?"

      I've learned a lot about her over the past few months. "I did, but I didn't want to make an assumption that it was really your apartment. That’s what the media says, not what you’ve told me. The Blake who took things for granted with his previous girlfriends made those assumptions. This Blake is new and improved. I'm not ever going to be perfect, but I'm trying not to be so fuckin' selfish."

      "That's a good toast, I think, for both of us to make." She holds up her wineglass, and we toast to the sentiment. "I'm more than happy to go to your game in New York. Do you think CeCe would like to hang out with me and a few of my friends in New York for a few days before?"

      "I think CeCe would shit her pants if you ask her that."

      She giggles loudly. "Then she'll be my first text when we leave here."

      To know that Willa wants to spend time with the woman my brother loves, a woman I look up to, causes a smile to spread across my face. My old girlfriend? She didn't always love hanging out with CeCe. CeCe is quiet, unassuming, and a tad quirky—everything I love about her, but she can come off as a bit stand-offish to people who don't know her. Unfortunately, my ex never took the opportunity to get to know her, so Willa being so open to that concept reinforces everything I'm growing to love about her. "Thank you. She'll love that."

      "No need to thank me—I enjoy hanging out with your family. They don't make anything difficult or awkward. I appreciate that." She laughs, taking another sip of her wine. "I almost always make it awkward."

      "I'll always be awkward with you."

      Our food comes, and in between bites of the appetizer and drinks of our alcohol, we're smiling at each other in a way I haven't done in years.

      "You make me happy, Blake." She sighs, folding her arms on the table and tilting her head to the side.

      "I'm glad. You make it easy. I've never not had to try so hard at anything in my life. It's like we fit together." I reach across the table and take her hand in mine. Warmth spreads across my face, and I duck my chin into my chest. "So many people have told me that when you know, you know."

      "Yeah. I'm starting to understand what that means too. It's terrifying though. So many could also say I told you so."

      "They could," I agree. "But I think I'd rather just live."

      A wide smile spreads across her face, and her blue eyes light up. "I think I'd rather just live too. Thanks for making me realize that."

      "You make me realize it every single day."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      "Thanks for inviting me."

      I glance over at CeCe. "No, thank you for coming. I hate doing things on my own. I'm so excited for us to be able to spend a day in New York before the game."

      "I can't remember the last time I did something like this for myself. During the craziness of the season, I'm typically the parent who gives most of the attention to Jovi, and it can be a lot with the podcast and everything. So thank you again."

      "No need to thank me. I hope that Blake and I will be together for a while, and with that, you'll consider me one of your friends, too." This makes me nervous, explaining just how much I need friendship and stability in my life. For some, it wouldn't mean much; for me, it means everything.

      "I'd like that. I'm not the most open when it comes to making friends just because so often in this business you get one, and then the team trades them, or your husband gets traded, and then you have to start over." She tucks her blonde hair behind her ear. "I guess it's more of a way to protect myself than anything."

      "No, I get it. Maybe not in the same way you experience it, but Ii have to really hesitate before getting close to people. Like I told Blake not long ago though, he's made me change lots of things about my life. Including this." I shrug. "Who's taking care of Jovi?"

      "Pam and Brad, he’s doing the day, she’s doing the night since they don’t live together. They love watching her. For a long time I hated asking, but I don't mind now. I always felt weird asking them, but Jovi loves being with them, and it keeps her from having to travel so much. If I can keep her from living in airports and in stadiums all the time, then I'll do it. Plus I do enjoy hanging out with people my own age sometimes. We don't get a lot of that." She pushes her hair back from her face. "And I'm kind of excited to be traveling in a private jet. Believe it or not, we don't get this very often either."

      I think back to the teenager I had been when I first started out, taking regular flights and being able to drive myself. I can still remember the excitement I felt when I got on my first private jet. I honestly didn't know at the time I would eventually have to purchase my own plane. "There are days when I still pinch myself to make sure this is my real life. All those nights when I cry because I'm tired and sad that people have taken something I said the wrong way, I have to remember that teenage girl who wanted it so bad." I pull my bottom lip in between my teeth.

      "I get it. When Jovi is driving me nuts, or I'm mad at Bret for being gone when he misses something, I have to remind myself that all I wanted when we were in college was to be his wife. I wanted to have a family with him and do life with him. I didn't expect it to be hard, which I know is stupid..."

      "It's not." I reach out, grabbing her hand. "I think we all look at everyone around us, and they are showing their highlights reels, and we know how hard we're working. No one else does, but we do, and while we make it look easy to everyone seeing in, it's really fucking difficult." I haven't been this honest with anyone in a while, and it's good to have a person that I can do this with.

      "Yeah." She nods. "Thank you. I even hate to put those words out into the universe because I'm so thankful for what I have, but I question if it's enough. I constantly feel as if I'm on this spinning wheel that I continue to run on, but I never get anywhere."

      I laugh. "I'm not laughing because what you've said is dumb, but because I fucking feel it with every fiber of my being. The two of us are going to have fun."

      "Yeah." She wrinkles her nose up in the same cute way Jovi does. "We definitely are.
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      We land, hop into the SUV I had waiting for us, and then head straight into the city. "I don't know if you follow how my life is," I warn her. "But there will be people out in front of my apartment building. It could be a few, could be a lot—I never know for sure. It's what I pay security for, but I want you to be aware. I hate when people aren't prepared."

      "I have been watching some old footage of you being here because I wanted to know what I was in store for coming here with you. Some of it blows my mind, like how many people watch you all the time. How in the hell do you deal with it?"

      I've wondered that a lot. Others always seem to ask me. "I guess because it was gradual. It wasn't like one day I woke up and I wasn't able to go anywhere without security. It was more of a thing that happened over the course of several years."

      "I kind of get that, because it's what's happened with Bret and Blake. For a while we were able to all go out without people wanting pictures, or just to talk about how much they loved the game. The season before last, it all changed. All of it. It was like there were more fans, they were pushier, they wanted those pictures and to talk, but they didn't want to wait." She rolls her lips together. "And we know that one of the reasons we're able to have the life we do is because of the fans. The ones who pay the money for the tickets, and buy the merchandise, and listen to the podcast. At the same time, you want to set boundaries that you feel bad for setting."

      I completely understand everything she's saying. I struggle with it all the time. "What I finally had to tell myself is that I have to be aware of what I need. If I don't feel well, if I'm tired and I can't handle one more person looking or touching at me, then I'm not good for anyone—including fans. There was a point when I went an entire half a year without being seen because I just couldn't handle it anymore. Now, I know what I need in order to have my best day, but also to be able to give it to the fans. It's important to find what that is for you." I'm worried about what that's going to be now that Blake and I appear to be moving forward with this new relationship. "None of it is easy."

      "You're right." CeCe gives me a smile. "It's not like we're playing the Who Has It Worse Olympics. Things are difficult for everyone in many different social classes, and we have to give ourselves a chance to deal. Otherwise, we're no good for anyone."

      "Exactly."

      This right here is the type of friendship I've wanted outside of Avery and Tara , and I'm so thankful I'm finally getting it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      "These two look like they're having a great time." Bret puts his phone in my line of vision, showing me a picture of my girlfriend and sister-in-law out in New York last night. They're holding hands, along with a few friends of Willa's, as they make their way into what looks like a restaurant.

      "They do. I'm happy for both of them," I reply. Bret gives me a look, with this weird smile on his face. "What? Do I have something on my face?"

      "No." He shakes his head. "I'm just happy for you too. I know you spent a lot of your youth in a relationship that didn't end up going the way you’d assumed it would. I know you had planned on marrying her. You seem very happy with Willa, and that makes me happy for you. There's a contentment that comes with knowing you’re going to have stability. I think you have that with Willa."

      I think I do too, and part of that is very scary because I know so many want to see relationships like ours fail. It's human nature, and unfortunately, it’s something we have to live with because we're in the public eye. "It's just hard. I know eventually people are going to start saying we're too public, that they're sick of seeing us, and shit like that. I'm not looking forward to it."

      Bret scoffs. "That's outside noise. You and I both know you can shut it out when you need to. That's the fear of knowing this is forever. I had it with CeCe too. You kind of want to self-sabotage, but you know you can't. There aren't many women who would deal with lifestyles like ours, and Willa? She gets it, man. The two of you have something special. Don't let all of this"—he gestures to the plane around us—"get in the way of it. This is all going to end one day, as is her career. What you're left with will be what matters. Remember that. You don't get a second chance to live life, Blake. Especially not in the lifestyles we chose."

      I take everything he's said in and realize how correct he is. "Marriage and a kid really made you grow up, didn't it?"

      He laughs. "Something had to."

      "I'm going to take a nap—didn't sleep super good last night. I'm not ignoring you. Just want you to know."

      "You've had a lot going on. I imagine you're exhausted, and it's not going to get any less hectic than it already is. Take whatever time you can and enjoy it. That's exactly what I'm about to do," Bret says as he turns over in his seat and covers his body with a blanket.

      I do the same, but right as I'm about to drift off, my phone vibrates in my pocket. Pulling it out, I see Willa's name.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: I know you're probably on the plane and you might not be able to get the message, but I wanted to text you since I haven't talked to you in a day and a half.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: LOL! I am on the plane, and I wondered how you've been doing, but I didn't want to ruin the time you're spending with CeCe.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: You're not going to ruin anything. I would have texted sooner, but I didn't want to seem like a desperate girlfriend.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Trust me, you're everything to me, and desperate is not one of the things you are. I appreciate that you and I are able to have lives without there being any jealousy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: Agreed. So I'm going to be at the game tomorrow, and I know y'all can't come out tonight, but can you after you play?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Yes, since we're having a bye week. We have a bit more freedom than we normally do.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: So I have a question for you. Have you heard the announcement?

      

      

      

      

      

      Now I'm confused, and I have no idea what she's talking about.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: No...I don't think so.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: I wasn't sure if they'd tell you all before they told the general public, but I'm going to be performing at the Thanksgiving game in Nashville.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: OMG, babe, that's amazing!

      

      

      

      

      

      It goes without saying that I'm happy she's going to be in town for the holiday, too, which means we'll be able to spend it together. I calculate the time in my head. That's only four weeks from now.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: Do you have enough time to plan it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: Oh yeah, I'll be doing an abbreviated set from my tour, with a few dancers and a small piece of the stage. There's not much I'm going to have to practice, which is a blessing. You know there are so many people who are going to say this is because of us, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Or they could mention that you're from Nashville and you're a major superstar, but yeah, I know. Fuck 'em right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: LOL! Fuck 'em. Anyway, CeCe and I are off to get some lunch. I'll see you tomorrow. Have a great game.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: I will. Can't wait to give you a hug.

      

      

      

      

      

      And that right there is how I know this girl has gotten under my skin, how I know she's inevitably changed my life in ways I never imagined. I can't wait to fucking hug her.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: Same. ::heart emoji::

      

      

      

      

      

      I love you is on the tip of my tongue, but I can't yet. I refuse to do it in a text, but sometime while we’re in New York, I will make sure this woman knows exactly how I feel about her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      "Did you see the camera following us?" I ask CeCe as we walk into the New York stadium. I'm wearing a custom shirt with Blake's number on it, along with the Warriors logo. I never thought I'd be the type of girl who would be wearing team colors to football games, but here I am. While it's not yet cold in the south, it sure is here, so I've had a beanie custom made.

      "I did. Do you think there's going to be a bunch of news stories about this?" she asks as we're driven toward the elevator that will take us to the suite we've reserved for the game.

      "Oh, I'm sure.” I shrug.

      In about ten minutes we're up in the suite, ordering food and drinks. There are a group of Blake's friends here tonight. I haven't met this one before, and they all introduce themselves. I go down the row. "Josh, Tyler, Andre, and Puck?" I question, giggling slightly when I get to the last one. "Did your mom hate you?"

      "I played hockey. Almost went pro. Got the nickname in college, and it sorta stuck."

      Well, that makes a lot more sense. "Do you introduce yourself like that to women?" I give him a wink.

      "You fuckin' better believe it." He has a huge ego-centric grin on his face.

      As the team takes the field, my stomach flutters. My eyes go directly to Blake’s jersey as he stretches and hypes up the crowd, but the crowd hates him because New York can't stand Nashville. He puts a hand to his ear, as if he’s encouraging them to boo him louder.

      I cheer as enthusiastically as I can. Bret and Blake are standing next to each other, talking.

      "They look really good standing there, don't they?" CeCe hits my shoulder with hers. "We're lucky ladies."

      "That we are," I agree.

      CeCe and I are enjoying our drinks, as well as some snacks when the crowd starts booing and clapping at the same time. I glance at the scoreboard; they're showing us. I wave, because that's what I've been taught to do, even when people are being rude to me. I keep the smile across my face because if they don't see you upset then they can't talk about it.

      I keep emotion off my face for the first drive that New York makes, only clapping when Nashville keeps them from scoring.

      "Here we go!" Andre says from behind me. "It's our turn to the run the ball. Let's fuckin' go!"

      Everyone in the suite claps and gets to their feet, showing support. Two plays in and we've made it halfway down the field. This time, Russell gets the snap from Bret and drops back, throwing a perfect spiral. Blake catches it and sprints toward the end zone, making the touchdown. There are jumps up and down, screams, and high-fives all around, including with Blake's friends. It's weird—I've never felt like much of a person who belongs with others, although I'm constantly around more people than I can count. But with this bunch, I feel included.

      The rest of the game goes along the way us Nashville fans want it to, ending with our team winning. We're all hanging out, and I make it a point to clean up the leftover plates and empty cans, as the others are watching post-game coverage and cruising social media to see our pictures.

      "You don't have to do that," one of the workers tells me.

      "I don't mind. We're adults; we can clean up after ourselves." It's how I've always looked at things. I'm no better or worse than anyone else. Just because I might have more money in my bank account than others doesn't mean I can't throw my trash away. It's something my parents instilled in me.

      "You're what he's needed," Puck says as he gathers a few plates himself.

      "What do you mean?" I give him a small smile.

      "Blake. You're what he's needed. A normal woman who has a life of her own. I mean, I think many would argue that you're not necessarily normal in the sense that you're known the world over, but your values." He points to where I've thrown away cups, and am now wiping down one of the tables. "They align with his. If he were up here, he'd be bitching at all of us, telling us we can clean up after ourselves."

      The thought warms me. That is the type of man I've wanted to—one who can hold my hand and be proud, but also do the normal things. I want the man who can wear a designer tux, but at the same time run to Publix because I need milk to finish making the mashed potatoes. "Thank you."

      "No, thank you. I haven't seen a smile on his face like this in a long time. It's because of you."

      When I finish doing what I can, I grab my purse and follow the rest of the crew out the door, riding the elevator down. CeCe has her hand in mine, and she's directing me, showing me where I need to go. It's all so domestic and I can't help but love it. We're all taken to a hallway to await the guys. There are photographers taking pictures, and I do my best to give them the angles I know they want. Regardless of whether I plan it or not, these pictures will be everywhere.

      "We're gonna go in here." Andre directs us into a room to the side.

      I'm standing with CeCe, doing my best to stay out of the way. CeCe is saying something when the door leading into the room opens, and here come the guys. I don't think anyone has ever looked as hot as Blake does right after a football game. He's freshly showered, wearing comfortable clothes, and makes a beeline right for me.

      "Did you see me get the touchdown?" he questions, wrapping me up in his arms and twirling me around.

      No man has ever picked me up like this and twirled me. It's a reminder of how strong he is. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I hang on tight, burying my face into his where his shoulder mees his neck. "I did! It was exciting, and I'm so proud of you."

      "The booing was pretty exciting too. When they boo, you know you're doing something right. I hope they put that on my highlight reel."

      I shake my head. Only someone of his caliber would feel like booing is a sign of respect. "You're a mess. So, you all are okay to go out with us?"

      "Yeah, it's a bye week and we're free as of now. A few guys are leaving from here to go on vacation. So, what's the plan?" He looks around at his friends, and me.

      "I'm good for whatever y'all wanna do." I hook my arm around the front of his stomach.

      It takes a few minutes, but it's finally confirmed that we're going to head to a nearby rooftop restaurant, with the rooftop reserved for us. Somehow, Blake and I end up alone in the black Tahoe that brought me and CeCe to the game.

      "Did you plan this?" I ask, giving him a look.

      "What do you mean?" He pulls a hand to his chest.

      "Us being alone. It's felt like a long while since we've been able to do that."

      He scoots over so that we're sitting right next to one another. "Way too fucking long. I wanted to be alone with you, needed to talk to just you for a few minutes, and decompress. What I want more than anything, though, is to see if your lips still taste the same."

      I lick them, tilting my face toward him. "Maybe you should give it a shot and find out for yourself."

      That big hand of his cups my jawline, putting it where he wants it before I lean in, and our lips meet. It's not our first kiss, and it won't be our last, but there's a sweetness and sultriness to it that I don't expect. Slowly, he coaxes my lips apart, taking the taste of both of us with him against his tongue. It's aggressive, passionate, and every single thing I want a first kiss after a few days apart to be. My fingers dig into his shirt, pulling him closer. We're wrapped up in each other's arms, and before I know it, he's pressing me against the back of the seat. I sigh, breaking the seal of our kiss, leaning my head back. He takes the invitation to smear his lips along the column of my throat and connect to the pulse point. Dragging my nails across the top of his head, I sigh.

      "That feels good," I whisper, afraid to be any louder in the quiet of the back seat.

      "Fuck yeah, it does. I’ve missed this. Missed you," he murmurs against my neck.

      "It's only been a couple of days," I remind him.

      "Could've been a couple of years for how long it seemed." He pulls away and I try to level my breathing.

      "We're in deep, Blake."

      His blue eyes are so dark they could be black in the muted light of the back seat. "Fuck yeah, we're in deep, and there's no other way I'd rather be with you, Willa. I hope you realize that."

      I did before, or at least I thought I did, but the look on his face right now? It's frightening in its intensity, but only because of what it could do to my heart.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      She realizes it—I can see it in the depth of her eyes, as the overhead light comes on. But she can't say anything because right then the Tahoe stops, and the driver gets out. I glance out, seeing the front of one of my favorite restaurants here in New York. "We're here. That was a lot quicker ride than I’d thought it would be." I take a deep breath and try to calm my pounding heart.

      "Yeah, that's what happens when you're kissing the fuck outta me, Mr. Whitfield."

      I roll my lips together, a smirk playing against the edges of an almost smile. "I always want to be the person kissing the fuck outta you so hard that you look disheveled."

      Willa smiles, reaching up and wiping my lips. "My lipstick has slightly stained your lips. Everyone is going to know what we've been doing in here."

      I shrug. "I mean, I'm okay with that." I'm a grown-ass man, and I don't care what other people think about me. But she's much more in the public eye than I am, and there are other things she has to think about. "If you're okay with it. This doesn't put you in a bad situation, does it?"

      "No." She shakes her head. "At one point I'd have been worried about it, but I'm in my early thirties, and I'm sick of apologizing for things I want to do and things I'm old enough to do."

      "Fuck yeah." I give her a wink.

      The driver knocks on the window, letting us know he'll be opening the door. We've got ourselves as together as we can, and I get out first, taking the door from him, and holding it for her. I realize she's got people who do these things and take care of her, but I want to be that person. Her security seems to realize it. They don't stand in the way, but they do take up a spot not too far away, allowing me to do what I want while also keeping her safe.

      When she comes out, the crowd that's gathered starts screaming her name, and the flashes are almost blinding, but I've been preparing for this for a long time. I knew months ago I wanted her, and I knew what I would have to deal with.

      It's worth it to me.

      We hold hands as we walk through the gathered people and head toward the building. Neither one of us says anything—we just keep the smiles on our faces. When we finally cross the threshold, she speaks. "You learned quick. If you don't want them to try and read your lips, or to make up something you might have said, you just don't say anything."

      "People are going to say whatever they want, babe. But I refuse to give them ammunition to hurt you through me."

      "That right there," she says. "That's what makes you different than the rest."

      Through the night, she stays by my side, even sitting in my lap after we eat while we're just having drinks. When she excuses herself to go to the restroom with CeCe, Puck and the rest of the guys turn to me, a knowing look in their eyes.

      "What?" I ask.

      "You fuckin' know what." Puck raises his eyebrows. "This is the girl you've been looking for your entire life. She's the one you've wanted, and if you don't reach out and grab her? That's on you. I'm not going to feel bad."

      "I've got this. I know what she means to me." Over in the corner, I see Kevin standing, looking as inconspicuous as he can. When Willa comes back from the bathroom, I grab her hand and pull her back down into my lap. I lean my mouth toward her ear. "You wanna get out of here?"

      She turns, her blue eyes full of interest. "If you want to, I want to."

      "Alright, then let's go."

      Grabbing her hand, I get up and then we say our goodbyes. As we leave, I hold her close, daring anyone to come between us. We wave at the gathered fans and then slide into the waiting SUV. Once again, we're here in the back of the SUV in our own little world. It's as if we're on an island in the middle of the ocean.

      "Thanks for inviting me out with your friends tonight. I enjoy being around them, and I really appreciate you not being embarrassed to be seen with me." She hooks her legs over my thighs.

      I grasp hold of her hips and hold them steady as she seats herself where she's comfortable. When she does, I push her hair back from her face. "I would never be embarrassed to be seen with you. What's going on in that head of yours?"

      She clears her throat before licking those red lips of hers. When she speaks, it's whispered. " I've never wanted to be the one to take the reins when it comes to expressing myself sexually, but with you, I want to do it all. I want to experience the passion, the unexpected drop of your stomach when the person you're with does something you like. I thought maybe I was too old for that, but with you I feel like a lot of things are happening for the first time."

      Cupping her chin, I tilt our foreheads together. "It's the same with me. Here I am in my thirties, thinking I had done everything I’d wanted, and then here you came, Will, showing me all the shit I've been missing, and everything I've been settling for. I didn't expect you, even though I wanted you."

      She swallows, a smile spreading across her face. "I didn't expect you either."

      Playing with her hair, I roll my lips together. "Well, what are you going to do about it?"

      The fire in her eyes hints that a decision has been made. "I'm going to do what feels right. How does that sound to you? Will you let me discover myself with you?"

      "It would be my absolute pleasure."

      I lean back and give myself over to this gorgeous woman who I'm falling in love with.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      I've never straddled a man in the back seat of of an SUV before. But I guess, as they say, there's a first time for everything, and I'm beyond excited to be experiencing this first with Blake. I give him a smirk, pushing my hair back over my shoulders before leaning in and tilting my head to the side. When our lips meet, I take control in a way I haven't in the past. After lifting my hands off his shoulders, I dig them into his hair, holding on tightly as I throw myself into the kiss.

      Everything else falls away. The worry that I need to hold myself to a higher standard in public—all of it. None of it matters as I rock my hips against his and his fingers grip at my waist, holding on tight. I close my eyes and let myself go, sucking in his breath as our tongues tangle and our bodies do the talking that our voices cannot.

      He groans deeply in the back of his throat as I rest my body against his. Pulling my lips away from his, I move over and hook my teeth along the edge of his earlobe.

      "Son of a bitch," he moans in a passion-rough voice.

      This is the voice I love to hear from him, and the one I want to hear all the time. Not stopping, I drag my mouth down the side of his neck, moving the edge of his shirt away as I encounter his collarbone. "Can we get this off you?" I question, trying to get closer to him.

      "If that's what you want, babe, that's what you're gonna get." Reaching behind him, he grabs the material of the shirt and then yanks it over his head, dropping it on the seat next to us.

      There's a slight tremble in the depths of my stomach when I see his bare chest with a smattering of hair displayed on an otherwise smooth canvas. Tattoos sneak out here and there. His calloused fingers brush against my arms, reminding me of the rough surface of my own hands. Those wounds are caused by hard work and dedication to a craft that I think both of us seem to understand more than anyone else.

      Wrapping his arms around my waist, he takes a bit of control away from me, pressing me back against that chest. He pushes my shirt up my stomach and above my chest, exposing the bare skin. It makes me glad I wore the lace bra that leaves so little to the imagination. That free hand opens wide, palming my stomach before moving up with a slow crawl until it encounters the edge of the bra.

      I'm holding my breath, waiting to see what he's going to do. When he gets to the top, he hooks a finger in and pulls it down, exposing my breasts to his gaze. I’m thankful there’s a privacy partition keeping all of this between us. At one point this would've made me extremely self-conscious and I would've done anything to cover them up. But now? With Blake? I want to be the woman he sees me as. I want to be as open to all of this as I can be, and that includes doing things I never would've done before.

      "You're perfect, Willa. Everything about your body. This ass, the tits, the little give of your stomach. God damn.”

      So many times I've felt stuck. You can't be skinny and still have tits or an ass, but it gives you stomach, and then you have paparazzi saying you’re pregnant, which really hurts after what I've been through. But from the look in Blake’s eyes, the depth of his voice, and the way his cock is pressing against my core, I know that he's not lying. "You're perfect too."

      He makes a noise in the back of his throat before bending to take one of my nipples in his mouth. I gasp, trying to be quiet since security is in the front seat. Luckily there is plexiglass between us, and for the most part our sounds must be muffled, but I'd be stupid to think we don't need to be somewhat quiet. "Shhh." He smirks before he pushes my skirt up around my waist and pulls the panel of my panties to the side.

      I'm drunk on everything he's doing to me, throwing caution to the wind and being that irresponsible girl that the woman I am never got to be. She was never caught up in her feelings or known to make out with someone in the back seat of an SUV while driving through traffic. But here I am, living what I hope is going to be my best life. Digging my fingers into his flesh, I rake my nails along his waist, loving the growl deep in his throat as he reaches down and undoes the fly of his pants.

      Leaning back, I close my eyes, feeling as if I'm flying. The heat from his cock warms my thighs. I reach down, grabbing hold of him, directing his dick toward my aching core. He makes a noise, but I whisper, "The tour is over. We don't have to be double-protected anymore."

      He stops what he's doing and reaches out, grabbing my chin. With strong fingers, he tilts it so that our eyes meet. "Are you sure?"

      I swallow, licking my lips, tasting him. "Yeah, I'm completely sure."

      His eyes heat, and a smirk works its way across his face. "I wish you could see the way you look right now. It's going to be embedded in my mind forever. That red lipstick is smeared off your lips, your hair crazy, tits out for just me to see, and the way those blue eyes of yours are shining? Thank you for showing me this part of yourself. Know that I understand how lucky I am."

      I'm burning up. I grab the hand that's holding my chin and pull it to my chest, needing to see the tan arm against my pale skin. "I love you, Blake, and what we're building here, and while I love the words…" I breathe heavily. "I'd love more for you to get down to business."

      He chuckles, and at that point, he does as I ask. With two fingers, he teases my clit and then my opening, stretching my body to get me prepared for his entrance. Widening my thighs, I sink down, taking him inside. We start the age-old rhythm against one another.

      Rocking our bodies together, we're rushing headlong toward the finish line. We don't have much time before we get to my apartment, so I'm putting in the work along with him. I grasp hold of his sides, using my grip to help me thrust my body against his.

      "God, you feel so good." His voice is pitched low, but my groans are getting higher as I get closer to coming. "You have to be quiet," he warns me.

      But I can't. I can't hold back because I've let my guard down, and what I want is to take what he's giving me. I shake my head, trying to convey that I can't stop these noises, and then he seems to get it, putting a hand over my mouth, muffling the sounds coming out. His arm tightens around my waist, and out of nowhere, it hits—the orgasm I've been chasing. I shudder through it, trying to take in calming breaths.

      Blake tilts his head back against the seat and opens his mouth, letting out a breath as he spills inside my body. For a few moments, he chases his breath, and when he finally seems to calm, he opens his eyes and we glance at one another.

      Erupting in giggles, we blush as we glance around.

      I notice how close we are to my apartment, and my eyes widen as I start trying to pull myself together."We've gotta get ready. We're minutes away."

      He helps me get my shirt back on and fixes my skirt. As he does, we share a sweet kiss. This man will always be a surprise. One minute he'll be sweet, the other nasty, and I can't wait to see what else this life together brings us.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      The past couple of days in New York have been everything I could have wanted with Willa. She's curled up next to me in her bed. Running my fingers down her bare arm, I glance out at the amazing view she has overlooking Central Park. If someone had asked me at the beginning of this year where I would be after this away game, this would not have been it. It wasn't even on my bingo card.

      She makes a noise and stretches. "Morning."

      This is the Willa that only I get to see. The one who has a fresh face, and sleep not only in her eyes, but her voice. She's not worried what her hair looks like, or what she has on the agenda for the day—she's only concerned with what's happening in this moment.

      "Morning," I whisper back to her, bending my head to kiss her nose. "Ready to go back to Nashville today?"

      She sighs. "Yeah. This has been a good little getaway, but I am. I have to start rehearsals for the Thanksgiving show."

      "Speaking of that." I clear my throat. "I know we haven't talked about it much, but would you and your family like to come to my house for Thanksgiving? I'm throwing it this year."

      She turns over quickly. "Are you sure? You're going to be playing in the game. How are you going to have time to make sure dinner is done?"

      I laugh softly. "You think I'm cooking? Woman—hell no. Mom will do a lot of it, and then what she doesn't do, I'll hire out. Do your parents want to come? What about your brother?"

      "Ugh, my brother. You're on his fantasy football team. You're never going to hear the end of it if he comes," she groans.

      "That's what family is about—getting on your damn nerves. It doesn't bother me, Will. I promise."

      "Okay." She smiles. "I'll let my mom and dad know this is what we're doing. More than likely, my mom will get with your mom and together they'll make sure everything is done." Willa's quiet for a minute. "None of my other boyfriends have ever spent the holidays with my family. I mean, we did Christmas and New Year of course, but it wasn't at my house, and nobody ever asked my parents and brother to come. You're one in a million, Blake."

      I'm quiet, because I'm trying to figure out how I want to say this. "I'm not one in a million. I'm a guy who didn't give his all to the relationship before you because I wasn't one hundred percent in. Part of that was because I was young at the beginning and then got complacent. I lost her because I didn't love her out loud. Granted, the two of us probably weren't suited well enough to be together for the rest of our lives, but I loved her silently. There's nothing inherently wrong with that." I stop for a second, trying to choose my words carefully. "But I don't think it worked for either of us." I give her a smile. "I'm a loud guy, and I think while you sometimes like the quiet gestures, I also think you want to be loved out loud."

      "I do want to be loved out loud." She swallows loudly, closing her lips, her nostrils flaring.

      This is a big fucking step I'm about to take. "I do, ya know."

      She stops, her eyebrows coming together in question. "You do what?"

      "Love you, and I'll do it as fuckin' loud as you'll let me."

      Her blue eyes grow bright as the sky, twinkling like the stars. "Blake..."

      "You don't have to say it back." I rush to stop her. "I didn't say it to force you to say it too."

      Her hand comes forward, one finger on my lips. "I love you too. No forcing, no secrets, nothing. Just the truth. Nothing but the truth."

      Hearing her say that she loves me is the best thing. "We're gonna do this, Willa." I clasp her around the neck. "No matter what we've got going on in our lives, we'll make time for each other. If I've learned anything from the past, it's that we've got to be a priority to each other."

      "We do." She tilts her forehead to mine. "And I was guilty of not making the people in my life the priority for a while. I wasn't mature, didn't know how to have an adult relationship. I wasn't prepared to make the sacrifices, but I'm prepared now. I'm willing to fly overnight, to do whatever it takes, because this portion of our lives? It's so small, and deciding that something is too hard is a choice. My choice now? It's you."

      "You're my choice too," I whisper, leaning forward and meeting her lips with mine. "And fuck anybody or anything who stands in the way of that."

      She giggles, but her arms wrap around my neck, and in this moment I'm the luckiest man in the world. There's nothing that can make this better—not even a championship ring. With her at my side, there's nothing that can stop me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      "And hit the end beat," my choreographer says as I finish snapping my hip at the end of dance practice.

      We've been back in Nashville for a few weeks, and while I've made appearances at Blake's games, and people have been talking shit like they tend to do on the Internet, I've been getting ready for the Thanksgiving game. It happens tomorrow. "I think we're about as good as we can be." I cough lightly as I take a deep breath.

      "I think you are too, but I also think you should probably get that cough looked at." Suzanne, my choreographer says, her voice echoing in the reversal space.

      "I'll be fine—it's just the change in weather. The game last week in Miami was warm, and it's barely above freezing here. I should be good tomorrow."

      My choreographer raises her eyebrows but gives me a hug. "I can't wait for everyone to see this."

      "Me neither." I gather up my bad, slip on my sweatshirt, and head out to the SUV waiting for me. I'll be staying at Blake's tonight, even though he won't be there. For home games, the guys all stay in a hotel right next to the stadium. Instead, my mom, his mom and CeCe will be getting things together for the meal tomorrow.

      I sneeze twice as soon as I shut the door, and a shiver runs over my body. I cannot be getting sick, but I am more tired than normal—probably because I've been traveling so much lately.

      When the car pulls up in Blake's long driveway I get out, along with Kevin.

      "Are you excited for the performance?" he asks, as he walks me to the door.

      "I think I'm more excited about the dinner with the family. I can't remember the last time I was able to do that. Are you going to join us, or have you worked it out so that you can be off?" I never know for sure.

      He glances around, because we're out in the open. "I'll be here, so I'll grab a plate."

      We enter, and the ladies are laughing and talking amongst themselves. "Hey!" I wave at them. All but CeCe have a glass of wine in their hands. "How's it going?"

      "We're almost done," Mom says as she comes over to give me a hug.

      "You didn't save anything for me?" I pretend to be upset. I can't cook, and I'm not a huge fan of doing it.

      CeCe finishes putting a piece of tin foil over the container in front of her. "You already have so much going on. We wanted to make sure you didn't have to worry about any of this."

      This is why I love these women and this family. "I appreciate it more than you know. I'm gonna run and take a shower. What do you say we order out, and I'll treat everyone? Order what you want. Mom, you know what I like. Just get me something you know I'll enjoy."

      Pam grins. "I will never say no to delivery and being treated by such a sweet girl."

      I reach over and give her a hug. With a tilt of my head, I whisper into her ear, "Thank you so much for allowing me to be a part of your family. It's one of the best gifts I've ever been given.”

      "Thank you for putting a true smile on my son's face. There have been times the past few years where I've wondered if he was ever going to find the happiness that we all want for him. To see his eyes shine, and a real smile on his face? It's one of the most gratifying things I've ever witnessed."

      Her words cause my eyes to become misty, but I do my best to blink the moisture away. I wave to everyone else, and excuse myself to Blake's room. My throat is scratchy, but I chalk it up to practicing today. When I get out of the shower, I realize I didn't bring a change of clothing with me, so I go over to Blake's dresser and glance through the drawers.

      It takes me a few goes, opening and closing, before I find T-shirts and sweatpants. Going through them, I find some that seem to a bit newer and tighter-fighting. When I'm changed, I take a picture in the mirror over the dresser and send it him.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: Missing you tonight, but wearing your clothes, so girl math means you're next to me, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: You're killin' me. I wish I were there with you. I hate this stupid rule where we have to stay at the hotel the night before the game.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: It's so no one can be late. I'm sure you're probably one of the reasons for the rule.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: How dare you? I am a perfect employee and teammate. There have only been a few times that I did things I wasn't supposed to when I was much, much younger.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: You know I'm just playing.

      

      

      

      

      

      I walk over to his bed and lie down, placing my head on his pillow.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: It'll be so weird to sleep here without you tonight. It feels odd to be in your room without you being here with me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Don't get too used to it. I plan to be with you when you're in that room. I'm fucking jealous of my bed and my pillow. How stupid is that? They get to touch you, but I don't. It doesn't seem fair, ya know?

      

      

      

      

      

      I do know, but he has a job to do, just like I do.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: I'll see you tomorrow. Play a good game, and get me a touchdown?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: When I do, I'll do the heart hands, and you'll know they're just for you.

      

      

      

      

      

      A smile spreads across my face as I think about him and how he can make anything flirty.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: Love you. Sleep good.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Love you, too, Wills.

      

      

      

      

      

      I drop my phone to the side, trying to figure out how I got here, what I did to deserve this, and I hope like hell I won't somehow fuck it up.

      Heading downstairs, I smell food that I would know anywhere—sweet and sour chicken, and I know it’ll come with steamed rice and noodles. It's not normally what I would eat the night before a performance like this, but I'm craving comfort, and this is a million percent comfort.

      I drop into the chair next to CeCe where they moved to the kitchen table, and hold my hand out for chopsticks. "This smells amazing."

      CeCe side-eyes me. “I have some clothes you can wear so that you aren’t swimming in Blake’s if you’d like.”

      “No.” I grin, snuggling in deeper. “I think I like what I’m wearing.”

      “I get it.” She leans over, tapping my shoulder with hers.

      "Everything is ready for tomorrow," Mom says as she takes a bite of her chicken. "We worked hard today, and it was so much fun. I'm only sorry you weren't here."

      Again, I'm thankful for the Whitfields, and how they've welcomed us into their family. CeCe and Pam didn't have to do that for my mom. "I am too, but hopefully next year."

      Pam gives me a grin. "Honey, I hope you’ll be here then too, and if I have anything to do with what my son does, you will be."

      My cheeks heat, and I try not to, but I give into that little bit of hope that this is it for me. I've found my person, and with that, maybe the path to the rest of my life.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I'm awake with the rest of my team, ready to face this game head-on. If we win, we can clinch the number-one spot in the division, and if we get that we won't be letting it go. That's been proven with our track record; whoever thinks they can come in and take it from us is very, very mistaken. I don't eat breakfast when we have late game starts, and since we do tonight, I skip the morning meal. Instead, I use my time for other things.

      Grabbing my phone, I shoot off a text to Willa.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: Good luck today. I'll be looking at you when I get all my touchdowns. Heart hands will be out in full effect. Can't wait to hear you perform. Love you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: Love you, too. You're gonna kill it.

      

      

      

      

      

      Damn right I am. Quickly, I get dressed to go down for the lunch we always have at the hotel before we dress in our suits and head over to the stadium. When I get to the dining room, I take a seat in between my brother and Russell.

      Russ looks over at me. "You ready for today? Could be a big game, and I know you've gotta be nervous for your girl."

      "I am, and while I'm nervous for her, I know she's going to blow everyone away. You know that, we’ve seen her perform at actual concerts and before my heart was involved, I thought she was amazing. I can only imagine how I'm going to feel today when I hear everyone cheering for her."

      Bret gives me a smile. "Happiness looks good on you brother. I think I'm more excited than you are."

      Bullshit. No one is more excited than I am, but I'm also at the point in my life where I understand that things can and will change on a dime. I can love her out loud and show our happiness, but at the same time, I can also keep some of that for myself. "You're not—trust me. I just want her to see it more than I want to show it to the world."

      Coach Wallace gets up in front of everyone and knocks his knife against his glass. "If I could have a minute of your time before we get over to the field. Please know I understand what it means for you all to be missing the holiday with your family. I get that it's your job, but this is a sacrifice. It's one I don't take lightly. Many of you have family members and significant others who are at home waiting to eat that meal with you. Others have those same people in the stands ready to cheer for all of us. What I don't want you to do..." He pauses and clears his throat. "…is to get too caught up in the everything going on outside the game. We could become number one in the division tonight. There's a Willa concert at halftime, which I know we're all excited for." He points to me while the guys clap and whistle. "But there's also the respect we need to pay to the fans. Nashville has never had a Thanksgiving primetime game. We've never been given a shot to play on the national stage with this many eyes on us..."

      The room is quiet. A lot of those eyes are because of Willa and me dating. It's because we haven't kept it hidden. We've been very open with it all. It's a place I never imagined I would be but also a place I'm excited to be in. I feel the weight of it and realize what I owe my teammates, because they're dealing with it too.

      Coach Wallace continues, "So let's go out there and show them what the Warriors can do, and show Nashville how proud we are to be the face of their professional league. I have every bit of faith in you that you're going to take this game home and give a clinic on how to do it. I'm proud of you all, and I can't wait to see where the rest of the year takes us."

      Beside me, Bret claps. "Championship..." he starts chanting, and everyone chants along with him.

      For the first time in my professional career, I believe we have a chance to make it two in a row.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Three hours later I'm getting on the bus that will take us across town to the stadium. I'm wearing team colors tonight—red and black. Willa will be wearing them as well when she gives her performance. I normally wouldn't be so matchy-matchy, but this is for a great cause.

      We all get off the bus at our own pace and make our way into the stadium, using the underground entrance. I have earbuds in my ears, trying to drown out the sound of everything that can get into my head. There are cameras in front of me, and although I typically take a moment to speak to the reporters, I'm focused tonight. I want to take this top spot in the division, and I want everyone to see how fucking amazing my girlfriend is. Doing all of this at home? It's the culmination of everything I've wanted for years.

      "Blake, are you excited to see Willa perform tonight?" one of the reporters asks, just as I reach the door.

      I turn back. "I won't be able to watch in real time because it'll be the middle of our game, but you can bet I'll be watching it later. I have no doubt she's gonna kill it. There'll be an electricity in the air that we haven't felt all year." I give him a wave and head into the safety of the locker room.

      The team doctor waves me over. "Hey, I'm just telling you this because I don't want you to be alarmed when she comes in, but Willa woke up sick. Her management sent me a message to see if I could give her a shot to help her get through this, and I will. There's nothing to be alarmed about. She does have a fever, but it's low. She will make it through the performance, and then I'll get her a prescription for a steroid shot, okay?"

      I nod, trying not to worry. That's not what either of us needs right now, but if there's ever been a point when I wished I could be with her? It's this one, and I send up a small prayer that she's able to make it through the show. I know how disappointed she'll be if she can't.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      I had hoped that the little tickle in my throat and the headache I'd gotten after I ate dinner last night weren't going to morph into something more, but life sometimes enjoys having a laugh at our expense.

      Kevin is sitting beside me in the green room. "Do you want me to see if we can get you into an urgent care?"

      My throat is on fire, and my nose is clogged. If I don't take care of this soon, I'm going to have an issue when it comes to singing. I make it a point to never lip-synch if I can help it. There have been times when I've had to, but this is Nashville. It's my first performance in front of the hometown crowd since everyone has found out about Blake and I. I want this to be perfect, or as perfect as it can be. "I mean, is anything open?"

      CeCe comes in with her phone in her hand, texting furiously.

      "Things will open for you." Kevin raises his eyebrows. "I think both of us know that."

      "No, the team doctor says he'll help." CeCe holds her phone up. "I texted him. When I was pregnant with Jovi, I had really bad all-day sickness. He helped me out once, and I kept his contact info. When I told him it was Willa who needed assistance, he was on board. We just need to get there a few minutes early, and he'll get you taken care of."

      "Oh my god, thank you so much. You have no idea how much this means to me. I didn't even think about the team doctor."

      Her smile is full of pride. "It's no problem. I'm so happy to have helped. We'll see you at the game?"

      "Yeah." I nod. "I'll see y'all there. I will not be hugging, obviously."

      "Obviously." Her voice is deadpan. "See ya."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Deep breath,” the Warriors’ team doctor instructs me. “Quick stick. This should get you through the performance. It’s a high, high dose of steroids. I’ll meet you at Blake’s after the game and get you situated with some actual medication.”

      “Thank you.” I wince when the needle goes into my hip. It's a sharp sting, and then I feel the sensation of the medicine entering my body. I wish Blake were here to hold my hand, but he’s out on the field. Glancing up at the TV that’s playing over our heads, I see Blake running toward the end zone. “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon.”

      The crowd, the doctor and I go wild as Blake crosses into the end zone for his second touchdown of the game. He makes heart hands at the camera pointed his way before sharing a a bro hug with one of his teammates. This puts the Warriors ahead by fourteen, and that feels as if it’s a good omen. They wave at the stands as they leave the field and head for the locker room.

      “Let’s go, Willa. We gotta get out there.” Scott ushers everyone toward the door and out to the tunnel. I’ve never performed anything other than the national anthem at a football game before, and because it’s this one, an important Thanksgiving game, and for the man I love’s team, I’m beyond nervous.

      As I’m escorted down the tunnel, toward the field, I think about what is about to happen. I’m wearing Blake’s jersey—his last name and number are on my back. It’ll be ripped off before the performance begins, but this is a calculated move. The electricity of the crowd causes goosebumps on my arms.

      We reach the middle of the field, and I get my cue. My stomach has the butterflies I love, the ones I get right before each performance, the ones that tell me this is what I’m meant to be doing. Stepping onto the stage, I wait for it to rise, and when it does, I take in the crowd, hearing their screaming voices. Positioning my mic in front of my face, I give them a wink before the jersey is ripped off my body and I’m left in nothing but my glittery, shimmery stage attire, and thigh-high boots. Taking a deep breath, I hope the shot the doctor gave me works and that my voice holds out.

      “In the middle of the…”

      And as I hit the high note, I’m thankful—thankful that my voice holds out, that this is what I get to do, and that the crowd still cheers for it.
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      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Blake asks, his arm around me after the game is over, and we’re being escorted out of the stadium on a golf cart. The Warriors won by fifteen, and have now clinched the top spot in their division. They're the ones to beat.

      “Yeah, I just feel like trash, and I hate that I’m going to see your family like this.” I clear my throat, taking a drink of the orange juice Scott has provided for me. "The shot the doctor gave me is quickly wearing off. I hope they don't mind if I'm not my usual bubbly self. Our first Thanksgiving together." I pout.

      He runs his big palm down the side of my throat. "It's going to be fine. They don't expect you to be the Willa they see on TV or on stage. They realize off-stage, you're different, just like I'm different when I'm not playing in front of a stadium full of people. I mean, from what I heard you bought them dinner last night. What's going on with you?"

      "Thanks." I smile over at him. "I just don't feel well and when I don't feel well, all my insecurities rear their ugly heads. It's nice to be with someone who understands and who I don't have to explain myself to. I can be myself with you, even if that version of myself is different than what others expect."

      "Please always be yourself with me. I don't want you any other way. Neither do they. We all love the Willa we've gotten to know over the past few months."

      My eyes get misty with a sudden onslaught of tears that I'm unprepared for. "Thank you."

      He leans in, but I move back. "I'm sick."

      "Fuck it—I don't care. I'm willing to take one for the team. If I get a cold, then so be it. I need to kiss those lips."

      Our eyes meet, and this is when I know this is the man I'm going to love for my entire life. We're not old and married yet but I know without a doubt that this world we're building is ours, and I wouldn't have it any other way.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Christmas has never been a big deal to me. For most of my life it's a day that’s been centered around football, but this year we aren't playing on Christmas Day, and I'll be instead spending the day at Willa's with our families. Since I hosted Thanksgiving, she's doing Christmas. I have a gift I'm going to give her, but I'm unsure if I want to do it in front of everyone. I'm very much a grand gesture guy, but I don't know if I want this to be a grand gesture.

      Bret is sitting next to me as we all ride over to Willa's. Willa and I spent the night apart and while it sucked, I'm more than excited to see her this morning.

      My brother clears his throat. "Before we get there, I want to see where your thoughts are about Willa's gift. Are you planning on doing something..." He lowers his brows and voice. "Publicly?"

      I'm so confused. "What the fuck are you talking about, Bret?"

      He rolls his eyes, frustration apparently causing him to frown. "You can't take a fuckin' hint, can you? Are you planning to propose?"

      "Not in public, ever." I'm quick to answer. "When that happens, it's going to be just the two of us. I don't want that to be something that everyone else is involved in. We've got to have something for ourselves."

      "Okay, good." He sighs. "I have an announcement to make."

      CeCe leans over him. "We have an announcement to make."

      "Congratulations!" I whisper to them so that our parents, who are driving, don't hear. "You don't have to worry about me upstaging."

      "It wasn't about that," Bret is quick to say. "I hope you know..."

      "I do. I didn't mean that the way it sounded. I'm excited as fuck for y'all. No better people than the two of you."

      I glance out the window thinking about when this might be me and Willa. I know it probably won't be for a couple of years at least, but I'm excited about the direction our lives will be taking. As we pull into the underground parking garage, I prepare myself for the next few hours, and pray like hell I don't lose my nerve.
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      Conner laughs as Willa threatens to take me off his fantasy football team if he doesn't leave her alone.

      "I wouldn't fuck with her, man. She usually means what she says," I warn him.

      "Oh, I know." He slings his arm around her neck. "But she's also a lot of bark and not much bite."

      She smacks him on the head. "You're about to feel my bite if you don't get out of here so I can finish following these instructions and hope I have cookies when I'm done."

      He scrambles out of the room, and I turn to take her in my arms. "It's okay that you can't cook well. You're good at so many other things," I whisper, dropping my eyebrows in a suggestive gaze.

      "I know." She sighs. "But I promised my mom I'd try and make something. No one is going to eat these." She rolls her eyes and whines like I've never heard her do before.

      "I'll eat them and love it."

      She laughs, throwing her head back. "You're really a glutton for punishment, Blake. You can't be this perfect."

      "Not perfect at all. Just perfect for you."
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      Presents have been opened, and we're sitting down to dinner. I even choked down one of those cookies with a smile on my face. Food is piled high. Those of us who can are drinking, and all of us are laughing as there are numerous conversations going on around the table.

      In the middle of it, I realize that this is what I've always wanted. I might not have been able to put it into words or actions, but this is it. The woman I love at my side and her family, my family, all turned into ours.

      Bret stands, clearing his throat. "I wanted to take a minute to share some news with you all before we share it with the world at large." CeCe stands next to him, and Jovi giggles as she watches her parents.

      "We're pregnant!" CeCe blurts out, much the way she did when she told us about Jovi.

      Everyone cheers, including Jovi, although I don't think she understands much of what's going on. As I glance around the table, I hope that with any luck this is what holidays will look like from now on.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      It's been a long but great day, being with family, and realizing that I can have some normalcy even when I've been in one of the most crazy years of my life. I've washed my face, taken my shower, shampooed and conditioned my hair…It's one of those nights.

      Blake is sitting on the bed with his back against the headboard, messing around on his phone. I come in, towel-drying my hair. When he glances up, I give him a soft smile. "Today was one of the best days. Thank you so much for helping me have it."

      He grins back. "It was one of the best days for me too. Thank you for the gift."

      "You're welcome. It's supposed to be super cold in January, and I want you to be warm.” I explain as I push my hair back behind my ears. "All the dancers said they were the best for super-cold runs and things of that nature. I hope it helps in your future games." I mention the super high-tech cold-weather garments I got for him to wear under his uniform.

      I'd felt stupid asking people what I should get my boyfriend for Christmas. He has everything he could ever think of to buy himself, and I wanted to get something thoughtful.

      "I've wanted something like it for a long time, but I just haven't been able to get to it. That you would ask people about what would be helpful for me means more than you know. No one else has ever done that. You're one of the most special people in the world to me." he says softly, patting the bed next to him.

      I walk over to where he keeps some of his clothes while he's here and put on one of his shirts.

      "There's nothing as sexy as you wearing my clothes." His eyebrows lower as I take a knee on the bed and shuffle over to where he sits.

      "I've never been into it with anyone else," I admit, leaning down to kiss him on the cheek. "But I love wearing your clothes, knowing that they smell like you, and knowing how much you enjoy it."

      He tilts his head back against the headboard, dipping his chin into his chest. "C'mere."

      My eyes roam his body up and down, appreciating the built chest, sculpted abs, smattering of hair on his chest, and the ink that tells the story of the portions of his life. His happy trail leads down to the waistband of the shorts he's wearing, and as I move to straddle his waist, I hope to feel the evidence of his desire. It turns me on to know I turn him on.

      Once I'm settled back on my knees, I situate myself so that I'm comfortable. He hooks his hands along my thighs, tilting them so that I'm balanced.

      "Do you think we'll be here next year?" I question, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      "I think so." His voice is deep as he runs his hands up and down my sides. "If I have anything to say about it, we will. In fact, I have one more gift to give you. It's not one I wanted to give in front of everyone else. So much of our lives is out there for the public to see, and I wanted there to be something for just the two of us."

      My heart is pounding, and I'm unsure as to why. There's no telling what Blake is going to give to me, but there's a heaviness to the way he's staring at me. It's full of passion, and he seems nervous, which causes my stomach to flip. "I have no idea what this could be," I admit. "You've surprised me with so many things, I can't imagine what else you have up your sleeve Blake Whitfield."

      He swallows so hard his Adam's apple moves up and down.

      My hands go to his chest, and underneath my palm, his heart pounds. "What in the world is going on with you?" I chuckle nervously.

      "Just let me do this," he whispers. "When I asked to give you a friendship bracelet, this..." He motions between us. "It never crossed my mind. I didn't think we'd end up here right now. I thought maybe you'd let me take you out on a date, and then we'd slowly date. I didn't realize that once you and I had a taste of one another, we wouldn't be able to let go."

      I shake my head. "I haven't been able to let go. You're right."

      "So..." He licks his lips. "I've thought a lot about what our future looks like, and where we are. I want my life to have you in it, regardless of whether we're in football stadiums with me playing a game, or you playing a concert. When I'm in the off-season, I want to follow you around and see the world with you. When I'm playing, I want to look up and see you in the family suite. If I'm coming off the field with a win or a loss, I want you to be the person I walk to, your arms around me, celebrating or comforting. I've found out who I really am with you. I can be the person I've always been scared of being." His nostrils flare as he inhales deeply. "I can love you out loud and not be embarrassed about it."

      My heart is pounding, my stomach is flipping, and I'm starting to become light-headed. I have no idea where this is going, but I know at the same time that I'm going to love it. "Thank you for loving me out loud and not being embarrassed by me," I whisper.

      He comes up off the headboard, his forehead touching mine, his voice low in the quietness of the room. "Willa, I want the rest of my life to look like this with you. I want the easiness of what we have together, even when it might be hard, even when we're stressed. It's still simpler than it's ever been with anyone else. I want you to wear my jersey and have my last name. Please, for the love of God, write a song about me so I can tell everyone." He closes his eyes, takes a breath, and forges on. "Willa, will you marry me? It doesn't have to be in the next couple of months, or even the next year. Whenever it's right. I just want to know we're going to be together. Be my wife?"

      I'm blown away. Out of anything he could've asked me, this wasn't on my bingo card. I have my hand on my chest, trying to hold my galloping heart inside. Old Willa would have thought all this through, made a chart and a list of pros and cons. She would've consulted her entire team and not thought about herself first.

      This Willa? She's ready to take chances; she's going to do what feels right. This feels right. He knows everything there is to know that matters, but first I have to tell him one thing. "I want to say yes, but I want to make sure there's something you understand first." It's hard to push those words out against the tightness of my throat.

      He pushes my hair back. "You can tell me everything and anything. What's on your mind, beautiful?"

      Avery knows, but I'm not sure I can say these words to Blake. It takes everything I have to push them out. "I had a miscarriage, and there's a chance I might never have children. You have to know that before you ask me to marry you."

      Blake tilts his head to mine. "Tell me about it. I can assure you it's not going to make a difference to me, but if you need to tell me, then do it."

      Inhaling deeply, I close my eyes and start to speak.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      This is not going the way I’d assumed it would, but I also realize that if it bothers her this much, then she needs to get through it. She needs to explain what has happened to her, and at the same time, she wants to me to hear it. I'm going to sit here and listen. "This is not going to change a damn thing about the way I feel for you, but I hear you. I hear that you need to get this out, and I am right here to listen to you, Wills."

      Her chest is moving up and down at a faster rate than I'm comfortable with. Reaching out, I place one hand on her chest, and with my other, I grip her chin. "Take a deep breath. In and out. Nothing between us changes, baby. I love you."

      Finally, she gathers herself, squaring her shoulders, as if she's snapping into the alter-ego she uses on stage.

      "Hey." I tilt her head back, so that our eyes can meet. "Don't become that person that you show to the world, the one that you become when things are going to shit and you need to put on a brave face. You do not have to do that with me. I want the good, the bad, the absolute fuckin' ugly, Will."

      That mask goes off, and the tears start. "I miscarried by myself during the height of the pandemic because my ex-boyfriend didn't want the baby and was happy. Meanwhile, I was devastated. I lost a lot in that moment, including parts of myself, mentally and physically. I developed an infection, which resulted in me only having one ovary and one fallopian tube. It's not impossible for me to get pregnant, but it's going to be hard"

      My heart breaks for her as tears stream down her face. I reach up, wiping them away. "I want a family—there's no doubt about that. I've always wanted kids. However, there are many ways for us to do that. If it can't happen naturally, then we can explore other options. We can adopt; we can investigate medical procedures. There are so many options, Willa. None of that matters to me—all that matters is that I have a life with you. That's the most important thing. I love you. There's nothing else..."

      She sniffles, those blue eyes of hers shining brightly. "I love you too, and if none of this has scared you away, then I would absolutely love to be your wife, Blake Whitfield."

      I let out the breath I've been holding and reach over to the side table, picking up the ring box I put there before this started. I pull the top off the box and put it in front of her line of vision. "I hope you love this."

      Her gasp goes through her body so hard that I feel it. "Blake, it's gorgeous."

      "I thought about it a lot." I clear my throat, getting emotional as tears shine in her eyes. "About what you'd like to wear on your finger, and what I'd like to see there. I knew it wasn't a diamond. While that's classic, it's not you. I researched, believe it or not."

      She laughs; it's choked with sobs, and full of passion. "Tell me what this is, and why you got it for me?"

      "It's moss agate." I swallow hard. "It encourages tranquility and emotional balance. I know as a songwriter, and someone who feels the way you do, that balance is hard for you sometimes, and I want to be a help for that instead of a hindrance."

      Her smile is as bright as the ring when I slip it on her finger.

      "Thank you for loving me, and everything that comes along with it," she says.

      "It's not hard, Wills, and if I teach you anything in this relationship, I hope it's that you aren't hard to love. Loving you is the easiest thing I've ever done in my life." And those are the most truthful words I have ever spoken.

      "I love you, Blake."

      "I love you too."

      Our eyes meet and the air between us crackles as we gaze at one another. Reaching forward, I wrap my hand around her neck and pulls her lips to mine. There's not much in this world I like more than to taste her kiss. After running my free hand up her thigh, I press it underneath the T-shirt she's wearing. "Can we get this T-shirt off of you, and celebrate Christmas the right way?"

      She giggles, slipping the shirt up and over her head, showing me that she isn't wearing anything underneath it. "Is this what you wanted?"

      "Yes," I groan. "It's everything I wanted, and if I have my way we'll be celebrating every single holiday like this from now until the end of our time on earth."

      "God, Blake. It’s a good thing not many people know what you're really like—how sweet you are, and how much you care about others. They'd be fighting me for you, and I'm afraid I wouldn’t be America's sweetheart anymore. I'd have to show my claws."

      To know she'd do that for me? It means more to me than I’d ever imagined it would. "Please, baby, fight for me. I'll fight for you."

      "Always, Blake Whitfield. I'll constantly fight for you. For us."

      
        
        Willa

      

      

      My arms are wrapped around Blake's neck as he flips me over onto my back. Spreading my thighs, I make space for him in between them and wait for him to show me exactly what he's about to do. His mouth is attached to my neck, making a meal out of my flesh, and it's everything I've been thinking about since the last time we were able to do this.

      I pull away from him, giving him a look, because he's being a bit more serious than normal. "What are you thinking?" I question softly.

      "That I'm about to fuck my fiancee, and I can't imagine how hot it's going to be when I can call you wife."

      That's hotter than it should be—maybe because I'm a modern woman who appreciates being independent and doing things for herself. However, I'm also the type of woman who can highly appreciate that her man is about to turn her out, and I'm going to enjoy the fuck outta that.

      I reach down and encircle my hand around his cock. Although this moment is hot, there's a part of me that wants this to be as sweet as can be. His large hand holds the top of my head as he moves down my body, placing kisses here and there. He shifts my clothes away as well as his with each kiss.

      When we're naked, he drags his tongue down my sternum, straight to the middle of my body. Hooking my thighs over his shoulders, he dives in between them, and before I can say anything his tongue is making contact with my clit. "Holy shit, Blake." I blow out a breath. "I didn't expect that."

      He looks up. "I know. I like to keep you on your toes—or your knees."

      Tugging my bottom lip between my teeth, I laugh. But it's a laugh mixed with a sigh as he goes back in. "Oh my god..."

      I close my eyes when he uses his thumbs to pull the lips of my pussy back, exposing my clit. Pressing up into him, I rock my hips back and forth before digging my fingers in his hair, holding him there.

      "Blake..." I whimper. "Sometimes when I see you stick your tongue out on the field, I think about this and the things you do to me."

      There's not a sound between us other than grunting, groaning, and passion. I used to worry about what people would think if they knew how I liked sex, and what I wanted a man to do for me, but Blake? He doesn't make me feel any other way than normal. It's important, this part of our lives, and I always want to be honest with him.

      At my thigh, his cock is leaving a trail of moisture as he runs his tongue along my slit, preparing me for when he finally enters. Reaching down, I grab hold of his dick and start pumping.

      "Willa, I'm strong, but not when you touch me like this."

      "You don't have to be." I drag him up, hooking my thighs around his waist. "I'm ready." Tilting my head back, I let him take me, moaning as his length invades my body.

      Together we thrust, a push and pull, and while I've had sex with others, it's never been as complete as it is with him. Gasping as he grinds into me, I hold on, and he takes me for a ride that'll haunt me when he's not around. It'll keep me going when we have to be apart.

      These are the moments that make life worth it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      "What are you looking forward to as the new year starts?" CeCe asks as I sit on the podcast with the two of them.

      I inhale deeply, before blowing the breath out. "I think I'm most excited to see if we can make it to the championship, and then what might happen afterward."

      "Afterward, huh?" Bret scoffs. "Do you wanna tell us about what's been happening in your personal life?"

      I laugh, dropping my voice low. "I think we all know what's been happening in my personal life. If you know, you definitely know." At this point I'd love to tell people about the engagement, but we want to keep it to ourselves for a while. As soon as we let others in on it, we'll be opening ourselves up to everyone's opinions, and I'd love to have Willa to myself for just a little bit longer.

      "So what are your plans for New Year's? CeCe and I will be ringing it in with Jovi," Bret says, as he adjusts the papers he has in front of him. They haven't told anyone else about the baby yet.

      "Willa and I are heading downtown. We're going to be doing the Igloo Bar with some of our teammates." I'm not sure if I should be telling the public where we're going to be, but it is what it is. "So after the game, we're heading down there. Hopefully we'll be celebrating a win."

      "You know that's right. The next four weeks are going to be the most important of our season."

      "Damn straight. I think we can win again." I make the prediction.

      "Me too. The championship is ours to lose at this point. If we fall apart then that's on us." Bret takes a drink from his cup, and then we start talking about what next year has in store for us.

      ------

      "You're coming to the game, right?" I ask Willa as we lie in bed that night. We've decided to have a couple of nights in before the end of the year, and especially before we start the play-offs. Once we hit that, things are going to get insane because we're all working hard in hopes we'll go to the championship.

      "Wouldn't miss it for the world. I got a special Blake Whitfield and Nashville Warriors jacket to wear, and I dug out my beanie from the New York game, because it's supposed to be so cold. I saw on the news that it's going to be one of the coldest New Year's on record in Nashville." She snuggles in closer to me.

      "Figures I'd have to play in that chill, and then we've decided to go out for the night. But honestly, it's sometimes super-fun to play in extreme weather. Takes me back to college ball, and when we were kids. We'd go out when it was raining and completely muddy and act like fools. You lose that a little as you get older..."

      "I get that." She wrinkles her nose up. "I love when I have a rain show. Would I want it every single night? No. That's not feasible and not fun for anybody, but every once in a while? It's super awesome."

      She gets me in ways I’d never imagined anyone else would. "Thanks for not making me feel weird for that." I nose her head around so that I can take her lips with mine. Everything with her is like I’d always thought it would be when it was meant to be—easy.

      Pulling away, she grins, her blue eyes shining. "Why would you feel weird?"

      I shrug, not wanting to give her my insecurities, but we're together for the long haul, and at some point we're both going to have to be vulnerable, even if it feels uncomfortable. "I've always been perceived as a party guy, as someone who likes to have a good time and doesn't take things seriously. That has one hundred percent affected how I act. There aren't that many people I allow myself to completely be comfortable with. You're one of them."

      Lifting up on her shoulder, she looks down at me. "I'm glad. I want us to always be this way with each other. Building a life isn't linear, Blake. Together, we're going to make all those dreams we've been putting together like a Tetris game board come true. It doesn't have to happen today, or tomorrow, or even in five years. But we're going to make it."

      I lift up, kissing her firmly. "Damn right we are."

      I won't have it any other way.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      Avery and I, along with CeCe, are entering the stadium in Nashville. It's so cold that our breath can be seen in white puffs of smoke. Jovi is home with the grandparents, and it's just us here tonight. Mostly because as well as being game night, it's New Year's too. Cameras are in our faces as soon as we get out of the golf cart that's taken us from the parking lot to the stadium.

      "Willa!"

      "Oh my god, I love your jacket!"

      "Willa, are you and Blake engaged?"

      That question gets me. I want to shout yes, and bring all the attention I can to the ring on my finger, but we haven't talked about when we're going to announce it yet. There's no way I'd want to spill the beans before we talk about it, so I just smile. The three of us make our way up to the suite and get settled.

      "So..." CeCe looks over at me, a smirk on her face. "I see that ring on your finger, and sooner or later everyone else will too. I'm excited that you're going to be my sister."

      "I'm excited too." I wrap my arms around her, hugging tightly.

      "Have you and Blake had your first argument yet?" She raises her eyebrows.

      "No, not yet. He strikes me as the type of guy who doesn't get mad off the field. I mean, I'm sure I've done things that have annoyed him, but no." Now I'm thinking about it, nothing with him has been difficult. It's as if he were made to be the other half of me. He understands what I'm saying before I have to rush and explain myself.

      "That's a good description. I've been around the family for almost eight years, and I still haven't seen him yell. I'm just wondering how he reacts when he’s really mad." She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth. "I've seen him get angry on the field but never off the field either."

      Avery snorts. "I bet off the field, when he does get angry, he's...passionate."

      Leave it to my best friend. "Now I'm interested." I wink, already thinking I might need to plan this. "Maybe I'll figure out a way to piss him off slightly and see what happens."

      "I like this idea." CeCe giggles. "Then you can tell us exactly how Blake Whitfield deals with his anger."

      I'm already getting excited thinking about it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Two hours later, we're all standing at the front of the suite, our hands clasped together as we chant with the rest of the fans. "Let's go, Warriors!" We stomp our feet five times. "Let's go Warriors!" Feet stomping again. They need a few more yards to make a down. At that point we can try for a field goal and clench the game.

      "I can't take this shit." Avery moans, pouring the rest of her drink down her throat. "How do y'all do it? I'm not made for this."

      "You just learn." CeCe fidgets with her phone, flipping it up and down, end over end.

      "I don't know—this is one of the first times at the biggest of games for me too. Hand me a drink." I grab the glass and down it, much the way Avery did, and when I put it on the table, there are cheers throughout the stadium. Glancing up at the big screen, I notice they've shown me chugging. I'm sure that'll be on some gossip blog tomorrow, but I refuse to dull myself anymore to fit into someone else's idea of what I should be.

      "C'mon, c'mon, c'mon." I wring my hands in front of me.

      We scream loudly as Russell and Blake connect, and the man who knows how to move his fucking hips fakes to the left, then goes to the right and gets a clear lane into the end zone. Everyone around us is screaming.

      "Go, Blake!"

      "Yeah boy, go!"

      And then there's me. "Go, baby! Kick their asses. Go, go, go..." If I could run with him, I would, and I’d make sure that no one stops his forward momentum. When he blasts into the end zone, the stadium erupts, as does our suite. There are high-fives and congratulations all the way around.

      On the field, he takes his helmet off, and points toward us up in the suite. The heat from his head makes it look as if he's smoking, and all I can think about is how hot this night is going to be. I plan to find out just what happens when this man has won an important game, and when he's got a little bit more adrenaline pumping through his body than normal.

      Hiding my smile behind my hand, I lean over to CeCe. "I'm gonna piss him off. I'll let you know what he does. I have a feeling he's going to have a lot of aggression to take out after this game."

      She snickers, covering her own mouth. "Get it, girl, and welcome to the family."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      I am on cloud nine after doing the required press post-game, and now I'm waiting on the okay to leave the stadium. Coach Wallace is standing in front of the team, and we've all changed. We're all hanging on what he might say.

      "Y'all did a great job tonight. I know it's a holiday and you're anxious to either go home or go party with your friends. Keep it safe—one more game before the playoffs start. I need you all to get it out of your systems tonight, and the come Monday, we're back on the grind. Got it?"

      Everyone agrees with loud claps and cheers.

      "Alright, go out there and have fun."

      I'm out the door as soon as I can be, phone in hand. Willa's texted me that she'll be meeting me at the bar. They've got igloos set up on their roof. They're heated, and there are already-mixed drinks, along with a snack menu, then we'll be able to ring in the New Year. The best thing about it is we won't have to worry about everyone watching, or getting pictures that we haven't approved of. The only other people on the roof will be teammates.

      
        
          
            
              
        W: Hey, I'm already here.

      

      

      

      

      

      There's a picture attached. She's with some guy, and he's got his arm around her. She’s wearing a black and white dress that sparkles brightly in the flash of the camera.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: Who's that guy?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: Just a fan who wanted a picture. I figured you might like to see my dress.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: You're dress is beautiful, just like you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W: Thank you. I can't wait to see you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        B: Can't wait to see you either.

      

      

      

      

      

      Traffic is awful as I ride in the backseat of a SUV that she’s sent for me. I'm willing it to go faster, and when we're just a few blocks away and stuck in traffic, I reach forward and tap the driver's shoulder. "I got it from here. Thanks for the ride."

      On Broadway, I'm just another person who's swept up in the craziness of the upcoming night. It takes me a few minutes to get down the street, where I have to show my ID, and then I'm allowed upstairs to the roof. Once I get there, I look around, and that's when I spot my fiancée. Her dress is purple and full of sparkles, the skirt shorter than normal, and high-heeled shoes are on her feet. Even though we're outside, the atmosphere is warm because there are heaters everywhere.

      "Blake." Her face transforms into a smile as she runs for me.

      I grasp her around the waist, twirling us in a circle. "Hey babe, did you enjoy the game?"

      "Yes, your touchdown was amazing. I'm so proud of you! I love you."

      "I love you, too." I bury my face in her neck, inhaling her clean scent. "Why'd you send me the picture of you with the other guy?" I whisper. I know her well enough to know there's always something behind what she does.

      She rolls her eyes, licking her lips as she pulls back. "I have this question about what it's like when you get mad. You've never gotten mad at me before. Does that change the type of man you are?" She runs a finger down the side of my cheek to my chin. "Is that how you get out the aggression from on the field?"

      Somehow I understand what she's asking, what she's hinting at. "I don't get mad very often," I whisper. "And it's not often that I have aggression when I come off the field, but if that's what you want? Next time I'm feeling it, I'll definitely give it to you."

      She smiles, her eyes lowering. "So as far as tonight goes? Your place or mine? Mine's closer."

      "Your place it is." I capture her lips with my own, tasting the drink she had earlier. My mind is racing, wondering what’s brought this on with her, but knowing I shouldn't question it. We head out into the middle of the party and when the clock strikes midnight, we ring in the New Year with a kiss.

      "May this one be your best yet." She hugs me tightly.

      "Our best one, Willa. We're in this together." I press a kiss to the ring on her engagement finger.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      Divisional Championship Week and Game

      "Do you want anything for breakfast?" I ask Blake as I stand at his stove, making my own eggs. He's staring at an iPad screen. I have no idea what he's watching, but his attention has been on it more often than not the past few days.

      "Nah." He shakes his head. "I'm gonna be at the practice facility in a few, and I'll eat there. It's kind of a superstition thing."

      I can't imagine the stress he's under, what's running through his head. It's like the three biggest shows I've ever done are what's coming up for him. "Whatever I can do to support you, Blake. Just let me know. I know this is my rookie season, but I'm going to learn."

      He throws his head back, laughing, his eyes crinkling at the edges. "Can you imagine if you go to the championship in your first year, Wills? That hardly ever happens."

      The fact that he's kidding and joking warms my heart. I was a bit worried he wouldn't be able to do that with so much riding on the next few weeks. I purse my lips together and head over to sit in his lap. "That just means you're gonna have to keep me around forever as a good luck charm, right?"

      His voice deepens, and he dips his chin. "I already planned on that. As soon as I win this championship, we're announcing this." His fingers entwine with mine, and the light reflects off the ring I haven't removed since he put it on there. "As long as you're good with it."

      "I am. I can't wait for everyone to know what's been happening between us."

      "Me neither." He leans forward, kissing me softly. "I gotta head to practice. I'll see you later."

      "See ya, Blake. Kick some ass."

      He smiles widely. "Always, baby, especially when you're watching."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A few days later, we're in New York, getting ready to play the other team we didn't earlier in the year. I'm worried, because I've watched this team, and they're very physical. They also like to make things personal. CeCe and I are here, along with Pam and Brad. Jovi has stayed home with CeCe's parents, and I was able to fly everyone up privately. It's just as cold here now as it was on New Year's Eve.

      Everyone's quiet as we make our way toward the stadium. "Why does it feel so tense?" I ask, finally breaking the silence.

      "Because it is." Brad shrugs. "One missed play and you’re done for the season right now. It isn't like other sports where you have a series of games, and the best out of seven win. This is one chance, one shot, one opportunity. If you miss it? You're done for the year."

      Realistically, I already knew that, but hearing him put it that way? I understand it more than I did before, and now I know why Blake's been so quiet this week.

      As we get to the stadium, we're transferred to a golf cart, and then taken up to the suite.

      "Hey, girl," I'm greeted by Blake's friends, who are becoming mine.

      "Hey." I wave before reaching over and wrapping my arms around Andre's neck. "Thanks for letting me sit in the suite."

      "Shit, whatever. Without you, we'd probably be in the suite we hate," Puck says as he hands me a mixed drink and CeCe a water.

      I'm nervous as I take a seat in the front, clasping my hands together. I pull the knitted hat I have on a little farther down on my forehead, and rub at the spot where his jersey number has been stitched in. The atmosphere at this game is unlike any other I've been at so far. It's tense, and the crowd is looking back at us, but they don't have smiles on their faces, nor are they waving. That's what I've been greeted with at most of the other stadiums we've been at, so I know this is a much different situation. Blindly, I grab for my drink and busy myself with sipping on it, hoping it'll keep me from looking as uncomfortable as I feel right now.

      An hour and a half later, I've chewed off all my lipstick, and I'm pretty sure two of my nails are gone. This game has been physical, as I was told it would be.

      "What the fuck?" I yell as Russell is hit late and a flag is thrown on the play.

      The Warriors are fired up, and they stay that way through the next drive, forcing New York to give them back the ball. On the first drive, Blake is pushed down on the ground, and when he comes back up, he pushes the player right back. Bret and another player get in between them, pulling them over to opposite sides of the field.

      "I've never seen him this fired up." It's fucking hot. I wave a hand in front of my face, smiling over at CeCe.

      "Don't look this gift horse in the mouth, girl." She giggles. "You might just get what you've been waiting on."

      The rest of the game is just as physical, and the Warriors have a ten-point lead when the ball is picked off by a New York player, but Blake takes him down hard. When the player gets up, he leans over in Blake's face and does the heart hands before starting to celebrate in a way that presumably mirrors some of my dance moves.

      "Holy fucking shit." Puck whistles. "I can't believe the audacity. They have one minute left on the clock, they're down by ten, and they're still talkin' shit."

      I can't either, but as the camera zooms in on Blake's face, all I can see is that irritation, the redness of his cheeks, and maybe, just maybe what I've been asking for when I get home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My stomach is in knots as I wait for him. We've texted off and on since the game has been over, and I indicated that if he had some aggression he needed to take out, I would be available. The only thing answer to that was a hmmm...

      Needless to say I've been on pins and needles, waiting for him at his house. I got back early, but Blake and the team had to stay for press, and then had to travel together as a team. He wasn’t allowed to stay in New York, so I didn’t want to stay either. Which is why I’m here waiting on him. The headlights from his SUV shine bright as he parks, and when he comes in through the front door, there's a chill in the air. Not one that would make me scared—instead, I'm excited.

      "Are you okay?" I ask, swallowing loudly.

      "No." He starts taking off the suit he traveled in, loosening the tie, and throwing it on the ground. "I'm fuckin' pissed. I'm irritated, and I'd like to beat that motherfucker with my bare hands, but that shit's frowned upon."

      "What are you going to do instead?" I twirl a lock of hair around my finger.

      "Fuck you." There's no doubt about what he wants to do, and I can't wait.

      "Where do you want me?"

      His eyes flash with just a little bit of danger, and between my legs, I ache, thinking about what he what comes next. "Upstairs, on your knees."

      He herds me upstairs, not giving me any time to argue with him. When we get to his bedroom, he takes me over to the bed and grips my hair in his hand before pressing me to my knees. Within minutes, he's out of his travel clothes, and I'm out of the shirt and bra I was wearing.

      Opening wide, I wrap my lips around the cock he feeds to me as if it's popsicle on a hot day. He's a man possessed, thrusting as I accommodate as well as I can, saliva running down his length. My nipples tighten when he grips my hair tighter. I squeeze my thighs together, trying to get rid of the ache.

      "Are you turned on?" he questions, looking down at me.

      I nod before he pulls me off his length. "Yes. I've never seen you like this before, and I love it. I want it more, if you're willing to give it."

      His nostrils flare and he lifts me up before turning me around and pressing me on the bed. With a sweep of his hand, he swipes between my legs, and a groan works its way out of his mouth. "You're soaked."

      "Yes, I am." I look at him over my shoulder. "I've been waiting for this all day."

      And with a groan, he pushes into me. It's the best burn I've ever felt. Songs will be written about this, and no one will believe it actually happened to me. But I will, and it'll be our little secret.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Conference Championship Week and Game

      "Here's hoping I don't have to get pissed again and spend the plane ride home not talking to anyone." I laugh as we get started on practice for the week. I do have to admit, how I worked out that anger with Willa kinda made the anger worth it.

      It was a good time for both of us, and I'm sure it'll happen again, but I'd prefer not to have it happen soon.

      "This team isn't as physical or as fucking stupid as the last one," Bret reminds me as we finish up and head toward the locker room. "How was your night when you got home, by the way? You hardly ever lose your cool. How did Willa handle it?"

      No need to tell my brother I spent the night emptying myself so deep in her body that I wasn’t sure where she began and I ended. "Like a champ, and I mean, she knows me pretty well now. She realizes that I don't act like that on a regular basis."

      "Very true. Are you ready to go do this press?" Brett sighs, putting a hat on his head that’s been handed to us, and pulling it down. "This is the part I hate."

      We walk beside each other down the tunnel into the press room, where we wait our turn to get in.

      "Me too, man. But it's what we signed up for, whether we knew it or not."

      Russell has been standing at the podium answering questions for a good fifteen minutes when his turn is finally over, and it's mine. I steel myself for what I know I'm going to get. Turning my neck this way and that, I loosen up the tight muscles.

      "Hey, everyone." I give the media a wave. "Be nice to me."

      The group of reporters who've gathered laugh, and now that the ice has been broken, we get to why we're here.

      "Blake, did you ever doubt that the team would make it to championship?"

      "Nah." I shake my head. "I knew everyone was going to be gunning for us because we won last year, but I had every confidence, even when it looked like we might be losing a little ground, that we'd be able to pull it off. I'm proud of this team and how they've come together. The only thing that can stop us is ourselves."

      Another reporter stands. "I'll be the first one to ask—how has having Willa in your life distracted you and the team this season?"

      "It hasn't. My family loves her, my friends love her, her the team loves her, and I love her. She's helped me be more focused because I see what her work ethic is like. We might think our job is physical, but so is hers. Just watching how tired she is sometimes, but seeing her work through it? It's been good for all of us." I take a drink of my water and nod at the next person.

      "What do you feel your future looks like? Are you looking to retire early?"

      "No..." I laugh, shaking my head. "I don't plan on retiring before thirty-six. I have a few more years to go. Unless anything changes, I won't be going any earlier than that."

      "Even if you and Willa get married?" a female reporter in the corner yells.

      "Even if we get married. There are a lot of families who have both partners who work. Including as parents, if that's in the future for us. Mine did. We were a two-income household, and both of my parents did the raising of the kids and the making of the money. If that time comes for Willa and I, I have no doubt that we'll figure it out. We're both very passionate about what we do, and I don't plan to change that. Her decisions are hers. Whatever she decides to do..." I shrug. "We'll work it out."

      "Do we have any more questions?" One of our PR people comes out to end my time with the press.

      "I have one more," a woman from the back says. I can't see who they are. "Are you and Willa getting married?"

      I knew this would be coming, and I plan on having a little fun with it. "Maybe we are?" I shrug. "Maybe we aren't. Guess you'll just have to wait and see."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      "Keep on talkin' and your pop star girlfriend will be seeing you with a bruise on your fuckin' face." Walton, one of the players I absolutely hate facing off against, says as I run a route, and take off past him.

      I've learned to ignore what people say about me when we're playing. Instead, I let my actions do the talking. Which is why right now, I'm turned around and eyeing the ball that's heading for my hands. When I catch it, I take off toward the end zone, and as I run across the field and score, I jump up into the stands with the Warriors fans.

      That seals the game for us, and now that we know we're going to the championship game, here's no stopping us.

      There are thousands of people on the field, but I'm looking for one person—Willa. I want to celebrate this with her. I'm walking around, and then I spot her. She's half walking; half running onto the field with Mom and CeCe.

      "Wills!" I yell, waving my hands, hoping that she can hear me. Her head lifts up and the smile that spreads across her face is everything. She runs for me, I run for her, and we meet in the middle like some romantic comedy. "I'm so excited that you saw that."

      "You were amazing." She hugs me tightly, wrapping her legs around my waist. "I love you. I'm so glad I get to experience this with you."

      I take off the hat they gave me that proclaim us division champions and put it on her head. With a wink, I lean in to take the kiss I've wanted all day. "Me too, babe. Me too."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      Championship Game

      I think I'm more nervous tonight than I was at the last award show I was at. I haven't been able to see Blake for a week, so I've been doing a lot of hanging out with CeCe and Jovi. Even though it's February, we've spent the last week enjoying the heated pool and seeing the sights of New Orleans. It's given me a vision of what the next few years could look like with Blake once we have our own children.

      I smile to myself, looking down at the ring on my finger. No one has commented yet, and I can't believe it. Tonight though, if the Warriors win, we're going to announce our engagement, and then we're going to spend the off-season planning a wedding. I'll probably do a few concert dates, and then?

      Well, I haven't discussed it with Blake yet, but I think I'll be taking a couple of years off. I'm tired, and this opportunity I've had to hang out with his family and his friends, the way they've folded me into their group—it's made me realize what I've been missing. I'm definitely not the person to stay out of the limelight forever, but a few years? I could see it happening.

      Now we’re in the reserved suite for the family

      "You okay?" CeCe asks, putting her hand on my shoulder.

      "Yeah. I'm just kind of realizing what's happening." There’s loud noises all around the statidum, fans are booing and cheering at the same time, confetti falling from the sky.

      Puck slings his arm around my shoulder. "Girl, you're going to the championship game in your rookie year. That's what's happening."

      I blush while everyone else continues giving me a hard time. My mom and dad decided not to come to the game, but Conner is in my peripheral vision. He grabs at a lock of my hair, causing me to turn fully around.

      "He's gonna do good, Will. When everything is on the line, Blake shines. He's got this."

      I blow out a deep breath, hoping like hell Conner's right.
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      This has been the most tense game I've watched so far. The two teams are tied going into the final two minutes of the game, and Nashville has the ball. Everyone is standing in the suite.

      "C'mon, give Blake the ball." Andre claps, yelling down on the field.

      I'm with him. Of course I want to see Blake make the winning play, but I also have learned that he does his best when everyone is counting him out—a lot like me. I've got my hands clasped with both Avery's and CeCe's, and we look like we're at a prayer circle for someone who's passed away.

      The Warriors fans are screaming, and we're stomping our feet along with them. "Let's go, Warriors!" Stomp, stop, stomp-stomp-stomp.

      Russell is on the line, calling out a change in the play in the middle of everything happening. I'm confused, but everyone in the suite seems to understand what's going on.

      "Let's fucking go!" Conner yells from behind me. "They're going from the shotgun."

      I have no idea what that means, but the crowd goes wild. The girls and I are jumping up and down as Russell gets the snap from Bret, and then he throws the ball toward Blake.

      "Are you fucking kidding me?" I scream when Blake catches it, and then takes off to the end zone. I'm pumping my arms just like I'm running with him. If I could give him my speed to help, I would. Instead, I'm screaming along with everyone else. "C'mon baby! You got this!" I yell so loud I can hear my voice cracking.

      When he crosses the line and the referee calls it a touchdown, everyone explodes into cheers. That's the game. Tears stream down my face as Pam, Brad, CeCe, Jovi, and the rest of us head toward the field. I hang back because I don't know what to do, trying to take all of this in.

      It was one thing for me to be there for the divisional title, but they are the World Champions of Football right now. I don't want to take anything away from him—I want him to get all the attention he deserves. When we get down there, Blake's talking to a reporter, so I stand back.

      When he's done, I hear Blake say, "Where's Willa?"

      Everyone pushes me forward, and then I'm in Blake’s arms. We're kissing like no one else is around, and when we separate, tears streak a path down his cheeks, through the dirt and eye black.

      "Can you believe it?" He buries his face in my neck.

      "Yes! you're amazing at what you do. I love you, and I can't believe the things you can do with your body." I laugh, sniffling, crying along with him. "The beating you take, and the way you're able to get up and keep running? It's insane, Blake."

      Someone taps him on the shoulder. "Blake, I hate to interrupt, but can we get a word?"

      He nods, wiping at his eyes. I go to step back, but he holds me next to him as the camera goes on. I listen to him talk about how hard the past couple of games have been, how he's taken all of this year in, compared to during years before.

      "What was different about this year?" the interviewer asks.

      "This woman." He kisses my cheek. "She's showed me exactly who I can be when I put my mind to it, and I'm so excited to tell everybody she's agreed to be my wife."

      I grin back at him, and the cheers that go through the stadium are enough to shake the ground. I feel the same way I do when my stomach shakes when he smiles, or laughs, or does something incredibly sweet. This life we're learning to live together? It doesn't get any better than this.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      The Aftermath

      A lot of the people on my team are going to Disney since we won. Not me. Willa and I flew back on her private jet and had our own little party. Now, I'm waking up without an alarm, and realizing how fucking hungry and tired I am. There's a party going on tonight on Broadway, and I'll make an appearance, but everything I want is right here in my arms.

      "Are you happy?" Willa asks as she plays with the hair on my chest.

      "The happiest I've ever been," I whisper to her. "When I decided to try and give you the bracelet with my number on it, I never imagined it'd end up like this. I hoped maybe we'd have a good time—I didn't expect it to be life-changing. I never expect anything like that because I feel as if once we start to expect it, that's when things change. That's when we start to get complacent and disappointed. All I wanted was whatever we'd have." I clear my throat and dip my head down to kiss her on the forehead. "What did you think?"

      She laughs, her voice deep with the remnants of sleep. "I thought I'd go out on one date to appease both my curiosity and everyone who worked to get you in front of me."

      "Oh, so you felt like I was a chore." I laugh.

      "No." She giggles back. "I thought you were hot, but I didn't think you were forever."

      Funny how life changes like that. How we think things will be one way, and then life laughs and gives us whatever it wants to. "I didn't think I was forever, either. I'd kind of given up on love Even though I watched CeCe and Bret have that happily ever after, I wasn't sure it was for me. But I'd convinced myself that it didn't really matter. Thanks for proving me wrong."

      "You're welcome. You proved me wrong too, Blake Whitfield, and I have never felt so good about being so very incorrect."

      ------

      We head downtown to have lunch with both our families at the place where Willa and I had our first dinner date. There are fans inside and they clap and take pictures as we walk through to where they've provided us with a closed off room.

      "Willa, can I get a picture?" It's a little girl, standing off to the side, and she's wearing a Willa shirt.

      My fiancée looks over at me, her eyes meeting mine. "Go ahead,” I reply. “They can all wait."

      When she lets go of my hand, she walks over to the little girl and kneels down. I can't hear what she says to her, but the way the girl laughs, I can tell it makes her day. All I can think about right now is what it'll be like when we have our own kids and how she'll be a great mother.

      "Can Blake take a picture with us too?" the girl asks, glancing over at me.

      "Of course I can." I walk over and kneel on the other side of her. She holds up her hand with one side of a heart, and it kicks me right in the chest. It's the cutest shit I've ever seen. I hold up the other half of the heart and give a huge smile.

      When we're done, we stand and head toward the room where our family is waiting for us.

      Willa holds my hand. "Promise me we'll always stop to do stuff like that. It's the important things that we'll never be able to get back."

      Hooking my arm around her neck, I lean in, whispering in her ear, "I promise. We'll always make time for the little things. The little things lead to the big, and the big are what I'm looking forward to with you."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue One

          

          Willa

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two Years Later

      

      

      I am so nervous to make this post—even more nervous than I was about taking a stand on politics for the first time. My finger is shaking, partially because I know what is going to happen once I do this but also because I'm so damn excited.

      I inhale deeply. I didn't sleep well last night because today is such a big one, and because Blake wasn't with me. He isn't allowed to sleep anywhere except the team hotel until the championship is over.

      Kevin clocks my sigh, from where he stands at the doorway.. "Are you alright? Need some crackers or anything?"

      "I'm fine." I wave him off. "Just nervous. More nervous than I've ever been."

      "Because it's the championship again?" He raises a brow.

      I nod. "Because Blake is playing and I'm performing. But we're also about to make a huge announcement."

      "Is that today?" He plays dumb, a gentle smile on his face. I think he might be as proud and as happy as my own father.

      "You know it's today." I tilt my head to the side, wanting his approval. Although he's not related to me, he's taken on such a father figure role in my life, and I like to make sure he agrees with the decisions I've made. "We picked the best day, huh?"

      "At least you won't have people immediately asking if you'll be touring again."

      I slip my hand down to my stomach. It's subconscious now. I'm glad we're finally announcing. It's been hard to hide the last fourteen weeks, especially with rehearsals for the show I’ll be performing at half-time. In the early weeks, I would run out of the dance studio, puke, pray to the Lord that it would be over quickly, and then head back in. As I've been dancing on my heels, my center of gravity has changed, and it's been difficult, but somehow I've made it through.

      I can't wait to see Blake win another championship tonight, perform at half-time, and announce that we're going to have our first child—all in the same day. Going back to my phone, I hover my finger over the post button. I know I have to do this before I go onstage, because everyone will notice when I do. I have a bump. It's not big, but it's big enough, and I'd rather not have people commenting on a weight gain or questioning if I'm pregnant or not without me giving them the okay. My ten-pound gain isn't much, but it will be talked about.

      Quickly, I tag Blake's account, and then sit with the caption I crafted last night.

      Willa: I loved you before I knew you. Before your dad and I even thought about you, I had dreams—dreams of a little boy with dark hair, so unlike mine, hanging onto my pinky as we crossed the street in New York at Christmas. I dreamt that when I was twenty-two years old, and I've held it close. Through a miscarriage a few years ago, through relationships that I knew wouldn't create you until I met Blake and realized with one glance...he was my future. As were you. The instant you were created, I knew.

      Your dad and I have enjoyed every moment of keeping your upcoming entrance a secret, but I agreed to do the show at half-time three weeks before I got pregnant with you, and then your dad had to go and upstage me by being the best player this year and getting himself there too. This is our first football game as a family, and I can't wait to hold you on my lap while you wear a Whitfield jersey and we watch your dad do his thing. Without further ado—Baby Whitfield, coming in August. We can't wait to meet you.

      I make sure the picture we took of me holding our ultrasound while sitting in Blake’s lap is there, too. Our smiles are from ear to ear, and there are a few tears in my eyes. I've been extremely emotional since we found out. With another sigh, I press post and brace myself for all the opinions everyone is going to have for us.

      Blake is at a team lunch to make sure they're ready for tonight. My phone buzzes.

      
        
          
            
              
        B: I love you! We're both going to have amazing nights, and our baby will know he was at the championship with his parents.

      

      

      

      

      

      I roll my eyes. We haven't found out what the gender is yet—we want to wait for the ultrasound we're having in a few weeks, but Blake keeps calling it a boy. I'm worried for either gender—whichever our baby’s biological sex, they will each have their own comparisons to deal with. But I know more than anything we'll be supportive of whatever they want to do.

      As I wait under the stage, and then get my cue, I inhale deeply and vow to take this in. Who knows when I'll back on stage again?

      "Are you ready?" I sing.

      And in this moment, I know without a doubt that I am.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue Two

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Four Years Later

      

      

      My stomach is sick with nerves as I watch the clock counting down. If we win this championship game,  it'll be six in the past five years, and Willa has surprise that she's been wanting to share. I told her that if we win this game, we can tell everyone what's happening. 

      "We got this..." Remington says as he has a seat next to me. "They fucked up when they gave you room to run that third touchdown pass last quarter."

      I hope he's right. I've thought about nothing but this for the entire season, because I've wondered if this is the end of the road for me. Willa and I have done well with taking care of our son, Tanner, but now we're about to join our daughter to the mix. Things won't be nearly as easy to navigate with four of us, but we've been discussing it, and now it's more than likely time for me to retire. "Yeah we do."

      "We win this and you're gonna retire, aren't you?" He whispers.

      The only person who knows besides me and Willa is Bret, but Remington has definitely started to figure it out. I nod. "It's time. With the baby coming, we've got to make some decisions and I think that's going to be the one we make. She's touring next year, and it'll be hard enough with one kid, much less two. My body isn't bouncing back like it used to either, and I don't want to go out with an injury that I won't be able to come back from. I'd much rather go out on top."

      "Don't we all." He reaches over, grabbing my hand in his, shaking it. "It's been a pleasure playing with you."

      The timer buzzes, letting us know it's our turn to take the field. There are forty-five seconds left on the clock. "It's been a pleasure playing with you, too."

      "Let's go out there and run this clock down."

      Our fans are already screaming as we take the field. We're up by fourteen, and there's no way we're going to lose this. Especially not here on our home turf in Nashville. I glance up at the box where my family is, and I imagine I can see Tanner and Willa standing there, with huge smiles on their faces. Remington takes the snap, and runs around in a circle before taking a knee. Just like that, forty-five seconds are up, and we're once again the champions. 

      They’re herding me over to the platform they’re setting up. “Blake you’re gonna be the MVP. We’ll need you up here.”

      I nod, but I’m looking for Willa and Tanner. Right then, I see them. I run over to them, picking her up as she passes Tanner off to my mom. I twirl her around in a circle. “We did it, Will. One more time.”

      “You did it, Blake. I’m so proud of you.” Her blue eyes are shining with emotion.

      I put her down, before going on a knee and opening her jacket. Her belly is on full display as I place a kiss on it. The crowd and everyone around us is screaming so loud I can barely hear as I look up at mom and hold my hands out for Tanner. He comes into my arms willingly, and together, as a family, we make our way to the platform.

      I head up, holding tightly onto my son.

      “Blake…” the interviewer starts. “It was a great game.”

      I adjust the hat someone gave me. “It was. It’s been a great career, and I’m thrilled I got to go out on top…”

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Only the Beginning - Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The crowd screamed loudly, causing her palms to sweat and her heart to race. Harmony Stewart inhaled deeply and then exhaled, letting the breath flow through her. The relaxation technique worked. Shoulders that had been so tight she couldn’t even roll them were now loose. It was always like this, she realized. Right before she went on stage, the nervous energy started, causing her to tense up—not fully being able to appreciate the life she was living. Closing her eyes, she breathed again, feeling her muscles loosen up even more.

      “Harmony, you’re up next.”

      She nodded, glancing at the production tech. “Thanks.” Her voice was thin even to her own ears. This was just something that she went through, no matter how many millions of albums she sold or awards she garnered.

      Looking out onto the stage, she saw the rock group, Black Friday, finishing up. A fan of the band, she tried to still the heart that threatened to beat out of her chest as they finished their song and walked towards her. The lead singer was the personification of hotness in her opinion. She had always wanted a meeting, but had never been able to approach him when they had been in the same space. This time he would have to walk right by her—not that she had deluded herself to think he would know who she even was. Pulling her shaking hands to her body, she gripped them hard as the group approached.

      “Good job, guys,” she smiled as they passed her.  One by one, they nodded and accepted her smile until she came face to face with Reaper, the lead singer. She only knew his stage name. What she wouldn’t give to know his real one.

      “Thanks. Good luck out there, sweetheart,” he smiled widely. His teeth were white and straight, the dimples that she had caught glimpses of in pictures deepened widely in his cheeks. He was tall, much taller than she had originally thought. He towered over her 5’6 frame (with heels, thank you very much), and the tattoos that traveled down his arms were a feast to her eyes. They were intricate, and she wished she had the time to study them all.

      Harmony opened her mouth to tell him something else, but he was already gone. Disappointment hit her stomach hard and fast. But at least it had been a start.  With any luck, she would see him at some other award show. She heard her cue as she looked back to where the rock band stood, debriefing with some of their management. For just a split second, her eyes met Reaper’s and goose bumps appeared on her arms.  If only they’d had more time.
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      Reaper sat with his head back, eyes closed. The night had been long. He never really liked doing these awards shows, but their fans were amazing. Even though they didn’t have what others called “crossover” success, they had some of the most rabid fans in the music industry. That, however, didn’t change the fact that he was lonely and tired of not having someone besides the members of his band to share his life with.

      “Who was the cutie that smiled at us as we walked by?”

      “That was Harmony Stewart,” he answered, moving only his lips.

      “Country singer?”

      “Yes, dude,” he sighed. “The country singer.”

      “She’s cuter than I imagined. I’ve only seen her on TV a few times.”

      Reaper sighed again. “Seriously Train, you’re getting on my fuckin’ nerves. Do you have to talk all the time?”

      “What’s your problem? Do you need to get laid?” Train asked, having a seat next to his friend.

      “Do you ever get sick of all this?” He lifted his long arms and big hands up; gesturing to the backstage green room they sat in.

      “Sick of what? The free pussy, the free booze, the amazing trips overseas and around this great nation? Playing the music we love every night? I’m ready to do this the rest of my life. Why aren’t you?”

      Reaper lifted his head up and opened his eyes, staring into the eyes of his friend. “I’m burnt out. Not with the music, but with the lifestyle. I need a change, something different to shake things up.”

      “Burnt out? How can you be burnt out?”

      “It’s just…” he ran his fingers through his hair. “We’ve been on the road for a year. I need something new and exciting in my life. I’m sick of the same girls, the same bus, and the same hotel rooms.”

      “You’re bein’ a moody fucking pansy is what you’re being. Do you know how many guys would give their left nut to be where we are?” Train slapped his friend on the shoulder, the disbelief showing on his face.

      Reaper realized he would get nowhere with his friend. Train dealt with his demons in unhealthy ways and perhaps tonight wasn’t the best time to approach him about this. He couldn’t rightfully explain his feelings if he didn’t fully understand them himself. Better to just pretend that everything was peachy. “You’re right. I’m crazy. I just need some good alcohol and a good cigarette. Let’s get to the after party.”

      “Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about,” the lead guitarist said, grabbing his friend by the arm and ushering him out of the room.

      Reaper realized that nobody seemed to care what he thought, how he felt, or just how lonely he was. He might as well make the best of what to him was an unbearable situation.
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      “Harmony? Are you changing into the dress that new designer sent you for the after party?”

      “I think so,” Harmony answered her best friend and assistant, Shell.

      "You need to change now, then."

      Harmony rolled her eyes and grabbed the hanger from Shell's hand. "Yes ma'am."

      Used to bossing her friend around, Shell had a seat while Harmony changed. "So tell me, did you meet anybody interesting at this awards show?"

      "I did. Did you see any of the show?"

      "I didn't get a chance too, no. I wish I had, but there was a lot going on back here," Shell answered from behind the door that Harmony had closed to change.

      "I'm so sorry, Shell. I know how hard you work, and you’ll never fully know how much I appreciate it. You’ll be excited to hear that I finally met the guys from Black Friday."

      Harmony heard the squeal and couldn't help the smile that spread across her face.

      "I am so damn jealous. That lead singer—was he as hot as he looks on TV?"

      "Even more so. I actually said a few words to him. Top moment of my life this year—for real."

      She finished changing and let herself out of the dressing room. Coming out, she turned around in a circle, making sure everything looked okay. For the show, Harmony had wanted to keep it classy and her dress had been very Old Hollywood. This dress, however, was young and fun. Sparkles and glitter reigned. The hot pink color showed off the tan she had been able to get during a short vacation before awards season ramped up.

      "Does this look okay?" she asked, turning around again so Shell could see her from every angle.

      "You look really good. Hoping to meet anybody at this party?"

      "You never know," she shrugged. "Maybe the guys from Black Friday will be there, and I'll be able to say something else to them. I was kind of a blabbering fool earlier. Are you coming with me?"

      Shell wrinkled her nose up at her friend. "I don't know. This hasn't been a stellar day for me."

      "All the more reason for you to raid my closet, find something hot, and come out on the town with me."

      "Why are you trying to corrupt me? Usually it's the other way around. You're the belle of the country ball, and I'm the one trying to get you to do Jager shots," Shell laughed.

      "Maybe I'm ready to let my hair down. It's time. I am twenty-four years old, and I'm not gettin' any younger. If I keep goin' at this pace with the music, I'm not goin' to be married before thirty, and that's never who I wanted to be. I'm the type of girl who wants a boyfriend, wants to be in love. I'm gonna have to make that a priority."

      Shell knew that Harmony was telling the truth. She was one of those women who were made to be in love, but she wasn't for sure that her friend had ever felt those feelings. Her one serious relationship hadn’t ended well and left her feeling disconnected. It was nice to see that she was beginning to look past that time in her life. "Okay, okay. If I need to be there to keep you from asking the first man you meet to marry you, I'll be there to save you from yourself."

      "You, Shell, are the best friend a girl could ask for." She reached over, kissing her on the cheek.
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      "You sure we can leave in an hour?" Reaper asked as he unfolded himself from the backseat of the limo they had taken to the party location.

      "Yes, I'm sure," Train answered with a huff. Reaper didn’t miss the way he wiped the back of his hand over his nose. It was a sure sign that some things never changed. He raised his eyebrows as Train admonished him. "Dude, when did you become such a fucking killjoy?"

      "I told you already, I'm just not feeling this tonight."

      They got into line with the rest of the celebrities and the other members of their band to walk the red carpet that lead into the venue that housed the party for the night.

      "Hey." Train hit his friend's elbow. "Isn't that the little country girl from earlier?" He pointed further up the carpet.

      Reaper couldn't see for shit, so he squinted his eyes together, trying to bring the person in front of them better in focus. "Fuck," he mumbled, pulling the wrap-around sunglasses he normally wore on stage up to his eyes. They were part of his persona, but in actuality they were prescription and without them—he really couldn't see. "Yeah, that's her."

      "Cute, isn't she?"

      "Seriously man, we already talked about how cute she is."

      At that moment, they walked onto the main part of the carpet. Flashbulbs went off as they plastered smiles on their faces. Photographers called their names from all around. A little further down the aisle a photographer yelled at Reaper.

      "What sweetheart? Didn't hear you." He cupped his hand over his ear.

      "Take a picture with Harmony. It'll be a good photo op."

      Harmony heard the exchange from where she stood and laughed. "He might not want to be seen with someone like me," she smiled as she glanced back at him.

      He couldn't tell if she was flirting with him or not, but he figured he would seize the day. "Nah, darlin' maybe you don't wanna be seen with someone like me."

      A blush covered her face, and she turned around so that she faced him. "I'm a fan, seriously. I'd love to take a picture with you."

      The smile she gave him made his stomach dance. He had faced huge crowds before overseas. Hundreds of thousands of people he had performed in front of and not been nervous. Approaching this woman with the smile on her face made his legs shake. He strode over to her and easily put his arm around her waist. Even wearing heels she only came up to his shoulder.

      "Where do you want us to look?" he asked.

      The amount of people screaming at them was so deafening neither one of them could understand what anyone was saying. "Let's just start looking to the left and then look to the right," she said as she gripped his waist.

      They stood there for long minutes as everyone got their pictures—and when it was over, the two of them were reluctant to let go of each other.

      "Thanks Reaper and Harmony," the original photographer told them.

      "You're welcome," Harmony answered. She pulled her arm from around his waist and turned to face him. "Thanks for taking a picture with me. I guess I'll see you inside and maybe, just maybe, I'll learn what people call you besides Reaper?"

      "If I tell you that, then I'd have to kill you. It's highly classified." He put his hands in the pockets of the pants he wore and rocked back on his heels.

      She wasn't sure if he was flirting with her or not because she couldn't see his eyes, but she knew that they were staring right at her. "Well then, I guess I better figure out how to work on my security clearance." She gave him a flip of her hair as she turned from him and walked towards the entrance of the club.

      The pictures were already making their way all over the world.
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