
        
            
                
            
        

    

      
        
          Scoring the Doctor

          London Soccer Girls: Book 2 

		      
          

        

    




Sasha Lace

        

        
          
          
        

      

    
Copyright © [2023] by [Sasha Lace]  
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.





Acknowledgements 
Angela, I will never write a book and not thank you first. You magically appeared in my life like a ray of light at a point when I was really in need of some kindness. I’m grateful to you every time I sit down to write. I will always be grateful.
Thank you to my esteemed author colleagues who beta read this book: Heather, Jo, and Helen. You are the few people I trust to steer me right without reducing me to a puddle of self-doubt. 
To Jo, Tammyanne, and Kat. What can I say about you ladies? You bring light and joy into my world. I wouldn’t want to do this without you. Thanks for always having my back. 
Thank you to my editor, Katherine Hales. You have done a wonderful job and you are a delight to work with. Thank you also to my cover designer, Mary Lasko. It was love at first man-chest.
Thank you to Jenn, Dusty, and the ladies of the Smutty Street Team. You have all been so lovely and supportive. You are an absolute blessing for indie authors. I’m so grateful for everything you’ve done to help me get the word out about these books. Special thank you to Lori, the first member of this team to read this story. Your feedback meant the world to me.  
For my mum. I love you. Thank you for supporting and believing in me no matter what crazy shit I’m doing.
Thank you to Mr Lace for being so in this with me. Why are you so good at plotting? It’s like that time we went windsurfing and you just knew how to stand up and do it straight away, and I was covered in goose shit, and crying. It makes no sense, but I’m into it.  
Last, but definitely not least, thank you to my ARC readers and anyone who has taken the time to support me with a thoughtful review or an encouraging comment. It’s brought me so much joy. Thank you to everybody that picks up a book by a new author and gives them a chance. You are the best of the bookish community. For me, writing is about sharing and connection. Thank you so much for being here with me and reading my words. 










  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Dedication
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Author note 
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    1.
    
    Chapter 1
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    2.
    
    Chapter 2
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    3.
    
    Chapter 3
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    4.
    
    Chapter 4
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    5.
    
    Chapter 5
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    6.
    
    Chapter 6
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    7.
    
    Chapter 7
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    8.
    
    Chapter 8
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    9.
    
    Chapter 9
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    10.
    
    Chapter 10
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    11.
    
    Chapter 11
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    12.
    
    Chapter 12
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    13.
    
    Chapter 13
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    14.
    
    Chapter 14
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    15.
    
    Chapter 15
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    16.
    
    Chapter 16
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    17.
    
    Chapter 17
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    18.
    
    Chapter 18
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    19.
    
    Chapter 19
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    20.
    
    Chapter 20
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    21.
    
    Chapter 21
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    22.
    
    Chapter 22
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    23.
    
    Chapter 23
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    24.
    
    Chapter 24
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    25.
    
    Chapter 25
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    26.
    
    Chapter 26
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    27.
    
    Chapter 27
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    28.
    
    Chapter 28
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    29.
    
    Chapter 29
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    30.
    
    Chapter 30
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    31.
    
    Chapter 31
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    32.
    
    Chapter 32
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    33.
    
    Chapter 33
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    34.
    
    Chapter 34
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    35.
    
    Chapter 35
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    36.
    
    Chapter 36
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    37.
    
    Chapter 37
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    38.
    
    Chapter 38
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    39.
    
    Chapter 39
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    40.
    
    Chapter 40
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    41.
    
    Epilogue
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    What's next?
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Reviews
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Join my reader group 
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    About the Author
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Keeping the Single Dad - Chapter 1 
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Keeping the Single Dad - Chapter 2 
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
      

    
  

For Heather, you have held my hand and mopped my brow through every step of this. You are the busiest person I know and still the most generous with your time. I’m so grateful for your friendship and belief in me. I really couldn’t have done this without you. 








CONTENT WARNING - PLEASE READ 
	This is a forbidden romance between a clinical psychologist and his patient. It's a situation which would obviously be unethical and problematic in real life. The ethical issues are addressed within the story, but if taboo romance gives you concerns then I would VERY MUCH advise that this probably isn't the book for you. 
	Anorgasmia (difficulty in having an orgasm)
	Verbal and emotional abuse (the FMC has an ex-partner who verbally abused her. She is working on processing the trauma caused. 
	Swearing
	Pregnancy health concerns (premature birth, bleeding during pregnancy, and anxiety about pregnancy loss– a side character. Nothing graphic on page)
	This book is three chilli spice range. There are explicit sex scenes but it's perhaps not as spicy as some of the books in the sports romance genre. The style of these books is more sweet with heat than pure smut. (No shade on pure smut because I absolutely loooove reading smut, but this is just to let you know that if you're looking for straight up smut from page one, this is a slow burn and might not be the spice level you're looking for). 
	I am a British author. The book is set in England and the characters are British. British terms are used throughout. The book has been edited by a professional editor in US English. 
	Guaranteed HEA. Always. Every time. Don't worry. I've got you.









Chapter 1
Skylar


Sean’s hard body covered mine. A faint odor of mud and cut grass hit my nose. The scent of the pitch always clung to him. Once, I’d loved that smell. Not so much anymore. His hot breath fanned my ear and his hips snapped hard and fast. My limbs ached from practice, but I tried to muster some enthusiasm to match his rapid thrusts. 
My mind wandered to the day’s events, no matter how I tried to rein it in. The team manager, Claire, had made us do extra laps after discovering a couple of the younger players were hungover. Claire wasn’t happy until she’d had some of the girls throwing up on the sidelines. I’d called her out afterward, but she’d doubled down. If we were serious about promotion to the Women’s Super League, then this was the time to knuckle down and work.
As the captain, I wanted to keep the girls happy, but Claire was right—this year was too important to fuck things up. We had to be tough on them. Calverdale Ladies finally had everything we needed to succeed: a great team and a billionaire director who wouldn’t stop until we got promoted to the Women’s Super League. We were two points ahead of our closest rivals in the league table. Three wins would do it.
This was our year.
Sean planted his elbows, panting and grunting as he increased his pace. The ceiling needed to be painted. Dust lined the top of the lampshade. We could do with another one. In fact, the whole bedroom needed redecorating. We’d moved in together five years ago and we still hadn’t got round to putting up new wallpaper. I flicked my gaze to the eggshell curtains. It was time for a change. A new color scheme entirely. Maybe lilac. I was definitely having a lilac moment after I’d found those perfect lilac football boots to match my hair.
Sean groaned and buried his face into the pillow next to my head. The bedframe rattled against the wall. Maybe we should get a new bed, too. One with a more stable headboard.
Sean’s voice was ragged in my ear. “You like that, don’t you? You’re filthy, aren’t you? A dirty girl.”
I patted his clammy back. Sean’s idea of sexy talk always left me cold. Any minute now he’d go for his big finish. No point dragging it out. It never happened for me, anyway. I turned my face to the side and made a few gasping noises. These days, I hardly needed to put in a performance. Sean either didn’t notice or he didn’t care. He grunted and quivered like a warthog in the grips of a seizure and then stilled, collapsing on top of me.
A hollow ball burned in my chest. We’d been together since school. Seven years of faking orgasms. I waited until his breathing slowed before I spoke. “I was thinking we should redecorate in here.”
He pulled out and got up without looking at me. “Whatever you want, babe.”
“Maybe lilac curtains.”
He stretched and admired his impressive muscular frame in the mirror above the dressing table. “You remember I’m going to my parents’ for dinner tonight?”
“Sure. What time?”
I watched his face in the mirror as a small frown creased his brow and then disappeared. “Don’t worry about it. It’s a family thing.”
My chest tightened. Sean’s parents had always disapproved of me. It was fine for their son to be a football player, but they’d never liked the idea of him dating a female footballer. I wasn’t blind to their narrow glances whenever I went round for tea. With my tattoos and piercings, I wasn’t the kind of girl Mr. and Mrs. Wallace wanted for their superstar son. God knows who would be suitable. The Virgin Mary, maybe?
I fiddled with the silver ring in my nose and pasted a smile onto my face. “Fine. I have training tonight anyway.”
He didn’t even try to mask the relief in his expression.
No. Don’t worry. I’m not going to kick off about it. What’s the point?
The powerful muscles in his back rippled as he strode to the bathroom. I moved to the mirror and pulled my faded lilac hair in a ponytail that revealed the shaved edges of my undercut. The sound of the shower filled my ears. Fighting to ignore the hollow ache that lingered in my chest, I rested my palms on the dressing table and let my head drop. What the fuck was wrong with me? Sean was the captain of the top football team in the Premier League. Teenage girls throughout England had posters of my boyfriend on their walls. If I couldn’t have an orgasm with a man that looked like Sean Wallace, what chance did I have?
A harsh buzz made me jump. Sean’s phone flashed and vibrated on the bedside table. Sean had been weird about his phone lately. I couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t been surgically attached to it. I’d never been the jealous type. Sean had girls throwing themselves at him, but he’d always been faithful. We’d been together since before he was famous. He’d always told me I was the only girl he could trust to want Sean Wallace the man and not the football icon. Still, unease gnawed my gut, and I always trusted my gut. It only took two attempts to crack the passcode and unlock the phone. Sean had never been creative. I read the first message and my stomach dropped.
Last night was amazing. When can you get away again?
The sender had no name, just an initial, M. I scrolled through an endless slew of messages until I reached a bunch of faceless nudes. Nausea rolled in my stomach. The messages dated back a year. A fucking year!
Sean strolled back into the bedroom, naked and toweling his golden hair. He raised a questioning brow. “Everything okay?”
I held up the phone. The towel dropped from his hand. Despite the hard lump in my throat, I managed to keep my voice level. I even managed not to throw the phone at his face.
“No, Sean. Everything is not okay.” 




Chapter 2
Reece


I stepped into the hallway and tripped over a pair of heavy black boots. My shoulders tensed and I rolled them loose. I’d have to talk to my sister, Frankie, about leaving her stuff everywhere again. I found her in the kitchen, stirring a pot of something beige and unidentifiable on the hob. 
“What is it?” I rolled up my shirt sleeves. “Chili?”
Frankie wrinkled her nose. “It started like that. Now it might be curry.”
Miri and Gabe would be here any minute. I’d told Frankie to let me deal with the food, but she’d insisted I take a break from the stress of cooking. She didn’t get that it was more stressful watching someone else do it wrong.
I washed my hands at the sink. “I’m taking over.”
I took the wooden spoon from her hand and tried the unappetizing concoction. Overwhelming heat made my eyes water. I tried to keep my face level. “It’s great. It just needs a little … salt.”
A blackened cake sat on the window ledge. Ribbons of gooey dough shone in the charred volcanic surface. It shouldn’t have been possible to both undercook and overcook something at the same time, but somehow she’d managed it. Too late to do anything about it now.
I smiled. “This looks great.”
“Thanks.” She brightened and took a seat at the table. “How was Laurel?”
“Who’s Laurel? Don’t tell me Dr. Forster is getting some?” The cool, crisp voice drifted from behind.
Gabe Rivers leaned against the doorframe. My sister’s billionaire husband had taken ownership of Calverdale Ladies last year. Since then, I couldn’t go a day without him leaning in a doorway—with a smirk and a sassy comment—somewhere in my vicinity. I’d long itched to get him in the therapy chair and find out what lay beneath that cocky grin. He appeared well adjusted for someone raised with every material whim catered. Underneath the dazzling smile and designer suits, he was actually quite normal—and by normal, I mean as fucked up as the rest of us.
Gabe and Miri had surprised everyone with their low-key wedding ceremony—a tiny, family only gathering—at the town registry office. Gabe had offered to buy us a new house, but Mum wouldn’t hear of it. She’d only just accepted the separate annex that we’d had built so she could have some privacy. With the rehab nurses and specialist physiotherapists, Mum was making incredible progress after her stroke.
Gabe grinned and squeezed my shoulder. “So? Spill the beans, Doc. Who’s the unlucky lady?”
Frankie pushed me away to the table; her gaze transferred to Gabe. “Laurel is Reece’s supervisor. She’s also about a hundred years old.”
Gabe raised a wry eyebrow. “An older woman? Nice.”
Miri chuckled and walloped him on the chest.
Frankie stirred the chili so violently she splattered the white tiled backsplash above the stove. “Shrinks need their own shrinks and then they have shrinks, like weird nesting dolls. They have group sessions where they all talk about emotions until it all gets too overwhelming.”
I rolled my eyes and snatched the spoon from Frankie before she made more mess and gave me a heart attack. “I’m a clinical psychologist, not a psychiatrist.”
Frankie nudged me out of the way to stir the chili/curry. “Same thing.”
“It’s not the same thing.”
My jaw clenched. Frankie always left the kitchen in chaos. I opened the cutlery drawer to put the knives back in their correct place. Most unforgivably, she’d taken every single spice jar out of the rack after I’d sorted them alphabetically. I couldn’t wait to get everyone out of here so I could bring some order back.
Miri’s floral perfume filled my nose as she planted a light peck on my cheek. “Where’s Mum?”
“She’s having a nap. How are you?”
Miri grimaced and rubbed her pregnant belly. “My indigestion has indigestion. You?”
I flashed a meaningful glance at Frankie. “Irritated.”
Miri smothered a grin and lowered her voice to a whisper. “She’s only trying to help.”
“I know. It’s fine.”
It was categorically not fine, but it was also my issue, not Frankie’s.
I couldn’t help but glance at Miri’s growing bump. “You’re blooming.”
She winced. “That’s what people say to make pregnant people feel better. My pregnancy sheen is sweat from all the vomiting.”
“Can you eat anything? Are you drinking? I read an article last week about the efficacy of ginger for hyperemesis during pregnancy. It was a randomized controlled trial. I’ll go and dig it out now—”
“Please don’t science me. I’m not in the mood.” She waved a dismissive hand that came to rest on her swollen belly. “I’ve seen the midwife today. It’s all fine.”
Frankie grabbed a serving spoon and dispatched the chili/curry in messy scoops. Miri watched me with the shifty look she always wore when she wanted to say something that I wasn’t going to like.
Frankie cleared her throat dramatically and threw her hands up. “We wanted to wait for Elliot, but there isn’t going to be a better time than this. We’re staging an intervention.”
Miri flinched and pulled Frankie to the kitchen table. “At least sit down first, and no, we’re not doing anything that dramatic. It’s not an intervention. It’s a … discussion. We wanted to talk to you, about a delicate issue—”
“You’re driving me mad, Reece.” Frankie lowered herself to sit and raked both hands through her dark pixie hair. “I’m walking on eggshells. I can’t even finish a cup of tea before you’ve picked the mug up and washed it.”
My shoulders tensed, but I kept my tone even. “I’m sorry you feel like that, Frankie. I like things to be neat.”
Miri raised her hand in the air. “It’s not just Frankie. You’re also driving me mad.”
I took a calming breath. It wasn’t my fault nobody in this house picked up after themselves.
“And me.” My younger brother, Elliot, glided to the table and took a seat.
Miri surveyed the food on the table with a grimace, then pushed her seat back. “We know you like things to be done … in a certain way, but you’re even more uptight than usual.” Miri’s voice softened. “You look tired. We’re worried about you. Is something going on?”
My jaw clenched. I was tired. Shattered, actually. These past months, a heavy weight had pressed my shoulders. Every morning, I woke up far too early and still exhausted. It had been a big adjustment: Mum’s stroke, breaking up with Megan, moving back home, selling the old house. Work at the hospital, covering for absent colleagues, had become unmanageable. I had patients back to back. No time for lunch. No breaks.
The constant guilt and worry about Mum was suffocating me. The one night I wasn’t here, she’d collapsed. She’d been alone. If Gabe hadn’t broken in and found her, then she probably wouldn’t be here. As a mental health professional, I knew exactly what this was: burnout. I’d ignored it in the hope it might resolve itself. I’d been kidding myself.
Miri covered my hand with hers, her skin cool on mine. “Is there anything you want to talk about?”
“Isn’t that my line?”
“You don’t have the monopoly on listening.”
My siblings stared back at me in waiting silence. An intervention? This was intense even for this lot. If it had got to the point that they felt the need for something so dramatic, then I owed them honesty. I talked to people about mental health for a living, but even I could admit I preferred not to burden my family with my problems. I sighed and cleared my throat. “I should have been here. I keep thinking about how long Mum was lying on that floor on her own.”
Instead, I’d been wasting my time fighting to patch things up with Megan, and I’d let my whole family down.
Frankie watched me with shrewd eyes. “This is basic self-care, Reece. You’re being unfair to yourself. You know all this. You can’t pour from an empty cup. Isn’t that what you tell your patients?”
Miri took a sip of water. “When did you last take time off? Can’t you take a sabbatical? Add some more letters to that alphabet soup after your name?”
I turned my face to the window. If I took a break, I’d return to more work. And it wouldn’t be fair to my patients. They relied on me. Still, Frankie was right. I’d been emptying my cup for so long, there wasn’t anything left to pour. I needed a break, whether I wanted to admit it or not.
I arranged my silverware in a neat line. “I need to do something. I’ll be bored out of my brain.”
Gabe chirped up from across the table. “What about a change? That’s as good as a rest.”
“A new hospital will be all the same problems in a different place.”
“Then why not do something different with your skills? We could use you at the football club,” Gabe said.
For a moment I was too startled by the suggestion to reply.
“You want me to play football?”
“You? Play football?” Gabe chuckled darkly. “Not as a player, as a psychologist. The girls have been stressed lately. The next couple of games will decide whether we earn promotion. You could do some coaching. Get them into the right mindset. All the top teams have sports psychologists. I’ve been thinking about bringing someone in for a while.”
Miri shot Gabe an impressed glance. “That’s actually a great idea.”
Gabe raised a smug eyebrow and squeezed her hand. “I’m not just a pretty face, my love.”
Miri smiled and returned her attention to me. “You should think about it. Mindset is everything in football at this level. You have skills we can put to use. It won’t be the same pressure as the hospital. You might enjoy it.”
Frankie nudged me in the ribs. “Sounds like a cushy gig to me.”
My hands felt clammy around my fork. It was a big change. I’d always worked in hospitals. Besides, I’d been packed shoulder to shoulder in that rowdy stadium before, and it wasn’t my cup of tea. Too many people. Too chaotic. The team always struck me as a rabble. Would they be receptive to this kind of thing?
Elliot scoffed. “You want Reece to do sports psychology? He doesn’t even understand the offside rule.”
Technically, that was unfair. It wasn’t that I didn’t understand it. I just didn’t care enough to understand it. As nice as it was that my family wanted to help me, this idea was a hard pass. Now, I had to get them to move on.
“I help people in distress. Sports psychology is not my area of expertise.” I smoothed a hand over the tablecloth and kept my tone light. “I find my attention span is limited with sports. I prefer more intellectual pursuits.”
Elliot balled up his napkin and threw it at me. “My attention span is limited when I have to listen to your voice.”
“I’m sure you’ll have something to offer,” Miri said.
Nope. How long would we have to go down this road before they gave up? They’d obviously been scheming. This was going to be a long evening, but I wouldn’t back down. Boundaries were important, and unfortunately, my family always delighted in trampling over mine.
Miri rested her hands on her huge belly. “A few of the girls have been getting nervous lately about taking penalties. Even Skylar seems off. If the pressure is getting to the captain, then it’s getting to everyone.” Miri’s lips puckered thoughtfully. “I swear, something weird is going on with Skylar. It would be good if she had someone to talk to … if all the girls had someone to talk to.”
Skylar Marshall.
A curious warmth filled my chest. We hadn’t spoken since school, but I’d crushed on her hard throughout my teenage years. Not that she’d known I was alive. Sean Wallace and Skylar Marshall had ruled the school, and I was the kid eating lunch with the librarian.
I tried to keep my voice from appearing unduly interested. “What do you mean something’s wrong with Skylar?”
“I don’t know. She doesn’t have her head in the game.” Miri studied the chili on her fork before wrinkling her nose and pushing her plate away. “Weren’t the two of you in the same year at school?”
“Were we?” I busied myself rearranging my silverware. “I don’t remember.”
Frankie poured herself another glass of wine. “Ah, Skylar Marshall is so cool. You know she has three million followers on Instagram. That’s more than some of the men’s team. Did you know that? How many have you got, Miri?”
Miri smoothed a smile onto her pale face. Poor Miri. This pregnancy was tough. She’d moved in with Gabe, but when he went away for work, she always came home. She must have liked the comfort, even if we all drove each other up the wall. “I don’t know. I don’t care about that sort of thing.”
“One hundred fifty thousand,” Frankie said, pointing her wine glass at Miri for emphasis. “You’ve got one hundred fifty thousand. That’s embarrassing. You need to pull your finger out.”
A little frown flitted across Miri’s face.
“It’s not a competition, my love. Don’t worry.” Gabe squeezed Miri’s hand and flashed a faux-sympathetic smile. “But if it was. I have ten million followers. Just putting it out there.”
Miri gave an indignant snort, but amusement flashed in her eyes. “Well, you’ve just lost one.”
What was up with Skylar? She’d always been so confident. Every weekend, I’d watched my old crush from the sidelines. I was there to support Miri, but I couldn’t help it if my eyes occasionally drifted to Skylar Marshall. It wasn’t my fault. Whose eyes wouldn’t drift? 
During her last match, Skylar had scored a winning penalty but instead of celebrating the victory with her team, she’d dashed to the opposition goalkeeper to console her. Skylar was a beautiful woman, anyone could see that, but it was the things you couldn’t see which held you captivated: Her strength and composure, the way she’d been born to lead, and whatever that quality was that made others want to follow. She had the kind of charisma that commanded everyone’s attention, on and off the pitch.
If Skylar needed something, I wanted to help. The back of my neck itched. Well, not just Skylar. The whole team. I could help the whole team. This wasn’t just about Skylar. Definitely not.
“Fine. I can help you at the football club,” I said.
Miri frowned. “Really?” She exchanged a look with Gabe. “I thought that would be a harder sell.”
I sat a little straighter in the chair. “No. You’re right. I need something else to do. A sabbatical is a great idea. It sounds ideal.”
Yes. This was about taking a break from the hospital for a while. It was the best decision for me. I could help Skylar. Well, the whole team. It wasn’t just about Skylar. It was the right decision for me. In fact, it had very little to do with Skylar Marshall.
“Come by my office when you’re free and we’ll talk.” Gabe held up his wineglass and his eyes locked with mine. “Welcome to the team, Doc. Good to have you on board.” He raised a sardonic eyebrow. “Let’s hope we can hold your attention as much as your … intellectual pursuits.”




Chapter 3
Skylar


The team gathered in one of the meeting rooms on the training ground. My eyes burned with exhaustion and my stomach ached and grumbled. I’d hardly slept. Hardly eaten. Still, I had to carry on as normal. No one in this room needed to know that my life had imploded. This year was too important. 
Everything hinged on the last three games. Three wins and this was in our hands. It didn’t matter what any of the other teams in the table did, we’d be promoted from the Championship League to the Women’s Super League, the top league in England. We were so close to victory I could almost taste it. If the team lost faith in the captain, then we were screwed. No matter how my guts churned or how my heart ached, I had to inspire confidence. I didn’t feel confident. Not one bit. Thankfully, I’d always been good at faking.
Gabe entered, followed by a tall, dark-haired man. Black thick-framed glasses shielded the man’s dark eyes and a perfect swoosh curl fell across his forehead. A smart tweed blazer wrapped around his broad shoulders. He looked the type to be found tucked away in the corner of a bookshop with a cappuccino and a notepad. His eyes met mine briefly as he scanned the room, and my stomach gave a curious lurch.
Gabe clapped his hands to get our attention. “This is Dr. Reece Forster. He’s our new team psychologist. We’ve brought him in to help with mindset. I know this has been a stressful season, and we’ve got a lot riding on moving up to the next league. Reece is going to run sessions to get our heads in gear. I trust you’ll all give him a warm welcome.”
A team psychologist? Well, wasn’t that fancy? Gabe was sparing no expense. A luxury like a team psychologist would have been unthinkable a year ago. Until Gabe arrived, we hadn’t even had our own gym. I couldn’t stop my eyes from roving over the new guy—very nice if you liked that kind of thing and you didn’t hate all men in general since they were all lying, cheating scumbags.
My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out to see another missed call from Sean. Speak of the lying, cheating scumbag devil. I’d told him I needed space, but he didn’t understand the concept. My thumb hovered over the delete key. At least he hadn’t bothered me at work. The last thing I wanted was him turning up and causing a scene in front of the girls. Our paths usually crossed in the gym when the women’s training sessions overlapped with the men’s, but I’d skipped out on gym sessions this week. It couldn’t go on like this forever. I’d have to talk to him. We’d have to make a joint statement for social media. The press had styled us into the golden couple of English football. They were going to relish every moment of our downfall. My guts churned.
Lana leaned in next to me, her breath warm against my ear. “I’m calling dibs on the hot doctor.”
My breath caught in my throat. “What?”
She cocked her head to appraise him. “It’s the glasses.” Her lips curved in an unconscious smile. “I’ve always liked a man that looks like he knows his way around a spreadsheet.”
“But he looks so … straitlaced, like a librarian.”
“Right?” she whispered under her breath. “A smoking hot librarian. I’m into it.”
Lana’s chuckle raked through me. If she had her sights on him, he didn’t stand a chance. She’d screwed her way around most of the men’s team and half of the women’s. She wasn’t shy about going after what she wanted. Not that I judged her for that of course. Just because I’d been with Sean since school, didn’t mean I begrudged other people having fun. Anyway, what did it matter to me? If Lana wanted the new guy, she was welcome to go after him.
Lana smirked and leaned in again. “I might see if any of the other girls are up for a bet on who can score with Doctor Straitlace first.”
A snap of irritation made my jaw clench. “What? No. He’s a professional here to do a job.”
Lana snorted. “Don’t spoil our fun just because you’re wifed up.” 
Wifed up.
My stomach dropped. Not anymore. I loved this team, but sometimes they were a bunch of messy bitches, and a sniff of the news about me and Sean would send them wild. They’d want to know all the details, but worse, they’d worry about me. If they sensed weakness or lost faith in the captain, we’d all be in trouble. I needed to keep a lid on it until we got through this season and got promoted.
The team is all that matters.
Lana smoothed a hand over her gleaming auburn ponytail and leaned in again. “Yeah. We could do with a bit of fun to lighten the mood around here. We’ll each put twenty quid in the pot. First to score with the doctor takes the prize.”
I put a finger to my lips. “Sh. We’re supposed to be listening.”
Slowly, Dr. Forster slipped off his tweed jacket and hung it on the back of his chair. He rolled his crisp white shirt sleeves up to the elbows. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. Every movement was so measured and elegant. So controlled. Silence swirled in the room. The girls never paid this much attention to me when I did a team talk. They never paid this much attention to anyone.
Dr. Forster stepped forward. “Thanks, Gabe. It’s good to be here, and I’m looking forward to getting to know everyone better. I’m also offering one to one coaching sessions.”
His low, considered voice was as level and soothing as the rain that tapped against the window. My whole body leaned in, listening.
“We can work on mindset, confidence on the pitch, or any worries you might have that affect performance. I don’t know how much interest there would be in that kind of thing. Could I get a show of hands to see if it’s worthwhile?”
I watched as every arm in the room shot skyward. I kept my hands pinned in my lap. The last thing I needed was to spill my guts to a shrink.
His steady gaze flicked to me for the briefest of moments and, for some strange reason, my heart pounded. His expression and tone remained level. “That looks like most of you … great.”
Lana surveyed the room and leaned into me again. “I’m not the only one who fancies a one to one with the new guy.” She rubbed her hands together and rose a mischievous eyebrow. “This is going to be a good prize fund.”
A snap of irritation stiffened my spine. Lana was my best friend, but she’d always been a handful. The press called her the “bad girl” of women’s football. I had no doubt that she enjoyed that moniker. If she had herself set on something, I wouldn’t be able to talk her out of it. She was an amazing friend—the life and soul of every party and loyal to a tee. Still, she was also the only person I knew who was more stubborn than me. With Lana, you had to choose your battles carefully.
“Do what you want, but if Claire and Gabe find out about this, then you’re on your own,” I said.
A small smirk lit Lana’s face. “Fine. Let the games begin.”
Gabe glanced at his fancy watch and rested a hand on the doctor’s shoulder. “Let’s wrap this up. I have another meeting.” Gabe beckoned me. “Skylar, can you help Reece get settled in? 
An inexplicable unease washed over me. “Me? I’ve got training. Can’t Claire do it?”
“Claire’s in this meeting with me.”
Lana elbowed me out of the way, her voice like silk. “I’d be happy to do it, Gabe. It would be a pleasure. I’ve always had a huge interest in psychology.”
Dr. Forster’s face remained level. “You have? Which areas of psychology interest you?”
Lana’s eyes roved over him and she smiled. “All of it. The brain is so fascinating, isn’t it? I mean, how does it do everything? Thinking. Telling you what to say. Controlling how you move around and things. Just all of that … stuff … mind boggling. All that brain stuff. Wow.”
If he found that response as ridiculous as I did, his inscrutable face didn’t betray him. “Yes. Absolutely. The brain is an impressive organ.”
“It is.” Lana’s lip twitched into a smile and her twinkling eyes roved over Dr. Forster. “A very impressive organ.”
This poor man. She’d eat him alive. It was only his first day. My stomach felt hard and sour. I’d have to rescue him.
I stepped in front of Lana. “No. It’s fine. I’m the captain, so I’m happy to do a tour. I’m also interested in psychology.”
Gabe looked over our heads as though searching for a more interesting conversation. “Fine. It doesn’t matter who does it. Somebody needs to show him around. Make Reece feel welcome, won’t you? This is Miri’s brother. She’s going to want to know that we’ve been nice to him.”
Lana tossed me an amused glance, but I stiffened my spine and folded my arms. Yeah, mate. I’m pulling rank.
I transferred my gaze to the doctor. “I’m Skylar. Lovely to have you here, Dr. Forster.”
He shook my hand, his palm warm against mine. “It’s just Reece.”
A tingle crept up my wrist at his touch. “Reece.”
A flash of heat stroked my cheeks. I gestured toward the door. “This way, Reece. Let me give you the lay of the land.”
“Thanks. I’d love to talk more about your interest in psychology.”
Shit. I plastered a smile onto my face. “Great. That sounds … perfect.”




Chapter 4
Skylar


Reece fell in step alongside me as we traversed the training suite. Music pumped out from the gym. I glanced at my watch and my stomach dropped. The men’s team would be in there working out. The last thing I wanted was a run-in with Sean. Reece lingered at the entrance to look inside.  
I hurried past, forcing him to catch up with me. “Do you like to work out?”
“Me?” A rueful smile pulled at his full lips, but he dashed it quickly. “Not really. My younger brother is a dancer. He’s taken it upon himself to whip me into shape.” He quirked a dark brow. “Exercise is Elliot’s love language. I wish it was hanging up the towels after he’s used them, but sadly that’s a no.”
I laughed. “Tell me about it, I grew up with three older brothers.”
He was being modest. He definitely worked out. His tall, well-muscled body moved with easy grace under all those starchy clothes. He carried himself with a commanding air of self-confidence. Not that I had any business noticing.
We walked down a long glass corridor with the vast expanse of green training pitches to our left. I pointed out the dressing rooms, the swimming pool, and the canteen.
As we passed by the trophy cabinet, he flashed me a curious glance. “You don’t remember me, do you?”
“Should I?”
“We went to the same school.”
I couldn’t keep the look of surprise from my face. “We did?”
“We sat next to each other in Geography.”
Really? I would have remembered sitting next to a man that looked this good. I wracked my brain, struggling to remember. I’d messed about in school. Sean had always convinced me to bunk off and hang out in his bedroom. What a waste of time.
The back of my neck warmed with guilt over not remembering him. I slapped my palm against my forehead. “Reece Forster? Geography, right? Yeah. I do remember.”
“It’s fine. I don’t expect you to remember. You were popular and I was … quiet.”
“It looks like you’ve done well. Doctor Forster, huh? You must have been listening in class more than me. You went to university?”
His shiny brogues tapped on the stairs as he followed me up to the next floor. “Cambridge.”
I quirked a brow. “No shit. Well, look at you. Very fancy.”
A faint smile crossed his full lips, but he stayed silent for the rest of the journey along the second-floor corridor full of offices. A gold plaque gleamed on the last door in the row.
Dr. Reece Forster.
Psychologist.
He slipped a key from his blazer and unlocked the door. A huge walnut desk dominated the large office. Bookcases teemed with neat rows of heavy tomes. He inclined his head toward the open door. “Do you have time to talk? I’d love to brainstorm about future group sessions …”
There was a tentative edge to his voice. He pressed his lips together; his eyes locked with mine from behind his scholarly glasses. How had I sat next to this hot-as-hell guy at school and not noticed? A strange tingling lit the pit of my stomach. I scuffed the tip of my trainer on the floor. “I should really be hitting the gym.”
“Of course. You must be busy. I don’t want to keep you.”
His intense, keenly observant eyes made my heart pound. “No. It’s fine. You’re not. I’m not busy. I mean I am busy, but not too busy … I can brainstorm …”
I snapped my mouth shut. I didn’t get nervous. Why was I rambling like an idiot?
His face held perfectly level. “Come in, then.”
I followed him inside and closed the door behind us. Two armchairs sat in the middle of the room facing each other. My gaze fell on the leather doctor’s couch pushed to the back wall. I couldn’t help the playful smile that pulled at my lips. “Do I get to lie on the couch?” I drifted over and smoothed a hand over the buttery leather. “This all has a very Freud ‘Tell me about your mother’ vibe.”
His tone was impassive. “Do you want to tell me about your mother?”
I hopped up to sit on the couch. “She’s a delight. A wonderful, caring woman. No deep-rooted psychological trauma.”
“That’s a shame. I live for deep-rooted psychological trauma.”
I couldn’t help my laugh. He didn’t look like he had a sense of humor, but it was there, even if it was as dry as the Sahara. Maybe Dr. Straitlace wasn’t as straitlaced as he looked.
I swung my legs over the edge of the couch, letting them dangle. “Sorry to disappoint. I’m the picture of sanity. If you’ve ever wondered what total emotional stability looks like, then look no further.”
He hovered by the window. Sunlight streamed in, making his dark hair gleam with shadows of rich chestnut. “I don’t ask my patients to lie on a couch. Gabe had this room furnished. He’s seen too many TV psychiatrists.”
I crossed the room and sat in one of the chairs in the center of the office. He lowered himself smoothly into the seat opposite. His intense gaze burned into me. He hadn’t taken his eyes off me since I’d stepped in the room. I had no doubt he was watching and analyzing me. It was unnerving, but in an odd way it gave me a little glow to be observed. To be the center of someone’s attention.
He relaxed back in the chair, his brow smooth, his slight smile bland and noncommittal. Silence swirled around us. I twisted a tendril of damp hair between my fingers. I wished I’d bothered to dry and straighten it after my shower.
I cleared my throat. “Are you sure we had Geography together? Mrs. Baxter?”
“Mrs. Butler, and yes, I’m sure.”
“Oh.” I clasped my fingers together in my lap. Reece sat still and composed. It made me intensely aware of my own fidgeting. “I bunked off a lot. I regret it now. I wish I’d knuckled down. Sean hated going to classes. Do you remember Sean? Sean Wallace. He plays for Calverdale United. He was in our year, too.”
He stared back levelly. “I remember.”
“We live together. Well … we did, before … we’re taking a break … I kicked him out, actually.”
His expression remained unchanged. Heat climbed my throat. Why had I blurted that? It had to be the silences and the clinical, detached way he studied my face like a scientist might examine an interesting specimen in the lab.
“I haven’t told anyone on the team. Please don’t tell anyone. You’re not going to tell Miri, are you? Or Gabe?”
His level tone softened. “I won’t breathe a word.”
Silence fell between us again.
“Sean’s been texting other girls.”
I felt Reece’s eyes on me, but I couldn’t look up from my fingers gripped tightly in my lap. “You’re sure you won’t tell Miri, will you? Nobody can know about this. Sean is a big name. This isn’t just about me. It’s about the men’s team as well. If the story blows up, it’s going to be a media circus. The football club is all that matters. Sean feels the same. We’re dealing with it discreetly.”
“I understand. You can trust me with confidentiality.”
Reece smoothed his tie and crossed his legs at the knee. His brogues gleamed like polished wood. I’d never seen a man dressed so immaculately. With that crisp white shirt and artfully disheveled hair, he was flawless.
“You haven’t told anyone at all? That must be difficult. A breakup can be stressful. I’m sure there are people here that would want to support you.”
“It would be terrible for team morale. Everyone is relying on me to get them to the end of the season. We’re so close to getting promoted. Everything is hanging on these last three games. I need to look like I’m in control.”
He cocked his head, his tone somehow soft yet uncompromising. “Are you in control, Skylar?”
“Yes. Always. I’m the captain. I don’t lean on the girls with my problems. They lean on me.”
“Even captains have problems.”
I pasted a rueful smile onto my lips, despite the ache in my heart. “Not me.”
Silence swirled between us. I’d told him too much, but my confession had made the horrible scratchy gnawing in my chest loosen its grip a little. I hadn’t told anyone, not even my parents. Still, this guy was here to do coaching and motivational stuff, not counsel me through a relationship breakup. I didn’t need a therapist. This was Miri’s brother, for goodness’ sake. A sudden awkwardness came over me and I stood. “Anyway, this isn’t why you’re here. You’ve got better things to do than talk to me.”
His intense eyes met mine. “No. I haven’t, and I’m here because my family wants to get me out of the house because I annoy them.”
“Why would you annoy them?”
He kept his expression perfectly level. “I don’t know. I’m the picture of sanity. If you were ever wondering what emotional stability looks like, then look no further.”
So dry. So deadpan. Not even a hint of a smile. I couldn’t help my chuckle to hear my words parroted back to me. His eyes riveted to my face and it made my pulse pound.
“Do you promise you won’t tell anyone any of this?”
“I promise.”
“It’s a relief, honestly. It doesn’t even feel real. Me and Sean are over.”
“How does it feel to hear yourself speak those words?”
“It feels … great. Is that weird?”
“No. Not if the relationship wasn’t working.”
“It wasn’t. Not for a long time.”
A suffocating silence enveloped us again. This was what he did. The long pauses made you say more than you wanted to say. I needed to run before I gave him more messy facts about my messy life. This man was dangerous. I wouldn’t be back in a hurry.
I moved to the door. “Anyway, I should go. Time to hit the gym. If you need anything or you get lost, give me a shout.”
“I will. Come back if you want to talk again.” His dark, inscrutable gaze locked with mine. “My door is always open to the captain.”




Chapter 5
Reece


Frankie shielded her eyes from the sun and surveyed my vegetable garden. She plunged her shovel into the ground, dangerously close to my rhubarb plants. 
A shadow of alarm went through me. “Be careful.”
She yanked the spade out, sending soil everywhere. I drew a deep breath. By some strange miracle, the twins had volunteered to help me with the garden. It was good of them, and it had never happened before. I’d have to suck it up and be grateful for the “help.”
Frankie bent down and fingered a slug-eaten cabbage before looking up at Elliot. “I don’t understand how humans have even evolved, since it’s impossible to grow vegetables without things eating them.”
I moved around the vegetable patch, ripping up the odd weed. Frankie’s gaze burned into me. Something was up. There was no other reason for them both to be outside with me. “Come on then. What’s going on?”
Frankie cleared her throat. “I’ve got someone I want to set you up with. A friend at university.”
I suppressed my eye roll. “No. Thank you.”
Elliot smirked. “I’ve told you not to risk introducing anyone you know to Reece. I reckon he’s a full-on freak. I’m talking manacles, gimp masks … the whole lot. Why else would he have put up with Megan for so long? She had to be fulfilling some specialist kink.”
I sighed. “Can we get through one day without the two of you speculating about my love life?”
Frankie angled her trowel at me. “What do you say? Do you want me to set you up?”
“No.”
“Why not?
“Because I’m not interested in meeting anyone at the moment.”
Frankie raked over the fresh earth she’d turned over. “Why not? You’ve looked sad since you split with Megan. Fuck the pain away, I say.”
“Sure. Why not? That’s the first thing we learn when we train as psychologists. It’s followed by ‘eat the pain way’ and ‘inject the pain away.’”
Elliot flashed me a glance. “You should do it. I’ve never seen anyone more in need of getting laid. See if she’ll remove the stick from your arse while you’re at it.”
I drew a calming breath. “I appreciate your concerns, but respectfully, I don’t want to talk about my love life with either of you.”
Is this why they’d volunteered to help out? So they could tag team in annoying me? Frankie threw a weed into a bucket with a heavy thud and slid me a glance. “I bumped into Megan the other day. She’s cut her hair short. It doesn’t suit her. She asked how you were …”
I kept my gaze on the strip of lighter soil where I’d planted my corn. I didn’t need to hear about Megan.
“I told her you have a hot new girlfriend and you’re fucking each other’s brains out all day. She looked mortified. She made that little squeaky noise she makes when she’s about to cry.”
I kept my voice flat despite my rising irritation. “I wish you hadn’t done that.”
“I know, but it was too fun not to. Megan was the worst.” Frankie slammed her shovel into the ground. “She left you when you needed her the most, and she was so dull. She wasn’t good for you. You need someone with a bit of life. Someone a bit … wild.”
“Megan made a choice. I respect it. You should respect it too. And I don’t need wild. I like a quiet life.”
“No. You need someone to bring you out of your shell. There’s more to life than books and gardening. You have the hobbies of a pensioner.”
“I like my garden, and I don’t want to talk about Megan. I come down here for peace and quiet.”
Frankie swiped a muddy hand across her sweating forehead. “When shit got real with Mum, Megan jettisoned out of here. Be angry about it. It’s okay to be angry about it. Isn’t that what you bang on about all day anyway? It’s okay not to be okay? Or is it okay for everyone else and not you?”
I pulled out a potato and scraped away the dirt before tossing it into the pile. I drew another calming breath. Birdsong filled my ears. I tried to relax the tension in my jaw.
Frankie trampled over my strawberry plants to pick up a watering can. She showered water over a patch of weeds. “Anyway, I’ve signed you up for a couple of dating apps. You’ve already had a few matches.”
My blood turned to ice. “You’ve. Done. What?”
She tugged off her gardening gloves and pulled her phone from the pocket of her dungarees. A smile crept onto her lips as she scrolled, then she twisted the screen in my direction. My face stared back at me. Despite my raging irritation, I tried to keep myself together as I scanned the profile that had been created without my knowledge. I read it out loud.
“My name is Dr. Forster. I might look like a geek, but I’m a freak in the sheets. I’m a love doctor, looking to set hearts racing with some no strings fun.”
Elliot sniggered and turned his face away.
My teeth gritted, but I kept my tone even. “Please tell me this is a joke.”
“What? No. It’s real. This is perfect. You have a photo looking professional and then Elliot got a couple of shots of you without your glasses at the gym.” Frankie flexed her bicep and grinned. “You need to show off the goods if you want to attract the ladies.”
Anger made my guts churn. I swiveled to Elliot. He merely shrugged. I took a deep breath, but even Buddha wouldn’t be cool about being put on dating apps without permission. “What are you thinking? What if a patient sees me on there? This isn’t funny. This is my job and my reputation on the line.”
Frankie frowned. “Don’t be overdramatic. You’re allowed to date, aren’t you?”
“Not like this. It looks completely unprofessional. Dating apps are for casual hookups. I don’t want people to see me on there looking for something shallow.”
Elliot snorted. “Hey, don’t knock casual hookups until you’ve tried them. Shallow is exactly what you need. It’s the only way you’re going to get over Megan. This is why you’re so wound up. It’s going to make all our lives easier when you get some action.”
I stiffened my spine and held my hand out. “Give me the phone.”
“No.” Frankie slammed the phone back into her pocket.
“Delete me from everything immediately.”
Frankie sighed and exchanged a look with Elliot. “I told you he’d be weird about it.”
“I’m being serious. Delete everything now.”
Frankie held her hands up in mock surrender. “Fine. Don’t get your knickers in a twist. I’ll delete them. Let’s contact the matches you have first.”
“Delete it immediately. I’m not messing about here, Frankie.”
Frankie rolled her eyes and pulled her phone back out. “We’re just trying to help.” Her glittery fingernails tapped at the screen. “You’re no fun, you know that?”
“Hey, I didn’t know you were all down here.” I looked up to see Miri waddling toward us.
Frankie pouted and stuck a hand on her hip. “Reece is making us delete him from the dating apps.”
Miri’s face dropped. “Why? That profile was amazing.”
My shoulders bunched. “You knew about this, too?”
Miri shrugged. “It was my idea.”
So, all three of my siblings had teamed up to humiliate me. Great.
Miri slung an arm around my shoulder. “It’s just a bit of fun. We’re trying to help you. How did things go with the team?”
“The team was fine.”
Miri smiled. “I want to hear all the gossip. How is everyone?”
My mind drifted back to Skylar. It had been odd to talk to her again after all this time. She had more tattoos now. Two colorful sleeves full of intricate designs peeped out from beneath her t-shirt and a string of yellow roses inked the length of her collarbone. More piercings too. With her bright blue eyes and delicate features, she was still stunningly beautiful. More beautiful close up than I could have ever remembered. Not that I had any business noticing. We were colleagues now. Clearly, she was going through a difficult time and needed support.
Frankie ripped up another perfectly healthy strawberry plant. I leaned in low to Miri and whispered, “Please take Frankie away, for the sake of the vegetables.”
Miri quirked an amused eyebrow and beckoned Frankie. “I’m prepping Gabe’s place for the birthday party. He gave me his credit card. Do you want to help?”
Frankie paled and her mouth dropped open. “You have a billionaire’s credit card?”
Miri laughed. “Yes, but that doesn’t mean we can go crazy.”
Frankie transferred her gaze to me. “I’m sorry, Reece. Can you do without me?”
“I’m sure I’ll manage.”
Miri flashed me a look. “You’re coming to Gabe’s birthday party, aren’t you? Mum’s still up for it. She wants to pop in for a bit and see how she feels.”
I tried to keep the grimace from my face. Gabe’s parties were full of celebrities and loud, pretentious people. Parties were overwhelming at the best of times, but Gabe’s were another level.
“I think it’s too much for Mum,” I said.
Miri’s face dropped. “She wants to. She’s been doing so well. Come on. Please. It’s important to Gabe. I can’t do it for long either. I need to be in bed by 8 p.m. these days.”
So much for using Mum as an excuse. I’d thought that would be watertight. It wasn’t fair to stop Mum from going if she wanted to. It meant a lot to Miri too. It wouldn’t hurt to pop in. Usually I went to hide in the library, anyway. That was the one perk of Gabe’s mansion. He had a library with a sliding ladder like you’d see in a movie.
I pasted a smile onto my face. “Fine. If Mum’s well enough, then I will. But only an hour.”
And don’t expect me to leave the library.




Chapter 6
Skylar


I yanked the hem of my tight plum-hued dress and frowned at my reflection in the clear microwave door. Sophie, one of my teammates, passed me an orange juice. She wrapped her arms around the thick neck of her football player boyfriend, Aiden. Aiden smiled and kissed the top of her head. God. Just my luck to get stuck with the most loved-up couple at a party. We weren’t supposed to drink to excess in the season, but we didn’t have training in the morning. I needed to find someone equally as miserable to drown my sorrows with. These two lovesick puppies weren’t going to cut it. 
Miri waddled into the kitchen and threw an arm around my shoulder.
“Hey, is this too low-cut?” I tried to tug my dress up over my boobs, but the sweeping neckline wouldn’t budge. “Sean always said this color doesn’t look good on me.”
Miri flashed an incredulous grin. “Are you kidding me? You look amazing. Every color looks good on you. Where is Sean?”
I waved a dismissive hand. “I’m sure he’ll be along later.”
But hopefully not.
“Come on. Let’s find the birthday boy.” Miri linked her arm through mine and pulled me toward the door. “We need to set up the karaoke.”
A barrage of music and laughter hit us as Miri led me into the revelry in Gabe’s mansion. People crammed every inch of the ginormous sitting room.
Miri smiled when her gaze landed on Gabe. “Ah, there he is.”
She waddled off, leaving me standing alone. I scanned the room, looking for someone to talk to. A grim knot tightened in my chest. I drifted back to the kitchen and downed another tequila, the alcohol hot on my tongue as I chased it with salt and bitter lime. Where was Sean? Would he come here? He’d said it was over with his other woman.
A better woman.
One that can give him what he needs.
Not good enough.
The booze made my stomach roll, but at least it would take the edge off this horrible, numb, scratchy disquiet I’d had since I found those messages on Sean’s phone.
“Skylar Marshall? I was hoping I’d get chance to speak to you.”
The unfamiliar American accent stopped me in my tracks. I turned to see a tall dark-haired man in a smart suit. He flashed a smile. His teeth, even and white, contrasted pleasantly with his olive skin.
He presented his palm. “Evan Lewis. Chairman of the LA Halos.”
The LA Halos? What on earth was he doing here? That was one of the best women’s football teams in the US. I’d thought he looked familiar.
He raised his beer bottle to his lips. “Your form has been amazing this season. Twenty shots on goals. No misses.”
“Thank you.”
Where was this going? Why was he reciting my stats to me as if I didn’t know them? My heart hammered. Anxiety flared in my chest. Everything was muted and sharp at the same time. I had to get out of all this noise and activity.
“Excuse me, I was just on my way to the bathroom.”
Not true, but I couldn’t deal with a conversation right now. I wanted to be alone.
He nodded. “I hope we can catch up later.”
I pasted a smile onto my face. “Sure. Great.”
I weaved my way through the sitting room to the entrance hall. There were still too many people. My teammates crammed every corner of the hall and the stairs, but I headed up through the crowd of limbs and chatter. Too much. Too many happy, smiling faces.
I tried the door to a room and slipped inside. The moonlight illuminated a huge library. Bookcases lined the walls. There was even a ladder to reach the highest shelves.
“Skylar?”
A startled yelp erupted from me. Silvery moonlight illuminated the tall figure of a man sitting on the shadowy window seat with a book in his hand.
“Reece?” I scanned the empty library. “What are you doing up here?”
He raised a dark brow. “Hiding.”
I couldn’t help my chuckle. “What do you mean?”
A hint of a rueful smile played on his full lips. “This isn’t really my scene.”
Music drifted in to fill the silence between us.
I bowed my head. “I’ll leave you to it. I’m sorry I disturbed you.”
“You didn’t disturb me. What are you doing up here?”
I had no idea. Usually I loved parties. Tonight, it was just … too much.
Before I could figure out an answer, Reece inclined his head to the opposite end of the window seat. “We could hide together, if you like.”
Did he really want company or was he just being polite? Music and chatter pulsed from the party, making my teeth grit. Nope. Still too loud. I pulled the door closed behind me. An intense relief swept through me and my body relaxed into the silence and stillness of the library. I joined him on the window seat, pulling my knees up to my chin. Outside, a vast expanse of dark grounds spread under a blazing white moon. A fire roared and crackled in the hearth.
I snuck a glance at his reflection in the tall window next to us. The moonlight played over his proud, handsome features, and I drank in the comfort of having somebody near. I’d been on my own at the house since Sean left. I’d always been an extrovert. Usually I would have been at the center of this party, dancing the night away, enjoying every moment. People gave me life. I didn’t want to be alone, but I couldn’t be around anyone tonight, either. Anyone but this man. His solid, quiet presence and measured, rational manner soothed me somehow.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“Fine,” I lied. “What were you reading?”
He lifted his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Oh. Nothing. It’s a book of poems. You’d probably think it’s boring.”
“Maybe I like poetry.”
His intense eyes locked with mine. “Do you?”
The back of my neck heated. No. Except, for some reason, I didn’t want someone as smart as Reece to know that. Anyone else and I would have admitted it.
“Sure. Which one are you reading?”
He turned the book over in his hands. “Yeats.”
Yeats? What the fuck? I’d heard of Keats. Not Yeats. I stayed silent.
He opened the book and cleared his throat. “How many loved your moments of glad grace. And loved your beauty with love false or true. But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you. And loved the sorrows of your changing face …”
I closed my eyes, savoring his low, gentle voice and the tender words that washed over me. A sudden ache pressed at my throat. “Pilgrim soul. That’s beautiful.”
I opened my eyes to find him watching me. “Yes. I think so, too.”
A thick silence swirled between us. We were silent for so long I could almost hear the wood in the ancient bookcases that lined the library creaking under the weight of their heavy tomes. I kept my face turned to the window and watched Reece’s reflection in the dark glass. I had the strangest urge to shuffle closer across the window seat toward him, but I didn’t dare.
He cleared his throat. “People say that Yeats wrote this for a lover he was infatuated with. Lots of people loved this woman for her external beauty, but he sees something deeper—the restlessness inside of her, the sorrow—and he promises that he will always love her, even as she grows old.”
The crackling fire in the hearth grew loud. The moonlight dancing over his strong, proud profile entranced me. “What happened? Did they end up together?”
Reece’s voice was as soft as a kiss. “No. I don’t think so.”
A sudden pain speared my chest. The words spilled out of me, unbidden. “All those years together and I don’t think Sean ever cared for me like that. He treated me like I was another football trophy in his cabinet. I loved him … at the start, anyway.” My voice wavered, and I took a breath. “Not anymore. Not for a long time. I don’t know why I didn’t have the balls to end things sooner. I don’t know if anyone will ever love my pilgrim soul.”
Reece closed the book, his face still turned to the window. “Why would you think that?”
“Sean says I’m not easy to love. I’m loud. I’m stubborn. I work too many hours at the club. I’m easily irritated. Sean didn’t want me to meet his parents because I have all these tattoos. I can’t cook. My hair sticks up at the front. I have all these scars on my cheek. There are lot of things wrong with me—”
“I don’t see a single thing wrong with you.”
I couldn’t help my derisive snort. I had to put a stop to this conversation, because something weird had happened to me. The stress of the party and the words of the poem had made my heart ache when I’d been working so hard to keep things together. If I wasn’t careful, I could burst into tears at any moment. “You’re just being nice.”
“No. I’m being honest. You’re perfect. Just as you are.”
My eyebrows shot up. Surprise at his admission held my lips glued shut. Reece thought I was perfect? The fire in the hearth grew loud again, the heat licking all over the bare skin of my arms. Reece opened his mouth as though he was going to say something, but closed it again. Unease flickered in his dark eyes, but he regained his composed, measured demeanor so swiftly that perhaps it had been imagined.
I spoke just to fill the awkward silence. “Whoever that woman was, she was an idiot. If someone wrote a poem like that about me, I wouldn’t let him get away.”
“Maybe there were reasons they couldn’t be together.” Reece kept his gaze fixed on the book he gripped in his lap. “Sometimes love is complicated.”
“Love is the only thing in this world that isn’t complicated. Whatever the problem, love will always win.”
Reece’s intense eyes locked with mine. The reflection of flames from the fire danced in his glasses. “Do you think so?”
“Yes. Even after everything that happened with Sean, I still believe in love. Don’t you?”
A slight frown pulled at his brow but only for a fraction of a second before he held out the book to me. “Here. Gabe doesn’t mind me borrowing the books. Nobody reads anything in here. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if you want to read this.”
His elegant fingers brushed mine as he passed me the book. A delicious tingle—hot and charged like electricity—sizzled up my bare arm at the light touch. My skin erupted with goosebumps. My shocked gaze met Reece’s.
A cold wind rushed inside, making the fire hiss.
“Skylar?” The low familiar voice drifted from the open doorway.
The book slipped from my fingers with a heavy thud. Sean stood watching us. My stomach dropped. I hadn’t spoken to him since I’d kicked him out. A sudden flash of guilt at being caught alone with another man made my shoulder blades cold before a torrent of righteous indignation swept over me. No. Fuck that. I had no need to feel guilty. I could talk to whoever the hell I wanted. Sean didn’t get a say anymore. I jumped down from the window seat and smoothed my dress.
Sean weaved toward us on unsteady legs. His overpowering scent of liquor hit my nose. How drunk was he? Had he said anything about me to the girls downstairs? Reece’s hand brushed mine. He towered next to me, somber and silent.
Sean stumbled forward. “I’ve been looking all over for you. Who the hell is this guy?”
Warmth crept into my face.
Reece held out his hand to Sean. He kept his tone light and affable. “I’m the new team psychologist, Reece.”
Sean glanced at Reece’s hand but didn’t shake it. My chest tightened. Reece didn’t need to be stuck in the middle of this. I needed to get Sean out of here before he caused a scene or said anything to my girls.
I turned to Reece. “I’m sorry I disturbed you. I’ll see you on Monday.”
I grabbed Sean’s elbow and tried to pull him to the door, but he held firm, refusing to budge. His glassy eyes fixed on Reece and he squinted. “Don’t I know you? It’s you, isn’t it? Reece Forrester. We went to the same school! We had some laughs, didn’t we, mate? Remember that time the guys hung you up on your locker by the hood of your duffel coat? How long were you hanging there before the caretaker had to be called to get you down?”
Reece’s lips pressed flat. “It’s Forster and yes, I remember.”
“Forster. That’s right. Weren’t you railing the librarian? What was her name? Mrs. Franklin?” Sean let out a roar of drunken laughter. “Wasn’t she about eighty years old?”
Reece stayed silent, his face a mask of pained tolerance.
My throat tightened. “Stop it, Sean.”
Sean shook his head high, his drunken eyes wide with animation. He pointed his beer bottle at me. “Really, Skylar? You’re into geeks now?”
My stomach dropped. Sean was a terrible drunk. I turned to Reece. “I’m so sorry about this.”
“You’re sorry?” Sean threw back his head with a nasty laugh. “What are you fucking sorry for? It’s a free country. I can say whatever I want. It’s just banter. Me and Forster are fine, aren’t we?”
The silence turned chilly before Reece inclined his head in a nod. “Of course. We’re fine.”
I needed to get Sean moving. I gripped his elbow and tugged him, but he wouldn’t move. If I couldn’t get him out of here, then I’d have to go and hope he followed. I needed to get him away from Reece before he said anything insulting again. I moved past him. “I’m going home. You’re drunk. I suggest you do the same, Sean. I don’t have anything to say to you.”
Sean gripped my wrist, holding me in place. He yanked me toward him. His beer breath hit my nose, making me recoil. “And where am I supposed to go? You’ve kicked me out of my fucking house.”
Reece was at my side like lightning. “Let go of her.”
I tried to shake Sean off, but he wrenched me in tighter.
Reece’s voice was firm, and an icy confidence blazed in his level gaze. “I mean it. Let go now.”
Sean released his grip so quickly I stumbled sideways. “What the fuck are you going to do about it, Forster?”
Reece stepped in front of me, shielding me. Alarm buzzed through my veins. Reece was taller, but Sean was a professional athlete made of solid muscle.
Reece met Sean’s belligerent gaze. “You’re angry. We can see that. Alcohol is impairing your judgment right now. This conversation would be better had tomorrow.”
The mocking smirk vanished from Sean’s lips to be replaced by something brutal. Sean glared at Reece like a dog about to rip him to shreds. “You want to get up in my face? You?”
My whole body tensed for a fight.
Reece held Sean’s mean gaze without flinching. “You’re intoxicated. Sean. We can see that you’re hurt and angry, but Skylar doesn’t want to have this conversation with you now.” Reece’s cool, measured voice was as soothing as it was laced with authority. “She has made her boundary clear. It’s time for you to respect that. When the alcohol wears off, the two of you can have a discussion. I can help you if you like. We could all sit down together and talk. This is neither the time nor the place.”
Reece held his hands up before tentatively putting a hand on Sean’s shoulder. “You don’t want to cause a scene. You’re hurting. It’s not good for the team or your career. It’s been a long night. Why don’t you let me give you a lift home? We’ll stop on the way and get a coffee.”
Sean looked at him in confusion, but he didn’t back away. Reece pushed his glasses up his nose. He looked so unfazed. So elegantly composed. So many guys would have gone toe to toe with someone talking to them the way Sean was, but Reece was here talking carefully and kindly, trying to defuse him. He’d taken control of the situation with calm assurance. It only made Sean look like a bigger idiot. My ex was a grenade, stuck so far up his own arse he couldn’t see that he had blown up his own life. I’d never been surer that we had no future.
Sean blinked hard before his expression darkened and his drunken gaze slipped over me. He’d probably never encountered a man like Reece before. Kindness had confused him. He blinked a few more times, then stumbled backward. A couple of books fell off the shelves where his broad back hit the bookcase.
“Forget it. You’re not worth it, Skylar. There’s something wrong with you, anyway. It’s not me, you know. It’s you. You’re frigid or something … it’s not normal. Of course I’m going to look elsewhere.”
Icy shame shot through my system. I did my best to stiffen my spine despite my embarrassment.
Sean shook his head and let out a bitter, hollow laugh. “Fuck you, Forster. You’re welcome to her. You deserve each other.”
My heart pounded. White noise roared in my ears. Sean sauntered toward the door, and I wanted to run after him and throw myself on his back and drag him to the ground, but shock froze me in place. I held my tears rigidly in check.
There’s something wrong with you.
Not good enough.




Chapter 7
Reece


Skylar’s scent of watermelon perfume, liquor, and lime filled my car. The night flashed by outside, but still she hadn’t said a word. I stole a glance at her, noting her set jaw and her mouth tight with frustration. 
Skylar's words rattled through the stillness. “Sean bullied you in school?”
“He bullied everyone.”
A memory flashed through my mind.
Books surrounded me on the floor of the school cafeteria. Sean’s laughter rang harsh in my ears, even as he disappeared around the corner with his sycophants. Pain burned in my ribs from his sly punch. A couple of student’s side stepped me before Skylar dropped in front of me.
She picked up my glasses from the floor. “Are you okay? What happened?”
My neck warmed with embarrassment. “Nothing. I slipped. Ketchup on the floor…”
I held out my hand to take my glasses back, but her warm fingers brushed my face as she propped them back in position on my nose. My heart almost stopped beating. Her beautiful face came into sharp focus. She quirked an amused brow. “And I thought the salmonella-burgers were the most dangerous things here.” She smiled and held out a hand to haul me back to my feet. “Be careful, yeah?”
Everyone had stepped over me, but Skylar had stopped to help. Not that she remembered. This moment of compassion had burned into my brain. It had made me fall for her so hard, but I'd never even made it on to her radar. 
Skylar cleared her throat. “I’m sorry about Sean.”
“No apology necessary. You’re not responsible for someone else’s behavior.”
It didn’t look like Sean had changed. I’d worked with plenty of abusers. Usually they’d been hurt and they were acting from a wounded place. Still, even if I could find empathy, I wasn’t a robot. Sean Wallace had made my teenage life hell. He’d made those choices. It wasn’t easy to forgive. The truth was that sometimes things weren’t that deep—some people just weren’t that nice or kind.
Skylar’s hands curled into fists on her lap. “I won’t tolerate bullying in the team. I hate it. If I’d have known in school what he was doing …”
Her head dropped and she fiddled with the piercing in her nose. I kept my eyes fixed on the road, giving her space to talk.
“I’m not expecting sympathy. I’ve been an idiot for too long. Deep down, I knew that he was messing around with other girls. Most of the guys on the team are. I just hoped he’d be different.” She turned her face to the passenger window and spoke in a quiet voice. “I don’t know what happened to me. It’s like I got bent out of shape. I used to be so confident, but lately Sean has me questioning everything about myself all the time. Whenever I asked him if he was seeing someone else, he made me feel stupid for even suspecting him. The drinking has got worse. The names he calls me … the way he makes me feel …”
The tremor in her voice made me steal another glance at her. Her profile was proud and sad in the dim light of the car. My heart hammered foolishly. I wrenched myself away from my ridiculous preoccupation with her beautiful face so I wouldn’t crash the car.
“We’ve been together since school. He’s all I’ve known. Sometimes I feel like … like … I’m a spoon … and a spoon isn’t supposed to bend, but over time the metal got weak, and I shouldn’t be a different shape, but I am. I was a dessert spoon and now I’m just a … teaspoon.” The sadness in her voice made my heart contract. “And I’m talking absolute nonsense, ignore me.”
She kept her head turned away. I knew that feeling. I’d bent over backward to accommodate Megan. I’d wanted her support so desperately after Mum’s stroke, but she couldn’t give it.
“No. I get it. Sometimes we bend so much to accommodate another person. It’s not healthy when that happens, but you can find your way back. You can straighten the spoon back to how it’s supposed to be, and you might find you can be an even better spoon that you didn’t even know about, like a … soup spoon.”
She laughed. “You ran with the weird spoon thing.”
Amusement touched the corners of my mouth, but I kept my face level. “I like it. I might use it myself.”
“What about you? Do you have anyone special in your life?” She dropped the question tentatively. I’d never self-disclose that information with a client, but this was a strange gray area. We were colleagues, certainly, but was she a client? The conversations we’d had felt like therapeutic ones. She’d opened up to me about her breakup. Trusted me with confidentiality. This had to be a professional relationship. Anything else would be unethical.
Better to change the subject. I cleared my throat. “How much further to your house?”
She glanced at my hands wrapped around the steering wheel and turned her face away. “Not far. Ten minutes.”
Silence swirled between us and made my pulse pound.
“You should be careful with the girls on the team. Everybody will be falling over themselves vying for your attention if they think you’re single. Probably even if they don’t.”
A wry smile pulled at my lips. “The entire Calverdale United men’s team is in that building. I saw all the muscles in that gym. I’m sure my arrival won’t ruffle too many feathers.”
She shot me a playful glance. “Oh no. Feathers are ruffled, I can assure you.”
Was Skylar Marshall flirting with me? Unlikely. She’d never even known I was alive at school, and she’d been dating a man that was so good looking he was splashed all over billboards throughout the country. Even if there was a possibility that she was, I’d have to put a stop to it. Skylar might have believed love wasn’t complicated, but I couldn’t think of anything more problematic than my infatuation with this woman. No matter how I tried to get rid of these feelings, I couldn’t. It had always made me feel out of control.
The silence thickened until Skylar craned her neck. “This is my house. Just by this lamppost.”
Skylar and Sean’s house loomed enormous and imposing in front of us. It shouldn’t have surprised me that they lived in such a huge place. They were football royalty. I kept my gaze on the house, fighting not to stare at her face. Something about the little wrinkle she got between her eyebrows when she was thinking mesmerized me. Her purple ankle boots matched her wavy purple hair, and colorful ink graced the milky skin of her shoulders and arms. Skylar had always had a kooky off-beat style. At school her art folder had been covered with song lyrics and intricate doodles. I’d spent hours during lessons studying them, wondering what they all meant.
She swept her hair over her inked shoulder. Her tongue traced out to lick her candy-pink lips and my mind filled with dirty thoughts. What would it be like to kiss her? To hike that dress above her hips and drive into her? To taste her?
Stop. Absolutely not. Get a grip.
What was wrong with me? This woman wasn’t an option. Maybe my siblings were right. I’d gone too long without sex. I had needs. There was no shame in admitting that. Still, not with this woman.
“Thanks for the lift.”
“No problem.”
She smoothed her dress over her powerful, toned thighs and it made my heart beat too hard. This was basic psychology. I wanted what I couldn’t have. I’d wanted this woman for so long, but now I was a grown man. This wasn’t a big deal. Attraction was just a feeling, and I could put it to one side and work with her. Of course I could. I wasn’t a lizard or a silverback driven only by the urge to fuck. I didn’t have to lose my head over this.
I am in control.
She cleared her throat and slid me a tentative glance. “Would you like to come inside?”
Yes. More than anything.
No. No. Definitely no. Oh fuck.
The silence thickened. She was so beautiful. She’d always been so beautiful. A dizzying current of desire raced through me, and my mind filled with more unwelcome thoughts. My hands sliding her dress off her shoulders, down her strong, inked arms. Pulling her onto my lap. Exploring the milky skin of her toned thighs with my lips. The soft close of that pretty, warm mouth around my …
“Just for a coffee or …”
The rough edge to her voice made my heart pound. My teenage dreams had been full of this scenario. A shot with Skylar Marshall. My fourteen-year-old self would have killed me in this moment. I’d already narrowly avoided swearing my undying love to her in that library. The way she’d looked on that window seat had nearly been my undoing. The moonlight had flashed silver streaks in her lilac hair and the sadness around her beautiful eyes had bewitched me. How could she not know that she was so easy to long for?
She chewed her lip and raised a questioning eyebrow.
I hesitated, choosing my words. It would be a terrible idea. I couldn’t go there with a colleague and certainly not one I’d been counseling. Skylar was going through a bad breakup. She needed space to clear her head, not a rebound guy.
I took a breath and turned my face to the window. “No. Thank you.”
“Are you sure?”
Nope.
“Yes. I’m sure.”
She chewed her lip. “Right. No problem.”
Her voice sounded breezy, but from the corner of my eye I caught the hurt and disappointment that darkened her beautiful face. My chest ached. The last thing I wanted to do was make her feel bad. Still, this was better in the long run. She hurried out of the car. I watched her go into her house before I pressed my forehead to the cold steering wheel and took deep breaths.
I am in control.
Definitely. Completely. Without question. I am in control.




Chapter 8
Skylar


Every muscle sang with pain. My nerves crackled with electricity. Eighty-nine minutes of charging around a pitch, and now everything depended on one goal. If I scored, we’d win the match. One step closer to promotion to the Women’s Super League. If I missed … 
Don’t think like that.
A Captain can’t miss.
The keeper blew out a breath and patted her gloved hands together. We eyed each other from twelve yards apart—enemies with fingers twitching at our hips, ready to draw our guns. She’d shoot me dead if I didn’t shoot her first. I knew Bethany Lawrence’s stats. The club had spent a fortune on analyzing the opposition. That was one of the perks of being owned by a billionaire who was married to our striker—an endless supply of cash on anything that might make the team better. Gabe Rivers had thrown so much money at this club, we’d have to work hard not to get promoted at the end of the season.
Still, it was possible to screw it up. Gabe could buy most things, but not luck. And we’d had a lot of bad luck the past few matches. Nine times out of ten, Bethany Lawrence would dive left. That’s what the data said. The best bet was to place the ball in the top right corner.
Maybe she’d studied my stats, too. It wouldn’t help. Every time I took a penalty, I did something different. That was the key. Never show your hand. Don’t be predictable. Don’t give the fuckers anything to study. I caught Bethany’s eye and then I looked purposefully at each goal post.
Do you see that, Bethany Lawrence? Predict that.
A wild laugh rose up in me. Adrenaline burst hotly through my system, giving me an odd sense of delirium. My heart thundered in my ears. Everything was too loud and too sharp. Every part of my body tense. My teammates stood at my back. I couldn’t look at them. This was too important to fail. This wasn’t for me. It was for them. I owed them this. They’d followed me into battle, and now it was my time to deal a killing blow.
I just had to aim it right. Not too close to the post.
Do you know my stats, Bethany Lawrence?
Twenty out of twenty attempts on goal this season.
I never miss.
The sweat that drenched my body left my skin with racing chills as it evaporated. My breath came so hot and sharp, I could almost taste my lungs. I straightened my socks over my shin pads, taking my time, making a show of it. Bethany Lawrence always went left. The data didn’t lie. Confusion clouded my brain.
Or was it right?
Shit.
“You’ve got this, Skylar.” A shout drifted from the sidelines.
A few cheers rang out. Then clapping. Then stomping. I scanned the sparse stands. Among the handful of tense faces, my gaze found Sean. It had been a week since he’d turned up drunk at Gabe’s party. Since I’d thrown myself so desperately at another man, only to be rejected.
There’s something wrong with you.
Sean wore a bulky puffer jacket; his blond head was bowed to his phone. He wasn’t even watching, probably too busy sliding into the DMs of another model on Instagram.
You know what it’s like. They message me first.
A cacophony of sound screamed in my ears. I couldn’t block it out—the clapping, the stomping feet, the howling wind. How would I even be able to hear the bloody whistle?
Do you know my stats, Sean?
One heart, broken.
My breath came in sharp, hot gasps as though I’d left the stadium entirely and floated up into the atmosphere where the air was too thin. I scanned the sideline again and my eyes locked with Reece Forster’s. His dark pea coat flapped in the breeze, but he stood perfectly still and composed next to Gabe Rivers. So poised. So in control. He’d turned me down. Of course he had. He’d seemed into me in the library, but then he’d heard everything Sean had said about me and it had put him off. The back of my neck heated.
Bethany Lawrence always dove left. She tensed, ready to go. Ready to pull her pistol and take her shot. Was that a lean to the right? No. She’d go left. She always went left. A niggling sense of doubt twisted my gut. I pushed it down. The whistle ricocheted in my head like a starter’s pistol. My body flinched. I took a run-up. My foot skidded on wet glass. With every ounce of strength, I aimed for the top right corner.
For the first time, Bethany Lawrence dove right.

[image: image-placeholder]The bathroom door swung open. Claire strode in, her neat silvery blonde bob swinging around her jaw. My shoulders clenched. Great. Everybody had gone home. I couldn’t stand any more sympathetic smiles or pats on the back, especially not from my boss. I just wanted to be alone.
Claire’s gaze roved over me. Her voice was more gentle than usual. “Do you want to talk about it, Marshall?”
The back of my neck itched with embarrassment. I braced my hands on the cool ceramic sink. 
Claire’s voice was tentative. “It was a good game. You did your best. It’s not over yet.”
“I never miss. It’s over. Everything we’ve worked for …”
“The Rovers lost. They’ve gone down two points. We’re still in with a chance. If we can win the next two games and if City loses two matches, then we can make it to the top of the league table.”
“That’s a lot of ifs.”
Her face lit with determination. “But we’re not out yet. We can still do this. It’s not over until it’s over.”
No, but it just got a hell of a lot harder.
I splashed cold water on my puffy eyes. Claire flashed me a tight smile and offered me a paper towel. I drew a breath. She was right. A small flicker of relief warmed my chest. We still had a chance. The odds were slim, but while breath moved in my body, I wouldn’t stop fighting for this. I’d made a promise to take this team to the top, and I’d do my best to keep that promise, even if I was falling apart.
Claire’s gaze dropped to my fingers, which were wrapped so tightly around the basin my knuckles were white. I clasped my hands behind my back. A couple of purple strands had escaped my ponytail and I scraped them back. Sean’s voice rang in my head.
Do better with your roots. You can tell everything you need to know about a person from the state of their hair.
Staring at myself then in the mirror, it hit me. All I could see was the things Sean thought were wrong with me: the kink in my hair that would never lie flat, my pale skin, and the patch on my cheek that had scarred after my teenage bouts of acne. It didn’t matter how much powder I put on, I knew the imperfections were there.
Heat pressed behind my eyes again and I turned my face away. I couldn’t risk Claire revealing to Gabe Rivers that she’d found me weeping in the toilets. It was bad enough that she’d found me like this. What if they put someone else in charge? Lana was always there, waiting in the wings. What if they took me off the team entirely? Oh God. Is that why they’d brought a psychologist in? Were Claire and Gabe worried I was losing it?
Claire shot me a glance. “Has Evan Lewis spoken to you yet?”
“Evan Lewis?”
“He’s a friend of Gabe’s. He owns the LA Halos.”
The memory drifted back. He’d tried to talk to me at Gabe’s party before I’d run away.
Claire smoothed a perfect brow in the mirror. “Just a heads up, but there might be a transfer deal in the pipeline if you’re interested. He’s been asking a lot of questions. We’re thinking of a swap. A temporary thing. We take one of theirs for a year.”
“You want to transfer me?”
Claire watched me with a solemn expression before she nodded. “If it’s what you want.”
“No way.” I gave a snort of derision. “No way would I leave this team. I’m the captain.”
“I thought you’d say that, but don’t write it off too quickly. This is an amazing development opportunity.”
My heart hammered. Why was she telling me this now? “Are you trying to get rid of me? I don’t know what happened out there, but it was a one-off. It won’t happen again, I swear—”
“Of course not.” Her brows drew together in an affronted frown. “It would benefit us all in the long run. You’d come back an even stronger leader. Imagine what you could learn from them. We’re talking about one of the best teams in the world.”
“It’s not up for debate. I would never leave this team.”
“Fine, but think about it at least.” She watched me for a minute before she flashed me another tight smile. “You know I’m here. If you ever want to talk about anything … anything at all.”
“I’m fine,” I lied. My chest tightened. “Absolutely fine.”




Chapter 9
Reece


Skylar fiddled with the silver bar in her eyebrow. I tried to force my gaze to her eyes, but I couldn’t stop myself from drinking her in. Purple leggings clung to her strong, toned legs and perfect backside. Her cheeks were pink and her purple hair loose and damp as though she’d just stepped out of the shower. Thoughts of her naked, lathering herself with soap, scrubbing the mud from her beautiful, toned body forced themselves into my mind. 
My stomach knotted with guilt. I had no business thinking about her undressed or noticing the color of her leggings or the perfection inherent in every delicious inch of her body. This was a client. It had to be a professional therapeutic relationship, even if my brain still wanted to act like a horny fourteen-year-old.
She peered over my shoulder into my office. “Are you busy?”
I dragged my attention back to her face. “Not busy. Come in. How are you feeling?”
“I don’t even know where to start.” She dropped into a chair and held her head in hands. “I might have just lost us the chance of promotion. We’ve worked so hard all season, and I fucked it up.”
I closed the door and settled in the chair across from her. “I saw you doing your best under enormous pressure. You didn’t fuck anything up.”
She gave a small snorting laugh.
“Did I say something amusing?”
She smoothed her face. “It’s funny when you swear, like hearing your dad or a teacher swear.”
Is that how she thought of me? Hardly flattering, but then I supposed I was probably more like someone’s dad than I was like Sean Wallace.
“What the fuck is wrong with me, Reece? I never miss. I don’t panic. Nothing like that has ever happened to me before. I couldn’t think straight. I just felt so … stressed. I usually feel confident taking penalties.”
“Nothing’s wrong with you. Our emotions are messages. Your body is communicating something. You’re under a lot of pressure right now in your professional and personal life.”
She lifted her head, and her pretty eyes flashed with fire. “It’s nothing I can’t handle. I’m not scared of anything on the pitch. It wasn’t the penalty. A captain needs to be good under pressure. We’re so close to success and I’m fucking everything up. What if it happens again? What do I do now?”
“You’re not fucking anything up. There are ways to manage stress. Mindfulness. Creative activities. Talking therapy …”
She sunk her head into her hands. “No. I haven’t got time for fucking meditation and yoga. This is my team. They need me now. Everything is on the line.”
“If you don’t make time, then your feelings will make themselves heard however they can. You can see they won’t always choose the most convenient times.”
She blew out a slow breath and shook her head. “Fuck! We’re done for then, aren’t we? No promotion. It’s over.”
“I thought you still had another chance at promotion?”
“We do, but it’s not in our hands anymore. We need to win the next two games, and we need City to lose both of theirs.”
“So you still have a chance?”
“City never loses. Three wins would have made us masters of our own fate. Now, it’s out of our control.” Her hands clenched into tight fists at her sides, her mouth set tight and grim. “Every woman on the team has put so much into this. This is everything to me. It’s all that matters.” She raked her fingers through her damp lilac hair, pulling it high and letting it fall. “This can’t be happening to me right now. It just can’t. I’m the captain. Everybody is relying on me to get us there.”
Her chin set in a stubborn line. Everybody liked to win, but for Skylar this was all or nothing. The real question was why this mattered so much. 
“It sounds like a lot of pressure.”
“I can handle it.”
“What would it mean to you if you didn’t get promoted?”
Her brows drew downward in a frown. “That’s not something I think about. We have to be the best.”
“What happens if you’re not the best?”
A touch of uncertainty flickered in her proud expression. I leaned into the silence until it took on its own energy and pulsed around us.
“My brothers all play football. They wouldn’t let me play with them when I was younger, even though I begged them. Mum wanted me to be a dancer. She dragged me to these awful tap dancing lessons until I threw a fit. Dad was the only one who took me seriously. He took me to training every weeknight. I was the only girl in the whole region good enough to play with the boys in the junior league. People took me seriously then.”
Ah. So, she’d spent her early years fighting to be taken seriously as a footballer. Fighting to be good enough to play with the men. Always fighting to be the best. No wonder she put so much pressure on herself. It’s hard to believe you’re good enough when you’re always striving to be better.
She rubbed her eyes and her shoulders slumped. “Football is all I ever wanted. Men don’t have to prove themselves like this. I still feel like I’m fighting all the time.”
I kept my tone soft, seeing if I could offer her a different way of thinking. “It sounds exhausting. Failure is a part of life. We win some and we lose some. Sometimes you’re going to miss a goal.”
“Exhausting, yes.” She sank deeper into the chair. “But a captain shouldn’t miss a penalty like that.”
“Even captains miss sometimes. What if you don’t have to be perfect? What if you’re good enough as you are?”
She titled her chin. “Do you think I’m good enough?”
I hesitated. The question had caught me off guard. Of course she was good enough. Skylar Marshall was perfect. As a professional, I needed to help her explore where her insecurities had taken root and help her work with them. As a man, I wanted to show her the truth. To tell her she was so beautiful it made me ache. To worship her body and leave no doubt in her mind that every inch of her was divine.
Stop. Inappropriate. She’s a client sitting in your therapy chair.
Before I could think of a reply, she spoke again. “I was never good enough for Sean. His parents hated me. He was embarrassed to have me over to their house.”
Despite her prideful dignity, a pensive shimmer lurked in the shadows under her eyes. “But fuck Sean.” She fixed her gaze on her hands. “It wasn’t good between us. It hasn’t been for a long time. Sean’s right, anyway. There is something wrong with me.”
Silence swirled around us. She sniffed and I nudged a box of tissues across the table toward her.
“I can’t … It’s not something I can talk about with you. You’re a man, and you’re so …” Her eyes darted away. “It doesn’t matter.”
Sean’s nasty words from the party drifted to mind.
It’s not me, it’s you.
If it was something intimate, then she might feel more comfortable talking to a woman. Her pretty eyes locked with mine. I fought not to let my gaze linger too long on her beautiful lips. I’d fantasized so many nights as a teenager about kissing those perfect, pouty lips. My jaw tensed but I kept my expression level. What was wrong with me? This was a client. She was going through a rough patch—wading her way through a bad breakup, opening up, making herself vulnerable. It was my responsibility to maintain a boundary. I’d thought we’d be discussing mindset, not relationship issues and anxiety. If I couldn’t manage these feelings, I’d have to stop seeing her one on one. Skylar needed time and room to find a way through this—a safe space. Not this. I cleared my throat. This needed to end. It was unethical.
She swallowed and darted a glance up into my eyes. “Anyway, I’ve taken up too much of your time. I’d better go.”
“You don’t have to go. I’m here anytime.”
She moved to the door. I followed. We both reached for the door handle at the same time. Her hand wrapped around mine. Warmth shot up my wrist at her soft touch. I couldn’t stop my gaze from dropping to her parted mouth. Why was I standing so close to her?
She tilted her chin, a look of uncertainty in her eyes. “So, your door is still always open to the captain?”
She was so close I could feel the heat of her beautiful, toned body. My heart pounded. “My door is open to everyone on the team.”
But every time someone walks through the door, I’m hoping it’s you.
God. She was absolutely stunning to look at this close up. A patch of freckles sprinkled her cute nose and flecks of green dotted her bright blue eyes. All those tattoos and piercings made her milky flesh a divine, wild canvas. The yellow roses tracing her collarbone were exquisite. A turquoise and gold bird swooped down into the V of her shirt, and I had the most disturbing urge to lick it. An unwelcome stiffening in my trousers made me take a sharp breath.
Think of unsexy things.
Get a grip.
I’m in control.
Her gaze dropped to the bulge in my trousers and her eyebrows shot up. Heat seared the back of my neck.
Oh God.
I stepped back abruptly. I had to get her out of here. Shame made my teeth itch. A look of hurt confusion crossed her face as I edged her lightly out of the room. I closed the door behind her and pressed my back against it. God. She’d seen it. There was no way she couldn’t have seen that I’d been aroused. Embarrassment ground in my gut. Memories of sitting at the desk next to her all those years ago drifted to mind. It had been the same then. I couldn’t even be in her presence without the blood rushing downward. I’d been a horny teenager then. Now, I had no excuse.
A soft knock sounded on the door. “Is everything okay?”
My stomach dropped. I’d thought she was gone. “Fine. I just have another … appointment to get ready for.”
And a raging boner to take care of.
A pause. “Okay. Well … I’ll see you around.”
My heart pounded, but I tried to keep my voice level. “Goodbye, Skylar.”
I waited for the sound of her retreating footsteps before I closed the blinds and locked my office door. My skin crackled with hot, uncomfortable need. I sank down into the chair that was still warm from her body. She’d left her team hoodie on the floor. I picked it up, pressing the soft fabric to my nose and inhaling her crisp scent of watermelon perfume and fresh turf. I closed my eyes and pictured her beautiful face. What the hell was wrong with me? This woman made me feral. I couldn’t stand another minute without the release. Shame ground in my gut, but I couldn’t spend all day in this state. With trembling fingers, I undid my trousers and yanked them down. A groan of relief slipped from my lips as I wrapped my hand around my shaft.
I am in control.
Completely. Totally. Unquestionably. In control.




Chapter 10
Reece


The next morning, I went to see Mum in the annex. She pulled a face when I put the tea tray on the side table next to her. “You forgot the sugar.” 
“Remember what the doctor said?”
Mum grimaced and put the cup down with unsteady fingers. “I can’t drink tea without sugar.”
“It’s no good for your diabetes. We’ve been through this. Uncontrolled blood sugar increases the risk of cardiovascular disease.”
Mum raised an unconvinced eyebrow. “It’s one sugar. I still need to live my life, Reece.”
A muscle tensed in my jaw. Mum never listened to me. I didn’t want to fight over a spoonful of sugar either, I just worried about her. I slid a couple of Frankie’s books into the bookcase and gathered up some of Elliot’s empty protein shakes. “Why does no one pick up after themselves?”
Mum sighed. “Please, Reece. Sit. Just for a minute. I’m exhausted just watching you.”
I dropped into the armchair opposite her.
Mum watched me with shrewd eyes. “Relax. Take a breath. The world isn’t going to fall apart because you sit down.”
The chattering trills of the birds filtered in through the open window. Irritation crawled under my skin. I’d lost control in my office. I’d acted like an animal. Like something dirty and wild. Closing my eyes, I took a breath. A cool breeze caressed my face. I’d fallen out of my meditation habit. I needed to get back into it. Nothing kept me as calm.
I opened my eyes to find Mum watching me. “Frankie says she has a friend she wants to set you up with.”
“I’m not talking about my love life with you.”
Mum kept a bland, innocent tone, but her eyes were speculative. “I wonder when you’re going to get back out there and join in. You’ve put your life on hold for a long time. Things ended so quickly with Megan. You work every hour of the day. There’s more to life, Reece. You’re a young, single man …”
“I can make you a coffee if the tea is a problem.”
She chuckled and pursed her lips. “Deflection. Wonderful. I’m touching a nerve, then?”
Mum had worked as a psychotherapist her whole life. She’d still be working at the addiction clinic if it hadn’t been for the stroke.
“It’s 9 a.m. on a Monday morning. I thought we were having breakfast, not therapy.”
“This isn’t therapy.” She sipped her tea and gave me a faux-sweet smile. “You can’t afford me.”
I laughed but it felt hollow. Her gaze drifted down to my hands. My palms were red. I’d spent last night disinfecting every pan in the kitchen to calm myself down after my little meltdown in my office.
“Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”
I turned my face away. In the past, I would have talked to Mum about my problems, but not now. She had enough to deal with after the stroke. The last thing I wanted to do was add to her burden. “Nothing’s wrong.”
She stilled, watching me from behind thick, white-framed glasses. “It’s not me, is it? You don’t need to worry about me. The doctor was pleased with me yesterday. He was a nice young man. I thought he was going to give me a sticker.”
“It’s not you.”
“Then what? I’m bored. Give me something else to think about.”
I sighed. “Fine. I have a client at the football club. She’s going through a rough breakup. She’s opening up. I get the impression she doesn’t do that often.”
I turned my face to watch the rain trickling down the window. Exhaustion washed over me and I couldn’t help my sigh. “The football club was supposed to be easier than the hospital.”
Mum studied my face too intently with those piercing green eyes. “You look agitated.”
I raked a hand through my hair. “I don’t know. I just … When she was leaving. Her hand brushed against mine and it made me feel …”
So turned on.
I hesitated, choosing my words. I didn’t want to talk to Mum about something so intimate.
Mum stirred her tea with a light tinkling sound and nodded sagely. “Is this the first time?”
I raised a questioning eyebrow.
“Is this the first time you’ve had sexual feelings about a client?”
The back of my neck warmed. This wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have with my mother.
“Reece, I’ve been in the business for thirty years. There’s nothing you can say that will shock me. Tell me what’s going on.”
“I should never have taken her on as a client. We have a … history. I thought we’d just be keeping things light: mindset and confidence building.”
“Sexual desire is a normal part of our makeup.”
“Not when it’s aimed at clients.”
She slid her hand across the arm of her chair toward me. “We’re not robots. We have feelings. Attraction is just another feeling. From time to time, there will be sexual urges. It’s not something we can pick and choose. You’re being too hard on yourself.” She raised a questioning eyebrow. “Nothing has happened, has it?”
I straightened in the chair. Did she even have to ask me that? “No, of course not. Nothing has happened. I’d never let it.”
“The therapeutic relationship is intense. You’re sharing intimate things. If you’re doing a good job, then you’re forming a connection—”
“Under normal circumstances, it would never have even crossed my mind. The patients at the hospital are not well. This person is going through a hard time, but she’s not vulnerable. She’s strong and powerful. I’ve never met a woman like her. I have to stop, but we’re doing some good work.”
“You’ve done the right thing. You’ve recognized what’s going on for you. Refer her on if you can’t manage it. The boundaries with a client are in place to protect both of you.” Mum’s piercing gaze drilled into me.
“I would never act on it.”
“We’re all human.” She tapped the sides of her mug with her fingers thoughtfully. “I’m glad you told me. We’ll navigate a way through it together.” She studied my face and offered me a faint smile. “You’re a nurturer. This is your pattern. You take care of people, your family, your clients. You’re always taking care of everyone else. Make sure you’re looking after yourself, too.” She covered my hand with her smooth palm. “You’re doing your best. You’re human like the rest of us.”
I thought about pasting a smile onto my face, but I didn’t have the energy. A pulse beat in my temple and I closed my eyes. I should never have taken on a client that I had history with. The old me would have never let myself slip like that.
I met Mum’s solid gaze and lifted a sardonic eyebrow. “Why does it feel like you just therapized me? I thought this wasn’t therapy.”
“It’s not. I’m your mum. I’m just mumming you.” She patted my hand and gave me a wry smile. “Just remember, you can’t do much wrong in this business apart from sleeping with the clients.”
“But sometimes it happens, right? It must have done.”
Mum quirked a brow. My stomach dropped. I regretted the question instantly.
Mum cleared her throat. “I’m sure it has, but it’s unethical and harmful to the patient—”
“And what about an ex-patient? If I wasn’t seeing her anymore … how long would I have to wait? Hypothetically speaking …”
Mum’s brow lifted even higher before she smoothed it. “There are guidelines. Some people say after a year, maybe two years. Some people say it’s always wrong. Once a client, always a client.”
“Right. Of course. It’s always wrong. And what would you say? Just out of interest …”
She studied my face for too long before she frowned. “Refer her on. Do it as soon as you see her next.”
“You don’t have to worry. I’ve got it under control.”
“Sometimes things can get out of control.”
“Right. Anyway, I’ll manage it.” My heart pounded and I busied myself clearing up the cups and saucers. “More tea?”




Chapter 11
Skylar


In the dressing room, Lana leaned into me. Her sweat and grass scent filled my nose. “I’ve got some takers on the bet. Marie, Jess, Shannon, and Carmel are all in.” 
“What bet?”
“Who can get there first with the hot doctor. We’ve got a hundred quid in the pot.”
Irritation made my throat close up. Was she still banging that drum? I pulled my filthy t-shirt over my head. My legs burned with exhaustion from training and wet mud clung to every inch of my body. I had no time for bullshit. I just wanted to get in the shower.
“It’s a stupid idea. Completely unprofessional. It needs to stop. He’s nice. Leave him alone.”
A teasing smile flitted across Lana’s lips. “Nice? Is the bet won already? Poor Sean. Does he know?”
The back of my neck heated. “This is so unprofessional. You should be focusing on the pitch. You know this is sexual harassment? He’s here to do a job. If Claire or Gabe knew …”
She waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t be a spoilsport. It’s just a bit of fun. Everyone is stressed and wound up about the match tomorrow. We’re just blowing off steam. Anyway, I’m sure he’d be up for it. Look what I found …”
Lana pulled out her phone and scrolled to a dating app. She held the phone low, shielding the screen with her hand. She swiped through a couple of photos of a ripped guy working out at the gym. A black t-shirt clung to his tall, muscular frame and his dark hair was damp with sweat and gloriously disheveled as he lifted weights in front of a mirror.
“Dr. Straitlace is looking for a hookup.” Lana rose an amused eyebrow and tapped a fingernail on the screen. “He claims to be a geek in the streets and a freak in the sheets.”
My brain made the connection. This was Reece? I hadn’t recognized him without his glasses. I put a hand over my mouth to smother my startled chuckle. What the hell was this? No strings fun? A love doctor here to set hearts pumping? I’d never have expected him to have such a ridiculous dating profile. My gaze drifted back down to his muscular biceps and his strong, toned legs in shorts. He might have looked buttoned up at work, but he had a banging body under all that tweed. My neck flashed hot.
The door swung open and Claire entered, followed by Reece. Reece’s smooth face flashed with momentary horror as he took in the dressing room stuffed with chattering, mud-encrusted women in various states of undress. He dropped his gaze to the floor and stood stiff and upright in the corner.
Claire blew her whistle and silence fell. “Good training session, girls. We have our penultimate game tomorrow, and I know the night before a game can be stressful. Dr. Forster is here to do a quick post-training mindfulness exercise to help you with focus tomorrow.”
She inclined her head toward Reece and flashed a tight smile. “I’ll leave you to it. I have a few … things to take care of.”
Claire dashed out. I didn’t blame her. Claire wasn’t the type to be interested in anything like this. She probably hated meditation as much as I did. The moment Claire stepped out of the door, raucous chatter and laughter broke out again.
Reece cleared his throat. “Could we have some quiet please?”
Nobody seemed to notice him apart from me. He’d need to speak up if he wanted to be heard above this restless rabble. He scanned us, smoothing his immaculate blazer, waiting for silence. He’d have his work cut out. The girls had been wild and revved up in training tonight. Nerves were high about tomorrow.
I couldn’t stop my gaze from roving over Reece’s handsome face as he tried in vain to gain some control over the team. Was he getting flustered? Why did I find the prospect so appealing? His hand had brushed mine when I’d left his office and it had made my insides flip. He was always so poised and civilized. What would he look like sweaty and breathing hard? What noises did a man so starchy make when he unraveled?
Reece cleared his throat and spoke again in his quiet, composed way. “Could everybody settle down, please?”
Nobody heard him or paid any attention. Even Gabe would have struggled to get the team’s attention after a practice session like we’d just had. He’d need some help. I leaped up onto the bench in front of the row of lockers and clapped my hands. I couldn’t watch him suffer anymore.
I yelled to be heard above the din. “Hey! You lot! Shut the fuck up, will you? Dr. Forster wants to talk to us. Give him some respect.”
The noise died down and people swiveled on the benches, turning their attention to the front of the dressing room.
Reece shot me a grateful glance. We shared a smile and I sat back down.
Lana’s mocking gaze roved over me. She leaned in and whispered, “Freak in the sheets.” 
“Shut up.”
“We’re going to do a mindfulness exercise,” Reece said.
A couple of people groaned. I suppressed my eye roll. I’d tried meditation before. I hated it. It just made me angry. It would be impossible to relax in this state. The pressure of tomorrow’s match pressed heavy on my shoulders. Only a win would do. My legs jiggled up and down and my heart pounded in anticipation.
Although he addressed everyone, Reece’s gaze clung to mine, his voice low and soothing. “We’re going to take deep breaths together. We’ll breathe in to the count of four, hold for four, then release for four, slowly.”
I couldn’t tear my gaze from his mouth as his full lips parted to inhale and exhale in deliberate breaths. “Imagine you’re blowing out candles on a birthday cake. I’m going to count for you.”
His authoritative voice was as cool as a freshwater stream running from the loftiest peaks. “Focus on the breath. Nothing else matters. You don’t have to block out thoughts. Just bring your attention to where your breath is coming in and out of your body. Just noticing.”
Everything about his steady, measured demeanor soothed me. I’d never noticed how incredible his eyes were, so dark and expressive, so full of kindness. They were a harbor—a place to shelter in a dreadful storm. “Just this breath and the next. That’s right.”
My eyes fluttered shut and I took a breath, striving to relax.
“Imagine your body is a mountain. A mountain is powerful and strong. Whatever happens, the mountain stands. It might be battered by wind and rain, or the sun might shine, but the mountain always remains the same. Unfazed. Solid. Powerful.”
His calm, tone had so much depth. It crackled over my skin like electricity. My mind filled with dirty thoughts. Reece’s elegant palms sliding over my stomach. His hard body atop mine.
“… Just following each breath. Not forcing the breath. Relaxing into it …”
His hands covering my breasts. His hot breath on my nipples. Sliding down onto him and riding him slowly as he whispers his praise in that low, soothing voice.
“… Just this breath … and then the next …”
Reece easing me gently down onto a bed. His dark eyes locking with mine from between my thighs. His hot tongue probing and tasting.
My skin prickled with pleasure and my heart hammered. Any good feeling was swiftly replaced by guilt. I was supposed to be meditating, not becoming unspeakably turned on. Since when had I wanted a man this much? Sean didn’t get me all hot and bothered like this. These feelings were so new. Still, I couldn’t act on them. Reece was here to do a job. He didn’t welcome my attention. He’d already made his position clear and rejected me. Besides, Sean had hurt me too much to start anything new.
All that matters is the team.
“When you’re ready, open your eyes.”
My eyes flashed open.
Reece spoke to the team, but his steady gaze rested on me. “Any questions?”
I was painfully aware that mud splattered my face and I only wore my sports bra and shorts. Usually that wouldn’t have bothered me. It was normal after a match to strip down. None of us cared in the dressing room. But with Reece looking so immaculate in his smart suit, I felt self-conscious at being half-naked. What did he think when he looked at me? Did he like what he saw?
Lana leaned in and whispered in my ear. “I’ve got a question. Just how much of a freak are we talking?”
Her teasing chuckle raked through me as the dressing room broke into chaos and noise again. Reece’s heated gaze passed over me one last time before he slipped out the door.




Chapter 12
Skylar


The next morning, we played our penultimate game. Two games between us and victory. Only a win would keep us in the running. Sweat drenched me. My lungs burned with every breath. After several attempts on goal, we had a no-score draw. The opposition was too strong in defense. I dared a glance at the giant digital display in the corner of the stadium. Two minutes before the final whistle. My stomach dropped. Two minutes before we crashed out of the league. 
A season full of work and it’s all about to unravel.
I shook my head. No. It wasn’t over until that whistle blew. Chanting from the crowd filled my ears. Lana signaled me for a cross and suddenly the ball was at my feet. I took off, sprinting toward the goal. An opposition player flew at me for a tackle. I pivoted, holding her off and keeping possession. I’d die before I let go of this ball without a shot at goal. Then I saw it. An opening. Blood roared in my ears. My heart sang. This is what I lived for. This moment. I charged forward, leaving the rest of the pitch in the dust.
I own this fucking pitch.
My heart pounded a terrifying rhythm in my chest.
Shit. I have to calm down.
I have to be calm like … a mountain.
Reece Forster’s velvet voice played in mind. 
I am strong and steady like a mountain.
With one hard, solid kick, I booted the ball toward the net. The keeper dove but she didn’t stand a chance. It soared past her hands straight into the top corner. The crowd knew it was going in before I did. The stadium erupted in a barrage of roaring sound. 
Then it was chaos.
The other girls piled on me. The final whistle blew. Hot tears pricked my eyes. A shocked laugh escaped me as my feet left the pitch and the girls hoisted me up onto their shoulders. My body filled with a lightness that could barely be contained. I could have taken off and soared above the pitch like a balloon. We were almost there. One step closer to the prize we’d worked for all season. One step closer to a dream come true.

[image: image-placeholder]In the shower, hot water beat down on my back. I lathered myself with foaming peppermint shower gel. My hands smoothed foaming bubbles over my stomach and the curve of my hips. My mind filled with Reece again. His smooth, elegant hands and his velvet voice crackling over my skin like electricity. Every word from his sensual mouth dripping in authority.
I slipped my hand between my thighs to soothe the desperate ache. I’d tried this before, but it always felt weird and unnatural. I shouldn’t be doing this here. The cubicle gave me privacy, but I wasn’t alone in the shower block. Still, I’d never felt this turned on before. I couldn’t let this post-win bliss go. Chatter and the hammer of the showers drifted to my ears, but I closed my eyes and blocked it out. My body sang with delight at the heat on sore muscles. 
Young girls across the country had posters of my ex-boyfriend on their walls, but it wasn’t Sean I pictured touching me. It was Reece Forster. Dr. Reece Forster with his office full of books and his geeky glasses. Reece Forster with his elegant, handsome face and those full, sensual lips. He was so calm and composed. What would it be like to make him flustered?
Pleasure built as my fingers worked, imagining it was him touching me. A shiver of pleasure sparked through me. The hot throb between my thighs became torturous. I moved my fingers, experimenting with different rhythms and pressure.
My body was half fire and half ice. Breath entered my lungs in sharp pants. Hot water pounded my skin, and I was drowning in sensation—reaching the peak of a rollercoaster, so close to tipping over the edge and plummeting into God knows what lay beyond. Everything narrowed to the torturous need in me. Everything too tight and screaming for release. Whatever exquisite agony Reece Forster had put in motion couldn’t be stopped.
Breathe. Just this breath. And the next.
Blood pounded my ears. Chatter and laughter swept in to fill the white noise in my head—
“Come on, Skylar. Hurry up. City have lost two matches in a row.” Claire’s voice boomed across the cubicles. “We’ve got reporters from Sports News waiting. One more win and that cup is ours. They want an interview with you.”
I cursed under my breath with frustration. Every nerve was still too raw and tight with tension. As close as I was, this would have to wait.
“Hang on.” I turned off the shower and sagged against the cubicle wall. “I was just coming.”




Chapter 13
Skylar


Later that evening, after the cooldown and the team talks and the interviews, I danced my way through Gabe’s mansion, tripping over my heels. Music pulsed in my ears. A clammy cheek pressed to mine. Jenna wrapped her arms around me in the lounge. “You fucking legend, Skylar Marshall. What a goal. You annihilated them.” 
She spun me around and the party blurred in a haze of laugher and smiling faces. It was supposed to be a small get-together to celebrate, but the booze was flowing and I’d got swept up in the heady feeling after a win.
The stench of liquor engulfed me as Jenna held me close. “Where’s Sean?”
“I don’t know. Somewhere. Maybe he’ll come later.”
I took another sip of wine. Drinking was better than dealing with the constant questions about Sean’s whereabouts. Silky music mingled with laughter and drunken football chants from the girls. I needed to slow down, but I hadn’t felt this good in so long. I stumbled through the dancing throng and dropped into a seat.
My eyes were too heavy to keep open, my thoughts tumbling and foggy. I shouldn’t have pulled out my phone. I definitely shouldn’t have texted Sean. I deleted countless messages before I settled on: You’re a prick.
No reply.
I tried again. My fingers hovered. I held my breath and typed: I’m so fucking done with you, Sean. So fucking done.
At least that’s what I tried to type. The words swam in my vision. I stumbled through a crowded hallway and down another one, using the walls to support myself. The Rivers mansion was as big as a village. I needed another drink. In the kitchen, a pair of sensitive, dark eyes met mine and knocked the air from my lungs. Reece was here. Why? Didn’t he hate parties? Lana sat on the kitchen island, smiling. Just the two of them? My stomach hardened. She wasn’t serious about this stupid bet, was she? What a horrible thing to do.
“I need to talk to Reece for a minute … alone.”
My tongue felt thick and heavy in my mouth. My words came out slurred. Lana raised an eyebrow and dropped down from the island. She bumped my elbow as she sashayed past. “Don’t keep him to yourself for too long.”
I planted myself in front of him by the sink. He raised a brow. “Are you okay?”
I opened my mouth and closed it again. Now I’d have to think of a reason for my interruption.
“I thought you didn’t like parties.”
“Gabe insisted I show my face.”
“So you’re hiding in the kitchen this time? Was the library too much excitement?”
He offered me a faint smile but didn’t reply.
“What are you doing with Lana? You should be careful.”
“Careful?” He frowned and studied my face. “Is everything okay?”
A laugh rose up in me. “It’s great. Did you see my goal? It was you. I thought about that thing you said about being a mountain. I wanted to thank you.”
“I’m glad. It was a great goal. You did well.”
A ripple of warmth went through me at his praise. I shouldn’t have stepped closer, but the alcohol had made me bold and I couldn’t resist the heat of his body. I moved toward him, compelled by some uncontrollable desire just to be close to him. I looked up into his handsome face, drinking in the comfort of his nearness. Blood coursed hot and excited through my veins. I closed the gap between us, pressing myself against his firm chest, breathing in his woody cologne.
I stood on tiptoes and pressed my lips to his ear. “I saw your profile.”
He raised a dark brow in surprise. “My what?”
“A geek on the streets. A freak in the sheets.”
Pink tinged his cheeks. He pulled at his collar then raked a hand through his hair. “I don’t know what you mean.”
A warming shiver ran through me. Was he blushing? He was always so unflappable, but maybe it was possible to make him flustered after all.
“If you’re looking for a hookup, you don’t need to do it online. You have options closer to home.”
He swallowed and stepped back. “That had nothing to do with me. It was just a prank. My sister told me she’d taken it down.”
“I like it. I like the photos of you at the gym. I knew you worked out.”
His face remained level, his gaze steady. “You’re drunk. Are you supposed to be drinking in the season?”
I put a finger to my lips. “I won’t tell if you don’t. You can trust me with confidentiality if that’s what you're worried about. I can keep a secret.”
He turned away to the sink and poured a glass of water. “Here,” he said, holding out the glass. “Drink this.”
I took it. “So, you’re not a freak in the sheets?”
He pressed his lips flat. I stepped forward, stumbling to close the gap between us. Adrenaline buzzed through my veins. We’d won today. Fortune favored the bold. I’d had a win on the pitch; maybe I could score again.
I leaned up unsteadily to whisper in his ear. “Come back to my place. You want some no strings fun and so do I.”
My cheek grazed his as I pulled away and I brushed my lips against his. The firm pressure of his mouth sent a thrill through me. A hot ache tingled between my thighs and I pressed myself closer to him. My hands wound into his soft hair. His jaw scraped my mouth as he turned his face away. He pushed me back, holding me at arm’s length.
His voice was calm, his gaze steady. He held me away from him by the elbows. “We can’t do that.”
“Why? You said you want something no strings. That’s fine with me.”
“You’re steaming drunk. Let me be clear, Skylar. This can’t happen between us.” He studied my face, feature by feature, before he stepped back. “We’ll talk about this when you’re sober. Come to my office when you’re ready. I have to remove myself from this conversation now.”
Pain speared my chest. “You don’t have to go.”
I moved to follow him and tripped over my heels. He caught me before I hit the ground. His gaze passed over me and he frowned. “How are you getting home tonight?”
“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”
I weaved through the kitchen back to the noise and frivolity of the party. Reece caught my elbow before I hit the deck again. “Come on. I’ll take you home.” 




Chapter 14
Reece


I put the car radio on low. The night flashed by outside, and for the second time in a fortnight, I was driving Skylar Marshall home from a party. As a teenager, I could never have imagined I’d ever utter that sentence. Parties and Skylar Marshall were two things that existed in a different universe from mine. She was far drunker than last time, her voice slurred and her eyes glassy. Her head dropped back on the headrest and she closed her eyes. Hopefully she’d stay asleep. A soulful ballad drifted from the radio and I turned it off. No love songs tonight. 
“I don’t see the big deal, Reece. It’s just a hookup.”
My hands tensed around the steering wheel. So much for being asleep. “Just rest. We’ll talk about this when you’re sober.”
From the corner of my eye, I saw her fiddling with the silver ring in her nose. A muscle in her jaw quivered. Her voice slurred. “It’s me, isn’t it? Sean said no man wants a woman like me.”
My chest contracted. This wasn’t an appropriate conversation, but I couldn’t leave something like that hanging. “It’s not you, and he shouldn’t have said that. That must have been hurtful to hear.”
“He doesn’t care about hurting me. He hurts me all the time …”
The back of my neck itched. Hurt her in what way? The silence stretched between us. I let it, until it was clear she wasn’t going to say anything. I shouldn’t have been pressing her when she was drunk, but I couldn’t let that stand.
“He hurts you. What do you mean?”
She snorted and shook her head. “He’s awful. He said all these horrible things to me. He made me feel so bad about myself. When we …” She grimaced and kept her eyes on her hands twisting in her lap. “Whenever we are … intimate … he calls me all these horrible names. He’s never tried to make it feel good and then blames me, like it’s my fault I can’t …”
My chest tightened. The ache in my neck became unbearable.
“Every single time, I have to fake it. I’ve got so good at faking, I should get an Oscar.”
“Fake what?”
“I can’t … get there with Sean.” She pressed her forehead to the passenger window. “Seven years of faking orgasms. It’s not normal. I’ve seen gynecologists. They can’t find anything physically wrong with me. I just can’t … get to the finish line.”
I’d had clients like this before. Women who felt sad and dysfunctional because they couldn’t get off with a partner that didn’t know how to satisfy them. So many men were clueless. I should have kept quiet. She was only telling me this because she was drunk. But I couldn’t have her sit there feeling bad about something like this.
“Can you get there on your own? Because if you can climax on your own, then this is one hundred percent a Sean Wallace issue and not a you issue.”
“What do you mean?”
“Has he ever taken the time to figure out what you like? What stimulation you need? What turns you on …?”
She let out a roar of drunken laughter. “As if. We’ve been together since school. Nothing’s changed. It started as a fumble in the dark and it’s not got much better. Foreplay isn’t in his vocabulary.”
“Have you asked him for what you need?”
Her head sagged forward. Her voice was tired and thin. “There’s no point. He doesn’t listen. I’ve given up.”
More evidence that Sean Wallace was a prick. I’d be hard-pressed to think of anything more appealing than getting Skylar Marshall between the sheets and learning how to make her come so hard her toes curled and she had to bite down on the pillow. Why hadn’t he bothered to find out? Experimenting would be part of the fun.
Stop. Inappropriate train of thought. This whole conversation is inappropriate.
Yet still I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. “Good sex comes from good communication and knowing what you want. A lot of men are under the misconception that all women orgasm through vaginal penetration alone. I can refer you to a sex therapist friend of mine.”
She let out a sudden bark of laughter.
“Is something amusing?”
“I’ve just never heard the words vaginal penetration come out of a man’s mouth before. Sean looks like he’s going to faint if I dare to mention I’m on my period.” Her shoulders shook with silent laughter. “I don’t need a sex therapist. That’s too much. I don’t need anything like that. I don’t want to talk to anyone else. I only trust you.” She dropped her gaze to her lap. “I’m a lost cause. I just can’t relax enough. I can’t even do it on my own.”
“It might take time. You have to be patient with yourself.”
“I’ve almost managed to get there a couple of times lately.”
“What was different about those times?”
She chewed the skin around her thumbnail and shot me a thoughtful glance. “I was thinking about different things.”
I felt her heated gaze burning into me and I clamped my mouth shut. As much as I wanted to hear about Skylar Marshall getting herself off, it wasn’t an appropriate line of questioning. I stopped the car outside her house, but I didn’t turn the engine off.
“Goodnight. You should drink some water before you go to bed.”
She unhooked her seatbelt and lurched forward. “I’d invite you in, but you’re going to turn me down again, aren’t you?”
I held still with my gaze fixed on the house. “I can’t go inside with you.”
“So, you want all those things on your profile, but just not with me? I’m offering myself on a plate to you here, Reece, and you’re saying no?”
Exhaustion washed over me. I’d craved this woman every moment of my teenage life. I was an absolute idiot to think I wasn’t still infatuated with her. I should never have even agreed to work with the team. This had all been about Skylar Marshall. I’d been kidding myself to think it was anything else. This wasn’t the time to get into an ethical discussion. I just needed her out of my car.
“I didn’t create that dating profile. It was my siblings.”
A small smile twisted the corner of her mouth. “You’re no fun, you know that?”
“I’ve heard it said.”
She chuckled and her speculative gaze roved over me. “I bet you could be, though. Do you ever loosen up?”
She turned her drunken smile on me and rested her hand on my leg, just above my knee. My breath caught in my chest and I was barely breathing in the first place. Her gaze locked with mine and the cockiness in her expression faltered, replaced with something vulnerable and tentative. She was taking a leap. Skylar had always been brave. I didn’t want to make her feel bad, but I couldn’t do this. It was unethical. She was also blind drunk.
Gently, I took her hand and put it back on her leg. “Goodnight, Skylar.”
“I thought maybe …”
I kept my gaze fixed on the windscreen. “No. I’m sorry.”
“The thing is … I like you.”
There was so much vulnerability in her voice. A pang speared my chest. I kept my voice as soft as I could. “I’m not an option.”
“Because of the therapy stuff?” Hurt flickered in her glassy eyes. “Or because you don’t like me like that?”
If I was going to rip off the Band-Aid, it would be more effective to do it swift and hard. It was better for her in the long run. I’d have to extinguish any possibility in her head.
“Both.”
She flinched as though I’d struck her. My heart contracted. I’d wanted to do this gracefully. What a fuckup. We’d have to have a proper discussion about transference and what this all meant, but now wasn’t the time for an ethical discourse. I just needed her out of my car.
“Your loss, Dr. Forster.” She chewed her lip and shrugged, but tears swam behind her eyes. “Your loss.”
She flung open the car door and cold air rushed inside. I watched her weave her way up the drive and disappear into the house. I fought every instinct to run after and drop down on my knees in front of her.
My loss.








Chapter 15
Reece


Skylar lay on the therapy couch in my office, her lilac hair soft and gleaming. She sat up, hooked her thumb under the strap of her tight purple dress, and inched it down over her inked shoulder. Her fingers danced over the top of her cleavage. 
“Did you see my goal, Dr. Forster?”
She pulled the strap down and eased the lacy cup of her bra aside, revealing the soft mound of her breast and her perfect, taut nipple. Her lips parted and her head fell back with pleasure. I’d never seen a more beautiful sight.
A slow, seductive smile spread on her face. “Do you ever loosen up, Dr. Forster?” She uncrossed her legs. Her hand glided from her ankle, grazing her inner thigh and inching her dress up along with it. Her knees fell apart, revealing white lace underwear. “I can’t let you see any more.”
A surge of excitement heated my blood. “Yes. You can. Show me.”
“Your loss.” She smiled and vanished.
My eyes flashed open. I grabbed my phone. I was already late for work. I scrambled out of bed for the quickest shower known to mankind. I hadn’t had a sex dream about Skylar since I was a teenager. I couldn’t remember ever waking up so hard.
The hot water hit my throbbing cock and I groaned. The dirty images from the dream replayed in my mind. Skylar on the therapy couch, wet and squirming. Stop. No. This had to be professional. I couldn’t think like that. I shook my head and tried to get rid of the image, but it wouldn’t be removed. Every nerve pulled too hot and tight with need. I couldn’t go to work in this state.
I wrapped my hand around my shaft and braced my other hand against the door. The hot water beat down on my back. I closed my eyes and played out the scene from my dream. Skylar uncrossed her legs for me again. Waves of pleasure made me groan as I palmed my length in swift strokes. She got up from her chair and crawled across the office toward me. She looked so good on her knees. What was I doing? This was so bad. So bad. I was going straight to hell for this one. Dream Skylar chewed her bottom lip and positioned herself at my feet. She licked her lips and reached for my waistband.
That’s right. Good girl.
I tightened my grip, savoring the rapid soapy strokes.
Well. If I’m going to hell, I’ll make it worth my while.




Chapter 16
Reece


Skylar stood in the doorway of my office. She smoothed her damp lilac hair. I fought to hide my surprise that she’d shown up for the appointment after last night. I rolled my shoulders and tried to clear all the dirty images that had stacked up this morning. 
“Sorry I’m late. Claire heard about the party and made us do extra laps.”
“No problem.”
She pulled her hoodie over her head and off, flashing her toned, taut stomach. Her body was so strong and powerful. My mouth went dry. She must have got a new team hoodie. I had hers tucked in my office cabinet. In my weaker moments I got it out to breathe in her scent. I’d planned to give it back to her, but somehow I hadn’t got around to it. 
I’m in control.
“No rush. Just take the time to arrive. Feel your body in the chair. Just settle in. Relax. Take a few breaths.”
“I’m here. I have arrived.” She shot me a smile.
When she smiled, she held the tip of her tongue between her teeth. It was so endearing. Everything about her had always been so endearing to me.
I’m a grown man, not a teenager. I’m in control.
She blew out a breath and fiddled with the hem of her t-shirt. “I’m sorry about … all of it. I don’t remember much, but I remember enough to know that my behavior was not acceptable. I’m mortified, honestly.”
“You don’t have to feel bad about it. It’s my job to manage the boundary between us, not yours. I want to be clear that none of this is your fault. Therapy is an intense process on both sides. Clients sometimes develop feelings for their therapists. We even have a name for it: transference.”
She frowned. “Is that what you think we’re doing here? Therapy?”
“What do you think we’re doing here?"
She wrinkled her nose. "Not therapy. I don't need therapy." 
"There's no shame in therapy. One of the bravest things we can do is ask for help. I’m employed here as a psychologist. The first rule of being in a helping profession is that you do not harm. The relationship between us has become complicated.”
“What does it matter anyway? You told me you don’t even like me.”
“I didn’t say I didn’t like you.”
She pressed her lips together. “Right. Just not like that.”
I drew a breath. I’d have to reiterate this with more eloquence now we weren’t sitting so close together in my car. I could be professional in here. I’d just treat her like any other client.
“Therapists aren’t allowed to like their clients in that way. It’s unethical.”
“But what if you just did? You can’t help who you’re attracted to.”
“Attraction is a feeling like any other, and like any other feeling, I have a choice whether to act on it or not. I never would. I could lose everything—my job, my reputation, my self-respect. You might not think we’ve been doing therapy, but you’ve confided in me. Things you wouldn’t have told me otherwise.”
“We’ve only had two sessions. Are you saying we can’t speak to each other outside of this room? Even if this was therapy, can’t we be friends on the outside?”
“Once a client. Always a client. I have strict ethical standards to follow. A person comes to therapy because they are vulnerable. They need a safe space with someone they can trust.”
She snorted. “I’m not vulnerable. I just have a terrible boyfriend.”
“You’re going through a breakup. That’s a huge stressor. You’ve told me things you wouldn’t tell me if you weren’t seeing me as a therapist. Do you understand? There is a power dynamic between us.”
She blew out a breath and sat up straight in the chair. “If you don’t want to meet in here, then maybe we could talk somewhere else … over coffee or something?”
I hardened my heart. This was for the best. I had to do the right thing by Skylar, and the right thing was to let her go. “No. Thank you.”
Hurt flashed across her face. She stood. “Fine. Good. I have to go anyway. I have … things to do. Can’t sit around chatting all day. I just wanted to say sorry if I made things awkward.”
She moved to the door. My gaze flicked to the couch and I couldn’t help picturing Skylar laying there, squirming and biting her lip.
“Here.” I scribbled a note on my pad, ripped the page and passed it to her. “These are the names of other therapists that you might want to consider working with. Maybe you’d feel more comfortable with someone else.”
Because I would definitely feel more comfortable if you went to someone else.
She screwed up the note and tossed it straight into the trash can at the other side of the room. She stepped closer and looked me squarely in the eyes. So close I was barely breathing.
“Our conversation the other day reminded me of something. It reminded me who I am. You’re right, I have always had to fight. I fought my way to the top, and maybe it’s because I needed to prove myself. Maybe I didn’t feel good enough. But you know what else it shows? It shows that I’m determined. I learned to swim against a current, and it’s made me strong. When I line up a shot, I always score. I’m not afraid to go after what I want.”
I didn’t doubt that for one second. I might have been trying to uncover her vulnerabilities, show her that she was as human as everyone else, but it didn’t mean I’d underestimated her strength. Skylar radiated power. She’d always been a goddess in my eyes. Shock and desire at her nearness held me frozen. She was so close I could see the specks of green in her blue eyes.
Her eyes dropped guiltily to my lips. “I can’t believe I sat next to you in school and didn’t notice you.”
“Of course you didn’t.” My voice came out low and rough. “You were the most popular girl in the school and I was … a nobody.”
It shouldn’t have been possible for her to get any closer, but she inched nearer. “I wasn’t the most popular girl in the school. I was just an idiot like everyone else, muddling along and trying to look cool. And you could never be a nobody, Reece.”
“Still, you would never have looked twice at me.”
Her seductive gaze raked over me like a caress. “I’m looking now.”
Fire heated my blood. Her closeness was a drug and I’d been trying so hard to resist the craving, but Skylar Marshall made me weak. She was my kryptonite. She brushed her lips against mine, and a shiver of pleasure burst through me. She stepped forward again. My back hit the office door. Her body molded to the contours of mine. Flames of desire licked over my skin, heating my blood like a firestorm.
Her eyes searched my face, seeking permission. Standing on tiptoe, she touched her lips to mine. Shock held me frozen. The whisper-soft press of her mouth sent spirals of ecstasy through me. The heady sensation of her body—so hard and athletic but so soft and warm at the same time—inflamed every nerve.
“What are you doing?” My voice barely broke a rough whisper.
“Fighting for what I want.”
Her lips came coaxingly back to mine, a delicious sensation. I used every last shred of resolve I had to stand statue still. My senses reeled as though short-circuited. A strange rough groan left my mouth and a knot tightened within me, begging for release.
Her lips brushed my ear, her breath hot against my cheek. “Yes?”
I swallowed. Words wedged in my throat.
“Tell me if you want me to stop, Reece.”
Blood pounded my temple. All thought flowed from my head downward. Two treacherous words slipped from my lips. “Don’t stop.”
Her mouth curved into a smile against my lips. She slipped her hand low so that it grazed where I ached for her touch. A gasp escaped me, but she smothered it with a kiss. Her persuasive mouth moved against mine, urgent and exploratory. Her fingers moved with more insistence, rubbing my hard length through the fabric. A jolt ran through me and another choked, agonized noise escaped my throat. Her hand froze.
“Okay?” she whispered.
Yes. No. We need to stop.
Everything hinged on this moment. A good man would say stop. I opened my mouth and the word wedged in my throat. She studied my face and took a sharp breath. Before I could form a rational thought, she dropped to her knees. She unfastened my trousers and yanked them down, followed by my boxers. I could still say no. It wasn’t too late. Why hadn’t I said no yet? My heart thudded in my chest.
“Skylar …” I whispered the word like a benediction.
She tilted her chin to steal a slanted look at me. “Yes?”
“Please.”
“Please what?”
White noise roared in my ears. I swallowed.
You stupid bastard. Tell her no.
I reached down and ran my fingers through her silky lilac hair. “Please don’t stop.”
She kept her eyes locked with mine as her hand gripped the base of my shaft and her warm, soft mouth closed around me. My breath cut off. The fire in my blood consumed me, burning me alive. I couldn’t control the shudder of pleasure that ran through me. It had been so long since I’d been like this with a woman. I’d forgotten the exquisite ecstasy of it. Her cool hand wrapped around the base of my shaft and she bobbed her head, working me with her hot mouth and tongue. My hands tightened into fists at my side and her beautiful blue eyes locked with mine. She dug her nails into my backside, pulling me forward, taking me deeper. What was I doing? Every part of me ached with need for this woman. My hips rocked involuntarily as I surrendered to the divine sin of the inked angel on her knees for me.
My breath came in sharp pants. “Fuck. Ah. Shit. Fuck. Oh. Oh my God.”
The vibration from her satisfied laugh around my cock made my knees weak. She popped me out of her mouth and licked a long line from the thick base of my shaft to the head, teasing me with her tongue. 
She chuckled. “Such eloquence, Dr. Forster. Did you learn that at Cambridge?”
A rough groan escaped my lips. I needed her to welcome me back into the velvet heat of her mouth.  Her tongue slid up and down my length and the world dissolved into nothing but raw, exquisite sensation.
She looked up at me. “Does that feel good?”
I swallowed, fighting to form coherent words. Oh God. She wanted validation from me. This was messed up. Beyond messed up.
“Yes … so good … fuck … so good.”
I groaned as she took me back into her hot mouth. My fingers tightened painfully into her hair. The torturous need for relief gripped me. For years, I’d fantasized about this moment, but no fantasy could live up to the reality of Skylar Marshall on her knees pleasuring me. She sucked enthusiastically. The indecent noise filling my ears drove my arousal. Pure, stark desperation swept through me as my stomach tightened. Whatever madness this was, I couldn’t fight it. I was too weak. I cried out as release tore through me, but she didn’t stop until she’d wrung every last moment of pleasure. 
She wiped her mouth against her wrist and stood. Her eyes locked with mine and she appraised me with an expression bordering on triumphant. In a strange way I was proud of her for having the confidence to go after what she wanted, but then the avalanche of guilt caved in on me. What had I done? One moment of weakness had cost me so much. I resisted the urge to fall to the ground and weep.
She cupped my face, stroking my cheeks with soft hands. “Don’t worry. It’s okay. I wanted it. It’s okay.”
I yanked up my trousers and buttoned them with trembling fingers. “It’s not okay. I should never have let that happen.”
She reached for my hand, but I snatched it away and stepped back. “Don’t, Skylar. For God’s sake, don’t.”
Hurt crossed her face. I made my living with words, but I had none to make this situation better. Instead, I walked out of my office. It was all I could do. If I’d been a better doctor and a better man, I would have done that five minutes earlier.
Thankfully, she didn’t follow.




Chapter 17
Skylar


My feet pounded the treadmill. Music roared in my ears and sweat plastered my hair to my neck. Every muscle screamed at me to stop, but I ran harder. A ball of guilt burned in my chest. I couldn’t strike the sad look on Reece’s face after he’d left me standing in his office. I'd wanted him so badly. He’d seemed so into it. When I’d asked him if he wanted to stop, he’d said no, but judging from the horrified look on his face afterward, he regretted it. 
By the mirrored wall, I saw the first guys from the men’s team filtering into the gym from the changing rooms. Great. Time to go. The last thing I wanted was a run-in with Sean. I tried to slow down on trembling legs. Music blasted my ears and I pulled off my headphones to stretch on the mats.
I grabbed my towel and my water bottle and headed to the locker room. If I got out now, then I wouldn’t have to have a conversation with Sean. I showered, dressed, and made my way past the seminar room where we gathered for team talks. A low voice gave me pause. Nobody should have been in there at this time. Not Gabe and Miri? Had they exhausted the office and now they’d moved on to the seminar room? I couldn’t help my incredulous snort. The man owned his own hotel for God’s sake. Couldn’t they get a room?
I made to move by, but the low, rough voice gave me pause again. I’d recognize it anywhere. A knot wound in my chest. I should have kept walking, but I peeked through the keyhole. Sean leaned against one of the tables. He was talking to someone out of sight. A white t-shirt clung to his impressive torso and his black shorts highlighted his strong, muscular legs. I waited for my heart to betray me, but I felt nothing. I didn’t miss him. I didn’t even feel angry with him anymore. His infidelity had been the best thing for me. This relationship had been dead for so long. I couldn’t care less about Sean Wallace. All I could think about was Reece.
I caught a flash of auburn hair as Sean’s companion came into view. Confusion assailed my brain. Lana? My stomach dropped. Had Sean been cheating on me with one of my best friends? This whole time? How could Lana go behind my back like that?
Adrenaline coursed through my body. I should have walked away, but anger took over and I yanked the door open. They both looked up at the same time. Lana paled and jumped away from Sean. Sean rocked back on his heels and a smug smile spread over his lips.
Lana smoothed her ponytail then held her hands up in mock surrender. “It’s not what it looks like.”
“Don’t treat me like an idiot, Lana. It’s exactly what it looks like. The two of you were kissing.”
Lana frowned. “Okay. It is what it looks like, but it’s not as bad as it looks.”
“How long?”
They both stared back at me in silence. I banged my fist on the conference table. “How long?”
Lana chewed her lip and shot a glance at Sean. “It’s nothing. One kiss.”
“Was it you the whole time? You’ve been sleeping with my boyfriend behind my back?”
Lana’s eyebrows shot up and she shook her head. “No, Skylar. Honestly. No. I wouldn’t do that.”
“Yes. You fucking would, Lana.”
Her face crumpled. Pain speared my chest. Maybe that wasn’t fair, but the blood roaring in my ears made rational thought fly out of my head. I shouldn’t have even been this angry. I couldn’t care less about Sean anymore, and it wasn’t as though I hadn’t moved on too. I’d been on my knees for another man a couple of doors down the corridor. Still, this was girl code. Lana shouldn’t have been anywhere near my ex-boyfriend. He was no good for her anyway. Why did she even want him?
My heart hammered in my chest. “We’re teammates. How could you?”
“It was one kiss. I thought you’d broken up.”
I transferred my gaze to Sean. “We’re telling people now?”
He shrugged. “This is bullshit, Skylar. You won’t even talk to me. What am I supposed to do? I’m not a monk.”
Anger made my spine stiffen. “Fuck you.” I looked from Sean back to Lana. “Fuck both of you.”
A hurt shadow darkened Lana’s features, but I had no time for guilt. She was the one kissing my ex-boyfriend. It was messed up. Who did that to their best friend? I stormed out the exit and down the corridor. My gaze blurred behind a veil of tears. A hand wrapped around my elbow and Sean spun me round to face him. I pulled myself free from his grip and shoved him away from me.
He threw his hands up in the air. “You said we were over. You kicked me out. Why are you getting so angry now?”
I drew a breath, struggling to keep my voice low. Anyone could walk past and see us. “We agreed to put the team first. If we’re out in the open with this, then we’re going to need to issue a statement.”
“Fine. Then we issue a statement.” His voice was a vicious whisper. “You can’t blame me for this. What am I supposed to do when you give me nothing? You made me feel like shit. What do you expect? I had no choice but to look elsewhere—”
“Is everything okay out here?”
Gabe Rivers stood in front of his office. The back of my neck heated. Had he heard this nonsense? I smoothed my hair and stood taller. The director was the last person I wanted to see me in this state.
“It’s fine. Everything’s fine,” I called.
Sean shook his head, his voice full of contempt. “It’s over, Skylar, but you don’t get to end this. This is me ending it. You’re the problem, not me. I don’t care who knows anymore.”
I fought to quell my anger as I watched him walk back to the seminar room. So much for keeping things quiet. Miri emerged from behind Gabe.
I stiffened my spine. “Did you hear any of that? What Sean said?”
Miri coughed to cover her obvious embarrassment. “A bit. What’s going on? Is everything okay?”
I opened my mouth to give her some line, but my heart contracted at the look of sympathy on her face. My lips trembled.
Shit. Pull yourself together.
The captain can’t fall apart.
Miri put an arm around my shoulder. “Hey. It’s okay. You can talk to me, you know.”
She darted a look at Gabe; he coughed and mumbled an excuse before walking away.
“Is it true? You’ve broken up with Sean? Talk to me. I’m your friend.”
The words got lost, sticking in my mouth. I’d wanted to keep it quiet. It didn’t matter now anyway. Soon everyone would know. Me and Sean would be the talk of the locker room. Then Twitter. I could already imagine the hashtags. Football’s golden couple split. I stiffened my spine and tried to look dignified, but heat pressed behind my eyes. I nodded and turned my face away. Miri didn’t need to see me cry.
Miri’s arms wrapped around me. Her enormous bump pressed against my middle. Her words made my heart contract. “It’s okay. It’s all going to be okay. Gabe’s away with work tonight, but you’re coming home with me.”




Chapter 18
Reece


I stepped into the hallway and tripped over a pair of purple boots. The recognition made my chest tighten. Skylar’s boots. Why on earth were Skylar’s boots in my hallway? Alanis Morissette’s angry vocals pulsed from the living room. Frankie had been on a ’90s kick, and if I had to listen to another hour of Courtney Love or Shirley Manson, I’d be forced to go and live in a tent in the garden. 
I stuck my head around the living room door and froze before a word could come out. Skylar Marshall sat on the couch, her hands clasped around a tissue in her lap. Her eyes locked with mine and my stomach did on odd swoop.
Miri looked up. “You know Skylar, don’t you?”
Do I know Skylar? Sure. I know Skylar. I know the way she dotted her i’s with little hearts when she was thirteen, the way she holds the tip of her tongue between her teeth when she smiles, the way Sean Wallace broke her heart but she pastes a cocky smile on and pretends that nothing can touch her. I know the warmth of her mouth around me when I’m such a selfish piece of shit that I encourage her to give me a blow job when I’m supposed to be counseling her.
“Hi, Skylar.”
She held up her hand in a wave, but she didn’t look at me. Her knees were drawn up tight to her chest and her face was ashen and tear streaked.
I dropped down in front of her. “What happened?”
She hugged a cushion and stared straight ahead with a hurt, faraway look. “Nothing. I’m fine.”
“You don’t look fine.”
Miri shot me an odd look. “Don’t fuss, Reece. Skylar needs some space.”
Of course. This would look weird to Miri. She had no idea how close we’d become over the past couple of weeks. For a moment, I’d just seen Skylar in need of comfort and forgotten that anyone else existed.
Frankie sauntered past me and dropped onto the couch with a huge bowl of popcorn. “We’re bingeing period dramas.” She propped her bare feet up on the coffee table and relaxed into the cushions. “Are you joining us?”
I tried to keep my gaze away from Skylar, but I couldn’t help myself. Dark circles shadowed her red-rimmed eyes. What had gone on to bring her here? Why wouldn’t she talk to me? Was this about me? My stomach dropped. Was she upset about what had happened in my office? I had to know.
“Can I have a word, Miri?”
Miri frowned. “Can it wait? I’ve only seen Mr. Darcy emerge from that lake five times this year. It’s not good enough. I’ve been slacking.”
“No.” I tried to relax my jaw. “It can’t wait.”
Miri blew out a breath. “Fine.” She passed the remote control and popcorn to Skylar and held both her hands out to me. “But you’re going to have to help me stand up. It took long enough to sit down.”
With two hands, I hauled Miri out of the chair. She followed me to the kitchen and I closed the door behind us.
“What’s going on?”
Miri sighed. “It’s Skylar’s business. It’s not for me to say.”
I busied myself filling the kettle. My heart weighed as heavy as a stone. I couldn’t bear the thought that I’d made Skylar cry. I’d run out of my office and left her alone. She was probably hurt and confused. It wasn’t her fault. This was all me. I planted both hands on the counter and bowed my head. I couldn’t have a client staying in my house, but I couldn’t bear to see her in this state either. She shouldn’t be alone.
“This is weird for me, Miri. I’m working at the club now. I can’t have a colleague staying over in my house. It’s a violation of the boundaries. It’s unethical. I’m going to have to move out until she’s gone.”
Yes. Having her here was definitely the biggest ethical violation, not the blow job in my office.
Breathe. I’m in control.
Miri snorted. “Relax, Reece. It’s sports psychology, for God’s sake. You’re just doing a bit of stuff around positive mindset, aren’t you? It’s not the same as the hospital. This is one night. We’ll stay out of your way. You don’t have to be anywhere near us. Go to the annex with Mum if you’re that bothered.”
“Why can’t you stay at Gabe’s? Or the hotel?”
“Gabe’s away tonight. You know I don’t like to stay alone. Besides, Frankie’s here. Frankie always cheers everyone up.”
I sighed. This was no good, but what could I do? I couldn’t tell Miri the truth about me and Skylar.
Miri lowered her voice. “Sean Wallace has been an absolute bastard. They’ve split. She shouldn’t be alone.”
A wave of relief relaxed my shoulders. So, they’d gone public with the news. I didn’t want her to be sad, but at least I wasn’t the reason. 
“Trust me, Skylar needs a friend. Let me do this for her. You can stay somewhere else tonight if it’s that much of a big deal,” Miri said.
“Have you offered her tea at least? A sandwich? She’s our guest.” I took a loaf out of the bread bin. “If she’s staying with us, let’s be good hosts. I’ll stay in the annex with Mum. Let me know if you need me.”
Miri raised a sardonic eyebrow. “For the record, I think you’re being weird about this.”
“I don’t like you springing stuff on me, that’s all.”
“Fine. Whatever.” She grabbed a pack of chocolate cookies and headed for the door. “You’ve got zero chill sometimes. You know that?”




Chapter 19
Skylar


“You’re filthy. Such a bad girl, aren’t you? Is this how you like it?” 
Sean loomed over me, sweaty and breathing hard. My heart pounded. Disgust rippled like a sickness in my chest.
“No. I hate that. I hate you.”
My eyes flashed open and I tried to orient myself in the unfamiliar darkness. I scrambled for my phone and checked the time. 3 a.m. Sitting up in bed, I took inventory of my surroundings. Unpleasant memories of Sean slid away, replaced with yesterday’s chaos. This was Miri’s spare room. Everything was okay. My heart pounded. Restless energy made my feet itch with the need to prowl. It would be pointless to wrestle with myself trying to sleep when I felt so wired.
Quietly I padded downstairs to the kitchen. It was the middle of the night, but only one thing could soothe me in this state. I’d always found it difficult to focus at school, so Mum had tried all kinds of things with me to focus my active brain. We’d learned to make bread together. Something about the rhythmic kneading of the dough had always calmed me down.
I rooted around in the kitchen cupboards until I found everything I needed. The ingredients and baking dishes were labeled and arranged in a neat, orderly fashion. Even the yeast had a little handwritten label on the box. Reece’s handiwork, no doubt. I liked that he was so neat and tidy. I’d spent years picking up Sean’s junk left all over the house and washing his filthy football kit. A sudden lightness came over me. There wouldn’t be any more of that. I didn’t have to deal with Sean or his filthy washing ever again.
Fuck Sean.
The door creaked and I jumped. Reece appeared, his dark hair mussed. His sleepy eyes met mine from behind his glasses.
“Skylar? What are you doing?”
“Making bread.”
He picked up a pot of yeast and put it down again on the kitchen island. “At 3 a.m.?”
“I couldn’t sleep.”
“Me neither. I came for a glass of water. The pipes are noisy in the annex. I didn’t want to wake up Mum.”
“Let me.” I moved to the sink and filled a glass with water.
His fingers were warm on mine as he accepted the glass. “Thank you.”
His faded gray t-shirt clung to his muscular frame, and his legs were toned and powerful in shorts. Whatever his brother had him doing in the gym, it was working. Desire pooled hot and tingling in my lower belly. My nipples tightened painfully in the thin nightdress Miri had given me. A few years ago, Vogue had voted Sean one of the hottest men in England. Still, Sean had never set my blood alight the way the sight of this man did.
“I thought you might sleep in a shirt and tie.”
His lip twitched and he raked a hand through his dark, disheveled hair. My fingers itched to touch him.
He kept his gaze on the island and cleared his throat. “We need to talk about what happened in my office.”
“We will.” I returned to kneading the dough. “But not now. It’s three in the morning. I want to ease my stress, not make it worse.”
Reece inclined his head. “Fine. I’ll leave you to it.”
“Don’t go. Stay … just for a minute.”
He frowned and held still. I couldn’t shake the tingling pleasure I had at being so close to him when he was warm and relaxed from sleep. I took the dough from the bowl. A cloud of flour puffed up as I blobbed the mixture down on to the island. I worked the dough, pounding and turning it on the floured surface, trying to release the tension in my shoulders.  
“I’m thinking about Sean’s face when I do this. Is that healthy?”
He quirked a dark brow. “It’s not not healthy. What would you say to him? If it was Sean?”
The dough yielded under my fists, soft and sticky as I worked. “You think your hair looks so good, Sean.” I landed a firm punch. “It doesn’t.”
Reece’s voice was gentle, yet uncompromising. “What else?”
“You don’t have to have an opinion on every meal I cook." I landed another punch.  "Eat it or don’t.”
“What else?”
I drove my knuckles into the dough. “You screwed around behind my back.” 
Tears pressed at my eyes, and I fought to hold them back.  The silence swirled around us, thick and unsettling. My heart ached. Exhaustion washed over me. How had I let Sean treat me so badly for so long? 
Reece's voice was as soft as a kiss when he finally spoke. "What else?"
Before Sean, I’d been so confident. He’d wanted to diminish me. I knew that now. Maybe that’s the only way that he could feel good about himself. A sudden snap of anger stiffened my spine. Who the hell was he to make me feel like that?
“You disrespected me and talked to me like shit. You made me feel worthless.” I threw another punch at the dough, but it didn't have the same force behind it. “I don’t want you anymore, anyway. I deserve better.”
Sean had bent me out of shape, but I wouldn’t allow him to break me. Without him, I could be whatever I wanted. I could leave all the hurt, broken parts behind and move on with the bits that suited me.
I sniffed and stood taller. Silence swirled around us as I picked the sticky dough from my fingers. “What about you? Have you got any terrible exes lurking in the wings?”
Reece pressed his lips flat. I moved to the sink to wash my hands. At least he didn’t change the subject like he usually did when I inquired about his private life.
“Is that how this is going to work between us? You know everything about me, but I don’t know anything about you?" I turned off the tap and dried my hands on a towel. "I can’t even have a normal conversation with my friend’s brother?”
“It’s not normal. It can’t be normal between us. The thing that happened in my office—”
“I said I don’t want to talk about it.”
Reece opened his mouth to protest, but I stepped forward, closing the gap between us. He snapped his mouth shut. Blood pounded in my ears. He was so close. Hot tension raced over my skin.
“Sean treated me like shit. I don’t want a man like that. I want a man that respects me and treats me well.”
He looked me squarely in the eyes. “You deserve nothing less.”
“When I set my mind to something, I always get it. When I line up a shot, I always score.”
“I don’t doubt that.”
“I want you, Reece.”
He swallowed. “Just because you want something doesn’t mean it’s the right thing for you.”
“It has to be right if it feels like this.”
I pressed my lips to his. A shiver of pleasure ran through me at the pressure of his firm, warm mouth. Abruptly, he turned his face away. His peppermint breath fanned my cheek, warm and ragged. He buried his face into my neck.
“What are you doing to me?” Warmth brushed my throat and I wasn’t sure if it was his lips or tears. “I want you so badly. I keep having these dreams. I can’t get rid of you. It’s like torture …” He cursed under his breath and pulled away. “I can’t. This is my responsibility, but I can’t fight it anymore. I can’t—”
“Then don’t.”
I cupped his face and pulled him back to me. His lips crashed down onto mine. His tongue thrust its way between my lips and I succumbed to his devouring kiss. A wild heat swirled in my chest as he crushed me to him. His arms encircled me and I arched my spine, seeking to press every inch of my body against him. My fingers trembled over the waistband of his shorts, then I yanked them down. He groaned as I took his length in my hand. I tried to drop down to my knees, but he grabbed my arms and hauled me back to my feet. I took his hand and pulled my knickers to one side, guiding him to where I needed his touch.
His fingers brushed the wetness between my thighs, and heat raced from his touch like flames in my blood. Then we were moving. His hands seared up my hips. I opened my legs, wrapping my thigh high around him so that I was half straddling him. I kept one foot on the ground as he grabbed my backside and hoisted me against the wall. My hands were on his shaft, pulling him into me. We both groaned as I guided the head of his cock to my slick heat. He slid into me, filling me with one smooth thrust. The sudden fullness was delicious. The surprise on his face must have mirrored my own. How the hell had this happened? One minute we’d been talking and kneading dough, the next he was inside me. We held motionless, staring into each other’s eyes, shell-shocked. I watched his throat bob and his bottom lip tremble as he swallowed. The scent of the warm rising dough engulfed me. The dim, still kitchen echoed with silence. Beyond the window above the sink, a full silvery moon blazed behind a gauze of clouds.
Reece pressed his forehead to mine, breathing hard. “Fuck,” he whispered.
With one foot still on the floor, I rolled my hips, using the wall at my back for leverage. “Don’t stop.”
He buried his face into my neck and held perfectly still. “I can’t.” His words were a hot whisper against my throat. “I can’t believe how good you feel.”
My fingers ached where I gripped his back through his t-shirt. Every nerve in me pulled too tight. “Please don’t stop now.”
Clutching my thigh, he pulled out and pushed inside of me in one slow torturous stroke. A low, surrendering moan escaped my lips. I rolled my hips, encouraging him to go faster. He moved in me in sharp thrusts. His breathing was ragged. His calm, poised demeanor long forgotten.
“Oh … Fuck … Skylar … Fuck … Ah.”
Warmth filled my chest. I was the one who made him lose control like this. He fucked me hard and fast, like he was drowning and I was the only thing keeping him afloat, but it wasn’t enough to relieve the desperate, tight ache where our bodies joined.
“I can’t … It’s been too long … I’m going to …”
I stroked his back. “I’m on the pill. It’s okay.”
A groan left Reece’s lips as his body shuddered. He sagged against me, pinning me against the wall. We held still, his chest moving up and down with his ragged breaths, and I stroked circles on his damp back through the thin fabric of his t-shirt. Faint disappointment made my chest hollow. Echoes of all those times with Sean needled my mind. It had always been so quick with him too. Reece wasn’t a selfish lover like Sean though, was he? Reece’s troubled eyes met mine from behind his sensible spectacles. No doubt he would be regretting and punishing himself for this.
I cupped his face with my hands. “I wanted this.”
Footsteps on the stairs made us jump apart. Reece yanked his shorts up and smoothed his t-shirt. Sweat plastered his hair to the nape of his neck. Pink colored his cheeks and his throat. The door swung open. Miri appeared. An oversized green t-shirt clung to her enormous bump. She rubbed sleep from her eyes and waddled to the kitchen sink. My heart pounded in my throat. In silence, she poured herself a glass of water before she darted a look to the kitchen island and between us. Reece took a pile of tea towels and refolded each one in a slow, methodic fashion. A muscle in his jaw ticked—the only tell in his usual poised confidence.
Miri wrinkled her nose and raised a sardonic brow. “What is going on in here? Midnight bake-off?”
I cleared my throat. “I couldn’t sleep. I was making bread.”
“Of course you were. That’s a totally normal activity at 3 a.m.” She transferred her gaze to Reece. “What’s your excuse?”
Reece rolled his shoulders. Despite his crumpled appearance, his face was a stoic mask. “I came for a glass of water.”
“And to fold tea towels?” Miri frowned and looked between us for a moment longer than was comfortable. Then she chuckled to herself and shook her head.
“What are you laughing at?” I asked.
Miri smothered a smile. “Oh. Nothing. For a minute, I wondered if the two of you were up to something else down here.”
Reece kept his eyes fixed on his work. Miri’s thoughtful gaze transferred to me and made me suddenly aware that the nightdress I wore scarcely skimmed my thighs and that the heat between my legs was wet and uncomfortable. I needed to shower. I couldn’t just stand here waiting to get busted by Miri. I tried to catch Reece’s eye, but he wouldn’t lift his gaze from his tea towels. Fine. I had no reason to be embarrassed. I hadn’t done anything wrong.
I ran a hand over my hair. “I’m going to bed. I’ll clean the mess in the morning.”
I left without looking back.




Chapter 20
Reece


I paused outside the kitchen door. Music and chatter drifted from inside. Skylar’s laugh was like music. My guts churned. I’d lost control last night. Again. One minute we’d been talking and the next … Had she enjoyed any of it? The moment I’d slid into her and realized how good she felt, I knew I was in trouble. I’d been like a sixteen-year-old virgin. It had all been so quick and unexpected. 
I’d imagined fucking Skylar Marshall in every which way for years and years, and then I’d had my shot and blown it … literally. What must she have thought of me? If I hadn’t been so caught off guard, I would have done things properly and taken my time. I hadn’t even lasted long enough to give her an orgasm. A hollow disappointment blazed in my chest. I wanted her to see that there were better men in the world than Sean Wallace, but I hadn’t been better.
I took a breath and turned around. I couldn’t face her. Not after that. The coffee could wait. A low voice followed by another laugh from Skylar drifted from the kitchen. Elliot? What was so funny at this time in the morning? Were they flirting in there? The last thing Skylar needed was attention from my younger brother. I took a deep breath. I had no business being so jealous. Last night shouldn’t have happened. It couldn’t happen again. Skylar wouldn’t even want me again after that performance. It was none of my business what she did … or who. But I couldn’t stand the idea of my brother getting his hands on her. She deserved better than what Elliot had to offer.
I rolled my shoulders back and opened the door to the kitchen. Skylar was bent down in a squat. Elliot stood at her side, holding her hips to guide her. “It’s all in the legs. Squeeze your backside as you come up and you’ll be working your glutes too.”
Skylar chuckled. “I know how to do a bloody squat, Elliot.”
Her purple leggings and sports bra clung to her gloriously powerful frame and exposed her toned back and hard, muscled midriff. It took every ounce of willpower to shift my gaze up from her divine backside as she straightened and dropped down again. Every delicious inch of her was perfection. Her gaze flashed to mine and my heart jolted. A slight sheen of sweat glistened on her forehead.
My mind drifted to how perfectly our bodies had connected. Her gasps of pleasure. The scent of her sweat. The way it had felt to finally slide into her.
“Hi, Reece.” Skylar flashed me a casual look, her tone light.
Right. So, that’s how she wanted to play it. Carry on as normal. Pretend it hadn’t happened. It would do for now. We’d have to talk about it, but this wasn’t the right time. Not in front of Elliot. I needed some time to process it. I’d phone my supervisor, Laurel, and talk to her first. She’d know what to do. Heat lashed the back of my neck. Oh God. How was I going to tell Laurel about this? She’d be so disappointed. She’d have to report me. I’d never work again. What the hell else could I do? Everything in my life would change now. This one moment of passion would shatter my entire world like an earthquake.
But the worse thing was, it hadn’t been worth it for her. I hadn’t satisfied her.
“Morning.” I kept my head down and swerved past them to the sink.
Skylar kept her gaze on me. “How are you?”
Uncaffeinated. Horny. Unethical.
“Fine,” I said. “Have you eaten breakfast? I can make you something. Eggs?”
“We’re already fueled up.” Elliot’s muscular biceps bulged as he stretched his huge arms over his head. “I’ve got myself a new running buddy.”
He crossed his arms over his body and his shoulder muscles rippled. No doubt the bastard was flexing like that on purpose. Ballet had given Elliot an incredible physique. He wouldn’t have looked out of place on a plinth in the Vatican Museum. The trouble was—he knew it. My brother was every bit as arrogant as he was spectacular.
I stared into the dark fridge. The light had gone off and I still hadn’t had the chance to fix it.
Skylar shot me a casual glance. “Do you want to come with us, Reece?”
Elliot stretched his sculpted arms above his head. “Reece only runs if he’s being chased.”
The sourness in the pit of my stomach intensified. Why was he touching her like that? When had these two become best friends? It was enough to put me off breakfast.
Elliot flashed Skylar a goading smile. “Do you think you can keep up?”
Skylar returned his grin and raised a mocking eyebrow. “I’m going to leave you in the dust.”
I grabbed the milk bottle only to find it empty. In fact, the whole fridge was empty. I hadn’t had a chance to do the shopping, and of course it wouldn’t occur to anyone else in this house that we needed to buy food in order to eat it. Fine. It would have to be black coffee. If only I could find a clean mug.
A horrible warm blast of old food stench hit me as I pulled the dishwasher open. Everything in there was still filthy. Every muscle in my body screamed with tension. All I wanted was one fucking cup of coffee. How difficult was that? Irritation needled my skin and rippled along my spine.
“For fuck’s sake,” I muttered under my breath.
Elliot’s head snapped to me. “Say something, Reece?”
I ran my tongue over my lip, fighting to quell my rage. Getting angry about it wasn’t going to help anything. Anger was like any other emotion. It was information. It didn’t mean I had to react.
“Everything’s fine,” I said.
“Oh. I forgot my Fitbit.” Skylar dashed to the door. “I won’t be a minute.”
Elliot dipped his head, his gaze unashamedly trained on Skylar’s retreating backside. He shot me a smug look and kept his voice low. “How angry do you think Miri will be if I fuck her friend? She’ll get over it, right?”
My jaw clamped. “Skylar is going through some stuff at the moment. She doesn’t need you messing her around.”
“I know, its perfect timing. She’s been dumped by Sean Wallace.” Elliot cracked his knuckles. “I love being the rebound guy. That’s when they want it dirty and no strings.”
“That’s great. Good for you. Take advantage of a vulnerable woman so you can get what you want. The rebound guy? Have you heard yourself? You do know there’s more to life than meaningless hookups.”
Elliot snorted. “Says you. I’ve never seen anyone more in need of getting laid. Did Megan take your dick along with all your fucking furniture?”
“Whilst we’re on the subject. You need to get me off that dating app.”
Elliot watched me with a goading expression. “Talk to Frankie. She set it up, not me.”
Another flare of temper tightened my chest. I took a breath and counted to ten. This was just anger. I could deal with anger. I was angry with myself. I’d lost control and compromised my ethics and my integrity. I’d messed with Skylar’s head. She was already going through so much. I’d disappointed her. In my eagerness to get what I wanted, I’d been a lousy fuck. No. Not angry. I was furious with myself.
I shook my head. “Consider your behavior, Elliot. She’s a guest in our house. Have some respect.”
Elliot sighed. “I know, but you’ve seen her, right? What’s a little awkwardness if I get a piece of that? Miri will get over it.”
Something hot and angry snapped inside of me. “Keep your hands off her. You’re like a walking erection. It is possible to have an attractive woman in this house without sleeping with her. Stop being so fucking juvenile.”
Elliot stared at me for a minute before he frowned.
Miri sauntered in, yawning and rubbing sleep from her eyes. “What’s going on?”
Elliot glided to the sink and washed a mug, probably for the first time in his life. “There’s something wrong with Reece. He got angry with me. He even used some special grown-up bad words. I think he’s malfunctioning.”
Miri shot me a wry glance. “Have you tried turning him off and back on again?”
Very fucking funny.
I tried to take deep breaths, but a hot, scratchy sensation dug deeper into my stomach like talons. What the hell had I done? I’d been so weak. I’d let a client give me a blow job in my own office. I’d fucked her in my kitchen. Now she was here in my house, and I felt sick with jealousy at the thought of Elliot making a move on her. This woman wasn’t for me. I couldn’t have her. How had it got to this point?
Miri yanked the fridge door open. She stared at the empty shelves. “Why is there no food?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because the food fairy that fills up the shelves didn’t come last night,” I said.
Miri’s eyelashes flew open with shock. She studied my face. “Jesus. Reece. Was that your attempt at sarcasm?”
Miri shot Elliot an amused look. “He is malfunctioning. What did you to do him?”
“Here.” Elliot poured me a coffee and put the hot mug on the island. “Drink this, Reece. I think you need it.”
I gave him a grudging nod of gratitude. My younger brother might have been annoying, but at least he knew when to take a step back, unlike his twin. Why hadn’t Frankie taken me off that app? Was the whole team laughing about me? Skylar swept into the kitchen fiddling with a black strap on her wrist.
“Just in time.” Elliot put his arm around Skylar’s shoulder to shepherd her out of the room. “Reece is malfunctioning. He needs to get laid before his head explodes and his balls drop off. Let’s get out of here and leave him to it.”
Skylar flashed me an embarrassed look. My teeth itched with humiliation.
I’m in control.
She disappeared out of the room with Elliot. I pressed my forehead to the cold fridge door.
Nope. Who am I fucking kidding? I’m not in control. Not even a little bit.
“Honey, I’m home.” Gabe’s clipped voice drifted to my ears.
I turned to see him leaning in the doorway with a smirk and a briefcase in his hand. Miri beamed and melted into his open arms.
His gaze transferred to me. “What’s up with you, Doc?”
Irritation rippled every inch of my skin. “Oh, fuck off, Gabe, and stop fucking … leaning everywhere, will you?”
His shocked laugh chased me out of the room as I stormed down the hall.




Chapter 21
Skylar


Back home, I ran myself the hottest, deepest bath. My muscles loosened as I sank into delicious soapy bath water. The scent of black pepper bubble bath filled my nose. My mind drifted to Reece Forster. The memory of his cool, calm voice crackled over my skin like electricity. I couldn’t stop thinking about the delicious sensation of when he’d hoisted me up against the wall so masterfully. 
I let my hands glide through the suds and over my hips and waist. Reece Forster with his geeky glasses and crisp white shirt had driven me wild. A couple of weeks ago I hadn’t known him, and now every second was consumed by thoughts of him. I wouldn’t get out of this bath until I’d made myself come. Even if the water was stone cold and I turned into a prune, I’d get the job done.
I closed my eyes and let my mind drift. I didn’t have much to draw on with Sean. He was rough. Most of the time it had been a relief when it was over. I let my mind fill with Reece Forster: his handsome face, those full, sensual lips, his broad shoulders in his crisp white shirt, the tortured noises he’d made when he’d moved inside me. I let my fingers drift low between my thighs, rubbing and circling in a slippery massage.
Pleasure built as my fingers worked. I fondled my soapy nipple, imagining it was Reece Forster touching me. A little shiver of pleasure went through me. The hot throb between my thighs became a desperate ache. My breath came in sharp pants. The water swished in the bath as I moved my fingers around the bundle of nerves between my thighs, experimenting. All that mattered was Reece Forster and all the ways I wanted him to make me feel good.
I submerged myself to my chin in the hot, silky water. My breath quickened. Hot, tight tension curled like a snake in my lower belly, ready to unleash—
A noise downstairs made me jump. The slam of the front door. What the fuck? Shock held me rigid before I mastered my fear, got out of the bath, and wrapped myself in a towel. I tiptoed to the bathroom window and peered out for the source of the noise. Sean’s car sat on the drive. Tinny whirring and crashing filled my ears. My stomach dropped. I pulled on a robe and followed the sound downstairs. Sean’s trainers sat on the entrance mat and his football jacket, still wet from the rain, hung on his peg. Seriously? I hadn’t even bothered to change the locks because I couldn’t imagine he’d have the audacity to show up when I’d told him to leave me alone.
I followed the racket down to the basement gym. Sean stretched out his long, powerful legs on the rowing machine. He wiped sweat from his brow and shot me an affable glance.
“Hey. How are you? I thought I’d get some training in before the match this afternoon.”
Confusion made my heart pound. What the hell was he doing back here? Why did he have that smile on his face as if nothing had happened?
His gaze roved over me. “Were you having a bath?”
I pulled my robe tighter. “What’s going on?”
Sean went back to rowing. The metal chain snapped with his long, fast strokes. “I can’t stay with my parents anymore. They are driving me mad.”
“Tough luck. You can’t stay here.”
He kept his voice light and his gaze fixed on the small screen in the rowing machine that tracked his time. “It’s my name on the mortgage.”
The knot in my chest twisted. I took a breath and stiffened my spine. A buzz rang out and Sean’s phone flashed at the side of the rower. He snatched it and shoved it into the pocket of his gym shorts.
“Lana? Or is this a new one?”
He shook sweat from his blond head and blew out a breath. “Nothing happened with Lana.” He panted, picking up his pace on the rower. “Girls message me. It means nothing. You know how it is when you’re the captain. I made some mistakes, but it won’t happen again. If you want to give this another go, then I’d be willing, but you’re going to need to get off my balls about the other girls.”
Anger lashed in my spine. A wild, hysterical laugh rose up in me. “Are you fucking kidding me? You’ve treated me like shit for years. There is no way back for us, Sean.”
He quirked a brow. “I’ve treated you like shit?”
He stopped rowing and wiped the sweat from his brow with a towel. He got up and planted himself in front of me. Resting an elbow on the exercise bike frame, he leaned into me. Sweat seared my nostrils. He traced a line over my lips with his thumb. “I’m willing to try couples therapy if you are. Maybe we can get that geeky doctor from school to help us figure things out.”
I titled my chin, gathering as much dignity as I could muster. “Don’t talk about Reece like that.”
His mouth spread into a thin-lipped smile. “Right. Reece. The two of you looked cozy in that library. Anything you want to get off your chest?”
“It’s none of your business. You’re a liar and a cheat. There is no amount of therapy in the world that will make me want to give this another go.”
His expression grew hard and resentful. “I have needs, Skylar. The other girls make me feel wanted. What do you expect? Sex with you is so …”
My resolve hardened and I stood straighter. “So what?”
He shrugged. “Dull.”
“And what if that isn’t all my fault? What if it’s both of us? What if it’s you?”
“Of course it’s not me. I’ve had plenty of girls. They don’t have any problems getting off.”
I folded my arms. Nausea rolled in my gut. “Plenty of girls? I’ve been faithful to you since school. All this time …”
He turned and went back to his rowing. His expression was taut and derisive. “Regardless of what goes on between me and you. This is my house. I’m not leaving.”
My head pounded. I stormed out of the gym and upstairs to the bedroom. Hangers screamed on the metal rail as I rifled through my wardrobe, throwing clothes into a case. Fuck Sean. How dare he? Half of me wanted to march downstairs and argue with him, but my heart hurt too much. I bit back my tears. I didn’t fall apart. The captain needed to be strong.
In a daze, I stumbled downstairs and out the front door. Cold air hit my face and I tried to take deep breaths. What now? I needed a plan. I could go to my parents, but they’d have so many questions. I didn’t want to be grilled like a squid by my mum. I couldn’t bear to talk to anyone. I’d have to go to a hotel. My heart ached. How long could I do that for? I needed a place to think straight, but I couldn’t think with this horrible scratchy gnawing in my chest.
I threw my bag in the boot of my car and set off for the training pitches. Hot panic sizzled over my skin and made my chest constrict. Only one thing could help me when I felt like this. I needed to calm down.  My breath snapped hot and sharp in my lungs.  Pain speared my chest. Reece’s voice drifted to my mind.
Your feelings will make themselves heard however they can. They won’t always choose the most convenient times.
Reece was right. I didn’t need distraction. I needed to talk to somebody. I needed Reece. But first, I needed to kick a ball as hard as I could.




Chapter 22
Reece


Skylar hadn’t looked at me once since she entered the office. She wore her football kit: a blue jersey, shorts, and knee socks. I leaned back in my seat, getting comfortable, seeing if she would mirror my movements and relax. She didn’t. She could probably see I was faking. No part of me could relax in her presence. She looked so different from this morning. Her hair tumbled in a messy lilac waterfall to her shoulders. Dark hollows shadowed her pretty eyes. Had I made her feel like this? We hadn’t even talked about last night. I shouldn’t have let her walk out of my house. 
I tried to stop my gaze from drifting to the bookcase. A couple of the spines protruded at odd angles. It made my skin prickle with the need to straighten them. An ache blazed right between my shoulder blades, but I fought to sit still and composed. After a night tossing and turning, my spine was the only relaxed part of me, and it was supposed to be supporting my entire body.
I took a breath. “How are you? Have you come straight from practice?”
She shrugged and adjusted her football socks below her knees. “No practice. I just needed to kick things. I was heading for the pitches, and I ended up here instead…”
Hot air licked over my skin. Skylar chewed her lip and smoothed her hands over her toned thighs.
I cleared my throat. “About last night … You don’t need to feel bad or any guilt about what happened between us. This was my fault. It’s my responsibility to manage the boundary. This is my failure, but—”
“He’s such a prick,” she said quietly.
“Sorry?”
“Sean.”
Sean? Had she seen him? Had something happened since I’d last seen her?
Her shoulders quivered and she sniffed. “Sorry.” She swiped her cheeks. “I don’t cry.”
“You don’t have to apologize for crying.” I nudged a box of tissues across the coffee table. “Cry all you want with me.”
Her fingers quaked as she took a tissue and dabbed her eyes. She folded her tissue into a tiny square with quivering fingers then took a shuddering breath. “He was at the house. I was having a bath and I heard him downstairs. He was there on the rowing machine, pretending like nothing was wrong …” Her voice broke off and she turned her face to the window. “I phoned Miri. She invited me to stay, but I thought you’d be more comfortable if I don’t. Gabe is letting me stay at the Beaufort.”
“No. You should stay with us. I can go elsewhere for a while.”
“The hotel is fine.” She blew out a breath and a bitter smile trembled on her lips. “Just when I thought I was making some progress. The worst part is that he’s right about all of it.”
“Right about what?”
The silence grew so thick it smothered us. I fought every compulsion to break it. That wasn’t the way to help her in this room.
“You know, the worst part is that I’ve never asked for much. I want someone who I can love, and who will love me back. I’ve got a lot of love to give. Do you know what I mean?”
Yes. I know what you mean.
A pang speared my chest. Skylar had a huge heart. She had big feelings because she wore her heart on her sleeve. She was brave and fierce.
She licked her lips and her eyes locked with mine before they darted away. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t even know why I’m telling you any of this.” She stared straight ahead with a sad, faraway gaze. “You don’t want me, either. Last night … You see the problem. I can’t … It’s the same with Sean. I can’t orgasm. I was so turned on. Still, it doesn’t matter. I can’t let go and enjoy it even when I want it the way I wanted it last night.” She shook her head and raked a hand over her face. “I’ll leave you alone. I shouldn’t have even come here.”
She stood and moved to the door. Instinctively, I got up and followed. I wrapped my hand around the door handle.
“Last night was …” My neck heated. “I couldn’t last, Skylar. I’m sorry. It was me. Not you. It surprised me, that’s all. I got too … It was a little …” My tie suddenly felt too tight like a noose around my throat. I loosened the knot. “… Overwhelming. If I didn’t satisfy you, then that’s all on me, not you. Don’t run out of here like this. Please. Let’s keep talking.”
Tears glistened on her proud, pale face. “I don’t want to talk anymore. I’m done. Don’t worry about me. I won’t bother you again.”
My heart thumped erratically, and I should have let her go, but my fingers gripped the door handle so tightly they ached. Her blue, tear-filled eyes reflected glimmers of light. They were full of expectation. She made me feel the way I did when I walked through the park full of crocuses pushing their heads above the dirt in spring. There was so much ugliness in the world, but some things could still be so beautiful they made you ache.
I carried this heavy knot inside of me all the time from trying to do the right thing. From always trying to be in control. Always trying to be perfect. I didn’t want that anymore. I just wanted her. I wanted to feel myself moving inside of her. My gaze froze on her soft mouth. I needed to trace the outline of her lips with my thumb. I’d never wanted anything so badly. Sean Wallace might have been a selfish lover, but I couldn’t think of anything I wanted more than this woman’s nails clawing my back and my name on her lips when she was so twisted up with need she could only cry out.
My heart pounded so hard she could probably hear it. I met her longing gaze with my own and traced my thumb over the soft line of her jaw. Her eyes fluttered shut and she shivered with need. Oh God. I was touching her. Why was I touching her again? I couldn’t touch her. This was so wrong. But what did it matter now? We’d already crossed the line. It had already gone too far.
She hesitated, measuring me for a moment, before she leaned up and whispered in my ear. “The only time I’ve ever got close to getting myself off, I was thinking about you.”
A rush of adrenaline went through me and the pit of my stomach churned. I couldn’t let her walk away thinking there was something wrong with her. Sean Wallace might have been an ace on the football pitch, but it didn’t take muscles to please a woman. It took listening, consideration, patience, and a willingness to learn. Skylar Marshall was perfect. I had to show her.
I pulled her toward me and my lips found hers. She gave a shocked gasp, then her arms encircled me and her hands locked against my spine. I didn’t have Sean Wallace’s muscles and I’d never understood the offside rule, but I’d show this woman how perfect she was if it was the last thing I ever did.




Chapter 23
Skylar


Reece’s lips crashed down onto mine. His tongue thrust its way between my lips, and I succumbed to his devouring kiss. His lips seared a path over my neck and he spoke between hot, fervent kisses. “You said you were thinking about me when you touched yourself. What were we doing in the fantasy?” 
The back of my neck heated. I opened my mouth and closed it again. I’d never been shy, but I’d never spoken so directly about what I liked with anyone before. Sean had never asked.
Reece’s lips blazed a path along my jaw. “Tell me. Whatever it is. I won’t judge you.”
“You … Your voice. You’re talking to me.”
“My voice? Dirty talk?” His words were a hot whisper against my jugular.
“No … not dirty … I hate that. Sean says things like that, that I’m a filthy girl and a slut. I don’t like it. I don’t want to be a bad girl. It doesn’t make me feel good. I want to be …”
Warmth stroked my cheeks. These things felt so unnatural to talk about. I coughed to cover my embarrassment.
Reece stopped his amorous assault. He studied my face and frowned. “You don’t want to be a bad girl?” His dark eyes locked with mine. “A good girl?” he said softly.
My body flooded with heat at the sound of those words on his full lips. I nodded. “Yes.”
He drew away from my neck. His expression darkened, and his gaze roved over my body. “Get on the couch.”
I blinked to hide my confusion. “Pardon?”
Slowly, he removed his blazer and hung it on the back of his chair. He rolled up the sleeves of his crisp white shirt to the elbows in his slow, controlled way. I couldn’t tear my gaze from the dusting of dark hair that smattered his muscular forearms and his long, elegant fingers. His masculine, self-confident presence made my heart hammer.
With one smooth step forward, he towered over me. My back hit the door and he boxed me in with a hand either side of me.
He leaned in to whisper in my ear. “You heard me. Be a good girl and get on my couch.”
He reached around me to snick the lock on the door. Then he crossed to the windows and pulled the cord. The blinds raced down in a resounding whoosh, making the room dim. A shiver of anticipation shot up my spine. He didn’t need to tell me a third time. My knees were weak as I moved to the other side of the room and sat on his cool leather couch. He loosened the knot in his tie and towered over me, still and serious.
“Lie back.” His voice was calm and composed but his eyes blazed with fire behind his glasses.
If anyone else had stood and barked orders at me I would have played hell with them, but not Reece. I wanted to please him. To do whatever he wanted. I wanted to come undone for him.
“Show me how you touch yourself.”
A twinge of embarrassed panic went through me. “I can’t. You don’t want to see me doing that.”
He tilted my chin, forcing me to look in his dark eyes. “Trust me, I can’t think of anything I want to see more.”
“I can’t.”
“Yes. You can.”
His fingers danced up my inner thigh, teasing under the hem of my shorts. Heat flooded my body. His lips found mine as he tugged my shorts down and off. Planting his elbow by the side of my head, he leaned over me, and his lips met mine in a slow, drugging kiss that made my skin tingle with desire.
“Show me,” he murmured into my mouth. “You don’t have to feel any embarrassment with me.”
Warming shivers of anticipation raced the length of my spine. This is where we both came to work. Nobody here could have expected what was going on. It only made it more exciting. A desperate ache took root between my thighs. A strange fear gripped me, like I was standing at the edge of choppy waters preparing to jump in. The water would be freezing, but it would be so liberating to swim. Fuck it. I didn’t do fear. A captain can’t be afraid.
We both watched as I slipped my fingers down below the waistband of my thin cotton knickers and rubbed in slow, slippery circles. Waves of pleasure spread from my core at my gentle massage. Every nerve was heightened. Even the cold air on the apex of nerves between my thighs left me weak.
He slipped his fingers over mine. His lips brushed my ear as he whispered into my hair. “Guide me.”
I did as he asked, moving his fingers beneath mine in firm strokes on my slick tender flesh.
His clean manly scent filled my nose. “You think about me when you do this alone?”
“Yes.”
A quiver surged through me at his tormented groan.
His voice was a velvet murmur. “I keep having these dreams. I can’t get you out of my head. It’s like being a teenager with a crush again. This longing I have for you is torture. Do you know what you do to me?”
“What do I do to you?” My voice barely broke a whisper.
“You make me feel out of control, like I’m losing my mind for you.”
I arched my spine on the couch, my backside squirming into soft, buttery leather. My breath came hot and sharp and we were panting into each other’s mouths between hungry kisses that were somehow both slow and urgent. Still, he kept up his relentless, torturous massage between my thighs.
“You’re so beautiful. So perfect.” His hands were cool as they slipped under my jersey. He eased down the zip at the front of my sports bra and palmed my breasts. “So good … such a good girl.”
My body ached at the loss of his touch between my thighs.
“This might not happen for me, Reece … I know you’re expecting it … You don’t have to do this …”
He moved his hands from my breasts to cup my face. His face was its usual stoic mask; only his smoldering eyes betrayed his ardor. “Listen to me. It doesn’t matter if it happens or not. I’ve got all the time in the world to watch you like this. Don’t spend the whole match focusing on scoring a goal. Just enjoy the game.”
He lifted my jersey up and I helped him take it off. He sucked my nipple into his mouth. I moaned and arched against him, digging my fingers in his soft hair. His lips seared a trail over every inch of my breasts, then he was moving lower, planting hot, open-mouthed kisses on my stomach. The throb between my thighs became a desperate ache.
Slowly, his large hands skimmed my hips and he kissed through the thin fabric of my knickers. Sean had never gone down on me and I’d always wondered what it would feel like. Reece’s eyes locked with mine as he tongued through thin cotton. “Do you like that?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“You’re going to be a good girl and tell me everything you like, and I’m going to give it to you. I’ll give you anything you want.”
He pulled up a chair to the end of the couch. Then he took hold of my hips and dragged me down so his face was positioned between my legs. His hands grazed my hips as he slid my knickers down and off, leaving me bare apart from my socks pulled to the knee. I moved to take my shin pads and socks off.
He shook his head. “No. Leave them on.”
“You want me to leave my socks on?”
“Yes.”
“But I’ve got shin pads on.”
His voice was as gentle but uncompromising as ever. “Leave those, too. I’ve always imagined you wearing them when I make you come.”
His tone was so matter-of-fact and his face so impassive that I couldn’t help but laugh.
He quirked a dark brow. A faint smile played on his full lips. “Are you judging me, Miss Marshall?”
“No, Dr. Forster.” I put a hand over my heart and flashed a sardonic smile. “This is a safe space.”
His dark eyes locked with mine before his gaze dropped and froze between my thighs. I lay spread and exposed for him. Instinctively, I moved my hands to cover myself.
“Don’t do that.” Gently, he took my hands away and put them by my sides. His voice was a reverent whisper. “You’re perfect. I knew you would be.”
The back of my neck heated to be so exposed, but a thrill ran through me. Reece had made no secret of the fact he wanted me. It made me feel confident in a way I never did with Sean.
He smoothed a hand up the back of my leg. “We’re going to experiment. You’re going to tell me what feels good. There is no right or wrong answer.”
His head bowed and he planted teasing kisses on my inner thighs. I cried out at the first firm lap of his tongue against my wet heat.
“Oh God, Reece.” My voice came out a desperate whimper.
“Good?”
“Mm-hmm.”
His tongue flicked against my clit. A jolt of electricity went through me. My thighs clenched. I cried out as he buried his face and his glasses bumped against me. My toes curled, and I clamped my hand over my mouth to stifle another cry. Someone could be walking past in the corridor outside, but Reece seemed so completely lost to his work, he didn’t care.
His tongue swirled, licking, probing, tasting in ever more determined strokes. My knees buckled and my thighs trembled. I wanted to be quiet, but my surrendering groans couldn’t help but broadcast my need for him. His eyes locked with mine while he worked, adjusting his pressure and rhythm according to my moans. With his hands on my hips, he dragged me to the end of the couch, spreading me wider and hooking one of my thighs over his shoulder. Divine pleasure radiated from his determined probing. My fingers buried into his soft hair as he lapped. Then his mouth covered my clit and he sucked. A shockwave of pleasure rippled up my spine. Everything tightened with need. My breath came in tight gasps.
“Like that?” he murmured against me.
Somehow I found words to speak. “Like that.”
I rocked senselessly against him. Anxiety made my chest tight. What if he was getting bored down there? What if I couldn’t get there? What if Sean was right about me and there was something wrong with me?
As though he could read my mind, Reece’s eyes locked with mine again from between my thighs. “Don’t get in your head. Just breathe. Just this breath.”
My body tensed; still, it didn’t feel like I could let go enough to get there. Frustration made my shoulders bunch. “I don’t think I can do this.”
“Take the pressure off.” His murmured words against my sex made me arch against him. “Let me give you pleasure. It doesn’t have to end in anything. I can do this all day. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”
His soothing voice crackled over my skin like icy flames. Butterflies erupted in wild swirls in my stomach. Closing my eyes, I sucked in a slow breath. My body tightened like a fine silken thread pulled too taut. I fought to draw deep breaths and let my muscles soften. Heat raced from his touch. He moved his long, elegant finger up through my slick folds, parting me. “So pretty and perfect.” His fingertip teased my entrance. “So delicious. So wet and warm.”
He slipped his finger a little further inside me and held still. I couldn’t contain my moan.
“Good girl. You’re so good at telling me what you need.”
He filled me with his finger, curling upward, hitting a spot that sent shudders through me. Heat flashed all over my body. Sweat dripped down my neck. I squirmed and writhed my backside, tightening around him.
His eyes locked with mine. “More?”
“Yes.”
He slipped a second finger into my slick heat, moving in delicious strokes while his thumb still traced circles on my clit. I ground against him, pressing closer. He watched me with an expression of awe. “That’s right. Just let it come. Don’t chase it.”
My hands clenched into fists. A desperate need for release gripped me, as torturous as it was divine.
He watched my face. “It’s okay. You can let go with me. I’ve got you.”
Sweat collected at my temples and my heart thundered. He stood, holding his tie out of the way as he leaned over to kiss me, and I tasted myself for the first time. I’d never felt more desperate for his kiss. I’d never wanted anything more. The fact that he would do this for me—that he wanted to satisfy me in a way that Sean could never be bothered—meant everything.
With one hand, his sure fingers worked their magic between my thighs, and with the other he smoothed back my hair. “I’ve got you. You can trust me. You’re so beautiful. Every inch of you is perfection.”
His praise stoked my desperate need to come undone for him.
“Faster,” I whimpered.
He responded instantly, his expert fingers rubbing firmly where I needed him most as he analyzed my reactions. “Good girl. You’re doing so well.”
“Fuuuck … I just need more.” My fingers fisted into his shirt and I jerked him toward me. I needed to hear his voice. “Talk to me.”
“Do you know how much I’ve craved you?” His calm, considered words were hot against my ear. “You have no idea how badly I’ve longed to see you like this. I want to see you lose control. You can do that with me. It’s easy. I’m going to take care of you. Just let go.”
I sucked in a breath. It was easy. With Reece it was easy to let go. His poised, solid demeanor made me feel safe. He pressed his forehead to mine; his warm breath fanned my face. I gripped his shirt so hard my fingers burned. “Oh … I think … Oh … I’m going to … Oh … Don’t stop … Ah …”
The tension inside built to fever pitch. An elastic band about to snap. My breath came in high-pitched pants. A series of rough cries left my mouth and I bucked my hips against his hand, desperate for the friction. My backside lifted half off the couch in desperate, whimpering need. Still, he wouldn’t stop his relentless slippery massage.
More.
Reece moved back to the end of the couch. He bowed his head between my thighs and he replaced his fingers with his mouth. His eyes locked with mine as he sucked my clit, hard. The sensation was almost unbearable in its intensity. A cry left my mouth and I was too far gone to pleasure to bother trying to smother it. I raked my hands through his soft hair. Release exploded through me, sending rippling crests of euphoria racing through my body. I surrendered to the mastery of his tongue and it was like diving into the deepest, clearest lake and finding that I’d been waiting my whole life to take the plunge. Delicious waves of satisfaction carried me away. Reece’s dark eyes were my only tether as I lost myself in the explosion of pleasure.
He kept working until he’d wrung every last quiver from me. I collapsed back, savoring, shuddering, trying to come back to my senses. Tingling aftershocks sparked from the base of my spine to the soles of my feet. My panting filled the silent office. Reece watched my face with an expression of fascinated awe, like a scientist who has just made a paradigm-shifting discovery. He’d changed everything. The small smug smile on his full lips told me he knew it.
“Oh my God.” I sat up, dazed and half-drunk with pleasure. “I’m pretty sure they didn’t teach you that at Cambridge.”
“No.” His brow quirked a fraction, and he raked a hand through his dark hair. “That kind of thing is extracurricular.”




Chapter 24
Reece


The city flashed by outside in a blaze of bright lights in the darkness. Skylar’s scent of grass and mud filled my car. I had to stop my gaze from drifting down to her muddy football boots and the mess they made in the passenger seat footwell. My hands tensed around the steering wheel and I tried to breathe through it. What would Laurel say? A little bit of mess doesn’t matter. I could clean it once I’d dropped her at Gabe’s hotel. The scrape of the windscreen wipers filled my ears. We’d hardly spoken since I’d offered her a ride. My stomach churned. This had gone too far. 
She stretched her arms above her head languorously. Huskiness still lingered in her tone. “I want you to take me out on a date.”
“A date?”
“We’ve never been on a date. I want you to take me out to dinner.”
A date? God. What the hell had I done? What did she think was going to happen between us? We couldn’t have a normal relationship. I couldn’t date a client. I shouldn’t have done any of this stuff with somebody I’d been trying to help.
I cleared my throat. “We have a therapeutic relationship. None of this should have happened.”
“Well, now we have a relationship based around bone-melting orgasms. If you think I’m not going to pursue this after what just happened between us, you can think again.”
A muscle jumped in my jaw. No. We couldn’t keep going with this. I’d wanted to show her that there was nothing wrong with her. Now she was free to pursue a relationship with someone better than Sean Wallace.
“Nothing has changed. We can’t see each other outside of my office.”
She laughed and it came out hollow. “Nothing has changed? Everything has changed. Unless you normally get women off on your couch as part of your process.”
A ball of ice swirled in my stomach. “Enough now. We have to stop. I want what’s best for you.”
“And what if you’re best for me? I like you, Reece. I like you a lot. I know you’re panicking and backpedaling, wishing it hadn’t happened. But I don’t wish that it hadn’t. Meeting you is the best thing that’s happened to me in a long time. You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met. You’re kind and you’re clever and funny. You listen to me. And you gave me the best orgasm of my life. I’m not letting you get rid of me so easily.”
My heart beat a drum in my chest. I wanted to help Skylar, not add to her problems. It wasn’t even true. I didn’t want to get rid of her. I wanted her more than ever. Did she think this was easy for me? It wasn’t. Even if we kept things a secret, I knew what we were doing. How could I look myself in the eye knowing how I’d compromised my ethical standards? It was damaging for Skylar, too, if it was making her feel like this. She wasn’t fucking up. I was.
My mum’s words drifted through my head.
You can’t do much wrong in this job apart from sleeping with the clients.
I parked in the lot across the street from the grand, soaring Beaufort Hotel. I switched the engine off.
Skylar unbuckled and twisted in the passenger seat to face me. “Look, I get it. We work together. You don’t want to get into anything with me. It’s fine. I’m not looking for anything deep here, either. I just got out of a relationship. My focus has to be on getting us promoted. I don’t want this getting out, either. I’m just asking for …”
I glanced at her. What? What was she asking for?
“Some no strings fun.” She quirked a brow. “Like you said you wanted in your profile.”
A pulse beat in my head. “I didn’t make that dating profile. My siblings think this kind of thing is funny—”
“Fine, but so what if you did do it? You’re allowed to date. You’re allowed to have sex.”
“Yes, but not with you.”
It was unethical and it was damaging for her. I’d made a huge mistake. The best thing to do would be to get her out of the car and go home. I couldn’t continue this, no matter how she made my heart thump. I dared a glance at her. Her elegant face drew my gaze like a magnet. My fingers ached to touch her, to feel something good and beautiful instead of the restless tension that consumed me.
I’d been restless for so long. Burned out from looking after everyone all the time: my mum, my patients, my family. Irritation always crawling under my skin at all the mess in the house and things beyond my control. I needed something … different. Something fun. Something wild. Skylar wasn’t an option—it was selfish and stupid to get involved with her—but God, I wanted her. I wanted her the same way I’d wanted her when we were both fourteen. Except the teenage me wouldn’t have had a clue what to do with a woman like this.
I knew now.
She reached for my hand and her warm fingers intertwined with mine. “I can see you fighting yourself. It doesn’t have to be so deep.”
Her eyes were gentle and contemplative. I didn’t want her gentleness. Heat tingled where her fingers touched mine. I should have let go, but I couldn’t. She leaned into me, tilting her face upward. My body ached for her. I wanted to pull her onto my lap and take her right there in the carpark. I wanted to bury myself in her, to lose myself. I wanted to fuck her out of my system because I couldn’t keep feeling like this in her presence. Every day was a struggle to maintain control over myself when I was so desperate to drown in her.
She glanced at the hotel across the street. “You should see these rooms. Can you believe Gabe owns this whole thing?”
Her sweet watermelon perfume filled my senses as she moved closer and rested her palm on my cheek. “We’ve crossed the line, Reece. Stay with me tonight.” Her voice was a soft murmur. “What’s the point in denying yourself now?”
The touch of her hand was unbearable in its tenderness. She gazed into my eyes and I felt my pulse everywhere, my throat, my wrists, my eyelids. This was the third time I’d had the woman I was infatuated with asking me to spend a night with her. The difference was, now I’d had a taste of her, how was I supposed to go back to before?
A torrent of filth filled my mind.
The caress of her soft mouth on mine. Her kiss, rushed and urgent but devouring and all consuming. Pulling her roughly onto my lap, freeing her perfect breasts from her sports bra and feeling the beautiful weight of them in my palms. Slipping my fingers into her shorts.
She watched my face in the dim light of the car and a smile curved her lips. “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you? Come inside. Gabe insisted I stay in the penthouse. Apparently, there’s a gold-plated Jacuzzi. It sounds like a bloody porn set.”
Her eyes clung to my face. I shook my head and blew out a breath. “It’s my fault that things went so far between us, and it’s my responsibility to put a stop to it.”
“This is bullshit. You want me. I’m yours. Be brave, Reece. Take what you want.”
The easiest thing would be to take what I wanted. I already had. It was braver to walk away, because this was fucking terrible. Boundaries were in place for a reason. To protect the patient and the therapist. No ethical helper had a relationship with their patient. My stomach churned. I didn’t want to be the bad guy, but I’d fucked this up.
She reached for the door handle. “Stop overthinking this. I’m asking you upstairs for a shag in a gold-plated Jacuzzi. I’m not asking you to marry me. Don’t you want some porn star sex in your brother-in-law’s porny hotel room?” There was a trace of laughter in her voice. “Live the dream.”
I couldn’t help but laugh at her bluntness.
Her eyes riveted to my face. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you laugh.” She nudged me in the side. “Life doesn’t have to be so serious, you know. Are you coming or not? I’m not going to beg.”
This had to end. I had to get out before I messed up even more. But tonight, I couldn’t say no. The fact of the matter was that I was weak, and Skylar knew it. Tomorrow, I’d hand in my resignation. Tonight, I needed porn star sex with Skylar Marshall in one of my brother-in-law’s porny hotel rooms.




Chapter 25
Skylar


I lay back in the enormous circular Jacuzzi. Delicious heat soothed my sore muscles, and everything relaxed inside of me like a full-body sigh. The low hum of the Jacuzzi filled my ears, and silky rose-scented bubbles vibrated and splashed against my bare skin. Reece’s hands were everywhere, skimming my thighs, gliding over my hips, stroking my stomach. 
Steam misted his glasses. He removed them and placed them on the side with a gentle click. Without his glasses, he looked more boyish, but not more handsome. I liked him either way.
“Can you see without them?”
His mouth seared a path over my neck, kissing every scrap of skin. “I can see enough.”
My fingers dug into his shoulders and he shook his head in wonder. “Do you know what the teenage me would be thinking if he knew that one day I’d have you naked and at my mercy? Look at you.” He gazed down and his hand disappeared under the bubbles and smoothed over my stomach. “It doesn’t matter how often I go to that gym, I’ll never have abs like this.”
I couldn’t help my laugh at his expression of awe. I ran my hands over his lean, muscular arms. “I like your body.”
He studied my face, a half smile on his full lips. “You don’t have to patronize me. I’ve seen that gym. All those football players posing and flexing their muscles …”
“You’re not jealous of those guys, are you?”
“No.” His voice was calm, his gaze steady. “None of them have made you come like I have.”
I couldn’t help my laugh at his matter-of-fact expression. It was a fair point. No man had ever made me feel the way Reece had. It wasn’t just the orgasm. It was the way he looked at me as though I was fascinating. The way he gave me every scrap of his attention when I spoke. I sat up on the ledge that lined the Jacuzzi and walked my fingers up his hot chest. “Are you getting cocky now, Dr. Forster? I suppose that one orgasm you gave me was impressive, but for all we know it was a fluke.”
A faint smile pulled at his serious lips. “That sounds like a challenge.”
I quirked a teasing brow. “Does it?”
His fingers danced over my hips, but he didn’t touch me where I needed him, where the hot tingling ache made my thighs clench. Every nerve was heightened in the intense bubbling heat that engulfed us. He parted my lips with his tongue and kissed me. His thumb brushed between my thighs and I couldn’t control the moan that escaped my lips.
“Are you going to be a good girl for me again?” he murmured against my mouth. “Tell me what you need and I’ll give you anything.”
I lowered my lips to his ear and gripped his hard shaft under the water. “I’ll tell you what I need when I feel you inside of me.”
“This is about your pleasure, not mine. Nothing turns me on more than satisfying you.”
“This is about both of us.”
His eyes locked with mine and he reached up to caress my face. “The captain gets whatever the captain wants.”
He perched on the ledge next to me. His fingers dug into my hips as he dragged me through the water onto his lap to straddle him.  A shadow of unease went through me. Sean had never liked me on top.
He studied my face. “You look worried. What’s the matter?”
“I’m not confident on top.”
He cupped my face, his voice calm and level. “This is about experimenting, not performance. We’re going to find out together what feels good. It’s not an exam. You can’t get it right or wrong.”
His gaze roved over me and he palmed my breasts. Heat seared from his touch and my muscles softened again as the hot water beat against me. The ache to feel full of him left me breathless. My chest warmed at his earnest expression. What did Reece see when he looked at me? Not whatever Sean had seen. With Reece, I felt like a goddess.
He hissed and held perfectly still as I ran my hands up his erect length. He lifted my hips. I hovered over him so that the thick head of his shaft pressed against my wetness. He groaned but neither of us moved. The press of him was divine torture. The desperate urge to slam down onto him made my hips jerk and my body ache, but I wanted to tease him. His thumb moved to circle my clit in gentle then firm strokes, the way he’d learned. Waves of pleasure spread from my core. I gripped his broad shoulders. My head fell back on my neck with pleasure as I rocked over him.
He reached up and cupped my face with both hands. “You’re going to look so beautiful riding me.”
We both groaned as I lowered myself onto him. I held motionless, adjusting to the size of him, then I rolled my hips, grinding, finding an angle that worked well. Water splashed over the side of the Jacuzzi onto the tiled floor. My heart thundered. A sudden fear gripped me. What if I couldn’t come? What if it had been a one-off in his office?
Reece watched my face, his eyes narrowing as if he could read my mind. “It doesn’t matter. Stay with me in this moment. Take the pressure off and relax. If you don’t get there, we try something different. There’s no rush.”
His hands explored the slippery hollows of my back and I trembled as I drew myself up before gliding back down onto his length. I pitched forward against him, grinding, working him deep inside of me. My breasts hovered near his face and his tongue traced out to suck my nipple into his mouth. A shiver of desire raced through me. My hips bucked erratically. All that mattered was the intense, soothing heat that enveloped my body and his firm strokes filling me. I bumped up and down carelessly. Blood pounded my ears.
He watched me with a smoldering intensity. “Yes. Like that. You’re so beautiful.” His free hand scorched a path down my arched spine. “Such a good girl when you ride me like this.”
His praise and awestruck look lit a fire in me. Waves of ecstasy throbbed from my core, leaving me panting. All thought left my head. I surrendered to molten heat, to the vibrations massaging my muscles, soothing every inch of tension, and to the intense liquid pleasure where our bodies joined.
His head fell back, resting on the edge of the Jacuzzi. His mouth parted with pleasure. “Fuck … Ah … Oh … This feels incredible … Fuck … Skylar.”
His hoarse words pushed me over the edge. My fingers dug into his shoulders as the tension inside gripped me in an unbearable need for release.
A choked cry left my lips. “Oh God. I think I’m going to … Don’t stop … Please don’t stop …”
He held my backside, spreading me wide and thrusting into me. “I’m not going to stop.”
The involuntary tremors of my climax ripped through me. My legs trembled but he wouldn’t allow me to collapse. I came apart on his lap like dandelion fluff swirling and scattered to the breeze, shaking and crying out—an intense, shuddering climax that had me whimpering and digging my nails into his shoulders. He nursed me through it, whispering his praise and encouragement in my ear. Not that I could listen. I was too lost to raw sensation.
My body trembled, my limbs like jelly. I molded against him, slick and hot. We lay spent and still, taking heaving breaths. He lifted me gently away and reached for his glasses.
“You need to drink some water.” His concerned gaze roved over me. “Let’s get you out before we cook.”
He got out of the tub, offered a hand, and hauled me out. Softness cocooned me as he wrapped me in the warmest, fluffiest towel I’d ever seen. In silence, he dried me carefully and toweled my hair. Then he filled a glass at the tap and watched me gulp beautiful, quenching cold water. Then, I was weightless. He lifted me into his arms and carried me into the bedroom.
I couldn’t stop my startled laugh. “What are you doing?”
“I’m not finished with you yet.”
Gently, he laid me down on my back on the huge four-poster bed. Cold air licked over my burning skin. He lifted the towel up over my hips and buried his face between my thighs. The hot press of his tongue was almost unbearable on such tender, raw sensation. I still hadn’t stopped trembling from my orgasm. His dark hair was soft between my fingers as his tongue swirled and probed at my swollen flesh. His hands gripped my thighs, spreading them, pressing them flat. My body arched against him.
He lifted his head. “Tell me that you’re beautiful and desirable. Tell me that you know you can bring a man to his knees.”
I laughed to cover my embarrassment. “What?”
“I mean it. I want to hear you say it. You know that you’re an incredible captain, but do you know how powerful and sexy you are?”
I rolled my eyes. “Don’t go over the top, Reece.”
“I’m not.” He lapped between my thighs, one slow stroke of his tongue that parted me and sent an electric jolt of pleasure through me. “Say it properly like you mean it.”
I gasped. His hot breath against my too-sensitive clit had me arching up against him. “I can’t.”
“Why not?”
Hot tears pressed at my eyes and I didn’t even know why. My fingers ached where I gripped the sheets.
“Sean made you feel bad about yourself, but it’s not what I see. You’ve always been trying to prove that you’re good enough, but you are. You need to see it, because when I look at you, I see perfection.”
“I’m not perfect. I’m so far from perfect, Reece. You need to take me off this pedestal. It’s going to hurt us both when I fall.”
“You’re perfectly imperfect. I don’t see anything wrong with you. I want all of you. Even the bits you don’t like. Just as you are.”
He smoothed a hand over my stomach and my body writhed under his touch. “Never forget who you are. People look up to you because you were born a leader. You have this energy about you. You shine. Everyone that meets you can see it.”
I could almost believe everything he said. The way he looked at me and worshipped my body. “You make me feel like I’m beautiful.”
“Good girl.” He rewarded me with a swirl of his tongue that made me whimper.
I moaned and dug my fingers into his shoulders.
“I’m not going to leave any part of your body undiscovered. I’m going to know it all by heart and then I’m going to learn how to make you come so hard you’re going to beg me not to stop.”
“You’ve already figured that out.”
His words were a murmur against my tender flesh. “There’s always room for improvement.”




Chapter 26
Skylar


Hot, senseless pleasure made my body tight with need and I ground against Reece’s tongue. I moaned and he watched my face before he ceased his probing. He took hold of my hips and dragged me to the end of the bed. I was too turned on to even think about how exposed I looked on all fours. He positioned himself behind me. With a knee, he nudged my thighs further apart, spreading me. His shaft pressed at me and then he entered me in one slick thrust that made us both moan. 
I needed him faster, but he held me in place as he thrust lazily in slow, maddening circles. Every slow stroke was torture when I’d been so close to the edge. I groaned and bucked against him to hurry him, but he held my hips still.
“If you want me to go faster, then you’ll have to tell me,” he murmured.
The words wedged in my throat. It was too embarrassing to tell him what I needed. He thrust into me in deep, delicious strokes, but it wasn’t enough. He wrapped his arm around me, pulling me up so my back pressed against his damp chest.
“If you don’t tell me what you want, how will you get it?” His voice was a rough whisper in my ear. “Ask for what you need.”
“Faster,” I whispered.
“You want to come?”
“Yes.”
He took my hand and moved it between my legs to strum my clit. “Then take it. A captain doesn’t ask permission. She just takes what she wants.”
With one arm around my waist, he pumped into me in fast, forceful strokes that left me breathless. My legs trembled so that it was only him holding me up around my waist as I bucked desperately against him.
“Do you see what you are in this moment?” His lips brushed my ear. “You’re a goddess.”
At his whispered words another orgasm tore through me, harder and more intense than the first. I cried out and collapsed back onto my hands. Still, he kept grinding into me as I bucked against him, riding the trembles and waves of my climax. His fingers dug into my hips as he pulled me hard against him and thrust in a succession of quick hard strokes. I turned to watch his face as he groaned and found his own release. Breathing hard, we collapsed back down together in a sweaty tangle.
“We’re going to break this bed if we carry on like this,” I said.
He hauled me into his arms. His delicious scent of soap and sweat wrapped around me. A smile lit his tired eyes. “I’m sure Gabe can afford a new one.”
[image: image-placeholder]The next morning, birds sang sharply in my ears through the open bathroom window. I showered, wrapped a towel around myself, then raced back to the warmth of the bed and Reece’s arms. He pulled me tight against him.
He placed a kiss in the hollow of my neck. “I don’t like it when you shower. I miss you too much.”
“But you must prefer me clean?”
“I like you every way.”
He flipped me over, his lips trailing over every bump of my spine and across my shoulder blades. A shiver of pleasure ran through me. His hands roved worshipfully over my back and down my arms. He traced his fingers over the faint silvery lines etched into my hips.
I chuckled and swatted his hand away. “Don’t touch my stretchmarks.”
“I adore them. I adore every inch of you. It was like a punch in the gut that first time you walked into my office. You were so confident, striding around like you owned the place, and I knew I was powerless again.” He lifted my hips, propping me on all fours. I groaned as his tongue lapped between my thighs. “You have me under a spell.”
I threw my head over my shoulder to watch his dark head bob. “I wish I’d known you when we were younger.”
“You wouldn’t have liked me then.”
“Yes. I would have. I wasted so many years with Sean. I didn’t even know what it was like to be with a man that cares about satisfying me.”
“And now you do. Don’t accept second best.”
His tonguing became more insistent. My back arched and my fingers dug into the sheets.
“We have to get ready for work,” I said.
“One more orgasm.”
I couldn’t help my chuckle. “Don’t you think I’ve had enough?”
“No. You have so many to catch up on.”
I let my body relax. If Reece wasn’t worried about being late, then I didn’t need to worry either. His glasses bumped against the back of my thighs as he licked me from behind.
I couldn’t help my groan of pleasure. “How did you get so good at this? How many women have you been with?”
Silence swirled. Would he reply? He didn’t like to speak about his personal life, but if he wouldn’t open up after this, then when would he?
“My ex worked as a doctor at the same hospital as me.”
“What happened with your ex?”
He spoke between hot open-mouthed kisses on my hips. “Caring for Mum took a lot of my free time.” Sadness edged his words. “I didn’t have much of that anyway with work at the hospital.”
I didn’t want to pry because every time he spoke, it meant he stopped tonguing at me, but curiosity wouldn’t allow me not to ask. There was much I wanted to know about him, and for the first time, the conversation was a two-way street.
“I’m sorry.”
“Sometimes relationships are about infatuation and poetry, but sometimes they are about actions and difficult conversations. When we hit a rough patch, she didn’t want to invest the energy to work through it. I want a partner that will stick it out with me in the long term. No matter what.”
I turned my head to watch his handsome, somber face over my shoulder. “You deserve nothing less.”
A small smile of enchantment touched his lips, but his eyes were dark and unfathomable. A pang of unease pulled at me. This was happening fast. I hadn’t even got Sean out of the house yet and I was already falling for another man. My life was chaotic. I was living in a hotel, and that paled in significance compared to the challenges I was about to face in my professional life. The news about Sean was sure to be spreading by now. I didn’t want people to be gossiping about me and Reece.
My shoulders stiffened. “How are we going to play this at work?”
He ceased his tonguing. “I don’t … I can’t … I need to figure out my next steps.”
His expression was tight and grim. It didn’t benefit either of us if people were talking about this.
“What happens if you get found out?”
“I’ll lose my license to practice.”
“You won’t be able to work as a psychologist anymore?”
“I don’t know,” he said quietly. “I don’t deserve to, anyway.”
Guilt rippled over my shoulder blades. Had I pushed him into this? I’d pursued him without considering the impact this would have on his life. A sudden pain speared my chest. Fuck. The worse part about this for me would be the gossip. It was far worse for Reece. I didn’t want that pain for him. As much as I needed him in my life, I couldn’t ruin his.
I took a breath. “I won’t tell anyone. We can stop now. You have my word that I won’t tell a soul. I’ll leave you alone.”
His expression grew still and serious. “Do you want to stop?”
“No, but this is going to ruin your life. I can’t do that to you.”
“We’ll talk about it another time. Not now.” He stroked my backside in slow circles, then dipped his head between my thighs again. “I’m busy at the moment, setting a world record for orgasms given to a football player in twenty-four hours.”
Amusement bubbled up inside of me, but his wicked tongue turned my laugh into a moan. I let my body relax and surrendered to his sure hands. Reece Forster was a man on a mission, and I was happy to help him achieve his goals.




Chapter 27
Skylar


Somehow I made it to practice without being late. We’d lost count of the orgasms after a while, which was a shame because the committee awarding world records would have been impressed. The rest of the team had hit the showers, but I stayed behind to take a few more shots. I blasted a ball into the empty goal. 
“Nice shot.”
Miri’s voice made me spin around. She was with Gabe and Evan Lewis—the American that I’d run away from at Gabe’s party. The back of my neck heated. I’d probably come across as rude.
Miri ran a hand over her pregnant belly and hitched her shoulder. “I’d volunteer in goal if I could, but you know …”
Gabe put an arm around Miri and pulled her in close. “You’ll be back on this pitch before you know it. I’ll be on the sideline with the pram.”
She smiled and reached up to kiss him. He wrapped his arms around her and they kissed like two people that thought they were alone.
The American coughed and flashed me an amused glance.
I matched his smile and rolled my eyes. “Can’t you two get a room?”
“We have a hotel full of rooms. Miri just can’t keep her hands off me. It’s not my fault I’m irresistible.” Gabe’s gaze flickered to me. “This is Evan Lewis. Director of the LA Halos. Evan, meet our captain, Skylar Marshall.”
“We’ve met, briefly,” I said.
Evan held out his hand. “Good to see you again, Skylar.”
I held my hands up and flashed an apologetic smile. They were far too muddy to shake with a man that looked this pristine. “You too.”
His smile was wide and his teeth strikingly white against his olive skin. “Gabe’s been telling me you’re taking this team to the Women’s Super League.”
It was impossible not to return Evan’s disarming smile. “That’s the plan.”
Why was he still hanging around? What did the WSL matter to an American?
Gabe picked up the ball and did some impressive kickups. Gabe always looked so smart in his expensive suits, I forgot that he still knew his way around a pitch. “And we’re not just getting into the WSL. We’re going to the top of the table. This team is going to be the best in England.”
“England’s fine, I suppose.” Evan’s voice was casual, but his bright eyes shone with purpose. “The people are friendly enough, but the weather is so shitty. The WSL is fine too, but it’s not much of a development opportunity for a player of Skylar’s caliber.”
He had a teasing look in his eyes as he flashed a glance at Gabe. “Unless your captain is happy to be a big fish in a small pond?”
Gabe’s mouth twitched with amusement, but he kept his eye on the ball as he bounced it from his shoulder back to his knee. “Some of us like this pond.”
Evan nodded thoughtfully. “But a bigger pond would be a greater challenge. Maybe across the pond …”
I raised an eyebrow. The man was trying to poach me for his team right in front of Gabe. He had balls, I had to hand it to him. Gabe stashed the football under his elbow and flashed an amiable smile. Why was he allowing it? Didn’t he want to keep me? First Claire and now Gabe. Did anybody actually want me to be here?
“Are you trying to get rid of me, Gabe?”
Miri reached for my hand. Maybe I hadn’t managed to keep my hurt from my voice. “Of course he’s not. Evan is an old friend of Gabe’s. There’s no pressure. This is a development opportunity, something good for you and the team.”
Evan’s brogues squelched as he lifted his foot from the mud and glanced at it with disdain. Gabe might have been happy to get his Armani muddy, but from the look on Evan’s face, he didn’t feel the same. “We’ve been discussing a short-term arrangement—an exchange of talent and ideas. You do a year or two with us. We’ll send a player over here.”
My mind reeled at the significance of his words. The LA Halos? It was one thing to play in the Women’s Super League, but to play in the States? The LA Halos were one of the best teams in the world. It would be an incredible opportunity. A curious thrill shot through my nerves. What would it be like to start again in a new country? Nobody would know me over there. No one would be talking about me and Sean. A new start.
Evan shielded his face from the drizzle. “We have blue skies, beaches, and mountains. This could be a gentle ocean breeze in your face.”
And what of all the things I’d leave behind? My team. My family. Reece. A pang pulled at my heart. Last night had been one of the most amazing nights of my life. Still, what future could I have with Reece? We weren’t even supposed to be together.
A phone buzzed in Evan’s pocket and he smiled politely. “Excuse me. I have to take this.” He stepped away to take the call.
Gabe shot me an encouraging smile and passed me the ball. He glanced at Evan and the empty pitches beyond and lowered his voice. “Is everything okay for you at the Beaufort?”
“Of course. It’s a five-star hotel. It couldn’t be any better.”
Especially with the company I’d had last night.
“And have you heard anything from Sean?”
My chest tightened. I shook my head. PR was issuing a statement today. They’d advised me to stay off social media for the week until it blew over. I didn’t have a problem with that. I’d always hated social media anyway. It was Sean that had insisted I keep it up.
Gabe dropped his voice lower, being purposefully mysterious. “You need me to beat Sean up for you?” He rocked back on his polished brogues and his bright eyes twinkled. “Technically, I’d have to put my security guy on it. I can’t risk a punch to my face. I’m too pretty for fights.”
Miri nodded and stroked his cheek with an indulgent smile. “It’s true. Look at him. He’s too pretty.”
I laughed. “If anyone’s beating Sean up, it’s me.”
“Stay at the Beaufort as long as you need. Although I’d avoid the mushroom soup.” Gabe smiled and raised a sardonic eyebrow. “Mother suspects it’s from a tin.” He bent down to kiss the top of Miri’s head. “I’m going to take Evan back to the office. Call me if you need me.” He transferred his gaze to me. “We’ll talk later. Think about the opportunity, Skylar. We don’t want to lose you, but I’m thinking about what we’d all gain.”
He gave Miri one last kiss then headed toward Evan. Evan—still with the phone pressed to his ear—flashed me a smile and a wave before the two of them walked back to the training suite. Miri smiled as she watched Gabe’s retreating back. A little pang pulled at me. It must be nice to find your person and have it be so uncomplicated. Why did things have to be so complicated with Reece?
Miri wrapped her coat around her huge bump and transferred her gaze to me. “Are you going to kick a few more balls?”
Drizzle misted my face. “You don’t have to do this with me, you know. It’s cold out here. I’m fine alone.”
“I know, but I like the company.” Miri pulled up the hood of her raincoat. “Gabe said that PR is doing a statement about you and Sean today …”
My stomach clenched. “Yep.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“Nope.”
I found a nice piece of grass and laid the ball down before firing it into the top corner. Practicing penalty kicks was important, but it was never the same. You’d never be able to recreate the pressure and tension of a match day. Still, it was a necessary evil.
“Hope Reece isn’t getting too heavy with you?”
My football boot skidded in the mud on my run-up and I nearly went flying. “What?”
She quirked an eyebrow. “The meditation classes? He’s been coming home late.”
“Yes. Meditation. It’s great. I’m so fucking Zen, I’m levitating.”
Miri chuckled. “I wish Reece would take his own medicine and find some bloody Zen. It’s hard when we’re all in the house together. Don’t get me wrong, we all love each other, but my siblings are a constant pain in my backside.”
I shrugged. “Tell me about it. I have three older brothers. I know all about annoying siblings.”
“I hope getting out of the hospital helps him. I’m worried about him.”
I tried to keep my voice casual. “Worried why?”
“I shouldn’t tell you this, but he didn’t come home last night. I mean, that’s fine. We were all at the house and Mum is doing so much better. She has a nurse on call so he doesn’t need to fuss as much, but he said he was staying with a friend.”
My shoulders tensed from talking about Reece behind his back, but I needed to know if I had to give him a heads up. Clearly he wasn’t ready to tell his family what had been going on.
“So? Maybe he was staying with a friend. He’s a grown man, isn’t he?”
“Whenever he used to say that it always meant Megan.”
“Megan?”
“His ex. She was awful.” Miri grimaced and shook her head. “I don’t want them to get back together.”
My stomach hardened. “Why? What’s wrong with Megan?” I asked the question tentatively. I didn’t mean to pry, but curiosity got the better of me.
Miri sighed and toed at the pitch. “They met at Cambridge.”
“She’s smart, then? Like him?”
Miri nodded. “Ambitious, too. Reece wants to make people happy, but she bossed him around and took advantage of his good nature. He gave so much to her, but when he needed her, she disappeared. I think she broke his heart, although you’d never know. He doesn’t talk about it.
“We all tease him, but Reece is the rock that holds the family together. He got us all through last year with Mum.” Miri shielded her gaze from the rain and looked up into the stadium. “He bottled everything up after we lost Dad and he took on the burden of being the man of the house. He’s more like a dad to the twins. Grief affects everyone differently. Nobody could get him to talk about how he felt back then. He became so controlled and uptight.” A wry smile twisted her lips. “Now he won’t shut up about people’s feelings. Anything to not talk about his own, I suppose.”
Poor Reece. My heart sank. I’d caused him more trouble. I hadn’t meant to.
Miri rolled a ball underfoot thoughtfully. “I’m sure he’s just burned out. I’m hoping that working here will help him lighten—”
Miri frowned and grimaced. Her hands flew to her lower belly and her face creased with pain. She opened her mouth to speak but a grimace stole her words.
I took her by the shoulders. “What is it? Pain? Contractions?”
She doubled over, her face pale. She put a trembling hand between her legs and it came back red. A spreading patch of crimson stained her light leggings. Her terrified eyes met mine. I grabbed her, holding her upright. The endless expanse of green and white chalk sprawled around us. We were miles from being able to call out for help.
Fear gripped my stomach, but I kept my voice calm. “Can you walk? Can you get off this pitch?”
She grimaced, then nodded.
I slipped an arm around her waist. “Good. Everything is going to be okay. I’ve got you. Let’s get you to the hospital.”




Chapter 28
Reece


Lana twisted the ring on her finger in a wild circle. “Well? What should I do? What can I say to her?” 
My eyes burned with exhaustion. It had been impossible to relax with Skylar next to me in the bed. We’d hardly slept. I hadn’t wanted to close my eyes and miss any of it. I snapped my head back to Lana. I had no right to sit in this chair and counsel anyone. How was I supposed to offer advice on this? Lana had hurt the woman I cared about. If Skylar knew we were in here together, she’d be pissed off. Not that I’d ever say anything. I might have been unethical enough to sleep with a client, but I wasn’t about to add breaching confidentiality to my list of wrongdoings.
Lana readjusted her shin pads beneath her socks. “Sean told me that things had been over for a long time. They hadn’t been sleeping together anymore. They didn’t love each other. Skylar won’t even give me a chance to explain. She doesn’t reply to my texts. I think there’s something going on. Maybe she has a new man.”
I pasted on my most noncommittal expression. “How do you feel about your relationship with Sean?”
She frowned and swiped at the back of her cheek. “We don’t have a relationship. It was a few flirty texts and a couple of kisses. I shouldn’t have done it, but Skylar is being extra about it.” Lana dropped her head into her hands. “I’ve fucked up. I couldn’t stop. It was Sean Wallace. I knew I couldn’t have him, but that made it more exciting, so much harder to resist. He’s a tosser, but he’s so hot. I’ve always liked him. It was an infatuation … an obsession. It’s a kind of madness when you want someone like that. You lose all sense of reasoning. Do you know what I mean? Some people have this power over you. I can see now what a prick he is, but it’s too late.” Her voice broke. “Skylar will never forgive me.”
 “You’re being hard on yourself.”
“We’re best friends. More than friends—I’m her second in command. I’m the one she can rely on, whatever happens. I should have had more control. I have to make it right with her. I don’t know how. She won’t even speak to me.”
Guilt made my shoulder blades itch.
I should have had more control.
My gaze fell on the pitches outside. Skylar would be in this building somewhere. I shouldn’t have even been in this office doing this job. I’d lost every right to help people when I’d overstepped the boundary. Another stab of guilt made my chest tight. What would Mum say if she knew what I’d done? What would my family think when they realized what kind of man I was? I’d slept with a client … more than once. I’d had zero self-control.
“Are you okay?”
I jumped at Lana’s voice. I had to get my head in the game. This wasn’t fair on Lana. She wanted to repair her friendship with Skylar. At least I could have one positive impact on the team and help with some restorative work between the two of them. 
A frantic knock sounded on the door. Lana’s gaze flashed to the clock and she folded her arms. My next appointment wasn’t for another half an hour. I opened the door a fraction to see Gabe. He was breathless, pale, and crumpled. Completely un-Gabe-like. My stomach dropped. I knew something bad was happening without having to ask. It was the face Mum had worn all those times we went back and forth from the hospital to visit Dad.
“Miri.” The word fell from his lips and then he ran off, eating up the corridor in long strides. 

[image: image-placeholder]I caught a flash of Skylar’s purple hair in the crowded maternity waiting room and raced to her. Gabe got there before me. He grabbed Skylar by the elbows and swung her around to face him. “Where is she?”
“It’s okay. She’s okay. She’s in labor. They wouldn’t let me stay.”
I kept my voice level despite the churning in my guts. One of us had to stay calm. “What happened?”
Skylar ran a trembling hand over her pallid face. “We were on the training pitches and she doubled over.”
I swallowed, my heart beating a rhythm. She wasn’t due for another month. The eggshell-blue hospital walls closed in around me.
Somehow I managed to keep my voice even. “Is she okay? Is the baby okay?”
Skylar chewed the skin around her thumbnail. “The doctors said everything is still okay with the baby.”
“But Miri? Is she okay?”
Gabe shook his head, his face pale. “No. We have a birthing suite at a private hospital. This isn’t supposed to be happening yet. I need to speak to whoever is in charge. It’s too soon. This isn’t good enough.”
Skylar took Gabe by the arm. “Miri is okay. It’s okay. Calm down. I’ll take you to her.”
I made to follow.
Skylar flashed me a glance. “Only one birthing partner allowed. Wait here. I’ll be back.”
Skylar shepherded a frantic-looking Gabe away. They disappeared together down the corridor. My knees buckled and I sagged into a hard green plastic chair. The din of the crowded maternity waiting room filled my ears as I tried to relax and slow my heartbeat.
“Reece?”
My heart stuttered at the familiar voice. I looked up to see a petite blonde woman in blue scrubs. For a moment, I could only stare at her. Her pale yellow hair flowed from a center part down to her rounded chin—a much shorter style than when I’d last seen her.
Megan.
I blurted the first thing that came to mind. “What are you doing here?”
“Maternity secondment.” Her intelligent eyes met mine from behind her delicate glasses, and she hitched a blue folder under her elbow. “I thought you left the hospital?”
“I have. I’m here with Miri. She’s in labor.”
Megan’s high arched brow soared upward. “I didn’t know she was pregnant. Congratulations.”
No. You wouldn’t know … or care.
My stomach felt like it was being scratched with sandpaper. “It’s early. She wasn’t due for another month …”
This hospital held nothing but pain and trauma: all the times we’d been in and out with Dad as kids, the horrible time after Mum’s stroke, coming to work day in and day out trying to help so many wounded people. I’d been drowning. Now, all those horrible memories flooded back. I’d thought I could help my patients, but I’d been flailing and stressed for so long. For the sake of my mental health, I never wanted to come back here. It had taken time away to realize that.
Megan flashed a tentative smile and dropped down next to me. “Miri and the baby will be fine. It’s a great team here. They’ll take care of her. Women have been giving birth since the dawn of time.”
The chatter of the waiting room filled the silence. I gazed at the ambulance bay outside. Heaviness centered in my stomach. I couldn’t stand being back here. I’d hated it at the end. Really fucking hated it.
I felt Megan’s eyes burning into the side of my head. “How have you been?” she asked softly. “I heard you’ve been working at a football club?”
She wrinkled her nose and her smile relaxed into a grin of amusement. Was that funny to her? I supposed it was. Megan had always been focused on a career in medicine and climbing the greasy pole. She’d never see any appeal in changing direction and trying something new. Whenever I’d talked to her about my garden or the book I’d always wanted to write, her eyes had glazed over. She saw me as a failure. Maybe she was right. I’d hardly made a success of my career. The hospital had been too much and then I’d trampled all over my own ethics.
I kept my smile bland. “Not so bad. How have you been?”
A neat row of ambulances sat in the bay outside. People darted around the fountains outside under a rain-choked sky. I closed my eyes because I didn’t want to look at Megan. The sudden onslaught of emotion from being back at the hospital, being back with the woman that I’d loved and that had let me down, overwhelmed me.
Megan cleared her throat and she darted a glance at me. “I bumped into Frankie the other day. She said you’d met someone …”
I sighed. “That was Frankie being Frankie. You should know better than to listen to my siblings.”
She chewed her lip and observed me through lowered lashes. “So, you haven’t met anyone?”
Skylar flashed through my mind. Where was she now? Why were they taking so long? Thank God she’d been with Miri and got her here safely.
Megan smoothed her scrubs over her thighs. “Do you want to get a coffee? I was about to go on a break. We could talk?”
Talk about what? We’d spent months and months talking. We had nothing left to say to each other. “I’d better stay here. In case there’s news.”
“When Frankie told me you’d moved on, I realized … Well …” Awkwardly, she cleared her throat. “I’ve been meaning to call. I miss you. I’ve been wondering if maybe … if there was any chance we could give it another try …”
My chest constricted. A sudden pain speared my heart. Megan was still talking but I couldn’t listen. “You really think Miri will be okay? You’re sure it’s a good team? If anything happens to her … to the baby …”
A sharp antiseptic odor filled my nose and made my eyes water. Exhaustion slammed into me. My shoulders slumped. Heat pressed behind my eyes.
“Hey,” Megan said softly. “Come here. It’s okay.”
Her arms wrapped around my shoulders and she pulled me into her soft embrace. She patted my back. The familiar scent of her pineapple chapstick filled my nose and, for a moment, it gave me comfort in the memories of when things had been good between us. 
A cough sounded overhead. I drew away from Megan to see Gabe and Skylar. Gabe beamed in a dazzling display of white teeth. Skylar stood behind him, her arms folded across her chest. Her gaze moved between Megan and me and she frowned.
“Miri’s fine. It’s all fine.” Joy shone in Gabe’s emerald eyes. “Do you want to come and meet your new nephew?”




Chapter 29
Skylar


Reece wore a tired, faraway expression as he drove us through the dark city. We’d left Gabe and Miri at the hospital. I couldn’t strike the memory of how he’d looked holding his tiny nephew. Warmth had lit his normally stoic face and he’d held the baby with so much love and care. I’d never met a man like him—so powerful and commanding when he needed to be, but also so soft and loving. 
But it had been tainted by the fact I’d seen her.
Her smile had been polite, but her condescending gaze had roved over my hair and tattoos. I could spot disapproval a mile off. She’d looked at me the way Sean’s parents always had. Jealousy gnawed at my gut like a sickness. Reece had introduced me as Miri’s friend. Of course he wouldn’t want clever, perfect Dr. Megan to know that we were more than that. Or were we? We’d had sex. Did it mean anything to him? How could it?
Megan and Reece looked perfect together. She was prim and stuffy and full of long words too. That was the kind of woman that suited him. What did he even see in me? He was so buttoned up and starchy. He needed someone posh and refined like Megan, not a purple-haired loudmouth covered in tattoos and piercings. Nobody would place us as a couple. We were two pieces of a jigsaw that didn’t fit together. He’d told me he had a crush on me since school. He wanted to have sex with me. But was that all this was to him?
“Back to the Beaufort?”
Reece’s voice rattled through the stillness.
I didn’t want to go back there. It was lonely and boring. It made me feel adrift and lost at sea. “Will you stay with me?”
I’d tried to keep my voice light, but it came out shakier than I’d intended. I’d asked him to come to me so many times. It was always me chasing him. It always hurt so much when he said no. How many times could I take his rejections?
He cleared his throat. “I can’t. I’m sorry. I can’t leave Mum on her own in the house.”
“Miri said you have nurses on call overnight.”
“We do, but it’s been a long day.” He spoke in a low, composed voice, but he wouldn’t look me in the eye. “Besides, Mum is desperate to hear from me. I can’t wait to tell her everything.”
Disappointment made my throat tight. He didn’t want me. Another rejection. Silence swirled between us again as the night flashed by outside, neon lights flaring in the darkness.
“Megan seemed nice. The two of you look … good together.” My voice cut the silence. It sounded strange and faraway.
“Looks can be deceiving.”
“You were hugging.”
His voice held level. “I was worried about Miri. Megan was comforting me.”
“Are you getting back together with her?”
“You don’t need to be jealous of Megan.”
“That’s what Sean used to say to me. You don’t need to be jealous …”
He frowned but didn’t speak. He was doing that annoying thing where he left a long silence so I’d be the one to spill my guts as usual. Irritation made me stiffen in the chair. Fine. If he wanted me to spill my guts, I’d give him both barrels. I folded my arms and words poured out of me, hot and angry. “You don’t tell me anything. I ask you questions and you change the subject. You won’t let me in, even though I’ve told you every single tiny detail about my life and about the way I’m feeling. I don’t know what this thing is between us. Is it just sex? Do we have to stop now? Is there any way we could ever be together and it would feel okay for you? Because I know you’re going to leave me, and I can’t bear that. I need you too much.”
I clamped my mouth shut, biting my lip until it throbbed like a pulse. Sudden heat pressed behind my eyes. I hadn’t been enough for Sean and now I wasn’t enough for Reece. He’d go back to his ex. I had to end this now before he hurt me.
Reece flexed his fingers around the steering wheel and pressed his lips together.
I threw my hands in the air. “Give me something, Reece. For God’s sake. Tell me something about you. I’m sick of talking about me.”
He cleared his throat. “We lost Dad in that hospital. I watched him get sicker and sicker.”
A muscle worked in his jaw. “When you’re a kid, you don’t think people will die. You don’t have that concept. You don’t know what it means that when somebody is dead, they are gone forever. I felt so guilty when he died because I’d never let myself imagine it. I wasted all the time I had with him at the end. I hated visiting hours. I used to slip away and go to the canteen instead of being with him.”
My throat ached to hear the sadness in his voice. I kept my voice soft. “You were just a kid.”
“When he passed, everyone fell apart. I vowed to be the strong one for my family. I vowed to help other people with their pain, because I knew how it was to hurt. I didn’t want anyone to ever feel the way I did. That’s back when I was a good person.”
“What do you mean? You are a good person.”
“This isn’t just sex for me, Skylar. I shouldn’t have touched you. It doesn’t matter how much I want you. I can’t have you. The first rule in healing is that you do no harm. I’m harming you by making this relationship sexual, and you can’t see it. You need a safe space and someone detached to listen to you.”
“No. I don’t want detached. I don’t want to be your patient.”
“You sat in my therapy chair.”
“I’m not your patient.” My voice rose an octave higher and I took a breath. “I don’t get this either. The last thing I want after Sean is to jump into things with another man. I have no time for distraction. All that matters is getting to the end of the season, but it feels … right between us. I’ve never met anyone like you before. I’ve never felt anything like this before …”
He swallowed and kept his gaze fixed on the road ahead. He checked his mirror. The click of the indicator filled the silence.
“I don’t want to be with Megan. I want to be with you.” His brows drew together. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted. I can’t stop feeling like this about you. But this has to stop. I have to leave the team. I’ll move to a different city, because I can’t be around you and not want to be with you.”
“You can’t leave because of me.”
Maybe I should be the one to leave. My conversation on the pitch before I’d raced with Miri to the hospital drifted to mind. I hadn’t even had time to think about it. I opened my mouth to tell Reece about the offer, but the look on his face made me stop. Why tell him now? I didn’t want to go anyway. I didn’t want to leave him.
His voice was resigned. “I can’t look at myself in the mirror after what I’ve done. This was only a temporary thing for me. I’m not a sports psychologist. I don’t even understand the offside rule.”
Despite the grim conversation I couldn’t help but chuckle. “How can you not understand it? You’re so smart. It’s not difficult.”
“Because every time somebody has tried to explain it to me, we’ve been at a match and all I can focus on is you.”
The drizzle misted the windscreen and I watched the raindrops running all over in different directions.
“I can’t go back to the hospital. I need to do something different, like travel or study or write. I don’t know. I just know I can’t stay at the football club. Not if it means fighting the way I feel for you every day.”
Unease still niggled at my gut. I couldn’t shake the image of Reece with his arms around his ex. Sean had really done a number on me. How could I trust again after that? “Megan is a doctor. She’s smart and well dressed. I spend all day covered in mud. Seeing the two of you together … you’re so perfect for each other—”
“I like you covered in mud. I like everything about you. When I’m with you, I’m fourteen again. You’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen, and I’m praying you’ll notice I’m alive. Stay with me tonight. I’ll have to check in on Mum, but she’s in the annex. We’ll have privacy.” He cleared his throat, his voice hoarse. “If you want to …”
The seatbelt snapped against me as I jerked to sit up straight. Last time I’d been in his house he hardly dared hover in a room with me for a moment before he’d run away. Did he want things between us to be out in the open now? Warmth glowed in my chest. I’d convinced myself I didn’t want that because it wasn’t good for the team, but being with him tonight and hearing him open up had made me feel more strongly about him than ever.
I kept my voice light, because my heart hammered so hard and I didn’t want him to know how much it meant to me that it was him asking me to stay for once. “I don’t know, Reece. The Beaufort has a gold-plated Jacuzzi. I’m not sure how your place is going to measure up.”
He lifted his elegant fingers from the steering wheel, stretching them before wrapping them tight again. “I’ve got lime-and-coconut cake.”
“Homemade?”
He wrinkled his nose. “Of course.”
I couldn’t help my chuckle at his prim, serious expression. “Fine. You twisted my arm. You know how excited I get about cake.”

[image: image-placeholder]Reece watched me tuck into my cake with a little smile of satisfaction. He inclined his head in my direction. “Good?”
I nodded. “Amazing.”
Today had been a long, exhausting blur. Tiredness pressed over me like a heavy blanket. I hadn’t realized how starving I was until I’d been presented with food.
“You’re an amazing cook. Like, really amazing. Is there anything you can’t do?”
Pink tinged his cheeks and he waved a dismissive hand. “I can’t play football.”
“You don’t need to when you can do this with a coconut.”
“I’ll teach you next time we have a 3 a.m. baking session.” He gave a significant lift of his brows and a faint smile graced his lips.
My body flashed with heat as the memory came to me. The last time we’d been in this kitchen, he’d had me against the wall. His lingering gaze roved over me before his eyes slipped away. Was he going to make me sleep in the spare room? I hoped not.
I cleared my throat. “They haven’t thought of any names yet?”
“Not yet.”
I blew steam from my tea then took a sip. “We might have to intervene to make sure Gabe doesn’t get the final say. You know what celebrities are like when they name their children.”
His lip twitched and a twinkle flickered in his tired eyes. “You’re a celebrity. You have almost as many followers on social media as Gabe.”
I snorted. “Me? No. I’m just a footballer. I don’t care about any of that. I’ve been keeping away from it anyway. The whole world probably knows about me and Sean now.”
A yawn escaped me and I smothered it with my hand.
Reece watched me. “It’s late. You must be exhausted. I have to go and check on Mum and see if she needs anything.”
A sudden awkwardness came over me. “Shall I sleep in the spare room then, or …?”
He pulled me into his hard body and pressed a soft kiss to my temple. Warmth enveloped me as he held me, stroking my back. His hands cupped my face. “I want you in my bed. That’s where I always want you.”




Chapter 30
Skylar


Reece slid into me with a groan, his hard body atop mine. I wound my arms around his broad back, urging him on with soft whispers. My body molded to the contours of his as we moved in perfect harmony, making love slowly in the darkness. He’d learned every inch of me so well that every touch was divine ecstasy. He didn’t need to be guided. It was effortless. Finally I could let go with a man. The thought brought tears to my eyes and made my heart burst with warmth. Desire spiraled through me. Everything inside me relaxed the way it had when we’d been in the Jacuzzi together. 
His intense, deliberate thrusts sparked a hot tide of passion. Our eyes locked as our breathing came into unison. I couldn’t contain my surrendering moans. Searing need made my legs shake. Shivers of delight raced through me as my climax gripped me. I abandoned myself to the raw sensation.
Agonized gasps escaped me. “Yes. Oh God. I love this, Reece. I love you.”
Shit. What had I said that for?
Unease prickled my shoulder blades, but I was too far gone to pleasure to pay it mind. My body tightened like a spring and released in shuddering ecstasy. I collapsed, sweating and panting.
Reece pulled me into his arms and held me snugly. Echoing silence wrapped around me. I’d let myself get carried away and declared myself so freely. It was true, even if it was said in the heat of the moment. It had happened fast, but I had fallen in love with him. I couldn’t help it. My heart hammered in my chest. Maybe he didn’t feel the same. Maybe this was all in my head. I shouldn’t have said anything. I shouldn’t have—
“I love you too, Skylar.” For the first time his voice was a little awkward, and uncertainty crept into his normally inscrutable expression. “I’ve loved you since the first moment I saw you. I always have. I always will.”




Chapter 31
Reece


The next morning, I returned from the bathroom to find Skylar on my bed, spooning cereal into her mouth. 
“Oh, shit. Sorry.” She laughed when she saw me in the doorway. “I was so hungry. I couldn’t wait. You don’t mind me eating in your bed, do you?”
No. I didn’t mind. If it was anyone else, maybe, but Skylar Marshall could do whatever she wanted. Nothing could bring me down today. Last night she’d told me that she loved me.
“As long as you’re in my bed, I don’t mind what you do in it.”
She gave me a suggestive smile. “Are you coming back to your bed?”
She gazed up at me. I already knew her face by heart. I’d long since committed every green fleck in her blue eyes and every cinnamon freckle to memory. An aching foreboding burned in my gut. How would this work? What would be left of my reputation when it got out that I’d taken a job at a football club and then slept with the captain? What the hell would people think? Miri? Gabe? Mum? I’d never be able to look anyone in the eye again. This was costing me my reputation, my career, and my self-respect, but with Skylar Marshall writhing underneath me, all of those things felt like a small price to pay. This wasn’t just sex. It never had been.
I trailed my lips along her neck, breathing in her watermelon scent. My hands traced up her bare legs and she shuddered against me. Where I expected to find material was the smooth skin of her perfect backside.
“You’re not wearing underwear.”
“What’s the point? You’re always so eager to tear it off.”
Her devilish eyebrow raise made me stiffen. So confident. So cocky.
Good girl.
I kissed the warm hollow of her neck. “Have you had an orgasm alone yet?”
“What?” She laughed nervously.
“Have you got yourself off?”
She lowered her gaze in confusion. “Why are you asking me that?”
“Because you need to know that you can do it for yourself. You can take it whenever you want.”
She fiddled with her nose ring, but she wouldn’t look at me. “I don’t know if I can … I guess because I haven’t needed to. I haven’t thought about it …”
I stroked my palm under her t-shirt, over her taut stomach, resisting the urge to ravish her. This was about her pleasure. “Why don’t you have a go now.”
She laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Why is that ridiculous?”
She swallowed and her hand fluttered to fiddle with the silver bar in her eyebrow. “You don’t want to see me doing that.”
“I don’t want to see you writhing in pleasure naked on my bed?” I tapped my lips, pretending to consider. “It’s a struggle to think of anything I’d like to see more.”
“You really want to see that?”
“Yes.”
She licked her lips. “Really?”
“More than anything.”
She frowned and lowered her hand gingerly down her stomach and under the covers. Her face softened with pleasure. A current of desire shot through me. Nothing turned me on more than watching Skylar Marshall learn how to satisfy herself. I needed her to know that she could take all of this for herself whenever she wanted. Sean had made her feel deficient, but she was anything but. She was perfect. My fingers burned to touch her, but I lay next to her, stroking her silky hair back from her head.
A soft moan escaped her lips as she chased her own delight.
“Take off the t-shirt. I need to see you bare,” I said.
She laughed and pulled her t-shirt off. “I thought this was about me.”
“It is, but I’m not a saint.”
She gave a delicious whimper and wriggled her backside into the bed. “It’s nice, but it’s not enough. I need …” She bit her lip and her eyes raked over me. “You’re going to make me say it?”
“You’re allowed to ask for what you need.”
She spoke between soft moans. “I need you.”
“What do you need from me?”
She laughed and it turned into another moan. “You know damn well. Don’t torture me …”
I had to torture her a little bit. She needed to be able to ask for what she needed with a partner. Maybe it wouldn’t always be me. My stomach dropped at the thought of her with someone else, but at least she’d be able to get the sex life she deserved in the future. She wouldn’t settle for a selfish lover like Sean Wallace again.
“You don’t need me, or anyone else for that matter. You know your own body better than anyone else ever could.”
“I know, but now I want you.” She closed her eyes, her lips parting with pleasure. “This would be better if it was you touching me.”
“And if it was me, show me where you’d want to be touched.”
She put her free hand on her breast. “Here.” She ran her fingers lightly over her nipples, making them firm into hard peaks. “Then I’d want your tongue.”
“Where?”
She lowered her lashes and flicked out her purple hair across my pillow “You know where.”
“Not unless you tell me, I don’t.”
I knew she was embarrassed and that I was torturing her, but if I didn’t push, she wouldn’t ask for what she needed.
She squeezed her eyes tighter and blurted the words. “I’d want you to go down on me. You’re so good at it.”
I fought to keep the smug smile from my lips. “Am I, now?”
The sheets rippled as she worked faster. “Mm-hmm.”
I liked to take my time with her but seeing her in this state had every nerve raw. It was hard to be so patient with her when I was dying to get lost in her soft moans and gasps.
“You’re doing so well.”
Her fingers dug into the sheets and her face scrunched. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps.
“Don’t forget to breathe.” I kissed her shoulder and stroked her hair back. “Just this breath and the next. Don’t chase it. Let it come.”
Her face scrunched and her toes curled.
“Look at you. So beautiful. So good at taking what you want.”
She reached for me hungrily, covering my mouth with hers in a deep kiss full of need. Then she pulled away, burying her face into the pillow to smother an agonized series of cries. She jerked and shuddered as she found her release. Her back heaved up and down and it was a while before she lifted her head from the pillow. I couldn’t tear my eyes from her face as she fought to regain her composure. She sniffed and buried her face into my t-shirt.
“What’s the matter?”
“I didn’t think I’d ever get to this point.” Her voice choked on a sob. “Thank you.”
A tear ran down her cheek and I kissed it away. “You don’t have to thank me. You did this. Now you know you can do it whenever you want. You don’t need a man to make you feel like this. You don’t need anyone.” I pulled her snugly into my arms where she fit so well, as though she’d always meant to be there.
She twisted in my arms, pressing her back against mine, spooning me. “I figured out what spoon I want to be.”
“Oh?”
“This one.” I could hear the grin in her sleepy voice. “The little one, as long as you’re the big one.”




Chapter 32
Reece


The sound of the front door slamming downstairs woke me. The bang was followed by footsteps on the stairs. My eyes flew to the clock. What time was it? 
“Reece? Are you in? They let us out early.” Miri’s cry drifted from downstairs.
My blood ran cold. Miri had been discharged already? I couldn’t have her walking in here.
Another knock on the door. “Are you in there, Reece?”
“Hang on!” I leaped off the bed, scouring the floor picking up clothes.
Skylar paled and yanked her t-shirt down. I pulled her up off the bed and shoved her toward my wardrobe.
“No. Please. I don’t like enclosed spaces.”
“I’m sorry. Just for a minute.”
She stiffened and I guided her into the wardrobe. She tried to twist out of my arms. Her voice was a forceful whisper. “What does it matter? Let’s tell her. Miri won’t care. She already knows about Sean.”
“We agreed to keep things quiet.”
Skylar’s face dropped. “Why? You’re ashamed of me?”
“Of course not.”
I was embarrassed about myself, that I’d let myself down like this. I didn’t want Miri and Gabe to know what I’d been up to at that club. They were trying to help me out. I wasn’t supposed to be sleeping with my clients. Skylar pressed herself against my shirts. I shut her inside the wardrobe then dashed to open my bedroom door. Miri’s eyes met mine and she frowned. She peered over my shoulder into the room.
“What’s going on in there? Were you talking to someone? Why is it such a mess?”
I stepped outside, closing the door behind me. “I was on the phone.”
“Why is everyone on the landing?” Gabe’s voice made my shoulders tighten.
Gabe snuggled the beautiful baby boy in his arms and smiled. God. They were both here.
Gabe presented the tiny bundle swaddled in blankets to me. “Do you want a cuddle, Uncle Reece? We’re going home, but we thought we ought to see you and Mum first.”
I pinned my arms to my sides, battling to keep my face level. “Give me a moment. I’ll be right down.”
Miri’s tired gaze roved over me and her eyes flew open. “You have someone in there, don’t you?”
My mouth clenched tighter. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
Miri searched my face, then hers flashed with triumph. “You’re lying!”
Gabe chuckled. “Caught in the act, Dr. Forster. Who’s the unlucky lady?”
Sweat prickled the back of my neck. I shifted my gaze to Miri. “Mum will be desperate to see you. Why don’t we all go and—”
“Oh God. It’s Megan, isn’t it?” Miri studied my face and slapped her palm to her forehead. You’re back with Megan? Gabe said you were all over each other at the hospital.”
Did he now? I flashed Gabe an annoyed look and he cocked an amused eyebrow. He was probably still pissed off that I’d told him to stop leaning.
“You may as well come out, Megan. No point hiding away. Don’t be shy.”
Miri reached for the door handle, but I plastered myself in front of the door. “You can’t go in there.”
Her shrewd eyes met mine. “Why are you being so weird? Like, even weirder than usual?”
“Because it’s my bedroom. I’m entitled to some privacy in my own bedroom.”
Miri’s lip twitched. She held her hands up in mock surrender and stepped back. “Fine. I just pushed a human being out of my vagina. That was traumatic enough. I don’t need to see Megan in a gimp mask.”
“Have you eaten? Go and sit down. You need to rest. I’ll make you something, come on.”
She waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t fuss.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe Megan would have the audacity to show her face here after how she treated you.”
“How do you know it’s Megan?” The words were directed at Miri, but Gabe didn’t take his eyes from the sleeping newborn in his arms. “He could have met someone else.”
Miri frowned. “It’s not one of the girls from the team, is it?”
Unease raced the length of my spine. “The team?”
“No. Sorry. Of course it isn’t. It’s just … I overheard something weird the other day, and I didn’t know whether to mention it or not …”
“Oh?”
She blew out a breath and lowered her voice. “It’s silly, but the girls have some kind of bet.”
“Bet?”
“Don’t take it to heart. It’s stupid. It’s about who gets to … you know … first …”
My brow furrowed in confusion. “Gets to …?”
Miri shifted her weight. “The winner is the first one to …” She cleared her throat and shot an appealing look at Gabe.
Gabe covered his newborn baby’s tiny ears with his fingers. “The winner is the first one to do the horizontal tango with you.”
My confusion must have showed on my face because Gabe flashed an amused smile full of white teeth. “They all want to butter your crumpet. The winner is the first one who gets to play doctors and nurses with you.”
I turned back to Miri. That was as clear as mud. “What is he talking about?”
“It’s a bet to see who can have sex with you first.” Miri shook her head. “It’s disgusting. Completely unprofessional. Claire is going to discipline them. Don’t you worry. Heads will roll, but we want to wait until after the final match.”
Gabe pressed his lips flat, but I couldn’t miss the trace of humor in his emerald eyes. “That’s right, mate. It’s disgusting. Completely unprofessional. All these women desperate to shag you. It’s terrible. Heads will roll.”
Miri shot him a poisonous look. “I thought you were taking this seriously. This is sexual harassment. Imagine if it was the other way round.”
Gabe smothered his smile and lowered his gaze. “I know. It’s terrible. Reece must be mortified that one minute he is so un-shaggable his sister had to create a dating profile for him, and now all these professional athletes are scrambling over each other to get in his pants.”
My stomach dropped. Could that be true? A bet? Was Skylar in on it? She couldn’t be. Was everybody laughing about me behind my back?
Gabe cooed at his baby and bobbed from foot to foot. He flashed me a sly grin. “Are you going to be less uptight now you’re getting some?”
Miri angled Gabe away and steered him down the corridor. She called over her shoulders. “Come for some cuddles when you’re ready, Uncle Reece.”
Gabe chuckled darkly. “When you’ve stopped boning, obviously.”




Chapter 33
Reece


“Is it true? The team has a bet about me?” 
Skylar stumbled out of the wardrobe, gasping and clutching her throat.
“What?” Skylar’s wide eyes met mine. “What the hell was that, Reece? I couldn’t breathe. It was too hot. That was overboard.”
An intense sickness swept through me. A chill, brittle silence enveloped us. Disappointment flickered in Skylar’s expression and she folded her arms across her chest. 
Irritation scraped all over my skin. “I need to know about the bet.”
Her eyes flashed angrily. “It’s nothing to do with me. Just some stupid thing Lana cooked up.”
“But you knew about it and you didn’t tell me?”
“It’s just the girls being idiots. Not a big deal.”
My teeth itched. “Is that what everyone thinks of me? I’m some kind of joke?”
She scrambled around the room picking up clothes. “Don’t turn this around. You’re so embarrassed of me you shoved me in here with a one-way ticket to bloody Narnia.”
“I don’t need my sister and my boss finding out what I’ve been doing. They wanted me to work to counsel the team, not have sex with the captain.”
She threw her hands up. “They are the last people that can judge us. They were banging in that office for weeks when they were telling everyone they were just work colleagues. Everybody knew about it.”
“Right. Everybody knew. Do you want everyone on the team talking about us? I can’t stand to be gossiped about, Skylar. I got bullied every day at school. I couldn’t go a day without Sean or one of his meathead friends beating me up or pulling some stunt on me. I lost my dad and then I got taunted every time I stepped through the school gates. Nothing has changed, has it? Sean is still laughing at me. All your friends are still laughing at me, and you …”
She hitched a hand on her hip, but her face softened. “I’m what?”
You’re breaking me. Just your presence. Knowing I can’t have the only person I want without losing everything else that matters to me.
She frowned. “Look. I’m sorry. I hate that you went through that, but this isn’t school and I don’t want to be your dirty little secret. We’re going to have to tell people. We can’t sneak around forever.”
I didn’t want to tell people. Not yet. How could I? If Miri thought it was bad I had Megan in here, God knows what she’d think when she found it was Skylar.
Skylar watched me and shook her head. “It’s me, isn’t it? You’re ashamed to tell people. I’m not a fancy doctor like Megan. I didn’t go to university. I’ve never even read Keats, let alone bloody Yeats. Why the fuck is there a Keats and a Yeats? It’s ridiculous.”
“Where has this come from? I don’t care about any of that.”
“I’ve been in this house all night and you won’t even let me go near your mother. I bet you introduced Megan—”
“My mum isn’t well. I don’t want to give her any additional stress.”
“Right,” she snapped. “And the sight of me might finish her off?” She blew out a breath and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I’m just pissed off.” She grabbed her leggings from the floor and yanked them up. “I get it, Reece. I’m the girl that’s good enough for a roll in the sack, but when push comes to shove, you’d rather hide me in the wardrobe than own up to this thing between us. I’m embarrassing for you.”
“No. You’re not. Not one bit.” A barbed knot formed in my stomach. “It’s not that. It’s me. I’m ashamed of myself. I’ve broken my own ethical code. I don’t know how I’m going to tell people about us. You trusted me to help you and I violated your trust. What are people going to think? I’m a terrible psychologist. I’m going to lose my reputation. What am I supposed to do? Everybody in that place is already laughing about me anyway. This has always been … untenable.”
She frowned and narrowed her eyes. “Untenable? Care to explain what that word means for the people that didn’t go to Cambridge?”
Exhaustion washed over me and my voice sounded hoarse. “Unable to be maintained. This was always wrong.”
“How can it be wrong when it feels this good between us?” She shook her head, and her eyes glimmered with tears. “I’m tired of this, Reece. I’m tired of all your excuses not to be with me. You told me that you love me.”
“I do love you. I’m not giving you excuses. They are solid reasons. I want to be with you. I just don’t know how to do this.”
I reached for her, but she snapped her hand away. She grabbed her team jacket and shoved her arms into the sleeves. “I have a match in less than a week that is going to define my entire career. I’ve been working toward this my whole life. I have one shot to get this team into the Women’s Super League. One fucking shot. This is messing with my head. The team has to come first. You’re right. This is untena-whatever if it’s making me feel like this. I can’t do this anymore.”
A deep, unaccustomed pain barbed my chest.
She kept her gaze fixed on the door. “Maybe we should stay away from each other. I need to focus. It’s not fair on my team.”
“Is that what you want?”
She pressed her trembling palms to her eyes. “Yes. It has to be. I have to think of them. You need to stay away from me, Reece. I have to get through this match. Don’t message me. Don’t call me. Forget all about me.”
My chest ached, but I tried to keep my face level. “I’ve never been able to forget about you. I wish I could. That’s the problem.”
She frowned. “You wish you could forget about me?”
My chest ached. That had come out wrong. “No.”
Skylar was upset and angry. One of us could stay calm at least. I had to put her needs first. She’d come to me in a vulnerable position. Whatever she needed, I’d do it.
“I’ll stay away from you if that’s what you want. I respect whatever you need to do.”
“You respect it?” Her sad gaze roved over my face. “So clinical and composed all the time, Dr. Forster. Does any of this affect you?”
I swallowed. “Yes. It affects me.”
It’s breaking me.
She snorted. “It doesn’t look like it.”
She wrapped her hand around the door handle, then she turned back to me, her hands clenched stiffly at her sides. “There’s a transfer opportunity. Gabe wants me to go and play in LA.”
Ice spread through my chest. LA? She wouldn’t go, would she? I kept my face level. “Oh?”
She rubbed the back of her neck. “It’s a temporary thing. One year. Maybe two.”
“Is that what you want?”
“It would be amazing for my career, and maybe I need something different after everything that happened with Sean.” She fiddled with the bar in her eyebrow and stole a glance at me. “If I said I wanted to go, would you even care?”
More than anything. Please don’t go.
She regarded me with impassive coldness, but tears glimmered in her bright eyes. I’d hurt her. I was continuing to hurt her. This had to end. There had been a power dynamic between us. To enter into a sexual relationship with someone who had trusted me was wrong.
I kept my voice soft. “It doesn’t matter what I think. You need to do what’s right for you.”
“But what do you think? Do you want me to stay?”
A pregnant silence wrapped around us. I had the sudden sense that everything hinged on my next words. I wasn’t selfish enough to ask her to stay. Love is sacrifice. I’ve always known that. I’d given up so many things for my family because I loved them. I had no regrets about that. No resentment. It’s what I wanted to do. I had to put Skylar’s needs before my own. Being with me wasn’t the right thing for her, no matter how much I wanted her. I’d never been right for her. I had to let her go. We’d been hurtling toward this point since the moment I’d let her drop to her knees in my office. The only way to make this better was to let her go. This was all my fault.
My heart shattered into a thousand pieces, but I kept my face level. “It sounds like a great opportunity. You should think about it.”
She flinched as though I’d slapped her. “And what about you. What will you do if I go? Will you stay at the club?”
“You don’t have to worry about me. I’ll be fine. I have my family and my … garden.”
Her voice was quiet and distant. “Your garden?”
“I like gardening. I like to watch beautiful things thrive and know I had some small part to play.”
Her eyes met mine and her expression was thunderous.
So powerful. So beautiful. So wild.
Blood pounded in my temple, and a deep, desperate pain made my chest ache. I longed to pull her into my arms. I’d wanted to help her heal, but instead I’d made her hurt like this. I’d only made things worse. I’d fucked everything up, but I’d only ever wanted the best for her. I fought every urge to drop to my knees and beg her not to go.
Brushing away tears, she rolled her shoulders and stood taller. “You’re right. Maybe this is what I need. A new beginning. The LA Halos are an amazing team. This could be great for me. Maybe I do need to do something completely different.” Her voice was thick and unsteady, her mouth twisted into a thin-lipped smile. “And you … I need you to stay away from me. I have to get through this final match. I’ve got too much to deal with.”
Wild grief tore through me. She nodded woodenly and flung the door open.
I held my hands up and kept my voice low. “Miri and Gabe will be downstairs. Let me check that they’ve gone to the annex, please …”
She bowed her head and her shoulders shook. With her back to me, I couldn’t tell if it was with rage or sobs. “Fuck the annex. Fuck your garden. And fuck you. We’re done.”
Then she was gone.




Chapter 34
Skylar


Colorful graffiti laced every inch of the toilet stall door. I traced a finger over the inked offerings. 
Sean Wallace is a prick.
A grim heaviness settled in my chest. Yeah. Isn’t he just? I glanced at my watch and tried to slow my breathing. I had ten minutes before I needed to be in the dressing room prepping the team for our final practice. I’d rehearsed my pep talk. This had to be the pep talk to end all pep talks. Mostly, I wanted the girls to know how proud I was. How amazing it had been to lead them this season. How honored I felt. It wasn’t a time to lay on the pressure.
The sound of the restroom door swinging open broke me out of my reverie. Voices drifted from beyond the stall doors.
“Did you see the statement on Instagram about Sean and Skylar? Mutual separation to concentrate on their careers? Sounds like bullshit to me. Something must have happened.”
My heart leaped into my throat. I recognized the voices: two of my girls, Jenny and Tori.
“Does that mean Sean Wallace is back on the market?”
“Rumor is he’s been banging Lana. That’s why they split.”
“Shit.”
“I know. I wouldn’t be that worried about Skylar. Apparently, she’s hooking up with the psychologist guy.”
A laugh.“Skylar got there first? I’ve lost twenty quid. I thought I was making good progress as well. I even made him smile the other day.”
Tori piped up again. “Skylar needs to get her shit together. I can’t believe we got through this whole season and she’s cracked at the final hurdle.”
My whole body flashed with heat. I put a hand on the stall wall to steady myself. My breath came hot and sharp. Part of me wanted to go out and confront them for talking shit about me, but I couldn’t move. The shock held me still. My team had lost faith in me. Tears threatened my eyes. 
Reece’s words drifted into my head.
Calm and still like a mountain.
This was no time to fall apart. My life might have been turning to shit for weeks now, but no matter how I felt, I had to keep it together. The team had to come first. This was our defining moment. My moment as captain. I’d go out on that pitch and show everyone why we deserved to be promoted. Because we did deserve it. Now, we had to prove it.
“I don’t know what she’s thinking. She’s messing up on the pitch and now she’s traded in the captain of Calverdale United for Captain Geek.”
Irritation rippled up my spine. I hadn’t seen Reece all week. He hadn’t been in his office. He hadn’t messaged me. He was doing what I wanted. I’d asked for space. The team was too important. But part of me had hoped he’d fight for me. I didn’t want to do any of this without him. A deep pain stabbed my chest. When push came to shove, he wasn’t that different from Sean. He’d been ashamed of me. His door was always open to the captain, except for when he’d pushed me in a wardrobe and shut it in my face.
My heart contracted. I wanted to fling open the stall door and confront them. I wanted to tell them that I’d take Reece over Sean any day of the week. At least Reece knew where to find the clitoris. But I didn’t. I waited for them to go and I wept quietly, because now I knew the truth. My team had lost in faith in me. How could I lead us to victory if they didn’t believe in me? I'd tried so hard to fake it and hold everything together, but it was over.
Not good enough.




Chapter 35
Reece


In the dim silence of my office, I took my books down from the shelves and packed them neatly into boxes. With each heavy tome, regret assailed me like a wretched steel bar compressing my chest. I should never have taken this job. It had always only been a way to be closer to Skylar. My behavior had been unacceptable. I’d broken my ethics and my commitment to do no harm. The last thing I’d wanted was to hurt Skylar, but I had. I’d messed with her head and her heart. That was the unforgiveable part. 
Lemon polish filled my senses as I spritzed the walnut desk and polished the smooth surface. I wanted to have compassion for myself. It was what I tried to give to my patients, but it’s so much harder to be kind to yourself. I sat in my therapy chair and sunk my head into my hands. If I was counseling a patient, I’d highlight all the factors that lead to this point. It had been a difficult couple of years—the breakup with Megan, moving back in to take care of Mum, burnout at the hospital. Maybe if I was the one in the therapy chair, I’d take it back even further than that. I’d unpick the trauma around losing Dad. I’d worked so hard to process it, but with something like that it would never be done. The wounds ran deep.
Everybody told me to take a break, but I ignored them and pushed through. My feelings for Skylar had always been unmanageable. I should have told my supervisor or quit sooner, but I’d been arrogant enough to think I could handle it. I’d thought I had it under control. The truth is that life is chaotic and messy. Some things were beyond my control, no matter how much I wanted to kid myself otherwise.
I moved to the couch and ran a hand over the soft, buttery leather. I couldn’t help but picture Skylar there writhing with her first orgasm. I’d wanted to help her. I’d gone about it in the most inappropriate way imaginable and it ended in tears. Maybe she’d be laughing about me now with her teammates. The ones that had made a bet about me. No wonder everyone was so keen to do individual coaching sessions.
Humiliation made the back of my neck itch. It was the same feeling I’d had at school when Sean’s gang had rounded on me in the hallway, shoving me into the lockers, laughing in my face. Skylar hadn’t noticed what was happening then either. Even if she wasn’t involved in the bet, she could have told me. I was repeating the same pattern again. Skylar Marshall was part of my past. Maybe I’d thought I could heal that old wound by pursuing her again, but nothing had changed. We were adults now, but she was still the prom queen and I was still the geek that worshipped the ground she walked on. My chest ached. I loved her still. I’d always love her, but I couldn’t carry on here. I couldn’t stay somewhere where people didn’t take me seriously, where they were laughing at me.
With a whoosh, I shut the blinds and slipped my jacket back on. I’d broken my ethics in this room. Passion had overtaken my sense of reason and I’d let my heart rule my head. When I reported what had gone on here, I’d lose my license to practice as a psychologist. My family would be horrified. I’d lost my reputation and my self-respect, and for what? Nothing. I’d gladly give those things away for Skylar, but I’d lost her too. She didn’t even want me at her final match.
I took one last look around the office. The steel bar that compressed my chest tightened. Goodbye, Calverdale.
I won’t be back.




Chapter 36
Reece


Later that night, I ripped up a weed from the vegetable patch, but it didn’t give me the usual satisfaction. My stomach felt hard and empty. At least it was quiet down here and I could hear myself think. A cough sounded from overhead. Miri hovered over me. She passed me a hot mug of tea. Gabe towered next to her with my tiny newborn nephew swaddled fast asleep in a blanket. 
Miri hovered for a moment before she settled on the shed step next to me. The chirrups of the sparrows on the bird feeder filled the silence.
Miri glanced at me. “What’s going on? You’ve packed up your office? Is everything okay?”
I tried to think of something to say to reassure her, but the truth slipped out instead. “Not really. No. I’m not okay.”
Miri frowned. “Is it about the bet? Gabe is going to talk to everyone about that. We just need to get through this final match.”
Silence wrapped around us and I watched the tall sunflower husks bending gently in the breeze.
I cleared my throat. “I got bullied all the way through school. Did you know that?”
Silence thickened and the sound of the wind rustling in the sunflowers filled my ears.
“I knew it was difficult for you … I didn’t know how bad.” Miri’s voice was soft.
“When you told me about the bet, it made me feel like I was back there. Dad had just died. I had to keep going to school and pretending that everything was okay. The whole time I was just so … powerless and out of control. I can’t stand to be made fun of like that. To think that everyone is laughing at me. You put me on that dating app because you think I’m a joke.”
Miri paled. “No. It was just a bit of fun. We want to see you happy after Megan, that’s all. I’m sorry. You know Frankie gets out of hand sometimes. Her heart is in the right place.”
Gabe stepped forward, his expression unusually earnest. “Nobody is laughing at you, mate. It was just some daft joke from Lana that escalated.”
Miri nodded. “That’s right. That team is a bunch of messy bitches sometimes. Life is messy, Reece.”
Yes. It’s definitely that.
I took a breath. They’d find out sooner or later. Better coming from me than someone else. “When you came home from the hospital and you thought I had Megan in my room, it was Skylar.”
Miri chuckled. “Skylar?”
I nodded.
The smile died on her lips when she saw that I wasn’t laughing along with her. Her eyebrows shot up. “Skylar? As in Skylar Marshall?”
“Yes. Skylar Marshall.”
Miri frowned in confusion. “Really? But Skylar’s so … the two of you are so …”
A muscle worked in my jaw. “You don’t think somebody like Skylar could be attracted to me?”
Miri held her hands up. “I didn’t say that. It’s just … does she know you line up the mugs in color order in the cupboard?”
Gabe snorted. I turned my face away. Nothing about this situation amused me. My chest ached. I couldn’t strike from my mind the stricken expression Skylar had worn when she’d burst out of that wardrobe. I’d hurt her over and over again with rejections and by trying to hide this thing between us because of my own guilt. I’d damaged her by not maintaining the boundary between us. She’d needed a safe space, not a hookup.
Miri picked up an old watering can and twisted it in her hands. “How long has it been going on?”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
Gabe cleared his throat. “You’re going to have to talk about it. I brought you in to counsel the team, not shag them.”
His eyes twinkled with humor. Of course he would find this amusing.
Miri watched me with a shrewd expression. “So, what does this mean? You’re resigning?”
“Yes. I’m reporting myself to the regulatory board. I’ll lose my license to practice.”
Miri frowned. “You won’t be a psychologist anymore?”
“I shouldn’t think so.” I kept my gaze fixed on the greenhouse. “Because, in general, sleeping with your patients is frowned upon.”
“So what will you do?” Miri asked.
A familiar sadness weighed heavy on my shoulders, but at the same time a lightness filled my chest.
Relief.
I hadn’t enjoyed my work for such a long time. I didn’t miss the hospital or the clinical work. Maybe I’d travel or write or study. Now, I was free to choose a different path. I could do anything. Maybe I could finish writing the book I’d been working on for years.
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ll do something.”
Gabe swayed to and fro, rocking the baby in his arms. “I’m not accepting your resignation. We need you at the club.”
“Get someone properly qualified. An actual sports psychologist. You don’t need me.”
“I don’t care if you’re discredited. You’ve been doing some great work. The team has been playing better than I’ve ever seen them. Let them strike you off or whatever you need to do, but we’re not letting you go. There’s no point arguing with me. I always get what I want in the end.” He inclined his head toward Miri and flashed a smile full of white teeth. “Just ask your sister.”
I blew out a breath. Fine. I didn’t have the energy to argue with Gabe. I wasn’t going back to that club.
I looked up to find Miri watching me. “And you and Skylar? Is it serious?”
“We’re done. She doesn’t want to see me anymore.”
Miri studied my face intently. “Maybe this isn’t as bad as you think, Reece. The football club isn’t the hospital. Skylar wasn’t your patient. If you don’t work at the club anymore, then maybe there’s a way you can be together?”
“Skylar needs to concentrate on the final match. I pissed her off when I hid her from you. Besides, it’s not right. She came to me in the middle of a breakup, vulnerable and sad. I should have met her in that space and helped her. I’ve behaved so selfishly.” My voice choked, despite my efforts to keep myself steady. “I should never have crossed that boundary.”
Heat pressed behind my eyes at hearing myself speak the words out loud. I’d let myself down. I’d let everyone down. Miri and Gabe fell silent. They probably couldn’t believe what they were hearing. I’d spent my career counseling people through their problems, and I’d let my own life get so out of control.
Miri reached out and caught my hand in hers, then she pulled me into her arms. “Hey. It’s okay. You’re being so hard on yourself. You’re human, Reece. Just like the rest of us. You’re a good man. You’re kind and thoughtful. You’ve held this family together through so much. I know you’re beating yourself up for this, but don’t do that too much. Dad would be so proud if he could see you now. I know we all give each other a hard time, but it’s from a place of love. We’re all proud of you.”
“Thank you.” My heart contracted, and I buried my face into Miri’s shoulder. “The worst part is that I love her so much. I’ve always loved her, even if I can’t have her. She told me to stay away. I didn’t want to tell anyone what was going on. She was so angry with me. I hate the way we left things.”
Skylar was angry with me, but she’d disappointed me, too. I’d been so appalled about the bet that I hadn’t really listened to her explanation. Perhaps what I’d been most shocked by was the concept that I could ever be disappointed by Skylar Marshall. I’d worshipped her since we were teenagers, but I’d created a fantasy in my head. Skylar was right. I’d put her on a pedestal, and it wasn’t fair to her. I was getting to know the real Skylar. The Skylar who didn’t tell me about a stupid bet. The Skylar I’d hurt with my constant rejections. The Skylar that got angry and swore at me and stormed out. This was the woman I’d fallen in love with, and as much as I adored her, nobody deserved the impossible task of balancing on a pedestal. Skylar was perfectly imperfect. A woman who was as real as anyone else, and who I didn’t want to live without. 
Miri held me at arm’s length. “The pressure is intense at the moment. Everything is riding on one game. You should talk to her. Maybe she’s calmed down.”
“She needs to focus on the match tomorrow, not on me.”
“What about a text? Wish her luck. You can talk properly afterwards.” She leaned back, sizing me up. “She’s probably so stressed about tomorrow. It will let her know that you care about her.”
Warmth spread in my chest. Miri was right. I didn’t want to distract Skylar or bother her, but the thought of her running out onto that pitch thinking that I didn’t care about her didn’t sit right either. At least I could clear the air.
“Fine. I’ll do it.”
“Good.” Miri brightened and stroked the baby’s head. “We thought of a name, by the way.”
I braced myself to maintain a neutral expression. “Oh?”
“Simon.”
A pang pulled at my heart and I stroked my nephew’s smooth cheek. They’d named him after Dad.
“Simon,” I said. “It’s perfect.”
Miri smiled.
Gabe squeezed my shoulder. He raised an impressed eyebrow. “Skylar Marshall, though? Really? I didn’t know you had it in you.” He transferred his gaze to Miri. “And you lot put him on that dating app. You needn’t have bothered.” A hint of laughter edged his voice. “The doc’s got game.”

[image: image-placeholder]I went to my room and sent a text.
I’m sorry for all of it. I know you don’t want to talk to me, that’s fine, but if you need me at the match for moral support, I’ll be there.
I waited as three blue dots appeared.
Then disappeared.
The minutes ticked on. A chill black silence enveloped me. My throat ached with defeat. She didn’t need me. Then the dots appeared again.
Please come.




Chapter 37
Skylar


Rain lashed in thick sheets as we charged around the pitch. My body ached. My legs threatened to collapse, but we had another ten minutes of play. Neither team had scored. Reece’s eyes burned into me from the sideline. I felt his solid, soothing presence even if I hadn’t dared to stop and drink him in yet. I glanced at him standing stiff and composed next to Gabe, an oasis of calm in the tensest ninety minutes of my life. I tore my eyes away. He was a distraction I couldn’t afford. 
Sophie had the ball at her feet, charging to the goal. I got in position for a cross, but an opposition player sliced along the grass, clattering into her. Sophie went down, hard. The ball flew out of play.
Agitation rippled the length of my spine, but also excitement. The tackle had clearly been a foul. That meant we were owed a penalty.
“Ref,” I cried.
I dashed to the referee and the crowd of players that had already gathered, shouting and pleading their case. It could go either way. I knew this ref. She’d made questionable decisions in the past. A sharp elbow dug into my side as the opposition player nudged me out of the way. I fought to stand my ground in the skirmish. Unmoved by our protests, the referee glanced at the chaotic scene where Sophie lay on the floor, grimacing and surrounded by medics. Thankfully, she looked more angry than pained. The referee waved us away to consider and I waited, holding my breath for her decision. It was so late in the game, but if the ref awarded a penalty, we had a chance at winning.
My heart pounded. Adrenaline made every nerve jumpy and raw. I peered over the ref’s shoulder to the sideline. I allowed my gaze to hover on Reece just for a moment. My eyes needed their fix. I couldn’t help but be drawn to him, wherever he was. I swallowed, trying to quell the frustration that gripped my throat. For fuck’s sake. What was taking so long? It had been an aggressive slide tackle. Definitely a foul.
A great shiver ran through me as the sweat evaporated from my arms. A shrill whistle rang out. The referee pointed at the penalty spot. Excitement burst in my chest. That was the signal. She’d awarded the penalty. One goal would end this now. Victory hovered so close I could taste it. I bent down to scoop up the ball, but hands appeared from nowhere and grabbed the ball before I had the chance. Lana’s red ponytail bobbed as she trotted with the ball to the penalty spot. I chased after her.
I grabbed her wrist. “What the fuck are you doing?”
Lana’s fingers shook as she laid the ball down on the penalty spot. She wouldn’t look at me. “Claire told me that if there’s a penalty, she wants me to do it.”
No. I always took penalties. “Are you kidding?”
Lana gave a taut shake of her head. She worried her bottom lip between her teeth. “I’m sorry. I have to do what Claire tells me. I don’t want to do it either. What if I fuck it up?”
A pulse beat in my temple. My body stiffened in shock. I should have been the one to shoulder this responsibility. “Why would Claire do this?”
The stadium’s roar filled my ears like a wild beast.
Lana flattened her lips, but her voice choked. “I told Claire it should be you.”
A knot of despair pulsed in my chest. No point pressuring Lana. It wasn’t her fault. She had to follow the manager’s direction. I’d have to appeal to Claire and hope I had enough time before they restarted play. A huddle of medics crouched next to Sophie with the stretcher. We couldn’t restart play until she was off the pitch, but I wouldn’t have long. Better be quick. I raced to the sideline and planted myself in front of Claire.
Despite my effort to stay calm, anger rippled the length of my spine. “What the fuck, Claire? I always take the penalties.”
Claire’s icy gaze met mine. “It’s not personal. The pressure is high. This is about the team.”
Anger bubbled inside of me like hot lava. I tried to keep the tremor from my voice. “Is this because of what happened before? Because that was a one-off. It won’t happen again.”
Claire’s eyes glinted in the sunlight like two pieces of porcelain. She smiled benignly as if dealing with a toddler. “Let Lana do it. You don’t need the pressure.”
She turned her back on me. The anger that boiled inside of me became a twisting ball of barbed wire in my gut. My team had lost their faith in me and so had my manager. The roar of the crowd became screaming white noise. How could she make this call? I was the best penalty shooter in the team. Apart from that one fuckup, I’d never missed. Everybody knew my stats. I’d messed up last time because of how things had been with Sean. It wouldn’t happen again. I could do this. Couldn’t I?
Numbness smothered me. A year of work, and I didn’t get to see it through. Lana was the second-best penalty scorer. She had a chance, but she was also one of the youngest on the team. It was so much pressure on young shoulders. This was the captain’s responsibility. She shouldn’t have to bear that terrible burden if things didn’t go our way.
I tipped my face to the sky, trying to calm myself. My hair dripped with water, but at last the rain had stopped battering us. The clouds parted, revealing the faint wash of a rainbow against pale blue. I allowed my gaze to find Reece’s. Dark tendrils of hair curled on his forehead. We were too far apart to speak, and I wouldn’t be able to hear him over the racket anyway, but we didn’t need words. His face had always been so inscrutable, but he offered me a smile that was unmistakably warm and encouraging. Reece believed in me. He’d always seen something in me, even when I couldn’t see it in myself.
His gaze clung to mine as he drew exaggerated breaths, his full lips parting to inhale and open as he exhaled.
Deep breaths. Calm and solid like a mountain. You’ve got this.
He tipped his head in a nod. A sudden spaciousness filled my chest. I’d got us here, hadn’t I? Sean had trampled my confidence, but I had to have my own back. This wasn’t a time for self-doubt. I’d never been like the other girls at school. The ones who knew all the words to Frozen and wore pretty fairy costumes on dress-up days. I’d spent my childhood in shorts and football boots with the roar of the wind in my ears and the taste of mud on my tongue. I’d clocked up hours of grueling training in every weather condition. Injuries. Defeats. Blood, sweat, and tears. I’d given everything to football. I’d fought my entire life. Everything had been building to this one moment. A single penalty. I wasn’t a teaspoon. Not anymore. I was the only girl that had been good enough to play with the boys. I’d always been good enough. Somehow I’d forgotten myself. An awakened sense of power filled my chest with warmth.
I could do this.
I’d always been able to do this.
Planting myself in front of Claire, I forced myself to settle and spoke with quiet but determined firmness. “I panicked before, but it won’t happen again. I’ve worked with the psychologist on it. You have to trust me now. I won’t let you or this team down. I’m taking that penalty, and I’m getting us into the Women’s Super League.”
Claire’s icy gaze roved over me, and I detected the slightest thawing in her piercing eyes.
I stood taller. “I’ll get it done because that’s what I do. This is no one else’s responsibility but mine. I’m the captain. Let me do my fucking job.”
A small smile played on her lips. She tapped her pen against her clipboard thoughtfully and gave a grudging nod. “Fine. Off you go then, Marshall.” She waved a dismissive hand. “You’re right. You’re the captain. Do your fucking job.”

[image: image-placeholder]I found a nice patch of grass. A few cheers rang out. Then clapping. Then stomping. My hands were sure and steady as I placed the ball on the penalty spot. Once, I might have trembled, but not now. I had a job to do. I’d been training my entire life for this one moment. I straightened my spine. The wind slapped my face and screamed in my ears, but a voice rose up in me. A cool, calm voice that made warmth explode in my chest.
You are strong and steady like a mountain. Just this breath. And the next.
Reece had told me he was a terrible healer, but that wasn’t true. I was still angry with him, but he’d helped me believe in myself again. Sean had broken me, and Reece had put me back together. Maybe it hadn’t been the way he should have done it. He hadn’t healed me with bandages or medicines. He’d loved me, and with his love he’d fixed the cracked parts inside of me.
I blocked out all of it: the clapping, the stomping feet, the howling wind. I’d been a little girl that the boys didn’t think was good enough. I’d shown them. I’d show everybody.
I’m the captain.
The whistle blew. Adrenaline coursed through me, but I didn’t move. No rush. A mountain stands still and composed, regardless of the weather. One breath and then the next. With every ounce of strength, I aimed for the top right corner. The keeper jumped and time moved in slow motion. The tips of her orange gloves grazed the ball as it sailed over her head. It hit the back of the net. The stadium erupted with wild screaming.
Lana dove on me and I was weightless as the girls lifted me into the air. My heart soared, wrapped in the love of my team, where I knew it would be safe. We’d done it. We’d made it into the Women’s Super League.
Sometimes, even captains miss.
But not today.




Chapter 38
Skylar


When my feet finally hit the pitch again, my face ached from grinning. There would be interviews and photos to pose for, but first I needed to find Reece. I scanned the sideline, but there was no trace of him. As I headed for the tunnel, a familiar voice held me in place. 
“Skylar?”
I twisted, hoping to see anyone but the man who stood in front of me. Sean raked a hand through his golden hair and hitched a shoulder.
“Sean? What do you want?” This wasn’t a time to go toe to toe with my ex.
He quirked a brow; his smirk was still as smug as ever. “You did well. I wanted to congratulate you.”
I stared at him, unable to hide my annoyance. “Thanks.”
I made to move past him, but he grabbed my elbow. “I heard you’re going to LA?”
“So?”
“What am I supposed to do with all your stuff in the house?”
I took a deep breath. How the hell did Sean know about LA? I hadn’t even decided fully for myself yet. I couldn’t deny the appeal of going somewhere where no one knew me. A total escape. My team was gossiping about me behind my back. I couldn’t even go on social media because everybody in England was talking about me and Sean. I avoided the gym in case Sean was in there. I didn’t have a home. My best friend had betrayed me and kissed my ex-boyfriend. But worst of all, I’d lost Reece.
The barbed wire knot that had twisted my gut ever since he’d shoved me into that wardrobe dug in deeper. Reece didn’t want me. He’d come here today, but it didn’t mean anything had changed. Every time I walked past his office, my heart ached. How could I ever move on from any of it if I stayed here?
I eyed Sean with a calculating expression. Of all the times he could have come to me with this shit, he’d chosen now. He couldn’t even let me enjoy my victory. What a prick.
A look of discomfort crossed his face. “Well? Are you coming to pick your stuff up?”
I took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. No way would I give this man the power to ruin this for me. I plastered a smile onto my face. “You think you’ve won, but I’ve got you figured out, Sean. I know what you were trying to do to me. You wanted to make me feel small, because that made you feel better. Deep down you know that you’re the problem. You’re an egomaniac, and I can guarantee that all those girls you were with behind my back were faking it, too.”
His mouth formed a grim, tight line. “What?”
“You heard me.”
I turned to march away, but anger held me in place. I spun back around to face him. “The problem is, you forget who I am. You thought you could bend me out of shape, but you can’t. Getting over all of your bullshit made me something better. You made me into a fucking dessert spoon.”
He stared back in confusion. “You’re weird, Skylar.”
“No, your tiny brain just isn’t capable of understanding me.”
A flash of tweed in the crowd caught my eye. I squinted into the stands and my heart took a perilous leap.
Reece.
I darted away, leaving Sean and all of his bullshit a distant memory.




Chapter 39
Reece


I moved with the crowd into the foyer. It was time for Skylar to enjoy her victory. She’d wanted me here for the match, but I wouldn’t encroach on her need for space. If she wanted me, she knew where to find me. I wouldn’t make a joyous time for her uncomfortable. An elbow landed in my back as a group of supporters waving scarves in the air and chanting passed by. It had probably been a good game. I wouldn’t know. I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off Skylar long enough to concentrate. 
Drizzle misted my glasses as I moved with the surging crowd through the exit.
“Reece?”
The familiar soft voice held me frozen. I’d expected her to be in a press conference by now, enjoying her victory. Instead, she was standing in front of me in the crowded foyer of the stadium. Mud splattered her face. Her hair was pulled up in a ponytail that revealed the shaved edges of her undercut.
She fiddled with the ring in her nose. “You’re going?”
“I thought it would be for the best.”
She swiped mud from her arm and cleared her throat. “Right.”
We stared at each other for a moment. Then I came to my senses and remembered why we were here. “Well done. You had an incredible game. You’ve got everything you wanted. You’re in the Women’s Super League.”
Her eyes locked with mine and she chewed her lip. “Not everything I wanted.”
Silence swirled between us. People swarmed around us, throwing us curious glances. Skylar frowned and took me by the elbow. She led me back inside the stadium until we found a quiet corridor nearer the pitch.
We both blurted out words at the same time.
“You were incredible out—”
“I’m leaving for LA next week.”
Pain squeezed my heart. “What?”
Her gaze came to rest on my questioning eyes. “It won’t be forever.”
“Is that what you want?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know. It would be amazing for my career, and maybe I need something different after everything that happened with Sean.”
It was a good decision for her, even if it made me want to weep. I could never be so selfish as to keep her here. “If I ever made you feel like I was ashamed of you, then you couldn’t be more wrong. You came to me in the middle of a breakup, vulnerable and sad. I should have met you in that space and helped you. You need time to process everything that’s happened without me. It will be good for you to go.”
Her head bowed, but she held perfectly still. “Don’t you want me to stay?”
More than anything.
“I’m not the best thing for you right now. You have to make the right decision for you. I want the best for you. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”
She glanced around and lowered her voice. “You’re never going to feel okay about me and you, are you? You’re always going to be beating yourself up about how we met. This is never going to be right for you.”
“Not right now, no. Maybe with time …”
She moved closer to me. Her eyes searched my face. “How much time?”
A pang pulled at my heart. “I don’t know.”
“Once, you told me that love is sticking it out together. I believe that.” Her palms cupped my cheeks and the muddy scent of the pitch hit my nose. “I want to stick this out with you, but you’re right. I need to go. I need to get away from all of this and get my head straight. This year has been so intense. I can’t ask you to wait for me. It wouldn’t be fair—”
“You don’t have to ask. I’ve waited my whole life for you, Skylar. I’ll always be waiting.”
She wiped her tears with the back of her hand. “Thank you. For everything. You helped me. You might not feel like a good doctor, but you helped me so much.”
She flashed a tentative smile and I was a breathless boy of fourteen again. A glimmer of hope illuminated her beautiful eyes. “When I come back, might your door still be open for the captain?”
I wiped a stray tear from her cheek and pulled her into my arms. “Always.”




Chapter 40
Reece


Two years later 
I sat at my table in the bookshop behind my pile of books. No customers had arrived yet. The bell above the shop door tinkled and a rush of nerves made me itch to do something with my hands. Reaching into my jacket, I withdrew the packet of asparagus seeds I’d received in the post this morning. The slim pouch had been accompanied by a handwritten note.
These need a raised bed. Perennials. That means they will always come back.
I hadn’t received an envelope like this in six months.
It was a week after Skylar left that the first small green packet had arrived in the post. The first had been strawberry seeds with a short handwritten note.
Plant early. Choose a sunny spot. Give them plenty of space.
The next packet had arrived a week later—sweet corn this time—with a similar short note on how to grow them. Every week for a year, a pack of seeds arrived in the post without a return address. The paper always carried the scent of Skylar’s watermelon perfume. Then the letters became more erratic. It could be months at a time before another one arrived until, after eighteen months, they stopped. Until today.
I shoved the seeds back in my pocket before stretching my fingers. A few people loitered in the bookshop, but nobody approached my table. Frankie lounged on a beanbag in the corner with her nose buried in a book and Elliot hovered over at the counter, chatting up the pretty owner. Miri had promised to pop in when she was done with practice.
I cracked my knuckles and flicked through one of my books, sticking my nose between the pages to inhale the freshly printed scent. I pulled out my phone and swiped mindlessly. I’d been trying to stalk Skylar’s Instagram less, but still I couldn’t help myself. What time was it in LA? The early hours of the morning? Miri gave me the odd update, but I didn’t ask. It was too painful. We’d agreed not to contact each other. Skylar needed a complete break. I’d only ever wanted to give her everything she needed.
Still, I scrolled through the pictures of her in LA, tanned and smiling. I swiped faster past the pictures with men in them. I tried not to dwell on those ones. It was good for her if she was dating. I just hoped she’d meet people who would treat her right. At least one of us could move on.
A cough. “Could I get this signed by the author, please?”
My heart jumped at the soft voice. The shock of her presence hit me like a punch to the gut. 
Skylar.
Nothing could have prepared me for the sight of her. Her skin gleamed with health. Her bright bubblegum-pink hair fell in elegant waves that gleamed in the shop lights. She wore a navy dress covered in little teacups that skimmed her tanned legs.
She picked up a book and turned it over in her hands. “You’re an author now, huh?”
A bemused smile twisted her lips. I swallowed, trying to come back to my senses. Every time her gaze met mine, my heart lurched. She hugged the book to her chest and smiled. I’d have to say something, even though words wedged in my throat.
“How have you been?”
“Good.” She swooped a tendril of hair behind her ear. “Great, actually.”
The chatter of the bookshop filled the space between us. She straightened with dignity and beamed. It wasn’t just the tan and the hair color, she carried herself differently—with a new air of calm and self-confidence.
I cleared my throat. “Thank you for the seeds. I assume it was you …”
“Did you plant them?”
“Yes. All of them.”
Another silence fell. She could have met someone. Perhaps she’d realized that she didn’t like me that much after all. What did it matter? Mum’s words echoed in my head.
Once a patient, always a patient.
“I went back to therapy.” Her gaze fell on one of the neat piles of books on the table between us. “We did a lot of work. We talked about Sean.” Her bright eyes softened. “About you …”
“Are you angry with me? You’d have every right to be.”
“No. We were both in pain. I understand it.” The warmth of her gentle smile echoed in her voice. “It’s okay. It’s really okay. I understand why things went the way they did between us. We were two hurt people looking for comfort in each other.”
I’d been back to therapy, too. I’d told Laurel everything. We’d worked through it and I’d processed it as best I could. I’d almost managed to forgive myself.
“How long are you here for?”
“A week.”
My throat closed up. Only a week. “Oh.”
“Skylar?” Miri’s voice broke the spell that had wound around us.
My sister held her arms out and the two women embraced.
A broad smile lit Miri’s face. “You should have called. I would have picked you up. We’re going out to celebrate Reece’s big book launch. Are you coming?”
Skylar hugged my book to her chest and her eyes slipped away. “I can’t, sorry. I have plans tonight.”
“But I’ll see you before you fly back?” Miri asked.
Skylar nodded and hitched her bag higher on her shoulder. “For sure. We need a catch-up.”
Miri darted a curious look between us before she made her excuses and drifted away. My family had been more understanding than I could have hoped. They’d even managed to resist teasing me about it.
Only a week.
A dull ache speared my chest. I straightened the neat pile of books in front of me so that they were aligned. “It's good to see you. I’m glad you dropped by.”
She chewed her lip. “Maybe I’ll see you around?”
I pasted a smile onto my face despite my aching heart. “Maybe.”
She passed me a pen. “We’ll probably bump into each other again once I start back at the club.”
“Back at the club?”
I signed my name in the front of the book with trembling fingers.
“I have to go back to the States and tie up some things, but then I’m coming home.”
Warmth coursed through me like liquid sunshine. “What do you mean? Home? You’re coming back to live here?”
“Of course. LA was only ever a temporary thing.”
I passed the signed book across the table and my hand grazed hers. Tingling pleasure shot up my wrist.
I hesitated, choosing my words carefully. “I thought about writing a different book at first, but it was too painful. I wanted to write a book about us. Would you mind? I’d change all the details. We’d have different jobs … different names …”
She pushed back a wayward strand of pink hair. “How does it end?”
“I don’t know. I only got as far as the part where the girl comes home from LA. She walks into a bookstore and he sees her again and it’s like his heart starts beating for the first time in so long. He’s been waiting, you see … waiting for the world to start turning again.”
Her bright eyes searched my face and became more animated. “He thought about her?”
Once a patient, always a patient.
“Yes. He thought about her.”
She fiddled with the silver bar in her eyebrow. “The girl is different now. She’s seen more of the world. She’s done a lot of growing up …”
“That’s good. He’s different, too. He’s not as sad anymore.”
She weighed me with a gentle smile. “They need to get to know each other again.”
“They know each other. The things that matter.”
She planted her hands on the desk and leaned across it. She tilted her chin up toward my face. “All good love stories have a happy ever after, don’t they? They ride off together into the sunset?”
“I’d have to give them a happy ending or the readers would get mad.”
She moved around the desk and planted herself in front of me. “Why don’t you send me the draft? I’ll let you know what I think.”
She inched forward and somehow we’d got so close that her scent overwhelmed me. The bright shop lights glimmered in her blue eyes, and I ran an inventory of every remembered speck of green in them.
She licked her lips. “What about this date, then? You never did take me out for dinner.”
“Once a patient, always a patient.” My words came out a hoarse whisper. They sounded unconvincing even to me.
“I talked about that with my therapist, and there are guidelines. A therapist can date an ex-patient after two years, and I was never your bloody patient to begin with. A lot has happened in two years. I’m not sad or vulnerable. I’m doing great, Reece. So, I’m calling bullshit. You’re being too uptight.”
I couldn’t help my smile at her bluntness. “Uptight is kind of my thing.”
Humor glimmered in her eyes. “Right, but I think you need to get a little wild. I can help you with that.”
In one fluid motion she was in my arms. Her eyes searched mine, seeking permission. Her lips touched mine, so soft and forgiving. She wound her arms inside my jacket and around my back. Tingling pleasure arched through me. Her sweet watermelon scent filled my senses and I wanted to get lost in her. It didn’t matter if I ever resurfaced. She broke away from the kiss. People in the shop were sneaking bemused glances at us, but I kept my eyes fixed on her. Her soft hands locked around my neck and her forehead pressed to mine. Softly, her warm breath fanned my face. She stepped away and my fingers ached to drag her back.
“Once, you told me that love is sticking it out together. I believe that, Reece. I was always going to come back to you.” She cupped my face and planted a gentle kiss on my cheek. “You look good. Being an author suits you. We’d better have a look at your book together and work on the ending.” Her lips brushed my ear as she whispered. “We wouldn’t want to disappoint the readers.”




Chapter 41
Skylar


Reece moved closer in the Jacuzzi, wrapping his arms around me. The heat of the water relaxed my muscles and I sank lower so the bubbles came up to my neck. “This is nice.” 
He pressed his lips to my temple. “It is.”
I quirked a brow. “It’s handy having a billionaire who owns a hotel in the family, isn’t it?”
Humor laced his tone as he planted kisses along my shoulders. “It has its pros and cons.”
He passed me a glass of champagne and took a strawberry from a silver platter. I opened my mouth to let him feed me. Sweetness and fizz burst on my tongue. Warmth filled my chest. The past six months had been the best of my life. In some ways, nothing had changed. We’d picked up where we left off, but we were different now, too. Playing in the States had helped my confidence to no end, and Reece was more relaxed. The writing settled him.
He cleared his throat. “Do you remember once when you were staying here, you invited me back to your room?”
I rolled my eyes. “One of the many times you said no, I take it?”
“Do you remember what you said to me, about Gabe’s gold-plated Jacuzzi?”
“What did I say?”
“You said you were inviting me up for a shag in a gold-plated Jacuzzi, not asking me to marry you.”
A laugh bubbled up out of me. “Yeah. I remember.”
He didn’t laugh with me. His face took on a solemn, stern expression.
“What’s the matter?”
He took a breath. Water sloshed out of the sides as he got out of the bath and wrapped a towel around his hips. He fiddled in the pocket of his jacket hung neatly on the chair and pulled out a small box.
“Well, you see. I invited you up here for a shag in a gold-plated Jacuzzi.”
He dropped down to one knee, holding the towel in place to protect his modesty. He flicked the lid of the box open. My gaze fell to the sparkling diamond ring and my mouth fell open.
“But I also wanted to ask you to marry me.”
Surprise stole my breath. “Seriously?”
A faint smile played on his lips. “Have you ever known me not to be serious?”
I couldn’t help my roar of laughter. “We’re both naked. I never imagined we’d both be naked when you proposed to me.”
“You imagined me proposing to you?”
I chuckled. “Only once a day.”
“Is that a yes?”
I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him down to my lips. “Of course it’s a yes. Now, get back in here. Asking me to marry you is fair enough. Don’t forget the rest of the offer.”
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Lana 


Nausea rose in my gut at the sight of the hospital entrance. A nurse directed me to a side room, where Dad sat on the bed. His skin looked ruddy and pink over the elegant ridges of his cheekbones. Blood smeared his face and crusted the strands of white hair that fell over his lined forehead. 
Mel stood by the window. Her red hair gleamed in the bright hospital lights. Her crisp blouse and smart pencil skirt hugged her slim, elegant frame. No matter the hour, my older sister always looked perfectly polished and ruthless, as though she’d just stepped out of the boardroom after having dismissed her entire staff without notice. I had no idea what she did at the fancy job I’d swung for her at the football club, or why the hell she was power-dressing after midnight. It was to do with contracts, or finance, or something involving spreadsheets. She’d explained it before, but I’d always been too bored to follow, and now I couldn’t ask without looking like an arsehole who didn’t know what her sister did for a living.   
Dad’s lips parted in surprise, and his glassy eyes met mine. “Lana? You didn’t have to come. This is all silly.” Dad shook his head ruefully. “I was gardening, and I tripped over a gnome. A bloody gnome of all things!’ His Scottish burr was slow and slurring. Even after all these years in England, he’d never lost his accent. “I bashed myself on the wall.”
He turned his head, and his overpowering scent of cigar smoke and liquor filled my nose. I did my best not to recoil. A knot tightened in my chest.
Oh, Dad. Not again.
I can’t go through it again.
Mel watched us from the corner, still and serious. Her face was its usual mask of stone. Dad had been sober for five years. He’d had the odd slip and got straight back on the wagon, but he’d been doing well. Why now?
I cleared my throat and held his clammy hand. “It’s okay to tell us if you’ve been drinking.”
“Not you, too.” Grimacing, he snapped his hand away to prod the bandage wrapped around his head. “Your sister has already been on my case.”
Mel’s unimpressed gaze raked over my outfit. I’d dashed directly from Skylar’s bachelorette party. A bridal veil flowed from a pink tiara on my head. A black and pink sash emblazoned with the words ‘Same Penis Forever’ was draped over my short pink dress. Mel wouldn’t approve. She didn’t approve of anything that could be remotely construed as fun.
I shrugged. “Skylar’s bachelorette party.”
Mel loaded her words with ridicule. “I see you’ve kept things classy.”
The back of my neck heated. Even though I’d got Mel a job at the club, she still loved talking to me like I’d crawled up from the sewer. Great. Some things never changed. At least she was consistent. I took off the veil and slipped off the little plastic penis earrings that Miri had insisted we all wear. Fuck Mel. As if it wasn’t enough of a downer seeing Dad like this.
Mel moved to Dad’s bed and smoothed the blanket. “Remember what they say at Alcoholics Anonymous. Relapse is part of the process. Recovery is not linear, it’s a cycle. You think about what triggered this and you learn.”
Mel had the thin, strained voice she used when she was about to explode and snap over the slightest thing. God. I hated that voice. I hadn’t heard it in so long. Memories of all the times we’d had to deal with Dad’s drunkenness flooded my brain. At his worst, he’d disappeared and slept rough on a park bench. My lungs moved sharply behind my rib cage. He’d been so much better since then. The question drummed in my skull again. Why now? The realization hit me like a football boot in the shin. I pulled out my phone and checked the date. Shit. It was my parents’ wedding anniversary. My stomach dropped. 
How could I forget? 
Mel shot me a sidelong glance. “You can go. I’ve got it under control.”
Screw that. It had been a while since we’d done this dance, but I hadn’t forgotten the steps. Of course my older sister wanted to be the martyr and bear the brunt of a relapse.
Dad rolled his eyes. “Got what under control? Me? She’s always been a worrier, this one. Not like me and you.” He reached for my hand and squeezed it. “We know how to have a good time, don’t we, lass? Don’t either of you worry about me. When Logan Sinclair leaves this world, it won’t be at the hands of a bloody gnome.” 
Mel sighed. “We won’t get any sense out of him tonight. Let’s get him home and deal with it tomorrow.” Her disparaging gaze fixed on the veil I held low in my hand. “I’ll take it from here. You can get back to whatever you were doing.” 
“I’m here now, aren’t I?” My voice came out sharper than I’d intended. “I’ll help you get him home and then I’ll head back.”
She stiffened and tossed her hair haughtily. I got it. Mel had always been better than me at all of this stuff. When Mum died, Dad had fallen apart and so had I. Mel had held everything together. Even grief and an alcoholic father couldn’t knock Mel off her stride. She was the golden girl, and I was the wild child. She was a straight-A student, whereas the teachers had sat me at the back of the class with a coloring book during math. We’d been stuck in these moulds for so long, whether or not we wanted to be. 
Dad threw his arms open and burst into song at the top of his voice.
I straightened the sash over my dress. “At least someone is having fun.”  
Tentatively, Mel approached Dad as though he was a wild beast and she needed to find the right spot to aim the tranquilizer dart. “Well, come on then. Don’t just stand there. Let’s move him. If you’re sticking around for a change, make yourself useful.”




Alexander


“Daddy!” 
Brodie flew into my arms. Pain crackled the length of my spine. The fitness test at the football club today had nearly destroyed me. My son squeezed me tight and the pain in my back intensified. I worked to keep a grimace from my face. I hadn’t seen Brodie since yesterday. We’d never spent a night apart. I’d missed him terribly.
“Bit swish here, isn’t it?” My sister, Rachel, peered around the fancy restaurant at the Beaufort Hotel. 
Mirrors sparkled on every wall and the gold accents on the black furniture reflected the light in a dazzling display. The gentle tinkle of silverware and the low hum of conversation filled the air.
I pulled a chair out to let Brodie sit down. “Would you expect anything less from Gabriel Rivers?”
I’d expected Gabe Rivers, the Gabe Rivers, one of the richest men in England, and football royalty, to be a prick, but his reputation did him a disservice. He was down to earth and charming. He’d insisted I stay in his fancy hotel. Only a fool would turn down a free dinner and a four-poster bed for the night.
Rachel’s smile widened as she slid into a chair next to Brodie. “They must be serious about signing you if they’re rolling out Gabe Rivers to schmooze you.”
“Gabe’s a good guy. They all seem like good guys. It’s a young squad. Most of them are in their early twenties. The captain is half my age.”
Rachel picked up an elaborate silver salt shaker and examined it with a faint smile. “They don’t have your experience.”
No, but they have fresh legs and spines that don’t creak. 
I smoothed the thick tartan wool of my kilt and sat. Usually, I only wore the kilt for special occasions. I’d never worn it outside of Scotland. The Calverdale United social media team had insisted upon full regalia for the promotional video. In the end, it was ridiculous. It wouldn’t have surprised me if they’d pulled out bagpipes and haggis.
I winced at the prices on the fancy menu and sent my sister a ‘can you fucking believe this?’ glance over the top of Brodie’s head. After humble origins, I’d been playing football long enough to afford anything, but I still didn’t appreciate being ripped off.
Brodie bounced excitedly on his chair. “Daddy, who’s your second favorite pirate?”
“I don’t even have a first favorite pirate.”
The nutmeg freckles on Brodie’s nose bunched. “Why not?” He leapt from his seat and swished his imaginary sword in an arc through the air. “I’m going to be a pirate when I grow up, either that or a dog walker.”
An elderly woman at the table next to us fingered the pearls around her neck and shot Brodie a withering look. I raised a questioning brow. She frowned and turned away. I had no time for people that had an issue with kids in public spaces. Brodie had as much right to eat his outrageously overpriced meal in here as anyone else. He just did it with more relish. The poor kid had been through so much. I chose my battles these days. 
“Come here.” I smoothed his thick yellow hair between my fingers. “When the time comes, you’ll make an excellent pirate or dog walker. Or do both. Pirates must outsource their pet-care. How else do they go on those long voyages? You could be a dog walker for pirates. They might pay you to look after the parrots, too.”
Brodie’s toothy grin made warmth bloom in my chest. Our overpriced food arrived and we tucked in. The only time Brodie was quiet was when he was eating.
Rachel sipped her wine. “So? When do you start?”
“I have a contract meeting tomorrow. If the lawyers agree then it’s good to go.”
Rachel smiled. “We can’t wait to have you both down here. The girls are so excited to have their favorite cousin around.”
Brodie straightened in his chair. “Can I stay with Auntie Rachel, tonight? Please. Please.”
Rachel hitched her shoulder. “It’s fine with me as long as your Dad doesn’t mind.”
My heart contracted. That would mean two nights apart in a row. Brodie squeezed his hands together and gave me puppy dog eyes. As if I was ever going to say no to that. Anyway, this was good. Great, actually. This was Brodie being independent. He’d been so anxious and clingy. For a while, I couldn’t even shower without him in the bathroom. This was a good thing.
I ruffled his soft hair between my fingers. “If you like, pal, but you’re missing out on the fancy rooms they’ve got here.”
Brodie shrugged. “Auntie Rachel’s house is fancy.”
Rachel chuckled. “I wish.”  
We finished our meals and when it came to the bill, the waiter wouldn’t let us pay. Gabe Rivers wasn’t just letting me stay in his fancy hotel, he was also feeding me. Definitely a good guy. I held out Brodie’s coat for him. 
Rachel squeezed my shoulder. “A night off daddy duties. You should treat yourself to a drink at the bar.”
“I don’t drink in the season.”
“One pint won’t hurt.” She raised a mischievous eyebrow. “You never know, you might meet a beautiful stranger to spend the evening with.”
I couldn’t help my incredulous snort.
“Why is that funny?” She gave me a tentative smile and watched Brodie as he skipped ahead of us through the restaurant. “It’s been five years. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about life, it’s that you can hold multiple feelings at once. You can grieve your wife and also keep yourself open to meeting somebody else. Evelyn wouldn’t have wanted you to be alone. She wanted you to be happy, Alex.’
“I am happy.”
“Are you?”
I watched Brodie stabbing the air with his imaginary pirate sword, and my heart swelled. “If Brodie is happy then I’m happy.”
The last thing Brodie needed was disruption. We’d fought so hard for normality. I’d never bring someone into our lives that might walk away. It was so impossible to date in my line of work, anyway. So many women wanted to hook up with a footballer for the lifestyle. It was so hard to tell who was genuine. Easier not to bother. Brodie was all that mattered. 
I craned my neck to the dimly lit bar beyond. Soft piano music trickled out. A hot bath and bed were calling to me after the fitness test, but Rachel was right. It had been so long since I’d sat and enjoyed a quiet pint. Maybe I could get wild and have a bag of salted peanuts. I couldn’t turn down the opportunity of a night off-duty. 
I squeezed Brodie in a hug and kissed the top of his head. “Be good for Auntie Rachel.”
“If I’m going to be a pirate. Will you get me a real sword?”
Not this again. “No swords in the house.”
His face dropped. “I need one.”
“I can’t buy you weapons.”
“A dog then?”
“We’ll talk about it later.”
“That’s a yes.” His huge grin lit his face, and he jumped up and down. My heart ached. He looked so much like his mother when he smiled.
“It’s not a yes.”
“It’s a yes.”
My sister shepherded Brodie toward the foyer. His excited squeal drifted over the rumble of the milling guests. “I’m getting a puppy!”
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