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“Joooooooooooie!” my brother’s voice bellows from across the house. “Where is your Mary Poppins bag?”

Jack, my boyfriend, snickers behind me. I told him my propensity for giant purses that have the same function as a kitchen’s junk drawer is a well-known and much chided fact in my family, especially with my brother. Greg is three and a half years younger than I am and is as annoying as little brothers come. At least he used to be. He grew up into a nice adult, but he still pokes fun at me because of my bags.

Greg comes racing through the doorway of the guest room, breathing heavily. “Please tell me you have the giant monstrosity with you and somewhere inside it is a safety pin.”

Rolling the biggest bag I own to the middle of the floor, I begin opening compartments. “You think I would come to your wedding without my baby? Someone has to be prepared around here, and obviously it’s not you.”

Jack snickers again, staring at himself in the floor-length mirror as he situates his tie. Jack Pride and I began dating several months ago after meeting at Flinton State University. He was the assistant coach for the football team, and I was a returning, non-traditional student when we ran into each other. And I do mean ran into each other. Like, barrel-me-over, drop-everything-on-the-ground, butt-bruised-for-days, ran into each other.

It wasn’t love at first sight, but neither of us really believes in that junk. Instead, we’ve been building a solid relationship. I love him, which is a nice surprise since it’s something I had given up finding long ago. And he loves me, which is something he never thought he’d find again after his wife lost her battle with cancer. Now, here we are on my baby brother’s wedding day, and they’re making fun of my strong organizational skills.

They all think they’re a bunch of funny guys.

At the sight of my black, fold-up rolling case, chock-full of all of life’s necessities, Greg visibly relaxes. “I never thought I’d be so grateful for your magical abilities to stuff a suitcase so full of crap, but today, I really am.”

“Hey!” I exclaim as I find my box of pins. “How dare you call this a suitcase! This is a ZÜCA pro-travel with an alloy aluminum frame, five zippered pouches, including four that pull out like drawers, and is designed to double as a chair for anyone up to three hundred pounds.” I spin around and smirk at him as I open a tiny container in his face.

One of Greg’s eyebrows raises ever so slightly. “Working really hard to break that old English nanny image that you hate so much, aren’t you?”

I slap him playfully on the arm and Jack belly laughs behind me. I vaguely hear him mutter “nailed it,” but ignore him in favor of more important things.

Greg hands me his boutonniere to attach to his lapel and takes another deep breath.

“Wow. I’ve never seen you nervous like this. Not even when you married Libby.”

“I’m not sure I cared so much when I married Libby.”

Briefly, my eyes flicker up to his and then back down, as I try not to push too hard through the material and poke him. Libby, his ex-wife, was nothing but trouble. Still is. From the beginning, I didn’t like her. Thought she was just looking for someone to take care of her so she didn’t have to work, which still seems true. That part I could deal with, as irritating as it was. What I couldn’t deal with, or I should rephrase . . . what I was forced to bite my tongue about was how she treated Greg. She was never kind to him unless she wanted something. She was constantly putting him down and emasculating him in front of people. Using him as a target for her nastiness. They weren’t married for long, but over the years it wore him down. I hated it.

When he finally pulled his head out of his ass and let their marriage dissolve, I cheered. Not in front of him, of course. But I’m sure Isaac has stories of the big ole smile on my face when I got the call that the divorce was finalized. Since then, Libby still tries to use Greg’s daughter, my niece Peyton, to get her way. Ever since he started dating Elena, though, his backbone has grown back.

I’d like to give Elena all the credit for the confidence I see in Greg again, but I don’t think it’s just her. I think when you have two people who love each other so much that their focus is always on making the other one happy, they can’t help but both be built up. It makes the romantic side of me swoon. Even if it is my brother.

“For what it’s worth,” I say quietly, “I think this one is forever.”

Greg flashes me a lopsided grin. “I know this one is forever. But I also know we have five kids in this wedding who are remarkably well-behaved right now. That means at any moment, all hell is going to break loose.”

I giggle because he’s right. Between Peyton, Elena’s three girls, and her friend Callie’s son, Christopher, they’ll be lucky if everyone makes it down the aisle. “There.” I pat his lapel. “All finished.”

He exhales another deep breath and kisses me on the cheek. “Thanks, sis. I’m gonna see if we’re ready to get started before Libby gets a stick up her ass and shows up raising holy hell.”

“Is she still drinking all the time?” I ask with a roll of my eyes. It’s really hard to remember she gave birth to my sweet niece sometimes.

“Now more than ever.” My jaw clenches at the thought of her being drunk around Peyton. The only reason I’m maintaining this much control is because Peyton is currently safe and sound next door with my mother, and because when she’s not here, they live with Libby’s mother, who seems to do a nice job with her granddaughter, even if she lets her daughter get away with whatever she wants.

Greg struts toward the door, pulling his phone out of his pocket. I assume he’s texting his bride-to-be to see if it’s go time. “Don’t worry. Full custody is next on the family to-do list.”

“What?” I screech, his only response is laughter coming from down the hallway.

I pivot towards Jack and know I look insane. Obviously, the bomb Greg just dropped temporarily paralyzed my eyes and jaw because I can’t seem to close either. “Did you hear what he just said?”

“I did.” Jack wraps his arms around me and kisses me on the temple.

“He’s finally going to fight her for custody.” I’m stunned by his admission and giddy with delight.

“I know.”

Wrapping my arms around Jack, I nestle into his chest and get comfortable. I didn’t mind being single for as long as I was. I was busy raising my son and working full time during those eighteen years. But when we stand like this, I remember my favorite part of being in a relationship. I love the physical touch. Not the sex. Although I like that, too. I just like the intimacy of holding onto Jack and breathing him in. Of feeling like we’re more solid together. Like we’re a team, and we protect each other. I had no idea I missed it until Jack showed up in my life. Now, I only hope I never lose it. I have a bad feeling it would be like losing my left limb if he was gone.

“Can you guys not do that in here? I have to sleep on that bed tonight.” Pulling back, I shoot my son Isaac a mom-glare. He ignores me and stands in the doorway. “Uncle Greg says it’s time to get a move on. Something about nap time after a sugar crash.”

Over the months, the tension between the two most important men in my life has dissolved a bit. Somehow, someway, Isaac and Jack have fallen into two separate roles. When they’re at the house, they interact like acquaintances—they’re polite, talk about sports, and don’t get in each other’s way. Jack doesn’t push Isaac to be friends. And Isaac doesn’t try to one-up Jack. When they’re on the field, they slip right back into coach/player mode. Jack is in charge and Isaac does what he’s told. It’s a balancing act, but they make it work because they both love me.

“No more couch for you tonight?” Jack asks my son as we pull apart, the three of us heading through the house and out the back door.

“Nope. Since Greg and Elena are going to a hotel tonight, I get the guest bed.” Isaac stretches his arms out like his back hurts. “I’m glad, too. I’m too big for that tiny little couch. I slept like shit last night.”

“Watch your mouth,” I reprimand. “You know I don’t like hearing that language.”

When I hear Jack chuckle, I don’t have to look over to know Isaac is rolling his eyes at me. Mostly because Jack cusses like a sailor, but I never reprimand him. Maybe someday I’ll lay off Isaac, too. But not anytime soon.

My men hold the door open for me, and we step out into a beautiful scene of white folding chairs, the nice wooden kind, white lace, and white flowers strung from tree to tree. There’s a white archway covered in the same floral arrangements in the corner of Elena’s yard. Because Greg and Elena live next door to each other, they removed the privacy fence in between to open up the space. It works. Greg’s side is ready for the reception. Elena’s is ready for the ceremony. And the groom, well . . . he looks equally nervous and excited as he chats up Elena’s mom.

We make our way to the chairs, sitting on the second row—me between the men I love most in the world. There aren’t many people here. My parents, Elena’s parents, a few people from each other’s jobs. It’s small but intimate. Only the people who love them the most are here to share in the celebration. Only the people who know how hard the road was until they found each other. It’s hard to describe how happy I am for my brother. He deserves this. He deserves Elena.

“You ever thought about getting married again?”

Jack’s question surprises me, but doesn’t freak me out. I can tell by the look on his face he’s not proposing, just making normal wedding conversation.

“I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “I guess I never thought I’d be in a position where I’d want to, so I haven’t put much thought into it. What about you?”

“Same thing, I think. I always assumed I’d only get married once. Never really thought I’d meet someone I wanted to spend my life with again.”

Isaac leans across me. “If this is your way of proposing to my mother, you’re doing a terrible job. Even Peter the water boy has more game than that.”

Jack shoots him a look while I giggle. “I wasn’t proposing, Stevens. I was making conversation. You just sit over there and look pretty.”

Isaac opens his mouth, no doubt with some form of witty comeback, when music begins piping through the outdoor stereo system.

It’s time.

As everyone takes their seats, Jack grabs my hand, recognizing before I do how emotional I feel. My baby brother, who I have loved since he was a tiny, bald baby, is getting married to a woman I feel privileged to know. Just as my eyes begin to water, Isaac hands me a tissue.

Greg takes his place at the front with Dave from the gym, his lone best man. A few seconds go by and finally the back door to Elena’s house opens, her friend Callie marching down the aisle first.

Callie’s wearing a lovely teal dress which complements her skin tone. She’s carrying more of those beautiful white flowers, a huge smile on her face. When she gets to the front of the aisle, she takes her place on the opposite side of my brother and eyes the door she just came out of. It’s odd. And it makes me wonder what’s going on. I’m curious enough that my eyes keep darting back and forth between her and the door, but no one comes out. Finally, my beautiful niece and Elena’s daughter Max come out holding hands. Each of them is carrying a basket of flowers, but at three and four years old, they’re not interested in dropping petals as much as they are at staying together.

Once they make it halfway down, Elena’s two older girls follow, wearing the same beautiful white dresses their sisters have on. As I watch the older two sprinkle the aisle with flowers, it occurs to me, I now have four nieces. The thought brings a giant smile to my face.

The girls all take their places at the front and once again we wait.

And wait.

And wait.

Finally, we hear a high-pitched shriek, and Christopher comes running out of the house like his pants are on fire. He races down the aisle, throws the pillow with the rings right at Greg’s head, and runs past everyone to the playscape.

Callie, who seems to have anticipated this move, is just a few steps behind yelling, “Christopher, you get over here right now! We talked about this. You get no cake if you climb up there, do you understand me?”

But it’s too late. He shimmies his way to the top. Not to the top of the slide. Oh no. To the very top of the roof of the little fort where no one can reach him without a ladder.

I swivel my head and catch Greg’s eye. He’s just laughing and shaking his head, completely unconcerned that his ring bearer has just gone AWOL. As I watch, he reaches in his pocket and pulls out the rings that should have been on the pillow.

Elena wasn’t kidding when she said Greg is a child whisperer. Apparently he’s good with anticipating their every move, too. I should have known better.

“Please tell me you don’t want any more children,” Jack whispers into my ear. “I’m too old to handle this kind of shit.”

I laugh quietly into my hand and shake my head. “No way. This shop is closed, buddy.”

“Thank Christ,” he mumbles, making me laugh even harder.

Before he can say another word, the music changes again, and we all rise as my soon-to-be sister-in-law steps out of the house.

Elena is gorgeous in a short, A-line sundress. It’s white, of course, with an intricate lace overlay. She’s wearing teal shoes, the same color as Callie’s dress, and she’s carrying an identical flower bouquet. Her long, dirty blond hair is half up-half down, boasting big, soft curls. But what makes her the most stunning is her smile.

Well, that and her legs. If that’s what spin class does for everyone’s calves, I may need to reconsider my stance on regular exercise.

She can’t take her eyes off my brother as she walks toward him, which of course makes my eyes water. Jack squeezes my hand tightly when I sniffle, understanding why I’m so emotional. He has a younger sister who has been through rough times. He gets how happy I am that my brother has finally found his happiness. Greg can finally blossom into a good man with a good woman by his side.

As the ceremony goes on and Greg and Elena vow themselves to each other for as long as they both shall live, one stray tear makes its way down my cheek.

Greg and Elena make me believe in true love again. And when it’s right, it’s a very beautiful thing.
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As Joie stumbles into our room, I grab her by the arm to steady her.

“You okay, there, babe?” I ask as I right her. “I didn’t realize you drank so much.”

Holding on to me for balance, she says, “I didn’t. My feet are killing me.” Sure enough, she doesn’t wait until the door closes before taking off her shoes and tossing them aside. “I’ve gotten soft from wearing flip flops to class every day.”

“Wearing five-inch spikes on your heels don’t help your comfort any, I’m sure.”

“Don’t make fun of my heels. They’re the only way I can feel anything other than short next to you.” She smiles at me while she reaches for the zipper on the back of her dress. “Besides, it was kind of nice not having to reach all the way up on my tiptoes when I wanted to kiss you.”

Spinning her around, I attack her zipper to help her out of her clothes. “You don’t need to go through that much effort anyway. If you ever want a kiss, all you have to do is ask. I’ll lean over for you.”

Her dress practically floats to the floor, landing at her feet in a puff of dark blue chiffon, leaving her in just her bra and panties. They’re black. And lacy. And giving her a chaste kiss is no longer a priority.

“My eyes are up here, Pride.”

My eyes snap up to hers as she smirks. Busted.

“Weddings make me horny.”

“They do not,” she argues, and she’s right. They really don’t, but every time she throws her head back and laughs, my mission is accomplished anyway. I love making her happy, and it doesn’t take much. A bouquet of purple flowers. A funny meme. A cheesy joke. It all makes her laugh, and her laughter makes me feel like I’m doing my job as her significant other.

I shrug and toss my tie and jacket onto the freshly made bed. “Must be that sexy lingerie you’re wearing then. Care to join me in the bath?”

She narrows her eyes at me, putting her hands on her hips. Her pose makes me want to strip the lace right off her body, but I have more important plans. “Are you offering me dirty sex in the bathtub?”

“I was offering you a nice, relaxing bath. But since you mentioned dirty sex, I’m game.”

She rolls her eyes, but takes my hand anyway and follows me in the bathroom. For a hotel, the bathroom is good sized. We didn’t spring for anything fancy when we booked the reservation. Just some local franchise place. The room is pretty standard, but the bathroom was a surprise for both of us. Double vanity with granite countertops. Separate glass shower with a garden tub. I’ve never seen a bathroom like this in a hotel before, but I’m not complaining either. I just plan to take advantage of it.

As I set the water to the perfect temperature, Joie uses her fancy shower gel to make giant bubbles. Then we strip down to our birthday suits, and I help her climb in with me. As much as I’d love to sit her on my lap and have her ride me until the waves spill over the side onto the floor, just relaxing is nice, too. It’s been a long day for both of us.

We practically melt into each other, Joie running her hands up and down my arms lazily and playing with the bubbles.

“It was a nice wedding,” I finally say, kissing her gently behind the ear and nuzzling into her more.

“Mmm,” she replies noncommittally.

This right here. This is what I like about being in a relationship. Knowing someone well enough, trusting someone deeply enough, that we can be together without expectations of keeping the other entertained. That we can talk about our day without it making it all dramatics and emotional hoo-ha.

“Elena seems really nice.”

Joie sighs. “She’s really great. Perfect for Greg. I’m so glad he found her.”

“I’m so glad I found you.”

She reaches up and cups my cheek, stroking my scruff gently before going back to playing with the bubbles.

“Do you ever feel like you’re cheating on Sheila?”

I freeze at the unexpected question. “Because we’re together?”

“Yeah.” Her shoulders shrug slightly. “I’ve never been in your situation, so I’m curious. I wanna know about your feeeeelings,” she singsongs with a giggle. I pinch her in the rib gently in response, making her squeak.

One thing I’ve always liked about Joie is she’s never seemed intimidated by a ghost. She doesn’t mind talking about my late wife. Doesn’t seem to mind that a part of me will always love her. She just accepts that part of me. I have tremendous appreciation for her respect of my feelings and that relationship.

Wrapping my arms tightly around her, I respond, “Actually, no.”

“Really? I’ve read about so many people who say they feel guilty about stuff like that.”

“I think it’s because it wasn’t sudden. It wasn’t like she fell overboard on a cruise ship and I’m left with all those ‘what ifs.’ It was a long, long process. I watched her wither away and was there when she died.”

Joie stiffens. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply anything . . .”

“No, no,” I reassure her. “I’m not trying to put you in your place. I just think when it’s sudden, like a car accident or heart attack or something, it must feel different. Jarring. We had a lot of time to prepare. There wasn’t anything left unsaid, and one of the things Sheila told me was to find someone else. Someone who would make me happy.” I lean my head back against the tub as a thought occurs to me. “Wow. It almost sounds like she broke up with me.”

“No, breaking up would be a choice. She didn’t have a choice.” Joie intertwines our fingers and kisses my knuckles. “She let you go so you could be happy.”

“Yeah. Yeah, that’s it. I guess that’s why it doesn’t feel like cheating. It feels like she gave us her blessing a long time ago.”

“Hmm.”

I know that kind of response. There’s more on her mind. “Okay, spill it,” I demand. Here I was thinking she wasn’t intimidated by a ghost. Maybe I was wrong.

“But if she hadn’t died, or if she came back somehow, would you be able to choose between us?”

It’s the question no widower ever wants to answer, because, how can you? “There is no way I can answer that correctly.”

“It’s not about answering correctly,” she says calmly. Okay, maybe my original assessment is still true. “Call it morbid curiosity. Which actually might be the wrong choice of words in this context.”

I chuckle. “I don’t think it’s a valid question. Having to choose between both of you means comparing you against each other, and that’s not a fair assessment.”

“It’s not?”

“Nope. She was the love of the first half of my life. You’re the love of the second half. Equally important. Equally loved. Equally as good. But only one of you is here rubbing your slippery, soapy ass all up and down me.”

I guide her to shift in my arms until she’s straddling me, her core right where I want it.

“What’s with all these deep questions anyway?”

She shrugs and begins rubbing herself against me. “Just my mind wandering. It started with the wedding and how they’re both on their second marriage and how we’d be on our second marriage if we got married someday . . .”

I open my mouth to respond but she cuts me off with her finger on my lips.

“. . . don’t say anything. It was only wandering thoughts. But I was thinking about the difference of marrying after a divorce versus after a death. That’s it. No big deep emotional crisis happening or anything.”

“Good,” I say as I begin kissing below her jaw. She lifts her chin to give me better access. “Because I don’t ever want you to think I love her more than I love you. I love you different, but the same.”

“I know,” she breathes, her head falling back further as she grinds down on me. “And I love you way more than I ever loved my ex.”

I smile against her soapy, smooth skin then pull back to look in her eyes. She’s beautiful like this—a sheen of sweat from the heat of the water, her mascara smudged under her eyes from the steam, the glow of pending sex. I rub my thumbs into her shoulders, watching as her eyes close, and she relaxes even more into my touch.

“Wanna move in with me?”

The question catches her off guard, but not so much that she reacts quickly. It’s more like she takes a few seconds for it to register. When it finally does, her eyes look up at me lazily.

“Yeah, I do.”

I try not to grin because I feel like there’s a “but” coming.

“But?” I coax.

“No but.” I start to relax until she says, “except . . .”

“That’s the same as a but.” She grimaces, which makes me feel bad because I wasn’t trying to embarrass her. Wrapping my hand around the back of her neck, I encourage her to continue. “Tell me. What’s on your mind?”

“I’m trying really hard not to let this influence my decision . . .”

“Isaac.”

She nods and bites her lip.

For eighteen years there was no husband or father to protect or provide for Joie and her son. The asshole ditched them. Joie’s parents were around, but Joie was young enough and too stubborn to admit she needed help. So it was her and Isaac against the world.

In some ways, I think they have a much stronger bond than parents with multiple kids. They act a lot like best friends versus parent/child. Granted, he’s a grown man, so laying down the law is long since over. But when we first started dating, it was hard for Joie not to take Isaac’s feelings into consideration. For a while, it seemed she was willing to sacrifice our relationship, so he wouldn’t be uncomfortable. So much so that I had to put him in his place and remind him of what a selfish bastard he was being.

But Joie powered through the struggle and eventually realized she deserves to be happy, too. Still, her old patterns of insecurity sometimes rear their ugly head, and she has to think through the implications before making a decision. Now is one of those times.

“Baby, look at me.” She focuses through her lashes. Damn, she’s beautiful. “Be really, really honest with me.” She nods and takes a breath. “You’re worried he’ll be mad and won’t approve, right?” She nods again. “But after everything we went through before, don’t you think, even if he has concerns at first, he’ll eventually get over it?”

She sighs and leans into me, looping her arms around my neck and resting her head on my shoulder. “I know he’ll be okay with it. He’ll be more than okay. I think maybe I’m more anxious about telling him than about his reaction. Like the anticipation being worse than the outcome.”

Rubbing my hands down her naked back, I try to validate her concerns. I don’t totally understand them, but that doesn’t make them any less real. It’s no different than my desire to win football games. She may never understand the gravity of that desire, but she would never disregard it. And for all her independence and strength, the one thing that can bring her to her knees is the worries she has as a mom. I have to respect that.

“Would it help if I asked for his blessing?”

A giggle erupts from her. “What?”

Laughter is good. That means her anxiety is dissipating. “You know, man to man. To make sure he knows my intentions.”

She pulls back to look at me. The waves keep dropping so her nipples peek out above the water line before disappearing again. It’s very distracting.

“I don’t think that’s necessary.” Her hands come to my cheeks and she scratches my scruff. “But I appreciate it. And I’d love for you to be there so we can tell him together.”

I break out into a smile. “So is that a yes?”

“Of course it is. Was there really any question?”

I pull her to me, crushing her lips to mine, no more confirmation needed.
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Breaking the news to Isaac wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be. Yes, his jaw clenched for a few seconds when the words “Jack is moving in with me” registered. And yes, he took a deep breath, probably to calm himself. But then he said, “I’m glad you found someone who makes you happy.”

Yep. I was shocked.

As it turns out, the hardest part was deciding where we were going to live.

Jack has lived in Flinton for ten years, so he wanted to stay close to campus. Staying close to campus, though, meant either me moving into his tiny apartment, or us going through the process of selling my house and buying a new one. That meant a bunch of income verifications I would never pass as a full-time student who works only six hours a week.

Granted, the idea of not having a forty-five-minute commute each day is appealing, but coming home to my house is gratifying. It’s my little slice of paradise away from the rest of the world. It reminds me of how far I’ve come from the party-hard teenage girl I once was. Plus, giving up the equity, especially since we have no idea where I’ll end up working in a few years, seemed like a poor choice when we discussed our options.

In the end, we made a compromise of sorts. Jack gave up the apartment and decided to move into my home for the next few years. Once I graduate, and we know if I’m going to get a job in San Antonio, Austin, or one of the small towns like Flinton, we’ll discuss our living arrangements again.

At least, Jack wants me to believe it’s a compromise. I think the deciding factor was his realization that moving to the outskirts of San Antonio opened up a lot of options for hole-in-the-wall restaurants to try. It’s been a while since he’s found something new and authentic.

Regardless, now my house is being overrun by boxes and bags. So many bags. You’d think it would excite me, but Jack seems to only have two kinds of carryalls—black, carry-on suitcases with wheels and Vikings duffle bags. That’s it. It’s very disappointing, not to mention non-functional for the modern-day traveler.

Jack laughed when I told him that.

With the exception of a few odds and ends still being brought in, I think we’re finally almost done with the moving part. It’s taken us most of the day, despite how little he brought with him.

Since my house was already furnished, Jack was able to take most of his stuff to Goodwill. A few pieces here and there came with him, like an old wooden trunk that Sheila had jokingly called her hope chest. It’s a beautiful piece of woodwork that looks very rustic and Texas. It’s also where Jack stores all their old photo albums and the mementos he had of their life together. No way was I making him get rid of it. It’s too important. With a piece of specially-cut glass placed on top, it now sits in our living room and acts as a coffee table. It’s like part of Jack’s past is here, welcoming him into his future.

Yes, I know that sounds ridiculously cheesy, but there’s no other way to explain why it’s important for me to have it in our line of sight all the time.

Other than that one beautiful piece and a few odds and ends, all the rest of his furniture is gone.

I look up from the box I’m unloading when the front door bangs open and Hank practically falls into the room, carrying . . .

Oh no.

“What is that doing in my house?” I practically screech. “It’s . . . it’s . . .”

“It’s fucking heavy is what it is,” Hank exclaims. “Can you grab the cushion? I think it got stuck in the door jamb.”

“Oh!” I hustle, realizing he’s going to injure himself at any moment if they don’t get it inside and put down. Seeing Jack holding up the other end, grimacing, I work as quickly as I can.

A few tugs and twists later, I have the cushion out of the way and the two big bad football coaches come staggering in, trying their hardest to place the recliner gently on the floor.

Pointing my finger at the monstrosity, I try very hard not to sound as appalled as I am. “Uh, what is that?”

Jack either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care about the look of disdain on my face. He’s smiling like it’s Christmas morning. “It’s my chair.”

“Yeah, I got that. Why is it in my living room?”

He looks dumbfounded. “Because it’s my chair.”

Hank snickers from the other side of the room as he plops down on the couch so he can lean back and close his eyes. “Hasn’t even unpacked yet and the honeymoon is already over.”

We ignore him as we continue to stare at each other—him with a big, goofy grin and me looking like I smell something bad. Come to think of it, I might be. There’s an odor in the room now that wasn’t here before. I’m not sure if it’s the men or the monstrosity.

“Jack, I know the chair is important to you, but, um, it doesn’t really, you know . . . match the décor of the room.”

I’m trying to not sound like a horrible controlling person, but I don’t do well when other people get in my space and start moving it around. Which is a terrible thing to say since we’re moving in together and, technically, this is our space. But it’s going to take a bit for me to adjust.

My attempts at being polite are obviously not working, since Jack crosses his arms and widens his stance, blocking my way past him. I’m not sure where he things I’m trying to go, but clearly he’s defensive about his recliner. And here I thought men had a weird relationship with their cars.

“Are you saying my chair is not welcome in your home? In our home?”

I can tell by the look on his face that he’s not really irritated, but I also know he isn’t going to back down because he has a point. It’s just been so long since I’ve had to share a space with anyone other than my son, I’m not sure where my hard limits are. I don’t think the chair is one of them, but . . . wow, is that thing ugly.

Choosing my words carefully again, I look him in the eye, cross my own arms, and try a different angle. “I’m saying there is an underprivileged person out there who needs it more than you do.”

My eyes narrow when he begins laughing at me. I knew he wasn’t really irritated, even though I’m headed that way.

“Really, Joie? You’re pulling the starving-kids-in-China tactic?”

“I would never do that!”

He quirks an eyebrow at me. “I think you just did.”

Huffing, I blow my bangs out of my face and cave. “Fine. I did. Did it work?”

“No.”

“Come on, Jack,” I plead. “It’s just so . . . so . . . it’s so ugly.”

His jaw drops and covers his heart like I’ve wounded him. “How dare you?! I have had my chair since I was a junior in college . . .”

“I can tell . . .”

“It has been with me longer than most of my friends. Longer than my niece and nephew have been alive. It’s a part of me.”

“Literally?” I ask, crinkling my nose. “Because it kind of smells like BO.”

Hank barks a laugh, his eyes still shut so he misses the glare Jack shoots his way. He spins back to me, and I continue with my argument.

“I mean really, Jack. What color is this anyway?”

“It’s green.”

I scoff. “Hardly. If anything, I might call it puce, and that’s being generous.”

“I call it diarrhea brown,” Hank tosses out.

“You stay out of it,” Jack chides before looking back to me. “Come on, Joie. I only brought a few things with me. This chair and my dead wife’s hope chest are the only two pieces of furniture I own anymore.”

I gape and him and point my finger. “Don’t you dare use Sheila as a sympathy card. That’s so inappropriate.”

“Oh come on. She would have used it against me.”

“It’s true,” Hank pipes up, eyes still closed. “She used to joke about her death all the time. She had a wickedly morbid sense of humor. You know she got me to open my fifty-year-old bottle of Johnny Walker Black, telling me she was gonna die? She was in remission then, and I fell for it.”

“See?” Jack says victoriously. “If Sheila wouldn’t be offended, you’re not allowed to be.”

Staring at him, my mind starts spinning. Despite his wildly inappropriate humor, I love this man with all my heart, and I want this to be his home, too. I want him to feel like he belongs here with me. Like he can’t wait to come home to me. And darn him for playing on my sympathies, because it works. I hate that Sheila’s gone and all that’s left of her is in that trunk. As ridiculous as it sounds, the more I’ve learned about her, the more I know I would have liked her, and I have no intentions of ever disrespecting her. Even if Jack has a morbid sense of humor sometimes.

My face must show everything I’m thinking because he’s trying really hard not to smile.

“Please? For me?”

Throwing my hands in the air, I give up with an “Argh! Fine!”

“Thanks, babe!” He leans in for a kiss, but his lips end up on my palm instead when I hold up my hand.

“Wait.”

“What?” he asks, looking confused.

“Here we go,” Hank mumbles under his breath. This time it’s me shooting daggers at him.

Swiveling back to Jack, I give him my idea. “The key to a healthy relationship is knowing when to compromise, right?”

Jack shrugs. “Yeah, I guess.”

“I think it should go in the third bedroom.”

He gapes. “How am I supposed to use it when I’m watching TV if it’s not in the living room?”

“I was thinking about that. I know we were talking about replacing my TV with yours because it’s a bit newer. Instead, what if we make that third bedroom into a man-cave, of sorts?”

His eyebrows shoot up at the idea and I know I’ve got his attention. But I can also see the gears shifting in his brain. “A man cave, huh?”

“Yep. I use it as an office now, but the only thing I really need is the desk and maybe the book shelf. And there’s plenty of space to put your memorabilia and stuff up.”

He scratches at the scruff on his jaw. “I’d get my chair and the TV and be able to hang up some of my sports stuff?”

“Yep,” I say again.

Rubbing the back of his neck, he tosses out his own compromise. “Can I get a mini-fridge for beer?”

“Done.” I throw out my hand so we can shake on it. He takes it and flashes me a huge grin.

“We’re nailing this living together thing already.”

Then he pulls me into his arms and kisses the living daylights out of me, while Hank keeps his eyes closed and pretends not to notice.
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Driving fifty miles to and from work isn’t my idea of a good time. But over the last few days, I’ve learned there are a couple of advantages to it.

First, sports radio. Before I get to work now, I’ve heard all the highlights, which saves me time once I get to the office.

Second, I’ve scoped out at least three new restaurants Joie and I are going to have to try. One of them specializes in Mongolian food, which I’m not sure is actually authentic, but I could eat the hell out of some spicy Szechuan beef, so it may be worth it.

Last, I have lots of time to talk to my sister. And after months of encouraging her, she’s finally decided to move her family down to this neck of the woods.

“So plans are still on track to get you here next month?” I ask, as I maneuver my truck into the private parking lot by the stadium.

“So far, so good,” she says with a yawn. That’s not good. If she’s already tired at ten o’clock in the morning, it usually means she’s having a rough go of it with Oli, my nephew. “We’re still scheduled to close on the morning of the nineteenth. I may need you to hang out with the kids that morning, so I don’t have to keep Oli with me while I’m signing a bunch of legal documents.”

“What day is that?”

“A Monday. We’ll drive in the day before and stay at a hotel. I hope I can sign all the papers before eleven, so you guys can just hang out at the hotel until I get done. Then we can go straight over and start unpacking.”

Climbing out of my car, I slam the door behind me, my skin immediately breaking into a sweat. You’d think late April would have spring-like temperatures, but not in Texas. Here we have four seasons: almost summer, even hotter summer, still summer, and Christmas. I neglected to remind Greer of that bit of trivia when making plans for the move.

“I still can’t believe you’re driving the U-Haul and towing your car,” I say with a chuckle. “You’re a Texas woman already, and you haven’t even gotten here.”

She laughs quietly. “No, I’m just a single mom. Comes with the territory.”

“Yeah, I suppose so.” The blast of the air conditioning when I walk in the athletic center immediately cools me off and actually makes me a bit chilly. You never know what the inside temperatures are going to be like in these buildings. I swear the maintenance faculty get a kick out of making us guess every day. “I can’t wait for you guys to get here. And I think that program is going to be really good for Oli.”

Oli, my seventeen-year-old nephew, had some brain damage at birth due to oxygen deprivation, so he’s more of a handful than most teenage boys. He has all the hormones, hygiene issues, and physical changes with the brain capacity of an eight-year-old. Plus, his impulse control is basically shot. It’s been a long haul for Greer, especially once she got divorced and her ex went to jail. But being closer to me means I can help out more, so Greer can have a break sometimes.

“I’m really excited about that program,” she says. “I’ve already talked to the special ed director, and we’re going to get all his paperwork done immediately so he can start this summer.”

“You mean like summer school? That kind of sucks.”

“Not really. If he takes a summer off, he loses all the social skills he gains over the year. Plus, it gives me consistent time to work, even if it is shortened hours.”

“Just be prepared for more fights about taking a shower,” I say with a chuckle. “He’s gonna come home smelling like cows every day.”

“Can’t be worse than him smelling like teenage boy.”

Taking the short cut through the locker room to my office, the overwhelming odor proves her point. We’re not even in season, and these kids still don’t wash their lucky socks. “You got me there,” I admit. “If he smells anything like this locker room, you have my sincerest apologies.”

Greer’s laugh comes through the receiver, and I can’t help but smile, knowing she’s going to be okay. I worry about my baby sister. She’s dealt with a lot over the years, and none of it was deserved.

“I don’t think it’s that bad. But I’m not going to try to prove you wrong any time soon. You can keep that stinky room to yourself.”

“Wimp,” I mutter, making her laugh again. “Hey listen, I’m at work now so I need to let you go. But you’ll call me if you change your mind about me flying up there to drive you down?”

I can practically hear the roll of her eyes. “Yes, Jack. I’ll call you.”

“Don’t make fun. It’s my job to take care of you.”

“No, it’s my job to take care of me. It’s your job to be supportive. And you do it very well, so quit worrying.”

“Yes, ma’am.” That’s a lie, and we both know it. I’ll never stop worrying about her.

After pulling up my schedule and making the few phones calls I need to make, I start going over some tapes from potential recruits. For the most part, we’ve got next year’s lineup all ready to go. We’d be running behind at this point if we didn’t. But there’s always someone who surprises us last minute, and we don’t want to miss out. That one late bloomer could get away if we aren’t watching.

I look up when I hear a knock at my door.

“Stevens? What are you doing here?”

“I was hoping I could talk to you for a minute . . . Jack.”

Immediately I’m on guard. Stevens has never called me by my first name unless we’re at Joie’s house. “I take it I need to change out my coach hat for my boyfriend hat?”

He nods sheepishly. “Is that all right? It can wait. I just didn’t want to talk about it in front of my mom.”

Now I’m really on guard. He and Joie don’t keep many secrets, and I’m certainly not close enough to him to be included in them. “I’ve got time. Have a seat . . . Isaac.”

He smirks knowing we have an understanding now. This conversation is personal. I’m not sure if that’s an improvement on our relationship or if I need to watch my back. Whatever is going on, it must be big.

Leaning back, I clasp my hands behind my neck. “It’s a little late to say your piece about my moving into the house.”

“Nah. That doesn’t bother me.”

“It doesn’t?”

“No. I actually feel better about you living there.”

Well, color me surprised. I never expected that reaction.

“I know we’ve lived there forever, and we have great neighbors,” he continues, “but I never liked her living alone. It makes me feel better, knowing she has security detail there.”

I snicker. “Is that your way of conveniently forgetting I’m her boyfriend?”

He looks amused that I’ve caught on. “Hell, yes. No way I wanna think about what goes on in that house when I’m not there.”

“You don’t have to worry. It’s all very respectful.”

Isaac makes some gagging noises, making me laugh. It’s nice to joke around with him a bit. I don’t think we’ll be best friends or anything, but mutual respect and understanding works for me.

Still, he’s here for a reason and now that I know it’s not about me, I’m even more concerned. “So what’s going on? It must not be good if you’re tracking me down in the middle of the day.”

He rubs his bottom lip, elbows resting on his knees, before he speaks. “My dad called me.”

I try to contain my composure. Isaac’s dad left Joie high and dry with a toddler years ago. He never helped. Rarely showed up. Even if he had a solid relationship with Isaac, I’d be pissed about the way he treated Joie. But as far as I know, there’s never been a relationship. That makes this so much worse. So I go with the noncommittal response.

“How long has it been since you’ve seen him?”

He shrugs. “Twelve, thirteen years at least. I was like ten or something.”

I have a bad feeling I know what’s happening here, but I don’t dare tell him my initial assessment. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen a deadbeat dad come out of the woodwork once his long-forgotten kid becomes a star.

“Is this the first time he’s contacted you?”

“A few months ago, I noticed he was following me on social media. He’d like some of my posts or make small comments. Nothing big.” He shrugs.

“But?”

“The timing was suspect.”

“How so?”

Isaac blows out a breath and rubs his hand over the top of his head. I already have an idea what he’s about to say. He looks uncomfortable, which I understand. Saying it out loud makes it more real. “He didn’t find me until after I got my scholarship.”

I nod in understanding, still waiting for him to come to his own conclusions before I say my piece. “And you think it’s because he saw all the press on it.”

He shrugs again. “Awfully coincidental, don’t ya think?”

I nod but let him continue. It’s a lot to process.

“I was hoping you could tell me what to do. Or at least what to make of this.”

Choosing my words carefully, I say, “Well, I’m sure he’s proud of you.”

He laughs humorlessly. “Of course he is. I’m on the starting line for his favorite football team. That’s not what I’m asking.”

“What are you asking?”

“I figure you’ve been doing this for a long time, and you’ve probably seen this before. Are they, the dads that just show up, are they ever for real, or is it just more games?”

I was hoping we could avoid this question, but I would be doing him a disservice if I didn’t tell him the truth.

“You’re right. I have seen this before. It’s not an uncommon thing.”

“And?”

“And I’m sorry to say, but I’ve never seen it end well.”

“Never?”

I shake my head. “Don’t misunderstand. I don’t know your father from anyone else on the street. I don’t know if he’s a recovering alcoholic and he’s making amends, twelve-step style. Or if he’s had a come-to-Jesus moment and is trying to atone for his sins. But if nothing else, I’d be leery. And if you choose to let him into your life, I’d make him prove it’s for the right reasons before trusting him. Not at this stage in your career.”

He nods and bites his bottom lip as he thinks over what I’ve said. “Any advice on how to handle it?”

“What do you want to do?”

“I want to tell him to go to hell and then beat him to a pulp for what he did to me and my mom.”

I can’t help but chuckle at his response. “I can respect that. Wouldn’t mind throwing a punch or two of my own on your mom’s behalf.”

Isaac smiles. “See? Security detail.”

The fact that he can make a joke in the middle of all this means he’s gonna be okay. He has a lot to process, but is still handling it better than most of the kids I see who get starry-eyed at the idea of having a relationship with their long-lost father. It’s sad to watch because no matter how long it’s been or how angry they are, there’s a part of each of them that still wants their dad to want them. When it doesn’t work out as planned, it causes a lot of turmoil. We help them channel it appropriately on the field as best as we can, but it doesn’t make it any easier on them emotionally.

“I think I just want him to go away. Or at least not contact me during the season. If he’s interested in me at all, it better not be about football.”

“That’s understandable. Maybe talk to him a couple more times. Feel him out when he calls. You’ll know what he’s after at some point.”

“Okay. Yeah.” He goes silent for a few minutes as he absorbs our conversation. I watch him. I don’t have anywhere to be. “I have to get to class,” he finally says, grabbing his backpack and heading for the door. “Thanks for leveling with me, Jack.”

“Hey,” I call out, “is there a reason you didn’t go to your mom about this?”

He grabs the doorknob and pivots around to look at me. “It’s not that I don’t want her to know. I kind of wanted to know what I was going to do about it before having that whole discussion about loving her the most even if he’s back. Also, now that you’re involved, it’s better if it comes from you first.” He flashes me a shit-eating grin.

“You’re a little shit, you know that, Isaac?” I jest.

“Yep,” he says, waggling his eyebrows. “I’m sure you guys are all in the ‘no secrets’ stage of your relationship or whatever so have fun with that conversation.”

I roll my eyes. “Get out of here. You’re gonna be late to class, and I don’t wanna bench your ass for ineligibility.”

Snapping his legs together, he salutes me. “On it, Coach.” Then he turns on his heel and leaves.

Stevens no more than rounds the corner of the hallway when Hank saunters in and leans against my desk, crossing his ankles. “Should I pass out the congratulatory cigars or something?”

I don’t bother looking up from the email I’m opening. “What are you talking about?”

“You just became a daddy today! That was some great fatherly advice.”

“What?” If he was trying to make me look at him, it worked. He has my full attention. “How did you hear that? Were you standing outside the door with a glass pressed up against it?”

“You don’t know these walls are paper thin?”

“No.”

“Oh yeah. I can hear everything,” he says with a wave of his hand. “Remember that time you were banging that blonde over your desk?”

“I have never had sex in my office. Ever.”

“Huh. Maybe that was me and Renee.” I grimace and immediately back my hands away from the desk, running through my memories of any unknown substances I may have accidentally touched in the last ten years. “Anyhoo, the walls are paper thin.”

“Now you tell me.” I begin searching through my file cabinet, looking for the anti-bacterial wipes Joie made me bring one day. “I could have been talking shit about you all these years.”

“But you weren’t. So tell me, how are we going to handle this Stevens situation?”

Aha. Found them. Now if I can only get the loose wipey thing through the damn hole at the top of the canister . . .

“You don’t think it’s a coincidence his daddy called.” I push Hank off my desk as I begin the tedious process of de-contaminating.

“Nope. Look what was posted yesterday morning.” He hands me his phone with an article pulled up. Holding it with the wipe still in my hand, all I see is the title before it all makes sense.

Scouts List Flinton State’s Isaac Stevens as a Potential Draft Pick.

The article straight out of this morning’s Austin paper mentions some interview, in which Stevens’s name was mentioned as a potential prospect. It lists all his current stats and even compares his first year pics with now. It’s amazing how much he has not only grown, but improved in just a couple years. I already knew that, but it seems that others are starting to notice as well. Including his elusive father.

“Well, that explains it,” I mumble.

“What are you going to do?” Hank pockets his phone and leans against my desk again.

“Nothing I can do. In the end, it doesn’t matter what I think. It matters what Stevens thinks. I’m here to help guide him if he wants it, same as all the others.”

“If he’s in here using your first name, sounds like he wants it.”

I nod and put the wipes back in the cabinet. Suddenly, imaginary germs don’t seem as important as all the other shit happening.
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I honestly wasn’t sure how living together would go, but so far, it’s pretty good. Yes, Jack leaves dirty clothes everywhere, and I don’t know when the last time was that he washed a dish. But it’s nice having him here. Just the simple things like leaving me leftovers so I have something to eat when I get home from my study group confirm this is right for us. Plus, I feel so much safer than I did before, which is weird because I never realized I felt unsafe. Something about his presence just calms me. He balances out my desire to constantly be moving. And I hope I balance out his desire to constantly be sedentary.

Now, if I could only get him to leave the toilet seat down. I almost fell in a few minutes ago. Fortunately, I didn’t scream obscenities and wake him up. Not because he doesn’t deserve it, but because I need to finish getting rid of my lady ‘stache, and I’d rather him not see me like this.

Putting the last of the bleach on my upper lip, I set the timer so I don’t lose track of time. I like to multi-task, and there’s no better time to clean a bathroom than when you have to be close to a wash rag anyway so you don’t accidentally burn your skin off.

Squatting down, I grab some cleaning supplies from under the sink. Ajax for the tub. Toilet cleaner for the commode. Scrubbing Bubbles for the tile. I stand up and turn around just as Jack pads into the room, scratching his head, his eyes barely open.

“Morning.” His voice comes out all sleepy and husky. Normally I love the sound, but right now, I’m mortified he walked in on me like this.

Whipping around so I’m facing the wall, I squeal. “Ohmygod, what are you doing in here?” The telltale sounds of him peeing answers that question for me. “Are you peeing in front of me?”

“Is that a problem?”

“Yes, it’s a problem! You can’t pee in front of me!”

“I’m not. I’m peeing behind you. Why are you facing the wall, anyway? I don’t care if you see this.”

Carefully, I place the cleaning bottles on the counter, one-by-one, trying not to drop them since I can’t move my head to see where they’re going. “Don’t you think that’s a little bit intimate?”

He snorts a laugh. “Really, babe? We have sex, but this grosses you out? And why are you still facing the wall?” The toilet flushes, and I brace myself for what’s next.

Sure enough, he takes me by the elbow and spins me around, a curious stare crossing his features as he takes in my appearance. “Is that like that Nair stuff or something?”

“It’s bleach. And you’re not supposed to see me like this.”

He looks so confused at that statement. “Why?”

“Because you’re not supposed to know your live-in girlfriend has to bleach her mustache.”

“Really? I had my tongue in your pussy last night, but I can’t see a little goop on your face?”

I gasp and begin laughing, smacking him playfully. “Jack! I can’t believe you said that! You’re so crude.”

“You love it when I’m crude.” He pulls me into his arms, careful not to get my face near his chest, and nuzzles into my neck. “I know it makes you horny when I tell you how much I love your pussy and how good it feels on my dick when you come.”

I suck in a breath. He’s right. It turns me on, but I’ll never admit it. “So crass,” I murmur, as he kisses down my neck.

“Only for you.”

“Lies. You cuss like a sailor.”

He chuckles in my ear. “You’ve got me. But I only dirty talk for you.” Kissing my neck again, he pulls away. “When does that crap come off? I wanna give you a proper good morning kiss.”

“Here.” I reach behind me, pulling his toothbrush out of the silver holder and slap it in his hand. “Brush first. I only have about two more minutes to go.”

“That’s it?”

“I’ve been doing this for years. It’s just maintenance every few weeks.”

A blob of toothpaste falls into the sink when he squeezes it onto his brush. He doesn’t even notice, so I reach over the clean it up while he tries to talk and brush at the same time.

“Shee?” His words sound slurred around the bubbles in his mouth. “It waddn’t sho bad telling me abou that, wight?”

The buzzer goes off, and I grab my wash rag, the one with other bleach stains already on it, and quickly clean up my face. “I suppose not. There are just some things a lady doesn’t want her man to know about. Masculine facial hair is one of them.”

He spits and wipes his lips on the hand towel—ew. Mental note to replace that every morning before using it on my hands—and leans over for a kiss. “Many a bearded lady made a good living in the circus off that facial hair. No judgement here.”

I laugh while rolling my eyes at him. He’s ridiculous. And messy. As he heads out of the bathroom to go throw some pants on, he leaves the hand towel crumpled up on the counter. Sighing, I remind myself leaving it in a heap almost guarantees I won’t accidentally forget that it’s dirty and use it.

Following a few seconds behind him, I toss the towels into their respective baskets—hand towel with the rest of the towels. Wash rag in with the whites that will also be bleached later. Pre-sorting like this has saved me a lot of time over the years.

“Come help me make the bed,” I bellow over my shoulder as I toss all the pillows on the floor.

“That’s my least favorite chore,” he calls back, but he shuffles around the bed to help, dressed in some old sweatpants and a T-shirt. He’s very careful not to walk around the house without being somewhat dressed. I’m not sure if he’s always done that or if it’s out of respect in case Isaac shows up unannounced. If it’s for Isaac’s sake, I hope he’ll stop. This is his home, too. If he wants to walk around naked, I have no problem with it. None at all.

“You mean you have a favorite one?” I playfully scold while we fluff the top sheet and blanket, then pull it up at the same time, smoothing it out.

“Okay, true. I don’t really like any chore. But making a bed seems pointless. We’re just gonna undo it tonight and mess it all up again.”

“What? A made bed makes the room look cleaner,” I argue, tossing the pillows back on. “Plus there’s nothing like the feeling of sliding your feet in between cool, tight sheets.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Is the word sheets code for something dirty?”

I shake my head in amusement and snatch some yoga pants out of the drawer. “Always with the dirty mind.”

“It’s your fault. It started when you had that sexy-ass goop on your face while I had my morning wood.”

“You wouldn’t have seen that goop if you hadn’t come in to pee in front of me.”

He stops and looks at me quizzically. “Does it really bother you that much?”

I shrug because the way he’s looking at me makes me feel embarrassed by my feelings. Is it really that weird? Am I just so set in my ways because I haven’t had to share my space that normal things couples do don’t feel normal to me?

“Joie, if it’s really that big of a deal, I’ll use the half bath next time.”

“Well, now I feel bad for making it into a thing.”

“Don’t. I honestly don’t get it. You literally watched me come all over your stomach that one time, so I don’t quite see how this is different.” I blush at the memory. That was a good night. “But if it makes you uncomfortable, I can adjust. I’m not gonna invalidate your feelings because they’re different than mine.”

I look up at him through my lashes and have this strange, overwhelming feeling in my chest, like I’ve fallen for him even more because of his goodness.

“I might make fun of you for them, but I won’t invalidate them.”

And now my regular Jack is back. Sometimes I have to remind myself it’s a good thing I have the same crazy sense of humor he has. He never would have made it past the front door with me if I didn’t.

“No,” I sigh. “Don’t stay out of the bathroom. I’ll deal with it. I can’t guarantee I’ll ever pee in front of you, but I won’t look when you do it.”

He shrugs. “Okay, but if you change your mind, just tell me. And Joie”—I look up at him, not sure what to expect from him next; he’s pretty ornery this morning—“just know, someday you’re going to accidentally fart in front of me, and that’s okay, too.”

My jaw drops open. “Excuse you, Mister. Ladies do not fart. They whisper in their panties.” I stick my tushy out, put my finger to my lips and make a “shhhhhhhh” sound. Jack laughs so hard, I legitimately think he’s going to fall over. Walking past him to the kitchen, a smirk lights up my face for having gotten the upper hand.

He follows behind me, still chuckling and wiping his eyes. “That was so funny. I’ve never heard that before.”

Snatching two mugs out of the cabinet, I grab the ready-made coffee and begin pouring us both a cup. Thank goodness for timers on coffee makers. “Never?”

“No.” He sniffs and pulls himself back together. “It was great though.”

I smile at him as I bring the mug of look-alive juice to my lips. This right here. This is what I enjoy so much. Bantering with him first thing in the morning. Enjoying a cup of coffee together. Getting ready for the day, side-by-side.

“So what’s your day look like?” he asks between sips. “You ready for your biology test?”

I groan. “I hope so. I don’t know what I was thinking taking Bio II this semester.”

“As opposed to what? Chemistry?”

“Yeah. But chemistry has so many more labs, I thought it was more conducive to my time management to take the second part of biology. Plus, I figured it would just be a continuation of what I already learned. I had no idea it would be this hard.”

Jack finishes his coffee in record time and drops his mug on the counter. Rounding the corner to kiss me on the top of my head, he goes right into coach mode. “You’re going to be fine. You’ve worked hard for this. Take a deep breath and stay focused. You know what you’re doing.”

I can imagine him giving the exact same pep talk to his players before a game, which makes me giggle.

“What?” He pulls away, but keeps his hand on my neck and looks at me. “Why is that funny?”

I shrug. “I think it’s cute that Coach Pride came out to play so early in the morning.”

“What can I say? It’s who I am.” He kisses me again and turns away. “I’m gonna go take a shower now. Join me?” He waggles his eyebrows up and down. I really do love playful Jack.

“Maybe in a minute. I’m gonna start gathering my things. Maybe clean up the dirty coffee mug you left sitting on the counter.” I poke fun at him for it, but it really does drive me crazy sometimes, and he knows it. Keeping a clean house isn’t his forte at all. But I have to give him some grace as we get used to living together. Neither of us has to be perfect in this endeavor. I know I’m not. I can be way too set in my ways.

Still, he has the wherewithal to look apologetic. At my reminder, he grabs the mug and begins rinsing it out. “You’re right,” he says. “I need to be better about cleaning up after myself. Or maybe I need to spring for a maid.”

Hmm. The thought actually makes me pause. I’ve always thought a maid would be a waste of money when there were able-bodied people living in the home. But I’m so exhausted from late night study groups, the idea has some merit.

“You like that idea, don’t you?” he jokes as he, no doubt, sees my eyes light up at the prospect of never having to do windows again.

“We’ll table that discussion for a later date.” Slapping him on the rear, I say, “Go. Shower. I’ll get this cleaned up and be there in a minute.”

He follows my instructions and I make quick work of cleaning the kitchen. Neither of us are big breakfast eaters, which comes in handy. Just as I shut the dishwasher, I notice the light blinking on my phone. It’s a text Isaac sent this morning.

 

Isaac: So how pissed are you?

About what?

Isaac: About dad calling.

 

My whole body runs cold. I haven’t heard from Charlie in over a decade. Why is he calling now? What does he want?

 

What? When did that happen? Did you talk to him?

Isaac: Uh . . . I take it Jack didn’t tell you about it.

 

Now I’m flushing hot. Jack knows about this? Before I do? And why didn’t he tell me? My thoughts are racing as I try to stay calm for my child, when I’m feeling anything but.

 

Nope. So why don’t you tell me. What did he say?

Isaac: Nothing much. He left a message. Jack’s seen this before so he kind of talked me through it. But I don’t know if I’m going to call him back yet.

 

I blink a few times as I get my thoughts straight. I’m so angry right now, but I’m not sure why. Is it because Charlie’s back? Is it because Jack kept this from me? Is it because Isaac doesn’t need me anymore? The only thing I know for sure is I have to stay calm for Isaac. Even if I’m furious, he doesn’t need to know that. I’ve never been more grateful to hide behind a text message.

 

Well, keep me updated. If you need me to get involved, let me know.

Isaac: I will. But I’m sure it’ll be fine.

You’ve got a good head on your shoulders. I have to get to class now. Have a great day, honey. Love you.

Isaac: Love you, too.

 

Gently placing my phone on the counter so I don’t accidentally smash it into the granite, like my muscles really, really want to right now, I turn and stomp my way into the master bedroom, straight to the bathroom. I whip open the shower curtain, making Jack squeal like a pig. Which is what I want to call him right now because I’m so angry.

“You knew Charlie called?”

“Who?” Jack crossed his arms and rubs up and down his biceps, warding off the chill that is probably beginning to take over now that the steam is gone.

“Charlie! Isaac’s dad.”

“Oh, I never knew his name.” He ducks his head under the water, droplets spraying all over the bathroom. I don’t care about the mess right now.

“Jack!” I cry out stomping my foot. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

He leans down and shuts the shower off, then twists to grab the towel off the rack to start drying off. If I wasn’t so irritated, I’d probably be lusting over his chest right about now.

“I didn’t tell you because it’s not my story to tell.”

“That’s a cop out.”

Pushing past me, he climbs out of the shower while wrapping the towel around his waist. “It’s not a cop out. If I had told you, you’d be mad the information didn’t come from Isaac, right?”

I crinkle my nose, knowing he’s right but not wanting to say it out loud.

“Instead, you’re mad at me because he did tell you. So are you really mad at me or are you just upset in general, and I happen to be here?”

In this moment, I don’t know the answer. All I know is the man who left Isaac and me high and dry is coming around again, and I’m the last one to know.

“What did you and Isaac talk about?” I can’t look at him, partially from my own embarrassment. Although I can hear the sounds of the shaving cream squirting out of the can and him rubbing it on his face.

“He came to me in my office to talk about it. At first, I thought he wanted me to move out of the house or something.”

I catch his eyes in the mirror. I didn’t realize he was worried about that.

“He assured me he actually feels safer with me here, which was nice to hear.” He pauses to run his razor through the hot water for a few seconds. “He told me his dad had called. Knew I had dealt with other players whose absent parents showed up when they started showing promise on the field. He just wanted to know my opinion—did I think Charlie . . . Charlie?” I nod. “Did I think Charlie was really interested in Isaac or was he after something?”

Jack angles his head so he can clean off the hair growth under his chin. For whatever reason, I like the sound it makes. Yet another thing I’d like about living with him if I wasn’t so full of emotion right now.

“What did you say?”

He cleans the razor off again. “I told him I didn’t know his dad, so I couldn’t say for sure. But that he needed to be careful. Make his dad prove he’s trustworthy before blindly falling into a relationship with him.”

I nod. “Okay,” I say quietly. “Okay.”

“Joie.” I look up again to find Jack staring at me in the mirror. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I wasn’t keeping it from you. It never came up, and as far as I know, there’s only been the one message. I figured Isaac was still sorting his thoughts out and needed some space.”

“I know. I don’t think I’m mad at you. I think maybe I’m just surprised.”

Jack’s lips quirk up into an understanding smile. “I was surprised, too. I never thought Isaac would come to me for man-to-man advice. But this is a good thing, right? That means he’s okay with our living arrangements.”

I smile back, even though I’m not really feeling it. “Yeah. Yeah, this is good.”

Walking slowly out of the bathroom to get ready for my day, my words don’t match my thoughts. If this is so good, why do I feel like my entire world just shifted upside down?
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Today was a shitty day. After the argument, or whatever that was Joie and I had this morning, it all kind of went downhill.

First, there was a major accident on the highway into Flinton, so I was late for a meeting with a potential recruit. The kid is a huge linebacker prospect from Alabama. We really want him, and I gave him the impression we have a lackadaisical program by not showing up on time. Not good.

Then we got a tip that one of our running backs may be juicing. A few mandatory pee tests later and not only did we find steroids, it looks like he’s been snorting coke, too. We could have canned his ass, but instead we benched him and spent the rest of the day looking for a rehab that’ll work with his parents’ insurance. That’s after I got tasked with calling the kids mama to tell her he’s a druggie who might lose a full ride over this. The decision on his future as a Viking is still up in the air, but agreeing to treatment was a show of good faith on his part.

And to top it all off, because of the positive drug test, we had to call in everyone else for mandatory testing. The whole team. Fortunately, no one else popped positive, but the flip side is we may have a campus-wide problem and the athletic director now gets to take over. It’s likely that I’ll be doing my own pee test tomorrow and having drug dogs sniffing around my office. The kid got the drugs somewhere and the university doesn’t take this shit lightly. They’ll investigate everyone: players, coaches, and anyone in between.

At the same time, we spent all day making sure no unnecessary personnel found out about the whole mess. Last thing we need is it leaking to the press. Nothing pisses off the people who write checks more than bad PR about their team. Being on lockdown meant no cell phone usage until everyone had been tested and was gone. That meant no texting Joie. Under already strained circumstances, it didn’t sit well with me. But what was I supposed to do?

I was finally able to text her at about seven when we got out of there. She didn’t respond, but I didn’t expect her to. Her biology study group was tonight. Yes, there was a test today, but she refuses to fall behind and the class is kicking her ass.

The house is quiet when I walk in. I toss my keys onto the side table and stretch my arms over my head after the long drive. The only thing on my mind is food; I’m starving. We still have some leftovers from that Filipino place we found in San Antonio. I’m pretty sure it gave me gas last time I ate it, but I’m the only one here. I’ll use some air freshener before Joie gets home.

Dishing all the noodles and veggies onto a plate and popping it in the microwave, I lean against the counter and look around. I’m happy living here. Even with my chair shoved back in the spare room she pretends is a man cave, it already feels like home.

The dryer runs for a few seconds and then buzzes. I wonder how long it’s been doing that. Joie and I left around the same time so it must have been all day. Making myself useful as I wait on the microwave, I pull the load of clean clothes out of the dryer and walk down to our bedroom, dumping all the clothes on the bed. I’d fold them now, but as soon as I hear the microwave ding, my stomach starts growling again. I need sustenance before anything else.

The food is steaming hot and smells delicious. The preliminary bite I take over the kitchen sink is amazing, too. So good that I almost grab and eat the wayward noodle that fell into the sink. Almost. I’m still a gentleman. Pulling a beer out of the fridge, I toe my shoes off and I carry my dinner to the man cave so I can settle in my chair and watch Sports Center.

Five big bites and a few swigs of beer later, my dinner is gone, the empty plate sitting on the table next to me as I relax and enjoy today’s highlights.

A baseball game that went into eleven innings.

A basketball player arrested for what seems like a fist fight at a bar.

Another basketball player in a car accident in LA stopped to do CPR until paramedics got there.

So far, it doesn’t seem like anyone has caught wind of our juicing scandal . . .

A noise startles me awake. Weird. I didn’t realize I’d been sleeping. I must have been more tired than I thought. Rubbing my hand down my face, I look at the clock.

11:47 p.m. Joie must be home.

Sure enough, she walks by grumbling as she carries my shoes.

“Hey!” I call out. It takes several minutes for her to finally return.

When she does, she doesn’t come in the room. Instead, she leans against the door jamb. “Hey.” She’s polite, but not her normal, happy self. “I see you left a noodle for me in the sink.”

This doesn’t sit well with me. I knew I should have left some for her, and now I look like a total prick.

“Yeah, I’m sorry. I was hungry. Do you want me to make you something? I think we have a frozen pizza.”

“No thanks. I’m actually not really hungry. Maybe just cranky.”

“Come here,” I say, holding my hand out to her.

She hesitates momentarily, but finally makes her way toward me. She looks exhausted. Dark circles under her eyes and that messy bun thing on her head looks messier than normal. Grabbing her hand when she gets close enough, I pull her onto my lap. She snuggles into me, which I take as a good sign.

“How was your day?” I ask as I nuzzle her neck.

She clings to my shirt like she’s trying to pull me closer. “Not good.”

“How did your test go?”

She sighs a deep, tired sigh before answering. “I don’t know. I either aced it or I flunked. I honestly don’t know which one.”

“How come?”

She unwinds herself from my grasp and leans her head on my shoulder, absentmindedly watching some beer commercial. “I couldn’t concentrate. I kept thinking about Charlie and Isaac and what it all means and what I need to do.”

“I’m not sure there’s anything you can do. I think this is one time you have to let Isaac decide what he thinks is best for him.”

She scoffs quietly. “That’s easy for you to say. You haven’t spent the last eighteen years watching Charlie make promise after promise, only to deliver nothing but disappointments.”

Shifting, I run my hand down her thigh. As much as I hate that this situation is bothering her so much, I love sitting here like this in my favorite chair talking about our day. I could do it for hours.

“You’re right. I wasn’t here. But I don’t think you’re giving Isaac enough credit. When he came to me the other day, he seemed calm. Like he wasn’t making an emotional decision. He wanted information so he could make a really good choice. Give him some time, but Joie”—I turn her to face me—“you have to be prepared. He may want Charlie in his life and that’s not something you can stop.”

“I know.” She says she knows, but I can see the disappointment on her face. “I’ve always said if his father came back around, and Isaac wanted a relationship with him, I would learn to be okay with it. I guess it’s just harder than I thought it would be.” She sighs again and I can tell thinking about it is part of why she’s so tired. “Anyway, how was your day?”

I drop my head against the back of the chair as I remember the fucking nightmare caused by one entitled little brat. “Shitty.”

She crinkles her cute little brow at me. “How come?”

“Off the record?”

“Uh . . . yeah, since I’m not a journalist.”

“I mean from telling anyone. Especially Weaver.”

Her face drops, and I can tell she already understands the gravity of the situation. She nods and shifts her body toward me.

“One of our guys got caught using drugs. More than one kind.”

Joie gasps as I tell her about the drug tests, the athletic director, and the looming PR nightmare if it leaks. It feels good being able to vent to her. To trust that it’ll stay between us and she’s supportive of me after a really hard day. It’s different than when we would talk on the phone at night. Being able to touch her and feel her and watch her reactions takes that bond to a whole different level.

“So anyway, I’m expecting to have to do my own pee test tomorrow and will probably have my office searched. All because of one little punk.”

“I’m glad you guys are getting him into rehab, though.” My eyes drift shut as she runs her fingers through my hair. “You could have just kicked him off the team. I hope he learns a lesson from it.”

“Yeah. Me, too.”

“When did being an adult get so hard?”

Opening my eyes, I smile at her. “Remember when we were kids and we wanted so bad to be grown up? Were you like that, too?”

“Oh yeah,” she says, her head nodding furiously. “I was going to have a fancy apartment in New York City and live the glamorous life of a super model because obviously my parents had no idea what living a good life actually meant. Clearly, my tiny stature was meant for a runway.”

I chuckle. “You were quite the little shit, weren’t you?”

“You have no idea.”

Pulling her to me, I kiss her quickly. “I think we need a break from adulthood. What do you say we go out this weekend?”

The smile that lights up her whole face is back at those words. “Really? Where are we gonna go?”

I shrug. “I don’t know yet. How about I call Hank and see if we can double date with him and Renee? You like her, right?”

“I do. She’s great. And I think Hank’s funny.”

This time my laugh is more of a disbelieving snort. “Don’t let him hear you say that. He’ll try too hard.”

“Noted.”

Rubbing my hands up and down her back as she snuggles back into me, I can already feel some of the tension leave the room. All we need is some fun. A night out with our friends will be just perfect.
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“Ballroom dancing? You’re taking me ballroom dancing?” The look on Jack’s face when he finds out where Hank and Renee are taking us is priceless. He obviously didn’t have much to do with the planning part of this date.

“You know how it is,” Hank replies nonchalantly as he drives us through a small business area on the outskirts of Austin. “You tell your woman you’re taking her on a date, and she decides she wants to go dancing no matter how much you try to talk her out of it.”

Renee twists around in her seat next to him, shaking her head and giving me that look every woman knows. The one that says That’s not how it happened. I press my lips together as I try not to smile.

“The way I figure,” Hank continues to lecture, “if I have to suffer through this, next time I get to decide, and we’re doing something more manly. We’re Texas men, dammit.”

Renee pats his arm condescendingly. “We’re from Kentucky, honey.” He ignores her and continues his rant.

“We’ve lived here for twenty-five years. We’re Texans now, and next time, we’re going to the shooting range.”

I cover my mouth to stifle the laugh that really wants to burst out of me. The roll of Jack’s eyes says he doesn’t find this exchange as entertaining as I do.

“We most certainly are not,” Renee argues. “The last time we went to the gun range, you nearly blew off your toe when you unlocked the safety while pointing that thing at the ground by your side.”

Hank points his finger at her, but never takes his eyes off the road. “That was not my fault and you know it. Someone messed with my gun. The safety was too loose like someone had oiled it.”

“You’re the only one who touches that gun, Hank.”

“Obviously not since it had been tampered with.”

“Anyway”—Renee turns around in her seat to continue our conversation—“our daughter is getting married in a few months, and she really wants Hank to know how to dance appropriately. So I promised her I’d make him taking dancing lessons. He’s been resisting for weeks until Jack called the other day about going out.”

“So I got suckered into it,” Jack grumbles.

“Hell yeah,” Hank admits. “I need to bring some backup testosterone in case one of those dancer boys in tights and ballet shoes decides this silver fox is right up his alley.”

There’s no hiding my laugh this time.

“How do you have any friends when you say stupid shit like that?” Jack asks, still sounding irritated.

Hank just shrugs. “I don’t know. You’re the one who called and asked me to get together, remember?”

“Oh my lord. Just ignore him,” Renee advises. “The older we get, the less the filter between his brain and his mouth works.”

“It doesn’t bother me any,” I admit. Jack stares at me wide-eyed, shaking his head frantically, like my admission is about to open Pandora’s box. I’m not worried. “Frankly, I’m surprised he hasn’t asked me about my ability to make tacos yet.”

Jack drops his head in defeat. Hank, on the other hand, his eyes light up as he looks in the rear-view mirror. “Can you? Make tacos, I mean?”

“Sorry to disappoint. Except for Thanksgiving turkey and a couple staples, I’m not much of a cook.”

“Dammit.” He actually looks crushed. “I was hopeful we finally got a cook in this little foursome here.”

“Why?” Jack’s tone changes, and he sounds really irritated now. “Because she’s Hispanic?”

“No, you racist shithead. Because she’s a woman.”

“Oh my lord!” Renee yells while Jack smacks his hand against his face. I’m the only one laughing so I guess I’m the only one who finds him funny. Inappropriate . . . yes. But harmless. “You are not allowed to talk anymore for the night.”

Hank mimics zipping his lips and throwing the key away as he pulls into a parking space in front of the Alexander Astaire School of Dance. I highly doubt this Alexander guy is actually related to Fred Astaire, but props to him for making himself sound the part.

We all climb out of Hank’s extended cab pickup—the vehicle of choice for any man living in the Lone Star State—and head into the building. It’s one giant ballroom, complete with a massive dance floor and dark red drapes strategically placed around the room. A woman in a white flowing dress and a man dressed to match stare into each other’s eyes as they glide around the floor, gracefully dancing a waltz.

I watch, mesmerized at how beautiful they look together. It’s like they’re two halves of a whole. They can completely anticipate each other’s moves, and I have no doubt that, if one of them messes up, the other is there to keep them on track. It’s beautiful.

As the music winds down and they end their dance, the patrons begin applauding, to the obvious delight of the dancers. He bows and she curtsies before breaking apart and going their separate ways. The man heads our direction.

“Velcome, velcome!” he says with a strange accent I’ve never heard before. That answers the question about his link to Fred Astaire.

Jack is obviously confused as well. “Is he from some random European country, or is he faking that accent?” he whispers in my ear. I shh him so I can hear what this odd man has to say.

“My name is Alexander Astaire, and I vill be your instructa this evening.”

“My money is on faking it,” Jack whispers. I smack him playfully.

“Let’s get everyone zigned in and ve vill begin.”

The next fifteen minutes is made up of people signing in and making introductions. This is followed by a series of stretches to warm up. I can’t be sure, but I think I heard Hank whisper “My nutsack doesn’t stretch this way” to Renee. Her hand clamped over his mouth pretty quickly.

An hour later, we’ve been taught some basic steps and the instructors are ready to set us loose on our partners.

“Remember,” Alexander calls into crowd of a dozen or so couples, “Zee man alvays leads on zee dance floor. Ladies, you may lead everyvhere else, but vhen you are in his arms, let him be in control.” He waggles his eyebrows up and down like he’s made a joke, and sure enough, several of the women are giggling. Jack rolls his eyes for the umpteenth time and sighs.

“Oh come on.” I hold my arms out in the correct ballroom dancing position. Jack does the same and pulls me to him, ready for the music to begin. “It’s not that bad, is it?”

“I don’t like dancing,” he grumbles. “Didn’t like it when my coach forced us into it at college. Don’t like it now.”

“Okay, Mr. Sourpuss. At least try to have some fun with me and your friends.”

He hrmphs, but I ignore him, trying to enjoy myself despite his grumpy mood. The music begins, and Alexander counts us down. I take a deep breath and prepare to dance with my man, excited about the idea of us floating around the room gracefully. Before I can take my first step, Jack beats me to it.

“Ouch!”

“Oh shit, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to step on your foot,” he says apologetically, as I rub my toe. My cute flats are no match for his cowboy boots.

“It’s okay,” I say as I shake my foot out. “Let’s try again.”

We get back in position and listen to the music, waiting for Alexander to give us the correct count again. He does, and we begin dancing. It’s not great, but we’re moving.

Until I step on him this time.

“Oh my gosh. I'm so sorry.”

Jack chuckles. “It’s okay. I barely felt it.”

Smiling through my discouragement, I raise my arms and we get back into position again. Third time is a charm and all that, right? Alexander calls out the count and we begin moving to the music. We make it all of ten steps before Jack steps on my foot again, making me cry out.

“No! No! No!” Alexander comes stomping over to us and we stand in the middle of the dancefloor while everyone else dances around us. “This iz not dancing. This iz . . . I don’t know vhat this iz. But iz not dancing. This . . .” He waves his hands at us. “This iz a couple that iz completely out of sync.”

I look at Jack and realize Alexander’s not wrong. We are out of sync. And not only on the dance floor. Jack and I love each other, that hasn’t changed. But with work, school, studying, football drama, Charlie drama, Jack’s inability to pick up after himself, and everything else in between, moving in together is harder than we originally thought it would be. It’s just the reality of everyday life, but I thought tonight would at least get us out of the chaos for a few hours so we could just enjoy each other like we used to. From the scowl on Jack’s face, I can see that’s not going to happen. At least not tonight.

“There. Look over there.” Alexander gestures toward Hank and Renee who are, to my surprise, gliding gracefully around the room. Alexander folds his hands together and covers his heart. “You zee how they hold each other. How they caress each other? How they love each other? This iz how you dance with your partner. Like you are making love on the dance floor.”

Jack puts his hands on his hips. “I am not making love to her on the dance floor.”

Alexander ignores him and calls to the other couple. “Come. Come here. Ve’ll svitch.”

Jack scoffs. “What? I don’t want to ‘svitch.’ I want to dance with Joie.”

Alexander cocks an eyebrow at him. “You need to learn to not stomp on her toes first. Come now. My beautiful Renee.” He grabs her hand and practically dances her over to my boyfriend. “You. Dance vith Jack. Show him how to treat hez lady.”

Before Jack can respond, Renee grabs him and waltzes him away. Oddly, he doesn’t seem to step on her toes. Does that mean I’m the problem in this duo?

As Alexander follows them around the room, calling out basic instructions, Hank looks at me and does a sort of bow. “May I have this dance?”

I smile at his chivalry and hold my arms out, getting us in the proper closed hold position. Within seconds, Hank is whisking me around the room. I’m shocked by how easy this seems to be. Looking over, Jack seems to be doing well. So why can’t we seem to do it together?

“You’re really good at this,” I remark, feeling myself relax and enjoy feeling graceful.

“Yeah, well, don’t tell anyone but my mother made me take ballet lessons when I was a kid.” My eyes widen at his revelation. “I didn’t take them for very long, but I was the best in the class. I’ve got very good rhythm.”

“I’ll say. I feel like I should be on Dancing with the Stars or something right now.”

“Just don’t tell Jack or I’ll never hear the end of it.”

I laugh as he twirls me. “Your secret is safe with me.”

We continue to move around the room, keeping time with the music. Sometimes we spin so fast, I can feel a breeze on my face. I can’t help my huge smile.

“You know I’m not really a bigot, right?”

The smile falls as I take in Hank’s face. He seems really concerned that he’s offended me. I don’t understand why, since I’ve never given him any indication my feelings were hurt. But thinking back to our conversation in the car, I bet Jack’s anger made him wonder if he’d crossed a line.

“I never thought you were,” I reassure him. “Honestly, I think you like popping off because you like shocking people.”

He responds with a broad grin and another spin. “You caught me. Their reactions are hilarious. Jack especially. Man, that boy falls for it every time.”

“I think he’s probably more amused than he lets on.”

“Maybe. But he sure can be set in his ways.” Suddenly the tone of the conversation changes, and I don’t think we’re talking about whether or not Jack offends easily anymore. “He driving you crazy yet?”

I look over at the other part of our group again as they show off some fancy footwork. Jack is smiling, and Renee has her head thrown back at something he’s said. He’s finally starting to relax. “I wouldn’t say he’s driving me crazy.”

“Hogwash,” Hank exclaims. “That man is the biggest slob I’ve ever known in my life. Has he started picking up after himself yet or are you still doing it for him?”

My shoulders relax more. Looks like I was suffering in silence, waiting for us to get into a groove, for no reason. “You mean it’s not just at home?”

“Oh hell no. His office is a mess. That’s why we always use mine for meetings.”

“I guess I should have checked out his office space before I moved him in.”

“Eh.” Hank shrugs. “Just tell him they’ll be no riding the Jack Express if he doesn’t pick his shit up off the floor.”

I laugh and roll my eyes at yet another comment designed to get a rise out of me. It didn’t work.

“I can’t shock you, can I?” he asks, seemingly perplexed at why I take everything he says in stride.

“Nope. My grandfather has no filter either. You’ve got nothing on a ninety-two-year-old man.”

He narrows his eyes. “So you wouldn’t be offended if I called you Taco Belle?”

“Only if you don’t mind me calling you Ritz.”

“Because I'm wealthy and powerful, right?”

“No. Because you’re a cracker.”

A belly laugh bursts out of him as we keep dancing . . . spinning and twirling until Alexander ends the class, handing us all a coupon for a discount on regular classes as we leave.

Somehow, I don’t think Jack will ever let us cash it in.
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I woke up with the biggest smile on my face. After years of hoping and praying and a whole lot of cussing, my sister Greer has finally moved to Flinton.

Well, she’s in the process of moving. At nine this morning, Joie and I were hanging out in a hotel room while she went and closed on her new house. A couple hours later, she is officially a homeowner, and we’re gearing up to spend the day unloading her U-Haul.

Okay, not the whole day. We have until five to get the truck back to the rental place. That gives us six hours to get it all done. The suitcases, boxes, and small furnishings were easy. Between the three adults and my niece and nephew, that went quickly. But now we have to do the big stuff, and I’m the only man here.

If it wasn’t a Monday, I would have made the team help and called it “conditioning.” But if I’d played that card and any one of them failed a final, it’d be my ass on the line. So instead, I’m thanking my lucky stars Joie skipped her classes for the first time ever because Hank and Matthews cancelled on me at the last minute, and there was no one else to help. Fuckers. I have no doubt they’re both lying about being sick. I’m still trying to decide how to get them back for ditching me. I think a couple flat tires might do them some good next week.

So now I have to figure out how to get all the couches and dressers inside without completely throwing my back out. I’d use Oli. He’s almost seventeen and big enough. But all this change has been hard on him, so I’m treading lightly.

At least until Joie stops arguing with me.

“Jack.” My fiery woman stands inside the rental truck, hands on her hips. She’s obviously irritated with me right now. “I can help you carry furniture. It’s not that hard.”

“No, but it’s heavy,” I argue. “I don’t need you getting hurt.”

“I don’t think you’re worried about me getting hurt. I think you’re worried I’m going to drop something, and you’ll get hurt.”

Busted.

“Joie, it’s a lot of furniture. Are you sure you have the stamina for this?”

From the way she’s looking at me, I may as well stop arguing now. She’s going to do what she wants no matter what I say.

“I’m a Texas woman. I can shoot a gun, cook a meal, and carry furniture all in the same day.”

“First of all,” I say, holding up my hand to stop her, “except for enchiladas, you can’t cook worth a shit.” She shrugs because she’s knows I’m right. “And to my knowledge you’ve never even held a gun.” Again with the shrug. “But since I have no other options at this point, fine. You can help me carry furniture.”

She beams at me and claps her hands together. “Great! Where shall we start?”

Greer walks into the truck and leans over to pick up one of the few remaining boxes. It’s labelled “towels.” Of course she picked up the one light thing.

“Let’s get these dressers out of the way. Greer, we might need your help.”

“Sorry, I’m not a Texas woman,” she says over her shoulder as she steps out of the truck. “I’m still from Kansas.”

I shake my head in disappointment, but Joie laughs, taking it all in stride.

“I like her.” She points in Greer’s direction, wiggling her finger. “She’s got sass.”

“A little too much, if you ask me,” I grumble, as we get in position to pick up the bedroom set.

It takes about an hour to finish unloading everything. Some of the furniture will still have to move around, but at least the heavy lifting part is over. My back is already aching.

Surprise of all surprises, Joie didn’t complain once, and still, even while I’m in pain, she has a giant smile on her face and a spring in her step. Looks like I underestimated her. Or overestimated myself. Either way, I’m more than happy to take a break.

“How far is the U-Haul place from here?” I ask my sister, pulling a glass out of a box labeled “kitchenware” and grabbing some filtered water from the fridge. Thank goodness the previous owners had all new appliances and left this one here. I’d rather carry a couch than a fridge any day.

“It’s just across town,” Greer answers. She’s busy wiping out drawers so she can organize all the silverware. Her main priority is getting this kitchen set up so they can stop eating out. Even Oli is getting sick of pizza, and it’s his favorite food.

“Why don’t I fold up all the moving blankets and take the truck back early so we can get that done? I can grab some food on the way back if you want.”

She nods and looks off while she thinks for a second. “Is that sandwich shop still open? The mom and pop one over by the stadium?”

“Sullivan’s Sandwiches?” I ask and she nods again. “Sure is. I ate there the other day.”

“You think we could get that? I know it’s still eating out, but it sounds way better than fast food.” She makes a face at the thought of eating more grease. I get it. She started the moving process several weeks ago, so I’m sure they’re ready for a home-cooked meal.

I grab the counter and lean my body back, stretching out my back. Joie comes up behind me and rubs the muscles next to my spine. If I wasn’t in the presence of my sister, I might have let out an inappropriate groan. Instead, I answer her question. “I’ll get them to cut the sandwiches in half and give me a family order of broccoli and cheese soup, too. It’s not exactly homemade, but it might hit the spot.”

She closes her eyes and makes a “mmmmmm” sound. I’ll take that as confirmation that I’m getting the soup, too.

Standing up, I stretch my arms over my head, enjoying that the pain is beginning to go away. Joie’s hands are practically magic. I have no idea how she has so much strength in her thumbs, but it comes in handy at times like this. Turning to face her, I pull her to me and kiss her on the top of the head.

“Thanks for the massage. Wanna come with me to get food? You can follow me in my truck and we can pick it all up after we drop off the U-Haul.”

She gapes at me. “You mean I’ll get to drive the precious Ford F-250?”

Greer snorts a laugh.

“It’s a 350 and now I’m reconsidering since you don’t even know what kind of vehicle you’d be driving. Ooof,” I say, trying to catch my breath when she pokes me in the ribs.

“I don’t care what kind of truck it is. I’m more interested in this soup.”

“We’re getting soup?” Oli ambles into the room, heading straight for the fridge. He looks disappointed when he finds it still empty.

“I figured soup and sandwiches might be a nice change. What do you think, Oli?”

He shrugs, but doesn’t make eye contact with me. That’s part of his disability.

Oliver was born by emergency C-section when his umbilical cord wrapped around his neck twice during Greer’s labor. At first, the doctors thought he was okay, and it didn’t cause any problems. But the older he got, the more apparent it was that something wasn’t quite right.

It took until he was almost six, but it was finally determined that Oli had significant brain damage due to the oxygen deprivation. For the most part, he looks normal. But that’s what makes it all so deceiving. It’s the small things like not wanting to make eye contact and his inability to not stomp when he walks, not to mention completely missing most social cues and a severe lack of impulse control, particularly when he gets angry.

“Hey Mom?” he asks as he shuts the fridge. “Since I’ve been good all day, can I have my Kindle?”

If I didn’t know her so well, I wouldn’t catch it, but for a split second, Greer eyes close like she’s preparing herself for what’s coming. That immediately puts me on alert.

“Oli,” she answers gently, “we talked about this. The cable guy can’t get here until tomorrow, so we won’t have any internet until then.”

Oli’s breathing gets heavier. “But, that’s not fair, Mom. I’ve been good all day.”

“You have been very good all day. But this isn’t a punishment. We just don’t have internet. None of us do.”

Oli squeezes his eyes tightly and clenches his teeth. His closed fist comes up and he begins banging it against his forehead. “It isn’t fair!” he yells. “You lied to me! You said I could have my Kindle if I was good!”

Joie stands frozen next to me as she watches the exchange. Greer, on the other hand, continues unpacking like Oli’s reaction is a normal one, because to her, it is. When he doesn’t get what he wants, no matter the reason, it’s extremely hard for him to manage his frustration.

“I didn’t lie to you, Oli. We talked about this, remember? We talked about how we wouldn’t have any internet for a couple of days until it all get set up. But Oli”—Greer spins around, probably to assess how agitated he is—“we’re getting it tomorrow. That’s such good news! Sometimes it takes a week and it’s only taking us a day!”

“No!” he yells and slams his hand on the counter. “You always do this to me because you hate me!” He begins pacing the room, breathing rapidly through his mouth, still banging on his forehead.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Julie walk into the room. She stops, sees what’s happening, and turns right back around. Julie is a good kid. At fourteen years old, she has a good head on her shoulders and is really smart. But she also got the short end of the stick. Her older brother is disabled. That means his needs almost always overshadow hers. In some ways, I’m glad she’ll be going to college in a few years. I’m looking forward to seeing her blossom away from household action plans and constantly have to assess her brother’s mood.

Greer continues to try to talk Oli off the ledge, but he’s not having it. Within minutes, he’s riled himself up so much, he tosses a bar stool and yells when he walks by it. I hear Joie gasp, but I calmly walk behind him and pick it up.

He whips around and bucks up to me. “Why are you following me?” he yells.

“I’m not following you, buddy,” I say calmly.

This isn’t my first showdown with Oli. Yes, I’ve lived in Flinton for a decade, but before that, I lived just a few blocks over from Greer. I saw the kids every few days. I was there when Oli was born, when he took his first step, and when Greer got her first phone call from the school about an outburst.

When it became clear that normal discipline didn’t work, and he subsequently was diagnosed with a myriad of issues, I began following Greer’s lead on how to handle delicate situations. She modeled patience and redirection, without over-reaction, so I do the same. Over the years, even with short visits at holidays, it’s become old hat for those of us who know Oli best.

That doesn’t mean his outbursts aren’t getting worse. It’s not that he’s doing anything new. He’s just bigger. It won’t be too long before he’s strong enough to do some serious damage. “I just put the stool back where it belongs.”

“Well, don’t do that!” He leans over and topples another one. Knowing he’s trying to engage me in a fight to get his own frustration out, I leave it.

Greer continues to try to redirect him by asking for his help unpacking, asking what color he wants to paint his room, talking about the new program at school, all kinds of different topics. It takes a solid ten or fifteen minutes of Greer and I discussing Pokémon (his favorite) and the new pet store in the area (also his favorite), but he’s finally calm and stable enough to help Greer organize silverware.

Watching the entire exchange, I’m reminded again of how hard my sister’s life really is. Having a disabled child isn’t a cakewalk. There is no cure. He won’t grow out of it. It’s her life. Permanently. And I’m in awe of how well she handles it with such patience.

Peering over at Joie, I see a million unanswered questions in her eyes. Being the other permanent figure in my life, I can tell we need to have a very long talk about my nephew and why he is the way he is.

“Ready to get food?” I ask her, knowing this could be the only time we have to finish these errands before Oli remembers his inability to use his Kindle again. She nods blankly in response.

Once I make sure we have the correct sandwich orders, Joie and I caravan to the rental dealership, turning in the keys long before it’s due. We thank the man for making the process so easy, and then I climb into the cab of my truck, which I appreciate so much more after driving in that rickety box of a vehicle we just returned. I crank the engine and twist my body toward Joie.

“I know you have questions.”

Gotta love her. She doesn’t pussyfoot around, and the first question out of her mouth is a doozy.

“Is he always like that?”

I sigh and put the truck in reverse, knowing this conversation may take longer than it does to get back to Greer’s. Including the stop to order food.

“You know Oliver has brain damage.”

“Yeah,” Joie says with a shrug. “You told me that before.”

“The brain damage has caused several issues for him. Besides being right on the borderline of the autism spectrum, which surprisingly, doesn’t have anything to do with the oxygen deprivation, the part of his brain that was affected is the part that normally gives you your impulse control. His is severely damaged so when he gets fixated on something, he has a very hard time refocusing himself. What you saw back there . . . that’s the result.”

“So he just flips out and destroys things?” I know she’s not meaning to sound insensitive, but it’s clear that Joie doesn’t get it. Most people don’t when they’re first introduced to my nephew. It’s hard to understand that a kid who looks totally normal on the outside can be so damaged on the inside.

“Sometimes. Yes. But what you saw back there was mild. He toppled a couple stools and we redirected him within a few minutes. That’s major improvement.”

“It is?” she asks incredulously, which actually kind of pisses me off.

“It is,” I say back with a hint of snark in my voice. “Three years ago, he was tossing tables and punching holes in the wall. His fits could easily last over an hour. He’s matured a bit over the years, but what you see when he’s banging his own head with his fist . . . that’s Oli trying to calm himself down.”

Joie leans her head back on the seat and blows out a breath. “It’s so hard to watch. I can’t imagine being Greer and doing it day in and day out. And I know it’s not a disciplinary issue, but it’s so hard to not just assume that if she would just ground him, he’d stop, ya know?”

Her comment irritates me. It’s not said with malice, more as a statement, but it still goes back to one of the huge reasons Greer needed to be closer to me . . . no one understands the situation like I do. The massive amount of judgement she gets about her parenting skills is wearing on her. I hope explaining it will help Joie understand because if not, we’re going to have some big problems.

“Joie, his short-term memory doesn’t work right. You can ground him all day long, but the only thing that will do is cause him more frustration. He has to be dealt with moment by moment. He has to be rewarded for the fact that he didn’t break anything. You’re seeing this as the mom of a normal child. Isaac would respond to normal discipline. Oli wouldn’t understand it within a few minutes and would think people are just being mean to him. Just because he doesn’t look disabled on the outside doesn’t mean he’s not disabled on the inside. You can’t just say ‘Well if she’d discipline him differently,’ because you don’t get it. You don’t know what it’s like to live with it day in and day out. To try every form of therapy you can find and none of them work. This isn’t a discipline issue. It’s a brain function issue.”

“I’m sorry,” she says quietly, and I notice she’s wringing her hands. “I didn’t mean to sound insensitive. I’ve just never seen anything like that.”

I sigh, disappointed in myself for my overreaction. Grabbing her hand, I intertwine our fingers and bring her knuckles to my lips, kissing them. “I’m sorry, too. I shouldn’t have taken that tone with you. It’s confusing right now because you haven’t been around anyone with brain damage before. It’ll become more normal the more you get to know him.”

She nods and stares out the window. I let her absorb the information I’ve given her and wait for her to initiate more conversation. I don’t want her to think Oli is a bad kid. He’s not. He’s loving and empathetic. He’s inquisitive and tries really hard to be funny. He’s so many things people don’t see. All they see is a seventeen-year-old. They don’t know he has the brain of an eight-year-old.

“Maybe . . .” she finally says, “maybe if I knew what his diagnoses are I could look up more information, so I could understand better, ya know?”

“Maybe.” Hopefully. But just knowing she wants to understand and not make assumptions reassures me. “He’s diagnosed with a major depressive disorder . . .”

She gasps. “He’s got depression?”

I nod and look over at her quizzically. “Well yeah. He has brain damage, but he’s smart enough to know he’s not like everyone else and he wants to be. That alone probably takes a toll on his psyche.”

“Oh, I didn’t think about that. What else?”

“Something called Mood Dysregulation Disorder. Basically it means he has a hard time pulling himself back together when he gets upset, like you just saw. Then you add on the brain damage and the autism piece, and Oli is a cocktail of so many issues, it’s unreal.”

“I knew you said he had issues, Jack, but . . . wow.” She shakes her head back and forth as she processes all the information. “I can’t imagine what Greer must deal with every day.”

I shrug. “Some days are better than others.”

She goes quiet again as I drive to the sandwich shop. I squeeze her hand in reassurance. I love this woman. She owns me. I only hope she can learn to love Oli like I do.

“I’m going to do my best, Jack,” she says, as I pull into the parking lot. “It might take me a little time, but this is your family. That makes them a part of my life now. No matter what the issue.”

I squeeze her hand again as I park then pull her to me and kiss her hard.

“I love you,” I say when I finally pull away. “Thank you.”

She responds by cupping my cheek and kissing me again.
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It has been long discouraging week.

It started when Isaac finally called me about his dad. He had initially been leery about Charlie’s calls, but the more they talked, the more he was encouraged that maybe his dad was finally wanting a real relationship. Of course that made me concerned. Even though I know Isaac has a right to know his father, it’s not easy for a mother to forgive years of hurt and disappointment.

As it turns out, there’s no reason to forgive Charlie, anyway. Today, he called and asked Isaac for season passes for next year. So I got to listen to Isaac rant about the whole situation, while trying to remain calm, even though inside I was boiling over with fury. Mama Bear mode was in full force. But I couldn’t let Isaac know that.

Then I had an honest conversation with myself about my reactions to Oli. It was hard for me to admit it, but I’m afraid of him. It’s not the disability as much as it’s his physical size with this kind of disability. So I did some research about brain damage. Unfortunately, there are so many kinds that basically no one’s is the same. The only thing most everyone has in common is that once the brain is damaged, there’s very little that can be done to fix it. So Oli will always be the way he is.

But this is Jack’s family, so somehow I have to get my fear under control. I know I’ll feel better when I get up to speed and understand Oli’s condition better. It feels like such a daunting task, and I’ve only had a few days to wrap my brain around it.

To top it all off, it became clear that my Bio II professor is intent on killing my GPA. He sprung a pop quiz on us just because. With finals coming up, the last thing I needed was a just because quiz that wasn’t on the syllabus. I understand that’s why it’s called a pop quiz, but this is college. We’re adults. We don’t need a professor springing additional grades on us to make a point about us needing to study more. We need to be taught the information so we can pass the tests that are listed on the syllabus.

After a full day of school, I’m really glad to be home. All I want to do is throw my hair up, take a nice, hot bubble bath, and drink a glass of wine. After everything that has happened, I really need some downtime.

Walking up my stoop and opening the door, I hear the tub calling my name, but I’m stopped in my tracks. I’m not even three steps in the house and already twitchy.

“Or not.”

My already sour mood plummets. There is a pile of unfolded laundry on the couch. Jack’s shoes are in the middle of the floor. A mostly empty pizza box, except for a few crusts, sits on the dining room table among papers strewn everywhere.

I can feel myself tensing as I walk around finding dirty dishes in the kitchen sink and two empty beer bottles on the counter. It’s not even late. How can one man cause so much destruction in a couple hours?

Jack saunters into the kitchen, his face lighting up when he sees me. “Hey, I didn’t hear you come in.” He wraps his arms around me and pulls me into an embrace. I want to melt into him, but even being enveloped in him isn’t helping my stress level this time.

“I just got home. What’s going on in the dining room?”

“What’s . . .? Oh, the paperwork.” He kisses my head and walks over to the table. “These are last-minute scholarship requests. Hank and I have to go through them to finalize everything.”

I don’t pretend to understand the ins and outs of everything Jack does when it comes to the business side of football. Actually, I don’t understand a lot of what they do, even the physical part. But it’s the beginning of May. I thought this was already over.

“Wasn’t this all done months ago? Isn’t it really late to award scholarships?”

He sits down in his chair and stretches his legs out. “We always have some last-minute changes. Remember that kid, Tommy? The one who went to rehab?”

“Oh no. He’s losing his scholarship?”

“Hell yeah,” Jack says forcefully. “The investigation came back. Not only was he doping, he was dealing on the side.”

I gasp. “Are you serious?”

“Yep. He was always really quiet, kept to himself. I thought he was an introvert or something. Nope. He was just keeping a low profile, keeping his side business away from the team. He’d have been caught a long time ago otherwise.”

“And he would have gotten away with it if someone hadn’t tipped you guys off.”

“Yep.” Jack absentmindedly rubs his knee, grimacing every once in a while. It must be bothering him. It’s an old injury and still acts up when he’s been sitting for too long. I don’t think he realizes he rubs it sometimes, but it’s one of those small things I’ve learned about him since he moved in. “And we lost a freshman tight end, too.”

“What? How?”

“The dumb ass blew his knee skiing over spring break of all things. His first ortho told him he couldn’t play football again, but he waited for a few weeks to get a second opinion before reneging his spot. Pissed me off he didn’t give us a heads-up back in March.”

“I take it the second doctor confirmed it?”

“Career-ending knee injury. The dumb ass knew better. It’s almost better this way. We don’t need stupid on this team.”

I walk over to the sink and begin doing dishes. I might as well multitask because it’ll irritate me until it’s done anyway. So much for my relaxing evening. “That’s not nice. You know he didn’t do it on purpose.”

“Every football player knows skiing is practically begging for a career-ending injury.”

I cock an eyebrow at him. “Every single one?”

He watches me scrub but doesn’t offer to help. “Every one that’s gunning for a scholarship. He’s probably been working for this since he was eight years old. It was a dumb move.”

“I think you’re being too hard on him.”

Jack’s lips quirk into a small smile before he stands up and walks out of the room. That’s strange. When he returns, he has my phone in his hand.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

He angles my phone toward me to show me a text he just sent Isaac.

 

What do you think about going skiing in Tahoe for Thanksgiving this year?

 

I snicker. “You think he’s going to turn that down?”

“He will if he’s as smart as I think he is.” Jack puts my phone down on the counter and leans against it while I begin drying the now clean plates that I really don’t want to be doing. But what am I going to do? Let them mold? “Anyway, we have to decide who’s going to get the money now. Someone we already have, or do we give a partial recipient a full ride? Hank’s coming over in a bit so we can sort it out and get it all approved quickly.”

I freeze. “Hank’s coming here?”

“Yeah. His in-laws are in town, so he’s looking for an excuse to get out of the house anyway.”

“How long until he gets here?” Looking around the open concept room, I notice so much that has to be done before this house will be guest ready.

Jack shrugs like his friend seeing a messy house is no big deal. “Maybe an hour or so?”

“That doesn’t give me enough time to clean up!” Panic overtakes me, and I feel my breathing start to get heavy. Keeping a clean home and always presenting a good front is important to me. I get squeamish if I know anyone besides Isaac, Jack, and myself will be coming into the house when it’s anything less than spotless.

I don’t have a lot of time to get things done. All I can do is race around the kitchen, wiping down counters and throwing bottles away. Jack looks at me with confusion.

“Joie, he doesn’t care how messy our place is. He’s coming to work.”

“Do you not see how filthy this place is? Jack, I need your help. You made all this mess. You need to get it cleaned up.”

“Joie, this isn’t a big deal . . .”

“It’s a big deal to me!” His eyes widen as I yell the words. I close my eyes and take a deep breath before speaking again. “It’s a big deal to me, Jack. I know this is part of learning to live together, but I thought you knew this about me. I like having a clean home where everything is picked up and put in its place. I like having an empty, shiny sink. I like pulling my clothes out of a nice, neat dresser, not sorting through a clean pile for what I need. I like structure and organization. I need . . . just please help me pick up before Hank gets here. It will make me feel so much better.”

He nods. “Okay,” he says quietly. “I can respect that.”

My phone buzzes and we both look at it. Picking it up, I read Isaac’s response.

 

And risk blowing out my knee? No way. You can ski. I’ll hit on the snow bunnies by the fire.

 

If I hadn’t just blown up at him, I’d show Jack the text and make a funny quip about it. Instead, all I can do is show him Isaac’s response. Jack’s lips begin to quirk up until I say quietly, “You win,” and put the phone down on the counter.

His face immediately falls. I feel bad that a conversation about our day became a very tense situation. But I don’t think he gets it. I’ve been trying so hard to let the little things go, like his shoes in the hall and the dishes in the sink, even though it makes me anxious. I’m trying to not be such a stick-in-the-mud, but I need Jack to meet me halfway, and right now I don’t feel like he is.

Once the kitchen seems sufficiently cleaned, I tackle the next task . . . moving the giant pile of laundry to the bedroom. It needs to be done, but I don’t think Hank will be going in our bedroom anyway, so at least I can do it last.

A quick run through of the house, and I feel confident that Jack has picked up enough of his crap to make it not look like “Jack’s Bachelor pad” lives here, so I go back to the bedroom and begin folding.

“You don’t want to do that in the living room in front of the TV?” Jack asks when he pokes his head into the room.

I can’t even make eye contact with him, so instead I snap the wrinkles out of a towel before folding it in precise thirds. “I don’t think Hank would appreciate hanging out on the couch with some of my panties.”

“Joie, I really don’t think he cares.”

“I know that.” I snap another towel. “But I care, Jack. And that’s what should matter to you.”

He nods and shifts to walk out of the room. “I’m just gonna go, uh, clean up the kitchen.”

He leaves me to a pile of wrinkly clothes that I may have to iron. The realization makes me angry all over again.

Throwing a pair of shorts back into the pile, I toss myself back on the bed. I need to get out. I need to go have fun before I lose it completely. Fortunately, I know where I need to go and I know who with.
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“So we’re in agreement about Franklin McCaw?” Hank drops the empty soy sauce packet on the counter and licks his finger. I didn’t want any chicken fried rice from the shitty chain restaurant down the street anyway. But seeing how much MSG he’s added makes my stomach roll. I swear he’s addicted to the stuff.

“I think so.” I flip through the papers, looking at the kid’s stats again. He came out of nowhere recently, and we knew we’d run across someone special. He’s good. Real good. Nine interceptions over seven games for a 1.3 average. He could easily be first string by his sophomore year. “We need to start grooming a couple more cornerbacks. I think he’s got what it takes.”

Hank plops down in the chair across from me, still eating straight from the takeout box. “I still can’t believe we got him. How did no one find this kid before?”

“He’s from a Triple-A school in the middle of nowhere Illinois. If Lennox hadn’t tipped me off, I never would have opened up his highlight reel.”

“That Lennox guy looking for a job? I’m sure we could make room on the coaching staff for him.”

I smile and shake my head, grabbing a shitty eggroll out of the brown paper sack. “Pretty sure he’s not going anywhere now that he’s in a new relationship.”

“Fucking young love. I hate recruiting, I was hoping to pass it off to him.”

I chuckle under my breath as I put Franklin’s paperwork aside. “But who will we have keeping an ear to the ground for us if we move him here?”

He signs in resignation. “Okay, fine. We’ll keep doing all this bullshit ourselves. So where does that leave us?”

I flip through a few more papers, making sure I’ve got accurate information. “Uh . . . so we’re recommending McCaw for the full ride.” I make the note on my legal pad and cross out a couple other ideas we’ve had. “We only have a partial, but what if we give it to Anderson?”

Hank looks up and thinks while he chews and swallows. “Brian Anderson? I thought we already give him money.”

“I think we do.” A few more flips of the papers and I find what I’m looking for. “Okay, yeah. We give him tuition and expenses, but room and board come out-of-pocket.” Leaning back, we begin tossing around our thoughts. “He’s a good player. Solid on the field. Gets along with his teammates. Keeps his grades up and doesn’t cause trouble.”

He tosses the now empty container on the table and leans back. “You sure we don’t want to use it to incentivize a quarterback recruit?”

“We could. But we’ve already got first and second string covered. Honestly, after talking to Anderson over the holidays, I’m worried we’re gonna lose him if his parents can’t afford to keep him here. We need a solid linebacker more than we need a third string QB right now. Anderson’s good. His stats are solid, and he helps us win.”

“Plus, it’d make your girlfriend happy if her little friend ended up with a full ride.”

“Oh, please. She doesn’t care one way or another who we throw scholarships at.”

“Don’t fool yourself, Pride. I know she’s got a soft spot for that kid after they took that class together.” I know he’s just poking at me, but I see the challenge in his eyes. He knows the personal connection isn’t why I’m recommending Anderson, but he needs to make really sure.

I look him dead in the eye and say, “I wouldn’t have known his financial situation if Joie hadn’t put together the holiday meals, but that’s as far as the personal relationship goes. And I don’t use my job to stay in my girlfriend’s good graces. I don’t need to.”

“You sure about that?”

Looking down, I make a few notes on my legal pad again—mostly easy access statistics to justify our decisions. “What are you talking about?”

“I saw her walk out of here. There was mighty thick tension following behind her.”

Stopping with my notes, I look up at Hank. He may be an asshole and a pain to work with sometimes, but he’s still my best friend and right now, I could use his advice. I sigh and toss my pen on the table. “It was that obvious, huh?”

He looks at me like I’m crazy for not recognizing it myself. “Are you kidding? She ran out of here so fast I thought her panties were on fire. And that woman likes me. So if she’s not stopping to chit chat, then yeah, it’s obvious. What’d you do wrong?”

Scrubbing my face with my hand, I realize he’s right. I’ve tried to pretend it has nothing to do with me, but considering she barely gave me a peck on the lips on her way out the door, it’s clear I’m missing something.

“I honestly don’t know,” I admit. “Her biology class is giving her trouble, so she’s really stressed about finals. And Isaac’s dad showing up is really making her crazy.”

Hank grimaces. “I hate when the daddies show up. It always fucks with these kids’ heads.”

“Tell me about it. He’s handling it pretty good, so far, but Joie isn’t doing as well.” Shaking my head at the situation, all I feel is exasperated. “I don’t know how to make it a less shitty situation.”

“Pfft. I do,” Hank retorts, causing me to raise an eyebrow at the shift in conversation. “Stop being so hard to live with.”

I roll my eyes and pick up my pen to make more notes. I need advice, not jokes so I might as well get back to work. “We’re doing fine living together, Hank.”

“Really? Because you’re a pig.”

“What does that mean?”

He cocks his head and looks at me for a few seconds. It’s unnerving because I know he’s choosing his words carefully. Hank never does that, so when he does, it puts me on edge.

“Remember when you stayed with me for a couple weeks after your house sold and before the apartment was ready?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“A lot. You drove Renee crazy, never picking up after yourself and always leaving shit everywhere. She almost kicked your ass out a couple times, it made her so mad.”

“Why didn’t she?”

“I’m too good at using oral to make her relax.” I smack my hand on my face, but he doesn’t slow down. “Renee’s pretty chill. We’ve raised a lot of kids, so not much bothers her. And if you drove her crazy, I can just imagine how Joie feels. I saw the color-coded Thanksgiving binders and the big rolly bag. That woman likes her shit neat and tidy, and you came in like a tornado and fucked it all up.

“Look around,” he says, holding his arms out wide. “There are empty food containers everywhere. Soy sauce spilled all over the counter in the kitchen. I saw a couple socks on the living room floor, so don’t even tell me there wasn’t a pile of clean laundry out there when Joie got home. And if I went and looked right now, I bet there’s toothpaste in the sink. Am I right?”

I scoff. “First of all, all those Chinese food containers are yours. I don’t eat shitty take out. Second, you’re the one that spilled the soy sauce. And third, you’re wrong about the bathroom.”

He scoots away from the table and leaves the room. When he comes back in a few seconds later, he shoves his finger in my face. “I found this toothpaste in the sink.”

“Get your hand out of my face, asshole,” I shove him away. “So you found toothpaste in the sink. Big deal. That doesn’t make me a pig.”

“No. But it helps prove my point. How do you explain the socks?”

Narrowing my eyes at him, I know he’s got me again. “I must have missed them when we put away all the laundry before you got here.”

“Was this before or after she freaked out about company coming over while the house was a mess?”

“The house isn’t a mess, Hank. Besides, none of this has anything to do with why Joie is stressed and how I can help her.”

He laughs at me. Not with me. At me, and it makes me want to punch him in the nuts. If he wasn’t technically my boss, I probably would.

I open my mouth to spout off his direction, but then I begin looking around the room. No, those aren’t my Chinese food containers, but that is my pizza box. Those were my beer bottles Joie threw out in a panic. That is my toothpaste in the sink, and I bet it was next to a dirty towel I forgot to throw in the hamper. It hits me, and as much as I hate to admit it, he’s probably right.

I’m a slob. And while it doesn’t bother me, it probably makes Joie completely crazy.

“Oh shit,” I say under my breath as the realization hits me.

“You see it now, don’t you?” I nod as I keep looking around the room at my clean socks, my shoes, the spare change and receipts sitting on the counter from where I dumped them when I walked in hours ago.

“Oh shit,” I say more forcefully. “I knew I wasn’t helping her feel better, but I didn’t realize I was making her feel worse.”

“Well, you are,” he says all matter-of-factly. “So now you can fix it.”

“How? How am I going to fix this? I’ve never been good at keeping a clean house. Sheila used to do all of that, so I don’t even know where to start.”

“I’m glad you asked, my friend.” Hank reaches into his bag and pulls out a colorful package. When he drops the brick on the table it makes a loud bang, which I’m sure he planned for dramatic effect.

“What is that?”

He smirks and waggles his eyebrows. “Sticky notes. In the variety color pack.”

I stare at him blankly until he gives up and rolls his eyes.

“The best way to remember things is to have sticky notes as reminders. It’s even better if they’re color-coded. She’ll appreciate the extra effort.”

I pick up the square papers and my pen, ready to jot down more notes. Only this time, it’s not to build a case about a scholarship, it’s to build a case for Joie not kicking my unorganized ass to the curb.
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The base of the music is the only thing I can hear. Actually I can hear everything, but I have to concentrate reeeeeeeally hard for it to make sense.

That’s what happens when I’ve had four pineapple chipotle martinis. Four? Five? Four? I lost count after the free Dirty Red shot the bartender gave us. I have no idea what was in it, but it was goooooood.

But I don’t care because I feel so relaxed and happy. I don’t care about the mess at home or my finals or Isaac’s stupid dad. Because the music I can’t hear and the white noise of people talking around me make me happy.

Amanda makes me happy. She’s my bestest friend ever.

Will, the bartender, makes me happy. He’s so cute. He’s way too young for me, and he’s not my Jack, but he’s a little flirt and gave me a free shot. Plus, he makes sure my drinks are full so I love him. So, so much.

I bring the glass to my lips to down the rest of my martini and . . . wait. The glass is empty.

“Well how did that happen?” I try to get my eyes to focus across the bar. There he is! “Will! Woohoo! Wiiiiiill!”

He looks up from the tap he’s pulling and smiles at me, mouthing one second. See? He’s such a cutie and takes such good care of me. Even though I’m old enough to be his mother. And I know because I’m old enough to be Isaac’s mother. Which I am. Isaac’s mother.

Suddenly Amanda is right here next to me. I put my arm around her shoulder and pull her close.

“I love you, Amanda. So, so much.”

“Okay.” She laughs. “I think it might be time for you to stop drinking. Affectionate Joie is here.”

Pulling back quickly, I almost fall off the stool. Who makes the seats so much smaller than my butt? “What’s wrong with affectionate Joie?”

“Nothing’s wrong with affectionate Joie. She’s just the beginning of the end is all.”

I drop my jaw and look her up and down. How dare she imply I’m going to pass out soon . . . Oh, Will’s here!

“What can I get you?” he asks me.

I sigh and shake my head at him. “Will, you are such a good bartender.”

“Thanks.” He smiles at me and puts a fresh napkin in front of me. Just like a true gentleman. Because Will is a true gentleman.

“I think I need another one of”—my fingers won’t work right so I use my whoooole hand to point at my glass—“that one. I need another of that one.”

“The pineapple chipotle martini?” he asks with a flirty little smirk. Because Will is a flirty little bartender. And I like him.

“Yes, please. Oh and Will.”

“Yeah?”

“If only you were about twenty years older.”

He chuckles. “You’ve said that a few times already. You sure you want another one?”

I gasp. “I have not said that before! Maybe. I don’t know. Just make me another martini!”

He raps his knuckles on the bar once and smiles at me. “On it.”

“Are you sure you need another one?” Amanda asks as I try to drain the last drops of my martini. If only my tongue was just a little . . . bit . . . longer . . .

The glass is suddenly pulled away from me.

“Hey, I was drinking that!”

“You were not,” Amanda says as she puts it down on the counter closer to Will. Sweet, sweet Will who needs a cute girlfriend. I wonder if Isaac knows anyone. “You were practically giving the glass head.”

I drop my jaw again. “That was not a very ladylike thing to say. You should have more class.”

“Oh good!” She raises her fists in victory, but jokes on her. She didn’t do anything victorious. “Mean Drunk Joie is here!”

If I could feel my face, I would have felt it fall. “Am I really a mean drunk?”

Her shoulders move up and down. I think it was a shrug. “You’re not terrible, but you can get kind of ugly.”

Oh no. I don’t want to be a mean drunk. No one likes a mean drunk.

“Oh no,” Amanda says as Will puts my drink down in front of me. “Don’t you get those weepy, puppy dog eyes. I’ll take Mean Drunk Joie over Crying Joie any day.”

“But I hurt your feelings, and I don’t like hurting your feelings.”

“You didn’t hurt my feelings. See? I’m smiling.” Her smile is so wide, she looks like a clown. But I don’t think she’d like if I told her that, so I don’t. I’m very, very good at practicing not being Mean Drunk Joie. “No feelings are hurt here.”

“Oh good.” I take a big sigh of relief and almost fall down again. Seriously. Who shrunk my seat? Or did my butt magically get bigger? It could go either way.

All the people on the dance floor are whirling around and it kind of makes me dizzy. So dizzy I really am falling off my chair. Wait . . . no I’m not. Some guy just pulled me off the stool and dragged me to the dance floor. Yay! Dancing!

I move to the music, not caring that I can’t hear it very well or that I’m the oldest one out here. I’ve got moooooooves these kids haven’t ever seen. Including the guy I’m dancing with. Who is he?

Looking up I try really hard to focus on him. He’s tall, over six feet. He’s got blond hair and a tie wrapped around his head. Why does he have a tie wrapped around his head? Does he think he’s the Karate Kid? That was the best movie. Ralph Macchio was a total babe.

But this guy isn’t Ralph, which is good because Ralph is like eighty, so looking at him probably would make me ralph these days. Get it? Ralph would make me ralph?

I burst out laughing because I am way funny when I’m drinking.

“Why are you laughing?” Tie Guy yells over the crowd at me.

“Because Ralph will make me ralph. Get it?”

He smiles and nods and says, “No. I don’t get it.”

I shake my head and his unfortunate lack of all things ralph related. “It’s because you’re too young for me.” I pat his arm. “You just don’t know.”

Something glitters on his hand and I pull on his wrist so I can see better. I gasp because I know what it is. “Where is your wife, Tie Guy? And why are you dancing without her?”

“Because I love dancing!”

I try very hard to throw his hand down, but I think it just slipped out of my grasp. Whatever. “So do other women! Women who love to break up marriages. Don’t you know what kind of danger you’re in? Where is your wife?”

“She’s in the room asleep.” He twirls around like he has no cares in the world when clearly he’s in danger of cheating on her.

“Why is she sleeping when she could be dancing with the Karate Kid?”

He gestures a big bump over his stomach. “Because she’s pregnant.”

I stop dancing. That is the most wonderful news ever! “Oh my gosh! Is it your first baby?”

He nods and smiles and twirls. How is he not falling over?

“Tie Guy! Focus!” I yell and grab him, stopping him from dancing. “I’m so happy for you! Do you just love her so much now?”

He stops moving completely, looks me dead in the eye and says, “She’s my everything.”

If I wasn’t in serious danger of passing out, I would have swooned so hard I would have needed smelling salts, because that was the nicest thing anyone could ever say. I have to tell Amanda.

I race back to the bar and plop down next to her. Dammit, the seat got smaller again! “Will, stop changing my seat!”

He looks at me like he has no idea what he’s talking about. He’s not tricking me, I’m not that drunk.

“Amanda, Ralph is having a baby.”

She finishes her sip of something that looks awfully close to my martini. I’ll have to investigate that later. “Who’s Ralph?”

I roll my eyes. “The Karate Kid?”

“Joie, I am so confused right now. You need to think more carefully about your words.”

I huff. “Amanda. Ralph is the Karate Kid who is Tie Guy whose wife is having their first baby and she’s his everything. Now who do you think has had too much to drink, Amanda?” I take a giant gulp of the spicy, fruity goodness, now that I’ve made my point.

“Oh well, clearly it’s me who needs to slow down on the booze.” I love it when Amanda agrees with me. “And yes, that’s a very sweet story.”

“It is, right?” I love it when people have babies. And when they’re happy. And when men are so excited to be dads and love their wives and . . . wait. “Wait.” I smack Amanda’s arm. “We have to warn him about what happens when you have a baby.”

“Uh . . . what part of it are we warning him about?”

“Seriously? Keep up! We have to warn him. Hey Ralph!” I yell across the dance floor because I can’t hear hardly anything anyway so maybe he’ll hear me. “Ralph! Tie guy!” He looks up and waves at me, so I wave back. “Come here!”

It takes him a few seconds, or maybe a year, I just don’t know what time is right now, and he comes over to us.

“Ooh! Is that a martini?” he asks and grabs it off the bar and drinks it.

“Yep. It’s Amanda’s but you can have it.”

“Hey!” she says. We ignore her because it’s not nice to not share.

“Hey, listen, Ralph.” I smack his arm a couple times so he’ll look at me. “You need to listen to me. This is very important. It’s about your wife.”

His eyes get big. “I love her so much. I’m listening.”

“Okay, good. So listen. After she has the baby, things aren’t always going to work the same down there.” I gesture toward my lady bits in case he doesn’t know what I’m talking about. I think he does since he got a baby in there, but you can never be too sure.

“Oh God, here we go,” Amanda grumbles.

I shush her because this is very important information. “You need to know, Ralph, that someday soon, after the baby is here, when she sneezes, she’s going to pee a little. And you’re just going to have to love her anyway.”

He looks at me, really understanding what I’m saying and says, “I like to eat butt, so . . .”

I blink a few times, trying to decide if he said that out loud or if I just heard it in my foggy, mushy brain. But Amanda is laughing hard enough that I think he said it out loud. And if he likes that level of kink . . .

“Okay. So I guess you’re good then,” I say to him because, what else can I say that won’t be rude?

He smiles and nods at me and dances away.

My brain still is trying to figure out if that just happened. Kids these days are just so odd. Is that a real thing?

“I wonder if Jack likes to eat butt,” I muse out loud.

This time Amanda laughs so hard, she falls right off the stool.
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Pulling into the Holiday Inn parking lot, I look around. Of all the places Amanda could have brought Joie tonight, why in the world did they come here? It’s on the outskirts of town, practically in the middle of nowhere, and it’s a hotel. Not a restaurant downtown or even a random dive. I asked when she called and told me it was my turn for drunk babysitting duties. She tried to convince me it’s a nice little bar, but I still think it’s weird.

I can hear the music from the back of the packed parking lot. That’s not a juke box. That’s a live band. It’s my first inkling that maybe I had the wrong idea about this place. The neighborhood isn’t bad. The building itself isn’t run-down or anything. There are a lot of people walking in and out, and they’re mostly dressed up. I feel kind of out of place wearing jeans. Maybe Amanda’s right. I guess I’m about to find out.

Pulling open the door, I’m immediately stopped by a security guard.

“Ho, wait a minute.” He puts his hand up to stop me. He’s not much older than I am, but he’s definitely worse for wear. Not only is he completely grey and his face is weathered and wrinkly, but he has a pot belly for days. He doesn’t bother to stand up to make sure I follow instructions. The words “security guard” might actually be a stretch for what he’s doing. “This is a closed event. Do you have a wedding invitation?”

“A wedding invitation? People are getting hitched here?”

He chuckles. “Nah. The wedding is long over. Groom already got in a big fight with his new father-in-law. Something about holding up his end of the bargain and never agreeing to a honeymoon in the Caribbean. Who knows? This is the after party. They rented out the bar.”

The dresses and suits everyone is wearing makes sense now. “Sounds like they need all the booze they can get if he doesn’t even want to go on vacation with his new bride.”

“That’s what I thought.” He crosses his legs at the ankles and relaxes into the stool. I guess I passed his test and am not perceived as a threat. “For a minute I thought I was going to have to kick them both out. Wouldn’t that have been a fun way to end a wedding.”

“Just another reason not to get hitched any time soon. But I’m not here to crash the party. I got a call to come pick up my girlfriend. I’m not sure how she got past you, but from what I hear, she’s pretty smashed.”

He sizes me up, probably to make sure I’m not telling a story to prey on an innocent victim. I appreciate it, but I’m starting to get antsy that I can’t get to Joie.

“You Joie’s guy?” he finally asks, narrowing his eyes as he waits for my answer.

Why does his question not surprise me? Oh yeah. Because she’s a social butterfly. “I see she’s made friends since she got here. How bad off is she?”

Another chuckle, but he still doesn’t make a move to get up. “She’s gonna be hurting in the morning. She’s a nice lady, though. Funny. Real funny. Got here before the party started so she’s been living it up.”

“I’ve never seen her drunk before, so this is gonna be an experience for me.”

He shakes his head in amusement. “Brace yourself. She’s something else.”

A little more small talk, and he lets me pass, despite it being a closed event. I wander around the room, trying to find her. I see Amanda first. She’s sitting at the bar, playing on her phone, with Joie nowhere around her. Pushing through the wedding guests, I finally see her hands waving in the air in time to the music. Okay, not really in time to the music. She’s very off-beat. But at least she’s sweating out some of the alcohol dancing with some young guy who . . . does he have a tie on his head?

It’s not hard to get through the crowd of drunks. With as much as they’ve had to drink, I can pretty much knock them out of my way. Soon I’m standing right behind her. She whirls around and stops as soon as she sees me. More like she stumbles, but eventually she stops.

“Jack!” Launching herself into my arms, she begins kissing all over my face and neck. “I missed you! Did you miss me?”

Chuckling to myself, I’m already starting to understand what the security guard meant when he said I should brace myself. She normally has an excess of energy, but it seems magnified right now. “It’s been four hours. Who are you dancing with anyway?”

She pulls away and looks around for the drunkard who got his head tangled up in his tie when getting undressed. “Oh there he is! Ralph! Ralph come here!”

“Ralph?” I ask under my breath. That’s an unusual name for a kid his age.

“Like Ralph from Karate Kid?” Joie looks at me like I’m an idiot. “Seriously? Why does no one get this? He looks like he knows karate because of the tie.”

Honestly, I’m surprised she has enough brain power left to put all that together coherently. I’m even more surprised that “Ralph” comes bounding over.

“Jack this is Tie Guy. We call him Ralph. And his wife is having a baby, so I’m dancing with him to make sure no one else does because he doesn’t need a floozy to take advantage of him when he’s drunk because his wife is super pregnant, and she’s his everything.” I have my arm around her waist, holding her up so she doesn’t tumble to the floor. She spins and gets so close to me I can smell the booze. Gin. Yeah, she’s headed for a nasty hangover. “Am I your everything, Jack?”

“You’re my everything, babe.”

“No really. Am I? Because you’re mine, and I want to be yours, but I never ever want to have another baby, okay? We’ll let Ralph do that.”

I snicker. “Okay. We can let Ralph have the babies.” Whoever this Ralph guy is, he’s already dancing with someone else. So much for my girlfriend protecting his virtue.

“Okay. Are you taking me home?” She begins to snuggle into me, but pops back up when she has a thought. “Oh! Where’s Amanda?”

“She’s right here.” I guide my very drunk girlfriend back over to the bar and sit her on the stool next to her friend. “Exactly how much has she had to drink?” I ask Amanda.

She drops her phone on the bar, an exasperated look on her face. “Good. You’re here. She’s had four martinis and a shot.”

“Five,” Joie mumbles into my chest.

“Four, honey. That last one was a virgin.”

Joie pushes away from me, looking like a pissed off kitten . . . all snarky and wild, but without the coordination to back it up. “You gave me a virgin? You bitch! And Will,” she yells over the bar, pointing at some bartender, “you’re dead to me!”

He gives her a questioning look, but quickly turns away to take care of a customer.

“As you can see,” Amanda says, “we’ve had a lot of fun, but this one has about hit her limit.”

Joie collapses her body into my chest and begins to fall asleep. “I can see that. I hope she didn’t ruin your night.”

Amanda has a sudden change in demeanor. “Oh my gosh, no! We had a great time!” She holds up her phone. “My idiot son is just pulling a bunch of bullshit right now, and my husband won’t stop texting me about it. It’s been a total buzzkill. Joie has actually been the most entertaining part of the evening. Well, and Tie Guy,” she says with a laugh.

“I feel like I’m missing his appeal.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’ll hear all about it in the car.” She snickers again. “Let’s just say, neither one of them have a filter when they’re drinking. The conversations have been quite entertaining.”

Joie gets a sudden burst of energy and sits straight up. “Do you like to eat butt?”

Amanda barks a laugh. “Told ya.”

I blink and shake my head, trying to wrap my brain around what’s happening. “What?”

“Do you like to eat butt?” Joie stares off into space as she spews her thoughts. “I’ve never done that before, and I don’t get it. I mean, maybe I do. But I think you’d get sick from the poop and probably pink eye. I don’t know. So, would you eat my butt?”

Amanda continues laughing as I stand here, completely baffled as to what the hell is going on. So I shrug and answer honestly, whispering in her ear. “I have no desire to eat your butt. But my tongue is ready to lick your pussy, so if we can hurry this up, I’d like to take you home and get on that.”

“Oh my,” she breathes and then leans toward Amanda. “He won’t eat my butt, but he’s gonna eat my other things.”

My head drops as I try not to laugh. Amanda isn’t trying as hard as I am. In fact, I'm pretty sure she might fall on the floor, she’s laughing so hard.

“I think that’s my cue to get you outta here,” I finally say. Joie seems to have other plans as she melts into me again. I wouldn’t be surprised if she actually falls asleep in the middle of all this noise. “Amanda, do you need a ride, too?”

She shakes her head and waves over the bar tender. “Nah. I cut myself off when I realized she needed to kill brain cells way more than I did.”

I grimace. “She’s still that stressed, isn’t she?”

She shrugs. “Do you blame her? The woman is a control freak, and she’s had a tremendous amount of stress thrown at her in a very short amount of time. She’ll get there. It’s just going to take her a minute to get back into her comfort zone.”

“Yeah, I hope I can help with some of that.”

The bartender drops a black check folder in front of Amanda and looks at me rubbing my hand up and down Joie’s back before turning back to her. “Does Joie know that guy?”

She nods. “That’s the boyfriend she’s been talking about all night.”

He holds his hand out to me. “I’m Will. She’s gonna need some aspirin, a lot of water, and maybe even a mimosa in the morning to get rid of the headache.”

“She made friends fast, didn’t she?” I ask no one in particular as I shake his hand.

“That’s our Joie. She’s not shy.” Amanda tosses a few twenties in the folder and hands it back to Will. “Keep the change. And thanks so much for everything.”

He winks at her. “My pleasure. You guys come back any time. I had more fun tonight than usual.”

“Will!” Joie yells and pops up again. Her ability to regain random comprehension is impressive.

“Yo!” Will responds. “What’s up? You still feeling good?”

“Yeah.” She nods so hard her hair flies in her face. She doesn’t seem to notice. “Will, do you eat butt? Is this like a generational thing?”

Gotta love the bartender who has fielded so many random conversations at his job that he doesn’t even skip a beat. “I’ve done it. It’s not my fav, but she seemed to like it okay. And yes, in my observations as an almost thirty something, it’s gaining popularity. Particularly on the college campuses.”

Amanda grimaces and Joie puts her hands over her ears. “Ack! I don’t need to know that! My son goes to a college campus! I can’t look at anyone in my study group again!”

Will shrugs. “She asked.”

“That she did,” I agree, trying to really hard not to remember how many mouth pieces I’ve picked up in a college locker room over the years. “Are you ladies ready to go?”

“Yep,” Amanda says as she pops off the stool. “I need to get home and deal with my ridiculous child.”

“That bad, huh?” I help Joie stand and situate her under my arm so I can help guide her to the car.

“Who knows? My husband seems to freak out over every little thing and wants to jump right in and fix it. My theory is, spend the night in jail one time and you’re less likely to get arrested for peeing on the side of a church and public intoxication again.” We walk past the security guard who nods in agreement with her statement as he holds the door open for us. “How we choose to discipline him has been a fundamental disagreement in our marriage since the day he was born. Obviously the inconsistency has done wonders for his ability to make good decisions as an adult.”

We walk Amanda to her car and make sure she gets settled. She thanks me for coming to pick Joie up so she can go straight home and calm her husband down. I like Amanda. As we head to my truck, I make a mental note to tell Joie I’d be happy to get her and her husband seats to a home game. Maybe we can do dinner afterward. I’m curious if they’re polar opposites on more than just discipline issues.

“I love you, Jack,” Joie mumbles as I help her into the truck. And by help, I mean lift her up and set her down. Good thing she’s tiny.

“I love you, too, babydoll.” Wiping a stray hair off her forehead, I kiss her quickly and seat belt her in. “You can go to sleep. I’ll make sure we get home safe.”

“Okay.” She never opens her eyes, just leans back and begins to snore gently. She’d better enjoy the rest now. Tomorrow is going to be brutal.
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I would open my eyes, but if the pounding in my head is any indication of what’s to come, I don’t think I’ll be able to handle the light.

Hangovers in my twenties were pretty bad. But this . . . wow. I don’t know what happened when I hit forty, but this is something else. Something worse. The pain itself might not actually be worse, but I definitely crossed the line from buzzed to hurting-in-the-morning a lot faster than I used to. Did Amanda say they gave me a virgin martini at one point? I’ll have to thank her later.

Trying to roll over so my back is facing the window, I groan. It’s going to be a rough day. Thank goodness there’s nothing pressing on the agenda. As much as I’d like to get up and clean, I’m almost positive it will make me hurl, and mopping up morning-after vomit is not on my to-do list.

A warm hand brushes some hair off my face, and lips press gently to my forehead. “Good morning, sunshine. Are you awake?”

“I think I’m dead.” The words come out like a groan, and he laughs. How rude for him to be laughing at my pain.

I hear him rooting around on the bedside table. “You’d be feeling worse if it weren’t for the aspirin and bottle of water you drank before bed.”

“I don’t think it worked.”

“With as drunk as you were, maybe not. Can you sit up? I have more medicine for you.”

I take a deep breath and use all my strength to get into a sitting position. Jack has to help me because my muscles are apparently all still asleep. Finally peeling my eyes open, I have to squint to see anything. The blinds are closed and the light is off, but it’s still very much daytime. Ugh. This is going to be a long day.

Jack hands me two pills and a glass with orange juice in it. “Here. This will help.”

It takes longer than normal to get the pills down because I have to move so slowly, but I finally complete the task and lean back against the headboard, sighing. “Remind me never to drink that much again.”

Jack laughs and sprawls out on the bed next to me, his head resting on his hand. “Sad thing is, you didn’t even have that much. You’re just a lightweight.”

“You’re lucky I’m a cheap date.”

I feel the rumble of the vibrations from his chest when he laughs quietly. He rubs my thigh, which feels really, really good compared to the rest of me. I’m throbbing all over—my head, my shoulders, even my feet. It’s like I can feel my heartbeat over my entire body. I also notice a slight shake in my hand when I bring the glass to my lips. The small sip tastes funny, but I’m not sure if it’s the juice or my cotton mouth.

“Is this straight orange juice?”

“Mimosa,” Jack says. “Hair of the dog will thin your blood a bit and help you feel better.”

I nod my head in appreciation and take another sip. He continues rubbing my leg. This is what Jack does. He takes care of me. He’s not perfect. But he loves me more than anyone in the entire world. I know I’ve been taking his imperfections personally instead of focusing on the perfect way he loves me. And I need to own up to it.

“I’m sorry, Jack.” I open my eyes as wide as my headache will let me, which isn’t much. “I’ve been a real pain to be around lately.”

He shakes his head in protest. “You haven’t been a pain to be around. Last night was a little rough, but even then, you weren’t a pain.”

I try to think back to last night, but there’s not much there. “I don’t mean about last night. I mean for a few weeks now. I guess I’m so used to having my own space and having things exactly the way I like that I haven’t exactly been welcoming in my home. In our home.”

Jack sits up and leans next to me against the headboard, grabbing my free hand to hold it. “Joie, honey, you are a control freak.”

“I am not.” I try hard to protest, but it comes out much weaker than I intend.

“You are,” he argues. “You like things to be done in a particular order. You don’t like change very much. And you certainly like being right smack in the middle of certain things when they do change.” I start to protest, but he cuts me off before I can say anything. “There’s nothing wrong with those things. They’re part of who you are, and I love who you are. But I think Charlie coming back, and there’s nothing you can do about it, has thrown you for a loop.”

He’s got me there. I hate that Isaac went to Jack before me. I hate that I have no say in whether or not Charlie gets to see my son. I hate that I don’t even have a right to know what Isaac’s decision is. Letting go and trusting Isaac to make his own decisions about his father is one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do as a mother. I wasn’t expecting that.

“Add onto that, your biology class has been more fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants than you like,” Jack continues. “So when you come home, you want things neat and organized, and I’m not that guy.”

I lean my head on his shoulder. “You’re right. About all of it. And you’re right . . . you’re not that guy. But I love the guy you are.”

He leans over and kisses the top of my head. “I’m trying really hard to be better about the mess. It’s weird because I don’t see it. Not like I ignore it. I just don’t see it.”

“How can you not see it? When I walk in, the first thing I see is how messy the room is.”

He shrugs, causing my head to move, and I groan in response. “Oh sorry,” he apologizes. “When I first walk in, I don’t see the overall room. I see the path to the kitchen. I guess it’s like tunnel vision.”

I giggle just a little. The mimosa and aspirin must be working. “You tunnel-vision to the fridge, don’t you?”

The movement of his cheeks when he smiles can be felt against my hair. “I do. I don’t understand why, but it’s like my brain can only focus on one task at a time, and that task is nourishment. But I’m going to make an effort to look around the room and really see it from now on.”

“I appreciate that. And I’m going to work on letting it go. Yes, I like my organized, clean space. But if it comes between clean and organized or a happy relationship, I choose you.”

He pats my leg and kisses the top of my head again. “If you feel up to it, why don’t you go brush your teeth, because your breath smells terrible.” My eyes widen, and I immediately clap my hand over my mouth. Jack just laughs. “Stop. It’s fine. I just figured you might want to get rid of the gross taste and freshen up a bit. I’m making eggs and bacon to help sober you up.”

“You’re so good to me.”

He shrugs like it’s not a big deal, even though to me, it really is. Kissing me one more time, he saunters out of the room and leaves me to slowly peel myself out from under the sheets. It takes a few minutes to finally get myself into the bathroom. Yeah. My binge drinking days are definitely over.

Twisting the water faucet on, I glance in the mirror. What catches my attention isn’t the black eye makeup smeared all over my face, although I make a mental note to fix that quickly, it’s what is stuck to the mirror. A bright pink sticky note with: Clean the toothpaste out of the sink written on it hangs before me. He made himself a note to remember?

I turn to open the drawer and grab my toothbrush when another one catches my eye. This one is over the towel holder and says: throw dirty hand towel in hamper. Did he leave little reminders for himself all over?

Looking around the room, I find two more. One is over the toilet and says: Put the seat down, which makes me smile. The other is next to the shower and says: Close the curtain.

I’m stunned. When Jack said he was trying to be better because he knows I need my space to be organized and clean, he wasn’t just tossing words out there. He really meant it.

Anxious to let Jack know I found his notes, I wash my face and brush my teeth as quickly as my hangover will let me. I forgo the hair for now and throw it up in a ponytail. A very long, very hot shower is in order for the near future anyway. There’s no reason to put in that much effort. I’m still a little wobbly, so I slowly pad down the hallway, coming across another note.

Put your shoes away. It’s right where Jack normally leaves his shoes when he kicks them off. And there are no shoes in sight.

Rounding the corner to the kitchen, Jack looks over and smiles. I realize, he’s put his money where his mouth is. It’s time to return the favor.

“I want you to put your chair in the living room,” I blurt out before I can change my mind.

He looks at me quizzically as he stirs the eggs and flips some bacon. “What? Why?”

“Because that’s not a man cave. It’s an office. And this is your house, too.”

He smiles again, and I know in his mind, this is his version of finding sticky notes. It’s a way of recognizing living together is hard. We’re individuals with different priorities and comfort levels. But ultimately, our goal is to make the other one happy. And that’s what’s going to make this work.

“I appreciate that, babe. Are you sure you’re okay with it?”

I nod. “I’m sure. As long as I get to recover it with new material first.”

He laughs a hearty, belly laugh. “You have a deal.”

I smile as I watch him cook, ideas for a color palate binder racing through my brain. All of the sudden, I have a random memory of the night before.

“Did I . . .?” I ask as the memory takes on my clarity. “Did I ask you to eat my butt?”

Jack laughs so hard at my sudden realization that he has to drop his hands to his knees. I narrow my eyes as he keeps laughing at my humiliation. I may have to reconsider moving his chair, after all.
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Football doesn’t end just because the season is over. Practices aren’t as intense, sure, but every player still has a grade point average to maintain and a physique to continue to work on. As a staff, we meet with the academic advisors daily to get updates on grades and what kind of tutoring needs to be in place. This close to finals, it’s intense. A different kind of intense than the rest of the year, but intense nonetheless.

I can hear rustling in the locker room, a sure indicator that morning workouts are over. I’m not paying much attention, though. I’m up to my ears in grade point averages and tutoring schedules. Not to mention double checking to make sure everyone has a place to live over the summer. Yes, we have people who do all this, but I don’t like things slipping through the cracks, so I prefer to monitor it all myself.

My phone rings, and I’m both relieved and pissed off for the distraction.

“Pride,” I growl into the receiver, only halfway paying attention, more focused on the housing forms sitting in front of me.

“Hey, Jack Pride!” the male voice practically yells through the phone. “I didn’t expect to actually be transferred straight to the top! How cool is this?”

Immediately I know something’s up, and my focus is solely on this conversation. “They don’t normally. Must be an important situation. What can I do for you?”

“Sure is important. You’re coaching my son, and I can’t reach him.”

My hackles rise, knowing something is wrong. If a parent can’t get ahold of his kid, it’s usually because the kid is avoiding him. And I have a sick feeling he’s talking about the only kid I know who might be avoiding his so-called parent right now.

“Well, I’ll see what I can do. Who am I speaking to?”

“Charlie Stevens.”

Bingo. The exact person I don’t want to talk to is, of course, the one person who our receptionist put through. That tells me he’s been hounding her for a while, and she finally had enough of his shit.

“I’ve been trying to reach my son, Isaac, but he’s not calling me back.”

“Sure, sure.” I’m sounding calmer than I feel, but I know this is about to get ugly before it ends once and for all. “I know everyone is really busy right now with finals just around the corner. Are you just checking up on him? I can have him call you if need be.”

“Nah,” he says, and I have a bad feeling I know what’s coming. “We had talked about getting me season passes for next year, but I haven’t been able to reach him. I know those seats go fast, so I need to make sure we’re all good to go. But now that I have you on the line, this is even better. Parents get the good tickets, right?”

I’m practically shaking with fury. Situations like this always piss me off, but this one is so much more personal. Everything Joie was worried about is coming to fruition right here, right now. Everything I warned Isaac about was dead-on. I hoped we were all wrong because no one wants to be right about stuff like this.

“I’ll have to see what I can do. But hey, Charlie, can I put you on hold for a second? I’m right in the middle of something, and I want to make sure I do this the right way.”

“Yeah, absolutely!” he says with excitement. “This is great!”

I press the hold button and do my best not to slam the receiver down on the cradle. Taking a few deep breaths, I ready myself for what has to be done. Pushing back my chair and standing up, I take a few more deep breaths. This is it. This is the moment we’ve been waiting for. This is where Isaac’s decision will be made and the ramifications of it will begin.

“Stevens,” I yell when my office door is open.

He looks up, a quizzical expression on his face. He hears it in my tone. From the look on everyone else’s face, they all do. “Coach?”

“In my office. Now.”

“Okay, Coach.” He fist-bumps Anderson and makes his way around the benches to my door. I know he’s confused, but I’m not doing this emotional shit in front of everyone else. He’ll thank me for that later.

“Is something wrong?” he asks as soon as the door latches behind us.

“Isaac.”

His face pales when I call him by his first name. He knows this is personal. “Is it my mom? Did something happen?”

“No! No. She’s fine. Everyone’s fine.” Except now I feel like a dick for making him panic.

He takes a deep breath. “Oh good. Sorry. You just called me by my name and . . .” He breathes again.

“I know. I’m sorry. You just need to know which hat I’m wearing right now.”

He nods and sinks down into the chair in front of my desk. “Gotcha. What’s going on?”

“Your dad is on the phone.”

This time his face doesn’t get pale. No, this time it’s bright red from anger. His jaw clenches and his hands curl into fists. “What the fuck does he want?”

From his reaction, I think it’s clear he already knows. “Season passes.”

“Son of a bitch.” He jumps out of the chair and begins pacing, which is hard to do considering what a small room it is.

“I take it he already hit you up for them?”

“I figured he’d get the hint that the answer was no when I didn’t call him back. I guess not.”

I lean against the wall, crossing my arms and legs, and glance at the phone to make sure the hold button is still blinking. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen one of these kids realize the depth of a deadbeat parent’s betrayal. Somehow, though, I feel it much more deeply myself. It’s different watching your girlfriend’s son go through it. No, we’re not married, but Isaac is family. That makes it so much worse.

He finally quits pacing and turns to me, putting his hands on his hips. “So what do I do?”

“That depends. The big question here is, do you want me to give him the passes?”

“Fuck, no,” Isaac spits out. “I’d rather give them to the devil himself.”

I nod in agreement. “Understood. Second question, do you want a relationship with your dad?”

His eyes soften. This is the question they all have to decide. They know that not caving to their parents’ demands means the opportunity will likely never come around again. Regardless of how bad a parent has been, never seeing or talking to them again is still the toughest pill anyone could swallow.

“He doesn’t want me,” he says quietly and licks his lips. “He never did.”

His eyes glisten as he admits the truth to himself, probably for the very first time. I grab him by the back of the neck and bring our foreheads together.

“You listen to me.” He nods. “I will never be your daddy. That ship has sailed. But you are family now. And that may not mean anything to you, but it means something to me. You aren’t alone in any of this. Not in this situation. Not prepping for the draft. Not figuring out what to get your mother for Christmas. So don’t you think for one second you’re losing out on anything special by cutting him out. Okay? I’ve got your back from here on out, Isaac. I’m not leaving your mother, and that means I’m not leaving you. Got it?”

He nods again, and I pull away. We may never discuss our relationship like this again, but now that it’s out there, we’re on the same page.

“So,” I continue, “here’s what we’re gonna do. I’m gonna put him on speaker, and we’re going to tell him together, in a very professional way, to go fuck himself. Sound good?”

Isaac straightens his back and takes another breath. “I’m sure you’ve done this before, so I’ll follow your lead.”

“Right. Let’s do this.”

Isaac makes himself comfortable in the chair, or at least as comfortable as he can be, considering. I don’t bother sitting. I have too much pent-up energy. Pressing the speaker button, the showdown begins.

“Mr. Stevens, sorry to keep you on hold,” I start. “Before we authorize any tickets, we have to verify with the player in question. I’m sure you understand.”

“Oh totally,” he responds, sounding as cocky and arrogant as they always do. It always makes me wonder why so many men think being a sperm donor gives them rights to all the benefits of a kid, but doesn’t make a dent in their understanding of taking on the responsibility. “I guess you tracked him down and got his blessing?”

Isaac glances up at me. The fury in his eyes gives me encouragement. He’ll be all right. He’ll say his piece. He’ll have a good cry when he’s alone. And he’ll move on.

“Well, we seem to have a little misunderstanding here.”

“Misunderstanding?” Charlie doesn’t seem so confident now. It almost makes me want to laugh. Almost. “What kind of misunderstanding?”

“Mr. Stevens, I have Isaac sitting in my office right now, and he says he never talked to you about any season passes.”

“What the fuck?” Just like I anticipated, the nice-guy mask comes off quickly. “We talked about it last week.”

“No, Dad,” Isaac jumps in, surprising me. But this is his show, and I’m not going to stop him. “You brought it up. I never answered you.”

“That’s because I haven’t been able to reach you. I’ve been calling every day.”

“And leaving messages asking about the fucking tickets.” Isaac’s voice rises as he gets it all out. “You haven’t asked about my grades or if I have a girlfriend or how my mom is. The only thing you ask me about is football and getting tickets. How do you think that feels, huh? I haven’t seen you since middle school. And the minute I get a full ride, now I’m good enough for you?”

“That’s not how it is, boy,” Charlie argues. “You know your mama wouldn’t let me see you.”

I feel myself stiffen, but bite my tongue from defending Joie. It’ll only make it worse if he knows we’re living together. Plus, I don’t need to take away from Isaac’s moment.

“No, she wouldn’t let you use me,” Isaac spouts. “You could have come to any one of my games in high school, but you chose not to. You’re welcome to come to all of my games next year. I’d actually love that. But you’ll have to pay your own way like everyone else.”

“Why you ungrateful little . . . I’m your father—” Charlie starts, but I cut him off.

“Mr. Stevens, I’m sure you understand that I can’t authorize those tickets now. But we’re grateful for your support, so I’m gonna send you a coupon for a discount on your next ticket purchase. Consider it a personal thank you from me to you.”

I smirk at Isaac who is stifling a laugh. He knows I’m not really feeling generous and am getting a kick out of digging the knife in a little more, but you can’t have a position like mine without playing a little politics sometimes.

“Yeah,” Charlie responds, sounding like someone just kicked his dog. “Yeah, thanks.”

“No problem. I’ll have that over to you today. Have a great afternoon.” And I click the speaker button and cut off the phone call. Isaac’s head is hanging down, elbows on his knees. “You okay?”

It takes him a minute to figure out how to respond. It’s clear when he looks up that he’s not, but that he knows he will be. It’s a look I’ve seen before, and it never gets any easier to witness.

“I think . . .” He stands up and thinks again. “I think I need to go for a run.”

“Don’t you have class?”

He shakes his head. “Not until one.”

As he moves toward the door, I realize how tense I am as well. I’ve been waiting for this situation to come to a head, but I didn’t realize how badly I would feel. How hurt I would feel for Isaac and how upset I would feel for Joie. I’ve felt hatred in situations like these, but this one is on a whole different level. As much as I need to stay and double check these housing reports, Isaac has the right idea.

“Hey wait up. If you don’t mind, I’ll come with you.”

“Yeah. Yeah, that’d be cool.” I’m grabbing my gym bag from under my desk when he drops another bomb on me. “You know you get to tell Mom about all this, right?”

“Yeah, I know.” Because I do. I knew it the minute I answered that phone.

“I’d make sure to get the purple flowers on the way home,” he jokes as we walk through the locker room.

“I was thinking more like vacuuming and offering a foot rub.”

Isaac laughs. “You’ve learned quickly.”

He claps me on the back and goes to put his running shoes on before we head out into the Flinton heat and humidity.
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Two years later

 

The house is packed with people and laughter, but for me, the tension has never been higher. Isaac was supposed to be snatched up in the fourth round. It’s the now the sixth round and so far, nothing.

He’s gotten several phone calls saying he’s up next, but none of it has panned out. Jack and Hank both say that’s pretty normal. Deals are being made behind the scenes the whole time, and any of those deals can change things in an instant. That doesn’t make it any easier though. And for all their calming words, the tension radiating off the two coaches, Jack in particular, is obvious.

This is what we’ve all been working for. What we’ve all sacrificed for. All that gear my former co-workers gave us because I couldn’t afford it when he was in high school, the hours upon hours of travel Amanda and I did in support, the scholarship Jack gave him long before we’d met—it all led up to this moment.

The NFL Draft.

We expected a long two days. We just didn’t expect for it to be this long. And the more names that are knocked off the board, the more Jack’s shoulders rise. He’s nervous. Really nervous. And there’s nothing any of us can do to eliminate those nerves.

Jack and Isaac have become relatively close over the last two years. It’s not like a father/son relationship. More like a mentoring friendship. They’ve moved past only talking football. They talk relationships and future options. They talk about when Jack played in college, and the lessons he learned there. Nothing is off limits.

And Jack has been vital in helping us through this draft thing. He already knew of a good agent, highly recommended by some former players of his who had gone pro, as well as a financial planner to help Isaac through contract issues. I never would have known where to go with all that, so I’m beyond grateful. I know he would have done it for any of his players, but knowing Jack, he went above and beyond for our family.

As anticipated, the minute Isaac’s name and “the draft” started being spoken in the same sentence, Charlie showed up again. This time it was short-lived. Isaac answered his call one time and told Charlie he looked forward to seeing him in the stands if he ever went to a game. It shut Charlie down quickly. But I’m proud of Isaac. He didn’t shut the door on a relationship with his father. He merely put the ball back in his dad’s court. I know he still has hope that his dad will be an upstanding guy someday. I don’t have the same hope, but maybe that’s the mom in me.

For the last two days, our friends and family have kept us relatively calm and entertained during the down times. Renee, Amanda, and my mom have been keeping the food stocked and the house clean while I kind of wander around in a daze, not really sure what to do.

Greg and Elena’s four girls have been doing talent and fashion shows for us. I’m pretty sure only Greg, Elena, and I actually find it cute. Everyone else just tolerates it. But my house, my rules, so later on we’ll all be getting our hair and nails done during beauty parlor time. I’ve already picked out the color for Hank’s fingers. He’s less than thrilled by how happy it makes me that Renee is forcing him to participate.

Greer and her family are also here. Oli has done a really good job of staying calm and focused, despite the stress level surrounding him. He started working on a ranch a couple years ago and we all agree it’s helped calm him tremendously. Like having a connection with the animals cures a part of him that was broken. It’s weird how finding that one thing that makes you happy can sometimes be the key to so many of your problems.

The downside is, since he still has some resistance to doing the basic daily chores required to maintain good hygiene, he smells like a cow pretty much all the time. But I’m not complaining. One battle at a time.

Oli’s new baby sister may have helped him a bit, too. Yes, I said baby sister. That’s a story in and of itself. She came as a huge surprise to everyone, especially Greer, but she’s been a joy to all of us. And today, she’s also been a good distraction. Well, for a while. There’s only so long you can make faces at an infant before your mind starts wandering again.

I’m feeling so much pressure, and I can’t imagine how hard it must be on my son. I know he’s discouraged and second guessing his entire career. Did he do enough? Did he train hard enough? Did he push as hard as he could at the draft combine? I’m sure his mind is running in circles and somewhere around the 160th draft pick, he disappeared. That was hours ago. I’d look for him, but I know he needs this time alone. And probably he needs time away from the roomful of people that keep shooting him pitying glances whenever he doesn’t get called. They’re all rooting for him, but they know how let down he feels every time the pick goes to someone else.

“Joie!” I hear Jack call from the living room. “It’s on!”

I walk back into the room and sit down next to him, clasping our hands together. His thumb pushes the full-carat rock back and forth on my finger. He loves that ring. About six months ago he asked me to marry him, and of course I said yes. Will we actually go through with it? Who knows? But being engaged seemed to solidify to any doubters that we’re in this for the long haul. Not that the doubters matter. We just wanted something more officially than just “living together” so it works for us.

I squeeze Jack’s hand and bite my lip. He bounces his knee up and down. We’ve done this 185 times already. 185 times someone official has stood on that podium and announced another draft pick. 185 times of us having a sliver of hope that my son is about to reach his goal. 185 times we’ve all felt his defeat. 185 times of reminding ourselves that there are still more spots open.

We watch as a representative of the Detroit Lions stands on the stage. There are several people with him, but I have no idea who they are. Nor do I care. I squeeze Jack’s hand harder as my nerves get the best of me.

“Here we go,” I vaguely hear Hank say from the chair next to us.

“In the 186th pick by the Detroit Lions, they’ve chosen offensive lineman from Flinton State University, Isaac Stevens.”

I stare at the television in disbelief. The only sound I hear is the blood rushing in my ears, despite knowing there are cheers all around me. Suddenly, Isaac’s name crosses the screen and it hits me that it’s happening. This is real. He did it. My son is going to the NFL.

As quickly as it hits me, I’m lifted off the feet I didn’t realize I was standing on and hoisted into Isaac’s arms.

“We did it, Mama,” he whispers in my ear, his voice clogged with emotion. “We did it. I’m going to the pros!”

“I’m so proud of you, baby,” I say, my own voice full of happy tears. “You worked so far for this.”

“Dammit. Now I have to stock up on Lions memorabilia.” I barely register Hank’s latest gripe as I embrace my son. After a long moment, he sets me down and wipes his eyes, not caring that people are seeing him cry while he accepts their congratulations. For the first time, he doesn’t look like my little boy to me. He looks like a grown-up. A grown man who is ready to be out on his own. Who I feel confident will make good choices and decisions. A grown man I’m proud to say I raised to be a good man.

Jack pulls me to him as the tears continue to roll down my face. “You okay?”

I nod up at him. “Yeah. I’m damn near perfect.”

He smirks at my choice of language and holds me tighter.

Sure, it’s been a long road getting to where we are now, and an even longer day, but I wouldn’t change a thing. I’ve never been more full of pride and joy.

 

 

Curious about Jack’s sister, Greer?

Look for her story coming Summer 2018!




[image: ]

 

Mother, reader, storyteller—ME Carter never set out to write books. But when a friend practically forced a copy of Twilight into her hands, the love of the written word she had lost as a child was rekindled. With a story always rolling around in her head, it should come as no surprise that she finally started putting them on paper. She lives in Texas with her four children, Mary, Elizabeth, Carter and Bug, who sadly was born long after her pen name was created, and will probably need extensive therapy because of it.

 

You can follow her on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/authorMECarter,

on Twitter at https://twitter.com/AuthorMECarter,

Instagram at https://www.instagram.com/authormecarter/?hl=en

or email her at AuthorMECarter@gmail.com
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