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        He didn’t notice her at first.

        But when he did, she became all he could see.

        For seconds…minutes…eternities on end.
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      Keane marked him less than five minutes after stepping foot into Boston Prep’s main school building. Skinny. Short. Brown…but not the kind that fights back. He’d bet his new custom Bauer Supremes the kid signed up for band freshman year.

      He studied Band Nerd stuffing books into his locker and jabbering with some girl. He could only see her profile, but he clocked that she was also brown and wore her hair in a long practical braid. She kept her face turned toward Band Nerd as she stowed her books. Like she actually gave a shit about whatever he was talking about.

      Girlfriend, Keane concluded. Probably played for the band, too. Keane had yet to encounter a lunch money mark who actually knew how to bag a girlfriend without getting band involved. Flute or clarinet, he guessed. Something delicate and useless like that.

      Yeah, this kid would definitely make for perfect prey.

      He thumped his suite and teammate, Con, on the shoulder. “Watch this,” he said. Then he cut left in Band Nerd’s direction.

      Time to show everyone at this new school who not to fuck with….

      “Just so you know, I plan to kill myself if Mr. Marchetti refuses to let us play anything from the current millennium this year,” Band Nerd was saying.

      He had an accent, Keane noted. Not Puerto Rican. Indian maybe?

      His girlfriend made a chiding sound in the back of her throat, half laugh, half groan. “Sweetie, don’t say that. I’d be so sad.”

      “I am completely serious—”

      Keane grabbed Band Nerd by his lapels and slammed him against the locker before the kid had the chance to finish his lame-ass declaration.

      “Lunch Money.” Two words. Spoken calm as fuck. Keane didn’t bother with a follow-up threat.

      He didn’t have to. He could tell from the about-to-piss-my-fucking-pants look on Band Nerd’s face that the kid knew what was up, and understood exactly what would happen if he didn’t fork over the cash.

      Yeah, he’d snagged the right mark for sure. Hardly any effort required. So instead of growling threats in his face, Keane simply stood there, dangling Band Nerd in the air as he waited for his money.

      But then somebody tugged on his arm. “You—you can’t do that! Boston Glenn has a zero tolerance policy against bullying. Put him down! Put him down right now!”

      Well this was a new twist. Keane had been rocking the stronger-than-any-of-you-fucks look since the age of nine. And thanks to that implicit promise of beating the shit out of anyone who tried to come between him and his lunch money, he’d never had any guy, much less a girl attempt to stop him from taking someone else’s lunch money. Yet, here Band Nerd’s girlfriend was, running interference.

      Keane looked down, only meaning to shake her off of him. But the full-on sight of her hit him harder than a T-train.

      She was fucking gorgeous. Creamy brown skin, deep brown eyes, and a wide mouth that looked like it would be smiling if she weren’t here, trying to get him to let go of her boyfriend.

      He dropped his gaze down to the rest of her body, and immediately regretted the impulse decision.

      She was the kind of big he hadn’t known he liked until this very moment. Curves for days. Lush hips and a spectacular rack—he could tell, even though she had them way too covered up under the blue and red Boston Glenn uniform jacket. Quite a few BG girls had introduced themselves to him already, and most of them had tugged down their red uniform ties and unbuttoned their shirts to show him some skin. But this girl wore her blouse buttoned all the way up, with the knot of her tie squeezed so tight under her collar, he wondered if it was choking her.

      His hands itched to reach out and tug the tie down. To let that perfect braid loose, too. Then haul her to him and kiss that disapproving frown off her mouth. Would her plump lips taste as good as they looked?

      No, he hadn’t noticed her at first. But when he did, she became all he could see. For seconds…minutes…eternities on end.

      A memory crashed into him. His first game at Andrews Arena. Cheering for the Boston Hawks with his mom. It was close. Less than 30 seconds left on the clock in the last period, and the game was 0-0. This had been before the NHL killed that tied game shit with the shootout, so everybody had been shifting in their seats. Restless and scared they’d paid for tickets and got ass-fucked by the arena’s parking prices for literally zero result. His mom was tapping her acrylics against the arm rest in a way Keane had come to recognize as her needing a drink real bad, even though she’d already knocked back two beers.

      But then in the very last seconds of the game, the Hawk’s star right wing had Holy Fucking Mary-ed the puck into the enemy’s net. That win had stopped his mom’s jonesing. She, Keane, and just about everybody in that stadium jumped to their feet, Caw-Cawing for the Hawks, as the band Boston’s “More Than a Feeling” started playing overhead.

      Gazing down at this girl…it felt like that moment. Like “More Than a Feeling” blasting after an unexpected win. And, a new arousal delivered an unexpected dick punch.

      “Okay, okay! I’ll give you my lunch money.”

      Band Nerd’s voice ripped Keane out of the eternity stare, reminding him of his original intention. Not to gape at some weirdly alluring band nerd’s girlfriend, but to complete his important first day of school ritual of establishing himself as the resident alpha. Plus, after spending all his summer funds on his new Bauers, he was broke as fuck.

      This one act was supposed to kill two birds with one nerd. So good thing Band Nerd had brought him back around to the main point.

      But get this, Band Nerd’s girlfriend had something to say about that, too. “No, Vihaan. You don’t have to give him anything. I’m going to get a teacher.”

      “Con, back me up here,” Keane said without turning his attention from his real target this time. He couldn’t risk letting himself look at her again. Popping a tent in his slacks while dangling a guy in the air just wasn’t a good look.

      But Keane knew his roommate had it covered when he heard Band Nerd’s girlfriend start rattling off her Boston Prep school zero tolerance rule to him, too. Like it actually applied to hockey players.

      “Lunch money,” Keane said again, this time letting some pissed off seep into the demand.

      “It’s in my front pocket! Just take it!”

      Keane gave him an aggrieved look. “You a fag?”

      The little brown nerd blinked. “N-no.”

      “Then why the fuck do you think I’m going to reach into your pocket. I’ve already got all my school supplies. Not looking to pick up any pencils.”

      Con snickered behind him, along with everyone else in the large group of students who’d gathered to watch the show.

      Well, everyone else except for Band Nerd and his girlfriend. But at least the kid seemed to get it now.

      No more hesitation. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a five.

      Keane snatched it from him and let him go at the same time.

      “Vihaan! Are you all right?” Band Nerd’s girlfriend called out.

      He wanted to look at her. Fuck, did he want to look at her. Devour her with his eyes and try to figure out how to get her to spread her legs. But winners don’t look back. They keep it going, dusting all the losers in their wake.

      Keane forced himself to continue strolling down the hallway. Smooth, like shaking Band Nerd down for his lunch money was all in a day’s work.

      But his heart pounded as he walked away, and it had nothing to do with the very tiny bit of exertion it took to pick up that skinny nerd.

      No….

      Keane, didn’t let himself look, but he could imagine her rushing over to her boyfriend and helping him up. Like she was the man and he was the damsel in distress.

      It made him sick to his fucking stomach. Seriously, what was a girl like that doing with an ass tool like Band Nerd?

      “Who was that?” Keane asked, when Con fell in beside him.

      “The Paki or the fat girl?” Con asked. Technically his name was Chris, but he was one of three guys on the team from Wisconsin, so they all called him Con, and the other two Wis and Sin.

      “The fat girl,” Keane answered.

      “That’s Lena Kumar. She’s black, but her dad’s a Paki, too…or an Indian—I can never tell which is which. But they’re not rich like the other Indian kids. Both of them are here on scholarships.”

      “They fucking?”

      Con shrugged. “Truth be told, I thought he was a fag up until today. But I guess maybe he isn’t the way she tried to get in between you two.” He waved his hands hysterically and put on a high-falsetto as he mocked Lena. “Put him down! Put him down! Boston Glenn has a zero tolerance policy against bullying!”

      Keane forced a laugh, but his heart… “More Than a Feeling” wouldn’t stop blasting.

      

      “Lena, just drop it, okay? I gave him the money,” Vihaan said, squeezing her hand as they headed back to Vihaan’s place in Dorchester on the T. “I don’t think he’s going to come after me again.”

      “Yes, you gave him the money. That’s exactly why he’ll come after you again,” Lena argued, anger still churning in her belly at that new student who threatened her friend…and made her heart beat wildly in her chest when he hit her with his hard green stare. “That’s bully psychology 101. You’re an easy mark, so he’ll keep coming after you, not just for the money, but for the rush of adrenaline he gets from dominating you. Bullies are like jungle animals—they live for this stuff.”

      Vihaan snorted. “Please tell me you didn’t spend your lunch period, researching bullies in the computer lab.”

      “How else was I supposed to spend it?” Lena asked. “I’m honest to God worried about you.”

      Vihaan shook his head. “It was probably a onetime thing. He doesn’t look like any of the bullies back in middle school. And at least he asked if I was a fag. Didn’t just assume it like Con and the other Sticks. That means it’s working. We’re working.”

      His words paused Lena’s argument. Vihaan was right. The boy who slammed her best friend against the lockers sure didn’t look like any of the bullies she’d seen in action back when she met Vihaan at Dorchester Middle.

      This bully wasn’t bulky and beefy, but cut and broad shouldered in a way that made his uniform strain against his flexed back. His eyes hadn’t been set in a perma-glare like the world owed him something for giving him a too big body and too big emotions at the same time. And he also hadn’t been poorly groomed.

      No, he’d struck her as handsome, actually. Even when he had Vihaan pinned against the lockers. Clean cut and sharp jawed, with hair that somehow managed to look soft and perfectly gelled at the same time. For a moment she’d gotten lost in that profile. If he looked this good from the side, what he would look like from the front?

      She’s soon found out when he’d shifted his violent gaze from Vihaan to her.

      Had she thought him handsome? Upgrade that to hot. Insanely hot. Forget his muscular body, or the fact that he stood so tall, she barely reached his shoulder. His face alone made his school uniform look like something being modeled in a catalog for rich people who only liked to look at beautiful things. He was so hot he sucked all the oxygen out of the air and made it hard to breathe. To see even.

      She had been pretty sure there was still a school and a hallway jam-packed with rich kids doing exactly nothing to help Vihaan. But for moments on end, all she could do was fall into his intense green eyes.

      “Lena? Lena? Are you listening to me?”

      She snapped out of her memory daze to find Vihaan flapping her arm over their held hands, his expression set to what the hell?

      “Sorry,” she said, shoving that first look memory down into the cellar of her mind where it belonged. “I was just thinking about this one Psychology Now article I read about a bully who escalated from taking lunch money to sexually assaulting a boy in the showers. Sadly, the victim never reported what happened to anyone, so now after years and years of therapy he’s finally figuring out how to live with the trauma. What were you saying?”

      Vihaan shot her an annoyed look. “It’s not like the school would do anything about it anyway. He’s a Stick. He could murder me in the hallway, and the principal would probably cover it up as long as we were able to win the New England championship this year.”

      Vihaan had a point. The Sticks were considered gods at Boston Glenn. And even worse, according to the rumor mill, Keane had been poached from Beaumont Academy, the prep school who had won the state championship last year, so he probably thought he had a permanent ‘Get Out of Jail Free’ card to carry around in his uniform pocket. She wanted to believe Keane wouldn’t get away with murder, but Vihaan’s lunch money…well, yeah, her friend might be right about that.

      But she couldn’t stop fretting over the problem as they got off the T still holding hands and started the twenty-five-minute walk to Vihaan’s house. “There’s got to be something we can do to stop this Masshole from ruining your last two years at Boston Glenn.”

      “Stop, Lena,” Vihaan begged. “If he comes after me again, I’m just going to give him my lunch money.”

      “No, no, it’s not right. Your mom works two jobs. That Southie doesn’t deserve that money. I don’t care how well he hits a ball.”

      “Puck, and how do you know he’s a Southie?”

      Lena cut him a frank look. “I know you only moved to America three years ago, but you have got to start learning to tell us Bostonians apart. If they sound like they’re about to hawk a spit wad and tell you to go fuck yourself at the same time, then they’re from one of the Irish sections of South Boston, okay?”

      “This is somehow oddly specific and hopelessly confusing at the same time,” Vihaan told her. He dropped her hand since they were getting close to his house. “Besides, it doesn’t matter either way. Sticks get what they want. Whatever they want. Everyone knows this.”

      Lena sank into miserable silence. Hating that Vihaan was right.

      “Don’t pout,” Vihaan said, when they reached the three decker where he lived in a third floor apartment with his mother and brother. “Besides Keane is so hot, I find myself wishing I could afford to board at Boston Glenn, so that he might find me in the shower and assault me. In fact, I think I will fantasize about this tonight.”

      Lena scrunched her face at him. “So politically incorrect, Vi. And way to make me feel good about bearding for you.”

      “Yes, I am a horrible fake boyfriend,” Vihaan agreed with an easy grin. “So you can cease worrying about me.”

      Lena knew what he was trying to do, but… “It’s not a joke.”

      Vihaan sighed, his expression turning serious. “I know. So just let me pay him. It will be all right. I promise.”

      “Will it, though?” Lena asked, her voice cracking with worry.

      “Hey, Lena, do you need me to walk you to your father today?” a voice called down before Vihaan could answer.

      Lena raised her eyes to see Rohan, Vihaan’s older brother, leaning out of one of their front windows.

      Their mom maintained very strict rules about them inviting girls into the house, so she’d never stepped foot in her best friend’s apartment. But his older brother, Rohan, always offered to escort her the rest of the way to her dad’s store, which was about another twenty-minute walk from their three-decker.

      Technically, Lena shouldn’t have attended middle school in Dorchester, but her dad had transferred her there, using the store’s address for seventh grade. He’d betted that her superior grades would stand out here more than in their fast-gentrifying Upper Roxbury home district and he’d been right. Both Vihaan and Lena had tested into Boston Glenn and received full merit scholarships.

      Rohan had thanked her profusely for setting a good example and helping his little brother achieve during his first years in America, and he’d been walking Lena to her father’s convenience store ever since she started at Boston Glenn.

      Usually she took him up on his offer in the colder months, when the sun set early, but it was still bright out. So she waved up and said, “No, that’s okay. See you tomorrow.”

      Lena kept her voice light, but as soon as Rohan disappeared back through the window, she returned her worried attention to Vihaan. “Maybe you should tell your brother. He might have some ideas about how to help you.”

      Vihaan started shaking his head before Lena was even finished with her suggestion. “He is very stressed about his sophomore year in university. All he does is go to class and study. He does not need this additional stressor.”

      Her heart sank a little. “But—”

      “Let it go, Lena.” Vihaan said. Then he turned to walk away before she could protest any further.

      Lena plodded the rest of the way to her dad’s convenience store, still fretting over what had happened with the new school bully.

      “Were you given much homework then?” Dad asked when she walked into the EasyStop.

      Lena couldn’t figure out how he’d managed to clock her glum expression. He was sitting behind the bulletproof counter, just like he’d been since 12am, his suspicious eyes glued to the four-camera security monitor he’d mounted next to the counter.

      She glanced at the security camera. There were only a few customers in the store. Two teenage girls in the candy aisle and a large black man in a Dickies workman jacket, studying the beer, like his choice would determine whether the Boston Revolutions won or lost their basketball game tonight.

      The man’s relaxed shoulders told Lena he wasn’t any threat. But the girls…they were whispering and pointing.

      “Hold on,” she said and went over to stand at the end of the aisle.

      Sure enough, the girls abruptly stopped whispering. Lena lingered, pretending to have a hard time choosing between the old-fashion Hubba Bubba and one of the new-fangled, way more expensive Big E-Paks of Eclipse gum they’d recently started carrying. And a few minutes into their can’t decide standoff, the girls made a hasty beeline for the door.

      When she went back up to the front of the store, her father gave her a quick, tired smile before returning his suspicious eyes back to the security monitor. “You are good at spotting these criminals. I think this skill will help you very much when you become a doctor. You will know when someone is truly in need of medicine or trying to scam the system. There are so many of those these days. I saw it on an episode of Boston Hope.”

      Lena rarely received compliments from her father, and they usually lit her up. However, the way her stomach knotted every time she thought of spending the rest of her life in a hospital, like the doctors on Boston Hope, made it hard to enjoy this bit of praise.

      But her father had dropped out of medical school to raise her alone after her mother had died in childbirth, she reminded herself. The least she could do after all he’d sacrificed for her was make the dream he’d had to give up for himself finally come true.

      “Where is Rohan?” he asked, drawing her away from her guilty thoughts. Usually he stopped in and exchanged a few words with her Dad in Punjabi.

      “It’s still light out, so I told him I could walk here alone.”

      Dad finally tore his eyes away from the security monitor. “You should let him escort you, even when it’s light out. His walking you here is a good way to show he is needed. Indian men are not like Americans. We appreciate smart females. But we don’t like too much independence. Also this is a way for you two to spend time together—and before you go saying something like, ‘Eww, Abba, he is four years older than me!’ Let me remind you these few years will not matter at all when you reach university age. Also, you must start your campaign to earn a proposal from him early, as his mother will be a hard sell. It will take time to work your way into her good graces.”

      Lena could have pointed out that Vihaan’s and Rohan’s mother held down two jobs and was never home anyway. And even if she worked a nine-to-five, she was probably hoping for a nice Indian girl for both of her boys. A nice full-Indian girl like the ones Rohan was probably currently meeting at college, not a half-black one like her.

      But she already knew what her father would say. He had a long-range plan. This was why he favored Rohan over Vihaan for her. Vihaan was bright and bubbly when he wasn’t getting picked on by bullies—it would be easy for him to net a nice girl her dad had declared. But Rohan was too studious and conscientious to attract the attentions of a normal Indian girl. He had every faith that his mother would become increasingly desperate and eventually decide to accept a half-Indian daughter into her home.

      Lena loved her dad and couldn’t be more grateful for him. Just the fact that they were standing in a convenience store he was way too overqualified to run showed how much he loved her, how much he had sacrificed. But he had a plan for everything, and sometimes it felt like she’d never be able to execute all of them. Never be able to make him happy the way a full Indian daughter would have. And deep inside that knowledge hurt.

      “I don’t have too much homework today,” she said, changing the subject. “You should go upstairs and take a nap.”

      Even when she had a lot of homework, Lena never admitted that she did. What she’d referred to as a nap was technically the only sleep her father got on weekday school nights, since he refused to hire an assistant clerk with money that would be better invested in her college fund.

      He must have been tired, because he didn’t give any protest. Instead he tapped a finger on a thick envelope and said, “The Irish will be by tonight. This is for them.”

      Lena simply nodded, though the sight of the envelope filled her with disgust. This was another reason she didn’t love Southies. Her father had been paying bogus protection money to them since he saved up enough to buy the original owner out of the store.

      She continued to scowl at the envelope, even as she pulled out the stack of books and plays she’d borrowed from the school library after receiving her AP English syllabus. They hadn’t been assigned any homework on the first day of school, but in her experience, it always paid to get a jumpstart on all required reading, especially the Shakespeare.

      She rang up a few sales and started perusing As You Like It, scanning down often to the translation notes at the bottom. But it was slow going. She kept on thinking about what had happened with Vihaan that morning. And that unexpected zap of…something she didn’t quite understand when the bully had hit her with his green gaze.

      “Think that envelope belongs to me.”

      She looked up to see a hulking Southie. Now this guy looked like a bully. He had a weird combination of big muscles and an even bigger beer belly. His ears stuck out and his hair was cut close to the skull. And though he was here to pick up his protection envelope, his mouth sat at a permanent downturn. Like she’d come into his store to extort him out of money he didn’t deserve, not the other way around. But the eyes were the same. Intense, like they could blink to violent any second now.

      If he had come into the store as a regular customer, Lena wouldn’t have just gone to stand beside him, she probably would have picked up the landline, and kept her finger hovering over the 9-1-1 speed dial until he left.

      But as it was, Lena wordlessly handed over the envelope. Hating that he snatched it from her the same way Keane had snatched that five from Vihaan.

      Like it had been his money all along.

      This was why she hated Southies, she reminded herself as she watched the Irish mobster swagger out of the store. And this was why she had no business feeling any kind of way about the new bully, much less obsessing over his good looks and the way his eyes had bored into hers. Southies were the worst—

      But then her disgusted thoughts suddenly cut off as a new idea began to form. An idea which could solve Vihaan’s bully problem….

      

      When you grow up like Keane did, you put away those superhero comics pretty quick. His suitemate, Con received a whole stack of the damn things on the first day of school from a loving pa back in The Cheese State. But Keane had held up a hand, a wave of disgust rolling through his stomach, when Con offered to let him read Viking Wolf, the first spin-off comic from that Viking Shifter game he and a few of the other guys on the team liked to play after second practice.

      He appreciated the offer, but those comics were full of it. Previous to his ascension into fancy muckety-muck schools that gave talented hockey players full rides, he’d learned the hard fucking way that nobody ever showed up to save you when bad shit went down in Southie. You only had two choices in life asshole or get assholed. (And if you didn’t understand asshole as a verb of life, then you had absolutely no chance of making it out of his neighborhood at all.)

      Keane hadn’t read a comic since his balls dropped.

      So, it was surprising to find himself reading one when Lena knocked on his suite door, loud and hard, like she knew what she wanted. “Hello, Keane,” she called on the other side of the wood. “It’s Lena. You there?”

      Was he there? Hell yeah, he was. He leaped out of bed, only to freeze at the sight of her when he yanked open the door. She looked different from this morning. The tie was gone and the hip hugging uniform skirt was at least six inches shorter. She’d also unbuttoned her shirt, so low he could see the edges of her bra.

      His cock instantly turned to concrete.

      He’d been right about her. She had been hiding a fantastic pair of tits under that uniform. But now she stuck them out and said, “I’m here to see what I can do to make you leave my boyfriend alone.”

      “That right?” Keane asked, his voice low as his dick pulsed, panting for a taste.

      Normally he had a policy about messing with other guy’s girlfriends. It was a hockey thing. Don’t shit where you skate and all that. Bros before hos who could ruin your team’s chance at a championship.

      But Band Nerd wasn’t on his team, Keane reminded himself. Also, he didn’t deserve a set of tits like the ones Lena was shoving in his face. Probably didn’t even know what to do with them.

      Keane crooked his head to the side, pretending to take her request under serious consideration. “What if I told you to dump that chump and get with a winner.”

      She grinned, like he was the coolest bro on the planet. “It depends, are you the winner I’d be getting with?”

      “Hell yeah,” he answered with a smirk.

      “In that case…”

      She stood on her tip toes and leaned forward, pressing her incredible tits into his chest as she grabbed him around the shoulders. Then she…

      Shook him hard and yelled, “Wake up, Boston. C’mon, bro, wake up already!”

      Keane jerked awake. Con was standing over his bed.

      Fuck! It had only been a dream.

      “That for me?” Con asked, lifting both his eyebrows.

      Keane followed his roommate’s gaze down to the morning wood tenting his sheet. “Fuck no,” he answered, throwing back the cover and hopping out of bed. “I gotta take a shower.” For more reasons than one.

      Con just snorted as Keane shoved past him. “Yeah whatever. You don’t have time for a shower. We only got ten til practice.”

      “Fuck!” Keane yelled again.

      “Yeah, I was surprised to find you still sleeping.”

      Keane was surprised, too. He usually got to practice fifteen minutes early. He liked to show coaches why he was always a ten times better pick than any of the entitled rich shits that riddled most hockey teams like a fucking venereal disease.

      He made it on time to their morning session, but just barely, and Coach Neilson asked if he needed a reminder about the Shower Before Practice policy as he skated by—loud enough for the whole team to hear.

      And a few guys snickered, which meant Keane would have to spend the rest of the week checking them into walls whenever they even thought about going for his side’s puck. As violently as possible. He’d learned early never to let a rich prick get away with laughing at him.

      On top of that, he hadn’t gotten the chance to eat breakfast this morning, and there was no time to sneak in a bowl of Wheaties after practice, just a shower. He opted for the shower. Because he hated getting laughed at…he told himself. But a small, no-bullshit part of him knew the real reason.

      That real reason stood around 5’5 with deep brown eyes, tits to literally dream for, and had made “More Than a Feeling” blast inside his head with just one look. And no, he didn’t want to smell when he slammed the real reason’s boyfriend into a locker this morning.

      But he did take a moment to text his little brother who was still in middle school before heading off to the campus’s main classroom building.

      “How’s it going.”

      “Fine.”

      Shit. The single word answer from his normally chatty brother meant he was anything but. Also…why wasn’t he in school?

      He didn’t bother to ask, because he already knew the answer. It was six feet and liked to beat on whoever was around when it got drunk and pissed off about its shitty left behind life. This was one of the reasons he’d agreed to transfer from his boarding school in Connecticut to one in Boston. He needed to be able to go home on the weekends. Protect his brother as much as he could from their asshole father.

      But apparently his father had decided to switch things up and get punchy on a week night.

      So yeah, Keane’s mood was charting at Pretty Fucked by the time he got to school. He ignored all the people calling out to him as he strode down the main hallway. There were mostly girls anyway. And none of them were her.

      In fact, Band Nerd and his girlfriend were suspiciously absent when he walked past their section of lockers.

      More F-bombs exploded in his head as he continued down the hallway, without today’s lunch money offering. Obviously, Band Nerd & Co. had decided to avoid him, but after he stowed his books, he’d hunt them down like a Catholic priest whose collection plate had come back to the front empty.

      Just like the dorm rooms on the fourth floor of the residence hall, the school kept all hockey players’ lockers together. Sin, Con and a few of his other teammates had already arrived and were shoving books into their lockers.

      “Boston!” they intoned as he opened his own locker.

      Unlike Con, and Sin, he hadn’t had to split up his name. Not to say Boston Glenn was elitist as fuck. But the only other Boston propers who attended the school were either brown and here on scholarship (like Lena), or descended from Founding Fathers, which he guessed made them too anemic and inbred to play hockey. Whatever, he liked having Boston all to himself. And it really didn’t matter today anyway. The main point was him needing to hunt that ass tool down to beat the five out of h—

      The imaginary film of him beating Band Nerd to a pulp froze frame when he saw the envelope waiting for him at the top of his locker.

      A white envelope…his heart stopped beating. If there was one thing he’d learned after two years at elite boarding schools, it was that rich kids were a bunch of mean cunts. And the guys were the worst. None of them knew how to fight for shit, so if they had a problem with you, instead of settling that beef with fists, they took the girly way out and fucked with your head.

      Had one of those skinny pale-ass Founding Daddy fucks figured out his Dad collected envelopes for the Charlie Gang and decided some mocking was in order? Keane fisted a hand, wondering who he’d have to knock out first.

      But then he caught sight of the words written across the top of the envelope in neat looping letters. A girl’s handwriting for sure. When he and most guys he knew bothered to write neatly, it was always in block letters, spaced out with nothing touching. No fucking loops.

      Keane picked the envelope up and read:

      Dear Keane (sp?),

      It has come to our attention that your Boston Glenn Scholarship does not cover your lunch money needs. In the spirit of helping, here is the first of five dollars that will be delivered every weekday, so that you may enjoy your mid-afternoon meal without impeding the lunch time needs of others.

      All our best,

      Scholarship Kids Helping Other Scholarship Kids

      Keane read the words on the front of the envelope, then looked inside. Sure enough, there was a five-dollar bill.

      He’d noted all the “our” this and “our” that, but he knew exactly who had left this envelope for him. And a slow grin spread across his face as he went from simply wanting to bang the girl with the big tits to actually starting to like her. Sending a note like this to a guy like him required major balls, and he had to give her respect. Not just the mental kind, either.

      From that day forth, he never messed with Band Nerd again. And even though he put himself on a monthly rotation of easy pussy after a week of not seeing her in the hallway, he continued thinking (and occasionally dreaming) about the girl who left an envelope with a five-dollar bill in his locker every school day.

      That had been the first time she surprised him. But it wouldn’t be the last.
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      “Excuse me, could I have your autograph?”

      Keane raised his head from the glass of whiskey he was about to down, already preparing to say fuck no. Politely, if he could manage it. His brother, Bono, had warned him before this year’s annual black-tie event for the Keane Hockey Academy that his habit of telling anyone who asked him for his John Hancock to go fuck themselves might not help them hit this year’s fundraising goal.

      Blah, blah, blah. Whatever. Five minutes before going on stage to deliver his required speech, he had zero desire to talk to anything but a stiff drink.

      But he reconsidered his no when he spied who was doing the asking. Perky blonde. Early 20s. Hopefully not younger. But rich enough to be milling around this six-figure a table black tie fundraiser. Plus, she held his Hawks Upper Deck card in her perfectly manicured hand. Not a napkin or some bullshit like that.

      “Yeah, you can have an autograph.” He took the card from her and immediately flipped it over, before the younger him could give him any grief. Yeah, technically he made more money off the ice than he ever did on, but pictures from when he was whole still hit him like a puck to the chest.

      “What’s your name?” he asked, giving her lots of eye contact.

      “Oh, it’s not for me. It’s for my dad. He got called away on business, but he’s a huge fan still. His name is Gary.”

      Well, shit. He scribbled his name across the card and asked bluntly, “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-three,” she answered, dipping her head in a way she probably practiced in the mirror. It was wicked cute. “How old are you?”

      He handed the card back to her. “Thirty-three. You coming back to my place for dessert after this is done?”

      He watched her calculate out a response. The younger women knew how to put on event make-up like nobody’s business thanks to YouTube. But they couldn’t hide their feelings for shit when it came to sober, in person come-ons. He knew her answer way before she carefully gave it. “I’d like that. I’d like it a lot.”

      Huh…nothing.

      Keane liked winning. He’d built a hockey career and then a multi-million-dollar real estate investment group on winning. But this didn’t feel like a win. There was no victory flare, no stirring in his pants. Just a whole lot of hollow numb. Same as before the blonde had walked up to him, right before he ordered his usual pre-speech drink.

      Speaking of which. “You want one?” he asked, beckoning over the man bun tending the bar in a crisp white shirt and bow tie.

      “Yes, thank you,” she answered, laying a hand on his arm.

      Without warning “More Than a Feeling” started blasting, flooding him with memories of the last girl who had made him hear that song with just one touch.

      

      Logically, Keane should have been on top of the world. His two years at Boston Glenn couldn’t have gone better. They’d won the state championship twice. He’d yet to go more than three or four days without pussy. And now here he was dancing with the hottest girl in school with a crown on his head. He’d morphed from a South Boston peasant recruit to king of the school, with little to no off-ice effort required.

      “Babe, I’m going to blow your mind tonight,” Cordelia whispered in his ear, giving him even more reason to show some gratitude for getting named prom king along with his current girlfriend.

      If he had to listen to her talk for more than a few minutes, Cordelia annoyed the hell out of him, but she fucked like a porn star. Always down for head. Knew how to give him plenty of eye contact and seemed to have been born without a gag reflex. She kept everything bare, didn’t even have hair on her arms. And she knew what she was doing when she got on top. He could already see her taking her pretty blonde hair out of that princess bun, and swishing it back and forth as she rode him like the horse she boarded in the Boston Glenn stables.

      Yeah, euphoria should be running through his veins, like the good stuff he was known to peddle at college parties when his funds ran low.

      But instead he continued to psycho stare over Cordelia’s shoulder. Not at another girl, but at Band Nerd, who was dancing with some skinny Jewish-looking guy. Keane had never seen him before, but he had his arms wrapped around Band Nerd, and was dancing just as close to him and as Cordelia was to Keane.

      Band Nerd was gay. That motherfucker had been letting Lena pay Keane five dollars every school day for two years, but then couldn’t even wait until after prom to come out of the closet. Couldn’t even take her instead of that equally band nerd looking fuck.

      Anger continued to rise, filling his body until it became so rigid, his normally self-absorbed girlfriend, leaned back to ask, “Are you all right?”

      Instead of answering, he walked away from her.

      “Keane? Keane? Where are you going?” Cordelia demanded.

      He ignored her as he headed straight toward Band Nerd with his fist balled. Nearly two years, he’d been whacking off to fantasies of Lena Kumar. But he’d never touched her. Never let himself approach her. Because she was already taken. And now her “boyfriend” was here with another guy? If this fucker thought, he was going to get away with this…

      Unfortunately, Con popped up in front of him halfway through his beeline. “Hey, hey,” he said, following the direction of Keane’s gaze. “We’re all pissed about that fag showing up with a date, but hockey season’s over, bro. If you say or do something to him, the gay student coalition’s going to shit a sheep. The school will kick you out just to be PC and that could put your place on the UBoss’s hockey team in danger. Think, bro, think.”

      Keane did think about it. True, if he kicked Band Nerd’s ass, the school would probably expel him. Now that they’d gotten what they wanted; they didn’t need him anymore. He understood that. But with his record and NHL trajectory, he doubted much would endanger his hockey team placement at the University of Boston—or UBoss as the locals called the division one school.

      Still, he held only three basic truths to be self-evident since discovering hockey.

      
        	Don’t get assholed.

        	Do whatever it took to make it to the NHL.

        	Don’t let shit come between you and the NHL.

      

      He went back to his girlfriend. Let her fuck him good for making her prom queen dream come true.

      But was that enough?

      Did he stop obsessing over Lena? Or the fact that she was free? Had been free this entire time?

      No, no…he didn’t.

      By Monday morning, he’d decided to do something nearly as fucked up as Band Nerd showing up at prom with a guy on his arm.

      He arrived earlier than usual to school the Monday after the big dance, with a plan to ask Lena Kumar out. Thanks to the Mindfuck gods, all the other seniors’ lockers had been grouped right up the hallway from the hockey players’ this year. That meant he’d been gifted season tickets he didn’t want to the show of her and Band Nerd, laughing together, like besties since September.

      Keane had figured his chances of putting her in the monthly pussy rotation were zero to negative, which was why he’d stayed away. Yet watching them had made his chest burn funny. He couldn’t keep his interest up for a girl more than a few weeks, much less the two years Lena and Band Nerd had been together. And despite himself, his heart had pounded at the thought of someone like Lena being as sweet and loyal to him as she was to her weak as fuck boyfriend.

      But lucky, Con had stopped him from bashing Band Nerd’s face in, because that shit had been a total illusion. Apparently, Lena had known all along that “her boyfriend” was gay and had volunteered for beard duty to make his life easier.

      Con had sounded especially pissed when he reported all this back to Keane on Sunday. “I knew that guy was a fag, but I let him get away with it, while we were still on hockey god status, because I thought what he had with Lena was for real.” He’d shaken his head bitterly. “I should have trusted my gut and beat him down.”

      But Keane couldn’t figure out whether to admire her for her loyalty or go bitter, like Con over the wasted opportunity. Did she know…did she have any idea what he would have done to her if he’d known she was free?

      He knew now, and his heart pounded louder than ever as he strode from the front entrance of the school toward the senior lockers. He could see her at the end of the hallway, laughing with Band Nerd. So yeah, Con must have gotten it right about her not being mad.

      Keane headed straight toward her. No pretending not to see her today. No more sneaking looks.

      “You’re here early!”

      His heart went from pounding to a full-on sink when Cordelia appeared out of nowhere and grabbed his arm. Latching on to him like a fucking leech. Seeing the two of them walking down the hall together, people started calling out congratulations. Hell, if it didn’t feel like prom night all over again. Especially with Cordelia waving back, like she was still wearing a tiara.

      But fuck that. “Cord, we need to talk,” he said, figuring in public would be as good a place as any to dump her. Less chance of her making a scene.

      Instead of answering, Cordelia’s scrunched her face and asked, “What’s that girl doing at your locker? Is she…is she trying to give you a love note?”

      Keane blanched when he saw Lena standing at his locker with an envelope in his hand, obviously preparing to slip it between the front metal grate.

      Fuck!

      Before he could stop her, Cordelia rushed over to her with a “Ew, what are you doing?”

      Then she snatched an envelope Keane had gotten to know well out of Lena’s hand. Over the years, Lena had gone from handwriting her made-up slogan to printing it out in a pretty-legitimate-looking capital letter font with a logo and everything.

      He could see the orange-and-black SCHOLARSHIP KIDS HELPING OTHER SCHOLARSHIP KIDS logo from here, but instead of chuckling like he usually did at the sight of it, he cursed himself.

      “It’s…it’s nothing,” Lena answered Cordelia, reaching for the envelope.

      But Cordelia held it back, her perfectly made up eyes flashing angrily as she said, “No, you’re going to tell me why you are putting envelopes in my boyfriend’s locker.”

      “Cordelia, seriously, just give it back—”

      Instead, Cordelia opened the envelope like she was auditioning for Mean Girls 2: Over the Top. Probably expecting to find a love letter she could read out loud to the crowd of kids that had gathered to watch this post-prom show go down. However, she scrunched her face even tighter when she saw the five-dollar bill. “Money? Why are you putting an envelope with money inside my boyfriend’s locker? Is this some kind of joke?”

      Keane cursed himself for letting that lunch money shit go on for so long. It had never been about money really. His dad was mafia for Christ’s sakes. Low down on the totem pole, yeah, but still, Keane could make $500 in the time it took her to put her Abe Lincoln in an envelope and slip it in his locker. All it took was one call to the any of the many uncles he wasn’t really related to, and a trip to a frat house on any one of Boston’s many college campuses.

      He’d thought about telling her to knock it off a few times over the past two years, but he’d never been able to bring himself to do it. The lunch money was stupid, yeah, but it was the only connection he had with this girl he’d been obsessing over.

      “Yes, it’s a joke,” Lena answered Cordelia, her voice sounding weak and scared.

      Cordelia had a way of inspiring that reaction in other girls.

      “Just a joke, right, Keane?”

      The gazes of all the students staring at them felt like bugs crawling over his skin. In an instant he was transported back to his first real deal hockey summer camp. He’d had to take a T and two buses to get to Marlborough. Those rich kids had pointed at the Southie in second-hand skates covered in duct tape, and they’d laughed every time he fell. Teaching him how things worked here at this elite summer camp, just as they had in South Boston. Here and everywhere you went you either assholed or got assholed.

      Don’t get assholed. As his original truth rang even more self-evident in his head, everybody was staring at him, waiting for his answer. Including Lena.

      Christ, Lena…. She was stupid loyal, wasn’t she? Too damn loyal to guys who didn’t fucking deserve it.

      He slammed his hand against the row of lockers, hating her for her stupid loyalty as she jumped at the unexpected sound of his hand bashing into metal. Hating himself even more for what he was about to do.

      “I told you to quit doing that shit! Listen, you gotta stop stalking me! You psycho freak! You can’t pay me enough to put my dick in you. So, stop trying.”

      He put all his anger into making his words sound convincing, and fuck…it worked.

      She flinched, shocked hurt widening her eyes. But instead of laughing at Keane for being poor, everyone around them started laughing at her for being a psycho.

      He wanted her to protest. Maybe even hit him. He deserved that and it wouldn’t matter. Everyone would believe him and maybe he could explain in private.

      But she did something even worse than hitting him. Instead of getting angry, she turned and ran. However, not fast enough for him not to see the way her eyes welled up right before she took off down the hallway. An ugly hollowness lodged in his gut and his heart pounded. Still terrified for some reason, even though he’d successfully dodged the reputation killing bullet that would have been admitting he’d been letting Lena Kumar give him “scholarship” lunch money the entire time he was here.

      Band Nerd glared at him, then took off, too, calling her name as he ran to comfort her.

      No, his name wasn’t Band Nerd, Keane finally admitted. It was Vihaan. And it didn’t matter how short and skinny he was or who he’d brought to prom, in that moment, he was a much bigger man than Keane.

      Keane would continue to think about what happened in that hallway for years to come. Replaying it in his mind, and wishing he’d said something else. Done something else. Defended her instead of standing by while those rich assholes teased her for the rest of the year. It had become so bad, he’d never been able to figure out how to approach her privately to explain why he’d said what he had. Con and a bunch of the other hockey players even coughed, “psycho!” under their hands as she walked across the stage.

      No, like the coward who figures out a comeback way too late, Keane eventually constructed the perfect reaction to that envelope moment, sometime around his first year at UBoss.

      He could have kissed her. He could have kissed her there in that hallway in front of everyone, including Cordelia, and let them all figure it out.

      That he didn’t want Cordelia, he wanted Lena.

      That the money didn’t mean shit, it had always been about keeping Lena close, even when he thought she was with somebody else.

      That they were just background.

      Hockey and Lena were all that mattered.

      He got to keep hockey, but he lost Lena the same spring morning he’d set out to claim her.

      

      “Ah, Keane, I think they’re calling for you to go up on stage.”

      Keane blinked out of the memory, realizing that the song wasn’t coming from the blonde. He could now see Bono on stage waving him forward while the Hawks’ unofficial victory song poured out from the speakers on either side of the stage.

      “Be here when I get back,” he bit out, like the blonde was one of his minions at DGK.

      Then he went to give a very short speech, which would be followed by a long night of trying to fuck Lena out of his system. Again.

      He hated that this was still happening sixteen years after their eyes first clashed. Hated that it was still Lena—and only Lena—who made him feel like a victory song whenever she touched him.
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      Some friendships fade and some friendships pick you and your son up from the airport at four in the morning.

      Lucky for Lena and Max, her friendship with Vihaan turned out to be the latter. They found him waiting for them in the baggage claim area when they came down the escalator after getting off the red-eye they’d flown from California.

      “Welcome home!” Vihaan gathered her and Max up in a tight hug before stepping back to watch as she lugged their suitcase off the baggage claim carousel.

      He kept up a perky stream of chatter as they walked out to his car. Like she hadn’t divorced his brother since she saw him last.

      Same old Vihaan, she thought later as she struggled to heft the bag into the trunk of his electric Fiat. Lucky his bubbly nature made up for his lack of chivalry.

      “Want me to help?” Max asked.

      “I got it. Why don’t you climb into the back seat?” she answered.

      “Are you nearly as tall as me now?” Vihaan demanded as he, too, took her up on her invitation to get in the car. “I thought we agreed you were going to stop growing so fast the last time I saw you.”

      “Sorry, Uncle Vi,” Max answered, his voice as good-natured as Vihaan’s had been indignant.

      Vihaan was right about how too fast Max had been growing. His joggers looked more like capris these days, she noted as she watched him contort his already long and strong body to climb into the backseat. Luckily, he’d decided to start exclusively wearing hockey jerseys after his first season of house league hockey, or she’d probably have to replace all his shirts, too, this summer.

      Vihaan started talking about his life, and exclusively, about his own life as soon as Lena sat down in the front passenger seat, like it had only been a few days since they’d seen each other last. Not years.

      But Lena couldn’t have been more grateful for his continuous stream of me, me, me. Therapist mode was her safe space, and Lord knew she did not want to talk about herself or her failed marriage with his brother. All she wanted right now was to get home to her father and get some z’s in so that she’d be well-rested for a weekend of packing up his convenience store.

      Plus, she loved hearing about the trials and tribulations of working in a swanky Charlestown digital marketing firm filled with adults—it was a nice break from the schoolyard and family drama most of her patients wanted to talk with her about. Though she was sad to hear that he’d just dumped a workplace boyfriend of “too many” years.

      “Another Jonah,” he confessed with a huff. “I need to switch it up. I don’t know why I keep falling for the Jewish version of me. I should have figured out by now it starts off nice, but only ends up so effing boring.”

      “It does sound like a pattern that’s not serving you,” she agreed, keeping any and all judgment out of her tone. Who was she to talk anyway? Kids she could handle, no problem. But it had taken her eight years to realize that no matter how much her father loved Rohan, the only real adult relationship she’d ever had was just never going to work out.

      “That hair guy from that makeover show mom likes used to date a rugby player,” Max offered from the back seat.

      “Yeah, I know, right? And he was smoking hot,” Vihaan said. Only a faint hint of his Indian accent still laced his speech after nearly twenty years in America. “I wish Boston had a hot pro rugby team. Most of the players on the New England Freedom look like dads.” He lowered his voice to add for Lena’s ears only, “And not the -ILFy kind either.”

      “How about a hockey player?” Max asked.

      “Ewwwww!” Vihaan made a dramatic gagging sound as he steered the car toward the Columbia Rd Exit. “Listen to me, bhatije. Your mom and I will never, and I mean never date a hockey player. Please don’t ever suggest anything like that again!”

      “Why not?” Max demanded, sounding offended on behalf of all possibly gay hockey players.

      “Trust me, if you had gone to the same school we did, you wouldn’t even be having this conversation with us. Hockey players are the worst. The total worst. Right, Lena?

      Right…

      Lena shifted her eyes away. College had been such a weird era in her life. For the first time, she’d befriended another biracial black woman her age, mixed with something other than white. She’d taken on a new half-Korean best friend, named Dawn. And for a while there she and Vihaan, who’d gone on to live out and proud at Tufts had lost touch.

      So while the college friend who never returned her calls or texts these days knew about that summer, Vihaan didn’t. And though he obviously knew about her dating and marrying his brother, she’d never quite gotten around to tell him about that break they’d taken before she moved to California or what and who happened during the months they spent apart.

      “Look, it’s Keane! It’s Keane!”

      Her lungs nearly collapsed at Max’s sudden announcement.

      But then they filled again, when she followed the direction of her son’s pointing finger to a moving billboard, just off the exit.

      Not her ex…. It was just a moving billboard, featuring a black-and-white ad that Keane had done for a famous shoe company.

      Vihaan pulled up to a red light, and they all watched the commercial’s camera trail down from his handsome face to his naked torso. He had a beard now and a tattoos on his chest. A tree with no leaves and blackbirds.

      Lena couldn’t tear her eyes away as the camera panned down the rest of his body, over a pair of black workout shorts, to his now most famous part. A custom prosthetic with a skate attached.

      The words “WHAT’S STOPPING YOU?” appeared across the screen just as a hockey rink lit up behind him.

      “He’s so bomb,” Max said breathlessly as the light turned green, and Vihaan drove them past the billboard. “I want to be just like him when I grow up. But not the leg.”

      No, not the leg…

      “His resilience in the face of great loss is admirable,” she agreed, falling back into therapist mode to find even one upside to seeing Keane big as day on a billboard. “I’m glad he inspires you.”

      Lena didn’t dare look across the seat at her now former brother-in-law, but she could sense him calling her a liar inside his head. And even though she still had no plans to tell him about that what happened between her and Keane after high school, she knew he was right.

      That summer with Keane had been a mistake.

      But this one would go much differently. She had only three wishes for her summer in Boston. That she could transition her father out of his convenience store into the retirement he deserved. That she’d get exactly what she needed from her training apprenticeship at the Institute for Better Boys. And most of all…

      That she’d make it through the entire summer without seeing the hockey player on that billboard.
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      Spring Break, Eleven Years Ago

      

      “Yo, look at Graham. He found a 3-pointer!” one of Keane’s teammates yelled over Fergie caterwauling from the Daytona Beach bar’s sound system about her better than yours glamorous life.

      The last person Keane expected to find when he looked up to see who Graham had netted for their Spring Break Bang-Off was Lena Kumar. But there she stood, dressed in a yellow bikini. One that confirmed beyond a shadow of a doubt every lewd thought he’d had in high school about what she’d been hiding under that uniform. Big hips, big tits, she’d finally let them out, and they were on full display.

      Unfortunately, her big eyes were currently peeping up at Graham Diener, a mediocre second-string wing—though Keane had overheard him telling a girl he was a starter earlier that night. And Lena didn’t know the only reason Graham was talking to her was because she was fat and brown, which meant instead of the usual one point per girl, he’d start the Bang-Off with 3 points if he closed the deal.

      Fuck if Keane would let that happen. He hadn’t laid an eye on Lena in four years, but a new possessiveness rushed through him when he saw her flirting with that piece of shit.

      “No cock blocking, bro!”

      Keane didn’t realize he’d started advancing in Graham’s and Lena’s direction until a hand grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back.

      It was Tim, the team captain and a fellow Bostonian. He’d been the one to put together the week-long Bang-Off rules, and he though he wasn’t descended from a Founding Father, he was rich enough to fund the $5000 pot.

      5K Keane had been sure he would win until he saw Graham trying run his lame game to Lena.

      “I know her,” Keane said. “I don’t want Graham flirting with her.”

      “Know her. Like she’s an ex-girlfriend?” Tim sent a skeptical look in Lena’s direction. Probably because she didn’t fit the normal profile of a hockey player girlfriend. Which tended to lean more Carrie Underwood than brown and fluffy.

      “No, I went to high school with her…” Keane admitted, his eyes still on Lena. Another girl had joined the conversation. She was shorter than Lena but also fluffy…and falling down drunk. Lena looked concerned as she settled her friend on a stool. But drunk girls didn’t qualify for play in the Bang-Off, so Graham was ignoring her and still trying to close the deal with Lena.

      Keane had never seen the drunk girl before, but he found himself feeling grateful to her for cock-blocking Graham in his stead, since Tim probably wouldn’t accept “knowing her from high school” as an excuse to go over there.

      As if to confirm his point, Tim declared, “The cock-blocking rule still applies. She’s not drunk and she’s a three-pointer, so that means Graham’s free to play.”

      Of course, Keane’s other teammates nodded along, like referees making an interference call. For a competition that was supposed to be fun and games, they were taking this shit way serious.

      Yeah, good thing the drunk friend showed up…

      But then another second-stringer said, “Fuck, what’s he doing now?”

      Keane looked back over his shoulder to see Lena was no longer with her drunk friend at the bar, but hitting Graham with her purse, shit spilling out of it, as he dragged her towards the beach bathroom.

      The fuck?

      It would have taken a stronger guy than Tim to hold him back at that point. Keane ripped his shoulder out of the captain’s grip and rushed over to them, like Graham was trying to light a lamp for the opposing team.

      “Stop. Let her go, dumbass,” he said, getting in front of Graham.

      Graham and Lena stared up at him. Lena looked like a ghost had appeared out of nowhere, but Graham just looked pissed.

      “No fair, Keane, I saw her first!”

      Keane nearly lost it when instead of letting her go, Graham curled his hand even tighter around Lena’s wrist. “End of your life coming down in five…”

      “Bro, c’mon,” Graham whined. “Fights off the ice are an automatic three-game suspension.”

      “Four…”

      “You’re going to risk your draft chances on this shit?”

      Truth be told, Keane could barely hear him. All he could see was that little fuck’s hand still touching Lena. “Three…”

      “Fuck, Keane, c’mon. Cut me a break, it’s just pussy—”

      “Two…”

      Like the coward Keane had already guessed him to be, Graham dropped her wrist before he could get to one. “I fucking hate you, bro. But whatever. Plenty of pussy in the sea. Bet I can find another brown one, too.”

      Graham probably thought that was some kind of comeback, but Keane had already forgotten about him by the time he disappeared back into the crowd of spring breakers.

      His eyes were glued to one thing and one thing only. “You all right, Lena?”

      She stilled. Like a forest critter that had just been spotted by something that wanted to eat it.

      Looking at her in that bikini, Keane couldn’t say she was wrong about that.

      “I’m…I’m fine…um thanks?” she finally managed to say, appearing wary as hell to be talking to him after all this time.

      “You’re welcome,” he answered, smirking at her questioning tone. She probably didn’t ever expect to be thanking him for anything after what went down their senior year.

      But then he thought about what could have happened with Graham, if he hadn’t shown up. “You sure you’re okay? Real serious. I will beat that fuckhead into the ground if he has hurt you.”

      She looked back at him with blank shock, and Keane could almost hear her smart girl mind trying to reconcile him of all people offering to defend her as she said, “I’m fine.”

      Yeah, she was fine, he realized, continuing to stare down at her. Still. He’s never seen her hair out of the studious braid she kept it in back in high school. It was pretty down. Like a black cloud of curls framing her cute face. He didn’t let his eyes roam lower than that this time.

      The swim trunks he’d worn to the bar wouldn’t provide much camouflage if he sprung a boner. And that was exactly what would happen if he let himself look at her body in a bikini again, without Graham here to distract him from all of that “yeah, you know you want this, Keane.” Still.

      “What’s a goodie like you doing in Daytona anyway?” he asked, channeling all his irritation at not being able to ogle her the way he wanted to into the question.

      She pulled a face. And Keane wonder if she was asking herself the same question after her run-in with Graham. “Trying to blow off some steam before finals. It was my friend’s idea to come here—”

      She cut off, glancing over her shoulder. “Sorry, I’ve got to go. It was…” She shook her head as if searching but failing to come up with a word to describe their unexpected reunion. “I’ve got to go.”

      “Wait, hold on—”

      She disappeared into the beach crowd, before he could come up with something to convince her not to leave. To stay and keep talking to him.

      He thought about running after her. It felt like he had so much he needed to say. But when he tried to find the words, he couldn’t think of any.

      What could he say anyway? “Sorry for ruining what should have been the funniest part of your senior year by accusing you of being a psycho. But hey, ran interference for you with Graham, soooo…wanna fuck?”

      Keane couldn’t say he’d met other girls like Lena at UBoss, but he’d scoped them out from afar. Always headed in some specific direction, never wandering around campus. They didn’t flirt. Never showed up at his frat house’s parties. Always had the right answer in class, because they actually studied that shit before the test. Somehow, Keane doubted she would jump at his offer of makeup sex.

      A strange disappointment swept over him as he headed back in the direction of his boys.

      Graham had already come back to the three tall tables they’d claimed for themselves. To tattle as it turned out. He was waving around what looked like one of those moleskin journals and complaining loudly to Tim about getting cock-blocked.

      “What? You didn’t close the deal either?” Graham shouted over the Ludacris club thumper that had started playing when Keane got back to the tables.

      “She was a friend from high school. That’s the only reason he interfered,” Tim answered, coming to Keane’s defense. Keane gave him a “good looking out” chin up. Sure, Tim had told him not to interfere, but when worse came to worse, starters stuck together.

      “That shouldn’t count—hey, what are you doing?” he shouted, when Keane snatched the moleskin journal out of his hands.

      Keane didn’t answer, just let Graham’s whiny-ass voice fade into the background as he checked to see if his suspicion about Graham not being the kind of guy capable of reflective thought panned out. It did.

      This journal belongs to Salena Kumar. If found, please call…

      There it was. The number he’d never been able to get in high school, written out in the neat handwriting Keane still remembered right on the front page.

      And just like that, his heart started pounding again, with “More Than a Feeling” blasting in his head.

      As it turned out, he didn’t post any points on the Spring Break Bang Off that night. Instead, he ended up texting Lena: “This is Keane. Shouldn’t have run off like fuckin Cinderella. Got your journal. You want it back, come meet me tomorrow. Lucky’s on Seabreeze. Noon.”

      

      The journal turned out to be a diary. And Keane spent the hour before their noon meeting reading it, even though he was supposed to be doing inventory at that time. That was the deal he’d struck with the retired “uncle” who owned the bar, but never wanted to be bothered with any of the technical aspects of running a legitimate business. In exchange for his boring service, Keane could stay for free in the room above the bar and enjoy all the drinks he wanted to pour himself.

      Keane needed the deal. He had stopped party dealing after a close call during freshman year. He’d been collared by a campus security officer and if not for his taking the offer of one of Keane’s front row Friends and Family tickets for the rest of his time at UBoss, he might have gotten kicked off the team.

      Rule #2 still applied, so he’d said goodbye to the lucrative activity that almost got between him and the NHL and hello to college life on the barter system. Usually it didn’t matter. He lived in a frat where food always seemed to magically appear. However, the annual hockey team spring break trip had been a little trickier. The rest of the team paid top prices to stay at the Daytona Beach Benton Grand, but he was too poor to afford a 3-hundy a night room for a whole week.

      So, he’d made up a story about his uncle making him stay at the bar to work. Family, right? Plus, it’s a fact of life that rich kids like nothing more on this earth than free shots, so everyone was happy with the arrangement. He shouldn’t be doing anything to jeopardize it.

      But Lena’s diary was just too good to put down. In fact, a few pages in, he poured himself a bowl of peanuts and sat behind the bar to finish reading what had been written as a series of letters to her dead mother.

      Apparently, Lena had gone on to Mount Holyoke, an all-girls school in Western Mass, and had spent her senior year in an actual real relationship with Band Nerd’s older brother. Some fuckhead named Rohan. But get this, Rohan had insisted on waiting until marriage to have sex. Several months into what sounded like a boring as fuck relationship, he’d asked her to come back to Boston for the weekend before Spring Break. She’d thought he was going to propose, and Keane noted she wrote a whole page about how happy her dad would be when she told him, and exactly zero words about whether she really wanted to marry dick she hadn’t test rode yet.

      But as it turned out, that ass tool had called her down to Boston to break up with her. And he didn’t even come up with a good lie. He told her straight out his mom was too racist to accept a half-black Indian girl for her oldest son—especially now that she wasn’t speaking to the youngest one for coming out as gay. What in the entire fuck?

      Lena was all angry and broken up about it for a couple of pages. And there was a lot of Dear Mama, how am I going to tell Dad Rohan dumped me? But if you asked Keane, she’d dodged a bullet. What kind of little bitch dumps a girl because his mommy doesn’t approve?

      Keane flipped to the Sunday night entry from two days ago to see if she’d come to her senses.

      Dear Mama, I’ve decided to be more like you. Instead of crying over Rohan, I’m going to try living on the wild side. With that in mind, here’s my SHAKE IT OFF Spring Break Bucket List.

      Keane scrolled his eyes down to what he’d figured would be the usual good girl break-up list. You know, get your nails done, have a spa day, eat a fuck ton of Ben and Jerry’s like you seen them other girls do in the movies. But no…

      
        	ditch my V-Card

      

      Keane nearly choked on his bar nuts, definitely not the opener of a good girl break-up list. He then quickly scanned the rest of the list.

      2. look into therapist programs

      3. learn to Dance

      4. kiss somebody in public

      5. have sex not in a bed

      6. do something wild

      7. wear a bikini

      8. smoke Weed

      9. say yes to everything that scares me

      10.

      He briefly wondered why she left number ten blank, but then playfully filled it in for her. He probably would have read the entire diary a second time, if not for the alert from his uncle’s over the top security system—hey, you can take the mobster out of Southie….

      She was here.

      Little Miss Shake-It-Off was at the door. Ripe for the taking. By him.

      And, okay, admittedly, if you’re looking to hook up with a girl you fucked over back in high school, holding her college journal hostage probably ain’t the best look. But it was all Keane had, and hey, it worked. She was here.

      Keane went to the front door but waited for her to knock, so he wouldn’t look too pressed. However, when the knock never came, he was forced to open the door himself.

      He found her standing there in a pretty yellow shift dress and flip flops, her good girl hands wrapped primly around her beach purse.

      Fuck, she was cute. “You just gonna stand there all day?” he demanded, trying to cover up all the “More Than a Feeling” popping off inside his head.

      She reacted with a startled look. Guess, she’d gotten unused to straight talk after four years at her all-girls school.

      “Hi…hi again? I’m here for my diary?”

      “Yeah, I got it inside. Come on.”

      Keane jerked his head, but she just stood there, looking like a frightened animal too scared to be alone with him. Normally he wouldn’t mind intimidating a girl. Especially this one. But he got a feeling this had less to do with him than what happened last night.

      And he hated that she’d been scared. Even for a second.

      “I’m an ornery bastard, but I’m not Graham. I’d never force you to do anything you didn’t want.”

      Keane expected her to accept his words. Maybe even thank him again for getting Graham to leave her alone. Instead she thinned her lips and gave him a skeptical look, “Yet here I am after getting no answer to my texts asking you to drop it off at my hotel’s front desk.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, I’m not in the hotel delivery business, princess. You want this diary or not? I got shit to do.”

      Again, not the best tact when you’re looking to be the number one on a good girl’s Shake It Off list. But again, it worked.

      A few seconds later, she was standing inside his temporary lair.

      Asshole or get assholed, he reminded himself as he watched her pick up the journal he’d left lying on the bar. Out loud he said, “Would’ve given it back to you last night, but you rushed off before I could let you know you dropped it.”

      “Thank you,” she mumbled. Keane watched her look everywhere but at him. “And sorry for rushing off.”

      

      “That’s okay. You’re here now,” he answered, still watching her closely. There was a skittishness to her, like she could take off at any second. He brought out a bottle of tequila, the official base of Girly Spring Break. “You want something?”

      She raised her eyebrows. “It’s only noon.”

      “Yeah, only noon in Daytona,” he pointed out. “Bet ya half the town’s already tied a couple on. How’s your friend doing by the way? She was pretty out of it last night.”

      “You saw her?”

      “Yeah, clocked you as soon as I saw you at the bar. Blast from the past. But I guess you didn’t see me.”

      “No, I didn’t…” She still wouldn’t look at him. And it was taking all the patience Keane didn’t have not to grab her chin and make her look him in the eye.

      “She okay?” he asked instead. “You didn’t have to take her to get her stomach pumped or nothing like that? That alcohol poisoning is a fucker.”

      “No, she’s fine. I kept her hydrated and now she and her other friends are out for lunch. Probably tying one on just like you said.”

      Lena gave him a tentative smile, but she was still wary of him. He could tell. And it made him wish he’d punch Graham’s teeth in last night, even if it violated his second cardinal rule.

      “I talked to Graham. Made sure he understood I’d report him to the college board my fuckin’ self and beat him within an inch of his life if he ever tried that shit again. Got there as fast as I could, but I’m sorry I didn’t jump in sooner. Seriously, let me get you a drink on me.”

      She shook her head. “Seriously, it wasn’t your fault.”

      Keane clenched his hand around the bottle of tequila not knowing what to do here. Truth be told, getting girls to fuck him had only gotten easier in college. They showed up at hockey frat house parties like clockwork every weekend, and usually, “You want something to drink? Let me get you something,” was all the game he’d needed.

      Up until now.

      But Lena didn’t day drink, even on her Shake it Off spring break, and Keane didn’t know how to deal with that. Or how to talk to her. Fuck, why was this good girl making him feel like such an insecure pussy?

      “Do you work here or something?” she asked, looking around the dark bar.

      “Or something,” he answered. “Bar belongs to my uncle. He pays for my ticket down here, and lets me stay in the room upstairs, just so long as I do all the boring ass set up work before the bar opens and the spring inventory. He hates that shit.”

      “Wow, a zero spend spring break. I’m impressed.”

      “Yeah, you probably are impressed, ya nerd. But trust me, I’m not coming nowhere near bar work after the draft in June.”

      “So, you think you might play professionally?”

      “Know I will,” he answered, his cardinal rules humming inside his head.

      “Well…good for you.”

      Yeah, good for him. He could do a 360 spin to slap shot a puck into the goal, but he couldn’t figure out how to talk to this girl without a whole lot of awkwardness. Fuck, he wished she would just take the drink.

      “I should get going,” she said instead, stuffing the journal into her beach bag. “If I rush, I can still make it to brunch.”

      “Yeah, brunch is the most important meal of the day,” he joked. Even as his brain-screamed, Fuck she’s leaving. She’s just going to walk out the door and I’ll probably never see her again.

      She hesitated, then said, “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

      “Yeah, alright,” he said, brain scrambling to think of something to keep her there. “But before you go, we should talk about it.”

      “Talk about what?”

      “High school. I was a dick to you.”

      A lot of girls would have played it off, but Lena…her face read like CliffsNotes. He could see all the hurt she was still carrying around from that day in her eyes, as she gave him a stiff nod of acknowledgement.

      There was probably a right thing to say in a situation like this. Sorry or some shit like that. But Keane had never been good at that sensitive shit.

      And in that moment, it seemed like the most natural thing in the world to follow up with was, “Here’s how I’m going to make it up to you. That Shake It Off list of yours—I’m going to help you get ‘er done. Starting with number one.”

      Her eyes widened and her shoulders stiffened. “You…you read my diary?” she sputtered.

      Keane scrunched up his face. “Course I did.” I mean what was she expecting?

      Apparently better. Instead of answering, she threw him a bitter look, then turned and walked away.

      “Wait, Lena, hold on. Just hear me out,” he said, running to stop her.

      She stopped but only because he got in front of her, blocking her way.

      “I know I was a rat bastard to you in high school,” he rushed out before she started thinking he was like Graham. “I was going through some shit.”

      Understatement. But Keane wasn’t the type to go into the finer details of the shitshow his home life had been those two years. Pretending like he was King of the School at Boston Glenn while having to go back to that shithole he called home on weekends to keep his dad from wailing on his little brother. “I liked you, though. I liked you a lot. From the day you got between me and Band Nerd’s lunch money.”

      “Band Nerd,” she repeated, her eyes blazing. “Vihaan had a name. He was a scholarship kid just like me. And you.”

      “Yeah, I know he had a name, but…”

      Keane wasn’t one of those saps on TV. He never saw himself pouring his heart out to a girl. There was never any reason. However, the look on Lena’s face was giving him a bad feeling that if he really wanted to be her number one, then he was going to have to get real with her.

      So, he used a tactic he’d never tried before. The truth. “I was jealous, so I didn’t bother to use it. Didn’t stop being jealous till he showed up to prom with another dude. But I’m sorry. I’m sorry for how I acted.”

      Silence. She stared at him; her big eyes wider than he’d ever seen them. Even that day in the hallway. “Is this a trick?” she finally asked, her voice tight.

      “What? No!”

      She shook her head at him. “Because if it’s a trick, it’s a really horrible thing to do. You are so privileged. So, so privileged, because of your talent and your looks. You could seriously have any other girl in Daytona right now. Why pick on me? Play these mind games?”

      “Exactly! Why would I pick on you? Trick you?” he answered, spreading his arms defensively. “Girls come easy to me. Why would I put myself through this shit if I didn’t want you?”

      And no, he didn’t do details or vulnerability or any of that pussy shit. But in this case his voice dipped low as he told her straight out, “Six years I been wanting you. Ever since the first time we met.”

      More silence. And now she was really looking at him, her eyes searching his face like he was a puzzle she had to figure out. “You really want to have sex with me? Help me ditch my V-card?”

      Was she fucking kidding? He dipped his head down so that he could look her straight in the eye as he answered, “Yeah…yeah, I do.”

      “But why?” she asked. Like he’d offered to crash her car, not be her first time.

      “I already told ya,” he answered, his own mind as clear as hers was confused.

      They were standing so close now. Even a millimeter closer, and she’d feel just how much he wanted to be her first against her belly.

      “One kiss,” he whispered. “One kiss will prove I’m dead serious. I know I’m the high school idiot and you’re the smart girl who knows better, but can I kiss you?”

      Second shock of the evening…she nodded. She actually nodded yes.

      Ho-ly Shit. Six years of wet dreams. Four of regrets. Both his dick and his heart started pounding like war drums.

      No way was Keane going to give her the chance to have second thoughts. He fucking devoured her, covering her sweet lips with his and kissing her like he’d been dreaming about since day one of meeting her.

      It was probably too much. In the back of his mind he worried about overwhelming her. But no…she kissed him back. Just as hungrily. Like she’d been waiting six long years for this exact moment, too.

      They kissed like that and for a while all Keane’s rules fell away. Who cared about getting assholed or the NHL or anything fucking else? This…was all he wanted. He’d do anything for this.

      But she pulled away. “Keane, wait! Stop!”

      Keane blinked, something dangerous inside of him commanding him to go on, but no…it was Lena. He didn’t want to hurt her, never wanted to do anything to make her look at him the way she had that morning in the hallway, when instead of asking her out, he’d dicked her over in front of the whole school.

      With a shuddering breath, he made himself release her and take a full step back.

      But instead of running off, she asked, “Is Keane your first name or your last?”

      “My last,” Keane answered, probably looking as confused as she did when he told her he’d been liking her for six years.

      She nodded. “What’s your first name?”

      Keane inwardly jerked at the question. He never told people his first name. If they wanted to know it, they had to look it up, then wait to get punched if they ever dared to call him that to his face.

      But for Lena he answered. For Lena, he confessed, “Desmond.”

      If he was expecting her to be a lady about it, he was sorely disappointed. She snorted. “Desmond. That’s kind of nerdy.”

      “Yeah, why do you think I go by Keane?”

      Still grinning, she asked, “May I call you Desmond?”

      “Fuck no. Why would you even ask me that?”

      Her expression suddenly sobered. “Because if I’m going to have sex with you, I kind of want to be on a first name basis.”

      He stilled, now the one unable to believe the words coming out of her mouth. “You serious?”

      “Yeah…yeah I think I am.” She peeped up at him, her big brown eyes shy, even as she said, “My first time. I want it to be with you.”

      

      How had he never noticed just how fucking disgusting his room above the bar was before he opened the door a few minutes after getting the yes from Lena? Back at UBoss, Puck Girls came by their rooms daily to tidy up, like a maid service—but one that was totally willing to spread their legs if you asked nice.

      But apparently without that particular service, he was a fucking slob. He realized that as soon as he stepped through the door with Lena. Dirty clothes laid everywhere but in the laundry basket his uncle had given him, and thanks to everything being closed, it smelled worse than a locker room.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled, picking up the clothes and throwing them in the laundry basket as fast as he could. “Wasn’t expecting company.”

      “You didn’t know I’d say yes?” she asked as she watched him throw the laundry basket in the closet and close the door on it. Her tone was all “you’re fucking with me.”

      But he wasn’t. “I didn’t let myself get my hopes up. Just knew I had to ask you—fuck it still smells in here. Want to go back to your hotel?”

      “I’m on a fold out couch in the living room,” she answered with an apologetic look. “No privacy.”

      “I’ll get us a room then.” It didn’t even take Keane a second to decide to reallocate his spring break pay on a hotel. “Give me a minute to ask my uncle if I can take an advance on my pay out of the till.”

      But she closed the space between them and took him by the wrist, before he could get his phone out of his pocket. “Don’t. This is fine. Really.”

      Keane shook his head, insisting, “You deserve better for your first time.” Nobody had ever accused him of being a romantic. More like down to fuck anywhere. But Lena wasn’t like the others. He wanted it to be nice for her.

      But then she hit him with a pleading look. “Keane, I don’t need hotel sheets and rose petals,” she said, her voice soft. “I just…I just want to be bad for once.”

      Fuck, did she know, have even one clue what her words did to him? It felt like his dick was ready to punch through his pants. “You want to be bad? With me?” he asked, challenging her. Not to be a dick, but because he was still having a hard time believing this dream was coming true.

      “Can you help me do that?” she asked in return. “Be bad? With you?”

      His cocked ached, with an intensity that could not be denied or put off by a search for better accommodations.

      Next time…

      Next time, he’d borrow that money from his uncle and next time they did this, it would be in a queen-sized bed at the Dakota Beach Benton Grand. He’d give her the kind sweet, soft-light sex she deserved with the band, Boston, hitting that baseline in the background while he hit it from up top.

      But this time…

      They fell back into the kiss, devouring each other. And why did he think she was shy?

      He found out how wrong he was about that when he felt her hands tugging on his shirt.

      He didn’t hesitate to rip it off his body in between kisses. He wanted her hands on him, felt crazed with the need to be inside her. Especially when she tore away from him for too many seconds to take off her shift dress and bikini top.

      Yet, when she tried to fall back into the kiss, he found himself stopping her. “Hold on. Let me look at you, bad girl.”

      He curved a hand around her neck to keep her there and maintain some skin-to-skin while he took her in. “You filled out since I saw you last.”

      Her eyes shifted up and away like she was wishing to be anywhere but here, under his gaze. “Yeah, some people go for the freshman twenty, but I decided to double down.”

      Did she ever. Her tits were even bigger than he’d imagined. Heavy and ripe. Begging for his hands. “You got nice everything. Can I touch?”

      He could see the wheels in her mind turning, and he tightened his hand around her neck, wondering if she would turn scared woodland creature again and bolt.

      But in the end, she nodded. Making him feel like he’d won another championship trophy.

      He pulled her forward for another kiss with one hand while finding a breast with other. Best of both worlds and that made it easy to go slow. To pull her down to the bed and kiss her for a long and leisurely time, while they lay on their sides.

      Eventually she started pushing her breast into his hand along with kissing him back. He let his hand drop from her fantastic tit and pushed it below her bikini bottom to check.

      She was a little damp, but it wasn’t enough. “Get wet for me, bad girl.” He pushed two fingers into her while his thumb started rubbing circles over her clit as he told her the God’s honest truth, “I want you ready to fuck as soon as I sit you on my dick.”

      He’d never talked this much in bed with a girl before. There was never any reason. He was a catch and most of the girls he hooked up with went out of their way to make it as easy as possible for him. He got the feeling Lena would need things spelled out for her though.

      And from the way she gasped, surprised like, when she began to enjoy it, she’d didn’t have any experience with the below the waist stuff. Jesus Christ, had that Rohan fuck not even bothered to do this for her?

      Keane found himself both irritated that she wasted her senior year on that assclown and prideful that he was giving her something she’d never had before.

      But when she started moaning, he stopped just short of letting her come on his hand. Selfishly he wanted her first time coming to be with him inside her. “You ready for me?” he asked, pulling his fingers out of her pussy.

      Her hips kept moving even after he pulled away, begging for his hand back. The sight of her writhing hips hit him hard, made him take a moment to think about hockey drills so he wouldn’t blow his wad right then and there.

      He was surprised he was able to sit up and get his jeans off in that state. When he pushed them down along with his underwear, his cock sprung out. More than ready. Already dripping pre-cum in fact.

      His eyes flew up to his good girl turned bad, hoping the sight of his raging hard-on didn’t scare her.

      Her expression had glazed over. But not with fear…

      He nearly lost his mind when she closed one hand around his dick, then brought her mouth down to lick off the pearl of pre-cum at the tip.

      Fuuuuckk! His stomach kicked, his body momentarily losing sight of his main mission, it wanted to come so bad. And then she had the nerve to press her tongue into his slit.

      “Fuck no!” Cupping both his hands around her neck, he tugged her up and off the bomb she was creating between his legs. “What the hell were you thinking? Your lips wrapped around my dick…that isn’t something I can withstand. We would’ve had to wait a couple more hours before crossing number one off your list.”

      “Sorry,” she murmured. But the look on her face didn’t look sorry at all.

      She was playing with him, and if he didn’t watch out, he was going to lose control. Flip her over, push her face into the bed, and fuck her the way he wanted to, forget that sweet shit.

      But no…it was her first time. He had to get it right.

      Determined not to let himself preemie creamy, he grabbed a condom, sat sideways on the bed, and slid it on over his dick.

      “C’mon,” he said, beckoning forward when she looked questioningly at the new position.

      Telling her to get on top worked. She morphed from saucy minx back into the good girl whose asswipe ex had taught her absolutely nothing about how to be a woman to a man.

      “We’re going to do this slow, okay?” he assured her. “You start feeling some kind of way, you tell me to stop. I’m not looking to hurt you.”

      She nodded, but continued eyeing his lap and erect cock like it was a pop quiz she hadn’t been prepared to take.

      He took pity on her after she awkwardly climbed on. “Watch me. Watch me, take your virginity, Lena.”

      With those words, he parted her pussy lips with one hand. He was so hard he didn’t even have to guide himself in. All he had to do was pulled her hips forward with his other hand and watch as her wet slit sank down over the tip of his erection. “Watch me. Watch me take your virginity, Lena.”

      The sight of her pussy slowly consuming his entire cock was nearly enough to make him come. And he hissed when she started to adjust and readjust herself after sinking down all the way to the base.

      “Am I hurting you,” she asked with a truly adorable worried look in her huge brown eyes.

      “No, you’re not hurting me,” he answered in a mocking tone, silently thanking her for helping him out with her silly question. For at least a moment or two, his basic Masshole need to tease her outweighed his baser instinct to come in her tight pussy. “Not in the way you think anyways. I’ll be alright. You do what you need to do to get comfortable. Just let me know when you are alright to move.”

      Somehow he made it sound NBD. No big deal, baby, keep on grinding your hips all over my dick. I’m not struggling at all.

      But his patience was soon rewarded when she went from trying to get comfortable on his big dick, to circling her hips with a natural rhythm.

      “Ah, baby, yeah…” he threw his head back, struggling to hold on as she rode him. “You’re fucking killing me. Yeah just like that.”

      The feeling of Lena Kumar riding his dick…it was un-fucking-believable.

      “Yeah, fuck. Fuck this dick,” he told her, his voice getting rougher and rougher the closer she got. “It’s yours. All yours.”

      Her moans came faster, and then she cried out, her pussy clamping down on his dick.

      “You came. You came, right?” he asked, hoping to God.

      “Yes,” she answered, looking just as shocked as him that it happened so quickly.

      “Thank, fuck.”

      There was no holding back after that. He flipped her on to her back and plunged back into her, his body roaring as he finally let the dog off the chain.

      He pounded into her, too far gone to be nice about it. And this girl, this girl. What the fuck, instead of lying there waiting for him to get done, she wrapped her arms and legs around him. Joined him right on that edge. She came again, and this time her clamp down undid him. He spilled into the condom with a coarse yell, his body going rigid, paralyzed by the sensation of finally realizing this dream.

      No, better than the dream…he thought as he pulled out and collapsed on the bare mattress beside her.

      “Why are you laughing,” she asked beside him, her voice breathless.

      He told her the truth. “That was even better than I imagined.”

      “You imagined us…together like that?”

      Yeah, he must have been an Academy Award level actor in high school. She sounded like she had no idea of the dirty thoughts he had harbored about her until that hallway confrontation guilted him into cutting that shit out.

      But they weren’t in high school anymore. And now he told it to her straight. “Fuck yeah, I did. A lot. Whacked off to it, too. But the real thing was way fuckin’ better.”

      And…cue the awkward silence. He knew he sounded a little rough—what a prep school English teacher once referred to as unnecessarily crude, but in the game of Asshole or Get Assholed, the guy with the biggest “don’t give a fuck” accent always wins. Plus, he knew the way he talked held a lot of appeal with girls looking to fuck on the wild side. Which was fine by him, as long as they knew he was a short-term rental, not available for lease.

      But in the moments after his rough confession, he almost regretted not losing his South Boston accent, like a few players he knew had after playing on elite teams too long. He wanted to be better for her. Better than the guy she’d known back in high school.

      He was trying to come up with a f-bomb free sentence, when she started to get out of the bed.

      “Where you going?”

      She looked down at him, her brown eyes back to confused and wary. It made him long to take her again. To see them glazed over with lust instead of “what did I just do?”

      “I thought you had to work today. And I should get going. Back to the hotel.”

      No, he had to keep her here. Letting her leave would be a disaster. She’d get back with her girls and talk herself out of the Next Time he was already hardcore planning.

      This was the problem with fucking a virgin. She didn’t have enough experience to know that real life sex wasn’t anything like what had just happened in this bed. Didn’t matter how hot he was—most girls didn’t come twice on his dick in one session. And he for shit sure didn’t lose his mind like that when it came time to get his. Or start thinking about the next time before he’d come down from the first.

      “Fuck work. Let’s take a nap. I was out late last night.”

      She tugged back, her expression hesitant. “But, my best friend, Dawn, is probably wondering where I am, and you should—”

      “Let me have this, baby, okay? You don’t know how long I waited.”

      This time he didn’t act. Didn’t try to prove to the academy that his heart wasn’t pounding a Boston song for this girl.

      And thank fuck…it worked. She settled back into the bed with him, and maybe her nerdiness was rubbing off on him. For he found himself taking a big whiff of her hair as she lay her head down on his chest. It smelled like coconuts and flowers. Like a vacation no man in his right mind wouldn’t want to take.

      “That Rohan dickweed is a fucking joke. If you were my girl, no way would I have let my parents have a say.”

      She froze in his arms.

      Alright, guess it was still too soon to talk about all the stuff he’d read in her diary.

      “Relax. We don’t have to talk about the personal shit if you don’t want. But when we wake up, we should have a conversation about taking care of the rest of that Shake if Off list of yours.”

      She didn’t leave. In fact, she did exactly what he wanted and fell asleep in his arms.

      But the rest of that wish didn’t come true.

      When he woke up, it was to the sound of insistent knocking in a room darkened by the afternoon sun.

      Shit. He’d totally lost track of time. That was probably his uncle wondering why the bar was not set up for the night service.

      It wasn’t his uncle. Later and for many weeks afterward, he’d wish it had been his uncle.

      But it was Graham, and his eyes widened as soon as he’s saw the girl in Keane’s bed. “I knew it!” he whined. “She was my three-pointer, mine!”
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      Present Day

      For no reason whatsoever, Keane jerked awake in a still dark room. He immediately checked the time.

      4 am. Again. For the third day in a row.

      This shit was starting to drive him crazy. But he already knew from the previous two days there would be no going back to sleep.

      He sat up in bed, barely registering the fundraiser blonde he’d been banging for three nights now. Nice girl. But fucking her wasn’t working. If anything, the sex had only amplified the new restless sensations he’d been feeling since the first time he woke up too early, metastasizing them like cancer.

      Despite the hour, he put on his main prosthetic and crossed over to his city-facing floor-to-ceiling windows to go through his usual Scrooge McDuck morning routine. Counting his real estate gold was a lot harder this early in the morning. Even with a three-panel view of the west, south, and north sides of the city, he couldn’t quite view all his properties. He’d need binoculars for that and the sun to Lion King over everything he owned.

      But he used his imagination to tally all the “bad neighborhood” blocks he’d bought up a few years before the Boston gentrification wave went city wide. And along with the latest DGK Acquisitions future holding’s map, he guesstimated the record capital all the new buildings he currently had in development would eventually deliver into his company’s business accounts.

      Playing real estate baron dispelled some of the dark swirling around his current mood. Yet even after calculating his astronomical riches, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right with his city. Something had changed, but he couldn’t quite deduce what it was.

      He glanced over his shoulder at the blonde he’d netted, trying to conjure up the will to wake her up for some morning smashing pissers.

      But instead of his dick stirring, an image of Lena dozing in his crappy bed in Daytona Beach rose to the front of his mind. She’d been even younger than this young thing. So had he…

      Don’t.

      The word radiated in his mind. Warning him sure as a sign with a bright red x on it that this wasn’t a path he needed to go down. The truth was, he should have left her in that moment. After Graham told her everything and sent her running, he should have just let her go. Finding her again. Begging her for another chance—well look how that had turned out.

      Lena was a game he’d lost, so fuck that, because all he did was win. In fact, he’d updated his self-evident truths after he lost his leg. Now it was…

      Rule #1: Don’t get assholed

      Rule #2: Win.

      He’d left that love-struck Southie behind along with a third of his leg. He never talked to his parents anymore. Hell, he barely even thought about them. He’d dragged him and his brother out of that shithole life, and with this latest deal he’d be adding a ninth zero to his millionaire status. Fuck Lena. Fuck that summer. He didn’t need her. He didn’t need anybody. Money, money, and more money. That would fill up the hollow hole she left when she walked away from him like Marianne. Any day now.

      And as for the restless energy, Keane pushed away from the window with a better idea than trying to get it up to bang the blonde still sleeping in his bed.

      

      “Wow, you have a whole hockey rink in your cellar!”

      An hour into taking his new restless energy out on a puck in his custom ice rink, Keane slid to a stop at the sound of the blonde’s voice.

      She stood at the only part of the rink’s wall not covered in Plexiglas with a cup of coffee in her hands. She was only wearing one of his button-ups and was probably cold as fuck in his ice-cold basement, but she looked like a ray of sunshine, with her dewy skin and blonde hair. Nice girl.

      “I thought you might like some coffee,” she said, holding the cup up with a bright smile.

      “Nanh, I don’t do coffee before nine. And hey, since you found your way down here, you can find your way out. I’m no longer feeling like company,” he answered.

      That had been a pretty nice version of “get the fuck out.” He even managed not to drop any f-bombs. New personal best. But the blonde responded like he kidney punched her. She did drop the f-bomb, several of them as she screamed about how he had never given her, given them a chance. Then she threw the coffee she’d brought down for him on the ice. Pretty fucking disrespectful.

      That’s why he needed to up his minimum age requirement Keane decided when she finally huffed away. The younger ones always threw tantrums when he told them to bounce.

      Well, all but one of them…

      

      “I get that your natural setting is withholding. You’ve got a lot of emotions you’re suppressing and you probably want to protect yourself…” Lena said calmly when she’d come to visit him in the rehab center after the accident and he told her to get the fuck out as soon as he saw her standing in the doorway.

      She’d come all the way into the room anyway, her face so soft and sympathetic, it made Keane want to bellow. “I believe—actually I know you’re going to need somebody to help you through this…”

      “And what? You think you’re the person who’s going to help me?” he’d yelled back, hating that he couldn’t get out of bed to confront her, thanks to his missing third of a left leg. “You didn’t want me when I was a hockey star. You dumped me out and fucked off to California. But now that I’m broken, here you are again, like a fucking vampire feeding on useless shit like emotions and feelings.”

      She held stronger than she did in high school. Tears pooled in her eyes, but she stood her ground. “Keane you’re not broken. But you have been hurt and I know your hockey career meant so much to you. It must be awful to have something like this happen. I imagine the world feels very out of control for you.”

      She was analyzing him. Fuck head shrinking him. Like he was one of the little kids she’d worked with when she interned at the Institute for Better Boys, during their summer together.

      “Something didn’t happen. You fucking happened to me. I let you in, I broke all my rules for you, and you assholed me. You chose your dad over me.”

      She’d flinched. “It wasn’t a choice between you and my dad. I was trying to think practically about what would be best for both of our futures.”

      “Yeah, well I hear Daddy’s number one draft pick Rohan decided to move to Cali. Guess he’s doing his residency in LA now, same city as you.”

      Her face fell, tearful patience giving way to naked shock. “That was a coincidence.”

      “A coincidence. Yeah, sure.”

      It wasn’t a normal anger he was feeling now. More like fury. So blinding, it made him clutch the sheets in a useless attempt to get up as he growled, “You trying to tell me he hasn’t been in touch? You saying you didn’t move pretty much as far from Boston as a bitch can get without leaving the country just to start dating that ass tool again?”

      She closed her eyes in a way Keane recognized.

      That’s what women did when they got caught red-handed. They closed their eyes. His mom had done the same thing when he tracked her down to some washed-up hockey player’s brownstone after she abandoned her two boys to live with their shithole dad. She’d just closed her eyes, like she could block out the sight of the kid standing on the cracked concrete stoop of her lover’s house.

      “Like, I said, get the fuck out.”

      “Keane—”

      “GET THE FUCK OUT!” He roared the words at her. Over and over again, until someone came to drag her away.

      

      Keane owned that hockey player’s brownstone now. Along with every other house on that block. He’d turned it into a plaza with an Anthropologie and an Urban Outfitters and not one but two places for millennials to buy milkshakes disguised as coffee. He’d also gotten Lena back for daring to show up at his rehab center. And her father. But somehow she still didn’t feel fully handled. It was like that instinct he sometimes had to flip back through a contract, because he was sure he’d forgotten he’d missed one of the signatures—

      Fuck! He was doing it again. Thinking about Lena. His mom. Shit that didn’t matter anymore.

      Instead of shooting the next puck with his stick, he grabbed it and hurled it across the rink.

      The strange restless energy continued to ride him all Monday morning. Work barely provided a distraction even though DGK was setting up to finally close on that Dorchester deal now that the last holdouts had accepted their offers. It continued to nag at him through a day filled with meetings with his New Development team. Seriously, if the restlessness had been a person, he would have gone down to HR and filed a harassment claim.

      “So what do you think?”

      Keane looked up from his thoughts to see his brother, Bono, on the other side of his office table. What had he been talking about again?

      As if to give him an assist, Bono’s eyes fell on the glossy poster for the Dorchester retail, residents, and entertainment complex they were planning to put up after they leveled all the stores on those two blocks over the next few weeks.

      “Nah, don’t start selling store units yet. We’re still two years’ out,” he said, ignoring his brother’s other question.

      But Bono continued to regard him with worried green eyes. Keane had brown hair and was muscular and cut like their father—minus the six-pack-a-day belly, while Bono had blond hair and was on the lean side like their mom. But they had their dad’s green eyes in common.

      And Keane rolled his, already knowing what would come next. Even though Keane had put him through school, Bono seemed to think it was his job to fill in for the mother who’d abandoned them so many years ago.

      “Have you thought anymore about my offer to start interviewing other CEOs to take your place?”

      “No, why the fuck would I do that?” Keane asked, not bothering to mask his impatience.

      “Because this is the biggest deal we’ve ever closed and you don’t seem to be all that interested in it,” Bono answered.

      “I am interested,” Keane answered. “I’m just…distracted. Can we get back to the multi-million-dollar project now?”

      “Distracted? Distracted by what? Or should I ask who?” Bono asked, sitting straighter in his chair. His face became eager and curious, like a dog who’d caught a scent of something he wanted to pursue. Probably because he was a serial monogamous, incapable of dating any girl for less than a couple of years. While Keane hadn’t dated anyone for more than a couple of months. Not since that summer with Lena.

      Keane’s phone vibrated on the table, interrupting the moment. “It’s Con, I should take this,” he said to Bono, more than happy for his best friend’s subject ruining call. “He wouldn’t be calling if it wasn’t important.”

      “Ask him if he wants to grab beers with us tonight,” Bono said. “Maybe we can talk more about what’s distracting you.”

      As if he’d ever. But Keane put the phone on speaker and instead of saying hello, asked, “Wanna grab a beer after work? And why are you calling me?”

      “Yap, I’ll take that beer if you’re buying,” Con answered, still sounding as Wisconsin as ever, despite living in Boston longer than he ever did on whatever dairy farm he grew up on. “But I’m calling about this new black kid who showed up for the first day of hockey camp…”

      “Pavel Rustanov? Yeah, could’ve told you that kid would be topflight. Nikolai Rustanov’s his dad.”

      “No, I’m not talking about Mount Nik’s kid—though he’s great, too, just like you’d expect. But we got this walk-in. Like the Dad literally paid for the day this morning and the kid just walked in off the street. Real pretty boy. I almost told him we didn’t accept girls. But you know all these kid players got phones these days, and all they wanna use them for is selfies and recording coaches saying shit like that. Plus, Bono’s always saying…”

      “Watch your mouth around the kids,” Keane recited right along with his longtime friend, glaring at his sensitive younger brother. But then he scowled into the phone. “Time’s money, Con and I already did a fundraiser for the academy last Friday. Get to the point.”

      “Keane, this kid is only nine, but he’s fucking amazing. I put him on a mixed-tracks team, opposite Pavel for a scrimmage, and he held Mount Nik’s kid for zero shots on goal. Except for the size difference you wouldn’t have known who was the twelve-year-old and who was the nine-year-old. In fact, I’m thinking I’d better go ahead and let him start practice with the summer camp travel team today. He’s too good for the regular day pass kids. Most of them are still trying to learn to skate.”

      An unexpected stillness blanketed Keane’s mind. The kid was that good, huh? He remembered giving zero fucks about going up against players twice his size when he was a kid, too.

      “You say he’s just here for the day?” Bono pulled out his own phone. “What’s his name?”

      “Maximillian Grover. And if you’re planning to look him up, I already had the girl at reception do just that. No internet records she could find, even though he plays like he was born in skates with a hockey stick in his hands. But he says he’s here visiting for the summer from California, so you know what that means…”

      “Private coach,” Bono guessed.

      Keane immediately became a little less interested. “Probably some rich kid then, being groomed for somebody else’s elite pee wee team.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought, but when I asked him about coming back tomorrow, he said today was all his parents would let him get away with.”

      “What does that mean?” Keane asked, frowning into the phone.

      “I dunno. But I want this kid for our summer travel team, Keane. I want him bad. And I know you’re busy, but I was thinking if this kid’s parents were anti-hockey or whatever, maybe you could talk to them. Convince them to enroll him in the summer camp track.”

      “Sorry, no can do,” Bono said, shaking his head even though Con couldn’t see him. “This kid sounds great, but we have meetings all afternoon, so—”

      “He better be good,” Keane said, cutting his brother off. “See you in fifteen.”

      With that, Keane hung up and grabbed his suit jacket, ignoring his brother’s protests. No, going to see some kid play shouldn’t be his priority number one right now. But something strange had happened during that conversation with Con about the mysterious California kid. The restless energy…it had let up all of a sudden. Stopped, as if something he’d been looking for had been found.

      And that sure as hell was worth investigating.

      

      Keane didn’t make it to the center they completely rented out every summer for the hockey camp in fifteen minutes. He made it in twelve. And the kid wasn’t nearly as good as Con described…he was incredible.

      His footwork, speed, and agility were better than skaters twice his age. And if that wasn’t impressive enough, he skated with a confident aggression you just couldn’t teach. Most kids his age tried to get to the puck. This Maximillian kid commandeered the rubber disc, snatching it from other players with his stick, like they’d taken something that had belonged to him all along.

      Keane had only meant to give this side trip a few minutes of his very valuable time. But he ended up staying through the whole afternoon session, watching as some of their best summer camp players threw their sticks, pissed at being bested by a little kid.

      No doubt about it, if the NHL took hockey anywhere near as serious as the Russians, this kid would already be on several scout’s radars. But his own check of the kid’s unusual name had brought up the same whole lotta nothing, which frustrated Keane even more as he watched the young boy whip teenage ass on the ice.

      “If this is the work of a Private Coach, we need to recruit that son of a bitch right now, too,” Keane said, as he watched the new kid joke around with Pavel Rustanov. Pavel was skating royalty and it had taken several personal calls from Keane to his overprotective father to convince his parents to send him east this summer at the age of 12. But even he seemed impressed with the unexpected nine-year-old phenom.

      “Too?” Con asked hopefully. “That means you’ll talk to the parents?”

      Tall order, but Keane jammed his index finger and thumb into the sides of his mouth and let out a sharp whistle. “Hey California, come talk to the coach and me.”

      Kudos to whoever’d trained this kid, he skated over immediately, which was something they usually had to drill into the younger players. Con was right about him being a pretty boy, though, Keane noted when he pulled off his helmet. He had long lashes and delicate features that put him in mind of how Disney princes used to look back in the early days, and he was really tall for a nine-year-old. Those features with his light brown skin and a mop of sun tinted curls on top made for a killer combination. He’d definitely be getting a lot of love from the ladies by the time those balls dropped, Keane predicted.

      Just like me, Keane realized, thinking back to his own taller than most pre-puberty days.

      The pretty kid slowed when he got closer to the man who’d called his name from the other side of the rink.

      Surprise and awe lit his expression. “Oh my God! Are you serious right now? Are you Keane? Like, the Keane from the ‘What’s Stopping You’ billboard?”

      “Yeah, I’m Keane, and I hear your name’s Maximilian. That’s some handle.”

      “Call me Max. Everybody calls me Max—I can’t believe I just told Keane to call me Max!” The kid doubled over and put his hands on his knees, like he needed to get closer to the ground to keep from passing out. “Oh my God! Oh my God! I can’t believe I’m actually talking to you!”

      Keane and Con exchanged a look over the kids lowered head, and fuck his brother’s PC edicts, Keane had to tell the kid, “It’s Mr. Keane. And look, I’m not down with all that hyperventilating like a girl shit. Either talk to me natural or skate on out of here since you’re only here on a day pass.”

      Con kept his face neutral, but Keane could practically hear his old friend screaming, “But what if he calls our bluff?”

      Lucky for them, the kid adjusted that attitude really quick. At Keane’s words, he stood up straight like a soldier, deepened his voice and said, “Hey Mr. Keane. Name’s Max. Wassup?”

      Con lost it and laughed when the kid had the nerve to give him a chin up nod, but somehow Keane managed to keep his face set to serious as he told the kid, “So let’s talk about getting you signed up for our real summer camp.”
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      “No, no, do not place those in the food pantry box! They do not expire for two more years. I can eat them at home!”

      Lena rubbed her forehead as she put the several boxes of Hostess Cakes, she knew her father would never eat back on the shelf. Then she threw a rueful look at the scant ten out of thirty boxes she’d managed to pack for the Boston Gives Food Pantry, with her father shadowing her every move. She’d flown out here three days ago, thinking it would only take the weekend to help her father clear out the store. But here they were on Monday, not even halfway done.

      “Abba, the people who bought the shelves are coming tomorrow. You can’t keep changing your mind about what goes there.”

      “I never said we would give away the Hostess.” Her dad frowned, his brown face creasing with wrinkles that hadn’t been there the last time she came to visit. “Those are a very popular item. Along with the several varieties of Cheetos you tried to insert into that box.”

      “Yes, and you know what else Cheetos and Hostess have in common?” she asked with an irritated huff. “You’re never going to eat them!”

      Her rail thin father jerked his head back, putting her in mind of a dowager from a PBS show, who had just been outrageously insulted. “Salena Grover, you will not speak to me in this disrespectful tone. I am your father.”

      Yes, he was, and he was driving her crazy. As much as he’d complained about having to work in a convenience store as opposed to attending medical school after he was unexpectedly thrust into the role of single father, he sure was dragging his feet about saying goodbye to the store and hello to early retirement.

      But instead of pointing that out, she fell back on her old trick of listing all the things her father had done and sacrificed for her so as not to wring his skinny little neck. He’d worked sixteen hour days at this EasyStop instead of finishing med school…he’d let Vihaan stay with them the summer his mom had kicked him out…he’d given up three more hours of sleep to drive for Uber in order to help her pay for her first and only year of med school…and he’d never asked for a penny of that money back, even though she’d eventually gone back to grad school for a doctorate in psychology instead of an M.D after Max was born.

      By the time she finished her list she no longer felt stabby, just guilty. Still not a great emotional state, but at least that anger suppression allowed her to keep her voice calm as she pointed out, “I want to help you finish packing up the store, but I don’t think we can haul all these things you’re asking to keep back to the house in your hatchback. Plus, the food pantry is coming to pick up tonight.”

      “Tell them to come back tomorrow instead.”

      “I already moved the appointment once, Dad,” she gently reminded him. “And my training apprenticeship with the Institute for Better Boys starts tomorrow.”

      Dad made an aggravated sound in the back of his throat. “Pah! That Institute again. I don’t know why you are bothering. If you were so keen to become a mental health worker, you should use your degree to work at a hospital. I was reading an article the other day about how understaffed the hospitals are, and what do children need with therapists anyway? This is a silly endeavor if you ask me. What does Rohan say about this?”

      Another pang of guilt, because though she was eleven years older than the last time she’d kept a change in her relationship status with Rohan from her dad, she once again found herself in the position of not having the heart to tell him she and his top pick had broken up. Much, much more spectacularly this time. Like, the divorce had been finalized last Christmas and she’d already legally changed her name back to Kumar spectacularly.

      “I have been thinking. Perhaps after this summer I will move back to California and live with you, Rohan, and Max. I know he has been having a hard time accepting Max’s choices, and perhaps having another man there to advise him will help.”

      Oh God, she had to tell him. And she supposed now was as good of a time as any.

      “Dad, there’s something I need to tell you…”

      The phone rang before she could finish. And she sighed when she pulled it out to decline the call, so that she could have this tough conversation. But then she saw it was Rohan. Better take it. He hadn’t fought her much on the divorce, but Rohan could get snitty when she ignored his calls. It was easier to just answer it.

      “I’m going to take this outside,” she mumbled to her father before rushing out the door.

      It was still early June, but Boston was already hot and sticky in a way that made her not miss the place even more than she had when she’d been living in L.A.’s relatively dry heat. “Hi, Rohan,” she said, answering the phone.

      “There is a charge I don’t recognize on one of the old cards we agreed not to use per or our divorce agreement. Something about hockey….”

      She closed her eyes. Ugh! She’d thought she’d cancelled all the recurring payments for Max’s hockey stuff back in Pasadena, but apparently something had gone through.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I’ll take care of it tonight, and if I can’t get the charge taken off, I’ll Venmo you.”

      A beat of silence. “Max is playing hockey now?”

      Max had actually been playing hockey for two years, but Rohan had been so immersed in his work as a pathologist, that it had been easy to sneak around behind his back. “Yes,” she answered, not wanting to get into an argument, but not knowing how else to answer.

      “You should not be encouraging this wild phase by letting Max play that idiotic sport.”

      “Mmm,” she answered non-committedly.

      Then like a lifeline sent down from the Divorced Mom heavens, the call-waiting beeped with her son’s number, cutting off her disapproving ex. “Sorry, Rohan. This is Max on the other line. I have to take it.”

      She hung up on Rohan without further explanation. “Hey, sweetie, everything okay?” she asked. “I thought the Better Boys summer camp didn’t let out for another hour.”

      “Mom, don’t be mad, okay?” Max answered sounding strangely out of breath. “Just don’t be mad.”

      “Be mad about what?” she asked, several alarm bells going off in the back of her head.

      

      “Front desk just texted. California’s mom just arrived,” Con told them, walking up to the set of bleachers, where Keane was writing out a set of stick skill drills he used to practice on his own to keep his puck from getting stolen.

      Normally he wouldn’t have bothered teaching pro maneuvers to a kid this young, but as far as Keane could see it was his only weakness. And he remembered feeling frustrated about not being able to keep a puck on lockdown as he skated across the ice when he was Max’s age.

      The kid had been into the lesson, but he went still as a wood dove as soon as Con made the announcement.

      “Is she mad?” he asked Con.

      “Front desk didn’t say,” Con answered.

      “But I bet she’ll calm down when we tell I’m giving you a scholarship to go here free for the entire summer,” Keane assured him. “Right, Con?”

      However, Con was too busy squinting at something in the distance to answer. “Holy shit, is that…?”

      Before Keane could follow the direction of Con’s stare, Max jumped up, completely blocking Keane’s view.

      “Mom, I can explain!” Max rushed out to the woman Keane couldn’t see.

      “How can you explain lying to me?” she countered, her voice getting closer and closer. Keane frowned. The voice rang a familiar bell, but he couldn’t quite figure out from where. “Or putting yourself in danger? I cannot believe you took a bus without telling me. In a city you barely know.”

      “Grandpa said you used to take the subway and the bus all the time.”

      “That was different.”

      Keane waited for Con to step in and introduce him, but for some reason, he was just gaping at the unseen mom, like he didn’t know what to do.

      Figures. Con had always been awkward with the ladies. There was a reason why he’d never had more than a few scattered hook-ups in high school, despite his hockey god status. And why he remained on the incel side of single now that he was a coach.

      Time to deploy his devastating good looks and money to deescalate this argument between the kid and his mom, Keane decided.

      “Let me talk to her,” he said low in Max’s ear, before placing a hand on the kid’s shoulder and standing up. “Ma’am, I know you’re upset, but…”

      The words that were supposed to come after the “but” never arrived. They jammed in his throat, car wrecking the entire explanation about how her kid was a potential star who needed the training and guidance only his elite academy could provide.

      The kid’s mother…she wasn’t some California hipster who’d only been taking her son to hockey practice on a lark. She was a ghost.

      One he’d been trying not to think about for three days.

      Lena… Lena Kumar stood at the bottom of the steps. Which meant….

      He turned to look down at the kid, who despite his background and racial make-up had reminded him so much of himself.
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      Lena couldn’t breathe. She could sense her lungs trying to work as they normally did, but they had nothing to work with. Every major organ in her body had frozen over when Keane stood up. She hadn’t registered him at first. But when she did, he became all she could see. For seconds…minutes…eternities on end.

      “Mom…mom….”

      Somebody was calling her name. Somebody important. Even more important than Keane.

      She raised her eyes to the son she’d chosen over her previously easy marriage to Rohan. Without thinking twice.

      And in that eternity moment she chose him again.

      Blinking, she wrenched her attention from Keane to the son who meant more than anything to her. “Max,” she said, using all of her fierce love to shore up the voice box that had collapsed at her first face-to-face sighting of Keane in over ten years. “C’mon. Let’s go.”

      “But, Mom—”

      “Let’s go now, Max. Right now.”

      “But, I wanted to ask you if I could—”

      “No, buts, Max. You’ve broken several rules and have violated my trust. If I have to tell you to come again, not only will there be consequences for your actions, but the automatic answer to whatever you want to ask me will be no.”

      Luckily, this wasn’t their first battle. Calling Max headstrong was like the ocean waves calling the moon a little tuggy. That was just one of the reasons his and Rohan’s relationship fell apart. She’d learn early into his childhood to set consequence examples that ensured he understood until he was eighteen she had the ultimate say when it came to coming and going.

      Without another word, Max sullenly shouldered his backpack, which she could only assume had a pair of skates inside, not just the lunch she’d packed him this morning.

      “Bye,” he mumbled to the ghost from her past, then joined her at the bottom of the steps.

      She could tell from the hunch in his shoulders that he’d like nothing more than to argue with her. But whole child centered as Lena tried to be, old coding died hard. And Max knew pulling her into embarrassing public scenes trophied at number one on her parental Don’t Ever List.

      “Is that public enough for you?”

      Keane had asked her that after coming to her internship and humbling himself in front of a crowd, then kissing all the doubts out of her, when she agreed to give him a chance. Kissing in public had been #4 on her shake it off list. GIVE KEANE A CHANCE, number 10.

      But he had written that one in himself. She’d thought that write-in gesture so romantic as the former school bully kissed her nerdy self in public, like he no longer cared who knew he liked her. But in reality, it had been the first step in a ruinous journey.

      She’d learned her lesson about playing with Keane. He was fire disguised as a human being, and the last thing she should do was touch it. Or let her son anywhere near it.

      So she shuttled Max out of the hockey center, doing what she should have done eleven years ago when Keane unexpectedly re-appeared in her life after the disastrous end to their Spring Break hook up. Run. Run as fast as she could to get away from him.

      And this time, she refused to look back. She kept her eyes on Max, her son, the only person who mattered. But Keane’s eyes burned into her back as they left. She was in Boston now, but his green gaze enflamed her skin just the same as stepping out into LA’s scorching hot sun.

      

      “Slow Down, Lena, slow down…explain to me why you need me to look up hockey programs again?”

      Lena didn’t blame Vihaan for sounding alarmed with a big scoop of worry on top. He hadn’t been required to calm Lena down since their senior year of high school. And how crazy that both meltdowns had been inspired by the same boy.

      “Max snuck off to this hockey camp today after I dropped him off at the Better Boys’ day camp.”

      Lena cursed herself again for being in such a rush to get back to the Sisyphean task of helping her father box up the EasyStop store this morning. Trusting her son, she’d simply dropped him off curbside and told him to let Nancy know she’d take care of signing him in and out when she picked him up.

      “And now he’s upstairs sobbing because I told him he couldn’t go back.”

      Vihaan let out a snort on the other side of the phone. “You’re much better than my mom. She would have done more than tell me I couldn’t go back. I wouldn’t have been able to sit for days!”

      “Yes, well. Your mom did the best she could with the limited resources she had. And I probably should have guessed that ripping Max from both his therapist and his hockey team in California and putting him in the Better Boys’ day camp here might backfire. I was trying to solve two problems with one program, and hindsight being 20/20, that was probably unrealistic of me.”

      This very mature observation only earned another derisive snort from her longtime friend. “Okay, Lena. Somehow make your son stealing your credit card and running off to some hockey program he didn’t tell you about is your fault. I can almost understand that logic. But if you’re feeling so guilty about making him give up summer hockey, why can’t he just stay at the program he found?”

      “Because it’s at the Keane Hockey Academy.”

      “Oh, shit!” Vihaan said before exploding into laughter.

      “It’s not funny.”

      “No, it isn’t,” Vihaan agreed, still laughing. “How are they actually letting that mean bitch teach children?”

      “And that best friend of his from high school was there, too. He was like wearing a polo, so I think that makes him the head coach.”

      “Oh my God, it’s like all those high school nightmares I have whenever I’m stressed out about a deadline came true. Did Con also make you take a math test you forgot to study for?”

      Despite herself, Lena laughed at Vihaan’s question. “No, but you’re right. This is a nightmare.” For more reasons than even her best friend from high school understood. “Can you please just look into this for me. Max keeps on talking about them having this great summer travel team, and I have to find something equivalent—with what money, I’m not sure. But whatever, I need to do this for him, and I don’t know Boston as well as you do these days.”

      “Well, I was planning to spend my Monday, dusting the many cobwebs that have accumulated on the Last Jewish Mistake side of my bed, but since you called…”

      “Thank you, Vi,” she said, tamping down the urge to remind him that alone time after the break-up of a long-term relationship was allowed and sometimes even needed.

      She should know. Rohan and she had separated over two years ago and she’d only been on a couple of dates since the divorce had been finalized in December.

      “Seriously, Lena, no problem,” he answered, his tone magnanimous. But then he said, “Please tell me Con has a beer belly now and one of those ugly comb-overs.”

      Lena bit her lip, trying to remember. The truth was, she’d only squinted at Con a little, trying to figure out where she knew him from before the Keane bomb went off. “He was wearing a hat, so I didn’t see his hair. And I don’t remember a beer belly…”

      Vihaan let out a frustrated sound. “Ugh, that coach look is so hot without the beer belly. It’s not fair that the guy who called me a fag every day for two years still gets to be cute….”

      Her friend probably had a lot more to say on the subject, but she had to cut him off when the doorbell rang.

      “Sorry, the pizza I ordered just got here. I have to go, but I’ll call you back later.”

      She got off the phone and rushed to the door, grateful that reinforcements had arrived. She was starving, and talking to Max about switching camps would go a lot easier after they both had some food in their bellies—

      That gratitude died an instant, painful death when she saw who was at the door.

      “Keane,” she said, her heart dropping into her stomach. “What are you…what are you doing here?”

      People don’t grow past the age of twenty-one, do they? Somehow Keane looked like he added more inches since she saw him ten years ago. He loomed over her, his ice green eyes burning, his entire body radiating strength and energy even though he stood utterly still.

      In fact, nothing but his lips moved as he answered her question with, “Is he mine? Tell me the truth. Is that kid my goddamn son?”
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      Eleven years ago, August

      “Alright, he says to send you right up,” The evening doorman manning the front desk of Keane’s Beacon Hill condo building told her.

      Lena let out a nervous laugh. “Oh, I get it. You’re kidding. Good one.”

      The doorman squinted at her. “Why would you think I was kidding?” he asked, his Southie accent even thicker than Keane’s.

      “Um…” Lena wasn’t sure how to answer that question. She could say, “Oh, you know, because I was pretty sure he hated me and would never let me come anywhere near him again after having me tossed out of his room at the rehab center.” But that seemed like a bit of an overshare.

      She settled for, “I didn’t know if he’d be up for visitors…” She lifted the plate of Get Well Soon chocolate chip cookies she’d thought she’d be leaving at the front desk, and tilted her head toward the three elevator bank. “I’ll just, um…yes, I’ll just go right on up.”

      “Yeah, like I said,” the doorman answered, in that particular Boston way of adding a silent “you dumb bitch” to customer service interactions.

      Yet another thing she hadn’t missed about this city during her year away. Here, she couldn’t buy a ticket for the Boston Ballet without some get-to-the-point clerk shooing you through the line, but in L.A., even the guy at Del Taco didn’t sound sarcastic when he told her to have a great night after taking her order at 2 a.m.

      Everyone in her new adopted city was so nice. She’d only been at U-Cal for a semester and a half, and med school was…well, just as tedious as she’d thought it would be. But having no winter really made up for taking classes for which she felt no passion. And at least U-Cal had a highly diverse student population, along with nearby beaches, and days so warm and breezy, she could do most of her extremely hard, extremely boring work outside.

      Yet, here she was.

      After putting a 3,000-mile buffer between him and his strict mother, Rohan had decided they could be a match after all. He’d been pressuring her to fall back into a relationship, now that they were both living in L.A. But was she currently in sunny So-Cal, trying to figure out whether to give it another go with her sensible Indian ex-boyfriend? No! That would have been the not crazy thing to do.

      Instead, she had flown home to hot-as-balls Boston for her summer break. And instead of planning next steps with Rohan, she’d spent the past weekend baking Keane’s favorite cookies in a desperate attempt to do something, anything to ease the pain of him losing his hockey career.

      The last thing she’d expected was to be told to go right on up.

      But she took a deep breath and stepped into the elevator anyway, chanting to herself, “You can do this.”

      What seemed like only a millisecond later, the elevator dinged on the 12th floor of what Keane had referred to as “his starter condo,” even though it was located in one of the most expensive areas in town. And despite her inner cheerleader, her legs felt like two pillars of concrete as she forced herself to walk forward.

      What if Keane had only let her up here because he wanted to yell at her some more?

      She wasn’t sure she could take another round of him bellowing for her to get out. He’d looked so pissed at the rehab center, and even lying prone in the bed with one leg in traction, he’d appeared just as powerful as she’d remembered. Like he could and would take out anything that got in his way. Including her. Easily.

      She swallowed, not sure what would happen when she knocked on that door.

      But just like when she came to the Daytona Beach bar to get her journal, Keane yanked the door open before she could raise her fist. He was on crutches, wearing a muscle tee, basketball shorts and a white medical liner on what remained of his left leg. He sported a full beard now, she noticed, unchecked, and dripping water. Just like his hair, which had gone from Kennedy-esque to tangled and unruly.

      But other than that, he looked great. She assumed from his wet hair, that he’d just hopped out of a shower, and despite his injury his arms still looked muscular and strong poking out of the Boston Hawks tee he’d gotten as part of a “Welcome to the Team” gift basket right before the summer they’d spent together. But then that positive note soured in her stomach. One season. He’d had only one season to live his dream. Waves of sorrow washed through her on his behalf.

      “You brought me cookies?” His whole face lit up when he saw the plate in her hand. “Score! Come on in!”

      He turned away and crutched back into the apartment without giving her a chance to answer. But he didn’t have to give her that chance, she followed after him. So happy to see him happy and not a bitter wreck like the last….

      Her relieved thoughts trailed off, however, when she saw his front room.

      Beer cans lay everywhere, along with old pizza boxes and takeout cartons. There was also a pungent scent lingering in the air. A mix of stale food and staler flesh.

      She’d forced herself to give up her subscription to Psychology Now when she unexpectedly got accepted off the wait list at U-Cal Westwood, but looking around Keane’s apartment, she couldn’t help but think of one of the last articles she’d read from that magazine on the plane to California. Five Signs Your Adult Child is Suffering From Depression and Needs Your Help.

      The state of this apartment alone should have had any mom rushing to get her kid to a therapist, according to that list. And though Keane’s hair was still dripping water, she had a feeling the “hasn’t showered in several days” part might have applied before she showed up at his front door. Which was dangerous for someone with a recently healed wound. And, as for a change in eating habits, all the takeout boxes tattled on Keane hard. Obviously, he was no longer eating like an elite athlete.

      “How are you doing, Keane?” she asked, going over to the cluttered coffee table and setting the plate of cookies down on top of a closed pizza box. It was the only piece of flat real estate left on the table.

      “Better, now that you’re here,” he answered, sweeping a few crumpled beer cans off the couch with a crutch before plopping down with a heavy thunk.

      “Sit.” He tossed a few more cans and patted the couch right beside him.

      “Sure…but first I’m going to open some windows, okay?”

      He didn’t say anything in response. But she felt his eyes on her as she went around the room, pushing open the casement windows to let some air into the stinky, stuffy room. It was mad humid outside, but at least opening the window gave all the body and food odors somewhere to go.

      She went into the open plan kitchen to grab a trash bag. Yes! The box she had brought him because she couldn’t stand that he didn’t clean up after himself between maid visits was still there.

      She grabbed a crinkled bag and hoped its company’s promises about it holding strong for the biggest messes was true as she started tossing in takeout containers, some with moldy food still in them.

      “So you feel guilty about me losing my leg.”

      She froze at the sound of his question, which really wasn’t a question, but a statement as if he’d already read all about it in the Dear Mama journal she still kept.

      She lowered the bag. “I…I just wanted to try apologizing one more time. And to see if there was anything I could do to help.”

      A long beat passed, and his green eyes burned into her. That was something else that hadn’t changed. How intently he watched her whenever it was just the two of them, talking face-to-face.

      Then he shifted and said, “I can still afford a maid. My career’s over, but I’m not broke. I just haven’t called to put the service back into rotation yet.”

      “Oh…do you want me to do that?”

      “Lena…”

      “Seriously, it would only take me a few seconds. The number’s right on the icebox, right?”

      “Lena, the only fucking thing I want you to do is sit and you still haven’t done it.”

      That accusation stopped her mid-march to the kitchen, and a new wave of guilt washed over her. “Sorry. I was just trying to…but yes, I’ll sit.”

      A seemingly easy task, but it took Herculean effort to reverse course and place herself down next to him on the couch. There was at least six inches of space between them, but now she could smell the alcohol radiating off his body. He’d taken a shower, but it hadn’t been enough to quell the smell.

      However, his voice sounded perfectly normal as he asked, “Why did you come here?” He kept his eyes glued on her cookies, though he had yet to pull off the plastic cellophane on top.

      “Um…” She swallowed. But despite the added lubrication, every word of her answer had to be choked out. “I…after the hospital…I wanted…I didn’t know what to do…I just wanted to see…make sure you were okay.”

      “You think I’m okay now that you’ve seen me?” His eyes didn’t shift from the plate.

      “Um, I…” Wow, for someone who had spent last summer actually thinking she might have what it took to become a therapist, she sure was having trouble talking about her feelings now. “I want you to be okay. Or at least on your way to getting better. And I was hoping I could help.”

      “Saint Lena…” he said with a wry chuckle. “So loyal. Always there when people need you.”

      “No, not always,” she answered, her voice turning quiet, as she imagined Keane waking up in a hospital bed to the news that they’d had to cut off his leg…that his professional hockey career was over. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.”

      Silence. He still wouldn’t look at her. But he said, “I shouldn’t have just kicked you out like that when you came to see me.”

      “It’s okay, Ke—”

      “No, it’s not okay.” He finally turned his head towards her. And his face was harsh with anger.

      “Keane…” she said, only to trail off. The truth was she had no idea what to say. Or how to tell him about how much she’d missed him during their time apart. Now didn’t seem like the right moment at all to confess that she thought…no, actually she was sure she’d made a huge mistake letting him go last summer.

      Keane cut off all those thoughts when his lips crashed into hers without any warning at all.

      Just like in Daytona, that kiss changed everything. All those months apart, the dirty apartment, the reek of alcohol clinging to his body, all fell away. Leaving nothing but them. Nothing but the way they used to be.

      Keane might be down a lower left limb, but he still had plenty of strength. She discovered that when he leaned back on the couch and took her with him. And apparently, he still had smooth moves, too. With deft precision, his hand pushed up the skirt of her dress, pulled her panties aside, and then…

      “Oh, Keane,” she gasped out. It was like coming home. Not the house in Roxbury. Dark and cold to keep the electricity bill down and empty because her dad was always at work. But the home she’d always wished for. Bright, and happy, and filled with love.

      “Keane, I missed you. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” she panted as he began pumping into her.

      He said nothing. Just held her hips in a tight vice grip, as he pulled her up and down on his dick. The friction of the movement felt unbelievable and she reveled in the euphoria of being with him like this again.

      It had been a nearly a year for her, since before they broke up. And it must have been a while for him, too, because he grunted and spilled inside her just as she was getting revved up.

      “It’s okay…” she said and leaned forward to hug him, not wanting him to feel bad about coming so soon.

      “Yeah, I know it’s okay,” he answered, his voice harsh in her ear. “Like I said, I shouldn’t have just kicked you out. I should have fucked you first.”

      “What?” She leaned back, not understanding. Not wanting to understand.

      But Keane kept going anyway. “The hooker service I found couldn’t send anyone over until tomorrow. Apparently I called too late. So yeah, thanks for stopping by. That should tide me over until a real whore becomes available.”

      Hot shame curdled everything inside her as his words set in. Over the months they’d been apart, she’d become convinced she’d made a huge mistake, leaving him to go out to the West Coast. And though he’d done nothing to stop her, she’d somehow convinced herself that Keane was the love of her life and that she’d been stupid to give him up, no matter how young their undefined relationship had been. She’d kept telling herself that, even after he had her thrown out of the rehab center.

      But she got it now. Could see it clearly in the bitter shine of his triumphant eyes. That had been a story. Just a made-up story she’d been telling herself.

      And all those excuses she’d come up with on his behalf for the way he’d treated her at the rehab center, the misplaced blame and the unnecessary yelling…she’d been fooling herself. It wasn’t the accident that had changed him. This monster, not the surprising boy she thought she’d come to know last summer, was who he really was.

      That summer—that sweet summer. It had only been an illusion. And now that his hockey career was off the table, Keane had reverted back to what he’d always been at the core. A bully.

      Oh God…

      She awkwardly climbed off of him.

      The panties he’d yanked aside slid back into place when she stood, but not before his cum dripped down her leg. More mind-destroying shame as she realized that not only had she fallen for Keane’s trick, she’d let that bully come inside her without a condom.

      Six years…six years had passed since he called her a psycho in the school hallway to save face. But she responded now, just as she responded then.

      She ran from the bully, hot tears spilling from her eyes, as she cursed herself for ever liking him in the first place.
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      Lena had run. And she’d never looked back. But here Keane was on her doorstep.

      “Is he my son? Tell me. Tell me right fucking now.”

      Now…she was a doctor with a Psy.D in psychology. She’d learned to talk over the years to both parents and children about anything. Yet, in this moment, she once again felt like the awkward med student she’d been the last time they spoke, unable to get the words out. Like no years had passed between now and the night that created Max at all.

      Time. She needed time to come up with an answer—

      “If you don’t answer me in thirty seconds, I’m coming in to find the kid myself,” Keane said, practically growling the words.

      His threat recalibrated her priorities. Max…it had always been about Max. She’d wanted her unexpected but not unwanted child to know unconditional love. Wanted to protect her baby from the world, and the bitter husk of a man Keane had been when she saw him last.

      But he wasn’t that guy in the dirty apartment anymore. He stood in front of her dressed in a bespoke suit. Tall, powerful, and even more handsome than he’d been that summer. And he was demanding answers.

      “Yes,” she confessed. “Yes, Max is your son. I kept him from you. And it wasn’t a hard decision.”

      He jerked back. He probably hadn’t expected her to blurt it out like that, without her usual sensitivity.

      But a lot had changed since he saw her last, too. She no longer apologized for her actions, for her decisions, for just daring to breathe when her mother no longer did because of her birth.

      These days she stood her ground. For herself. And especially for her son.

      It didn’t take long for Keane to recover from his temporary shock though. “Get him down here,” he growled. “Get him down here right now.”

      “No,” she said, her voice tight as she continued to stand her ground against what felt like a gale force wind. “I’m not going to let you upset him because you’re angry with me.”

      “You think I give a fuck what you want after you kept my son from me for nine years?” he roared.

      Thank goodness her father had decided to stay on at the store, packing some last minute things. She had no idea how she would have explained any of this if he were here.

      But somehow she managed to keep her tone calm as she quietly answered, “No, I don’t think you care about what I want. Or what Max needs. I don’t think you care about anyone other than yourself, especially when your emotions are running high. That’s why I’m not going to call him down here. He’s just managed to reconcile a painful divorce, and the last thing he needs is somebody suddenly upending everything he knows to be true about himself, because his sperm donor cares more about assuaging his own ego than about his son.”

      Keane scowled at her, but Lena could tell her words were getting through to him, when he came out of his charging stance.

      “I will tell him,” she promised before he could ask the next obvious question.

      A muscle jerked in his jaw. “When?”

      “Before we leave to go back to L.A.”

      A completely reasonable answer, but Keane’s expression once again became incensed. “You’re out of your fucking mind if you think I’m going to let you take my son back to California.”

      Terror spiked through her chest. She had never imagined him finding out about Max. But even if she had, him actually wanting to share custody never would have occurred to her. The Keane she knew had barely been able to tolerate talking to the kids she worked with when she’d been an intern at the Institute for Better Boys. Much less given them any real time or consideration.

      Revenge, she realized, cutting off an impending panic attack. This was purely about winning, not any real desire to keep Max. She just had to remember that. Just had to keep her cool.

      “Okay, Keane. We’ll talk about it. In an office. With lawyers. Just give me a time and date,” she answered.

      “That’s not good enough!” He jammed a finger in the direction of the ground with every word.

      Lena was trying to keep up her empathy wall, but even she could see how upsetting, if not world-changing, this news had to be for Keane. No, he’d most likely wouldn’t really want the responsibility of a child after the initial new car smell wore off, but maybe she should take a more sympathetic tact.

      “Look, I’m here all summer doing a training apprenticeship at the Institute for Better Boys. And Max is scheduled to attend their summer camp. If you want, we can set up a few lunches. Let him get to know you before I break the news about you being his birth father in a safe and healthy way.”

      “No…” he started shaking his head before she was even finished with her offer. “Nine fucking years, Lena. A few lunches ain’t good enough.”

      Lena could feel her tentative grip on her patience slipping. “I get that you’re angry, Keane, but I’m looking out for Max’s best interest.”

      “And you thought his best interest would be not ever knowing his real dad?” he asked, his face thunderous.

      “Yes!” she answered throwing up her hands. “I know your empathy meter is set to zero. But imagine what you would have done in my shoes after the way it ended between us.”

      Quiet. So much quiet. That last ugly night reverberated between them like something radioactive.

      Then Keane said, “Fine…”

      Lena’s heart filled with relief. Thank goodness. Thank goodness, she’d had finally been able to make Keane, of all people, see emotional reason.

      “You two can come live with me for the rest of the summer,” he finished.

      “What?” Lena asked, jutting her chin in total disbelief.

      “We’ll tell him it’s because Con wants him for our summer travel team, and we don’t have any more beds left in the dorms,” Keane continued as if he hadn’t heard her. “And we’ll say you have to be there, because of whatever legal mumbo jumbo about minors.”

      Lena blinked, trying to come up with a reason why them moving in with him would be the worst idea ever. But weirdly, none were coming to mind.

      Perhaps sensing he had dumbfounded her, Keane pounced, flattening both arms against each side of the doorjamb, “C’mon, Lena, you know I’m right about this. With our schedules and you trying to take him back to Cali at the end of the summer, it’s the best way for me and him to get to know each other. I won’t tell him, but I’ll be damned if I go another night without having my boy under my roof.”

      Ugh…he had a point. This would be a good way for them to get to know each other, and perhaps get Keane off the custody warpath that much sooner when he saw what raising kids really entailed. But there was so much about Max he didn’t know. And she couldn’t predict how Keane would respond when he discovered the whole truth about the son, he’d decided to claim. Why? Because he was good at hockey? No, no, she couldn’t let him…

      “You want to be stubborn? Keep me from my son?” Keane said, mistaking her silence as stubbornness. “Fine! I’ll be a dick about it. Either you two pack up and come home with me right now, or I’ll pull all my funding from that Institute of yours.”

      Lena shook her head, not understanding the sudden juxtaposition of two things that had nothing to do with each other. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m their biggest donor. That’s what I mean,” Keane answered. “How do you think they’ll survive if I suddenly decide to pull my funding?”

      Wait…what? “No, their biggest donor is some corporation.” Lena had spent the entire plane ride to Boston, studying for her big opportunity like the hard work smart girl she’d been. “DGK Acquisitions.”

      She trailed off when he reached into his suit pocket and pulled a business card out of a sleek, silver case.

      She took the card from him, and her stomach lurched upon reading the words written on the card above a crisp DGK Acquisitions blue logo. “Desmond G. Keane, Founder and CEO.”

      She swallowed. Well, wow…just wow. Apparently, Keane’s life hadn’t turned out how she’d feared it would when she made the very easy decision to keep the news of her pregnancy to herself. He had more going on than just being one of the spokesathlete’s for America’s number one shoe brand. In fact, if she was translating this business card correctly, he had transformed himself from a bitter and depressed alcoholic to the CEO of a real estate empire.

      She felt weirdly proud of him and completely terrified at the same time. Keane had pulled himself out of his dark hole, but now he had money. Lots of money. Enough to make her life incredibly hard if she didn’t give in to his demands.

      As if to confirm her conclusion, Keane said, “You have ten seconds to make a decision, or I’m busting in and telling that kid he belongs to me.”

      His threat wrenched her out of her shocked daze. “Children aren’t possessions you can own,” she pointed out.

      Keane held up his right arm and glanced down at a very expensive looking chrome-plated watch. It must have had a second hand, because he started counting, “10…9…”

      “Seriously?” she asked, when she realized he was counting her down like Graham.

      “8…7…” he answered.

      Then because apparently this situation just wasn’t high-stakes enough, she heard Max’s voice call out from the top of the stairs. “Mom, is that the pizza? I’m starving!”

      No, it wasn’t the pizza. God, she wished it was the pizza.

      “5….4…” Keane kept applying the pressure, even as his eyes went to the stairs her son was currently coming down.

      She never thought she’d feel any type of affinity for that Graham creep who’d tried to force her participation in his seriously misogynistic Spring Break Bang-Off. But she found herself fully understanding his frustration when she whispered, “Fine, we’ll come. Just don’t tell him.”

      Keane smirked and lowered his arm, just as Max appeared beside her. “Oh my God, it’s you, Mr. Keane! Did you come to talk to Mom like you promised?”

      “Sure did,” Keane answered, with an easy grin, like he hadn’t just spent the last few seconds counting Lena down on his ultimatum. “And guess what? I got the yes. You start training with our elite summer team tomorrow.”

      Proving his young age, despite his above average height, Max dived forward and threw his arms around the hockey player he didn’t know was really his father. “I tried to explain what a big deal triple A was, but she didn’t get it. She wasn’t going to let me go! Thank you! Thank you!”

      After an awkward moment, Keane hugged his son back. “Yeah, kid, anything for you,” he said softly to Max.

      While glaring furiously at Lena.

      Despite her giving into his demands, retribution still burned in his green eyes. An arrow of anxiety darted through Lena, and her stomach knotted. In that moment, she realized he was far from satisfied with her capitulation.

      Keane would want his pound of flesh and he wouldn’t just be mean about it…

      He’d be a total bully.
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      Eleven Years Ago

      Keane never thought he’d be that guy in that movie, covering his girl’s eyes while he walked her up to a surprise. But here he was, guiding a blindfolded Lena out of his Escalade and across a sidewalk to his big surprise.

      Then ta-fucking-da, he undid the blindfold to let her take a look.

      She stared up at his surprise, blinking. Then looked around, her expression comically confused. “What is this? Are we…are we in Back Bay?” she asked, as if one of the oldest and most affluent neighborhoods in Boston was actually located on another planet.

      “Yeah, we’re in Back Bay. And this is a house,” he answered, waving a hand proudly toward the huge boarded up Victorian brownstone.

      “Yes, I can see that…” She gave the house a distressed look. “But why are we standing in front of this house?”

      “Because I just closed on it,” he answered, spreading his arms wide.

      She paused, and Keane could tell she was trying to figure out if she had heard him right.

      “You mean, rented it, maybe?”

      He shook his head. “Nah, this place is like, one city inspection away from getting condemned. I bought it outright. Cash.”

      “Really? You bought it?” she repeated, sounding a little breathless. “For how much?”

      She stilled at his seven figure answer, and the “trying to stay neutral here” expression completely disappeared.

      “Seriously, Keane? That’s your entire signing bonus!”

      Keane twisted his lips. The only reason she knew that was because of all the arguments they’d had whenever he tried to buy her anything real. Like a too nice dinner. Or a car. Or her own apartment, so that she wouldn’t have to keep on living with her dad.

      And he decided to use those past arguments against her. “You said you didn’t want me to spend any of that signing money on you. You’re the one who told me to invest it in my future. So that’s what I did.”

      “I meant invest it in like a Roth IRA or something. Not a whole house! In Back Bay!” she pointed out. “I mean Keane…it cost you so much, and we’re in a recession.”

      Usually, he loved the way she worried about him and his future. Like a sexy manager he also got to fuck.

      “Hey, I got a good deal on it. Plus the next door neighbor is old as fuck. I mean on oxygen tanks, no heirs. Couple more years, I bet I can buy that house, too. Make this place big enough to put a rink in the basement…”

      “Wait, you want to put a rink in the basement. Like an actual hockey rink?”

      Okay, too soon to talk with his too-practical baby about an ice rink, he decided pushing forward. “And yeah, we’re in a recession now, but just wait, the economy’s going to bounce back and when it does this house will be worth twice as much. I’m also eyeing some sweet deals in Dorchester right now. Trust me, I know where this game is going and it’s better to start buying now when everybody else is too scared to buy.”

      “Yes, but…” She shook her head at the decrepit house again. “It was your whole bonus.”

      Keane shrugged. “I’ll make twice that signing bonus when we win the Stanley Cup. Plus, I’ll get milestone dollars for winning the division and making the playoffs.”

      “If you win the Stanley Cup. If you win your division and make the playoffs. There’s no guarantee of that. Can you get your money back?” she asked, eyeing the boarded up house like it’d had taken advantage of him.

      Instead of answering that question, Keane pulled her into his arms. “Baby, stop,” he said, tipping her face away from the house and back to him. “Stop worrying. Believe me, I know what I’m doing. I’ve got this. I’ve got us.”

      All the fear, all the worry faded from her big brown eyes when she looked up at him. Just like it always did. Just like he wanted it to.

      And he understood why, because all his fears faded when he looked at her, too. Nothing else mattered. The whole rest of the world and every single problem could go fuck itself while he had Lena in his arms.

      Yeah, when he got to missing her so bad during that first string of preseason away games, he’d definitely made the right decision. He’d stopped by a jewelry store in Indiana and bought the ring currently burning in his pocket.

      Supposedly the same one where Keane’s hero, Nikolai “Mount Nik” Rustanov had bought his wife’s ring—at least that’s what Mount Nik’s younger cousin and his Hawks teammate, Cheslav Rustanov, had told him.

      “Lena, listen,” Keane said. “There’s something I want to talk with you about.”

      She blinked, coming out of the daze. “Me too. There’s something I need to talk about.” And unexpectedly she stepped back and out of his arms.

      She often did this when she wanted to talk to him with a clear head. She’d joked a few times that having him too close when she was trying to make a point, completely scrambled her head. Usually he found it cute.

      But today her step back raised the hairs on the back of his neck. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      

      What turned out to be wrong was that she’d gotten off the waitlist to medical school—one her father had applied to behind her back after reading some article about how West Coast schools were more likely to accept East Coast candidates from prestigious undergrads than Boston area ones. What was wrong, was that instead of saying no and continuing with the plan she and Keane had made together for her to apply to local masters’ programs for clinical psychology the following school year, she was going to drop everything to go along with Daddy’s plan.

      Everything including him.

      According to her, she’d been going back and forth about it. Thought about trying to do long distance even. But their relationship was so young and undefined, it wouldn’t be fair to either of them to try to keep it going. And this conversation, him buying this house had further convinced her…they just didn’t think alike…or have enough in common.

      “So your dad says jump and you say how high? You’re just going to fuck off and live his dream instead of yours? I don’t understand,” he answered, feeling like he’d just been jumped by a bunch of guys behind a bar.

      But his lack of understanding had been the final nail in their relationship’s coffin as far as Lena was concerned.

      “That’s because you don’t know what it’s like to actually love your parents,” she’d answered with a sympathetic look. “To be grateful to them and want to pay them back for everything they’ve sacrificed for you. I’m sorry, but that’s what I mean about us being too different to work out in the long run. But you see what I’m saying about it probably being the best for us to break up, before either of us get too invested in…whatever this is?”

      He hadn’t known how to answer that. How to get her to stay and not leave him. Like his mom had.

      And he thought about it. He thought about begging like he did when he found his mom at that hockey player’s house. To his horror, tears pricked his eyes as Lena continued to gently explain why she just had to rip his heart out of his fucking chest for both of their futures. Not just hers.

      But then he remembered how the one and only time he’d begged had turned out. With a slammed door in his face. And him having to live with the humiliation that he’d begged, actually begged that selfish bitch to come back, for the rest of his life.

      “Stop fucking talking to me,” he said instead of begging, interrupting Lena mid-sentence. Then he told her the thing he wished he’d said to his mother. “Far as I’m concerned you’re dead. You’re dead to me. We don’t have nothing else to say.”

      For a moment it had felt good. When she jerked back like he’d slapped her, because he didn’t hug her or cry about it like one of the little boys she’d been working with all summer. That horrified look on her face made a small burst of triumph flare inside his chest. For a second.

      But then her shoulders slumped. And instead of telling him to go fuck himself like a real Boston girl would have, she said, “I understand, Keane. I can catch a T back to Roxbury. You, um…take care of yourself.”

      Then instead of coming inside for a tour of his first real estate acquisition like he’d been planning, she’d walked away. Just like the girl in the Hawk’s victory song.

      And he watched her go, with the ring burning in his pocket and “More Than a Feeling” playing quieter and quieter until she rounded the corner and it completely disappeared.
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      Eleven years ago, Keane had wanted to give Lena Kumar everything. A house in Back Bay…a ring on her finger. But instead of taking what he had to give, she’d ripped his heart out and walked away from him like their relationship was nothing to her. Just some wrong turn onto a cul-de-sac in a bad neighborhood, that required banging a Uey to get out.

      But she was here now. Standing in the state-of-the-art foyer of his refurbished and seriously upgraded Victorian brownstone, looking around just like he’d wanted her to eleven years ago. And he had to admit she didn’t look much older.

      She was dressed in a blue and yellow Mount Holyoke t-shirt and jeans. She’d eventually learned to stop wearing that single braid of hers the first few times he’d snapped the band and unraveled it during their hello kiss. But it was back now. Longer and even sturdier than before.

      Despite having a kid between now and the last time they talked, she was back down to her high school weight. Like the California sun had melted away her Massachusetts forty and taken a few more pounds in tolls. But she still had curves, and unfortunately, he could still sense a fantastic pair of tits hidden underneath that crewneck.

      He hated that his hands itched to touch them. Hated that he still couldn’t stop himself from watching her, like she was the only thing that had ever existed in the universe.

      Hated that he could still hear “More Than a Feeling” playing loud and clear even through the furious red rage.

      “I read you have an ice rink in your basement. Is that true?”

      The question brought his head down to the real reason, the only reason he would’ve ever let Lena Kumar through the front door of the life he’d built after he sent her running a second time.

      Max…

      Looking at the kid now felt like a gut punch, and he didn’t know how he ever, for a minute could have thought he belonged to somebody else. “Children aren’t possessions,” Lena had said, her voice scolding, but hell if he didn’t look 100% his. Keane could see his mom in all the pretty boy features and his Dad in his direct stare as he waited for an answer on his hockey rink question.

      “Sure do,” he answered. Somehow making it seem like it didn’t take all the breath out of his lungs to answer the question. “What do you want to see first? The rink or your room? I gotta run the Zamboni, but I can have it ready to go in five.”

      “The ice rink!” Max answered, bugging his brown eyes like the answer was obvious.

      Atta Boy, Keane thought, hating Max’s mother even more for keeping them apart. He’d have to figure out payback for that one. Nine years. Jesus Christ…another twisting rage bit at him that another man had been given the privilege of raising his son.

      “But how did you even get a Zamboni down there?” Max asked, once again bringing him out of his rage spiral.

      “That’s a funny story. We had to get it delivered down the stairs piece by piece. Took me and Bono weeks to put it together and get it working right.”

      “Your brother’s the singer from U2?” Max’s eyes widened, just like his mother’s had back in Daytona when he confessed he liked her all along.

      “No, that’s just what all of us call him because he’s too fu—I mean friggin’. Too friggin’ nice. His real name’s Benjamin.”

      This explanation would have made complete sense to anyone from Boston, but Max scrunched his face, looking totally confused. Nine years…

      “Anyway, we can take a ride on the Zamboni if you want, and I’ll show you how to drive it. Maybe that can be one of your chores or something while you’re here. You California kids have to do chores?”

      Max looked to his mom uncertainly. “Just feeding my beta fish. Mom, says that I can’t get a dog until I can keep a fish alive for a whole year.”

      Yeah, Lena would put conditions on something as simple as getting a dog. He thought back to how hard she made him work that summer. Always having to pick her up at work, so that her dad wouldn’t find out they were dating. No drinking, because how would she explain coming home with alcohol on her breath to her dad. No spending too much money on her either. She’d said it was because she’d read an article on young athletes overspending in Psychology Now. But later on he suspected her not letting him buy her a car had more to do with not knowing how to explain it to Daddy Dearest than the state of his bank account.

      Somehow he managed to keep the bitterness out of his voice, as he asked Max, “Oh yeah? How’s that working out.”

      Max answered with a sheepish look. “My last one died a few weeks ago, and Mom says I can’t get another one until we go back to California.”

      Which was never going to happen. But no need to point that out. Yet. “Okay, well if you don’t keep up with the Zamboni, that’s going to bite you in the ass, because you’re going to have a hell of time trying to skate.”

      Max nodded, solemn as a boy scout. “I can do it. I know I can. Just show me how.”

      Yeah, that’s my boy, Keane thought, remembering how similarly willing to hustle he was at that age. He used to scrape windows, shovel cars out of snow for the whole block, and deliver packages for the uncles who weren’t really related to earn enough money to buy hockey gear. He even got paid to run and knock on doors for the owner/bartender at his dad’s favorite pub, to tell wives and girlfriends to come pick up their passed-out men in the days before Uber hit Southie. Anything, he used to be willing to do anything, if it meant extra rink time.

      “Okay, let’s go,” he said, feeling like his heart was about to burst with pride.

      “Max, honey, we should probably get settled in first before you learn how to operate heavy machinery.”

      Lena’s voice brought both of their heads up from their father-son conversation.

      “But mom…,” Max started to whine.

      “Look kid, the ice was zambonied this morning.” Keane pointed to the short set of stairs that led to the basement. “How about you go to the cellar and check out the rink. I’ll show your mom to the third floor guest rooms and meet you down there.”

      Max looked to his mom like he needed permission.

      And she gave in with a grimace, “Sure, but please don’t operate any machinery without adult supervision.”

      “I won’t!” he called back, already heading for the stairs.

      But Max took all the happy out of the air with his departure. As soon as he was gone, Keane’s grin disappeared. “Follow me,” he said to Lena.

      Then he grabbed the handle of the one suitcase he’d waited for them to pack before driving them here and headed toward the elevator, trusting her to follow. She did.

      The elevator wasn’t part of the original plans, but when he’d come out of his yearlong bitterness fest, he’d had one custom designed to look like a much less creaky version of the early 20th century elevators you sometimes still found in these Back Bay brownstones. It lived behind a normal wooden door, and had a grated brass accordion gate, you had to close and secure in order for it to move.

      But Lena barely seemed to notice the details of the elevator as they made the trip to the third floor…or the hallways lined in dark blue velvet wallpaper and cutting edge art…or the fact that her room looked like a five-star hotel suite, with a view of the bay.

      And hell, if her having absolutely nothing to say about the home she’d rejected eleven years ago, didn’t make him feel like that rich Gatsby fuck from Freshman English as he rolled her bag into the room. He’d hated that book, but now the character who’d spent gobs of cash to impress some chick who ended up choosing her husband anyway weighed heavy on his mind.

      Speaking of which…

      “So you tricked that ex-husband of yours, too. Made him think he’d gotten you pregnant when it was really me.”

      It was an accusation not a question.

      “No. I didn’t,” she answered. Voice calm. Face totally neutral.

      Keane’s heart lurched with the realization that her face was no longer an open book. He could no longer read her easily or sense exactly what she was thinking.

      And before he could ask her the next obvious question, she turned abruptly to face him, her face placid as lake ice.

      “I’m aware that given your limited ability or desire to fully process your emotions surrounding what I did, you’ve probably already opted for the punitive route.”

      Keane dead-eyed her. “Speak English. I don’t understand Therapyese.”

      She crooked her head, and slumped her shoulders, like even after all these years, he was still a disappointment. Then she translated, “I know you don’t understand, don’t even want to try to understand why I did what I did. I’m sure you’d much rather punish me. So what’s it going to take, Keane? What it’s going to take for you to let us settle this custody issue like adults?”

      Expression inscrutable, and eyes unfathomable, he answered, “120 fucks. No condom.”
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      The Institute for Better Boys looked nothing like Lena remembered.

      Indestructible vinyl flooring painted to look like barnyard wood had replaced the converted church’s original rotting floorboards. The old oversized reception desk and lumpy couch at the front entrance had been thrown out and replaced with a simple light switch alert system and a cozy seating area.

      A variety of options for waiting parents and patients filled the space: all sorts of stuffed chairs and couches, a table with several board games on top, and even an old school standup Pac Man arcade console with the sound cut off. State of the art white noise machine stood outside each of the doors. Everywhere she looked there were either plants or some other interactive element, like paintings you could touch, to make the space look warm, inviting and safe.

      “Wow, a lot has changed around here,” she said to Nancy as they walked down a hallway lined in chalk drawings from the many emotion exercises. “I still remember how hard it was to get the boys to line up and take turns at the easel chalkboard after feelings meditation. Now you’ve got a whole hallway!”

      “Yes, we’ve made many, many improvements over the last decade. We were lucky to receive a special grant from DGK to hire a consultant and interior designer to make our waiting spaces more inviting and patient friendly,” Nancy answered happily. She also looked nothing like the good-hearted but harried founder she remembered. The gray hairs that used to feather her temples were gone now, covered over in a matching vibrant red. She also wore her hair in a trendy bob, instead of a frizzy high ponytail, because “who has time for hair appointments?” And though all the day campers would be arriving any minute now, she seemed calm and relaxed.

      She’d even offered to introduce Lena around the expanded offices, since the summer camp now apparently ran like clockwork.

      Lena was grateful for the extra time, but her stomach soured at the mention of DGK.

      “How many day campers do we have this year?” she asked, changing the subject. “I’m so sorry Max had to drop out at the last minute.”

      “Oh don’t be, dear,” Nancy answered with a wry chuckle. “I used to have to canvas the neighborhood to get boys willing to attend the Better Connections summer camp. Now we’ve got a waiting list and rich parents complaining about their kids not qualifying to get in. A few of them even threatened to sue us. Can you believe it?”

      Wow…no…no she couldn’t. But she didn’t blame them for being angry. If she was still a doctor’s wife, living in South Pasadena, she’d want to get Max into a day camp that looked like this, too. Had Keane really donated enough money to make all of this happen?

      Mistaking her agitated look, Nancy said, “Don’t worry. Nothing ever came of it. Luckily, DGK also gave us free access to their legal department to handle the parents who think they can sue their way in. They really have been a godsend—oh, here’s Julio, who runs our Rainbow Grit group therapy sessions. Julio, this is Lena. She’s training with us in the hopes of starting a Dialectical Behavior Therapy group for her own practice.”

      Julio’s eyes lit up. “For girls? Parents are always asking me for referrals. What part of Boston are you located?”

      “No part of Boston.” Lena shook her head with an apologetic wince. “My home practice is in Pasadena, California. It’s also co-ed and definitely not a non-profit. Truth be told, they’re a little skeptical about me taking on this training, because there’s already another practice, offering something similar for girls in California—though, that’s not a non-profit either.”

      Julio’s shoulder’s sank. “That’s too bad. We need more programs like this for our underserved populations here in Boston.”

      “Yes, I bet,” Lena answered, remembering how many girls in the mostly black school she attended before high school could have benefitted from the array of early intervention cognitive and dialectical therapies offered at the Institute for Better Boys. “This place is truly one of a kind. And wonderful.”

      Yes, it was. But pointing that out made Lena’s chest erupt with guilt. She had hoped Keane had been exaggerating when he said the Institute for Better Boys wouldn’t be able to survive without his company’s funding. But he so obviously hadn’t been.

      Who does this, she wondered as Nancy walked her through the cutting edge chart system software that her Pasadena practice was still trying to decide if they could afford—another gift from DGK. Who gives a worthy cause this much money, then threatens to destroy it if one person doesn’t do exactly as he wants?

      The same kind of person who’d answered her question about getting her punishment over with, so that they could arrange a custody arrangement with, “120 fucks. No condom.”

      The answer had come back so fast she’d thought she’d misheard. “What?”

      “You heard me. I want 120 fucks. One for each month you kept him from me. No condoms.”

      For a moment she could only goggle at him. Wondering how she’d ever felt so close to this Masshole that she’d rushed to his side after his accident.

      “You can’t be serious. 120 times in just three months. That’s impossible! And no condoms? I’m not on birth control. What if I got pregnant? Again?”

      “We’d negotiate that baby into the custody agreement, too. I’m assuming you’ll be wanting something like both of the kids with you most of the time and me getting them holidays, breaks and a few weekends. I can give you that. But I would get summers with Max. Plus, no more bullshit minor league for him. He’s in triple A from now on. Same goes for the next kid if it’s a boy. Summers will be for top tier hockey, starting at age five. And if Max decides to attend Boston Glenn, then he’ll be spending his weekends with me.

      Her mind reeled with all the new input. “He won’t be going to Boston Glenn,” Lena said, her voice adamant.

      Keane paused and regarded her with that shrewd look she remembered so well. The one that had never quite let her believe he was just another dummy with athletic skills like the rest of the sticks. Unfortunately, she’d been right about that.

      “You hated it there,” he said after a considering moment. “But if Max decides that’s where he wants to go, you’re not going to stop him, right?”

      “He won’t ever decide to become a Stick,” Lena assured him, knowing her son so much better than he did.

      “But if he does decide to go there, I’m going to need it on paper that you won’t stand in his way,” Keane insisted. Then before she could answer, he asked. “Why do you think it’s impossible?”

      “What?” she asked, unable to keep up.

      “Why do you think I wouldn’t be able to get my 120 fucks in before the summer’s done? You trying to say you don’t remember the way we used to go at it?”

      Without warning, a montage of memories from that summer hit her hot and hard. Them erupting like a volcano every time they kissed. Fucking everywhere. At his apartment, in the salsa club bathroom after Keane surprised her with a dance class date, so that she could cross “learn how to dance” off her Shake It Off list. Toward the beginning of their relationship, they’d been in the middle of an argument about where they should go to dinner, and Keane had suddenly leaped across the seat to make #5 on the list come true. Sex not in a bed. They’d ended up crossing that one off the list, so many times she’d lost count. They couldn’t get enough of each other that summer.

      But…

      “We’re not kids anymore,” she reminded him.

      He’d given her a heated look, but then after a moment, shrugged and said, “Fine. 100 fucks. Take it or leave it, you decide. I got a Zamboni appointment with the kid I’m just now finding out is mine.”

      Leave it. She should leave it.

      She’d decided that while watching his departing back. And she concluded the same thing this morning, while entering all her data into the fancy chart system. What he was suggesting was crazy, not to mention riddled with dangerous emotional minefields.

      But the thing was, she did want another baby. That had been the other thing ripping at the seams of her and Rohan’s marriage when everything with Max blew up. After years of trying for another baby, they’d found out that Rohan couldn’t father children, thanks to a chromosomal defect issue. He’d refused to consider allowing Lena to use a sperm donor, and adoption had been off the table, too, “because then everyone would know I can’t father my own children.”

      She also hadn’t hated being a single mom these last couple of years. In fact, raising Max to be a happy and healthy boy despite what happened with the man he thought was his father had been a privilege and a joy. So much so that she often found herself not just wanting, but aching for another baby. And at thirty-three, she wasn’t getting any younger.

      After using her lump sum alimony payment to pay off her considerable student loans, she’d saved enough for a sperm donor. But when she started scrolling through the portfolios of eligible candidates at the fertility clinic she’d chosen to do the procedure, there had been something so off-putting about the whole process. She had left without being able to pick anyone she liked enough to father a child with.

      She hated Keane, but the thought of finally being able to have the second child she’d been so longing for, to be able to give Max a younger sibling….

      The vibration of her phone brought her out of her what if trance.

      “Hey, Vihaan,” she said after picking up.

      “Hey, Lena, I’m outside in the waiting room. Do I come in to get Max or does he come out to me—oh, and I got a list of other hockey programs for him.”

      Lena slapped a hand over her face. Oh no, she’d completely forgotten that Vihaan and Max had made plans to eat lunch together!

      She winced. “Vihaan, I’m coming out. There’s something I have to tell you. Something I should have told you a long time ago….”
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      The last thing Keane expected when he stopped by the rink for lunch was competition. He’d picked up a couple of spuckie sandwiches for himself and the kid, since the food they served in the rink’s cafeteria sucked ass. But when he arrived, he found Max already eating in the bleachers with another blast from the past. One Keane, recognized, even though he had replaced his school uniform and ten-dollar haircut with a silk bomber jacket covered in tigers, designer jeans, and a pompadour.

      “Is that Band Nerd?” he asked, coming up to stare beside Con, who was standing at his usual post, glaring at them, instead of eating his own lunch.

      “Yeah, I told him the kids weren’t allowed outside lunches.”

      “Then why’s he in the stands having a fucking picnic with my kid?” Keane demanded. Never mind that he had been planning on doing the exact same thing.

      “Because your kid ran over and thanked his uncle for bringing over some special Indian dish, because technically he couldn’t eat the food in the cafeteria. Then he told me he’d be eating it in the stands, so that other kids wouldn’t think he was getting special treatment. Then he went off with Vihaan. Like it was all decided. The kid’s a fucking bulldozer, just like you, Keane. And that uncle of his…”

      Con smacked a fist into his palm, like he was dying to take this back to high school and beat the crap out of Band Nerd.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Keane assured him.

      “You better,” Con answered. “I don’t want that guy coming around here.”

      Keane scrunched his forehead. “Careful there, or I’m going to have to send Bono in to give you another one of those why you can’t discriminate speeches. Plus, you know that one player, I’m trying to poach from the Trail Wolves AAA team has got two dads…”

      “It’s not because he’s gay! I don’t give a fuck about that,” Con answered with a lot more vehemence than he was used to seeing from his friend.

      Keane threw him a quizzical look, “Then what’s your problem with him?”

      “Hey, Keane! Keane! Come meet my Uncle Vihaan,” Max called from the stands before Con could answer.

      Which was how Keane found himself sharing lunch with the band nerd he used to bully and the kid who didn’t know he was really his.

      

      “I have a project in the critical stages of testing and I cannot spare a weekend away this month. Please find a way to explain to Max why I will not be visiting next weekend.”

      Lena sighed, but she couldn’t say she was surprised to receive her ex-husband’s text message just as she was about to get out of the car at her father’s house. Rohan barely got back to the coast to visit his own mother. She didn’t know what made her think he’d prioritize his only son—at least on paper.

      Rohan had not only forgiven her after she’d confessed to being pregnant by another man, he had unexpectedly proposed, offering to raise her baby as his. For month, years even, she’d felt so lucky. It had been easy to forgive Rohan his faults and peccadilloes when he’d sacrificed his pride for her, just like her father.

      But after Max turned eight, she’d figured out that there’d been a caveat to his seemingly selfless offer. He’d be a father to Max, but only if Max behaved exactly like the perfect child he wanted. When Max had refused to do that, Rohan became emotionally abusive toward their son, and had even resorted to physical violence once before Lena intervened and got between them. That was when she demanded a divorce.

      Rohan had agreed, and had even offered to visit occasionally “for appearance sake.”

      But he’d been “too busy” to see Max since the official divorce. And now he was backing out of coming to Boston, like he said he would.

      She wouldn’t miss him, like at all. But Max still loved his father, and she knew this latest withholding of approval would hit him hard.

      And that wasn’t the only hard conversation she’d have to have tonight.

      She heaved herself out of the car she’d rented for the summer, and let herself into the house. Hopefully the biryani and keema aloo from her dad’s favorite restaurant would soften him up before she broke the news that one—she’d divorced his beloved son-in-law and two…had just moved her and Max in with three…his real father—a hockey player she’d gone out of her way to not let him know she was dating eleven years ago.

      Yep…no doubt about it. She was definitely off her dad’s big plan.

      But as it turned out, he wasn’t in the house when she arrived.

      “Where are you?” she typed, sending off a quick text after calling out to him with no answer.

      “At the store,” he answered.

      She frowned because she’d come home and lunch to oversee the hand off of the rest of the store fixtures and drive the last of the boxes back to the house.

      “I thought you were going to take a T home after you finished locking up. I brought us dinner.”

      “Eat without me. I already ordered beer and pizza from next door to eat in front of the TV.”

      Now, she really frowned. Ordering a pizza to eat between shifts in front of the TV in the little backroom he slept in had been his long-time routine. But he no longer had a store to get back to. Also, he never drank.

      “Dad” she started to type.

      Only to get interrupted by another text. “I do not have much longer with her. Please understand. She has been all I had since you moved to California.”

      Strangely she did understand. In the end her father had been too old and worn down to hang on to the store after being offered such a great price for it. But that didn’t mean the transition into retirement didn’t come with some share of grief. He’d only been a med student for a couple of years. And an Uber driver for even shorter after his tendency to lecture his backseat passenger tanked his rating. But he’d been with his little convenience store for longer than most people stayed married.

      “Okay, I’ll swing by at lunch tomorrow,” she answered, before re-pocketing the phone.

      No, today wouldn’t be a good day to tell her father about Rohan, Max, and Keane, she decided before getting back in the car.

      But that still left Max…

      

      After a car ride spent worrying about how to tell her son, his supposed father wouldn’t be visiting this summer, she found Max laughing and yelling with his birth father in the downstairs hockey rink.

      Apparently, Keane had done more than take and pick Max up from hockey camp like he informed her he would do this morning when he’d intercepted them just as they were about to leave out the door after breakfast. They were playing a game of keep away in the insanely large hockey rink at the bottom of Keane’s house.

      Looking exactly like what they really were. A father and his son.

      She made a feeble attempt not to compare him to Rohan, but how could she not?

      One guy had shown up for Max and was actively encouraging his love of hockey. The other hadn’t bothered to come visit in six months, even though they lived in the same state.

      100 fucks…

      The proposition nudged at her. So hard, it felt like she was swatting at it when she came up to the section of the rink with no Plexiglas and called out, “Max, time to eat!” interrupting all the father-son fun. “I’ve got lamb biryani and keema aloo set up in the dining room upstairs.”

      “Yes! My favorite!” Max said, skating over and sliding to a hockey stop right in front of her. “Can Keane eat with us?”

      “Nah, that’s okay. Already had Indian food for lunch,” Keane pointed out.

      “That was a curry,” Max pointed out right back. “Dad says that’s like saying no to steak because you already had hamburgers for lunch.”

      The mention of the dad who wasn’t really Max’s father only made the mood tenser, and though Max couldn’t see it, Keane was glaring at her over his head.

      “I ordered it really spicy anyway,” Lena said. “Keane probably couldn’t handle it.”

      That was totally not meant to be an innuendo, but she heard it when Keane’s eyes flared at her words.

      100 fucks…the proposition once again whispered through her head.

      Luckily, Max was there to draw Keane out of their stare off. “If I wake up early can I practice with you again?” he asked, turning back around to face his hero.

      Keane’s face broke into a pride-filled smile that belied his casual tone as he said, “Sure, kid. See you at five.”

      “Yes!” Max said again, this time pumping his fist. “Just need to get my skates off, Mom, then I’ll be right up.”

      “Thanks, honey,” Lena answered, grateful that he was at least wearing jeans and wouldn’t have to change beyond throwing on a pair of shoes. “I’ll set up everything in the dining room.”

      But just as she was making her getaway, Keane said, “Hey, Lena.”

      She turned back around to look at Keane. Unlike Max, he wasn’t wearing a helmet, she noticed with an internal cluck. Or a shirt. Just a pair of loose workout shorts and the same all-black custom prosthetic as the “What’s Stopping You?” billboard ad.

      Who does that? she wondered. Who in the world would be arrogant enough to skate without any protective gear whatsoever on ice after losing his leg in a car accident?

      Keane, that was who. She just wished she could keep her eyes from drifting over all that rippling muscle and the face which was apparently hell-bent on proving the theory that men really do get better with age.

      “Tonight.”

      The single word cut off her ogle, confusion replacing her compulsion to stare. “What?” she asked.

      “That thing we talked about yesterday. I need your answer tonight.”

      Oh, that. She replied with a stiff nod, as if those words hadn’t been ringing through her head all day.

      100 fucks…

      The words continued to echo in her head. They chased her up the stairs, badgering her and asking the obvious.

      If she hated Keane so much, if she wanted him to have nothing to do with her or her son. Why hadn’t she just said no?
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      That night Keane ate a beautiful gourmet dinner at the island counter of his state-of-the-art chef’s kitchen. Prepared by a local celebrity chef who ran a never-advertised side business of delivering covered dishes to the homes of Boston’s very wealthy, tonight’s meal of a baby beet salad and a duck breast with mushroom ragout and a scattering of blackberries seemed especially inspired.

      But tonight, the perfectly balanced dish tasted dull in his mouth. Tonight he found himself with an unexpected craving for Indian food, even though he’d eaten it for lunch. Lena had once surprised after a late practice with some Indian takeout that summer.

      Was it from the same place? He could almost taste the mild Chicken Tikka Masala she’d picked up. And as if conjured up by his thoughts, he heard Max say, “That was great, Mom. Thanks! Can I save some to take to practice tomorrow?”

      He wasn’t trying to spy, but these Victorian age houses didn’t have much in the way of noise insulation. That meant the walls relayed other people’s conversations like an old gossipy bitch.

      “I thought the literature said no outside food…” she answered.

      “Yeah, but they only had hamburgers today and a lot of Indians don’t eat cow.”

      “You’re not one of those Indians,” she pointed out.

      “Yeah, but they don’t know that!”

      “Max…” she chided, but Keane could hear the smile in her voice.

      She liked the kid, he realized. Not just because he was her kid, but because they got along. He wondered what that would have been like. To grow up with a mom who actually wanted to be there.

      “Can we go see Grandpa tomorrow? I wanted to tell him about Keane’s hockey rink.” Max was saying now.

      “Actually, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. Dad’s going through a lot right now with giving up the store, and I’m not sure how he’d handle this living situation with Keane. So maybe let’s not bring it up quite yet.”

      There was a pregnant pause and then his son said, “You want me to lie?”

      “No, don’t lie,” she answered. Her voice sounded weary. “Just don’t volunteer. It would be hard to explain, and Dadaji is so set in his ways, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know…” Max said, his tone taking on a sadness Keane hadn’t heard from the kid before. “So don’t tell him about hockey camp and living with Keane, like I’m not telling him about you and Dad getting divorced?”

      Wait, so not only was she not planning to tell her father about her real baby daddy, but she also hadn’t told him about the divorce?

      Keane shook his head with the familiar feeling that this guy he’d never met was interfering in his life more than he liked...

      “There’s something else I have to tell you,” Lena was saying.

      “What?”

      “Rohan’s really busy at work and I’m afraid he won’t be able to make it out to visit next weekend.”

      “What? But he promised when he cancelled last month.”

      “I know he did, and I understand your disappointment.”

      A sudden bang and rattle sounded, and though Keane couldn’t see what was going on, he knew exactly what the sound was. He remembered hitting the table with his fist like that when he was a kid. “Did he say he’d come in July?” the kid asked. His voice sounded teary, and it made Keane want to burst into the dining room and tell the kid, the truth. The real truth.

      Instead, he forced himself to get up and walk in the opposite direction as Lena’s voice faded on, “Maybe in July…”

      He spent the rest of the night in his study. Doing work, the one damn thing that made sense right now, until he heard the sound of footsteps walking up the stairs. Once again, the house proved to be the worst eavesdropper.

      “Let’s brush our teeth and go to bed,” Lena said as they walked from the second-floor landing to the next flight of stairs. “It’s been a long day and we get to do it all again tomorrow…”

      He checked his watch. It was only nine. It was barely dark but she was already calling it a night? Guess he had his answer about the 100 fucks.

      “You know you’re not really Max’s uncle, right?” Keane had said to Vihaan after volunteering to walk him out.

      “Yeah, I heard about how you somehow managed to brainwash Lena it to thinking you were anything but trash,” Vihaan answered, smiling affably. “But I’m always going to be that child’s uncle, no matter who her father is. And if we’re taking bets…”

      Vihaan had smirked and given the huge hockey player and up and down look, like he wasn’t all that. “Then I’m betting on Lena.”

      He’d felt an icicle of fear as Vihaan sauntered away to his Fiat, while he walked back to his top of the line Range Rover.

      He knew Lena had no chance against him. But he also knew that break up had hit him hard. Crying in the shower…sitting paralyzed for hours with the urge to text her…winning the fucking Stanley Cup but feeling nothing except “she should’ve been here. It doesn’t mean anything without her…reaching across to his phone to call her, even though he was driving fast on a raining night…”

      The memory of that accident brought him back to the present, reminded him why he couldn’t afford to let his mind get all twisted up over her again. Vihaan had bet wrong, he told himself, as he zeroed out his email inbox for the day.

      If Lena refused to play ball and give him another kid he could actually see grow up this time, then he’d crush her in court. She didn’t know who she was fucking with, he thought as he got into the elevator and thumb punched the brass four button.

      He’d already had a cutthroat family lawyer on retainer, so now all he had to do was email him a list of demands, and tell him to get to working on an order to keep her from leaving the state—

      His vengeful thoughts stopped cold when he opened his door and found Lena waiting on his bed.

      Completely naked.

      “I’ll take your deal,” she said. “But I have a few conditions.”
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      Keane studied her naked form. But only for a moment. And from the way his eyes drifted down then back up to her face without lingering, Lena couldn’t tell if he liked what he saw.

      He closed the door behind him. The small click sounded as loud as a cannon boom in all that silence.

      “You have some conditions,” Keane repeated.

      Lena wasn’t sure. But it sounded like his statement was an invitation to continue speaking, so did, with a huge swallow. “Yes, conditions…”

      And that was pretty much as far as she got on her first attempt to talk. You’re naked, her brain screamed. As exposed as you can get. And you’re trying to negotiate with the devil.

      Coming in here and stripping naked had seemed like such a good idea a few minutes ago after she tucked Max in bed. She’d imagined throwing him off with her bold move, evening the playing field just a little.

      But Keane acted like finding a woman naked in his room was NBD—totally no big deal. You know, Tuesday.

      Maybe it was a big old case of whatevs with him. She’d gone out of her way not to track his comings and goings after what happened in his Beacon Hill condo. But even she couldn’t miss all the ads he’d started appearing in after signing up for the incredibly popular “What’s Stopping You?” campaign along with other disabled pro-athletes, like that blind football player, Beau Prescott. Keane was a celebrity and apparently a damn good businessman now.

      And she was a therapist, way, way out of her league. A dolphin to his shark.

      Could she do this? Could she really pretend to be as hard of a negotiator as him? Especially when every instinct she had was screaming at her to put her robe back on and run and hide in her room.

      But no, she couldn’t run. Not this time. She had to do this. For Max and for the Institute, who had done nothing wrong, except hire her one summer eleven years ago to be their intern.

      Yes, the Institute…good a place to start as any. She grabbed on to that and used her respect and love for the non-profit to make her voice strong. “If we do this, you can’t threaten the institute. In fact, I want you to sign a 30-year endowment agreement, stating that they’ll receive funding from DGK no matter what. They’re doing amazing work and it’s not fair that you’ve somehow accumulated enough power over them to shut them down.”

      If her words aroused any guilt in him whatsoever, it didn’t show. His eyes barely flickered before he said, “Fifteen years.”

      “Twenty. I want any child that might come out of this agreement to be of college-age, so that you can’t manipulate me or them.”

      He shrugged. “Okay, twenty.”

      “Also, I don’t want any gender differentials in the custody agreement. No matter what the gender of the next kid, if it’s stipulated in the contract, she has to have access to it, too.”

      “But Keane Academy is a boys’ only?”

      Lena tilted her head. “I’m aware of that, but you seem really driven. I’m sure you’ll be able to figure this out, or maybe even better yet, leave the hockey camp requirement out altogether.”

      “Fuck that,” he answered. “I got five years. We’ll add a girl’s program if it comes to that. That will get us through until the boys start checking.”

      “And if she decides to stay even after she gets knocked into a wall? Or try out for AAA?”

      Keane shook his head as if the idea of a girl as fierce as that belonged in the same realm of fantasy as unicorns. “I guess I’ll make the elite teams co-ed, too if she wants to try out.”

      “Co-ed…” She thought about that and nodded. “Okay, I can live with that. And one more thing, but it’s very important. I have a practice to return to in Pasadena after my training is done. The core custody agreement has to state explicitly that I’ll be able to return to my job and bring Max with me. The baby, too, if we get pregnant.”

      His jaw ticked. “So, you’re saying after you have my baby, I’m just your sperm donor. You don’t want me in its life?”

      “Keane, you’re blackmailing me,” she reminded him with a calmer tone than she felt. “I don’t want anything to do with you at all. But I don’t regret Max. He’s an amazing and resilient human being, and I think if I actually get pregnant this summer, the next kid could be great, too. Provided we work out the terms of custody beforehand.”

      “You can stay here,” Keane said, in a final tone, like everything was decided because he said so. “I’ve got plenty of money.”

      “I know you do, and I still don’t want any of it,” she answered, looking him straight in the eye. “I don’t ever want to be financially dependent on anyone again.”

      “Is that why you and that ass tool who followed you to California broke up?” he asked. “Because you wanted to be independent?”

      Lena fought hard with herself not to respond defensively. She’d learned the hard way that night in Beacon Hill. Keane always played to win and if she didn’t want to get smoked, she couldn’t engage.

      “No,” she answered simply, before switching right back to her most important requirement. “I have patients and a life back in Pasadena. If I can’t go back to practice, I can’t agree to do this. That has to be stipulated in the contract.”

      Keane looked at her for a long, hard time. But then he said, “Okay.”

      “Okay?” she asked, barely believing he’d actually caved on the main sticking point.

      “Yeah, okay. My lawyers will have something for you to sign by the end of the week.”

      He didn’t look happy. At all. But her heart soared with triumph. That is until his expression suddenly switched from mildly annoyed to very intent.

      That was when she realized…

      Keane had agreed. To all three of her conditions. Including the one about keeping the kids with her in California for most of the year.

      She had won, yes. But that also meant she would now have to pay up.

      100 fucks...
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      Silence crashed like California’s loud ocean waves all around them, making Lena vividly recall how it had felt in the moments after she agreed to let him be her first in Daytona.

      Like she, her brain was starved of breath, while her heart was beating hard.

      He walked forward, stopping just a few inches in front of the bed.

      Then he slowly stripped. Tugging off the long-sleeved black athletic top and sweatpants, he’d put on after getting off the ice. Then his underwear, easily pulling them over his black metal prosthesis. Last but not least, he leaned sideways and pressed some kind of unseen trigger to detach his leg.

      The small hiss of compressed air it let out when he pulled it off startled Lena. Made her realize she was staring. Again.

      Part of her wanted to mumble, “Sorry.” But an even bigger part of her couldn’t work her dry throat muscles to speak.

      Showing how amazing his balance must have become over the years since his accident, he easily stood directly in front of her on one leg.

      “Take me out,” he instructed his voice colder than the ice he’d been skating on earlier.

      Okay, this was happening. This was really happening. After a few stabilizing breaths, she scooted her body forward until she was sitting on the edge of the bed. Only to hesitate again when she realized she didn’t quite know what to do. Still.

      Rohan had never wanted them to engage in oral sex, and the few times she’d attempted to give Keane a blow job, he’d acted like it would be too hard for him to maintain his control if he let her put his mouth on him.

      But he didn’t look on edge now. Not at all. His eyes glittered with cold expectancy as he waited for her to follow his command.

      Holding her breath for real this time, she reached forward and pulled him out. He was already erect, and his length swelled even harder inside her hand. His cock was still as beautiful as his unfairly handsome face. Long, obscenely thick, and ridged with veins, like it worked out seven days a week, too.

      “Make me ready for you,” he said above her head.

      “You’re already ready,” Lena pointed out, keeping her hand limp around his hard dick, even as her eyes followed the pearl of pre-cum leaking from the hole in its smooth crown.

      “Make me more ready.” His voice was little more than a few bites of air.

      So this was it. Time to earn her penance…and her freedom.

      Lena lowered her head and licked off the pre-cum just like before in that little room in Daytona Beach.

      That time he’d inhaled loudly. Like she’d hurt him with the pleasure of her mouth.

      This time he remained silent above her. Like a cold mountain she could never hope to scale.

      So she went further, wrapping her mouth around the head of his cock and tentatively began pushing her head back and forth.

      “Jesus, that’s your version of a blow job. No wonder your marriage didn’t work out…”

      He was being mean. And sex wasn’t the reason she and Rohan didn’t work out. But she couldn’t answer with her mouth full of Keane’s dick.

      He grabbed her by the back of her braid. She thought he might unravel it, like he used to do. But instead he said, “Take me deeper. And do it faster. With more suck.”

      Lena did as he instructed and soon found a rhythm, courtesy of Keane’s large hand on the back of her head, pulling her back and forth. They seemed to have come to an agreement about how to go about this, but when she let her eyes close, he growled, “No! Look at me.”

      She did, and what she found chilled her. Green eyes glittering with malice, an expression set to hate, as he said, “I want you to watch me watching you suck me off.”

      Then he pushed into her mouth even further, before abruptly pulling out and knocking his entire body into hers, so that she had no choice but to fall back on the bed.

      Proving how strong he still was. He lifted up on one arm and dragged her along underneath him as he positioned them fully on the bed.

      When he lined himself up at the front entrance of her sex she stiffened and braced herself for what came next. She wasn’t ready for penetration, but the night she’d brought the journal and apology note to his condo flashed through her mind. When he’d pushed into her without preamble and came without regard or care for anyone but himself.

      This deal was about his pleasure, not hers. And she resigned herself to once, sometimes twice a day sex that wouldn’t involve her coming.

      But it would be worth it for a baby, she promised her sinking heart.

      “I was sweet before, but this time will be different,” he said, his voice low in her ear. “I’m going to fuck you so hard; you’ll feel how much I hate you between your legs tomorrow.”

      Again, she tried to close her eyes. And again, he said, “No, keep looking at me, Lena. I want you to see this. All of this. Watch me.”

      She did watch him. But instead of pushing in, he crawled down her body. Palming her breasts as his mouth found her pussy.

      She hated Desmond Keane. He was a bully without a trace of empathy who only thought about himself.

      But she bucked when his tongue licked the entire length of her pussy. And she did it again when it glanced over her clit, wet and hot. She might have bucked a third time, as his tongue invaded her tiny tunnel, drilling and licking. But his hands kneaded her breasts into tight buds as he used his superior bodyweight to keep her right where she was.

      She writhed uselessly as sharp shocks of pleasure shot through her core. But she didn’t close her eyes. Didn’t think she could, even if she had wanted to. The sight of him beyond the peaked buds of her breast, heading moving relentlessly between her thighs, even as he held her down…it was just too hot…too much.

      Crying out, she came with an embarrassing gush. Letting him know with her Speedy Gonzales reaction, just how long it had been.

      As she trembled with the shock of her climax, he dragged himself back up, covering her body with his. “100,” he snarled into her ear.

      And then he pushed in, all the way to the hilt.

      She drew in a sharp breath, choking on the sudden action and then sighing into the pleasurable sensation of being filled so deeply.

      “You fucked me. And now I’m going to fuck you.”

      Then he began to move. Precise, punishing strokes that pounded into her clit. He was right. She was going to feel this tomorrow.

      “Keane,” she moaned, unable to help herself, even though she could feel the hate radiating off him as he pushed in and out.

      It felt so good, she had an outrageous desire for him to call her a name. Bitch, whore—anything. She desperately needed a reason, any reason at all, not to enjoy the intense feel of him hate fucking her into the bed.

      But he didn’t say anything, just silently studied her as she fell apart, her mews become louder and her moans shorter. Then just as she was about to come, he slung one of her legs on top of his shoulder and suddenly pitched them into a diagonal on one side. “Watch…” he bit out. “Watch your tight pussy take this dick. Say what you want about only being here cuz I blackmailed you, not wanting anything to do with me. You know the real truth. You know how hard you’re about to come all over this dick as it puts another baby in you. Watch.”

      His voice was little more than a feral growl, from a depraved, dominating beast. It should have been enough. The humiliation and shame she felt as his words washed over her should have been enough to stop the incoming tide. But no, one glimpse of her pussy greedily taking his enormous dick, and the second climax overtook her, blinding and dumb.

      “99,” he said, letting go of her leg and rolling them back into missionary. This time he didn’t make or let her watch. In fact, he blanketed her body completely, blocking her view with the side of his neck, so that she could only feel the up and down of his hips. A few efficient pumps later, he let out a low grunt, and his entire body went rigid as he spilled inside her.

      98…

      More silence.

      He rolled off her, and just like Daytona, they both stared at the ceiling. Breathing hard.

      But they weren’t in Daytona. They were back in Boston. In Back Bay, no less, a neighborhood she wouldn’t have ever dreamed of living in back in high school. Especially not with Keane. Not in a thousand years.

      Dazed she started to rise from the bed. She needed to get cleaned up and creep back down to her room on the third floor.

      However, he grabbed her arm before she could get out the bed. “Where you going?”

      “Back to my room.”

      “Nuh-unh. Lay back down. I want you here just in case I decide I want some pussy in the middle of the night.”

      Still in a daze, she did as he said, trying to figure out how to feel about what had just happened.

      He’d been cruel, but he’d been right. That…that sex hadn’t been an act of martyrdom. It had been like the old days. But even better. Which had made this situation even worse.

      This deal. It all depended on her keeping her eye on the baby goal and not getting her heart involved and. But she had 97 more times to go if they were counting by the orgasm.

      “Why…” she asked, into their breathing hard silence. “Why did you make me come?”

      Silence.

      Then he turned over and flipped off the lamp she’d turned on, casting them both into the dark.
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      “Gathered all the seeds you ordered. Permission to plant?”

      Keane hesitated, his thumb hovering over the up arrow beside the simple “Yes,” he’d already written out. It wasn’t a hard decision. At least it shouldn’t have been. He’d sent one of the “gray zone” guys he used for deals that needed an extra push to go his way to California less than ten minutes after signing the temporary custody agreement with Lena.

      Rule #1: Asshole or get assholed.

      Rule #2: Win.

      His self-evident truths swirled around his head now, just like they did two weeks ago, prodding him to give the okay.

      But Lena’s question from the first night they’d fucked under the temporary custody agreement was also doing unwanted laps around his brain.

      Why? Why did you make me come?

      It was a frustratingly good question. Their new agreement was supposed to be based in punishment not pleasure. She didn’t need to come multiple times to make a baby. In fact, if he was serious about punishing her, his actions should have matched his words. He should have treated her like what he wanted her to be. Nothing. Nothing but a womb in which to deposit his cum.

      But he hadn’t. Why?

      The still unanswered question sent a chill down his back, and that fear spurred him to action. Fear wasn’t something to be considered. It was something to be crushed. Win. At all costs.

      His second truth burned bright in his mind as he pushed the send arrow. He then quickly deposited his “gray” phone back into his front right pocket and climbed out of his car, his chest thrilling with a new anticipation as he walked up the whitewashed steps to his brownstone.

      It was Friday night, and the Keane Academy summer camp bus had departed early that morning to participate in an all-weekend AAA tournament in Vermont.

      Which meant he’d have all weekend alone with Lena. Dark thoughts filled his mind as he let himself into the house.

      “Abba…Abba, listen to me. You cannot hole yourself up in that store until the demolition people come! It isn’t healthy…”

      The thin walls and the exotic smell of fragrant food, tattletaled exactly where Lena was and to whom she was talking. In the kitchen, on the phone with her puppet master.

      “When you going to tell your dad about me?” he’d asked her once, drawing her back into his arms after she called her father with yet another fake excuse about spending the night at Vihaan’s place.

      She’d dry laughed, like he’d made a joke. “Probably, around the same time you tell your dad about me.”

      “Not the same. You actually give a shit about your dad. I don’t.”

      “Hmm…” she’d said non-committedly before rolling over to kiss him and turning his mind to other things.

      Back then, he’d let her distract him, but tonight he beelined straight to the kitchen.

      He found her standing at the stove, still dressed in her work clothes and stirring a huge vat of something green and Indian, even though the kid wouldn’t be eating supper with her tonight.

      “Let me at least come have dinner with you at the store. I’m making sarson ka saag—yes, with roti…no, not as good as yours, but I did my best, and it’s better than pizza and beer. Dad, don’t say no. Please, I’m just trying to take care of you. Please, let me—”

      Keane plucked the phone from her hand before she could finish that sentence and hung up.

      “Keane? Why did you—”

      “If you’re going to beg somebody for something, beg me,” he growled in her ear. Then he plunged a hand down the front of her skirt and cupped her pussy as his lips found her neck. Licking and sucking at the erogenous zone he’d discovered on this particular strip of skin that summer long ago.

      Still there. She melted into his kneading hand with a helpless mew. Forgetting about her father and the pot of dark green stew simmering on the stove.

      He hated that she still responded to him like this. Maybe if she didn’t, he could keep himself from touching her. Wanting to kiss her for real. Like the eleven years never happened between that summer and this one.

      He could feel her getting hotter, quivering underneath his hand. He pushed two fingers into her snatch, and she immediately began to ride his fingers, with an old rhythm they both should have forgotten after so many years apart.

      “You want to come when we’re together?” he asked against her neck.

      “What?” Her voice was faint, already breathless.

      “You asked why I made you come when we first started doing this. Real question is, do you want me to make you come?” He ground his thumb into her clit. “Or is this something you’re just withstanding.”

      She didn’t reply. Just moaned, her hips moving into his thumb.

      “Gonna need an answer from you, Lena,” he said, punctuating the command with a squeeze of her clit.

      “Yes…yes, I want to come,” she gasped out.

      “Didn’t ask if you wanted to come. I’m sure you can do that by yourself just fine. What I asked was do you want me to make you come?”

      She answered a little faster this time. Probably because she was getting close. “Yes…yes, I want you to make me come.”

      “Then beg.”

      She stilled. “What?”

      “You heard me. Beg me, bad girl. Beg me for your next orgasm. Beg me for this dick.”
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      Beg me, bad girl. Beg me for your next orgasm. Beg me for this dick.

      Of course, she hadn’t begged. She’d held on to her pride and told him that was a boundary she was absolutely unwilling to cross. Like any stable-minded adult.

      And like the overgrown man-child he still was, Keane had taken his hand and refused to play with her.

      Good, she thought jabbing her spoon into a bowl of the stew she’d made for her father. If she was going to keep this arrangement with Keane, there had to be boundaries. Just like she often counseled parents of teens who turned manipulative and whiny when they didn’t get their way, she had to draw her line in the sand and hold it…no matter how much her body whined about suddenly being denied an orgasm.

      Or how much her pussy continued to throb. Aching for more than her own fingers could provide.

      Probably because Keane had chosen this of all nights to join her in the dining room as opposed to eating in the kitchen like he normally did. His presence on the other side of the table taunted her in more ways than one.

      “Next time you cook that green stew. You should make it mild enough for me to eat. When Vihaan comes to camp for Indian Tuesdays, he always brings something I can eat, too.”

      She bit her tongue, and barely restrained herself from referencing Vihaan’s lifelong bad pattern of wanting to please other guys—especially when they were hot. Knowing Keane, all he’d hear in that retort would be, “I’m hot.” And besides…

      “That looks like a five-star meal.” she pointed out, nodding toward his plate filled with a juicy chicken breast, lying on top of a bed of colorful vegetables. It had been delivered by someone dressed in restaurant blacks just as she was taking her plate out to the dining room. “Why you want what I’m having, I have no idea.”

      Actually, she did. Winning. With Keane it was always about winning, and she’d inadvertently fallen into another one of his games at the stove.

      “None the less,” he replied, leaning in. “Here I am wanting exactly what you’re having.”

      Argh! Her head throbbed with fury, even as her pussy throbbed with want.

      A dark voice inside her urged her to pick up the bowl of stew and toss it in his face. Let him see what it felt like to be hot and uncomfortable because of something someone else did.

      But no…no…she was a therapist now. Somebody who knew and got paid to stay calm. She wouldn’t resort to violence…or begging. She promised herself that, even as her pussy continued to pulse, like it had its own heartbeat.

      A vibrating sound thrummed from inside Keane’s suit pocket, and he pulled his phone out. “That’s Con. Looks like the kid won his first tournament game.”

      “Really?” Her heart lit up, knowing how happy Max must be. He’d been nervous all week about playing his first tournament game for the Keane Hockey Academy’s special combined 10U/12U summer team.

      Before he could answer, both their phones went off again. His with another thrum and hers with a light tinkle, because she never left her phone on silent when Max wasn’t in the house.

      She picked it up. And sure enough there was a message from Max. “We won! You should have seen Pavel. He made four goals!”

      Her heart once again lit up, this time for the campmate Max had taken to treating like a big brother…until she noticed that this was the only message on the screen. Which was crazy, because she’d been texted with Max all the time. There should be a long thread—

      Her confusion cut short when she saw the names at the top of the screen. Not just “Best Son Ever” as she’d labeled him after separating from Rohan, and “Me.” There was also another number she didn’t recognize. But it was from Boston, and a bad feeling sank her stomach when Keane immediately started to type on the other side of the table.

      A few seconds later, a new message popped up on her phone. “Yeah, we heard. Way to go, champ. Got a banana split with your name on it when you get home on Sunday.”

      We heard…home….

      Max’s response immediately popped up. “Really?! Ice cream on a school night?”

      And just in case she was under the illusion that the number belonged to anyone else, Keane looked up at her and said, “Seriously. You don’t let the kid eat ice cream on school nights? Even during the summers? That’s just wrong.”

      Her stomach sank even lower. She’d hoped that a few days with his son underfoot would disabuse Keane of his delusions of in-person parenthood. But only two weeks in, and Max was texting them both, after his first tournament game win. Like they were already a family unit.

      They’re getting too close. An ominous wind blew through her as she typed back a congratulations text….and wondered if she was setting her son up for another parental heartbreak.

      But at least she’d discovered a cure for wanting Keane. By the time she got out of her before bed shower that night, good old fashioned anxiety had extinguished that foolish bout of lust. She took her shower, rebraided her hair, brushed her teeth. And she even managed to tamp down a small tinge of disappointment that she wouldn’t be sneaking up to Keane’s room tonight as she opened the bathroom door—

      The sight that greeted her froze her midstep.

      Keane…dressed in nothing but his birthday skin, lounged on her bed. Like a Greek god, who’d somehow got lost and ended up in Boston.

      “What are you doing here?” she demanded, wondering how he’d managed to become even more ripped now, despite the loss of his leg and the added on decade.

      “This baby ain’t going to fuck itself into you,” he answered with a smirk.

      Well, his accent and crude words completely shattered that Greek god image. But the way his smoky green gaze scanned her body, taking its lazy time with a slow up and down, made her feel naked, even though she was still wrapped in a towel.

      Did she say the text from Max had extinguished her desire? She’d been on the west coast too long. A place that only used fireplaces as decoration. She’d forgotten how real fire worked. How sometimes it kept burning, even when you thought the cold water you poured on it had put it out.

      His gaze, the sight of his long athletic body, rekindled that fire. Too easily. And she squirmed as a warm pool of desire once again gathered between her legs.

      “Come to bed,” he said, his voice low and commanding.

      “I…ah…thought we weren’t going to do that tonight, due to your little ultimatum,” she answered.

      “Hey, ain’t nothing on me little. Especially my ultimatums,” he answered with a sly smile. Then he patted the bed. “C’mon, bad girl.”

      She hesitated, but then decided he was right. This was the least expensive way to get what they both wanted. A baby.

      Keep your eye on the goal. She laid down beside him and positioned herself on her side, too, so that they were lying face to face.

      He moved in closer, resting his hand on her neck. Warm and heavy with promises of much more intimate caresses to come.

      But then…nothing.

      He didn’t make any further move. Just laid there, his mouth so close to hers she could feel his exhales like a slight breeze against her upper lip.

      “What are you doing?” she asked after too many seconds of waiting for him to start.

      “Trying to decide if I should tell you to take off your towel or do it myself.”

      Her breasts tightened at the thought of being exposed to him, touched by him again. But somehow she managed to sound above it all and collected when she answered, “You should tell me to me take it off. That’s what this mind game you’re playing is about, right? You trying to control me?”

      He smirked, no remorse in his eyes whatsoever. “You’ve got a point. Get rid of the towel.”

      Baby…you’re doing this for the baby…she reminded herself, as she brought a hand up to the towel’s front tuck. However, her efforts to act as if she were totally above his male gaze, backfired when the removal of the terrycloth revealed her naked breasts. Their nipples already beaded with desire.

      “You cold?” he asked.

      Then before she could answer, he reached down between her thighs and ran a finger over her swollen labia, his thumb finding her engorged clit with the precision of a surgeon making his first cut. “No, you’re not cold at all,” he concluded, voice low and teasing. “In fact, you’re hot…dripping.”

      He was right, and she pushed into his hand, already ready—too, too, ready for what would come next.

      But instead of bringing her to orgasm as he had every night since they’d agreed to this arrangement, he quickly withdrew his hand from her aching sex. “Alright, get on your back. Insemination time,” he said.

      A little confused, and a lot frustrated, Lena flipped onto her back and Keane rolled on top of her. Her body immediately heated underneath his heavy weight. So ready…

      But then he took that away, too. Instead of pulling her in close, he pulled all the way up to one knee, pushing his stump out to one side like a tripod leg. Then he pushed on the back of her thighs, so that her knees smashed into her breasts.

      It didn’t hurt, but it befuddled her. She’d never had sex in this position, and she had to ask, “What are you doing?”

      “I told you my terms for making you come and you didn’t meet them. Figured this was the easiest way to make my deposit without getting your clit too hot.”

      Beg me, bad girl. Beg me for your next orgasm. Beg me for this dick.

      His words in the kitchen came back, taunting her with their nastiness and weighing on her even heavier than his hands on the back of her thighs.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      She thought about it and nodded. Maybe this would be better, she reasoned. More clinical, less chance of emotions getting involved…

      Crap. Crap, crap, crap! She hissed inwardly just a few moments later. No, it definitely wasn’t better. She was lubricated enough just from the little bit of foreplay, and Keane’s shallow thrusts didn’t hurt. But they were a pale comparison to the last few nights. And though she understood the concept of clinical, get ‘er done sex in theory, it soon began to mess with her self-esteem that Keane, look so bored as he sawed into her. She wondered if he’d stop soon to get out his phone to keep him company while he crossed “fuck #24” off his busy CEO to do list.

      She hated it like this.

      “Okay, okay, enough,” she found herself saying what couldn’t have even been two minutes into the new position. Then before she could overthink it, she rushed out, “Please, Keane, just make me come, okay? I’m begging you.”

      He stopped his bored sawing action immediately. “You crying mercy?”

      “Yes, mercy. Begging. Whatever you want to call it. Let’s please go back to the way it was before.”

      She’d given him what he wanted. But of course, Keane couldn’t be a gentleman about it. He grinned like the villain in one of those dark superhero shows where the good guys don’t just not win, but get thoroughly defeated and demoralized in the season one finale.

      “You think that’s good enough for me, bad girl? You need to work harder.”

      “I have no idea how to respond to that,” she admitted, too tired and horny to keep the frustration out of her voice.

      “Oh, don’t worry, baby. You know me. I’m always willing to give instructions,” Keane answered with another super villain smile. “Now open those legs for me. Yeah, just like that. Spread them wide…”

      She did as he asked. Quietly. Docilely. Maybe that would be enough.

      It wasn’t.

      “Now, spread that pretty pussy wide for me, too…nuh-unh-unh. Use both hands, bad girl.”

      Shifting her eyes to the far right, she reached down and did something she’d never done in front of another human being. Touched her own pussy, tentatively using the fingers of both hands to spread her lips apart.

      Keane’s eyes gleamed triumphant under the room’s low light. “Wider. I want to see the pink. Even wider. Show me how wet she gets when she knows she has an audience.”

      Lena would never refer to her vagina in the third person, but she had to admit Keane had a point. Erotic heat stirred in her belly and she could feel a new dampening at the edge of her fingertips.

      Cruel and obscene. That’s what Keane was. And unfortunately her body was having an automatic response to it. One that went way beyond the natural lubrication of a woman’s body preparing itself for sex.

      But she did it. She opened herself for him, and she kept her labia lips spread as he took his sweet time, looking his fill.

      Which he did, before rewarding her extraordinary effort of embarrassment suppression with another command. “Now beg.”

      She swallowed. Bit her lip. Then choked out another, “Please. I’m begging you.” Her pussy clenched underneath her hands as she spoke, humiliating her even further.

      “Nah, I don’t want the pretty version. Give it to me dirty, bad girl. Look me in the eye. Say my name. Ask me to put this dick inside of you. Cuss.”

      Rational thoughts thrashed about inside Lena’s mind, pleading with her to hold the boundary and stop this petty game now. But below her waist, the dumb animal beneath her hands throbbed and clenched, pleading with her to do just the opposite.

      “C’mon, bad girl, you can do it,” Keane crooned, as if sensing her inner conflict. “One last thing. All you gotta do is beg me to put my dick inside of you and fuck you good. Look at me and beg. That’s all you got to do.”

      It wasn’t fair, she thought, whining like she’d never been allowed to do while growing up in Boston with a strict father. But now her mind howled with outrage. It wasn’t fair that a guy who looked like Keane, sexed like Keane, bullied like Keane could make her want him this much.

      But in the end her throbbing pussy won out. She wrenched her eyes forward to meet his. “Please… please, Keane…” She struggled to remember all his instructions.

      “Beg me to put my dick inside of you…” he supplied, his eyes hooded with hard lust.

      “Please, put your dick inside of me,” she repeated.

      He took his cock in one hand and teased the slit she was holding open for him, cruelly pressing the tip of himself into her engorged clit. She gasped when a bolt of electric pleasure zapped through her core.

      “Beg me to fuck you…”

      “Please, fuck me,” she said. Fingers trembling with the effort to stay where they were.

      “Beg me to fuck you hard…” He invaded her with his tip, slow feeding her his cock as they both watched.

      It felt so wrong…and crazy…and good. Repeating “Please, fuck me hard,” felt like a simple truth. She wanted him. Wanted this. So bad.

      “Better than your ex ever could.”

      His sharp gaze burned into her as he fed her that line. And she noted it wasn’t in the original instruction. Yet, it was by far the easiest to say. “Better than my ex ever could.”

      He fell on top of her and held her even tighter than usual as he fucked her just as good as he’d promised.

      It didn’t take long for her to come undone. Screaming into #24 with a wildness she didn’t know she had inside of her. Still.

      And he kept on going, pounding into her afterlight, until the buzzy relief of #24 faded and gave way to #25. She screamed out again, just as he went rigid and spilled inside her.

      They breathed together. Ragged and uneven as they both came down from the explosive sex. Usually he rolled off right after. But that night he braced himself on one arm and lifted up, just enough to take off the pressure of his weight.

      “Was it true?” he asked, his breaths still coming out in rough pants. “What I made you say about your ex?”

      “Yes,” she said, too caught up in the orgasm’s aftermath to consider answering with anything but the truth.

      “Then why the fuck did you leave me for him?”

      She stared at him. Was that what he thought? “I didn’t—”

      “Never mind.” He abruptly rolled off of her. “Don’t answer that. I don’t care. This shit is already too complicated.”

      Yes, yes it was, she silently agreed, as she reached over to turn the light off. But she lay awake for a long time in the dark, wondering just how complicated things would become between them before the summer was done.
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      Keane rarely regretted business deals. He brought his number one truth, asshole or get assholed to co-pilot every negotiation. And though he kept all his dealings on the right side of the law, anyone in Boston could tell you he wasn’t above using dirty tactics to makes sure he came out of all his contract signings feeling like he’d won.

      But by the time the third Monday of his new arrangement rolled around, he was cursing himself for the temporary custody agreement he’d signed with Lena. Specifically, that mildly worded “100 tries” bullet point.

      100 fucks wouldn’t be enough. As it turned out, he, like Lena, had underestimated just how combustible they were in bed. She’d been right about neither of them being kids anymore. In fact, most of the skaters, who had started out with him on the Boston Hawks had already retired or were thinking about it. But damn if Lena didn’t make him feel like a twenty-three-year old.

      Especially once Max started going out of town every weekend for tournament games. Sunday through Thursday night, Keane could keep it down to a reasonable, “hey, both of us have got to get up early” two times a night. But when it was just him and Lena in the house together, he couldn’t get enough.

      Weekends had become about training her who was the boss. Making her beg. Then making her come over and over again until she begged him to stop. And now, after this last weekend, they were nearly halfway done, with eight weeks to go until the stated date for Lena’s return to California.

      Not that her return trip would be happening. The seeds were already in place to ensure that Max nor the baby he was determined to make with Lena this summer would not be going any fucking where. But still, the 100 fucks would definitely not be enough to get them through August. Not if they kept blazing up the sheets like this. 200 might not even be enough.

      “Hey, what are you thinking about, Mr. Keane?”

      Max’s voice brought him out of his very, very lewd thoughts. He was sitting in the passenger seat as they waited for the red light to let them turn left into the hockey center’s side road.

      “Business,” he answered, his voice terse. “What are you thinking about?”

      “This weekend’s tournament out at Merriweather. Their team keeps practicing all through the summer, and we’re scheduled to face them Saturday night.”

      “Good team,” Keane noted, happy for the opportunity to stop obsessing over the mother of the kid who still didn’t know, Keane and not that ass tool back in California was his real father.

      “Yeah, they are,” Max agreed, his shoulders slumping. “They’ve got a Defenseman who they call The Destroyer.”

      “You can’t let shi—stuff like that get inside your head,” Keane told him. “Remember, the only thing that matters on the ice are the opposing team’s weaknesses. Here’s what we’re going to do, after we’re done skating tonight. We’ll look up a few of those Merriweather games on YouTube. Bet we can figure out how to make this kid wish his team had nicknamed him Grandma, so he never got in your target sights?”

      “Really?” Max asked, his face lighting up.

      Max’s surprised smile…it reminded Keane so much of Summer Lena, it made his chest ache. Even as he groused, “Yeah, really. I don’t joke around about hockey.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Keane. I really appreciate it,” Max said, throwing him a grateful look.

      Mr. Keane…Yeah, he’d been the one to demand Max call him that when he didn’t know who the kid really was to him. But that polite Mr. Keane grated on his nerves more and more every day.

      Another contract regret. He should have put telling the kid into the contract. And given Lena a deadline.

      But Keane knowing the truth would have to be enough. For now, he decided as he parked the car and walked the kid into the center.

      No hugs after he dropped him off at the bleachers this morning. The other AAA skaters had teased him out of that California hugging good-bye shit within a couple of days into practice. And technically, Keane didn’t have to bother with walking him in. His name was on the academy, so it wasn’t like they were making him deal with sign in sheets like the other day camper’s parents.

      But he liked to look over the daily practice schedule himself and if he saw something that might trip the kid up, give him a few tips before he left. Max along with the other players soaked up every word, and Keane knew having him as a friend and protector probably kept him safe from a lot of the hazing that would have happened to any other nine-year-old who dared to make their elite summer team.

      “Hey, bro, you got a minute to talk to me in my office?” Con asked, coming up to stand beside him while he looked over the day’s drill list.

      “Sure thing, bro,” Keane answered, greeting him with a clasped handshake and half hug. “I thought this was supposed to be your day off.”

      “Yeah, but Merriweather,” Con answered.

      That was all the explanation Keane needed. They’d both played under one of New England’s best coaches at Boston Glenn. Putting in what basically amounted to a ten-day workweek in order to plan for their most formidable competitors at this weekend’s tournament, was nothing less than what their old coach would have done. But Con’s presence there let Keane know he’d made the right choice five years ago when he’d tapped his old friend to run his minors Boston Hawks hockey program, even though his roommate hadn’t made it into a college Division I program.

      However, Con looked wicked tired as he sat behind his desk. And Keane had barely gotten his ass in the seat before he said, “We got a problem with Max.”

      Keane sighed. “If this is about Indian Tuesdays, sorry man, there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      Bullshit. If he wanted to, Keane could quash that shit easily. He had three numbers on his gray area phone, he could call to pay his kid’s fake uncle a visit that would make sure he never stepped foot inside the hockey center again. But best friend be damned, the containers of homemade food Vihaan brought around every Tuesday were delicious, and at least not spiced like the devil was coming to dinner. Da hell if he was going to give that up.

      “No, it’s not about that,” Con answered. Although the sour look that passed over his face told Keane exactly how his friend felt about having Band Nerd come around every Tuesday dressed in a seeming never ending rotation of flashy, on trend outfits.

      “So this letter Lena sent me before our first tournament, asking for special accommodations for Max on account of his psychological issues about seeing other boys nude or being seen nude …”

      “What the hell?” Keane asked, sitting up in his seat. “Why am I just now hearing about this.”

      “I figured you knew,” Con answered with a shake of his head. “Plus, me not telling anybody about his issues was part of the letter.”

      No, he hadn’t known, and his mind raced to figure out why the hell a nine-year-old would be too scared to see other kids nude.

      “…I wouldn’t be telling you about it now, if we hadn’t run into a problem with the Merriweather dorms. Their facilities are old as shit, so the dorms they opened up for the tournament participants and the rink only has the old-style showers—which they keep locked during non-shower hours. I asked about letting him shower alone at a special designated time, but they cited liability unless I go in there with him, which I’m thinking is against what the letter is saying. Here, you look.”

      Keane read over the letter and he could see why Con had been so confused. The parameters were clear along with the words “potentially traumatizing” but the actual problem and why Max had it was loaded down in a bunch of therapyese.

      “I’ll talk with her about it…” he said to Con, feeling like his voice was coming from far away.

      Why the fuck had Lena not told him about this? Did she still think he didn’t deserve to know shit about his own child?

      This is why, he thought darkly. This was why he had to say yes to planting those seeds. No, he wasn’t letting this unexpected family of his go. Not for any price.

      “Thanks for dealing with that,” Con said, drawing Keane out of his pissed off thoughts.

      But just as he was about to get up, Con asked, “So you and Lena…? I was just wondering. How did that happen? I mean you basically got the whole school to start calling her a psycho. How did you go from hating her to knocking her up? Was it a one-time thing? Like, were you drunk or something? I’ve had a couple of crazy hook-ups like that.”

      Keane bristled. This was the one problem with staying friends with somebody who’d never made it past his Wisconsin dairy farm mentality wise. Con was a great coach, but Keane could see he was still having trouble wrapping his mind around his best friend getting with a black girl who looked nothing like the almost uniformly blonde girlfriends, the Sticks used to date. Right now, he couldn’t help but recall how Cheslav Rustanov and the rest of his Boston Hawks teammates had clapped and hooted when Keane claimed her with a kiss at that long ago Better Boys charity event.

      “No, that psycho thing was a lie. Actually, I used to like her. A lot. Like to the point if I had known she and Vihaan weren’t real, she would have been my first hook up when I hit Boston Glenn.”

      And probably his last. But he didn’t admit that out loud to Con. “Anyway, we were together for the whole summer before my first season with the Hawks. I was even going to propose.”

      Con’s eyes widened like Keane had just told him up was officially down. “Seriously? Why didn’t you? Were you afraid about what other people would say?”

      “Nanh, not by then. I was so gone over her, I stopped giving a fuck what other people thought.”

      “Stopped giving a fuck…” Con looked down as if Keane had introduced him to a new medical term he never knew existed. “And how about now? You still like her like that?”

      Keane squinted. “Why the fuck you asking all these questions.”

      Con shrugged. “The boys keep on asking Max about it and he says, you and his mom are just friends. But you know how kids are…”

      Keane wouldn’t have bought that friends story himself when he was Max’s age. But he still told Con, “You’ve been in Boston too long, not to have learned the proper art of telling kids to go fuck themselves, bro.”

      Con just laughed. “Bono would kill me.”

      “Yeah, he would.” And Keane got hit with another pang. He still had been able to come up with a credible excuse to introduce Max to his real uncle.

      He hated Lena. Yeah, he still did. But sometimes, he looked at Max and her at the dining room table together and his heart just ached. Wanting shit from her. More than vicinity. Like, the original dream of love and family, even though he was no longer that idiotic Southie boy who’d let himself fall to hard and too fast.

      “I’ll talk to Lena about the showers issue,” he said again, before rising from his seat, and bringing the conversation with Con to an end.

      

      “Do you know how to pick a lock?” Lena asked before he could even say hello.

      As it turned out, Lena called to talk to him first, right before his lunch hour. But it wasn’t about Max.

      He chuckled. “You think just because I’m from Southie, I know how to pick a lock?”

      “I don’t have time for this. Do you know how to pick a lock or not? If not just say so and I’ll call somebody else.” Her words were harsh, but her voice sounded terrified.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked, sitting up straighter in his chair.

      “My dad…he’s been deteriorating lately. He refused to give up his apartment behind the store until demolition day—which is tomorrow. But when I came over here to help him clear the place out, I found out he changed the locks. And I tried calling a locksmith, but they say they can’t let me into a property I don’t own. I don’t know what to do!”

      “Take a picture of the lock and send it to me.” Keane grabbed his coat without a second thought for the Dorchester Grove Phase Three meeting he was supposed to be preparing for over lunch. “I’m coming right now.”
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      Keane arrived in less time than Lena would have guessed, coming all the way from the Financial District.

      “Did you fly here?” she asked when he suddenly came around the side of her father’s store, walking so fast, she could actually see the limp in his gait from wearing a prosthetic. He also carried something that looked like a sleek black leather manicure case.

      “Parked around back,” he answered, laser focusing on the lock.

      “Lucky your dad cheaped out on this shitty lock. If it’d been anything with electronics, I would have had to call in one of my tech boys. But I can handle this.”

      Yes, he could…

      Lena watched him unzip a manicure case with an arsenal of small tools. He pulled out a two long thin silver ones with different heads, then quickly got to work, deftly manipulating the lock. This was so illegal, and she had to wonder why he’d committed this skill set to muscle memory in the first place. But she couldn’t help but feel impressed when the door opened, with less than a minute of work on his part.

      “Thank you!” she said, meaning it. “I really appreciate it. I’ll take it from here.”

      But instead of going, Keane followed her into the store, like she’d invited him.

      She knew it would be bad as soon as she stepped in. The store had been a bit of a mess when she last saw it. Filled with various detritus and dust bunnies that had hidden for years under and behind heavy shelves.

      But even though there was no longer any merchandise or fixtures in the store, the shop gleamed. All the dust was gone and the smell of cleaning products hung heavy the air.

      “Wow, your dad cleaned up for a demolition? Never seen that before.”

      Neither had she. She rushed toward the backroom.

      “Seriously, you should go,” she threw over her shoulder at Keane. “He’s a very proud man and he’s not going to want anyone to see him this way.”

      Thankfully, she didn’t hear the sound of Keane’s footsteps behind her as she pushed through the backroom’s door. But the scene in here was even more horrific.

      Her father, her neat freak father, who she’d never seen outside his daily uniform of a short sleeved shirt and wrinkle proof slacks, sat watching TV on his 90s era console dressed in nothing but a dirty wife beater and boxing shorts. The bed was unmade. And there were pizza boxes scattered all around him along with several empty bottles of beer.

      Despite his poor dietary choices, Lena could now see he was little more than skin and bones with a caved chest and arms that resembled sticks. Had he always been this thin? Or was this sadness about losing his store? Guilt washed over her for rushing off to live in Keane’s multi-million-dollar Back Bay Victorian double brownstone, while her father suffered in the back room of his soon to be demolished store.

      “Leave me, Lena,” he said, as soon as he saw her standing at the door. “I want to die. I want to die with my store.”

      “Oh, Dad…” Lena hurried over to him and dropped to her knees beside the bean bag he was using for a chair. “Dad, I’m so sorry I wasn’t here for you. I didn’t realize how much you were suffering. But I’m here now. I’m going to take you home.”

      “No! No!” He pushed away her hands and flapped his thin arms “This is my home. I will die here.”

      “Oh, Dad…” An intense wave of sadness washed over her on her father’s behalf. “Please, realize this pain is temporary. It will hurt when they tear down the store, but then you’ll get through it. I promise.”

      His sad eyes suddenly narrowed, his expression going from sorrowful to ugly. “You also promised to become a doctor, and how did this turn out?”

      She reared back. Unable to believe such spiteful words were coming out of her father’s mouth. But then she realized. “Dad, you’re drunk. We need to get you home.”

      “No, I won’t go home, I won’t—” her father started to say, but then his eyes suddenly popped horror wide and he asked, “What are you doing here?”

      At first Lena thought the alcohol was confusing him, addling his mind, along with turning him mean. But then she followed the direction of his gaze over her shoulder.

      Keane. Crap, he’d followed her into the backroom and was now standing in the doorway. Large as a Boston winter in his gray business suit. This was the last thing she needed while trying to bring her father out of his highly agitated state. But she kept her cool, for her father’s sake. “Dad, I’m sorry. I had to ask someone to help me get in here after you changed the locks. This is—”

      “He knows who I am,” Keane informed her before she could finish the introduction.

      “What do you mean he knows who you are?” she asked, confused alarm bells going off in her head, since she’d gone out of her way to make sure Keane and her father never met that summer.

      “C’mon, Kumar. Time to get you home,” Keane said, instead of answering her questions.

      “No! No! I’m not going to be dragged out of my store by the demon who bought it.”

      “All right, fireman carry it is,” Keane answered, heaving the older man up and slinging him over his shoulders, like he weighed nothing. Probably because he did.

      Lena ended up following them out of the little back room in a complete daze.

      What did her father mean by “demon who bought my store?”

      She soon found out, thanks to her father railing against Keane all the way out to his car, which he’d thankfully parked in back.

      “I should have never taken your demon deal! I should have known you were using me to get to my daughter!”

      It didn’t take much to piece together what had happened. Obviously DGK, not some nameless conglomerate was the one responsible for paying her father a full seven figures over what his store was worth on paper to give up his precious business.

      “Keane…?” she started after he all but shoved her dad in the back of his Range Rover, buckled him in, and engaged the child locks, so he couldn’t get out.

      “Get in the car,” he answered before she could finish asking. “We don’t have time for this. We need to get the car moving before he gets any bright ideas about trying to get out through the front seat.”

      He was right. With nervous eyes on her father, who was currently yanking at the Rover’s backdoor lock, she slid into the passenger seat.

      Fortunately, her father stopped trying to get out after the car started, but he turned his wrathful stare on Keane. “You found out, didn’t you? You found out about my grandchild.”

      “Sure did,” Keane answered, with no inflection in his voice whatsoever as he navigated the car through Dorchester’s busy mid-day traffic.

      Lena’s eyes widened and her heart lurched. “Wait, you knew about Max, too, Dad. But I never…”

      “Yes, you hid that from me. Just like you hid it from this demon. But I guessed when Max grew so tall. I knew this could not be Rohan’s child, then.”

      “Oh, Dad…” she said for a third time, unable to wrap her head around her father knowing all this time.

      “So both of you decided not to tell me I had a son,” Keane said, gripping the steering wheel so tight she could see the white of his knuckles.

      Meanwhile her father spiraled from angry to despondent in the backseat. “I am sorry for taking the demon’s money, my Lena,” he said with tears in his eyes. “He is still angry over what happened when he actually thought I would give him permission to have you. He came knocking on my door, you know. And I told him what he was—a summer dalliance, somebody my daughter was only using until Rohan came to his senses. I did not know it was him who offered me more money than I could have ever imagined for my store. I did not know it was him until he came in after my contract signing. So smug about tricking me into giving him the thing I held dearest. But even then I took comfort. It is all right, I told myself. At least he does not know about Max, and he will never know, I vowed to myself. But now everything is ruined for you because of me, beti. And my store…it’s gone!”

      With that, her father broke down into piteous tears into the backseat. Oh God…

      Lena couldn’t bear to see her father crying. And even though there was still so much to process about what he’d just said, she reached back to stroke his knobby knee as best she could. “It’s alright, Abba. It’s alright. It’s not your fault. I love you. I forgive you. Please don’t cry!”
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      “It’s alright, Abba. It’s alright. It’s not your fault. I love you. I forgive you. Please don’t cry!”

      Keane hated listening to her comfort the piece of shit who’d told Keane he wasn’t good enough for his daughter eleven years ago, when he’d come to ask his permission for her hand in marriage.

      “I will not even bother to tell her I met you, as I already know you are a regrettable phase who will pass through her life faster than a Boston summer.”

      Keane had stormed away, so sure her father had been wrong. He’d never felt anything like this for anyone else in his life. He’d been so sure they’d last forever.

      What a stupid, stupid fuck he’d been.

      Less than a week later Lena had dumped him. And as she walked away, Keane had known that her father had kept his promise about not even bothering to tell her Keane had come by, asking to propose. He’d just pulled his daughter’s strings, and she’d gone west.

      So Keane had done what he did to everyone who had crossed him from his past. From buying nearly every house on the hockey player’s street, razing them and turning them into luxury condos. To purchasing the Back Bay mansion. That house had belonged to the parents of a rich kid who’d made his life hell on his first house league team. He didn’t even remember that kid’s name now, but thanks to some bad investments on his parent’s part, he’d bought the house that kid lived in, and now skated nearly every night in its basement.

      Lena’s father had crossed him, underestimated him, and looked at him like he was scum. So Keane had taken his store.

      But Lena had forgiven that son of a bitch for everything, just because he got drunk and shed a few tears. And like acid it chewed up his insides as he drove them home.

      And look at this sad shit, he still knew the way to her old place by heart, on account of driving by there so many times after she broke up with him. As he approached the house, he passed under the tree where he used to sit, gripping the steering wheel tighter than tight, so that he wouldn’t get out and beg her to stay in Boston with him.

      Once, the steering wheel hadn’t been enough of an anchor. He’d gotten out, walked up to her door. Actually had his hand raised to knock. But then he remembered how she’d never brought him here. How she’d laughed when he tried to bring up the subject, like she thought he was teasing her. And he’d lowered his hand, knowing even if he knocked, she’d never invite him in.

      Lena still hadn’t invited him in.

      But he followed behind as she helped her beer-kneed father get into their house. And he waited downstairs, as she rushed around making tea and soup, which she probably spoon-fed to the man who’d made Keane feel like a piece of shit eleven years ago.

      Then when she came back downstairs, he said, “I’ve got to get back to work. C’mon, I’ll drive you back to the Institute.”

      To his surprise, she grabbed her purse. But she said, “Actually I’m going back to your place.”

      She didn’t say a word on the drive to Back Bay and when they pulled up to the back of the house, instead of thanking him for his service, she got out like he was her local Uber. Just dropping her off.

      He had meant to just drop her off. Bono was blowing up his phone with all sorts of passive aggressive “Where are you?” and “Is everything okay?” and “I’m worried about you. Please call me back”.

      But instead of texting his brother, he killed the engine and ran up the steps after her.

      “Hey, why aren’t you going back to work?” he asked when he caught up with her just inside the back door.

      She blinked at him. “Because my father is distraught and malnourished,” she answered. “But all the meat in his house is rotten, so I’m making something here to take him for dinner. And why are you still here, anyway? Haven’t you done enough damage?”

      “Don’t know about that,” Keane answered, popping his neck to the side. “That house of his is nice. Good bones. Maybe I’ll go after that next.”

      Lena’s eyes popped like she was a pressure cooker about to go off. But she kept her voice level as she answered, “You know, Keane I used to think you were just a bully, but now I’m beginning to see you’re a monster. He was ready to commit suicide because you bought him out of his only reason for living.”

      “That was just drunk talk,” Keane answered with a dismissive swat of his hand. “You see guys getting pissed like that in all the real Southie bars every time factories hand out a bunch of layoffs. But only soft college kids do shit like that. Everybody else sobers up, finds another job and gets on with their life already. Just let him sleep it off. My crew will knock his building down tomorrow, then that will be that.”

      Lena fluttered her eyes and raised her hands in front of her. “Wow, thank you for explaining to me why I should gloss over all my father’s feelings and let your demolition crew take care of his abject grief.”

      “Just saying you don’t have to spend the rest of the day catering to him. Look, take my advice or don’t. I don’t care.”

      “No, you don’t care, Keane,” Lena agreed, raising a hand to her forehead to rub at her temple. “About anyone or anything but your ego, which is apparently so fragile, you hold onto grudges for years because of something someone said to you over a decade ago.”

      “My ego is fragile? I’m the one buying the properties here, not crying over some store like it’s my dead wife.”

      “No, the store’s nothing like his dead wife. Because the only woman he’s ever loved died in childbirth. He never got the chance to marry her and now something else he loves is about to die. Because of you.”

      Keane sneered. “Look at you. Twisting it all around to make it my fault that I’m going to build something nice on that corner, in place of some run down store.”

      She threw her hands up. “This isn’t about what you did. It’s about how you went about it. How you go about everything, like every human you encounter is some pawn in some messed up game of payback you’re playing to overcome your past. I mean, why didn’t you tell me you met my dad back in the day? And how long were you planning to keep your buying his store from me?”

      “Oh, you want to talk about secrets? How about Max? Nine years, Lena. That shit kind of pales in comparison to me not telling you about meeting your Dad. And by the way, why the fuck does Max care so much about not being naked in the showers with other kids?”

      Lena blanched, her rising anger switching to shock. “That…that was supposed to be confidential.”

      “Yeah, well, Con told me, because Merriweather only has open facilities. So he’ll need a special chaperone or some shit if he wants to stick to his shower rule at the tournament this weekend.”

      Lena looked from side to side. Then she said, “Okay, I’ll go with him to Merriweather this weekend. Get a hotel room nearby, and he can room there with me.”

      “No you won’t,” Keane surged forward and took her by the arm. “Weekends are for you and me and this baby business, remember? No backing out before 100 or the custody agreement is null and void.”

      A crazed hunger nipped at Keane, demanding that he get her back to the one place they worked right. In bed. He needed to drag her down off this soapbox she’d decided to climb up on for Daddy Dearest. Remind her who had the absolute power here. Make her beg.

      “I just got my period.” Her eyes flashed as she snatched her arm back. With anger or triumph—Keane couldn’t tell. Either way, it enraged him that she’d seemed to have that excuse locked and loaded and ready to shoot.

      He exhaled hard, his nostrils flaring. Once. Twice. Then he grabbed her purse and dumped it on the nearest thing he could find. A side table, right next to the front door.

      “What are you doing?” she screeched behind him.

      “Checking for birth control,” he answered, turning back to confront her. “I searched your room the other night, but obviously you’re hiding them someplace. How else are you getting your period after all that fucking? We did it without protection once—just once—and got Max.”

      “Because I’m thirty-three now. Not twenty-three,” she answered, fisting a hand of her hips. “And are you forgetting, I only agreed to do this because I want a baby, too.”

      “Yeah, that’s what you said. Then you begged me to fuck you less than two weeks later.”

      “Because you made me,” she shouted back. “With your mind games and your need to control me, and your complete inability to trust.”

      “Yeah, like I’m supposed to believe anything coming out your mouth after you kept my kid from me for nine fucking years. Do you think I got where I am by trusting anything anybody says to me?”

      “No, I don’t,” she said softly, her shoulders suddenly slumping. “And that still makes me feel really sad for you. Even when you’re lashing out.”

      She said that to him. Then she hit him with that goddamn secret weapon of hers. The disappointed eyes, filled with sympathy because no matter what he did, he was still some kind of fuck up as far as she could see. Something to be pitied.

      He turned his eyes to the pile he’d made on the side table. Fucked up as it was, he wanted to find those birth control pills. He needed something he could use against her, wave in her face like Matt Damon putting Yardies in their place with a girl’s number.

      His mind itching for a weapon in this fight, he scanned the mess of receipts, pens, and other purse shit. There was a phone wallet, but it was too thin to house a sleeve of birth control but then…hot dog, what was that? A journal?

      Lena must have spotted it at the same time. She moved forward to grab it, but he stopped her with a hand to her chest. “You still keeping a diary, bad girl?”

      “Give it back, Keane. This isn’t a joke,” she answered.

      “Really? Because I’m finding this situation real funny. Let’s see what we got here…”

      He flipped to the first page, “Dear Mama, today the divorce papers came through. You were right. Rohan wasn’t the one for me—wait, let me get this straight. Not only are you still writing to your dead mom, but you actually think she’s giving you advice? See, this is why I don’t go to head shrinks. Most of them are crazier than their patients—”

      He cut off when Lena surged forward and slapped him. It wasn’t some girly slap either. She put her weight into it. Scraped her nails across his face, drawing blood.

      “Ow, you fucking…” he said, dropping the diary.

      She grabbed it before he could decide which derogatory name to finish that sentence with and ran upstairs.

      And unlike at her own house, she didn’t come down. Even after he waited another half hour before heading back to work.

      “What happened to your face?” Max asked when he picked him up at practice.

      “Nunya,” Keane answered, cranky as hell because Lena’s fucking slice job was still throbbing.

      Speaking of which, guess who was waiting on the alley-facing stairs as soon as they rolled up? New work outfit on, and a purse on her arm. All she needed was a pillbox hat to be Stepford Mother of the Year. You never would have thought her capable of an unkind word, much less slicing up his face.

      “Hey, mom! What’s for dinner?” Max asked. “I’m starving.”

      A smile of welcome lit her face for her boy, and Keane wanted some of it for himself. Damn. He was being an ass still over a woman who did not give two shits and a cent about him. Ruthlessly suppressing the feelings, he strolled forward with his son by his side.

      “I made some biryani for your grandfather. He’s really sad about his store closing. So we’re going over there tonight.”

      “But Mr. Keane and me were supposed to get in some ice time before dinner. Plus, we were going to watch some Merriweather games—”

      “Thank you for tapping into your empathy well to put a loved one first,” Lena answered, without acknowledging Max’s protest. She brought out her phone. “Please go put your stuff in the house while I order the Lyft.”

      “But mom…,” Max began to whine.

      “I know Grandpa will really appreciate seeing you, since it’s been weeks. Family is the best balm for someone going through a bout of grief. Remember how much you needed me after the divorce?”

      Max’s shoulders slumped, just like his mom’s did when she was disappointed. But in the end, Keane watched his son head up the back stairs to put his bag down inside without another word of protest. Or getting any of his deal points. Yeah, Keane would have to teach him to fight dirtier when he got back from Merriweather.

      Like so…

      “What happened to the new diary?” he asked as soon as the kid was out of earshot. “That was good reading.”

      “I burned it,” she answered, her tone clipped. “And if this game you’re currently playing is about trying to get me to hate you. You’re winning.”

      Before he could answer, Max came bounding back out, with energy a kid who’d just gone through a grueling all-day practice and several drill sessions shouldn’t have. As Keane was finding out was typical with the kid, he already seemed to be over the disagreement with his mom. That was one quality he hadn’t inherited from his old man. Even before his mom left, Keane used to be able to hold on to shit that pissed him off for days.

      No, you don’t care. About anyone or anything but your ego, which is apparently so fragile, you hold onto grudges for years for something someone said to you over a decade ago.

      Keane shook that memory off and instead reminded the kid, and by extension his mom, “See you at five tomorrow morning.”

      “Okay, I’ll make sure to go to bed on time,” Max said with an easygoing grin, and Keane’s heart panged at the thought of not being able to see him most days if he moved back to L.A.—that wasn’t going to happen. Keane had already made sure it wouldn’t. But still….

      “Max, our ride’s here,” Lena said, hustling Max to the public alley, like they were escaping a monster and the Toyota Camry that had just pulled up was their lifeboat off Keane’s island.

      Maybe she thought he was a monster. Who cared. She’d been right about one thing. He was winning. All the battles so far. And eventually the war. So why didn’t it feel like a victory when the car drove away?
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      Lena, never thought she’d say this, but thank God, for her period. The cramps, the bloat, the horrible mood swings, they were all worth it for a good excuse not to have to interact with Keane for the rest of the week. Not to mention getting to skip out on what probably would have turned into another messed up weekend-long beg and fuck session. Hot—but severely messed up. By Sunday, she always felt completely drained, like Keane hadn’t only managed to conquer her body but her mind.

      But not this weekend. By the time Saturday rolled around, she not only got to say good-bye to the Red Fairy, but she’d also gained some much needed perspective on what had happened with Keane that Monday….and what she needed to do about it.

      “What are you doing?”

      Lena looked over her shoulder to see Keane standing in the doorway of the kitchen. She’d been so deep in her thoughts, that she hadn’t heard him come in.

      “Hold on!” she called over Drake rapping about “God’s Plan” on the kitchen’s Echo show. Then she asked the device to stop.

      “Hi,” she said when the music switched off. “The boys had their last game this afternoon, and I think Max got sick of staying in the hotel with me. He asked if he could stay in the dorms tonight.”

      He came further into the kitchen. Set his messenger bag down on one of the island’s seats. “So he ditched you after you upended your whole weekend to come out there because of his shower thing?”

      “Yes. Kids are like that. They can’t live without you one moment and are wondering why you’re still there the next. Maybe you remember what it was like at that age?”

      “Nanh, I would’ve fucking killed to have my parents come to one of my games. Even one.”

      Her heart twisted. “But they never did?”

      “Once. During the Stanley Cup playoffs. She showed up at the back door of the arena where the puck bunnies hang out. Told me I did great, then asked me for money.”

      Geez. No wonder Keane has trust issues, she thought, not for the first time since the summer when he told her about the mother who’d left him and his brother behind to run off with a second-string hockey player.

      Keane had never used the term abusive to describe his father, who’d made his living as the kind of mafia envelope collector Lena abhorred. Just said, “He made all his points with his fists.” But she’d gotten the picture. The trust, abandonment, and anger issues had already taken full root early on for Keane.

      And from what Lena could tell his wounds had scabbed over but never fully healed—

      Don’t Lena, stop it! A chastising voice inside her head cut her off mid-empathetic-thought. Don’t empathize. Don’t make excuses for him. Remember what happened the last time you did that?

      She inwardly nodded, agreeing with the voice. She had a plan for tonight, and she needed to stick with it. Tamping down the urge to delve further into the topic of his mother, she pasted on a bright smile and said, “I made some chole. It’s a chickpea curry. Not too spicy. Want some?”

      “Yeah,” Keane answered, eyeing her like she just handed him a grenade not a polite offer of dinner. “My service doesn’t deliver on weekends. Usually I order takeout.”

      “You don’t go out on Saturdays?” she asked, scooping out ladles of the flavorful curry into two bowls. “I mean shouldn’t you be on some billionbro’s party yacht right now?”

      He chuckled. Apparently, he also remembered the time he’d convinced her to accompany him to a party being thrown by one of best bros who was only in town for the weekend. The best bro turned out to be a young Arab tech billionaire, who’d attended boarding school in Connecticut with Keane, back before he transferred to Boston Glenn. And “in town” turned out to be docked in Boston Harbor on a super yacht. Apparently Rashid was due to both get married to a nice Muslim girl and had decided to spend his last few weeks of freedom partying it up.

      The party had been memorable for a few reasons, starting with the copious amounts of local celebrities, professional escorts, and drugs in attendance. And Lena had spent much of it wrapped in Keane’s blazer, awkwardly nursing a glass of sparkling water, while he easily broed it up with Rashid and a few other friends, wondering if she’d ever fit into his world. The answer had felt like an ominous no that night.

      But tonight, she set a spoon and a bowl of chole in front of Keane and asked, “How is Rashid by the way?” As outsized as his yacht and party was, she’d found Rashid himself really nice. A fellow nerd with glasses, he’d greeted her warmly and asked Keane how he’d tricked such a lovely girl into dating him.

      “Pretty good,” Keane answered as she pulled the naan out the kitchen’s built in pizza oven. Yet, another item she’d become too accustomed to using since moving into the brownstone with its state-of-the-art chef’s kitchen. “He moved back to Jahwar to become the CTO of his family’s conglomerate, the Tourmaline Group.”

      “Tourmaline? Like, those really nice hotels and resorts? Max used to beg us to take him to take him down to the one in Ixtapa.”

      “Yeah, exactly,” Keane confirmed. “He’s also got a kid now. A little girl. He seems pretty happy.”

      A slight wave of jealousy washed over her, hearing about all of Rashid’s good news. What would that be like, she wondered. To be pretty happy and settled with a family? Plus, as she loved Max, but had to admit she’d often long for a little girl with long hair she could braid. One, who liked to dress up in saris and asked for ballet classes, just so she could wear the pink leotards.

      But no, that was a useless fantasy. Max would have to be enough, she decided again, using a spatula to put the wood fire naan on a plate. That ugly argument on Monday had proved this arrangement with Keane just wasn’t going to work.

      “Yeah, speaking of kids, I need to ask you about Max again. This weird shower thing of his. What’s up with that? Did somebody do something to him? Hurt him?”

      Lena carefully set down the plate of naan halfway between their chairs, not happy about Keane’s subject change for more than one uncomfortable reason. “Did you ask Max about it?”

      “Yeah, I did. Tuesday morning.”

      “And what did he say?” Lena did her best to keep her voice casual as she went back to the oven to prepare a bowl of rice and curry for herself. And she was glad he couldn’t see how she had to squeeze her hand to stop it from trembling before she picked up the ladle.

      “He acted the same as you,” he answered behind her. “Asked how I found out?”

      “Did you tell him the truth?” she asked, coming back over to the counter to sit down across from him.

      “Yeah, I told him Con thought I already knew about it. And he said, ‘Oh.’ Then asked me not to tell anyone else about it. And I was, like, ‘Lockbox kid, but I still want to know why you got shower PTSD or whatever this issue of yours is.’”

      “Did he answer?” Lena tucked into the curry, then blew on the spoon.

      “Kind of.” Keane picked up his own spoon. “He said he just didn’t like it—that’s exactly what he said. But it didn’t explain anything.”

      Sensing and even empathizing a little with his frustration, Lena said, “You know how you have a hard time trusting? He does, too.”

      “Yeah, but I have a hard time trusting because my parents were pieces of shit. What’s his excuse?”

      Instead of answering his real question, Lena said, “That’s an ongoing question in psychology, and there are some fascinating studies about which psychological traits are heritable and which ones might be purely due to the environment in which kids grow up.”

      “You mean like me being a 24/7 asshole, while Bono’s out here trying to save the world through donations and not cursing too much. Even though we both got beat the same.”

      “Exactly,” she said, smiling, despite his heartbreaking example. “Give him some time. Maybe he’ll eventually feel comfortable enough with you to open up.”

      She doubted it. Keane was very…well, Keane, no matter how you sliced it. She didn’t see Max lying with his father on his little bed and having late night heart-to-hearts about all his anxieties and fears, like he did with Lena after his relationship with Rohan fell apart. But you never knew.

      Keane seemed to consider her words for a few moments. But then he said, “Maybe’s not good enough. If he won’t tell me, you should. I’m his father and I have the right to know if somebody hurt him.”

      She shot him a sympathetic look. “I’m afraid that’s where we differ in our parenting philosophies. You think you have the right to know everything, and I think it’s Max’s story to tell.”

      “Fuck that,” Keane grumbled.

      But thankfully, he finally took his first bite of the curry. “This is fucking delicious,” he said after a few grumpy bites. “I should sue your ass for not making it for me sooner.”

      Lena laughed, but then tamped down her natural inclination to answer his version of a compliment with an offer to make it again. She stuck to safe topics for the rest of the dinner. Like the summer team’s win against Merriweather that afternoon.

      At least she thought it was a safe topic. Just as she was clearing the dishes from the table, Keane said, “You know Merriweather’s not a bad commute. And they’re one of the few elementary-aged privates around here with a really good hockey program. Might be worth Max staying in Boston.”

      She stiffened at the suggestion that she might change her mind about Max coming home with her to Pasadena because of a hockey program. But instead of reminding him about their written custody agreement, she set the dishes to soaking in the barnyard sink and asked, “Do you mind coming with me into the living room? There’s something I want to talk with you about.”

      Keane’s eyes narrowed, but he followed her into the living room, and took a seat when she invited him to sit down across from her on the opposite side of the couch. However, in typical Keane form, he took the conversation back over before she could even open her mouth to tell him why she’d invited him in here.

      “This about you still being on your period?” he asked.

      “No, that’s…ah…ended,” she answered, cheeks heating. Not even a Psy.D. made it less embarrassing to speak casually with a man about her period.

      “Yet, you didn’t volunteer that information to me,” he noted with an ugly frown, like he was filing that away, too, on his mile-long list of things to hold against her.

      “First of all, I want to thank you for helping me with my father on Monday,” she said, forcefully pushing on to the next subject. “You were right in a way. He’s doing much better now that the store has been demo-ed. I think he’s moved on to an acceptance phase. He’s even talking about coming back to California with Max and me at the end of the summer, so again, thank you for helping me pick that lock and get him home.”

      Keane didn’t answer. But at least he didn’t spew hate all over her father or threaten to take his house again like he did on Monday, so Lena pressed on.

      “I also called you in here to tell you I’m sorry,” she said. “I had a lot of time to reflect this weekend, and I came to the realization that you were right to be upset with me. No matter how it ended between us, I should have told you about Max. From the beginning.”

      “Yeah, you should have,” he agreed with a harsh nod. “But you didn’t. Not even when you and that ass tool broke up. Why not?”

      She let out a deep breath, and did something she hadn’t done with Keane since returning to Boston. “I came home to study a different approach to therapy, but in my regular practice I find I have a natural affinity for counseling children who grew up like I did. Over controlled by their parents with a lot of pressure put on them to make their parent’s sacrifices worth it. I also had the extra component of survivor’s guilt over my mother’s death. But becoming a therapist, and more importantly a mother, eventually made me realize that I was living out the same dynamic in my marriage. Because I was already pregnant when Rohan asked me to marry him, I let him control everything. Where we lived, what schools we sent Max to, when I could go back to university after Max was born. I knew…I knew that if I didn’t divorce him, he’d do the same thing to Max.”

      She shook her head, recalling how Rohan had thrown Max in her face whenever she tried to go against his wishes. He’d reminded her often that he was the one who’d agreed to raise her child as his own.

      Then she confessed to Keane, “You think I’m still being manipulated by my father, and I do love my father and appreciate everything he gave up for me. But the truth is, there’s a reason I stayed on in L.A., even after the divorce. I liked…I like being a single mother. Not being controlled by anyone but myself. It’s been hard having to do everything alone in California, but Max makes it worth it—not that I’m ever going to make him feel like’s he’s obligated to pay me back for being his mom.”

      Lena paused, peeping up to see if any of this was resonating with Keane.

      However, his expression was unreadable. A stony neutral that let her know while she’d decided to make herself vulnerable, he’d decided to stay right where he always was. Behind a wall.

      Sighing, she circled back to her original point. “I’m sorry, Keane. I’m sorry for not telling you about Max, and I’m sorry for not apologizing for my actions as soon as you found out. I wish I had tried to see your side of things, instead of letting things escalate into this unorthodox custody agreement. That was ill-advised. I can see that now. You also have a controlling dynamic, because of your parents. I’m both attracted and repelled by it, which I believe has been confusing for both of us. And before Monday, my desire to have a baby wouldn’t let me see just how toxic this arrangement was becoming.”

      She took a deep breath. “With that, in mind, I’ve decided that it would be best if I move out. You can still pick up Max from practice. But I think we should end the sexual part of our relationship and start negotiations for a more formal custody agreement.”

      She stopped again. Waiting to see how he would respond.

      “Toxic…” he said after a whole lot of silence. Like that was the only word he heard in her entire speech. “So you’re saying we’re both too fucked up to make this deal work?”

      She tilted her head at his crass, but disturbingly accurate summary of her well-reasoned argument. “I would never term it like that.”

      “Yeah, I think we’ve established there ain’t an ounce of real Boston in you. You don’t know how to be direct,” he answered. “But that’s what you’re trying to say. That there’s no chance of this working out, because you’re afraid of how explosive shit gets between us whenever we fight or fuck. Take your pick.”

      Wow, Keane still had a way of putting things, but she once again found herself agreeing with him, with some added translation. “No, I don’t think it’s a healthy dynamic.”

      “Gotcha.” Keane rolled his shoulders. “So what we got to do to make this deal healthy?”

      “What?” she asked.

      “You’re trying to back out of this agreement all gentle like. But you’re right about me being a controlling bastard, so the general fact is, I’m not going to let you.” Keane shrugged like keeping her locked into their deal was just a part of his animal nature. “Now we can have another fight about it. Maybe do some more hate fucking after all’s said and done, or you can tell me what it’s going to take to make you stay in this deal with me.”

      Lena’s heart jerked. However, she’d imagined Keane responding to her refusal to go on as they were, it wasn’t like this. “I don’t…I don’t think you understand. You’re approaching this as a snag in a business deal, which, by the way, pushes us even further into a transactional dynamic I’ve never been comfortable with—”

      Keane cut her off right there. “Yeah, I was aware from the start that you didn’t like me blackmailing you into sex, if that’s what you’re trying to say. And you already know I gave exactly zero fucks about your comfort zone as soon as you showed up in Boston with a kid who plays hockey even better than me. That’s going to happen when you forget to tell somebody he has a kid.”

      Lena stared at him. She’d tried. She tried so hard to stay calm. But Keane still had a way of pushing her buttons, like no one else on this earth. “Okay, that’s why we can’t continue to do this,” she said, irritation slipping into her voice. “I want another baby more than anything, but all you want to do is hate on me.”

      “So that’s what this is about?” Keane snorted. “Me hating you? You want the bully to be nice?”

      So now he was laughing at her? She’d let down her wall and gotten real with him and tried to be her best self, but all he’d done was sit there behind his wall of outrageously rich and handsome before laughing in her face. “Okay, sue me for custody, Keane. Do whatever you want.”

      She scooted forward and tried to get up, but Keane grabbed her arm. “Hey, we’re not done here....”

      “Oh, yes, we are.” She snatched her arm back.

      “Lena, let me talk…”

      “Why? It doesn’t matter, I’m taking Max tomorrow and moving back home. Then I’ll fight you. I’ll fight you with everything I’ve got—”

      “Hey! Hey! Don’t fuckin’ threaten me when I’m trying to give in.”

      Lena paused in her second attempt to stand up, not quite understanding the never before heard words coming out of Keane’s mouth. “Give in?” she repeated.

      “Yeah, you asked for new terms and I’m granting them. Nice Keane, coming right up…why’re you laughing.”

      “Stop,” she answered, around her fit of giggles. “Stop trying to make me laugh. I’m serious.”

      “You don’t think I can be nice?” he asked, his green eyes heating from amused to serious. “I was nice to you that summer. Real nice.”

      She didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer. But she did stop laughing. Because, yes, he had been nice. And that summer had haunted her for eleven years.

      “I can be nice for you, Lena.” Keane’s voice was low now, husky. “Come here.”

      She didn’t come here. She froze, stuck between the vibrating now and the echoing past.

      But Keane met her halfway, scooting closer to her on the couch, even as he said, “C’mere,” again and reached around her arm.

      The next thing she knew, a rubber band snapped. She felt his hands on her braid, unraveling it, before his fingers nested in her hair. Massaging, pulling her closer, as he once again whispered, “C’mere…”

      Eleven years…

      Unraveled with just one braid.

      Lena surged forward, her lips finding his. Her reasonable brain as disabled, as if only eleven hours had passed between now and that summer. Not eleven years.

      He pulled her to him, helped her shove her jeans and panties off. Then he was inside her. So deep…soooo deep.

      “I missed you, baby,” he whispered in her ear as he guided her hips in an achingly slow roll over his dick. “Thought about you constantly. You’re still so friggin’ beautiful. Did you know that? Most beautiful woman I ever fucked.”

      His words…just pretend…just playing. But also too much. Her eyes teared up remembering that summer. How he’d always made her feel beautiful and cherished. Just like this.

      “You coming?” he asked, when her hips began to move faster underneath his guiding hands. “Yes, baby. Fucking come for me. This dick is yours. All yours.” He raised a hand to curve around her neck. Kissed her sweetly. “It don’t want anybody but you.”

      Therapist down. She came so hard, lust and need and memories, swirling around her head.

      Keane was nice to her all night. On the couch. On top of the bathroom counter right before she insisted on taking her usual shower before bed. Then his niceness rendered that shower useless, three more times before he finally let her go to sleep.

      So, so, nice, all through the night.
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      Being nice to Lena all night, hadn’t been hard. Not at all. It was supposed to be playacting. But allowing himself to do and say all the shit he’d been holding inside had felt like finally being able to breathe after too long holding his breath.

      “Mr. Keane! Mr. Keane!”

      Other kids be damned. The kid flew into his arms when he saw him standing there with the other parents instead of Lena. “It worked! It worked! B.A.D. Offense totally worked on The Destroyer!”

      “What’s B.A.D. Offense?” Con had asked, scrunching his forehead.

      “Family secret,” Keane had answered, winking at Max. Hopefully the kid got that telling his coach that Keane had taught an especially annoying brand of ‘Be A Dick Offense’ to deal with that so-called Destroyer, wouldn’t be a smart move.

      “Yeah, family secret!” Max repeated, dabbing, like that made it official.

      The kid cracked him up. And even though he didn’t understand the real meaning of family secret in this case, Keane’s heart filled up with pride as they walked back to the car.

      As Max recapped the game for him on the ride home, it suddenly occurred to Keane that this was something he could have now.

      If he manipulated the cards just right, this could be him for the rest of his life. Niceing on Lena all night. Running post-game analysis with his mini-me during the day. Hunger crawled through him and burrowed deep inside his gut, as he let that vision play out.

      Since most of the kids at the summer camp were overnighters from far away cities and states, parents weren’t required to attend games. But he knew the Merriweather parents had to take their kids all over.

      Keane hadn’t been able to play at the elite level until high school, because he’d never had parents willing to schlep their kid all over the country and sometimes Canada for travel games. And even when he got into his first high school in Connecticut, having no one at his games had eaten up his chest like battery acid. Other Dads came from all over to watch even the sad-ass second stringers play for just a few minutes. But Keane’s hadn’t shown up even once.

      “Hey,” he asked. “Your, um…” the word choked in his throat, but there was no way around it… “dad ever come to any of your games in California?”

      Max’s shoulder’s slumped. So similar to Lena’s, it made Keane’s heart ache.

      “No, he never came,” Max answered, his voice becoming distant and tight. “We couldn’t even tell him I was playing. He didn’t approve. Of hockey. Or me.” The kid’s voice glazed over as if he’d taken a trip back to California in the passenger seat of Keane’s car. “He got angry with me a lot. Once he even started hitting me and he wouldn’t stop until mom got in front of me.”

      “He hit you,” Keane repeated. Remembering how that felt to get hit when you were too small to fight back. His hands tightened around the wheel with the urge to kill.

      “Yeah,” Max said, still sounding faraway. “That’s why mom and him divorced. She said I came first, and having him around had become too traumatic. Or something like that.”

      Potentially traumatic…Keane was starting to put together the full story of Lena’s divorce. And he wasn’t liking it. He wasn’t liking it at all.

      “He used to be nicer when I was littler, but now he won’t even visit me,” Max confessed quietly. “I know it’s my fault for not being who he wanted me to be. But still…I miss him sometimes. I wish I still had a father.”

      The opportunity shined bright in the air between them. Like a loose puck waiting for Keane to shoot it into the goal.

      He could be the dad to Keane never had. He could give Max what he’d never had.

      All he had to do was take his shot.

      

      The nice night with Keane was an illusion. She knew it was.

      But the next morning she woke up with what she could only be described as a love hangover. Sore and happy, with a sweet feeling throbbing in her chest and between her legs. Maybe she and Keane could get one more “nice” session in before they had to pick up Max, she thought, rolling over to face him….

      Only to freeze when she found his side of the bed was empty and saw the digital clock sitting on his nightstand. Crap! It was ten thirty—a full half hour after the scheduled pick up time.

      She dove out of bed and grabbed her phone. No calls. Good. Maybe Keane had picked him up, even though she usually did that on Sundays.

      “Did you pick up Max?”

      She got a driving notification back, but let out a breath of relief when she checked Max’s Find My Friends and saw his little dot headed this way. It looked like they’d be there in less than ten minutes.

      She scrambled back into the bathroom to get in a quick shower, so that she didn’t smell like a night of sex when Max got home. And sure enough just as she came down the stairs, she spotted Keane’s Range Rover pulling in off the public alley from the second floor landing’s back window.

      Heart cheering, she rushed downstairs to thank him for picking up Max.

      But just as she was reached the bottom stair, Max came storming in from the direction of the parking spaces at the back of the house, his face visibly upset.

      “Max! What’s wrong?” she asked.

      Instead of answering, he threw down his hockey bag on the floor, even though he knew he was supposed to take it directly to the laundry room.

      “Max!” But before she could finish that reprimand, he ran past her, up the stairs.

      Leaving her to look back as Keane, who was now coming through the garage door, his face equally stormy.

      “I told him,” he informed her, before she could ask what happened. “I told him I was his father. And that’s how he responded.”
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      “Hey, Mom, can you drive me to practice today? I don’t want to go with Mr. Keane.”

      Keane stopped right outside of the kitchen door when he heard Max complaining to his mother just as he was about to enter the room for his morning post-skate protein shake. Stopped and silently cursed. He’d saved the deal with Lena, but a month later it felt like he was on the verge of losing his biggest asset.

      Keane waited, wondering how Lena would respond. Win was his real first name, and Take Fucking Charge might as well have replaced his middle, but in this case, Keane had to admit Lena had been right. He still didn’t know why, but by telling his son who he really was, he had obviously fucked everything up.

      Truth was, he wasn’t looking forward to either of their daily car rides himself. The kid had gone monosyllabic on him, and more often than not, Keane ended up defaulting to satellite 70s rock blasting while his son sat like an oversized stone in his front seat.

      “Honey, I’m trying to support you here, but this summer is supposed to be about you and Keane getting to know each other before we go back to California.”

      “I know him, okay? Everybody does! He’s famous. Why do I have to keep on riding with him to practice?”

      Max sounded whinier than usual. Like a little girl, instead of the hockey phenom Keane had been proud to claim as his own. And it pissed him off. But Lena’s voice stayed calm as cotton as she answered, “Honey, I think we need to schedule some time with Francine. Maybe see if we can do a virtual call…”

      Keane frowned. Who was Francine? And what did she have to do with any of this?

      “I don’t want to talk to Francine! She’s just going to tell me to talk to him. That’s all she ever says.”

      So judging from all the “I don’t wannas,” Francine must be a therapist or something. Keane didn’t blame the kid for refusing the suggestion. He never wanted to talk himself when he was pissed off. Just skate. Another thing they had in common. Too bad Max had stopped showing up at their 5am practices.

      “Francine always suggests talking because leading with communication is usually the best choice. And you know maybe she can help you figure out how to tell Keane why you responded like you did to discovering he was your birth father.”

      “No. I don’t to talk to Francine. I don’t want to talk to Mr. Keane! Why are you always trying to make me do stupid things?”

      “I understand this is hard for you, honey,” Lena said, her voice still way calmer than Max’s. It was like they were having two different conversations. “Especially after what happened with Rohan…”

      So the kid being so pissed off with him had something to do with the guy he thought was his father? What the hell?

      Keane balled his fist at his side, waiting to hear what exactly that ass tool had done to his son, but Max didn’t let her finish that thought either.

      “I’m glad I’m going to a tournament this weekend! I hate it here! I hate Keane. I hate you! I wish I’d never been born!”

      That was it. Keane burst through the kitchen door. “I don’t know what kind of bug you got up your ass, kid, but you don’t talk to your mother like that.”

      Instead of apologizing, like any smart person should do with a six foot four hockey player looming over him, Max screeched, “You were spying on me?”

      Then, before Keane could answer, the boy pushed past him and ran out of the kitchen. The next thing Keane heard was the sound of his feet on the stairs.

      “What the fuck, Lena?” Keane demanded, turning back around to face her after he ran away.

      Lena just shook her head. “He needs more time to adjust to this new reality. What looks like unreasonable anger to you is actually him trying to process having his whole worldview shattered…” she gave him a pointed look. “…without any lead up whatsoever.”

      Her words hit Keane like a puck to the chest. He’d been so happy that morning after picking Max up. It had really seemed like Lena’s insistence on waiting to tell Max was only thing standing in the way of them becoming a real family.

      Or so he thought. Lena had dropped the understanding mother act and was now regarding him with another disappointed, “you really fucked this all the way up” look.

      Her disappointment and Max’s unexpected reaction had been enough to make him back off for the last few weeks and focus all his energy on keeping the deal going with Lena.

      But this morning was the last straw. His son had barely said a whole sentence to him in the past week, and now Max was acting like he couldn’t even bear to be in the same car as him? What in the entire fuck?

      He ignored Lena’s disappointed look and demanded, “What were you talking about earlier with Max? What happened with that ass tool he thought was his Dad?”

      A beat. Then her expression went that particularly placid shade of neutral that Keane despised.

      “When he’s ready to talk about that with you, he will.”

      “Yeah, you sure about that? Because it doesn’t sound like he wants to talk about shit with anybody right now.”

      “Like I keep saying, he’s testing you, Keane.” Lena went over to the tea pot and filled it up with filtered water from the special tap like they were just having a casual conversation about the weather, and not something important, like say, getting frozen the fuck out by his own kid.

      She sounded like some kind of Zen master when she concluded, “The only way you can pass the test is by waiting him out.”

      “Bullshit, I’ve been waiting him out for weeks, and the only thing colder than the ice rink in my basement is that kid’s fuckin’ attitude towards me,” he told her back. “Do you know how many kids would be psyched to find out the asshole they thought was their father wasn’t? And their hockey hero was? That’s the kind of shit they make TV shows about.”

      “Keane, this is real life, not a TV show,” she answered, putting the pot on the stove. “And Max isn’t like other kids.”

      “So you’re really not going to tell me?” he asked. “Even though I deserve to know?”

      Lena turned back around with a sympathetic smile. “No, I’m not. But when and if you want to start hashing out that shared parenting philosophy I’ve been talking about this weekend, I’m totally down to do that. Especially, since,” she winced. “I’m on my period.”

      Fucking Balls. They had stopped counting fucks after striking the “Keane Be Nice” treaty. But they were still tearing up the sheets every night and tournament weekend, trying to make this baby happen. That it hadn’t, felt like this already shitty morning was really piling on.

      “Yeah, I’m disappointed, too,” she said, tilting her head to the side. “But, you know, we’ve got one more month until I have to go back to California…”

      Her words faded into the background as his mind hockey drilled this Max problem.

      A few weeks ago, it had felt like he was so close. Closer than he’d ever been to getting everything he wanted. But this secret of Max’s, whatever it was, was standing in his way.

      Win. He had to figure out how to take back this game.

      “Hey, you know what, why don’t you take Max to practice,” he said, suddenly cutting her off. “He seemed really upset and he probably won’t be good for shit during today’s game if I make him take that ride with me.”

      Lena responded too predictably. Congratulated him in therapyese for a bunch of shit he did not give one fuck about. Like respect for boundaries and being perceptive and caring about Max’s emotions.

      As soon as they were gone, he went to Lena’s room and scoured it for her diary. No luck. She might have really burned it like she said or more likely hidden it somewhere at her dad’s house until she could safely bring it with her on that trip back to California she only thought she was still going to take.

      Which left him with two choices. One was a little bit of dynamite, and the other was plain nuclear.

      And yeah, he could figure out a way to lure Lena’s old man out of the house to search for the diary. Shouldn’t be hard. But the thought of somebody doing something to his son, hurting his son—that made him feel real fucking nuclear.

      In the end, he pulled his gray phone and called the guy at the top of the list.
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      Stone’s number only resided on his gray phone, but the truth was, the guy lived beyond that technically legitimate business area. Totally in the black.

      And he looked the part. Taller and a hell of a lot more muscular than most guys, though he never advertised he was the Ferraro Mafia Family’s number one enforcer, Stone didn’t have to. His shaved head and tailored black gorilla suit told anyone who dared to look at him for more than a second or two that he wasn’t exactly about the unicorns and rainbows

      People didn’t just step aside when they saw him coming down the lane, they crossed the road to get out of his way.

      But that late Saturday morning on a little street in Pasadena, lined incongruously with both non-native oaks and palm trees, Keane got out of his rental Porsche and walked straight up to him.

      “Bro!” Keane said fondly, clasping the guy’s hand and pulling him in for a shoulder clap. “How the fuck are you?”

      Stone shrugged, face cold and unemotional as always. “Pretty good. Some real estate mogul just gifted me with an all-expenses paid trip to California out the blue.”

      Stone spoke with very little intonation. But his thick Jersey accent made his sentences sound so wise guy, Keane wouldn’t have been surprised if a casting director scouted him for one of those Mafia Thug #1 roles straight off the street.

      “Lucky you.” Keane started them walking past a bunch of low rise apartment buildings and bungalows toward their point of destination. “You going to the beach after you’re done taking care of business?”

      “Nanh, didn’t bring a swimsuit. But I was reading on Yelp about this place called Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles.”

      “Oh yeah? Maybe we’ll swing by after we pay this guy a visit. That all set up?”

      “Yep. His assistant’s on his lunch hour and I gave the janitor a Frankie not to visit that floor for a while.”

      “How about the cameras?”

      “Rock’s got somebody taking care of that. Told me to let you know you owe him a favor.”

      Rock was Stone’s twin brother. They were identical, and dressed and shaved their heads the part. But they were different as night and day. Rock seemed to have come out the womb with all the light and Stone with all the dark.

      They were both good friends with his old Beaumont Academy roommate Rashid, but for some reason, Keane always ended up talking mostly to Stone whenever all four of them were in the same room. Maybe because the brothers’ dynamic reminded him of his own with Bono.

      Also for certain situations, the evil twin came in way, way more handy, Keane thought to himself as they took the stairs all the way up to a lab on the sixth floor.

      “You ready for this?” he asked putting on his gloves.

      Stone answered with a bored shrug. Like busting into labs was just another day that ended with y.

      Without any pomp whatsoever, he simply pushed through a door marked with a red “CRITICAL LAB WORK IN PROGRESS. DO NOT ENTER UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES.”

      Inside a dimly lit lab, they found a single man, sitting on a stool, his thin back hunched over a microscope.

      “Good, you’ve returned,” he said, his faintly accented voice testy. “It took you long enough. Set my lunch down on the table and start working on the rest of those lab reports.”

      “’Fraid the only thing you’re going to be eating today is my fist,” Keane answered.

      “What…?”

      Before Rohan could finish asking that question, Keane answered by pulling the guy off his lab stool and cracking his fist across his face.

      Lena’s ex went flying backwards, scattering all sorts of shiny instruments and test tubes.

      “What are you doing?” he yelled through his bloodied mouth. His words sounded garbled. Like Keane might have knocked out a couple of teeth with that punch. Good. If Rohan did what he thought he had to Max, this conversation wasn’t going to end with this bastard being able to talk at all.

      “These experiments I’m running are very important!” he said, his eyes taking in all the scattered and broken equipment, like they were his babies.

      “Yeah, kind of doubt that, considering how easy it was to break into your lab, asshole,” Stone said, casting a disparaging look around the dark room.

      “Good one,” Keane said, grabbing Rohan by the front of his collared shirt and raising his fist to hit him again.

      Rohan’s lifted his hands with what seemed to be an automatic coward impulse to protect himself. “Are you from BioPath? I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. Just don’t hit me again.”

      “Well, aren’t you the employee of the fuckin’ year.” Keane curled his lip in disgust, and made a note to himself to make sure this ass tool got fired before the summer was done. But… “I’m not here to talk about your shitty little experiments. I’ve got questions about the boy you used to claim as your son.”

      “What son?” Rohan asked, still cowering behind his raised arms. “I don’t have a son!”

      Keane exchanged a look with Stone. “Seems this ass clown’s memory’s slipping.”

      “Start breaking fingers,” Stone suggested, tone bored, like they were filling out paperwork. “Usually helps bitches remember.”

      “No! No, don’t!” Rohan screamed like a little girl. “I swear to you. I don’t have a son. I never had a son. I have no idea what you’re talking about!”

      Keane shook his head, disgust making him want to do more permanent damage than breaking fingers. The fact that this ass clown couldn’t bring himself to appreciate a great kid like Max, just because he didn’t want to follow in his footsteps, burned him up worse than the mafia father who refused to come to any of his ’little skatey games.’

      “Hey, from what I understand you made Lena a promise when you suckered her into marrying you. Just because you’re divorced now doesn’t mean you get to act like you never even heard of Max. Especially if you hurt him.”

      “Wait, you’re talking about Max.” Rohan lowered his hands a little, confusion replacing fear. “Are you…are you Max’s real father then? The one Lena would never talk about. Is that why you’re here?”

      “Yeah, I’m his real father,” Keane took a menacing step closer. “And you’re the guy who’s going to tell me why he’s got PTSD about showers or whatever. And why he’s acting like having a real father is the worst thing in the world.”

      Rohan lowered his hands a little bit more. “No, I kept my promise to Lena. I was a doting father, especially after we found out that I would not be able to father children of my own, I treated Max exactly as I would have my own child, but…” He shook his head. “Did they really not tell you? Why Lena and I divorced? How Max shamed me?”

      “Shamed you? You were so pissed about him wanting to play hockey, that you decided you couldn’t keep your promise to Lena?” Stone’s breaking fingers suggestion was starting to sound more appealing by the second.

      “No, it was not just the hockey. It was Max. The baby I claimed as mine at the hospital was a little girl! A little girl we named Maxine after Lena’s mother.”

      “A little girl…” Keane twisted his head…at first not understanding. Until all of sudden he did.

      I’m always going to be that child’s uncle, no matter who her father is.

      Vihaan’s fierce words came rushing back to Keane as his brain filled with white noise. At the time, he’d assumed the man, who’d grown up to be much more courageous than his older brother was just being…well, gay. Applying “her” to whoever he wanted.

      But now…

      Now as Rohan babbled on about Max insisting on being called a boy when she began kindergarten and even showing up to some work Christmas party in a suit…Keane got it.

      The son he’d taken such fierce pride in, hadn’t in fact, been born a boy.
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      He knew. Oh God, he knew.

      Lena got off the phone with her ex-husband, who’d called to tell her about Keane’s visit just as she was walking down the stairs to go pick Max up. Nearly an entire twenty-four hours after he broke the news to Keane and “some other thug” that Max had not been born a boy. He’d spent much of his Saturday, cleaning up his lab, arranging for emergency dental surgery, and trying to decide if his ex-wife deserved a heads up, he’d complained before getting to the point.

      “Really, Lena. I am beginning to believe you are as crazy as Maxine. I cannot believe you let her go this far with that hoax!”

      This was the real point of the call, Lena knew. Rohan loved to say, “I told you so.” He once crowed for hours about eviscerating a colleague’s initially promising diagnosis work at a meeting. Then looked at her blankly when she suggested that if he knew exactly what his poor colleague had gotten wrong, maybe he could help him make it right if the correct diagnosis would keep someone from dying.

      But in this case, Lena had to give small thanks for Rohan’s need to crow. If not for this repeating narcissistic trait, she might not have even gotten this much of a warning before she was due to pick Max up.

      She thanked Rohan quietly, then immediately ran the rest of the way down the stairs, her mind once again focused on Max and only Max.

      Lena had divorced her stable husband. She’d switched tracks in her Psy.D program from Health Psychology to Child in order to understand what Max was going through. She’d shielded Max. She’d protected him as best she could from the pain of other’s responses to his decision to honor his gender dysphoria, and she’d tried to give him this one summer. This one summer where he could be a boy, some place where only a few people knew he’d been born a girl. Even when he went off plan, and decided to join an all-boys hockey program instead of going to day camp at the Institute for Better Boys, she’d tried her best.

      But Keane had disappeared without a word on Saturday morning. Keane who’d not only grown up in a notoriously close-minded neighborhood, but also had a penchant for saying things in the most insulting way possible.

      Crap! She knew it had been a mistake to let Max get so close to a man who didn’t have the emotional or philosophical bandwidth to handle a son who didn’t identify with his original gender. But that first month, Max had been so happy to have a hockey god like Keane, pay so much attention to him and she hadn’t been able to figure out a way to keep them apart. Especially after Keane had turned out to be a much better father than she ever would have expected.

      Why had she dared to hope, even for a minute that Keane might actually grow to like Max so much, that he’d eventually with some coaching, learn to accept Max unconditionally?

      Ha! He hadn’t even passed the first test of waiting for Max to trust him with his secret. In fact, he’d gone straight to the test’s ex-teacher assistant and punched all the answers out of him. And Lena could easily imagine what Keane’s response had been to finding out, since he hadn’t sent her so much as one text, since disappearing.

      No, he hadn’t passed the test and now, he was going to do exactly what Max knew he would as soon as Keane announced their DNA match. Keane might be his real father, but now that he knew, he’d reject his son outright, just as Rohan had. Maybe even hurl crude, ugly words at him.

      No one knew better than her, how cruel Keane could get.

      Keane’s car wasn’t in its usual spot when she reached the house’s back lot. Hopefully that meant he hadn’t returned from California yet. Good. That would give her some time to talk to Max first. Shore him up for another possibly hurtful confrontation. With another dad.

      Oh God…she’d never felt as much like a parental failure as she did speeding toward the hockey center to pick her son up.

      She barely made it there on time, and she found a parking space, just as the bus was pulling into the center’s lot. But unfortunately, she wasn’t the only one who’d shown up to greet the bus.

      As she climbed out of the car, she spotted Keane, unmistakable even with his back to her. He stood apart from the rest of the day camp track parents with his hands on his waist. Like a villain. Or a superhero. Take your pick.

      Either way, the bus had stopped right in front of him, as if he mattered way more than the other parents. Then the doors opened on Con coming down the stairs, followed closely by the rest of the team, looking glummer than usual. Max had texted her and just her last night. They’d made it all the way to the finals again, only to lose the big game.

      But that lost would pale in comparison to Keane finding out the hockey phenom son he’d been so proud of had actually been born a girl.

      Lena rushed as fast as she could in flip flops across the parking lot. But it felt like she was running in slow motion.

      All too soon, Max came down the bus steps, laughing about something with Pavel, the only other hockey player who looked like him on the team.

      But Max’s smile disappeared when he saw Keane at the bottom of the steps.

      Keane said something she couldn’t hear to Con, then simply grabbed Max by the arm and took him away. Not toward the rest of the parking lot, though. In the opposite direction. Before Lena had even made it ten more rushed steps, they disappeared around the building.

      Where was he taking Max? Lena’s mind nearly shut down with panic as she raced around the side of the building after them.

      She found the two of them standing beside Keane’s Range Rover, parked in a space with his name written across a standing sign. Max with his head lowered, Keane laying in to him. “…you should have told me. I had to find out from that ass tool you used to call a dad!”

      “Keane!” she said, running over to them. “You can’t—”

      “No, you keep staying out of this, Lena. This is between me and Max!” he roared, his voice harsh with fury. “And you didn’t tell me either.”

      No, she hadn’t told him, and she opened her mouth to tell him that this was why. Because he was a bully, who wouldn’t hesitate to yell at a child who’d already gone through enough with the man he’d thought was his father over the past couple of years.

      But before she could answer, Keane bent down and got right up in Max’s face. “You think I’m like that prick? You think I give a shit what’s between your legs? You’re my kid. My kid. No matter what fucking team you skate for!”

      Both Max and Lena stared at him wide-eyed, barely able to believe the extremely adamant words that had just come out of Keane’s mouth.

      Max was the first to recover his voice. “R-really?” he asked, his expression transforming from one of fear to one of hope.

      “No, not really,” Keane answered, screwing up his face. “Obviously if you ever start skating for the Montreal Snow Owls, you’re fucking dead to me. Like, cut off. Not getting another dime of my money in the will unless you come to your senses…don’t laugh, kid. I’m 100% fucking serious about that shit—”

      He didn’t get a chance to finish that threat. Max threw himself at Keane, his arms wrapping tight around his neck.

      Then he began sobbing when Keane did something Rohan hadn’t since he showed up to that work Christmas party dressed in a tux.

      Hugged his little boy back.
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      “So…I was just reading on Wikipedia that the Hawks’ rivalry with the Montreal Snow Owls goes all the way back to the 1950s,” Lena said when she slipped into Keane’s second floor office, wearing a robe.

      She’d just put their son to bed about an hour earlier than usual. Max had been both physically and emotionally exhausted after a day spent pouring his heart out to Keane. And Lena did mean pouring. She’d given them as much space as possible, throwing together some sandwiches for lunch and pre-making dinner, then closing herself up in her room to begin writing her DBT group therapy proposal for her practice back home. But when she’d come down to dinner Max was telling Keane about his decision to attend an all-boys hockey camp, with way more details than she ever provided to Lena.

      Maybe because Keane was a different kind of listener from his mother. While she validated and offered emotional resources for this difficult journey Max was on, Keane jumped in with resolutions and compliments, Lena wouldn’t have known to offer.

      “If that’s the kind of speed you get from starting out in figure skating classes, I’m going to tell Con to make it a requirement for our Tykes program,” he’d said over dinner. “But you’re going to have to start weight training if you want to keep up with the boys in Bantam,” he warned. “And I’m not going to lie, kid, you’re taller than most for a nine-year-old. But I’m worried about puberty.”

      Which was how they got onto to the subject of the pros and cons of puberty blockers as it pertained to Max’s future hockey aspirations.

      For the first time, she had been left out of a discussion about her child’s gender dysphoria. And it had been hard for Lena not to cry. Not because she was upset, but because she felt so relieved to no longer be her son’s only defender in all of this.

      She had been so wrong about Keane. So, so wrong. And it had made her heart ache as she watched them together. Because if she had been so wrong about how he’d respond to Max’s secret, what else had she been wrong about?

      What if…she thought for the first time since returning to Boston…what if the bully she’d assumed him to be at his core was the façade, and the boy she’d met that summer, the crude but weirdly sweet guy whom she’d fallen for, was the real Keane?

      She was thankful to Keane. Thankful for providing their son with a father figure even better than anything Max could have dreamed of on his own. She’d be more than happy to work out a reasonable custody agreement with him now. And that’s what she’d planned to say when she put on a silk robe, and sought Keane out in his office with that Wikipedia opener.

      But instead of going into a foul-language froth over the Snow Owls, Keane just looked at her, his expression not nearly as open as it had been with their son at dinner.

      “You should have told me,” he bit out. “You should have told me from the start.”

      There were so many answers she could have given to defend her actions, both psychology-based and philosophical. But…

      “I don’t care,” she said breathlessly. “I don’t care that our parental philosophies are really different. When it counted, when it really counted, you were such a great dad. And Max is so, so lucky to have you.”

      His head jerked in surprise. She could tell he’d been expecting another fight from her. Especially when he quickly pasted over his confusion with a hard look, and said, “I’m serious. If you ever try to keep anything secret from me about my kid again—”

      “How about this,” she said coming around to his side of the desk. She swiveled his chair around to face her and then let her robe fall open, revealing a particularly nasty piece of lingerie he’d bought her to wear for the last “beg” weekend. It looked like a lace swimsuit with two empty holes where the bra cups should be. “Since I’m on my period, I’ll give you a blowjob, and we’ll call it even.”

      Keane screwed up his face. “You think a blow job’s going to be enough to make me forgive you?”

      “Fine,” she said, taking a note out of Keane’s playbook as she fell to her knees. “Two blowjobs, and next weekend you can make me beg as much as you want.”

      “Lena…” Keane said, his voice a dark warning as he watched her unbutton and unzip to gain access to the bulge that had appeared underneath his jeans, despite his protests.

      “Yes, Keane?” she asked, her own voice dripping with innocence as she took him in her hand and began stroking up and down while looking him straight in the eye. Just like he taught her.

      “Fuck…” he said, rolling his head back when she took him in his mouth. Lena smiled around his dick as she bobbed her head and sucked him hard. No wonder Keane had turned into such a controlling monster during their beg weekends. This feeling of power was unbelievable.

      But then Keane suddenly grabbed her by the back of her braid, wrenching her head up. “No,” he said. His voice commanding and hard.

      Lena’s stopped moving her hand, and her heart sank as she realized her tactic hadn’t worked…

      “Two beg weekends. Four repeat after me blowjobs.”

      Lena let out a pent up breath, laughter filling up her lungs where the air used to be. “Fine,” she said, falling back into Keane’s role. “I can live with that.”

      He gave her a feral smile, that turned into a feral kiss over his very erect penis. Then he leaned back and said, “I’m sorry, Keane.”

      “I’m sorry, Keane…” It no longer felt like she was looking into his eyes, but falling into them.

      “I’m sorry for underestimating you.”

      “I’m sorry for underestimating you.”

      “I should have trusted you. Even with the weird shit.”

      “I should have trusted you. Even with the weird shit.” A dizzying relief swirled around her chest as she repeated the words. She still couldn’t believe it. That the bully who’d made her cry twice had actually come through.

      But then he proved there was still a crude Masshole under all this unexpected acceptance when he instructed her to say, “Keane, can I please, please, suck this dick?”

      Instead of repeating verbatim, she took his dick in both hands…then hugged it between her breasts.

      “Oh fuck, Lena…” he didn’t throw his head back this time. But the glazed helpless look in his eyes made her feel like the most powerful woman in the world. Even as she hit him with her most innocent look and asked, “Keane, may I?”

      She bent her head and licked at the tip of the steel column now poking out between her large breasts. “May…I…please…please…suck…this…dick.”

      

      To absolutely no one’s surprise, the answer to that question turned out to be yes.

      Keane forgave her for a lot that night. And even more on Monday and Tuesday.

      By Thursday night she felt strangely at peace as she climbed the stairs to Keane’s room. Even though she had her hair down and wore nothing but her birthday suit on her way to another fuck and beg session in Keane’s room. His acceptance of Max as he was, not as he wanted him to be…his cruel but playful punishments…something was healing between them she sensed.

      It was a game. Just a game. But that night when she presented herself to Keane completely naked, she felt clean…clean and forgiven.

      Keane wasn’t naked. She found him sitting in a large armchair, still dressed in the suit he’d worn for a series of various meetings around town today.

      But the bulge in his gray pants told her he was looking just as forward to forgiving her tonight as she was. Even if she was going to have to work much harder for the absolution.

      Dark heat stirred in her belly as she imagined all the things he’d make her do tonight to earn her orgasms.

      “C’mere, baby,” he said, spreading his legs. “Kneel.”

      Lena smiled inwardly, anticipating the cashing in of his last repeat-after-me blow job, even if she was no longer on her period.

      She got into position, kneeling between his spread legs. God, the way he watched her when she was naked. Like a starved wolf tracking his next dinner. Her nipples pebbled, and every nerve stood on end, waiting for what would come next.

      But instead of asking her to take him out, he asked, “Why?”

      The one-word question jolted her. “Why what?” she asked, raising her eyes from the bulge to look up at him with a ready to laugh smile on her lips.

      But then he clarified, “Why did you dump me that night?” His eyes burning into hers.

      The smile dissipated along with the playful lust. “You want to talk about that? Now?” she asked, a new lump of dread settling in her stomach.

      He leaned forward, draping his arms over his knees: “We’re both here.”

      She sat back on her knees, feeling uncomfortable for the first time she walked butt naked into the room.

      Closure. Apparently he wanted closure, she deduced, flipping through her correct tone of voice options. “Well, like I said,” she answered in a carefully calculating each word as it came out of her mouth. “We were at different stages of our life—”

      “Yeah, I’m going to need the truth, not whatever bullshit you made up in your mind to reconcile what you did. That was the best summer of my life. Your life, too. I know it wasn’t just me.”

      No, it wasn’t just him.

      She thought about it. She thought about pretending she didn’t understand what he was talking about and sticking to her story. Their deal was still intact. In just five more weeks, she and Max would be returning to California, baby or no baby. The practical voice that immigrant kids come pre-installed with at birth warned her that telling Keane the truth would further complicate an already too complicated situation—

      But Keane interrupted those carefully calculated thoughts, too. “I don’t want the thinky version of your answer. Just give it to me. Be real with me, Lena.”

      Be real…could she? Could she do that? Just talk with Keane like she talked with no one else. Without thinking about every word first?

      “I was scared,” she admitted on the next outward breath, proving that she could. “And I didn’t know what else to do but run.”

      “You were scared?” he repeated, his eyes becoming troubled as they searched his face. “Of me? You thought I was going to hurt you or something?”

      She shook her head. “No, I’ve never been scared of you, even when you were trying to shake down Vihaan for lunch money. I was scared of myself, because I was trying to play it cool. Trying to be a bad girl who has sex with hockey players and doesn’t question it. We didn’t have any kind of defined relationship, but my feelings were starting to get too big. But you were everything my father warned me about when it came to ‘the American boys.’ And I was so young and inexperienced…so I ran.”

      He considered her words. Then leaned back and let out a grunt that almost sounded like a laugh.

      “I was scared…I was scared, too,” he admitted off her questioning look. “I had never in my life lost my mind over a girl like I did over you. After what happened with my mom, it was like I put this invisible exoskeleton on. Nothing got out, nothing got in. Just you. Only you.”

      Her heart beat faster at his words. “I…I didn’t know you felt that way. You never told me. I thought you were just having fun. Which was why I got so scared when we finished the list and kept on going. I didn’t want to become like all those girls you dumped in high school. Just another name of the month. I…I was so scared.” It felt like a weak conclusion but it was true all the same. And that was the only Lena could explain it.

      Keane let out a heavy sigh. “So we were both too fucking scared to tell the truth. But the thing is, you and me have different ways of processing that fear shit. You ran. I decided to lock you down to make sure you never left me. You asked me why I bought this house. I lied, too, that night, because we still hadn’t finished that list. We never completed number nine. Not fully…”

      Number nine…even after all this time and a much bigger hit with the same name by Taylor Swift, Lena still had the original Mariah Carey inspired “Shake It Off” list memorized. Number nine had been “say yes to everything that scares me.” But what did that have to do with this house?

      “I bought it for you. For the family I wanted to start with you,” he answered her unspoken question. “That night. I was going to ask you to marry me.”

      It took Lena many, many moments to process what he was saying. All this time, she thought their battles were being spurred by his ego, but it was because she’d interrupted his proposal.

      “We’d only been together less than three months,” she finally managed to choke out. “I didn’t think…I never would have thought you felt that way about me. Especially after what happened in Beacon Hill.”

      He gave her a rough shake of his head. “What happened in Beacon Hill was about me trying to not feel that way. I wanted to hate you. I needed to hate you.”

      She shook her head. Now it was her turn to ask, “Why?”

      “That night. The night I flipped my car after the Stanley Cup. It wasn’t because I was high on victory like all the papers said. It was because I wasn’t. I’d just won the Stanley Cup. I was headed to the party to end all parties. I knew I could get laid by anyone I asked that night, but the only person I wanted to be with was you. I’d reached the Holy Grail, won the Stanley Cup, and it didn’t mean shit because I couldn’t have you. So when you finally showed up. All sympathy and pity after I lost my leg, I just lost it. My hockey career was over, and I kept telling myself it was all because of you.”

      She nodded, her much suppressed empathy coming back on like a switch flipped. “Yes, that’s understandable. I can see why it would be hard to separate the accident from our break-up after a career-ending trauma like—”

      He reached down, cupped her cheek. “Don’t do that, baby. Don’t go therapist on me. That’s not what I want from you right now. Not what I need…”

      “Oh…” Lena said, pulling herself out of Breakthrough mode. “What do you need?”

      Keane slipped his hand down to the back of her neck, his eyes taking on an evil gleam. “I need you to suck this dick and repeat after me.”

      Lena inwardly rolled her eyes. Well, it looked like their ‘Actually Be Vulnerable Moment’ was over now. With a wry smile, she once again raised back up on her knees, and undid his pants.

      He was still hard and throbbing, despite their downer of a conversation. She swirled her tongue around the tip of him, relishing his sharp intake of breath, then asked, “What do you want me to say?”

      “Keane, please forgive me for dumping you.”

      A hot, aching sensation blossomed through her. “Keane, please forgive me for dumping you.”

      “Obviously, I wasn’t thinking right.”

      She giggled. “Obviously, I wasn’t thinking right.”

      “Let me make it up to you,” he said, gripping the armchair tight.

      “Let me make it up to you.”

      “Please, let me get you ready to fuck me,” Keane murmured huskily.

      She shot him an amused look. “But you’re already—”

      “Please let me make you more ready to fuck you all night,” he amended with an annoyed look of his own.

      “Please let me make you more ready to fuck you all night,” Lena repeated, barely able to get through the line she was laughing so hard.

      “And when you’re done fucking me all night, I promise to say yes.”

      “Say yes to what?” Lena asked, still laughing.

      Keane just looked back at her, his green eyes glittering in the room’s low light. “I want you back. You. The kid. One or two more on top. I want it. I want it all. Like the last ten years never happened.”

      The laughter died in her chest and confusion crept back in. “Keane…we have an agreement.”

      “Fuck the agreement.” He disengaged her hand from his cock, and dragged her up until she was sitting in his lap, her legs splayed on either side of him.

      He kissed her. Roughly. Desperately. Like a man possessed. “Fuck the agreement. Say yes, Lena. Don’t think about it. Just say yes.”
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      “So, Pop…are you and Mom getting married or are you going to keep co-parenting after we go back to California?” Max asked.

      Lena nearly choked on her ice cream when Max asked his father that. They were strolling around Copley Place, an upscale mall just a few minutes’ drive from the brownstone, eating ice cream that she never would have allowed, even on a summer school night, if Max hadn’t “please, mom’ed her into it. Keane, she suspected, after losing that ice cream battle, was becoming a bad influence on her son, who now seemed to think he could negotiate his way into anything.

      And now, she was even more concerned that Keane was using their son to push his agenda.

      Thirty days, she’d told him instead of saying yes. Thirty days of no more secrets and no more lies, to make sure this thing between them was solid, something that could last.

      He’d agreed reluctantly, but now it looked like instead of waiting as he’d promised to do at the beginning of August, he’d decided to get their son involved.

      No, wait, Lena, is that really true? Maybe you should collect more information. The rare occurrence of the practical voice inside her head actually siding with Keane, stalled her suspicious thoughts. And instead of glaring at him, she tried running through one of the DBT exercises she’d learn this summer of observing her feelings and the situation without judgement.

      They were eating ice cream, and she thought Keane’s eyebrows had lifted at Max’s question, he hadn’t answered, she noted.

      “Why do you ask that?” she decided to inquire, instead of assuming she knew exactly what or who was behind this.

      “The other guys on the team keep asking if I’m going to stay now that I know Keane’s my dad. And Pavel said I should tell you two to get married, so that I could stay in Boston and we can be a real family. That’s what he did with his parents to get them to adopt him together.”

      Wow…

      She found herself exchanging an amused look with Keane, who surprised her by not saying anything, even though this would have been the perfect time to pressure her to say yes to his proposal before it was time.

      “How do you feel about Pavel’s suggestion?”

      Max gave his ice cream a thoughtful lick. “I mean, it would be cool if you get married. I like Pop, and he’s a wicked good skater.”

      “Wicked great,” Keane corrected, like Max misquoted something written in the Constitution.

      “Wicked great,” Max edited with a laugh. “But you’re my mom. And you always stand by me. So I stand by you, no matter what.”

      His words so touched her heart, she couldn’t speak. Luckily Keane was there to pick up the conversation baton when she could not. “You know what, kid? You’re really friggin’ loyal. That’s the same thing I’ve always like about your ma.”

      Her heart squeezed, because once again Keane had taken the high road instead going for the kill. She’d always thought it’d been about winning and only about winning with Keane, but obviously he had changed.

      And so had she, she realized, as she confessed to Max, “Your father and I are dating right now. And we’re trying to figure out our next steps. But obviously I have to go back to California, at least for a year or so to set up the DBT program at my practice. But after that…”

      She found Keane’s eyes above Max’s head. “We’ll see.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see,” Keane said softly, his tender gaze burning into hers.

      “Cool,” Max said. Then he asked, “Hey, Pop, is the place you’re building on top of Dad’s store going to look like this?”

      Lena felt some mental whiplash from the sudden change of subject, but Keane just laughed and rolled with it.

      “Nah, Dorchester Grove is going to be ten times better. We’ll have a few upscale brands and a Whole Foods, but I’m not looking to completely change the neighborhood. We’re putting in a mix of luxury condos and affordable housing units, so that everyone who used to live on that block doesn’t get displaced. And we’re working with Cal-Mart to put in a smaller version of their superstore, so the people who don’t want to go to Whole Foods or pay top prices for upscale goods still have some options.”

      “Will you have a EasyStop in there?” Max asked.

      “No,” Keane answered, with a bemused shake of his head. “Why do you think we need a convenience store when we already have two kinds of groceries going in?”

      “Because it’s easier,” Max answered. “Mom hates going to Target when she only needs one thing. Plus, if you give Dadaji back his EasyStop, maybe he’ll stop hating you.”

      Lena winced. “Um, hates a strong work, Max.”

      “Yeah, tell that to Dadaji,” Max answered with a snort.

      Fair enough. Her father still referred to Keane as The Demon Who Took My Store, like that was the name on his birth certificate.

      Keane surprised her yet again, by saying, “You know what, I’m going to give that suggestion some thought. You’re good at this stuff, kid. Chip off the old block.”

      It felt like Lena’s heart was glowing as Max preened under the compliment. Yes…

      She was definitely going to say yes when the thirty days were up on Wednesday, she decided.

      Then she tentatively slipped her hand into his for the first time in front of their son, admitting to herself that “this thing between them” had a name.

      Love.

      

      “So now that you and Lena are bumping uglies, you’re like, ‘Who’s Vihaan?’ I don’t remember him!” a faintly accented voice accused.

      “Vihaan? Why are you calling me from Max’s phone?” Keane asked, getting up from the table where he’d been meeting with the lead architects from the Dorchester Grove project to go over some last minute changes. “I thought it was an emergency.”

      “I’m calling from Max’s phone, because I didn’t have your number, so that I could tell you I wasn’t allowed in past the cubbies, because your best friend, decided to change the parent passcode for the outer door! Why aren’t you here today, anyway? I am in serious need of some back up.”

      “I had to schedule an emergency meeting, which is still going on by the way. So can you just ask the front desk for a new one and get off my kid’s phone?” Keane shot the architects an apologetic look.

      Keane got a bunch of “no problem” waves and murmurs back. Probably because they were getting paid by the fucking hour, while his kid’s uncle gnashed his teeth over a stupid passcode.

      “I did. But the teenager running the front desk informed me that William has decided to change the code every Tuesday, and only those who are picking up can have the code. She said it’s a new safety measure, but you know that’s bullshit. Like, it had to be on Tuesday?”

      Yeah, that was definitely bullshit, though it’d been so long since he heard anyone call Con anything but his old hockey nickname or Coach, that he’d nearly asked who this William guy was and why he thought he had the authority to change the lock policy.

      As it was, Keane sighed and said, “Okay, I’ll talk to him.”

      “When? I got gulab jamus for dessert!”

      “Will it keep? We’re doing this thing over at Lena’s dad’s, tomorrow. You can come.”

      Keane couldn’t see him, but he could hear the squinted eyes in Vihaan’s voice when he asked, “Rajiv Kumar invited you to his house.”

      “You coming or not?” Keane asked, refusing to answer the unspoken question.

      “Oh, I will be there!” Vihaan assured him. “I’ve got to see this. I might bring a doctor, too, just to make sure Mr. Kumar hasn’t had a stroke.”

      Keane hung up without bothering to explain why he was having this special dinner. His serious hockey player days were long behind him, but the same thing that had used to make him tap the Nikolai Rustanov card he kept taped in his helmet three times before every game, kept him from spilling the beans to Vihaan.

      One more day…

      Lena hadn’t said yes to his marriage. Instead she’d said, “I know you want us to just jump into this again, like we did when we were kids. But we’re just now learning to trust each other enough to admit we really liked each other back in the day. Give this a month. Give us a month to make sure we’re really solid. No more secrets. No more mind games. Just one month of being decent to each other and proving we have what it takes to be a real couple. Then, you know, actually ask me, and I promise to say yes.”

      One more month. Much like he’d once asked her for just one kiss to prove he wasn’t full of shit.

      It wasn’t his ideal arrangement, but Keane had taken what he could get. And the month had passed by unexpectedly fast. No fights. Lots of great food and even better sex. And so far, no period yet, even though twenty-nine days had passed since she made her promise.

      All signs we’re pointing to Keane finally getting everything he wanted that summer. And he refused to jinx it.

      But he did keep his promise to Vihaan, about talking to Con the next day. Not just because he had no intention of giving up Indian Tuesdays, but he also wanted him there when he proposed to Lena that night. Plus, he had to talk with him about the process of making all the elite Keane Academy teams open to tryouts from either gender, without a reporting requirement—which would probably be a long conversation with someone as old school as Con.

      It was Con’s day off, so Keane decided to drive over to his house. He lived on a couple of acres outside the city. Not a farm like the one he grew up on, but most of his spare time went to growing corn, tomatoes, and a whole bunch of other crops, that he usually ended up passing on to some local food shelter.

      The point of all this working the land was beyond a city guy like Keane. He needs a woman, Keane thought, not for the first time, as he knocked on the white door of Con’s barn-red 1920’s three-bedroom ranch. When he didn’t receive an answer, he also wondered why Con didn’t take his advice and get a doorbell for this place already.

      No answer, but Keane could hear Con’s workout mix blasting even from here. Same one as high school. Vince Neil was screaming at some girl to kickstart his heart, so that meant he’d be working his lats in the second bedroom he’d converted into a home gym.

      Keane let himself in, using the key Con had given him five years ago when he first bought this place.

      The house was sparkling clean as if Con, like Keane, paid a daily cleaning service. He didn’t. But two tours with the Army had never wore off—yet another reason, he was afraid Con might decide to dig his heels in about making the team gender blind.

      Lucky, it was his fuckin’ name on the academy sign, Keane thought, already preparing his “go fuck yourself” argument as he strode down the hallway.

      Only to stop short, his eyes widening to saucers.

      No, he didn’t find Con in the second bedroom working his lats.

      He found one of his oldest friends in the master bedroom. Working his abductors, core and hip flexors, …

      …with a writhing Vihaan on his elbows and knees underneath, groaning, “Oh fuuck! Oh fuuuuck! Oh—”

      Vihaan froze when he saw Keane standing in the hallway. “Oh fuck!” he said again.

      But this time not nearly for the same reason.
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      “So I don’t suppose there’s any way we could get you to keep this a secret from Lena?” Vihaan asked, his voice full of hope.

      “Hell no,” Keane answered, killing that dream, even as he took a cup of coffee from Vihaan, while sitting in the recliner in Con’s too clean living room.

      He’d never generalize about the gays—Bono made them do a company-wide class about that kind of stuff—but he had to give Vihaan credit Most girls would be locked in the bathroom right now, crying about how embarrassed they were. Vihaan had just scrambled out of bed, grabbed Con’s robe off the bathroom door, then offered to make everybody coffee. “It’s one of those awful K-cup dealies, but I’m sure you already knew that William’s basic.”

      Keane wasn’t sure what was turning the Wisconsin farm boy’s face redder as he pulled up his gym shorts. That his best friend had caught him fucking a dude or that Keane actually accepted Vihaan’s offer of coffee.

      But that gracious shit ended there. “No way, I’m not telling Lena,” Keane informed Vihaan, as the smaller man, took a seat as far away on the couch as he could get from Con. Like that would erase the memory of what Keane caught them doing. “No more secrets. It’s part of the condition.”

      “The condition for what?” Con asked.

      “Nunya…” Keane answered, still too superstitious to tell anyone that Lena would be agreeing to marry him that very night. “But if you’re free later on today around seven, Lena and me are doing this thing at her dad’s house. Vihaan’s coming, and I’m sure the kid would be psyched to find out his uncle’s got a thing going with his coach.”

      “But William and I aren’t dating!” Vihaan protested.

      Keane cut his eyes to Con, who was studying the Boston Hawks mug of coffee Vihaan had made for him awfully hard. “You sure about that?” Keane asked.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” Vihaan replied, his voice just as testy as when he complained about his Vindaloo. “This was just an argument that got out of hand.”

      “You came all the way to West Boonfuck to have an argument with Con,” Keane repeated. “And that argument ended with Con’s dick in your ass?”

      Vihaan glared at him. “You know, I hear you’re wicked rich now. And you went to prep school for goodness sake. You don’t have to be so foul-mouthed.”

      “Maybe not, but I like it,” Keane answered, grinning at them. Then he asked Con, “So that’s your story. You’re sticking to it?”

      Keane watched Con for a bit, waiting for him to respond. Then when he didn’t he set his coffee cup down on a side table Con had made by hand and said, “Okay, it took me a few minutes to catch on to why Con couldn’t stand to be in the same room as you fifteen years after high school but he’s in here fucking you like see in the XVideos with the rainbow flags today. But since neither of you seem to be well-versed in the language of hate fucks, I’m going to explain something to you. A man that’s been claiming to be straight all his life, doesn’t suddenly decide to hate fuck somebody just because he’s pissing him off.”

      “But that’s what happened. Exactly what happened,” he insisted. Vihaan shook his head. Looked at Con. Who was still looking at his coffee cup. Then back to Keane. “What are you trying to say?”

      “That I don’t think I was the only one who was secretly crushing on somebody in high school,” Keane answered Vihaan, while looking pointedly at his friend. His friend who’d never had a real serious girlfriend in his life, not because he was shy, like he kept on insisting when they used to all go out, Keane realized now.

      Vihaan shook his head. “No. I mean, obviously this wasn’t his first time. But today with me wasn’t based on any real attraction. Right, William?”

      They both waited, but Con continued to sit there, saying nothing.

      And Keane just lost it. “Jesus Christ, Con. I know how homophobic hockey teams can be, but we’re not in high school anymore. Safe space or whatever shit they say. If you like him, stop eye-fucking that cup and tell him!”

      “Nanh, I don’t think I like him,” Con mumbled, still not looking up from the cup.

      “See!” Vihaan said, looking at Keane and jabbing his hand palm up in Con’s direction. “I told you—”

      That “I told you so” got cut off, when Con suddenly set aside the coffee cup and turned on the couch to face the adamant Indian man he also used to bully in high school. “I think I love you. I think I’ve been in love with you since high school.”

      Vihaan jerked, then sputtered, then choked out a shocked, “Wait…what?”

      “I don’t know…I don’t know,” Con said, his voice frantic. “In high school, I saw you and all I knew was I wanted to kiss you. And I knew it was wrong, so I started trying to date girls. But even after I did that, I couldn’t stop thinking about you. And I tried, you know, with both girls and guys after the Army, but nothing ever stuck. Then one day you showed up again out of the blue, at my job, and there it was again. This insane desire to kiss you, and you know, do more. A lot more. Tuesdays became my worst nightmare. I couldn’t look at you without springing a woody. But I couldn’t, like, not look at you. And every time I did my heart would start pounding, just like it did in high school.”

      “Like the way it does when the Hawks win and they play ‘More Than a Feeling.’”

      “Yeah!” Con agreed, throwing Keane a grateful look. “I mean, go Stars. But yeah, just like that!”

      Vihaan rubbed at his temple. He appeared to be trying to process all of this. “So that’s why you wouldn’t let me in yesterday?”

      “Yeah…” Con swallowed. “That’s why I wouldn’t let you in.”

      They stared at each other, and Keane got the feeling they weren’t still talking about Con refusing to let Vihaan visit Max.

      A new silence descended. Con waiting with a hopeful expression. Vihaan obviously still processing.

      When long moments passed without Vihaan saying anything, Con said, “I know I’m probably not your usual type. I didn’t go to college, and you already told me I don’t have the right kind of coffee machine. But if you give me a chance. Let me start taking you out and you know, show you all this stuff in my heart I’ve been hiding. Maybe one of these days, I can get you to start loving me back?”

      There were tears in Vihaan’s eyes by the time Con finished, and this time it didn’t take nearly as long for Vihaan to respond. He flew across the couch and knocked Con backward with a passionate kiss.

      “I’ll take that as my cue to leave,” Keane said, standing up.

      Con and Vihaan were too busy trying to suck each other’s faces off to answer.

      “I’ll just let myself out…,” Keane said, sliding to the door. “Oh and hey, Con, we’re going to need to make all the Keane Academy teams co-ed and gender blind, starting in January. Cool? You’re not answering, so I’m going to assume that’s a yes…”

      Con flipped Vihaan underneath him, and Keane had a feeling that robe wasn’t going to be on much longer. “Okay, see you both at 7 sharp tonight ….,” he said backing out of the door with his eyes covered. “Don’t forget the gulab jammies or whatever they’re called.”

      Yeah, there was no way Keane wouldn’t be telling Lena about this. Which was why it seemed like serendipity when his phone lit up with her number, just as he pulled it out to call her when he got back in the car.

      “Baby, you are not going to believe what happened…”

      “Did you get me fired by my job?”

      It took Keane’s brain a moment to switch from telling his story to figuring out Lena’s question. And when he did, his chest iced up.

      The seeds have all been gathered. Permission to plant?

      Oh, fuck….

      Yes. It had been a simple yes, an easily forgotten dick move in a lifetime of pre-emptively assholing to make sure things went his way. “Lena…” he said.

      “No more secrets. That’s what we promised. But you went behind my back. Threatened my colleagues to get me cut from the practice?

      “Who told you that?”

      “Don’t worry most of them were too scared to take my call after they sent me some group email about how the practice had decided to go in a different direction,” she answered, her voice snide. “I won’t tell you which one, since I’m assuming whatever goon you sent into threaten her got to all of them.”

      “Lena, let me explain…”

      “Keane, what is there to explain? Did you or did you not conspire to get me fired from my job so the number one bullet point in our custody agreement would be null and void?” she demanded, her voice cracking there at the end.

      That feeling of hollowness, one he hadn’t felt in weeks returned with the heaviness of a boulder. “Yes,” he admitted, rubbing his temple. “But seriously, what else was I supposed to do? You were so hellbent on going back to California...” Of robbing me of everything again.

      “To going back to my job. To starting a program, I’ve been training for all summer. Did you not register why I came here in the first place?” she asked, her voice a weird mix of anger and tears. “Were my hopes and dream nothing but a pawn to knock off the board in your latest chess game?”

      “I can get you a job at the institute,” he said gruffly.

      Her breath hitched. “The Institute is already fully staffed and not accepting any new applicants. You want to just stuff me down their throat, because you’re they’re biggest donor?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I want in return for the millions I’m going to give them!” he answered, frankly. “And I want you here with me, just like we talked about.”

      “We didn’t talk about anything, Keane. You told me to marry you, and I ignored the many, many red flags you’ve thrown up all summer, because I’m stupid. Always so stupid when it comes to you.”

      She went quiet and he could hear a small hitching sound on the other end of the line. Crying. He made her cry. A third time.

      Just a few more hours. Just a few more hours and she would have been his.

      “Lena…” he said. “Look. We’ll figure this out. As soon as I get home. I love you, and I know you—”

      “You don’t love me. You love controlling me,” she said, before he could finish that sentence. Her voice was watery with tears and disappointment as she said, “If you loved me, you’d give me choices. Real choices.”

      “Yeah, would I?” he asked, a nasty anger rising up inside of him. “And how’d that work out the last time I let you make all the choices. You fuckin ripped my heart out and left!”

      “Yes, because that’s how love works, Keane. You’re allowed to leave to take some space,” she pointed out, her own tone verging on nasty. “And I came back, but you pushed me away!”

      “You don’t think I didn’t see that writing on the wall, when you came by my place that night. You think I didn’t know you wasn’t really there to stay for good? You would have nursed me back to health and left again when Daddy told you it was time to go back to med school. That’s why I didn’t give you any options about going back to California, because baby, I’m sorry but you’re a fucking coward. And if there is an option between just about any fucking thing and me, you will always, always choose anything but the man who loves you!”!”

      He was breathing hard by the time he was finished. But Lena…she didn’t say a word.

      Then the next thing he heard was a double beep, letting him know… no, she didn’t love him back, warts and all, like he loved her. In fact, she’d hung up.
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      The first time she broke up with Keane, Lena kept moving.

      She still remembered how the hot August heat had dragged across her skin as she walked away from Keane to the T station. As if it was trying to keep her from leaving, trying to push her back to the boy she could not let herself continue to have. But she’d kept on moving.

      At home, she packed a whole two weeks’ earlier than required. Then she spent the rest of her time in Boston taking on extra projects for the then underfunded Institute. She kept moving until it was literally time to move.

      In California, she threw herself into her classes. When thoughts of Keane popped up during her first year of medical school, memories of how he’d kissed her and the things he’d done to her body…No, Lena! she’d say to herself. Don’t think of him. He was just a fling. A silly summer romance that should never have happened. She kept on moving and studying and trying not to remember, until that fateful day when she saw his accident on the TV at that sports bar…

      And her whole world had stopped.

      She’d gone to him. Not once. But twice. And the second time he’d rewarded her with a new, way more brutal introduction to who he really was. The bully who’d been buried for the summer now had free rein. And the tears he made her cry had strangely put her train back on the right track.

      She’d started moving again. She’d married Rohan. Birthed Max. Moving, moving, moving. Never stopping. Only responding to the things life threw at her. Max’s struggle with gender identity…her divorce from Rohan…Keane. Again.

      And for a while, nearly a whole glorious month, it had felt like her train was finally going to make it. To that happy ending right over the horizon. But then he’d done it again.

      Lena’s heart spasmed at the memory of how the co-therapist who had answered her call had wept. She was one of the best therapists Lena had ever known, a gentle soul, who had never hurt anyone and spent much of her spare time advocating for and setting up mindfulness programs for schools across SoCal. Yet, whoever Keane had sent to blackmail her, had reduced her to tears.

      “He dug up one of my ugliest secrets. The reason I became a child therapist,” she’d confessed to Lena, in a hushed whisper, on the phone. “I’ve spent my whole life trying to atone for it, but he said he’d make sure everyone knew and even report it to the media if I didn’t vote to kick you out of the practice. I’m pretty sure he got to all the other therapists, too. I don’t know who has it in for you, Lena, but you need to watch out…”

      Need was the wrong word, Lena thought dully, as Keane raged on about how she was the coward and he was somehow right to have gotten her shut out of her own practice.

      Needed. She had needed to watch out. She should never have agreed to play Keane’s game in the first place. It was just like the one he’d played on her when she visited him in Beacon Hill. Already set up before she walked through the door, and rigged so that she had no chance of winning.

      She’d realized that, and she’d hung up.

      And as soon as her last hope of working this out with Keane evaporated, whatever drive had kept her train moving all these years completely disappeared.

      She interrupted Max’s practice at the hockey center and pulled him aside to do something she’d never done before with him. Have an age-appropriate conversation with her son about her own feelings and what she was going through.

      “Your father and I have broken up. Also, I lost my job, which means we can no longer afford to live in L.A.,” she confessed to him, her heart heavy with emotions she could hardly define. “I’m…confused and really sad. And I need to move in with Grandpa for a little while to figure out the next steps.”

      Then she gave him a choice that almost broke her to give it, but she had to be fair to her child “You can stay with Keane, or you can come to Grandpa’s with me.”

      “I want to stay with Keane,” Max had answered after a few thoughtful beats. “But why can’t you stay, too? Maybe you two can make up.”

      Three days later, she couldn’t remember how she answered Max.

      All she recalled was her train getting slower and slower, as she climbed out of the Uber alone and walked into her father’s house with a bag packed for one. Her legs became heavier as she climbed up the steps and trudged back into her childhood bedroom, then fell like a stone onto her bed.

      Things had happened after that. There had been a lot of “Lena, Lena, why are you not getting up?” from her father the first couple of days.

      Food had started appearing when she didn’t respond. Takeout at first. Then daals and other favorite dishes she’d loved as a child.

      She’d taken a few bites, but they tasted like dirt. The whole world tasted like dirt. She’d let herself fall for Keane again, only to learn she was the same irredeemable asshole he’d always been. And her heart felt irrevocably broken.

      “What kind of mother are you?” her father demanded, switching tacts the third day. “Your child needs you, and how about your job back in California, hmm? How about this proposal you have been working on all summer? Should you not be preparing to go home and deliver that?”

      She refused to come out of the covers she’d buried herself beneath, but answered, “Keane got me fired from my job to make me stay in Boston. Because basically, I fell in love with a controlling asshole who was never going to let me live my dream if it interfered with anything he wanted.”

      Admitting that out loud tore at her heart. Back when she’d gone back to school after having Max, she’d been sure becoming a therapist was her true calling. But her every instinct this summer had been wrong. She’d never felt like more of a fraud.

      Silence. Then: “Well, I am not surprised about this turn of events. He is a demon. I told you that.”

      “Yes. Yes, you did,” she answered from underneath the covers, her heart, mind, and body a dull stone that could no longer move. “And you were totally right, Dad. I was stupid for falling for him the first time. Even more for doing it again.”

      “Oh, Lena…”

      Her father, as far as she knew hadn’t touched a beer since that day they’d dragged him out of the store, but his voice broke again. Like she’d kicked him in the chest instead of agreeing with him. And the next sound she heard was his footsteps as he rushed out of the room.

      More time went by. Suns rose and set, and she couldn’t bring herself to care about either.

      There were texts from Vihaan that she didn’t answer. She blocked Keane’s number all together.

      Her father gave her a report on Max. Something about camp being over and deciding to stay with Keane for a while longer, since she was so sad.

      She tried to care. Tried to be the fierce mama bear, she swore to become after Rohan hit Max for showing up at his holiday party dressed like a boy. But she knew Max was in good hands with Keane. Even if she herself wasn’t. “Tell him, thank you,” she told her father. “Thank him for giving me some time.”

      The next day, she opened her laptop, and did something she hadn’t done since she and Rohan came to the sensible conclusion that Max should be raised like they had been. Education-focused and without a TV. But there it was, still waiting for her. Her old Netflix account.

      She spent the next few days eating leftovers and watching teenagers who were even more stupid than she’d been over Keane, falling in and out of love with vampires and werewolves. One even fell in love with some weird kind of spirit that could hop in an out of bodies. None of these romances ended well. Even the ones that could be called a happy ending, left a trail of dead bodies in the wake.

      Nothing made her feel better. Not her father’s daal. Not trashy Netflix offerings filled with stupid teenagers. Not sleeping as long as she wanted without having to attend to Max. Nothing.

      But by the fifth day of her moping her father became fed up.

      “Hey!” she said when he woke her up way too early one morning, by yanking all the top covers off her bed.

      “We are Asian and we are crazy, but we are not rich, Lena. Therefore, I cannot allow you to roll around in this filthy depression like people with much more money than us do. Now take a shower while I clean this room. And afterward you will come with me. I need your help to evaluate a business property I have recently purchased.”

      “Wait, you bought another convenience store? But dad, what about your retirement?”

      “We can talk more on this subject when you no longer smell like a goat farm,” he answered, making a shooing motion toward the bedroom’s door. “Go, go. I refuse to talk to you anymore until you do as I say.”

      So apparently, she’d come one really depressing full circle, she thought as she stepped under the spray of her mandated shower. Here she was, living under her father’s roof again, her last name legally changed back to Kumar, no longer feeling sorry for herself, because her father refused to indulge self-pity.

      The shower was really refreshing, though, she had to admit. And lest she thought about falling back into her depression, when she returned to her room, she found her jeans and favorite Mount Holyoke t-shirt sitting where her laptop used to be on top of a stripped-down bed. No bra and panties—there were lines even her strict Indian father wouldn’t cross—but still.

      Maybe because of the shower, Lena found herself with just enough energy to make getting dressed happen.

      “Tea?” her father asked when she came downstairs to find him sipping a cup of English Breakfast at their kitchen table.

      “Where’s my laptop?” she asked.

      “You may have it back after we return from viewing my new property.”

      Lena went along with her father but frowned when she saw they were driving into one of the unincorporated neighborhoods bordering Dorchester.

      “Come on, let’s get out. I will show you that property now.”

      “What is this?” she asked when they climbed out of the car to look up at a mid-sized brick office building with a faded sign, advertising it as the Farrington Business Park.

      “Is this the building you’re planning to buy?”

      “Yes, it is,” her father said, coming to stand beside her.

      “But this place is too large for a convenience store,” she pointed out.

      “Oh yes, it most certainly is,” her father agreed with a nod. “I would put my new convenience store there in the corner and you would use the rest.”

      “Use the rest?” she repeated. “Use the rest for what?”

      “Whatever you want, beti,” he answered.

      She turned to her father, not understanding. “What do you mean whatever I want?”

      “You know, I, too, once spent too much time in bed. Weeks. Close to a month. My depression was even worse than when I had to give up my store,” he said, instead of answering her question. “I drank no beer, but my sadness was very, very bad. I could not eat. I could not sleep. And I did not know how to get out of it, until suddenly I did.”

      “What did you do?” she asked, finding it hard to believe her hard-working father ever went through a dark period like that.

      “I took a shower, shaved my unfortunate beard, and ate breakfast at the diner your mother and I used to study at. And then I went and got you from foster care and took you home.”

      The last part threw Lena for a loop. “I was in foster care? But I thought…”

      “I know what you thought.” He looked down at the ground, a guilty shadow crossing over his face. “That I sacrificed my medical career after your mother died. But the truth is, your mother and me…we were a pairing that never should have happened. We were study partners for a class where I needed to be smarter and she needed to put in more hard work. As a team we worked well together, and in truth I found her very attractive, very funny. It was easy to fall into what I thought would be a fling. She was not from my culture at all and our differences led to many, many arguments. She broke up with me often, and I think we would both feel relieved, but somehow, we always ended up coming back together. And when she fell pregnant, I did not know what to do…”

      Dad shot her a guilty look. “I did not think I could bring her home to the family who was paying for my expensive schooling and say, this is my black American wife and baby. So I did what only a coward would do. I left. And she died in hospital. Alone, with no one by her side…”

      He shook his head, his face twisting in pain as if all this happened yesterday and not over three decades ago. “When the hospital called me, I refused to come. I told them to give you to another family and send me the papers. I would sign over my rights. And I went back to school as if your mother, as if you, never happened. But then a social worker came to my apartment with papers a few weeks later. There was another family. A black family who wished to adopt you. Good, I thought. This will erase it. This will make it right. But when I tried to sign the papers, I found I could not. I sent the social worker away and took to my bed. I did not go to school. I did not work. I just lay there, thinking of you…and your mother. I loved her. But I failed her. I failed you. Because I was a coward. I will never forgive myself for that, Lena. Or for abandoning you.”

      I’m sorry but you’re a fucking coward. And if there is an option between just about any fucking thing and me, you will always, always choose anything but the man who loves you!”

      The memory of Keane’s words kicked her in the stomach. But Lena shoved it down and forced herself back to the present, to the father standing in front of her. “Dad, I understand how hard that must have been for you. Especially for someone who grew up with your culture and background. I forgive you, and you should forgive yourself, too.”

      Her father sniffed. Looked at the building, then back at her. “That demon was right about you,” he said. “He was the only one who had ever guessed.”

      “Guessed what?” she asked, having no idea what Keane had to do with her father’s confession.

      “Can you believe he came by the house the day before you broke up with him again? This time with blueprints. He asked me again for my permission to marry you, even after everything he had done. He told me a speech about how you were always talking about everything I sacrificed for you, but he said he knew the truth. He said he understood why I did what I did, because when it came to you against anything, it was a no brainer. You were the best choice either of us have ever made. He told me that. Something I had never even told myself. And I asked him, what about Max, thinking he must not know about his being a girl if he were here at my door once again asking for your hand. And the demon said, ‘Max is a no brainer, too. I don’t care if he used to be a girl. I want both of them in my life, and if that means getting you on board, then I tell you what, old man, I’ll give you a spot in my new development to sign off.’ Then he showed me on a new blueprint where he had made a space for a shop. Just for me.”

      “He tried to buy you, too?” Lena asked, shaking her head. It hurt. It hurt too much to hear this. To know Keane was working her father, even as he blackmailed her co-workers.

      “Yes, Lena, he tried to buy me,” her father confirmed. “You and I both know this is what your demon does. How he operates, so to speak.” Her father shrugged. “Anyway, I gave him my blessing for his marriage proposal.”

      “You did what?” Lena asked, barely able to believe her ears.

      “However, I answered no to this offer of giving me a new store on that same corner,” her father continued on as if she had said nothing. “And that is why we are now standing here in front of this building.”

      He waved a hand up at the building, and Lena shook her head, still not understanding. “Why are you telling me this? What does my mom, foster care, or Keane, have anything to do with you buying this building? And why did you say yes to Keane’s marriage proposal after he tricked you out of your store?”

      Her father sighed, his shoulders slumping just like hers did when she was disappointed. “You are a very smart girl, Lena. Like me, a really hard worker. But unfortunately, you are also not smart like your mother. She followed her own heart, even when it pointed her at a skinny Punjabi boy, who was too cowardly and ignorant to understand, no other woman would ever do what she did to his heart. She decided to keep you even though it would derail her medical career. This businessman of yours, he is exactly like your mother. Inappropriate. Not the kind of person your father expected you to bring home. Yet, you could not help but be drawn to him again and again. I think I would have felt the same way had your mother lived. But he is much more powerful than your mother. He knows you are like me, a coward when it comes to love, and so he is willing to do anything to keep you. Anything. He can be a demon or a Gandharva. It is your choice. Just like this building. For he will not change.”

      “What do you mean my choice?” she asked, her heart spasming painfully. “I didn’t ask you to buy this building. I didn’t ask him to get me fired from my job!”

      “Yet, the choice is still yours,” her father pointed out, nodding toward the building. “So my daughter, what will it be?”
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      Prom Night, High School

      

      Keane started out at Boston Glenn as the new bully, but by spring of their senior year he was king of the school literally—or at least he would be crowned the king tonight, Lena had no doubt.

      His current GOM--girlfriend of the month, as Lena started calling them after his fifth break-up right before their junior winter break—was Cordelia Roe. This being Boston Glenn, every school year ended with a supposedly secret but always widely broadcasted ranked list of the prettiest and richest girls at the school. Cordelia’s name could always be found near or in the case of their junior year, at the very top.

      And this being their senior year, she refused to settle for simply reigning over the school as Boston Glenn’s Queen Bee. She’d been campaigning for the Prom Queen tiara big time, which meant her hot hockey player boyfriend would for sure get kinged right along beside her.

      “Please come to prom with me, I’m begging you,” Vihaan pleaded as Lena helped him get dressed on prom night. “My big debut won’t be the same without you.”

      No, it wouldn’t. Tonight Vihaan would be doing something four years and one secret boyfriend in the making, officially coming out. It killed Lena that she couldn’t support her best friend and the guy he’d met last summer at Tuft’s summer program for high school seniors. But… “I promised Dad I’d relieve him early tomorrow morning. And he’s always exhausted after his Saturday shifts.”

      Vihaan, proving just how quick immigrant kids can adopt American teenage attitudes, rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes, yes. Our parents are always exhausted. There is nothing to be done about this.”

      Lena winced. “But you see, there is. I could keep my promise and work…”

      “…during a once-in-a-lifetime event that you will never have the chance to relive.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s okay. Now, if you were burning Boston Glenn to the ground tonight, I’d be like, ‘Forget you, Dad and show up in a party dress.’”

      “With matches!”

      They cackled together. Boston Glenn had been their ticket to a big league education. Lena doubted Vihaan would have gotten into Tufts or she into Mount Holyoke, her mother’s alma mater, without the world-class education the prestigious school had afforded them. But by the end of four years, saying anything nice about their ridiculously snooty prep school felt a little like a reformed criminal saying jail had made them a better person. Sure they were better, but hell was still hell.

      Which was why she was so proud of Vihaan for deciding to stand up to all the Richie Riches and live his truth, as opposed to pretending to date her.

      “Seriously, come with us,” Vihaan said, taking her hands.

      “I don’t have a dress, and I’d only be a third wheel,” Lena answered.

      “We can stop by goodwill and get you a dress. Like Pretty in Pink or whatever.”

      He frowned when Lena started shaking her head before he was even done with the suggestion.

      “Is this because you don’t want to watch your boyfriend get crowned prom king?”

      Now it was her turn to roll her eyes. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “What do you call giving him money for two years straight?”

      “A really polite extortion agreement,” Lena answered honestly.

      Vihaan huffed like she was honest-to-God keeping a secret from him. “Yes, yes, yes, he’s not your boyfriend. You only give him money every school day and stare at him whenever he is not looking.”

      Lena took her hands back, no longer feeling the friendship moment. In fact…. “I’m starting to regret paying your protection money these last two years. I really should have let him escalate and assault you in the showers.”

      “Still a top five wank bank fantasy,” Vihaan admitted. “But do not tell Jonah.”

      Lena threatened to do just that. But when Jonah arrived at her house—Vihaan wasn’t quite ready to tell his mother and brother about being gay yet—all she said to the boyfriend who had inspired her best friend to give up his beard was congratulations.

      She was so, so happy for them. But as she waved after the limo Jonah had rented, a rare moment of self-pity came over her.

      Not because she wasn’t going to the prom. She could care less about that school dance. But because she’d spent so much time nursing her stupendously stupid crush on Keane.

      He had never outright acknowledged the envelopes. Or even said a word to her. But he chin-nodded whenever they passed in the hall. And at least once a month she’d felt something like a burn on the side of her face and looked up to catch him watching her.

      Such little moments. Tiny, infinitesimal moments. But they’d been enough to make her think about him constantly. To daydream about him also being into her instead of trying to hook up with someone actually in her league.

      Not that she would have had time, she reminded herself. She wasn’t naturally smart like Vihaan.

      “You do not have a natural talent in most of these arenas,” her dad had once admitted when she’d lamented ever being able to get a high score on her S.A.T’s. “But you are hard work smart. Like your future husband Rohan, you must study harder than everyone else to achieve the same results. But what makes you two such a good match is that you are willing to do so.”

      Maybe her stupendously stupid crush on Keane had been a good thing, Lena decided as she turned back toward her house. It would never be requited, and it had allowed her all the time she needed to work hard.

      Logically, she should be thanking her lucky stars for the heart that had zeroed in on the one guy she could never have.

      So why did she feel so lonely as she walked back into the house all by herself on prom night?

      

      That Summer, Eleven Years Ago

      “Wait, wait, wait. So you’re trying to tell me Band Nerd not only came to your house, but went to prom without you?” Keane asked as they slow danced at a Cambridge based bar where they’d both just learned to salsa. He did not like her answer to his question about why she hadn’t shown up at prom.

      She laughed and pretended that him being there with a date had nothing to do with it.

      Fun, she reminded herself. This unexpected summer romance was only supposed to be about fun.

      But then the slow song faded, and a Spanish Language version of “Pretty in Pink” took its place.

      “See, even the DJ thinks that’s fucked up,” Keane said.

      And he continued to hold her close, simply swaying to the ultimate prom song, even though… “We should start dancing again. Practice the moves we learned in class.”

      “Give me a minute, bad girl,” he answered. “I’m imagining I took you to prom instead of whatever her name was.”

      “Cordelia,” she whispered into his shoulder. “Cordelia Roe.”

      “Yeah, whatever, it should have been you,” he said, resting the side of his face on top of her head. “One day, I’m going to send a limo for you, baby. Make it up to you.”

      

      Eleven years later…

      

      “Mom! Mom!” Max called, bursting into his grandfather’s house without warning, just as her father was getting ready to put together something for dinner. “Come look outside!”

      “Max, what are you doing here?” she asked, getting up from the kitchen table where she was putting together a business plan to start a non-profit of her own. A non-profit just like the Institute for Better Boys, but centered on girls instead.

      She’d been looking forward to going over all the details with her father, but now Max was here. Even though, she thought he was supposed to be going to some Stanley Cup tenth Anniversary commemoration thing tonight with his father. Did she get the date’s mixed up?

      No…Max was dressed in a suit, nicer than anything she would have bought him. And Vihaan and Con stood with him in the front foyer, also in suits. And holding hands.

      She startled at the sight, even though Vihaan had already texted her all about his new relationship. From a therapist’s POV, it made sense that Con might have been covering up some of his own homosexual feelings by bullying Vihaan those first two years at Boston Glenn. But it was going to take her a while to wrap her head around the former Stick not only coming out, but also Vihaan committing to a relationship with him less than three months after insisting he’d never date a hockey player in the front seat of his car.

      Also, why was Vihaan, carrying a dress bag?

      “What are you all doing here?” she asked.

      “Come outside!” Max said, grabbing her by the hand and tugging her outside. “Look what Pop got you!”

      A limo…a huge stretch limo sat idling in front of the house.

      One day, I’m going to send a limo for you, baby. Make it up to you.

      Lena’s heart swelled, the memory of that promise resonating in her chest.

      “Mom?” Max asked beside her. “Are you coming?”

      “He got you a dress, too,” stepping out onto the porch with Con.

      She couldn’t answer.

      This was why she hated him. This was why she loved him. He was a Masshole who would do anything to win. But he always made it up to her.

      She placed a hand on her stomach. Her pregnant stomach, as was confirmed a few days when she returned from her father’s new property and decided to stop binge watching teen dramas and get her adult life together.

      Her dad had also come out to the porch now. And it felt like everyone, including the baby Keane had given her, was waiting for her answer.

      Would she take Keane back? Accept his marriage proposal, like he wasn’t a walking red flag?

      She took a deep breath and gave them and herself the final answer to those questions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Keane’s heart sank when Max showed up at the tenth anniversary Stanley Cup celebration and fundraiser with his Uncle Vihaan and Con, instead of his mother. He’d hoped sending a limo and dress along with a ticket to the celebration would draw Lena out of the house. But no, only his son came walking across the ballroom, with his Uncle Vihaan on one side and on the other, Con, the man Max had started calling Uncle Coach after he found out they were dating.

      “Hey, Pop,” Max said, once again giving into his California impulse to give him a hug instead of a nod, like Con and Vihaan.

      “Hey, son,” he answered, doing his best to cover up how disappointed he was that Lena wasn’t with him.

      Apparently, it didn’t work. Proving he’d inherited at least a little bit of his mom’s empathy, Max said, “Sorry, Mom said the dress you sent over was really pretty, but she didn’t get in the limo.”

      “We all tried to convince her to come with us,” Vihaan said, apologetically. “But she decided to be stubborn.”

      Yeah, Lena was turning out to be even more stubborn than he thought she was after Daytona Beach. She hadn’t taken any of his calls, and he was pretty sure she’d blocked his number. And even though her father had texted Max that she was out of bed and eager to see him a few days ago, she still hadn’t returned one of his texts.

      Max, Vihaan, and Con took their seats at a table meant for six, leaving just one seat open beside Bono and his girlfriend. Keane stared at that empty chair, still trying to reconcile Lena’s absence. The limo hadn’t worked. She wasn’t coming back to him this time.

      She just wasn’t.

      It felt like something in Keane’s chest was cracking. The heart he’d refused to let shatter when she walked away like Marianne from “More Than a Feeling” eleven years ago. This was asshole or get assholed had gotten him. Not a win. But a loss, from which he didn’t think he was going to be able to recover.

      Lena wasn’t his mother. His fucking family wasn’t a hockey game.

      And no…he was no longer that boy from Southie. The one who’d fallen so hard for her.

      But right now, he realized, that was whom he needed to be if he wanted to fix this. Not win this, but fix it.

      “Remember what you said the other day. About me stepping down as CEO?” he asked, leaning over to Bono, who’d save for one trip to the restroom, had pretty much been on his Samsung texting since he sat down.

      But now, Bono visibly jolted and put away his phone. “Are you serious? You’re thinking about taking on another job? Where?”

      “Not, another job. Another state,” Keane answered. “It looks like I’m going to be moving to California.”

      “What?” Bono whispered; shock written clear across his face.

      Whatever it took. Deep down in his heart, he knew Lena was pregnant, so he’d make the move. Even if it meant living apart from Max and the baby until she trusted him enough to give him another chance. If she ever trusted him enough to give him another chance.

      “You heard me,” he answered his brother, just as the Master of Ceremonies dinged for quiet.

      “Before we get started with the official ceremony, we have a special presentation, regarding our Stanley Cup MVP, Desmond Keane.”

      Keane scrunched his face at the rare sound of his full name, even as applause broke out across the ballroom. “What the hell’s going on?” he asked Bono. “I thought all the MVP shit wasn’t until the end.”

      Bono just grinned. Then wolf-whistled, like the MC had just announced U2 would be performing. Con was clapping hard, too. And Max and Vihaan had come all the way out of their seats. Keane frowned. Was U2 performing or something?

      No…

      Keane rose to his own feet when someone way better than that Irish band walked out on stage. It was Lena, her hair down, wearing the designer dress Keane had sent around along with a ticket for the event. The dress sparkled. But not nearly as bright as her eyes as she came to the front of the stage with her own handheld microphone.

      “Hi, I’m not used to doing things like this. Especially in public. So you guys are going to have to bear with me,” she said to the crowd, her voice shaking with nerves. Then she found Keane in the audience, and said, “Sorry, honey. I’m not as good at this as you.”

      Keane could only stand there, his body vibrating as he waited to hear what she would say next. The words, when they came, stopped his heart.

      “I love you. I never said that to you. Not directly. Because it scared me how much I love you, warts and all,” she told him on one big rush of breath. “But over the last few days, I’ve come to realize, that’s how I’ve always loved you, how I continue to love you. Unconditionally, warts and all. No matter what. I can’t run from that. I can’t hide from that. At least there’s nowhere you won’t find me. That within itself is a miracle most people only hope to find within their lifetime. And even more miraculously, you love me back. You’ve never said it either, but I know you do. Because you kept on believing in us even when I didn’t. When I couldn’t.”

      She squeezed the microphone with both her hands, like she was summoning up courage to say the next thing. “And Keane, no matter what you’ve done, that makes you more than I ever thought I deserved. And you’re right. I’ve never chosen you. So I’m standing up here now, in this very, very public arena, to say I choose you. Over California. Over anyone else. I choose you.”

      So this was what it felt like to have your heart explode and still remain standing. No, not just standing, moving.

      Keane pushed through the crowd of tables towards the stage, like his own love was the puck and Lena was the goal.

      “Keane,” she said as he bum-rushed the stage. “Will you marry me? Will you agree to be my hus—”

      She didn’t get a chance to finish her reverse proposal, because he leaped up onto stage, like that accident and the last ten years never happened. “You bet I fucking will!” he answered before she could finish asking if he would marry her.

      And as if cued by his heart (or as he would later find out, a few twenties slipped to the sound guy by Bono during that supposed trip to the bathroom), “More Than a Feeling” began playing overhead as they sealed that you bet with one hell of a kiss.

      She’d put him through so much, and you know what, it didn’t even matter. She was his now. His forever. From that moment on, Lena’s ruthless ex, would become the man who would love and cherish her.

      And never fucking ever let her go.
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      “Hey, Naima.”

      I freeze, inside the empty rectangle of my doorless kitchen, a spike of fear replacing my early morning yawn.

      There is a man sitting at my kitchen table. A total stranger I’ve never seen before. And, even scarier than that….

      A gun rested on the otherwise empty kitchen table in front of him. Lethal and almost as menacing as the stranger’s non-smiling face.

      And to think just a few moments ago, I’d been wondering if even a large cup of coffee would be enough to get me alert and out the door this morning.

      I’m wide awake now, no coffee needed.

      “Sit down, Naima,” the stranger says. He has a thick Jersey accent, but his voice lacks any emotion whatsoever. Neither do his cold black eyes. The single kitchen light I always leave on reflects off his completely shaven head. But other than that, he’s all shadow. And though he hasn’t touched the gun on the table, it feels like he’s pointing it straight at me.

      I can only stand there, my body stuck in a rictus of previously unknown terror. What does he want? Why is he here?

      The midnight black suit he’s wearing looks like it was specifically tailored to fit over his huge, hulking body. It has to have cost more than the entire monthly rent on this townhouse, which I used to share with my blind parents before they moved to the Dominican Republic to retire way more cheaply than they would have been able to here in New York. He’s dressed for business, but I’m a social worker, living paycheck to paycheck. I can barely afford rent now that I’m handling it alone, much less a suit anywhere close to the quality of the one he’s wearing. If he came here to rob me, he’s incredibly stupid.

      And this stranger doesn’t strike me as stupid.

      “Sit down,” he says again. “We can do this the easy way or the dead way.”

      Both my body and mind scream in protest as I fight my primal flight instinct to do what he says. But this stranger doesn’t strike me as stupid…or flippant. He said he’d kill me if I don’t sit down, and I believe him. Eyeing him warily, I take a seat in the chair furthest away from him at the table.

      The stranger is technically handsome with tanned skin I’m almost sure isn’t due to the summer sun but genetics. He has ebony eyes, and what I’m guessing would be black hair to match, if he hadn’t shaven his head bald. His coloring and Jersey accent put me in mind of my best friend Amber’s ex-husband, Luca.

      The ex-husband who now heads the Ferraro Crime Family.

      My heart ices over with a new layer of fear. Is this stranger related to my best friend’s crime boss ex-husband? He pronounced my name perfectly, which is unusual for a first meet. Usually people call me Nay-ma, Nay-ima, Nah-ima, Nancy—pretty much anything but the Nigh-eema, my parents intended when they named me after the social worker who helped them when they decided to start a family after losing their eyesight to early onset macular degeneration.

      The fact that this guy knows how to say my name further convinces me that though Luca Ferraro isn’t currently in the room, he’s somehow behind this visit.

      “What do you want?” I was going for a demanding tone, but the words come out a shaky question. Proving I’m not nearly as brave as Amber would have been if this happened to her. Unlike me, she doesn’t take ish from anybody—or use substitute words for shit. She even fought off a gun man last year when he tried to come after one of her clients.

      But I can barely talk to the scary dude on the other side of the table, and I’m not at all confident I won’t pee my pants if he actually picks up that gun. For the first time, I wish I had actually finished those self-defense classes Amber encouraged me to take. At least then, I wouldn’t feel so weak right now, so totally at this stranger’s mercy.

      “What do I want?” he repeats with a cold smile. “Just a little bit of conversation.”

      His words might have reassured me if his smile got anywhere near his eyes. Or if he didn’t raise one large, beefy hand and place it on the gun, before adding, “About your bestie, Amber.”

      “No. No, no way!” I answer immediately. “You might as well kill me, because I’m not telling you anything!”

      “Alright then,” he answers, just as immediately. “Have it your way.”

      He raises the gun.

      “No, don’t—” I say, suddenly not feeling so brave.

      But he squeezes the trigger anyway and the gun goes off with a loud BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!

      

      I sit up in bed, breathing hard as my alarm clock blares on my nightstand. Oh God…oh God, I’m dead!

      It takes several seconds before the truth sinks in…that I’ve just woken up from a dream…a traumatic memory, of something that had happened nearly a year ago. And not at all exact. I hadn’t been brave that day. With a gun in the room, I’d done exactly as Stone said. Answered all of his questions, and even called Amber, so that she could walk straight into Luca Ferrarro’s perfectly laid trap.

      I’d been so naïve back then. Kept thinking that the more I co-operated the more chance Amber and I would have of getting out of this alive. But a year later, shame washes over me, remembering how easily I’d rolled over for the granite-face stranger, who turned out to be Stone Ferraro, Luca’s cousin and the Ferraro family’s most ruthless enforcer.

      I’m always encouraging self-compassion to my vision-impaired clients. Be gentle with yourself, I tell them. Don’t get too hung up on all your mistakes. Learn from them and let them—blah, blah, blah. As I climb out of bed this morning even more tired than when I went to sleep, I’ve got to admit, it’s hard as heck to practice what I preach.

      The spray of water, scrubbing my skin especially hard with Dove Extra Moisturizing body wash isn’t nearly enough to make me feel clean, though. And I feel even more frustrated with myself when I climb out of the shower.

      When will I stop having that nightmare? I wonder, as I push aside all my usual business casual to get to a black dress at the far end of the rack. Or get over what’s happened since waking up to find Stone at my kitchen table a year ago?

      I blame it on the day as I pull on the black dress I bought when my parents’ original landlord died. That had been just three months, before I inadvertently pushed my then law school student best friend straight into the arms of a boy I thought was a fellow law student, and rich, generous, and outrageously handsome to boot.

      “You’re so lucky,” I remember telling Amber, and I’d secretly wished I was beautiful like her. Beautiful enough to land a guy like that. I was a few years older than her. And I’d thought I was the wise one in our friendship back then. Ha. Stupid—that was all I’d been before Stone showed up at my kitchen table. Stupid and naïve.

      Amber and I had made plans before that moment. She was pregnant—I’d thought by some anonymous sperm donor. We’d decided to raise her baby together, create a new family in the townhouse I could barely afford on my own. It was the perfect solution for my own boring and stale life…a dream come true.

      Until Stone showed up and it all fell apart.

      Memories of Amber and Luca’s rekindled romance mix with ones of my unexpected romance with Stone’s identical twin, Rock. He was supposed to make up for losing Amber and the baby to the ex-husband who turned out to be its real father. He almost did.

      Until that, too, fell apart.

      Stone had hated me, and I guess, what they say about twins are true. Eventually Rock decided to dump me on his brother’s advice. Then he died the very next day, without telling anyone that we were no longer a thing.

      I zip up the dress I haven’t worn in several years and look at myself in the mirror on the back of my door. I was born in this house, a house without any full-length mirrors, and I can still remember how guilty I’d felt when I’d gone down to Target when I was fifteen to buy this one with my birthday money. Like it was a betrayal of my parents to add something only a sighted person would need to our domicile. Even now, with both my parents and the prospect of living with Amber long gone, it remains the only item specifically made for sighted people in the house.

      However, it doesn’t show me what I want. Thanks to the thirty pounds I put on, as if trying to commemorate my crossover into my thirties, the dress is now way too tight, verging on lewd. I’ll have to grab a cardigan to button over it, so that people don’t think I’m trying to flash them at my dead ex-boyfriend’s funeral. My dark curls also aren’t playing along with my somber look. I was supposed to get a long-needed trim last week after my annual physical.

      But the doctor’s news at that appointment had so stunned me that I never made it in. Now, here I am with flyaway curls and a split-ends problem that makes me wish my kinky haired Haitian mother and Dominican father had never met in that support group. My curls are the kind of frizzy, dry mess that would take at least an hour with a flat iron to fix.

      But Rock’s funeral is in less than that. Sighing, I return to the town house’s bathroom to consult with the patron saint of bad hair days. St. Scünchi No Slip Grip headband goes over my hair, pulling the huge mess into a puff. I rub in a cheap CC cream that evens out my smoky brown complexion, brush on some mascara, grab the cardigan and try again with the mirror.

      A little better, I decide, but not putting in much effort feels strange, considering I used to spend hours getting ready for my daily mandated dates with Rock. He was my first and maybe last chance at real romance, and I wouldn’t have even dreamed of opening the door to him in anything less than full hair and make-up…all the way up until he dumped me.

      But Rock’s dead now. My okayest will have to do.

      My phone’s ding interrupts my second outfit check.

      It’s a text message from Aunt Mari, with a suggestion for a two-bedroom apartment in Charlotte, along with another admonishment about how I know I could just stay with my cousin Yara and her three kids. She could really use the help, since her husband’s been deployed again and that oldest daughter of hers isn’t no kind of help…

      But I’m out of the helping too much business for good. I decided that after Rock’s death. So, I ignore that invite to serve as my cousin’s nanny and tap on the apartment link. Holy macaroni, is that really the price of a one-bedroom? I’m paying twice that for our place in Jackson Heights—

      No, not our place. My place, I remind myself. Just my place now.

      I’ve got to start remembering that.

      God, I don’t want to go to this funeral. But after typing a quick note thanks to Aunt Mari, I order a Lyft anyway and even pay the extra so that I don’t have to share it.

      The funeral is just as I’d expect it to be. Long and super Catholic. As the priest drones on about tragedy and lives cut short, I remember Rock’s and my first date. He’d told me stories about all the stuff he used to do to keep from falling asleep during Mass. Shouting Amen after every hymn, writing computer code by hand on the back of the offering card, and even shoplifting some smelling salts from the local Walgreens.

      I laughed until tears were coming out of my eyes, and thought, so this is what a spectacular first date feels like.

      But at Rock’s funeral, my eyes remain bone dry. I don’t shed a single tear. There are too many other things to think about, too many worries fretting up my mind.

      “You should have sat up front with us,” Amber says, later when we’re all gathered around the gravesite at a famous Queens cemetery, known as the final resting place for many of the organized crime world’s biggest household names. And now Rock.

      Despite being blind and having her four-month-old baby on her hip, Amber managed to find me in the large crowd of her husband’s and Rock’s Italian family members. I can’t say I’m surprised. Amber’s always been amazing that way, and as I turn to face her and the baby she named Luca Jr, my chest pangs with what might have been if Stone hadn’t shown up at my kitchen table.

      “Hi, Amber,” I say, glad not for the first time, that she can’t see me.

      “Why didn’t you find me as soon as you got here,” she answers, staying on point like she often does. Natural born lawyer. I thought that the first time we met to set up her freshman year dorm room at Hunter’s College. And I continue to think it now as we stand beside Rock’s grave.

      I glance around and end up feeling even more self-conscious. Amber is easily the most beautiful person I know in real life, and the beautiful blue-eyed baby boy sleeping contentedly on her shoulder hasn’t taken away from that sheen. As always, a lot of people are staring at her, which means they’re staring at us.

      She doesn’t know that this happens everywhere she goes. Has been happening ever since I met her. I used to shove the self-conscious feelings down. Used to tell myself it didn’t matter. And then act like I really believed that.

      Today is different, though. Today I mumble, “I’m not part of the family,” and drop my eyes to my feet, so that I don’t have to look at her or anyone else.

      “You’re part of my family,” Amber says. “That’s true no matter what.”

      No matter what. I wish that were true. Wish things were really as simple as she decided they were after she accepted Luca’s second marriage proposal.

      “Nai…” she says with a sigh when I don’t answer. “I know how sensitive you are, that you’re hurting. I am, too. I mean, I was…”

      A sad shadow falls over Amber’s face, reminding me that she has traumatic memories of her own. Way worse than mine. Making me feel like a pile of ish for not wanting to come here at all. For freezing her out and not returning any of her calls over the last couple of days.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t sit next to you,” I say. Then, since I’m apologizing, I decide to tell her. “I know this isn’t the best place, but I wanted to tell you first that I’ve gotten a job in North Carolina. So I’m moving there…ah, next week.”

      Amber didn’t use to be so great about showing emotion. She used to be closed off and a little distant. Even with those she loved.

      But today, standing beside Rock’s grave with her baby, her mouth drops open and she lets out a woof of air. Like I kicked her. “What? Why are you just now telling me this?”

      “I just got the offer.” Not a lie. But not the exact truth either. I only got the offer three days ago, but I applied for the job shortly after that doctor’s appointment.

      “The fact that they made you the offer means that you must have applied for the job. I’m assuming this offer didn’t come out of the blue.”

      Darn, Amber. Of course Amber picks up on that omission. I swear she’s like a bloodhound with the real truth and nothing but the truth. Encouraging her to apply to law school has come back to bite me.

      I squirm under Amber’s interrogation, all the true answers wanting to come out. But I keep them locked behind my clamped lips. I’m not that naïve girl at the table anymore. I know better now. Telling her the truth won’t solve anything. Only make it worse.

      “One of my dad’s sister lives in Charlotte. She doesn’t have any children of her own, and she’s been begging me to move down there ever since my parents left New York. A special position as an advocate for college-age foster youth just came up. And I think…I think it’ll be a perfect fit.”

      Amber’s head jerks back. “So you’re just leaving?”

      I waiver, wanting and wishing like I often do that things had turned out differently. That Stone had never shown up at my kitchen table and that Amber and I had raised her baby together as we planned, without his sperm donor ever finding out.

      But that’s a stupid, selfish wish. Especially now.

      Luckily, the priest saves me from having to answer her hurt question. He calls for our attention, and we all turn to face where he’s standing behind Rock’s now closed casket.

      More sermonizing, then it’s finally time to lower Rock’s body into a ground. A terrible sound rises from the other side of the audience’s semi-circle as soon as the gleaming black and gold casket starts its descent.

      It’s Rock’s mother. Her entire body shakes as she weeps into her hands, and I suspect she would fall to her knees if not for Luca holding her up with a strong arm around her shoulders.

      On the other side of her stands Stone and a much older version of the man in the mugshot on the Wikipedia page for Stanley Ferraro. Stone and Rock’s father, on temporary release from his double lifetime sentence for several counts of pretty much everything a mafioso can be sent to prison for. Stanley had originally been slated to become the Ferraro’s Family’s next head, but that Don title ended up going to Luca’s father when his brother caught a lifetime and then some prison sentence.

      If things had worked out differently, Stone would be the current head of the Ferraro family. But they didn’t and now he’s the one standing by as his father does absolutely nothing to console his grieving wife.

      That might be because he’s in handcuffs chained directly to his waist. But I don’t think so. His expression is a total mirror of his granite-faced son’s. He’s a craggier Stone with a full head of grey hair. Hard, emotionless, and apparently incapable of providing even a measure of comfort to the woman barely standing beside them.

      Looking at the two expressionless men, I try to find a pang of sympathy anywhere in my soul. Try to forgive. Try not to hate Stone, like I’ve hated him since I found him at my kitchen table. But watching him watch his brother get lowered into the ground with the same cold, uncaring expression he wore when he told me to sit down, I can’t. I just can’t.

      I throw my dirt and go. Just go. No stopping to give my condolences to Rock’s mother, who I doubt I could look in the eye anyway.

      The air is less cold on the other side of the cemetery’s entrance. And as I order another Lyft, I breathe heavily, feeling like I’ve narrowly escaped something. Joe, a Latino-looking guy in a black Prius is my savior and he’s on his way. All I have to do is meet him at the curb.

      But then…

      “Hey, Naima.”

      I freeze at the sound of Stone’s voice. It sends shivers down my back now just as it did back then. And I no longer have to worry about catching my breath. It disappears as he comes to stand in front of me, somehow looming larger than Rock ever did, even though they are—were—identical twins.

      He blocks my access to the road. “I don’t know how they do it at your kind of Catholic funerals, but at ours, you usually say something to the mother of the deceased. Especially when the deceased is your dead boyfriend.”

      A thousand defenses come to mind, none of which I dare to say out loud. Not to this man.

      “I’ll send a card,” I lie. Then, as long as I’m racking up the sins, I add, “I have some place to be. An important appointment.”

      A beat, as his eyes flicker up and down my body. Not the way Rock’s did when we first met, but like a man, who couldn’t be more disgusted. “You’re lying,” he says. “But go, run.”

      Again, I could defend myself. Again, I don’t. Instead I happily take the invitation and start to push past him. But before I can get all the way around, he grabs a hold of my arm, his meaty hand vicing around my shoulder. “Hear you’re moving.”

      My heart pounds with fear at his words. Is he tracing my emails and calls, like Luca used to do Amber? If so, how much does he know about the real reason I’m moving—

      “Amber’s all upset about it,” he says, cutting off my panicked thoughts.

      Oh…Amber. A pang of guilt hits me along with another useless wish that things had turned out differently.

      “Dick move, Almonte,” Stone says, as if giving voice to my thoughts. “Better ways to deal with your bullshit crush.”

      “I’m not leaving because of Amber,” I say, my lips tightening.

      Now that’s the truth, but Stone shakes his head at me like he’s caught me telling another bold-faced lie.

      I’m once again struck by the anger that made me knee him in the crotch the last time we talked. And though that wasn’t me, has never been me, I find myself wanting to do it again.

      I hate this, hate the way he makes me feel like someone I’m not. Someone spiteful and fighty. Someone so infuriated, she has to resort to knee punches instead of words.

      “Just let me by, okay?” I say, trying to hang on to the kind and sensitive person I used to be. “I don’t…I don’t want to do this. Not today.”

      Stone’s hand tightens on my shoulder, the direct opposite of what I asked. Ugh! I’m about to lose the battle to stay Nice Naima, but then I see the look on his face and stop.

      Mainly because there actually is a look on his face. Not a cold and neutral expression, but a furrowed brow above eyes that are…well, not soft, but not as hard as they were when they lowered his brother into the ground.

      And just like that, my baseline compassion boots back up.

      “Stone,” I say softly. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry about your brother. I can’t even fathom how hard this must be for you.”

      “Yeah,” he says, the word falling like a pebble between us.

      He looks at me. And I look at him. One thin line of human connection tentatively forming between us.

      Then his lips come crashing down on top of mine.

      I’m shocked. At least I should be, but I’m not given a chance. His kiss is immediately relentless and all-consuming. There’s no chance for my mind to process or wander as it sometimes did when I was making out with Rock. From the moment our mouths touch, Stone plunges and plunders, demanding and then taking every ounce of my attention.

      But I can’t blame the surprise of the kiss for what happened next. How instead of pushing Stone away, I threw my arms around his neck, pulling myself in deeper to his savage kiss. How instead of feeling repulsed by this unexpected assault, my body thrilled with a hum unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. Not caring where I was, who this was. Just wanting more and more.

      Until suddenly Stone pulls away, as abruptly as he attacked me.

      I stumble back a little, not understanding. Not comprehending. How he could so suddenly stop doing something that had felt so good?

      But he does. And even worse, his face has gone expressionless again.

      “I don’t get it,” he says, his words at soft as bullets shooting out a silenced gun. “I still don’t fucking get what Rock ever saw in you.”

      The words slice my heart open, just as the phone I’m still holding vibrates in my hands. I look down at it to see that Joe, my Lyft driver, is here.

      And by the time I look back up, Stone is gone.

      Like he was never even there.

      Okay, then…

      Sometimes you ask God for a sign that you’ve made the right decision. Sometimes he just gives you one whether you asked for it or not.

      This is my freaking sign, I decide right there and then.

      As long suspected I, Naima Almonte, am a freaking mess. I need to get the heck out of New York City. And this…what happened with Stone…how I responded to his kiss…confirms it.

      Bye, New York.

      Hello, Charlotte.

      

      “I just don’t understand why you would move down here if you’re not going to let me move in with you.”

      “Tia…”

      “Okay, okay, at least set you up. Come to church with me tomorrow, mija, there’s a man I want you to meet. He is a little skinny but other than that, perfect for you. His name is Luis!”

      Eight months later, I’m still certain my decision to move to Charlotte was a good one. But I am regretting answering my aunt Mari’s call while rushing around the best I can to get ready for work.

      “Thank you, but no thank you,” I say in Spanish to her latest invitation to join her for church this Sunday.

      “Oh, come on, mami, Luis will not bite. And he needs a nice, responsible girl like you to keep him off these streets. Plus his baby’s mother is blonde and he hates her, so I do not think he will mind your dark skin.”

      Wow.

      I still don’t quite know how to respond to the blatant colorism often spewed by the older relatives on the Dominican side of my family tree. On one hand, respect your elders. My father would flip out if he heard I talked back to his older sister for any reason. On the other hand, if I had to take one more phone call from Aunt Mari about some potential candidate she’d dredged up along with her equally colorist church members, I will scream loud enough for the way less color struck Dominicans in New York to hear it. And don’t even getting me started on how I have to constantly remind her that I don’t just consider myself a dark Latina, but black, thanks to the Haitian mother, she and my other relatives still can’t believe my father lowered himself to marry.

      “Sorry, Tia Mari,” I say instead. Then I switch back to English to tell her, “Hard pass.”

      “You’re right maybe we should wait until you lose the weight,” Aunt Mari says cheerily.

      “Okay, I’ve got to go, Titi.”

      “Wait, we still haven’t talked about me moving in with you!”

      “So sorry, Titi, I’m going to be late for work. Not hanging up on you,” I promise. Then I do just that.

      Only to get hit with another pang of guilt. No matter what kind of new leaf I’ve decided to turn over here, the old Naima, who tries her best to like everyone and wants everyone to like her back is still lurking around. Old Naima would have gone with her Aunt Mari to church to dutifully meet Luis.

      Believe me, I’m grateful for my aunt after she not only found me my current job and showed up with several cousins to help me move into my new apartment in a nice neighborhood near the college where I do most of my outreach work. And I’ll be even more grateful in a few more weeks, for sure. But Geez Louise, I can’t wait until next month when she’ll be way too occupied with helping me out to try to set up on one of her whack church dates.

      As I make my way down to the bus stop, I decide I need to nip this in the bud. Tell her I’m not just reluctant to date in my current circumstances, but off the idea of love and relationships altogether.

      “There’s something wrong with me,” I could tell her truthfully. “Something that can’t be prayed away. Sorry.”

      Unlike on the subway, a man moves out of his seat as soon as I climb on the bus outside my apartment building, which is already stuffed with people headed into downtown Charlotte.

      I sigh as soon as I sit down, taking a moment to catch my breath as I often have to these days after any sort of fast movement.

      I didn’t have the dream last night.

      Again.

      That shouldn’t make me anxious, but it does. Obviously, having a recurring dream about the most traumatic experience of your life for nearly a year straight, hadn’t been any fun. But for some reason, it’s absence feels even more concerning. Mainly because of what had come before that first dreamless night.

      A cemetery kiss that hadn’t disgusted or repelled me, but had turned me on, like no other kiss ever had before.

      I still don’t fucking get what Rock ever saw in you.

      Yeah, me either, Stone, I think, staring out the window at Charlotte’s charming landscapes as the bus ferries me into work.

      

      Charlotte’s social work department is understaffed and underfunded, which I don’t like for my clients, but appreciate for myself. My workday passes by just as quickly as every other has since I finished up my training period. Filled with urgent paperwork, filings, and a ton of delegation for anything that involves next month when I won’t be here.

      Unfortunately, I have a check-in scheduled with one of my most heartbreaking client tonight. A homeless college student, living in her car, now that she’s been kicked out of the foster care system. I feel tired just thinking about meeting with her tonight.

      But good ol’ responsible Naima. Even in my current condition, it doesn’t even occur to me to pass the case on to someone else.

      That afternoon, at exactly 5:45, I step into our meeting room where Cami Marino is already waiting for me. Pacing back and forth in front of the conference table, instead of sitting at it, like most of my clients do.

      “Cami, why don’t you sit down,” I say, steeling my heart against the twenty-year old’s, huge brown eyes.

      She reminds me a little of Amber, because she’s the secret daughter of an Italian father, and also has light brown skin. But other than that, Cami’s nothing like Amber. She’s normal twenty-year-old cute as opposed to arrestingly beautiful. And right now, her eyes are crazed and frightened, as opposed to crackling with determination.

      But she is nearing the same age Amber was when we went from being a social worker and her client to true friends. And I have to remind myself of how well that turned out as I place her case file down on the table.

      “I’m sorry,” she apologizes. “But I can’t sit down. I’ve got to know what’s going on with my sister? Did the other social worker get the proof she needs to get her away from our dad?”

      I regard her with a sympathetic tilt of my head. “Cami, even if the other social worker found something, I couldn’t tell you about it,” I remind her. “That’s not how this works.”

      “I just need to know if she’s alright. I need to make sure he doesn’t do to her what he did to me,” Cami mumbles into her scuffed tennis shoes. Another, not-like-Amber detail. She’s dressed in sweatpants and a thin t-shirt over an ill-fitting bra. Not in a carefully curated outfit, chosen by someone else to be both easy to pick up and put on. And instead of cutting her hair short, Cami’s let her hair grow into a wild, super dry fro, in desperate need of a deep conditioning and a long detangling session.

      Looking at how bad she looks—even for a University of North Carolina student, my heart pangs. Poor grooming is a classic symptom of sexual abuse. On a subconscious level, victims transform themselves to be less appealing, so as not to suffer the so-called attraction they think they might have invited upon themselves.

      Looking at her hunched shoulders, I hate that the system has now pitted me against the girl who came into our office six months ago to report her formerly secret father for sexual abuse, in the hopes of adopting her little sister. Cami feared her sister might be in danger, now that the girl’s mother had died.

      Carlos Marino was a prominent member of the community. And the head of the agency had seemed more concerned with following through with the investigation without anyone else getting wind of it than Cami’s story about having endured a sexual relationship with her father when she was a little girl.

      Now here we were in this meeting room with Cami asking me for answers I wasn’t allowed to give.

      “How are you doing at college?” I ask, trying to steer the conversation back to our check-in. “Are you able to keep up with classes, considering everything.”

      “I’m fine,” she answers, balling her fist. “All that matters is my sister. Can you just maybe nod if she looks okay.”

      “I’ve got a box of supplies for you. Razors, maxi pads, stuff like that,” I say, instead of answering her question. “Right at my desk. It was a little too heavy for me to lift right now, but if you want to come with me—”

      She slams a hand against the table. “Fuck your supplies. I keep on telling you, the only reason I’m here is because of my sister!”

      I can’t tell her the truth. That the case file on her sister reads more like an indictment of Cami. Camille is a very bitter and disturbed girl. She threatened to do something like this if I didn’t give her money…

      Her father’s indictments of his estranged daughter’s motivations took up more space on the report than the short interview the social worker did with her half-sister, Talia.

      But I believe Cami. I believe her story, even if that other social worker doesn’t. And that just makes it worse as my purposefully neutral gaze connects with her angry one.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her truthfully. “I wish, I could tell you more. I wish I could do more.”

      Compassion can be a soul breaker for some of these kids. And Cami starts sobbing on the other side of the table. I heave myself out of my seat and go to her. Wrap my arms around her and try to take on some of the pain radiating off of her in waves.

      Not surprisingly, I feel tired, bordering on weary, when I get out of my Lyft that night. I’d been thinking of making myself dinner and taking a long hot shower when I first left work. But over the course of my Lyft ride, that plan has morphed into a microwave Amy’s Dinner and falling face down into my bed without so much as brushing my teeth or washing my face.

      I bemoan the alcohol-free state of my apartment, as I climb the stairs to my one-bedroom. What I wouldn’t give for a nice, huge glass of—

      I stop, my tiredness slipping away when I see the hulking figure standing outside my door. Just like it had almost two years ago, when I met him the first time.

      I’m awake now, just like I was then.

      Because Stone is here. Standing in front of my apartment door. His eyes glued to my belly.

      Which is about eight months pregnant with his brother’s baby.

      

      
        
        Oh my gosh, you have GOT to see how this story ends!!! Please click here to finish reading

        STONE: HER RUTHLESS ENFORCER.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Theodora Taylor

          

        

      

    

    
      BROKEN AND RUTHLESS

      KEANE: Her Ruthless Ex

      STONE: Her Ruthless Enforcer

      RASHID: Her Ruthless Boss

      

      RUTHLESS TYCOONS

      HOLT: Her Ruthless Billionaire

      ZAHIR: Her Ruthless Sheikh

      LUCA: Her Ruthless Don

      

      HOT AUDIOBOOKS WITH HEART

      The Owner of His Heart

      Her Russian Billionaire

      His Pretend Baby

      His Everlasting Love

      Her Viking Wolf

      

      THE RUTHLESS NAKAMURAS

      Her Perfect Gift

      His Revenge Baby

      12 Months of Kristal

      (newsletter exclusive)

      

      RUTHLESS RUSSIANS

      Her Russian Billionaire

      Her Russian Surrender

      Her Russian Beast

      Her Russian Brute

      

      THE VERY BAD FAIRGOODS

      His for Keeps

      His Forbidden Bride

      His to Own

      

      HOT CONTEMPORARIES WITH HEART

      The Owner of His Heart

      The Wild One

      His for the Summer

      His Pretend Baby

      His One and Only

      

      ALIEN OVERLORDS SERIES (as Taylor Vaughn)

      His to Claim

      His to Steal

      His to Keep

      Theirs to Claim

      

      THEIR ALPHA KINGS

      Her Viking Wolf

      Wolf and Punishment

      (The Alaska Princesses Trilogy, Book 1)

      Wolf and Prejudice

      (The Alaska Princesses Trilogy, Book 2)

      Wolf and Soul

      (The Alaska Princesses Trilogy, Book 3)

      Her Viking Wolves

      

      THE DRAGON KINGS

      Her Dragon Everlasting

      Her Dragon King

      

      THE BROTHERS NIGHTWOLF

      NAGO: Her Forever Wolf

      KNUD: Her Big Bad Wolf

      RAFES: Her Fated Wolf

      

      THE SCOTTISH WOLVES

      Her Scottish Wolf

      Her Scottish King

      Her Scottish Warrior

      

      HOT HARLEQUINS WITH HEART

      Vegas Baby

      Love’s Gamble

      

      HOT SUPERNATURAL WITH HEART

      His Everlasting Love

      12 Day of Krista

      (only available during the holidays)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Theodora Taylor writes hot books with heart. When not reading, writing, or reviewing, she enjoys spending time with her amazing family, going on date nights with her wonderful husband, and attending parties thrown by others. She now lives in Los Angles, California, and she LOVES to hear from readers. So….

      
        
        Friend Theodora on Facebook

        https://www.facebook.com/theodorawrites

      

        

      
        Follow Me on Instagram

        https://www.instagram.com/taylor.theodora/

      

      

      
        
        Sign for up for Theodora’s Newsletter

        http://theodorataylor.com/sign-up/

      

      

    

  

OEBPS/Images/image00176.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00175.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/cover00177.jpeg
2 HROKEN,
% HITTER, ANO =
)\ DETERMINED TO
GET HER BACK

THEODORA TAYLOR





