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      Lola Daire shouldn’t be hot.

      I mean, she wears shapeless dresses that hide her figure. Or fucking overalls.

      Her nose is usually in a book, her face often devoid of makeup, and sometimes, I wonder if she’s living in reality or in her own head. She’s always thinking, caught up in her thoughts or brimming with ideas and possibilities.

      By normal standards, she’s quirky, at best. She shouldn’t be hot.

      By my standards, she’s the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. It’s annoying. Distracting. Infuriating.

      “Can you pass the potatoes?” she asks.

      I heave out a sigh like reaching across the table is a big inconvenience but it’s not. I just hate the way her father, my teammate, Axel Daire, also known as Brawler, shoots me dirty looks for talking to his precious kid. Ever since I sat down at this Friendsgiving dinner, I’ve been on the receiving end of Axel’s glares, or his fiancée and my fucking friend Maisy’s warning glances. I pass Lola the stupid potatoes.

      Our fingers brush and even though I know I should pull back, I don’t. Instead, I hook my index finger over her middle one and hold for a moment too long.

      Her chocolate eyes pierce mine, sparking with surprise and curiosity.

      I flash a wicked smirk before releasing my hold. Of course, she’s curious; she’s a bookworm. Founder of a “girls who code” club on UT’s campus. Her curiosity is insatiable, and I like that I intrigue her.

      “Thanks,” she murmurs.

      I dip my head and turn my focus back to my plate. The turkey and mashed potatoes remind me of Gayle’s Thanksgiving dinners. All homemade pies and cloth napkins, good wine and football in the background.

      My foster parents are good people, hell, they took me in and put me on a better life path when I was floundering. Even though I’m missing Thanksgiving this year since the Bolts have an away game, I’ll swing by next week to visit with Gayle. Although I can never give her what she really wants—a loving and forthcoming son—I can make conversation for an hour over coffee cake in her cozy kitchen.

      “Who needs another drink?” Damien asks, standing from the table.

      Our team captain, Devon, holds up his nearly drained bottle. Maisy grins and says she’ll take another. Harper, Damien’s woman, stands to help him as more teammates call out drink orders.

      When Lola begins to add her order, her father clamps a hand over hers and gives her a stern look. “You’re driving,” he mutters.

      She drops her head and I fucking hate that he won’t let her loosen up and have a good time. She’s with his team—with him—for fuck’s sake. What does he think is going to happen? She can’t get into any trouble here. Besides, I’d be happy to give Lola a ride home.

      I drop a hand to her thigh under the table, give a reassuring squeeze. Her eyes jump to mine, shocked. A spark flares to life in my gut. Her surprise encourages my bad behavior. Even though it’s stupid, messing with her feels good. Her reactions kick-start responses in me that feel half like memories.

      Wanting, yearning, desiring. But more than a quick fuck. More than a fleeting moment.

      Shit. What is wrong with me? I pull my hand from her thigh, the heat of her skin seeping through her jeans and into my fingertips as I remove my touch.

      She’s completely out of my league, the kind of girl that would never look at me. The type of woman who knows, with one glance, that she’s too good for the type of bullshit I flip. But hell if I can’t stop thinking about her.

      It’s been a year and a half since I met Lola. She signed her dad and herself up to be part of the welcome committee as the Thunderbolts team formed and players from out of state arrived.

      Since I’ve been living in Tennessee for years now, having come up through the developmental league and being part of a feeder program to secure my spot with the Bolts, Lola had asked if I wanted to volunteer to greet players.

      I scoffed and shut that shit down real fast. Since Lola’s smart, she kept her distance. But over the course of the past year, something shifted. I’d catch her out with her friend Jasmine, grabbing drinks at Corks, and we’d chat. I made her laugh twice at Maisy and Axel’s engagement party. When I came down with the flu in September, she dropped off a care package on my doorstep. It was the only time I’ve had a woman, save for Gayle, try to take care of me and it felt as good as it was unsettling.

      Because, as the guys I grew up with would quickly point out, I’ve got no shot with her.

      Damien and Harper return with another round of drinks and my teammates start to push away from the table, too full to keep eating. Little pockets of conversation break out, clustered in groups around the kitchen and living room.

      Brawler and Maisy join Turner and his Hollywood-famous girlfriend Celine near the fireplace. Without her father’s presence, Lola gives me a long look.

      I stare back, waiting for her to tell me to knock it off or stop screwing around with her. She doesn’t.

      I let out an exhale. “Excited for senior year?”

      She smiles. “Yeah, it’s hard to believe I’m graduating this year.”

      “And you’re thinking about moving to California?” I ask, even though I’m just repeating things she mentioned to Devon earlier.

      “Silicon Valley has a ton of great IT and tech jobs,” she explains.

      “So does Texas,” I toss out, recalling something my brother Cullen recently mentioned.

      A dash of surprise darts over Lola’s face. “You’re right. I’m keeping my options open, casting a wide net.”

      “But you don’t want to stay here?” I press, wanting to know that she’s leaving. Wanting to know that she’s got a big, bright future away from here.

      Lola shrugs, glancing around Damien’s penthouse. “It’s not that I don’t want to stay more than I want to know what other options exist. My mom and stepdad, my brothers, are in Seattle.”

      “Right.” I nod.

      “Your family’s local, right?” she asks, turning the tables.

      I drop my chin. I hate talking about my family. Not because I don’t care and admire them for taking me in, but because I’ve never truly felt like I belonged. How could I? Gayle and Ken are those parents you see in movies, the types who should win awards for being so damn generous. They already had a son, Cullen, when I entered their lives. Still, they gave me every opportunity they gave him, including their unconditional support. Their love.

      I never deserved it. I never earned it. Hell, half the time I was too angry to fucking appreciate it.

      I clear my throat. “Yeah.”

      “That’s nice,” Lola says. “It’s always good to be near family.” Her eyes cross the space to snag on her dad and Maisy. “I’ll miss them if I leave.”

      I clear my throat again, feeling like something is clogging it. I tug at the collar of my crewneck. I’ve seen enough of the relationship between Axel and Lola to know that they’re close.

      That Axel will come for me in my fucking sleep if I make a pass at his daughter.

      Lola glances at me, her midnight eyes drawing me in. She flips her hair over her shoulder, and I notice, not for the first time, how silky it is. While she inherited her dark eyes and hair from her father, her petite stature and delicate bone structure must be from her mom. “Do you have any plans for the holidays?”

      I take a swig of my beer. “Not really. I’ll visit with my family, catch up with some friends, and that’s about it. You?”

      She frowns at my half-assed answer, but I’m not used to this, confiding and sharing. I’m cool with the team but only as deep as I’m willing to go. I don’t overshare like the Rookie or give my two-fucking-cents like Damien Barnes. I’m more like Turner, but not as polite or genuine.

      “I’m going to Seattle. I haven’t seen my mom since summer, and I miss her. Besides”—her gaze skates over her dad again, her expression wistful—“my dad and Maisy should have some time to themselves, without me blowing up their spot.”

      I tilt my head, considering her words. Out of everyone I’ve met through the Thunderbolts, save for Lola, I like Maisy best. As much as Lola and Maisy click, I guess it would be weird to see her dad date and develop a relationship.

      “Too bad,” I mutter.

      She glances at me.

      “If you were staying in town, I was going to see if you wanted to kick it over winter break,” I toss out, testing the waters.

      Lola smirks and gives me a little shove. “No, you weren’t.”

      I snort. “I was,” I swear, even though it sounds like bullshit.

      She rolls her eyes. “Yeah right.”

      I shake my head. “Why do you think I wouldn’t want to hang with you?”

      She sobers, her eyes growing serious. “Because I’m nothing like you, River.” She gestures toward the living room where the Bolts players and their significant others are hanging out. “You belong to this, this world.” She shrugs. “And…I don’t really fit in.”

      I stare at her for a long beat before nodding in understanding.

      Even though Lola isn’t saying anything I don’t know, the resignation in her tone gives me pause. But she’s right; we belong to two separate worlds. In fact, they’re so far apart they shouldn’t even be in the same solar system.

      But she’s also wrong. Lola Daire could fit in anywhere; it’s me who’s lacking.

      It always has been.
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      My heart rate picks up when River Patton walks through the door.

      “You came!” Maisy exclaims, enveloping him in a hug.

      My dad’s jawline tightens, and I try not to laugh.

      Dad meets my gaze and gives me a look. I smile back and he sighs, gripping the back of his neck in frustration.

      My father adores his fiancée, Maisy. I do too. She’s a blessing in both of our lives and family. But he can’t stand that she has a genuine friendship with the player on his team that irks him the most: River Patton.

      Thank God he doesn’t know that I also harbor a soft spot for the right-winger. Except my soft spot isn’t wrapped in a maternal nurturing like Maisy.

      I have a massive crush on River that is as mortifying as it is thrilling. Right now, I’m flustered and delighted that he’s attending the Bolts Christmas gathering Dad and Maisy are hosting before I leave for Seattle.

      “What can I get you to drink?” Maisy asks River after taking his coat.

      “Don’t worry about me, Mais,” he says easily. He’s comfortable with Maisy in a way that he isn’t with most of the team. Less closed off. “I’ll grab a beer.” He gestures toward the kitchen.

      “Damien and Devon haven’t left the kitchen island,” Maisy points out, glancing toward the two men who are standing by the food in the open concept kitchen.

      River snickers. “You got ribs, didn’t you?”

      “The Rib Shack,” Maisy confirms.

      River approaches my dad and sticks out a hand, his eyes cutting to me for a flash before they focus on my father. “How’s it going, Axel?”

      “Fine,” Dad replies. At Maisy’s look, he sighs. “You?”

      A smirk plays around River’s mouth as his eyes find mine again. “All right.”

      Dad nods. River heads into the kitchen. Maisy pulls Dad into a conversation with Cole and Bea.

      I try to get a handle on my erratic emotions. It’s stupid; River Patton doesn’t see me as anything but a kid, the way all my dad’s teammates do.

      The thought rings false. There’s something with River; I just can’t put my finger on it. Is it because we’re nearly the same age? Or because we’re the only two single people at the Bolts events these days? But whenever we talk, there’s a spark. There’s a lick of desire and a thrill of excitement that doesn’t exist when Devon asks me about moving to California or Cole inquires if I need extra hockey tickets for my sorority sisters.

      Things with River are just different.

      I roll my lips together. My phone buzzes in the back pocket of my jeans and I pull it out.

      Jas: Sorry, babe. I got called into work so I can’t make today’s soiree. See you tonight? X

      Damn. If Jasmine can’t come, that means I’ll end up sleeping at Dad’s tonight since I’m planning to drink some wine. It also means River and I are the only unattached people at the party. Not that it’s out of the norm, but I always feel unsure of myself around him. It would be nice to have my best friend as a buffer between me and my dad’s world. Namely, his growly, pissed off, and hot-as-hell teammate.

      I force myself to relocate to the kitchen so I can grab a glass of spiced wine. I’m not going to listen in on what River’s saying because that would be pathetic. Even though I blush and giggle in his presence, I still retain enough composure not to throw myself at his feet.

      As I fill a glass with spiced wine, Devon and Damien are called into the living room by their beautiful girlfriends, Mila and Harper.

      “You have to settle this debate,” Mila says.

      Harper’s laughter is uncontrollable.

      Devon and Damien look half intrigued and half scared as they pull themselves away from the ribs.

      “I didn’t think you’d be here,” River comments, leaning against the kitchen island. He studies me as I take a sip of the spiced wine.

      I blush at his words. Does he think I don’t have a social life outside of my dad’s? “My dad made me come,” I admit, smacking my lips together. “And Jasmine’s working today so our apartment is quiet.”

      “Ouch.” He places a hand over his heart. “You don’t want to hang with the Bolts?”

      I shrug.

      He smirks. “With me?”

      I blush harder this time. I know River recognizes it because his eyes soften the tiniest bit. They’re nearly as dark as mine but significantly harder, edged in a steel I don’t possess.

      He tilts his head and shows me some mercy. “When do you fly out?”

      “Tomorrow night.”

      He nods, takes a swig of his beer. “You staying in Seattle for the entire break?”

      “No. I’ll be back in time for New Year’s.”

      River narrows his eyes, silently asking why.

      “My sorority is having a huge New Year’s mixer with this frat so…”

      “I forgot you’re in a sorority.”

      I duck my head, glance down at my plain T-shirt and jeans. “Yeah.”

      “I didn’t mean—”

      “Jasmine made me rush,” I admit. When I meet his gaze, he’s staring at me intently, a little line forming between his brows. “It’s been good for me. There’s only six other women in my computer science program so…” I trail off again. My palms tingle and I hold my glass tighter. Take another sip.

      Why am I so nervous around River? Why does he keep talking to me when our conversations are always these awkward, confusing exchanges?

      “They’re lucky to have you,” he replies, his tone serious.

      I shift back, surprised by the certainty in his voice. “I don’t really offer much.”

      “I’m sure you bring up the entire sorority’s GPA.” He chuckles lightly. “Hell, all of Greek life.”

      I grin. He has me there. “That must be why they keep me around.”

      He shakes his head and grips the back of his neck. Then, his eyes cut to mine again. They’re dark and unreadable, two deep pools of black. “That’s not why, Lola.”

      I draw an inhale at the intensity in his gaze. At the sound of my name on his lips. Before I can ask what he means, he changes the subject again. “You have a lot of friends in Seattle?”

      “Yeah.” I smile, thinking of my childhood and high-school friends. “It will be nice to see them. The whole group is coming home for Christmas so, I’m looking forward to it.”

      “A lot of parties?”

      “Some.”

      “Old boyfriends?” His tone is teasing but his eyes still hold mine with a watchfulness that makes my blood rush to the surface.

      I clear my throat. I think of the two guys I dated in high school. They were both quiet, respectful, nice guys. They were nothing like River, with his tattooed knuckles and raspy voice. “They’re still part of my friend group.”

      He nods, as if I’ve confirmed something for him. His jaw tightens, not unlike Dad’s when I piss him off.

      “What about you?” I blurt out, wanting to shift the attention away from myself.

      “What about me?” River mutters.

      “Are you seeing someone?” I wince the second I say it because, desperate much?

      “Several someones,” he admits.

      He doesn’t say anything I don’t know and yet, his words cut. I look away again, not wanting him to witness the hurt that flashes through my eyes. I clear my throat. “Why not bring someone?” I lift my chin toward the living room, where my dad and Maisy are surrounded by their friends.

      Harper is holding Maisy’s left hand and by the way Mila is gushing, I know they’re discussing wedding plans.

      “Because none of them matter.”

      I look at River again. My breath freezes in my throat. I wish I understood half the riddles he speaks. I can never tell if he’s being serious or teasing me, the same way the fraternity brothers like to mess around.

      “So you just come and are forced to hang out with me?” I summarize. “By default, since we’re the only two unattached people at these things.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t mind.”

      I finish my wine. “Me neither.”

      River smirks. “Don’t kiss any ex-boyfriends over Christmas break.” His tone is teasing, his eyes unfathomable.

      I snort. “Whatever.”

      He passes me a dish and we both make plates to pick on.

      “Patton! Stop hogging Lola,” Damien calls out, waving me over.

      “Yeah, Lola, I wanna hear about California,” Devon tacks on.

      My dad groans loudly and Maisy wraps an arm around his waist. It’s no secret my dad would prefer I remain in Tennessee. But, for someone interested in computer science and software development, Silicon Valley holds an allure that Knoxville doesn’t offer.

      I give River a small smile before I join the group in the living room. As I’m swept up in conversation, the afternoon slips away. Soon, the team is leaving, and I realize I won’t see River again until after the holidays.

      I wish I knew more about his holiday plans. Does his family have a big gathering, with grandparents and cousins? Even though I usually exchange conversation with River at these events, I know almost nothing about him.

      He’s hardly forthcoming with his past or personal life and while I regularly stalk the shit out of his social media profiles, he doesn’t post often enough for me to deduce anything with certainty.

      “I’m heading out.” River hugs Maisy goodbye. “Thanks for having me, Mais.”

      “Of course. Pass by over the holidays. Axe and I will be here.”

      “Yeah,” he agrees, noncommittally.

      Even though it’s the lamest thing I’ve ever done, I scurry into the kitchen and pull out the tin of Christmas cookies I made River. I’ve already given tins to the Bolts women. It doesn’t feel right to exclude him just because he doesn’t have a significant other.

      Or has too many.

      Whatever.

      I swallow back my nervousness and wait until Dad is saying goodbye to Beau Turner and his girlfriend, Celine, before I slip outside.

      “River!” I call.

      He’s nearly to his car but he pauses when I say his name. Slowly, he turns toward me.

      “Where’s your coat?” he scolds.

      I shiver against the cold wind as I approach him, holding out the tin.

      “What’s this?” His eyebrows knit together.

      “I, they’re cookies. Christmas cookies,” I stammer.

      He frowns. “You made them?”

      I nod.

      His eyes pin me in place. “For me?”

      “I, yeah. Yes.”

      A devastating sadness sweeps River’s expression for one heartbeat before his jawline tightens. “You shouldn’t have.”

      “I hope you enjoy them,” I forge ahead.

      He dips his head.

      I turn back toward the house.

      “Lola.” He reaches out and grasps my arm.

      I freeze, his touch hot on my skin. He drops his hold and immediately, I miss his touch.

      “Thank you,” River’s voice is gruff, underlined with emotion he rarely shows.

      I smile. “Merry Christmas, River.”

      He scoffs, looking at the ground before meeting my gaze again. “Have a safe trip home.”

      “See you in the new year,” I say.

      “Get inside before you get sick.”

      Grinning, I scurry inside and close the door behind me. When I do, Dad looks over, his brows drawing together in confusion.

      Maisy sighs, her expression knowing while Celine tosses me a wink. I roll my lips together to keep from laughing.

      River Patton may have a long list of someones but I know he won’t throw out the cookies I baked. I bet he eats every single one.

      The thought warms me up more than the two glasses of spiced wine I nervously consumed.
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      Addictive.

      That’s the word to describe Lola’s Christmas sugar cookies. Fucking addictive. I consume the whole tin myself, not bothering to share with my buddies or Cullen.

      I don’t want to read into what that says about me. Because the truth is, while I’ve brought Lola up a time or two over beers, I don’t want to share anything about her with my friends or brother either. The only person I’m comfortable talking to about Lola is Chiara. Figures, since she’s already dead.

      Biting into a sugar cookie, I lean against her tombstone.

      “You’d like her,” I admit, dropping my head back against the cold marble. “And she’d probably get a kick out of you. Everyone did.”

      Images of Chiara run through my mind. At six, with big eyes and rosy cheeks, a Moana T-shirt stretched across her little belly. At nine, with a messy French braid and a gap between her two front teeth. At her funeral, the casket closed so no one would see the rope burns around her neck. I guess she could have worn a high-necked dress, one of those Victorian-era styles she secretly loved. She used to read historical romance paperbacks and wonder aloud what it would be like to be a lady.

      But the morbid curiosity of people, seeking out strangulation marks or color changes in her skin, caused her foster parents to opt for a closed casket. I was glad for it. The Mercers are good people and don’t deserve the guilt they live with. They didn’t kill Chiara; I did.

      I swallow the cookie, the crumbs dry and sticking to my throat. Except I know it’s not Lola’s perfectly baked sugar creations. It’s the guilt and I shame that I live with, that I deserve to shoulder, that makes it difficult to breathe.

      “Fuck, Chi.” I knock my head against her tombstone again. “Why the hell didn’t you talk to me? I could’ve fucking helped if you let me.”

      I close my eyes for a long moment, not wanting to look at the dates on her tombstone. They’re too close together. It’s been three years since she passed and the agony of that phone call, of learning of Chiara’s suicide, haunts me.

      I grasp a handful of grass and tug, pulling the blades out of the ground. When I open my palm, a gust of wind scatters the grass and I watch it blow away. “Anyway, you’d like her. Her name’s Lola.” I turn so I can face Chiara, talk to the tombstone. “She’s so fucking sweet, so good, it’s like she doesn’t belong in our world. I guess most people don’t, huh, Chi?” One corner of my mouth hitches up but it’s not amusing. Or funny. No, the world Chiara and I grew up in is downright depressing. Fucking heart-wrenching. “Got no shot though. She’s a good girl and I’ll only bring her down. Fuck her up.” I snort, imagining Chiara’s retort. The way her eyes would blaze in anger when I got down on myself. She used to be the only person who could lift me up, who could pull me out of the downward spiral of my negative thoughts. When she died, I lived in that space for a long time. “She’s a good girl,” I repeat, as if saying it twice will help it stick in my head.

      My phone buzzes with an incoming text.

      Cullen: Beers with the boys? 4 PM at Harrison’s.

      I slip my phone back into my pocket and glance at Chiara’s name. “Cullen’s summoning me for a beer and I gotta get a workout in. I’ll see you soon, Chi. Rest easy, kid.” Pulling myself up, I touch my fingertips to her headstone and say a quick prayer. It’s laughable, me, praying, and God in the same sentence. But I know she’d like it, so I do it anyway. Then, I walk back to my car and pull out of the cemetery.

      As soon as I drive through the gates, I shake off the feelings. The pain and hurt and remembering. To clear my head, I swing by the gym and work out until my limbs shake and my mind is blissfully numb.

      Then, with my head on straight, I head to Harrison’s.

      When I enter the pub, I grin at the cluster in the back corner. My brother and our group of friends have been chilling here, at the same booth, since high school. Back then, Harrison himself would sneak us a few pints if he knew I had a shitty game, or one worth celebrating. Did the same for Cullen. Harrison was a favorite uncle to every kid in our neighborhood. He celebrated your highs, gave you space to lick your wounds on your losses, and wasn’t afraid to dole out tough love when necessary.

      He passed right before the Bolts signed me and I hate that I never got to tell him that he helped me get there. He would’ve gotten a kick out of me playing in the NHL. His daughter took over and even though it’s not the same Harrison’s, it’s not different enough to justify going elsewhere either.

      “There he is,” my oldest friend, not counting Cullen, announces. Johnny Scarpetti whistles low. “Thought you had a new hunny or some shit. Where the hell you been, Patton?”

      As I step into the group, Cullen slips out of the booth and clasps my shoulder hard before letting me slide onto the bench.

      “Around,” I reply.

      Johnny smirks. “Just being a little bitch, then? No woman?”

      I flip him the middle finger. “No woman,” I confirm, despite the little lie I fed Lola. Truth is, I’m in a bit of a dry spell. Haven’t been with a woman in over a month which is a long-ass time for me. Not thinking of the reasons for that either.

      “Sucker,” our friend David Kim laughs.

      “What are you guys up to?” I ask, pulling a beer out of the bucket and popping the top.

      “Hearing about Kieran’s date,” Johnny fills me in on the smoke-show Kieran showed up with at some party over the weekend.

      I lean forward to hear the details, ignoring the pang of regret that while I was at Brawler’s, my true crew was hanging, showing up for Kieran.

      But if I didn’t go to Brawler’s, I wouldn’t have seen Lola. Wouldn’t have tasted those sweet sugar cookies or…

      Nope. Not fucking going there. Lola Daire is not for me. I know this as surely as I know the sun is going to set tonight and rise tomorrow. Some things are certain. And Lola being better off with almost any man on the planet other than me is a fucking fact.

      I nod and smirk and even laugh twice before I tune fully back into the conversation. I do so just in time to hear Cullen say, “Bringing her to Christmas.”

      I whip my head toward my brother, confused. “What? Who?”

      He ducks his head, embarrassed. “Leanne.”

      “The hottie he’s been hookin’ up with,” Kieran says, leaning back in the booth across from me.

      “She’s gotta fucking ass on her.” Johnny takes a swig of his beer.

      My brother smacks the end of his bottle and Johnny sputters, beer dribbling down his chin. “What the fuck, Cully? You coulda chipped my damn tooth.”

      Cullen points at him, his eyes blazing. “Don’t talk about her like that.”

      Silence descends on the table. The guys glance between Johnny and Cullen. A few looks dart my way.

      I heave out a sigh. Take a long pull of my beer. Smack my lips. “It’s serious then?”

      Cullen nods. “I’m bringing her home, Riv. Want her to meet you. Mom and Dad. She’s coming to Christmas dinner.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek to process his words before I spit out my own. Cullen runs a small, but successful, woodworking company. He’s been on his own for a few years now, provides for himself, and even flips our parents some money from time to time. He does okay for himself. Has a good head on his shoulders.

      Of course, he’s looking to settle down. It makes sense.

      But knowing that and hearing him confirm it are two very different things. Loneliness rolls through me but it makes no sense because I’m not losing Cullen. If anything, I’m gaining a friend, his woman, in my life.

      Then why does it taste bitter as fuck?

      “Good. I’m happy for you, man.” I reach over and pull Cully into a one-armed hug. And I am happy for him; he deserves a good woman. I just wish I did too. “Mom know?”

      Cullen grins. Smacks my back. “She can’t wait.”

      Johnny clicks his tongue. “Gayle’s gonna make that pecan pie I love, isn’t she?”

      I grin at the fucker. “I’ll save you a piece.”

      Kieran chuckles.

      The conversation shifts away from women and to less important topics: work, sports, weekend plans.

      But I don’t fully reengage. I can’t. Because my thoughts are a million miles away wondering how, out of our entire group, I’m still alone. How have I professionally leveled-up but personally regressed?
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      “Oh, she’s beautiful,” my foster mother, Gayle, comments from the window.

      “Stop being so obvious,” my foster father, Ken, replies.

      Gayle laughs and drops the curtain. She clasps her hands together and I know she’s truly excited to meet Cully’s girl.

      I got here early, and she already had the table set and prepped for Christmas Eve dinner, an extra place setting laid out.

      The front door swings open and Cullen and Leanne enter.

      “Merry Christmas,” my brother says in his good-natured tone.

      “Ooh, Merry Christmas!” Gayle gives a little hop of excitement before pulling Cullen into the same warm, loving embrace she greeted me with.

      The only difference is Cullen hugs her back. He wraps her up and squeezes where I only give a one-armed embrace with an awkward back pat at the end.

      “It’s so good to meet you, Leanne,” Gayle gushes. “I’m Gayle. This is my husband, Ken. And our son, River.”

      I force a smile and hold out a hand to shake Leanne’s.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” she says sweetly, shaking my hand. Her black curls bounce around her open expression and for a second, I think of Lola.

      Leanne is just as friendly, her eyes filled with joy. When Cullen looks at her, emotion I’m not used to witnessing floods his features. He gazes at Leanne like she saved him. Hell, maybe she has.

      “Come in, come in.” Ken ushers everyone out of the foyer and into the living room.

      Wine is poured, drinks are passed out. Leanne and Cullen remain close together, always touching in some way. It’s the kind of shit that annoys me about couples but with them, there’s a sincerity that makes me feel wistful. It’s fucking weird and I don’t like it.

      I accept a tumbler of scotch from Ken.

      “Your earrings are beautiful,” Gayle comments, perching on the edge of the couch, beside Leanne.

      Leanne fingers the delicate gold hoops. “Thank you.” She glances at Cullen and bites her bottom lip. “Cullen bought them for me.”

      “He did?” Gayle looks shocked and then overjoyed by this news.

      Ken guffaws. “Got good taste like his old man.”

      “I love them,” Leanne confirms.

      “Aren’t they lovely, River?” Gayle tries to pull me into the conversation.

      “Lovely,” I confirm, the word coming out half warbled.

      Cullen dips his head in embarrassment. Gayle inquires about Leanne’s family and their Christmas traditions.

      And I try to catch my fucking breath. Cullen bought a woman jewelry?

      Cullen, who used to have a rotating ring of women he was fucking, bought a woman gold earrings for Christmas and brought her home.

      Gayle beams. Ken laughs. Cullen tucks Leanne’s hand into his own.

      I watch their interaction like an outside. An interloper.

      I’m here but not. Present but apart.

      I take a big gulp of scotch. It burns a path down my throat, warming my blood which feels strangely cold, like its molasses moving through my veins.

      “Do you have New Year’s plans, River?” Leanne asks me, most likely being polite. Making an effort to talk to me since I’m not making one to get to know her.

      I clear my throat. “Um, yeah. One of the guys on my team is having a get together. It’s pretty low-key since we travel the next day for an away game.”

      “River plays in Chicago on the second,” Gayle provides.

      I give her a small smile. All these years of playing hockey and she still knows my schedule by heart.

      “Oh, that’s exciting. It must be fun to travel so much,” Leanne adds.

      I shrug. “Yeah, it’s cool.” I don’t tell her I rarely sightsee. That I only see the insides of airports, hotels, and ice hockey arenas. What would be the point?

      Besides, for Cullen, I’m going to try. My brother looks the happiest I’ve ever seen him. His eyes are brighter, his smile wider.

      Knowing that something’s been missing from his life hurts because Cullen’s a good man. He deserves the kind of light a woman like Leanne provides.

      It’s the same type of energy Lola gives off.

      I drain my scotch. My family relocates to the dining table for dinner. We say grace.

      Does Lola say grace before meals?

      Stop thinking about Lola Daire. It’s not going to happen.

      Still, I wonder if she’s having fun in Seattle with her mom and family. Did she visit with her childhood friends? Did she see the fuckers she used to kiss long ago? Did one of them kiss her under the guise of mistletoe or some bullshit?

      Will she come to the New Year’s Eve party?

      Do I want her to?

      “Can you pass the salad, Riv?” Cullen asks.

      I pass the salad bowl and watch as my brother adds some to Leanne’s plate. She beams at him, her eyes shiny with gratitude. For giving her salad.

      For being enough.

      For being more than I’ll ever be.
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      “Do you think this is dumb?” I ask Jas as I try to apply eyeliner.

      “Your massive crush on man whore River Patton or crashing your dad’s party?” She glances at me over her shoulder, a red Solo cup raised to her mouth.

      I meet her gaze in the mirror, relieved that my eyeliner looks decent, and shrug. “Both.”

      Jasmine chugs her wine and refills her cup. Then, she passes me my cup that I’ve barely touched.

      I sigh. “If I start drinking now, I’ll—”

      “Be fine. It’s New Year’s Eve, babe. It’s our senior year. We’re on break. The semester, classes, nothing has started yet. Don’t you want to have some fun?”

      I glance at the wine in my cup and take a small sip. The truth is, I do want to have fun. I’ve spent the last three and a half years focused on my GPA, on making sure the men in my program viewed me as an equal, on my future.

      I take another sip of the wine and Jasmine cheers.

      “And honestly, D’s expecting us to crash,” she tacks on, mentioning my dad. Jasmine’s been calling him D, for Daire, since she first met him. “When have we not had antics to entertain him?”

      Jasmine arches one perfectly shaped eyebrow and I laugh. Jas pushes me out of my comfort zone and ensures that I’m at least enjoying college, deviating from the all-work, no-play framework I’m comfortable in.

      “Fair enough,” I agree, knowing Dad is used to Jasmine and me rolling through just to piss him off. By now, I think the Bolts players expect us and their women love to hear about our college lives while Jasmine and I hit them up for advice. It’s a win-win for everyone.

      “Besides, you’ve mentioned River at least three times since you’ve been back on campus,” Jasmine calls me out. “Why not see what he’s up to?”

      “What if he brings a date?” I pout, knowing that seeing River up close and personal with another woman would gut me.

      I know he dates. I’ve even seen him flirt with women at Corks or a few Thunderbolts events. But he’s never brought a date, a woman he’s regularly seeing, to any Bolts parties or gatherings. At those, he and I usually kick it, exchange small talk, and I try not to giggle and blush like a schoolgirl with a crush. Even though, that’s exactly what I am.

      Jasmine turns toward me and tops up our wine cups. “Do you really think he’s going to bring someone? Lol, River hardcore checks you out at Bolts events. He even looks around the room for you.”

      “Do you think so?”

      She snorts. “I know so. What I don’t know is how long y’all are going to beat around the bush.”

      “What do you mean? It’s not like I can…make a move.” I laugh at the absurd idea.

      “Why not?” Jasmine doesn’t crack a smile.

      “Why not?” I sputter, shaking my head. “Jas, he’s Dad’s teammate.”

      “Y’all still flirt all the time.”

      “I’m not his type.”

      “I don’t think he has a type.”

      “I, we, he’d never see me like that.”

      “He totally sees you like that. Or someway at least.” She clinks her plastic cup against mine and takes a drink. “All I’m saying is, you are a gorgeous, smart, fun college senior. If you don’t make a move soon, you’re going to have to accept that one day, River is going to show up with a date.” Jas shrugs. “I just don’t want you to wonder what-if when that day comes.”

      I swirl the wine in my cup.

      Jasmine walks over to her closet. “Let me show you the new dresses I picked up this week.”

      “Yeah,” I say, but my thoughts are caught on her words.

      She’s not wrong. One day, I will see River with a woman, one he’s dating and creating a future with. I take a sip of my wine. God, why does the thought burn more than the Cabernet?

      When Jasmine exits her closet, she takes one look at my expression and sighs. Then, she pushes a dress in my hands. “Put this on.”

      I glance down at the sexy, dark navy dress. The straps are so thin, they remind me of my favorite pasta, capellini. There’s a metallic shimmer to it that gives a dash of sparkle for New Year’s Eve. I hold it up to my frame and look at myself in the mirror. “I don’t know.”

      “You’ll look hot,” Jas assures me. “I got shoes too.” She dips back into the closet and emerges with silver heels that have rhinestones on the front. I recognize them as the shoes Jasmine has drooled over for weeks.

      “You bought the shoes?”

      She does a little dance, passing them to me. “I got a Christmas bonus from the café.”

      “I thought you took the job to have less financial stress,” I point out.

      “I did,” Jas agrees. “But bonuses are for gifts! I promise, tonight, I want you to wear them.”

      Laughing, I down my wine. Tonight, I’m throwing caution to the wind. “Fine,” I say, placing the dress and shoes on her bed. “Thank you for loaning me a beautiful outfit. I’m going to ring in the new year the way I should have every year of college.”

      “No.” Jasmine shakes her head. “You’re going to ring in the new year the way a senior should.” She passes me a filled Solo cup. “With no regrets.”

      “No regrets,” I agree, grinning.

      We tap cups and chug our wine. Then, I shimmy into the sexiest dress I’ve ever worn, allow Jasmine to straighten my hair and turn my simple eyeliner into a wing tip, and try not to gasp when I see my reflection in the mirror.

      “You look hot, babe.” My best friend squeezes my shoulder.

      I nod at my reflection. I look something all right.
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      By the time we make it to Damien’s penthouse for the Bolts New Year’s Eve gathering, I’m walking the thin line between adorably tipsy and absolutely smashed. It’s a line I rarely cross and I already know I need to switch to water.

      But when the elevator to Damien’s badass apartment opens and I step out into the thoughtfully decorated, carefully curated party, I gratefully accept the flute of champagne Jasmine places in my hand.

      “Thanks,” we say in unison to the smartly-dressed cocktail server.

      Jasmine whistles. “Damien Barnes doesn’t play. This place is gorgeous.”

      “I bet Harper decorated. She has a great eye. And she’s a smart shopper.” I recall the Thanksgiving decor she managed to snag at a handful of outlets.

      Jasmine grins at me. “I’m glad we came.” I note the high color on her cheeks, hear the thread of excitement in her tone. God, I’m going to miss her next year.

      If I move to California and she stays here to teach, we’ll live on opposite ends of the country. The thought fills me with a pang of sadness that I wash away with a sip of champagne. No way am I going to get in my feels tonight.

      Tonight, I’m celebrating. I’m fun. I’m a woman with no regrets.

      I wrap an arm around her and hug her close. “Thanks for being my best friend, Jas.”

      She laughs. “Happy New Year, bestie.”

      “Happy New Year,” I reply as my dad and Maisy come into view.

      Dad’s eyes nearly bug out of his head when he sees us. Maisy shoots him a warning look before smiling at me and Jasmine warmly.

      “What the hell are you—” Dad starts, striding over.

      Of course, Jas cuts him off. “Happy New Year, D! Hi, Mais. Your dress is gorgeous.”

      Maisy does a little spin, and the full skirt of her dress kicks out around her thighs, momentarily distracting Dad from his line of questioning.

      Maisy’s the best. I’m so glad my dad found her. I’m about to tell her so but…damn, I crossed the line. I’m veering firmly into wasted territory.

      The thought makes me giggle and Dad’s eyes narrow.

      “What are you—” he starts again.

      “I wanted to say Happy New Year, Daddy,” I interject. Looking around the beautiful space, filled with our chosen family in Tennessee, my voice is almost wistful when I add, “I wanted to be with you and Maisy and our family here.”

      Maisy smiles, her eyes soft and understanding. Dad looks like I punched him in the stomach. He sighs and pulls me into a hug. Kisses the top of my head. “You look beautiful, Lol. Too beautiful and your dress is too damn short but—”

      “It’s New Year’s!” Jasmine says, linking her arm with Dad’s. “Besides, D, our chances to crash your parties are dwindling.”

      At the reminder of our impending graduation, Dad clamps his mouth shut.

      “I’m glad you girls came,” Maisy says. “Are you planning to stay the whole night? You can come home with us and stay over?”

      “You are too damn nice, Maisy,” Jasmine says. It’s the truth because what woman would want to babysit her fiancé’s adult daughter and best friend sidekick on New Year’s Eve? But I know Maisy is sincere.

      Dad knows it too. It’s probably why he’s so madly in love with her.

      “Nah,” I hear the slight slur in my speech. “We’re just passing through.”

      “Our sorority is throwing a party with the Alpha Gamma Rho boys,” Jasmine adds.

      “Ooh.” Maisy’s eyes sparkle. “The AGR parties are the best!”

      Dad sighs heavily. “Just be careful.”

      “Always, D!” Jasmine slugs him in the shoulder.

      “Axel, I want to ask Celine about a wedding planner,” Maisy says when she spots Celine.

      Dad sighs again. “This wedding is going to be—”

      “The best day of your life,” Jasmine and I say in unison.

      Dad smiles and it makes me grin in response. He smiles so much more now that Maisy’s in his life. “Yeah. Exactly,” he agrees, starting to follow Maisy. At the last second, he turns around and points at Jas and me. “You two stay out of trouble. And let me know before you take off.”

      “Promise,” I say.

      Satisfied, Dad nods and trails Maisy. Jasmine passes me another flute of champagne.

      I gasp when I notice my first glass is empty. “This went down like water.”

      “That’s ‘cause it’s the good stuff,” she says knowingly.

      I look around the space again, the colors blurring together. “Jas, I need to get some air.”

      “Okay.” She takes my elbow and starts walking us toward the balcony.

      “Jasmine! I have a question about the café you work at. Oh, hey, Lola!” Bea Turner hugs us as we pass.

      Jasmine gives me a look and I shake my head. “You chat; I’ll meet you outside.”

      Jasmine nods and turns toward Bea. “Ask away.”

      I slip outside and breathe in the cool air. Walking to the edge of the balcony, I grin at the gorgeous view of Downtown Knoxville. All twinkling lights and possibility. Maybe I should stay here. Maybe I could—

      “What are you doing out here?” His voice interrupts my thoughts. A shiver skates down my spine at the rasp in his tone. Without turning my head, I know it’s River.

      Did he follow me out here? Or was he hoping to have some solitude and he’s disappointed to learn that I’m already occupying the balcony?

      Before I decide, he’s beside me.

      When I meet his gaze, his eyes flare. Heat licks at his irises and I shiver at the warning in his gaze.

      “Where the hell’s your coat?” he demands.

      I snort unattractively and bite my bottom lip to avoid oversharing that Jas and I left our coats behind. Instead, I boldly check River out. With the wine and champagne giving me courage, my eyes scan his broad shoulders and note the way his pants mold to his strong quads.

      River Patton looks good on a bad day. He can wear sweats or old jeans or a Bolts T-shirt and look like an edgy male model, with tattoos tracking up from his knuckles to the base of his throat. But tonight, in tailored black slacks and a fitted black button-down, he looks like Lucifer. Dark, mischievous, and a tad dangerous.

      His eyes drink me in with the same intensity that I’m checking him out.

      “How was your Christmas?” I ask, my tongue feeling too thick inside my mouth.

      River’s eyes snap to mine. “Fine.” He clears his throat. “I, uh, met my brother’s girlfriend.”

      “You have a brother?” I blurt out. Mentally, I curse myself. River mentioning his family is a first and I want him to tell me things. In fact, my entire body vibrates with excitement that he’s confiding anything in me.

      One side of his mouth pulls up in a half smirk. “Yeah. Cullen’s two years older than me. He’s a woodworker. Does the best fucking custom tables I’ve ever seen. I think Maisy is going to hire him to make a harvest table.”

      I stare, wide-eyed. Am I dreaming? Am I wasted? “I think those are the most words you’ve ever spoken to me at once.”

      River chuckles.

      “Do you like her? The girlfriend?” I ask, hoping he shares more.

      He dips his chin. “Very much. She’s…good for him. Even though I’ve barely seen him since.”

      I tilt my head, hating the loneliness that cuts his tone. It’s half yearning and half annoyed. As if pulled by an invisible thread, I lean closer.

      Then, I stumble and sway, nearly stepping on his foot. “Sorry,” I murmur.

      River’s hand finds my hip, holds there. His eyes narrow. “How much did you drink tonight?”

      I shake my head. “I’m fine.”

      “I know you are; I didn’t ask you that.”

      I shrug.

      His fingers tighten on my hip for one breath. “How was your Christmas? Kiss any old boyfriends?” His tone is light, but his eyes are serious.

      I let out a giggle, tuck my hair behind my ear. “We’re just friends.”

      River rolls his lips together, studying me. “And what about tonight?”

      “What about it?” My voice is husky, filled with want. I don’t care; I do want River Patton. I have for a long time.

      He licks his bottom lip. “You look beautiful, Lola. Who are you all dressed up for tonight?”

      You. The word floats through my mind.

      But I don’t say it. Instead, I lurch forward and press my mouth to River’s.
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      She fucking kisses me.

      Lola Daire presses her sweet, full, hungry lips to mine and fuck if I don’t want to devour her. Kiss her back and sweep her into my arms and sneak us away from my teammates, from her father, from the world we exist in. The reality where we can’t cross the line she just fucking leaped over.

      My hand squeezes her hip before I pull away. “Lola,” I growl. My blood burns hot, desperate to taste her again. But I need to add distance, create space, get some fucking perspective.

      I cannot kiss Lola Daire. Period.

      But I really can’t kiss her at Damien Barnes’s New Year’s Eve party.

      Even though she’s dressed so fucking sexy, I want to do more than kiss her pretty mouth.

      Mortification rolls over her expression as moisture gathers in the corners of her eyes.

      Shit. I yank my hand away from her hip and pinch the back of my neck. “Lola,” I say her name again, lower this time. “I, we, can’t.”

      “I, of course,” she says, her eyes darting everywhere but me.

      Damn, I messed this up. Anger roars through my veins. Of course, I fucked this up. Messing shit up is my specialty.

      She steps away and even though I want to reach for her, I drop my hands to my sides. Curl them into fists.

      “I gotta get going anyway.” She grips the balcony railing.

      “Where are you going?” I demand, wishing I didn’t sound so angry.

      She glances at the doors to the penthouse. “A frat party. Jasmine and I were only passing through.”

      I chuckle darkly. Look her up and down. She’s going to a fucking frat party dressed like…like a damn sex goddess? Fuck. She’s the drunkest I’ve ever seen her and she’s going to show up to a house filled with horny, dumb guys who are going to look at her and see one thing: sex.

      I know this because half the fucking time, I am that guy.

      But those aren’t the right guys for Lola. Hell, I’m not a suitable option either.

      Jealousy swirls in the pit of my gut at the thought of other guys, half drunk, putting their hands on her. Feeling the silky strands of her hair. Pressing their mouths against hers.

      A growl works its way up, and I clench my hands harder, feeling my nails cut into my palms.

      “You could stay,” I toss out, even though I know she’s going to turn down the offer.

      She scoffs, glances down at her high-heeled, sparkling shoes. “I should find Jasmine.”

      I close my eyes for a beat, knowing I need to get my shit under control. But fuck, I hate that she’s going to go off and make bad choices.

      I’ve never seen Lola Daire dress so sexy or drink so much. And now, with my rejection fueling her hurt, she’s going to throw caution to the wind. I’ve seen this exact situation play out more times than I can count and I fucking hate that I just gave her the nudge to make poor choices.

      “There you are!” Jasmine exclaims, stepping onto the balcony.

      When she sees me, her smile widens instead of dims, and I stand up straighter. What the hell is that about? Most of the Bolts players, especially Maisy and Axel, have warned me away from Lola more times than I can count.

      Why the hell does Lola’s best friend look pleased to find us standing on the balcony, alone together.

      “What frat?” I ask Jasmine.

      Her grin widens and she flips her hair over her shoulder. “AGR.”

      What the hell does that mean? Before I can ask, Lola steps into her friend’s side and Jasmine tosses an arm around her shoulders.

      “I got her, Patton,” Jasmine says.

      “Wait.” I throw my arm out. “Give me the address.”

      “What?” Jasmine laughs.

      Lola shakes her head.

      “No fucking way am I letting two drunk girls—”

      “Women,” Lola corrects me.

      “Women,” I concede. “Go off to a frat party on New Year’s Eve without a way to make sure y’all got there okay.”

      Jasmine rolls her eyes. “That’s not necessary.”

      “I’ll tell Brawler,” I throw down the ultimatum, my eyes swinging to the party. I spot him talking to Devon, a drink in hand. “Looks like he’s having a good night too. You want me to break the news to him that Lola’s wasted or—”

      “Fine,” Jasmine mutters. She gestures for my phone, and I pass it to her. She programs in a number and then sends a text message with the address.

      Lola’s phone chimes and she frowns.

      Jasmine passes me back my phone. “Now you have Lola’s digits. You can check up on her on your own.”

      I fight the urge to grin. Well played, Jasmine.

      “I will,” I say. “And you two are gonna text me when you get there. And you’re gonna message me if you need anything tonight.” I pierce Jasmine with a firm look before glancing at Lola. She won’t meet my eyes and my chest aches, my mind begging for her to give me those soulful, chocolate eyes.

      “Fine,” Jasmine snaps.

      Lola heaves out a sigh, her eyes looking glassier than when I first stepped onto the balcony.

      Fuck. I hate that I’m letting her walk away and go to a frat party. But what am I going to do? Fight her father to get her to stay?

      “Text me,” I repeat.

      “Will do,” Jas says.

      Lola ducks her head, embarrassed.

      “Hey.” I reach out, lift her chin until she meets my eyes. “Happy New Year, Lola.”

      “Yeah,” she says, turning her face away. “‘Bye, River.”

      She says my name with a finality that fucking cuts. Jasmine narrows her eyes, but I don’t meet her gaze. Instead, I watch Jas escort Lola back inside the penthouse. I watch as they exchange farewells. Lola kisses her dad goodbye. Then, they’re back in the elevator and I’m wishing Lola didn’t leave.

      Even though I did the right thing. I know I made the right decision.

      Kissing Lola would have resulted in disaster. For the team and for her.

      I stride back into the party and grab a drink. I text Cullen to see what he and Leanne are doing. I message Johnny to see what he and the boys are up to. He texts back a photo of a hot redhead with big titties.

      I sigh. Glance around at my teammates.

      Everyone is locked down now. My team, my brother, hell, even Johnny fucking Scarpetti has plans with a woman tonight.

      And the only woman who’s ever held my interest just went to a fucking frat party, drunk and upset.

      That’s my fault too.

      “What are your New Year’s resolutions, River?” Maisy asks, trying to include me in a conversation I don’t give a shit about.

      I shrug.

      “Come on,” Mila encourages. “Give us something.”

      “To play my best hockey,” I mutter, not wanting to say anything revealing.

      The girls roll their eyes and resume their conversation.

      I continue to clock the time, hating that as midnight draws near, all my thoughts are caught up on Lola.

      Does she have a fraternity brother to kiss when the ball drops?

      A text comes through.

      Lola: Hey, it’s Jas. We made it to the party so no need to rat us out.

      I breathe a little easier knowing they’re safe.

      But why the hell did Jas message and not Lola?

      Is she that drunk? Or embarrassed? Is she angry?

      Is she going to do more than kiss someone at midnight just to spite me?

      I take a shot of tequila to wash away the bitterness that coats my throat.

      My jealousy lingers and when the new year is announced, I’m already more pissed off than I was the year before.
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      River: Text me when you’re awake.

      Fuck. I think I’m dead.

      I drop my phone beside my head, wincing when it hits me in the temple. I’m twisted up in my sheet, half held prisoner, half in a hug. And I don’t have the strength to untangle myself because…I’m dying. Or dead.

      “Oh good. You’re up.” Jasmine barges into my bedroom and flops onto my bed.

      “Oof,” I wheeze, feeling like I might throw up.

      “Sorry,” she murmurs, quietly.

      I open my right eye and squint at her.

      Her expression is sympathetic. “I didn’t think about how shitty your hangover would be.”

      “Am I still drunk?” My voice is warbled.

      “It’s a possibility.”

      I close my right eye and take a mental stock of my body. My throat is dry, my head is pounding, my skin feels simultaneously hot and cold. And my stomach, my stomach is a ball of knots that tug tighter every time I move.

      Jasmine picks up my phone and squeals.

      “Too loud,” I tell her.

      “Oh my God! River messaged you.”

      I open both eyes. “It’s real?” I really thought I dreamt the entire scenario. With how long I’ve secretly crushed on River Patton, I wouldn’t put it past myself. Especially since I have never—as in not once in my entire life—been as drunk as I was last night.

      My stomach lurches and I shift to the side of my bed. Jas springs into action, placing my desk wastepaper basket beneath my mouth just as a spew of vomit pours out.

      “Shit,” my best friend mutters.

      I heave until I’ve got nothing left and manage to scoot my body back enough to ensure my forehead meets the mattress. “Happy fucking new year.”

      Jasmine snorts. “It’s not all bad. River Patton—”

      I groan as memories, little flashes without a beginning or end, flicker through my mind. “I tried to kiss him.”

      “I know,” Jas giggles. “No regrets, right?”

      I open my right eye again. Glare.

      She shrugs. “You wouldn’t stop talking about how he rejected you and how your life is over.”

      I close my eye again and pull a pillow over my head.

      Jas sighs and removes the pillow. “Look at me.”

      I do.

      “It’s not all bad, babe,” she says soothingly. She shakes my phone at me. “No way in hell any guy, but especially a man like River, would’ve messaged if he didn’t care about you in some way.”

      “Yeah. Probably worried my dad will kill him for letting me leave the party totally trashed. Or for allowing me to kiss him. Or something ridiculous.”

      “D does warn everyone to stay away from you.” She wrinkles her nose. “And sometimes, even me. He’s the ultimate cockblock.”

      “Tell me about it.” My dad has always been overprotective but since I started going to the University of Tennessee and he signed with the Thunderbolts, it’s been worse. He managed to warn the UT men’s hockey team to keep their distance as well.

      “But River messaged…” She lets that sentence dangle for a second. “And you’re awake.” Jasmine pushes my phone closer to my face. “Don’t you want to know what he has to say?”

      A mixture of mortification and curiosity floods my senses. “I can’t believe I tried to kiss him.”

      “You took your shot.”

      “And he rejected me.”

      “But he messaged,” she reminds me. “Lol, this is senior year. You’ve done everything right up until this point. You checked all the boxes. You are going to get a killer job in whatever city you decide to search in. You’re smart and motivated and disciplined. You deserve this.” She pushes the phone closer.

      “Rejection? Embarrassment?”

      “A little senior year fling with a hottie hunk.”

      I sigh. Between Dad’s overprotective tendencies and my commitment to school, Jasmine has a point. I’ve followed all the rules. I’ve met all the expectations. And still, I’ve never had the passionate nights the girls in my sorority giggle about. I’ve never had a fling.

      I’ve never had sex. I’ve never had an orgasm; at least, I don’t think I have. Jas says I would know. I bet River would know all about that too.

      Also, I don’t want to graduate college and start my grown-up-life as a virgin. So, yeah, I’d like to have a little fun. Indulge in a little fling.

      “Text him.” Jas places my phone in my hand.

      I stare at her for a beat. At the certainty in her gaze, I drag my aching body into a seated position and tap out a response.

      Me: I’m up.

      Three bubbles dance along the bottom of the screen within seconds and my heart leaps into my throat. “He’s typing.”

      “See?” Jas squeals again, clutching my arm in excitement.

      River: How do you feel?

      Me: I’ve been better.

      River: Drink two glasses of water. Take two Advil.

      Jasmine leaps out of bed to retrieve the water and tablets. “I should have done this already.”

      I snort. “What happened?”

      “I got distracted by the sex god,” she shoots back, referring to River.

      We have dissected his brand of hotness and sex appeal on many, many occasions. Jasmine returns with the water and ibuprofen.

      Me: Done.

      River: Good. Now, take a hot shower. Text me before you get in.

      “Holy shit,” Jasmine exclaims. “This took a turn!”

      I look at her. “I’m confused.”

      “So am I,” she confirms. “But I’m okay with that. Go take a shower.” She points to the bathroom door.

      My phone buzzes again and I squint at the unknown number. When I click on the message, my stomach knots for an entirely different reason. “Shit.” I show Jasmine the screen.

      “Damn,” she mutters.

      On screen are several photos from the night before.

      “I was so drunk. I was sloppy,” I say, scanning the photos. My breasts are nearly falling out of my dress as I straddle one of the AGR guys. Brad? Or Braylon? Something like that. He’s got a hand on my hip and his mouth is hovering over my collarbone. I look at Jasmine sharply. “Did I hook up with…the B guy?”

      “B guy?” Jasmine knits her eyebrows.

      “I can’t remember his name.”

      “Braydon.”

      “Right,” I mutter. “Well, did something happen?” I flip to the next photo. My right breast is completely bare in this one and Braydon’s hand is too fucking close. “Shit,” I swear, my panic rising.

      What the hell happened last night? Why don’t I remember?

      The lights and smoke and beat of the music fill my already overwhelmed head. Braydon and I definitely kissed. But then what? My hands shake as I drop my phone and lower my face into my palms. “I don’t remember what the hell happened last night.”

      Jasmine hears the panic in my tone because she scoots closer and wraps an arm around me. “We were both really sauced,” she says. “I’m sorry, Lol. I don’t think anything else happened between y’all but…”

      “But you don’t know.”

      She shakes her head sadly.

      “And there’re these fucking photos.” I feel the blood drain from my face. “What if my dad finds out?”

      “He won’t,” Jasmine answers too quickly for her response to be comforting.

      I hang my head in shame. What the hell was I thinking?

      “Holy crap. I think I kissed two guys in one night,” I lament.

      “Yeah, ya did!” Jas fist pumps. When I wince, she sighs. “Too soon?”

      “Way too soon. I feel like death.”

      “Okay.” She tugs my arm. “You go shower. I’ll see if I can get to the bottom of this.” She gestures toward my phone. “And we’ll make a plan.”

      “Fine,” I agree, forcing myself to stand. My legs feel weak, but they don’t give out. I make it to the bathroom and turn on the shower. As the water heats up and steam fills the small space, I debate if I should text River. He beats me to it which sends a thrill through me.

      River: You okay?

      Me: Feeling awful. About to shower.

      River: Good. It will help.

      I snort. I don’t know if anything can help make me feel less ashamed of last night. Throwing myself at men. Not remembering what the hell happened. Knowing there is a photo with my naked breast circulating Greek life.

      I step into the shower. The hot water coupled with the steam forces my body to relax, and I stand still, with my hands splayed against the tiles for support.

      I’m going to be okay. Last night isn’t the end of the world. A lot of my sorority sisters have experienced worse nights with worse photos and the fallout wasn’t life-damaging. I’m…fine.

      I wash my hair, scrub the shame of last night from my skin, and wrap myself in a robe. Who knew River Patton would be right? I do feel a little better. I comb out my hair and finish brushing my teeth just as the doorbell rings.

      “Shit,” I mutter, my eyes darting to my phone.

      River: You still showering?

      He sent the text four minutes ago.

      Is he here? A wave of nausea, crested in excitement, rolls through my stomach. I look at my reflection in the mirror. I look like shit. Pale, exhausted, ill.

      “Lol, someone’s at the door,” Jasmine calls out.

      “You gonna get it?” I retort.

      She laughs. “No. Are you?”

      The bell rings again.

      River: Hey Lol, something’s on your front porch.

      Clutching my phone, I make my way to the front door.

      “Shit,” Jasmine mutters when she sees me. She follows me to the foyer.

      I pull open the front door and nearly weep in relief when I see the man standing on the porch, donning an orange jacket with DoorDash emblazoned on it.

      “Burgers, fries, and Coke Zeros,” he says, thrusting a brown paper bag with a grease patch, as well as a drinks tray, in my direction.

      “Thanks,” I say shakily.

      He gives me a sympathetic look. “The grease will help with the hangover.”

      “Hope so,” I mutter. “Happy New Year.”

      Jasmine snorts. I close the door.

      Her eyes dance. “Did River send this?”

      “I think so.”

      “Damn.” She grins. “This means something real.”

      I follow her into the kitchen and plop down in a chair. While I’m beyond relieved that River wasn’t standing on the front porch, I can’t deny the flicker of disappointment either. There’s clearly something wrong with me. Maybe I am still drunk?

      The thought of alcohol twists my stomach and I stuff a few fries in my mouth, groaning in appreciation. “The grease helps.”

      “Hell yeah, it does.” Jas digs through the bag and beams. “He sent some for me too!”

      I snort.

      “Thank him,” Jas demands.

      Me: Thank you for the burgers and fries. You didn’t have to do that.

      River: Wanted to. How you feeling?

      Me: A little less like physical death. Just caught in a shame spiral.

      “You don’t have to be so honest,” Jasmine scolds, reading over my shoulder.

      River: You’re okay, Daire. We’ve all been right where you are. You’re good.

      Me: Thanks again for the food.

      River: Keep drinking water. Message me if you need anything.

      Me: I will.

      River: Happy New Year, Lola.

      A shiver runs down my back when he writes my name.

      Me: You too.

      “Wow,” Jasmine murmurs.

      “What did you find out about last night?” I redirect her thoughts.

      “You and Braydon made out. The AGR guys were being little pervs with taking photos of you and a few other drunk girls.”

      “Ugh.” I close my eyes trying to recall details from last night.

      “Other than your nip slip, nothing else happened.”

      “Thank God,” I sigh. “But they got that on camera?”

      Jasmine nods sympathetically. “They’re so immature. They could have just deleted it.”

      “But they sent it to me. Why?” I wonder.

      Jas shrugs and sits beside me. She nudges a burger closer and unwraps one for herself. “Who knows? They’re immature frat boys.”

      “I guess,” I say, unconvinced.

      Jasmine moans. “Grease is the greatest thing I’ve ever eaten.”

      I laugh and take a sip of my soda. “Nope, it’s Aspartame.”

      She chuckles and holds up her burger. I cheers mine against hers.

      “Happy New Year, Lola.”

      “To senior year, Jas.”

      “No regrets,” she reminds me.

      I don’t admit it but even though parts of last night and today were awful, other parts, like texting River, are too good to regret.

      We eat all the burgers and fries and collapse on the couch for afternoon naps.

      No regrets.
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      “I’m worried about her.” The words aren’t meant for my ears but the moment they leave Brawler’s lips, I tune in.

      Is he talking about Maisy? Or Lola?

      Either way, I want to know, so I loiter by my locker like a creep and wait for him to say more.

      “Cut the kid some slack,” Devon advises.

      Definitely talking about Lola. I try to keep my hands busy, so Axel and Devon won’t think I’m eavesdropping.

      “She hasn’t been herself lately,” Axel continues, his tone threaded with concern. “Something’s up.”

      “It’s her senior year,” Devon reminds him.

      “She and Jas have been partying hard lately.”

      “Again, senior year.” Devon clasps Axel on the shoulder. “You remember your senior year, Brawler?”

      Brawler scoffs. “Yeah. I had a five-year-old kid who woke up before the sun.”

      Damien snorts from nearby. “So that didn’t land, huh, Devon?”

      Devon chuckles. “I just meant, it’s normal. Lola’s a good kid. Her having a couple late nights out drinking—”

      “Or flirting,” Damien interjects.

      “Isn’t the end of the world,” Devon concludes.

      I drop my phone and swear as it catches on my bare toe. The guys’ heads all swing to look at me but I bend to retrieve my phone, hoping like hell that no one reads the murderous expression on my face.

      Drinking. Flirting. Late nights.

      This is my fault. I overstepped. I pushed her too hard.

      Fuck, is this because I didn’t kiss her back?

      No, don’t think so damn highly of yourself.

      If Axel’s worried than something is going on. Lola never replied to my last two text messages. Granted they weren’t anything special.

      Me: Hope you feel better.

      Me: Give the frat parties a break.

      I sounded fucking preachy. Annoying. Like someone she wouldn’t want to confide in. And hell, why would she tell me shit? It’s not like we’re friends.

      It’s clearly more than that if the thought of her kissing other guys puts me in a tailspin.

      “Patton,” Cole calls.

      I look up.

      He gives me a sharp look.

      “You good?” Beau Turner asks the question in Cole’s eyes.

      “Fine,” I say, slamming my locker shut. I drop onto the bench to pull on my new Jordans. “Fucking peachy,” I mutter to myself.

      I can sense the guys exchanging a look over my head, but I don’t care. What else is new? From the moment I joined the team, I haven’t fully fit in. Hell, I don’t really belong anywhere.

      Not with my family. Not with my team. And certainly not with a woman like Lola Daire.

      I shoulder my bag and flip a “later” over my shoulder as I make my way out of the locker room. Stowing my shit in the trunk of my car, I slip behind the wheel fully intending to drive home and crash.

      Instead, I find myself outside the little café Lola’s best friend Jasmine works at. Taking a deep breath, I turn off my car.

      Maybe I’ll eat some breakfast first.

      I stall in the parking lot. Why the hell did I come here? If Lola’s inside, then what? If she’s not, do I try to feel Jasmine out about Lola? I’m way out of my depth here. Usually, I don’t care enough to wonder. Normally, nothing I do impacts someone else’s actions. Or if it does, I don’t worry about it.

      But with Lola…fuck. I get out of the car.

      As soon as I walk into the café, I notice her. How can I not? She’s seated at a two-person booth. Her hair is tied in a loose braid, with strands slipping out to hide her face. She’s dressed casually, in worn overalls and a thermal long-sleeve. She’s bent over a stack of paperwork, a pen in hand, her eyes focused on her task. The tip of her tongue peaks between her lips and I like that she’s studious. I like that she cares about all the shit I don’t think twice about.

      “Fancy seeing you here,” Jasmine greets me, a wide grin splitting her face.

      “Hey, Jas.”

      “Would you prefer a table or booth?” she asks, pulling out a menu and rolled silverware.

      I smirk. “I’d prefer the brunette in the back.” I point to Lola before cutting around Jas.

      “Figures,” Jas laughs but lets me slide past.

      I slip into the booth across from my favorite brunette and swipe two fries off her plate.

      She looks up. Her eyes widen and she gasps. “River.”

      “Hey, Lol.” I toss a fry into my mouth. “Interesting choice for breakfast.”

      She laughs but it’s colored with surprise. “I prefer fries to hash browns.”

      I glance around the café. “Seems more like a breakfast spot.”

      “It is.” Lola leans closer. “The chef makes an exception for me.”

      I smirk. Of course, he does. “Is that so?”

      She nods. “What are you doing here?”

      I shrug. As much as I told myself I was coming to eat, it’s bullshit. My body is too damn tired and wants to crash but my head, fuck if my head isn’t caught up on Lola. Now that I know she’s here, no way am I leaving until I have a better sense of why her dad’s worried. Of what the hell this thing brewing between us is. “Just finished practice. Thought I’d grab a coffee.”

      She waves down Jasmine and glances at me. “How do you take your coffee?”

      “Black.” I’m not much of a coffee drinker but when I have one, I like it strong.

      Lola orders for me and I find it endearing. Sweet. Like she wants to take care of me, and for someone who never allows anyone to step into that role, it’s unsettling that I let her.

      “What are you doing?” I lean back in the booth and lift my chin to indicate the stack of papers before her.

      She picks the top page up and flashes it to me. “Job applications.”

      I squint to note the company name, noting it’s located in California. “Don’t you usually submit those online?”

      “Yeah,” she laughs, ducking her head sheepishly. “I do a hard copy first to sort out the open-ended responses.” She rolls her eyes. “I know, it’s nerdy as hell.”

      “It’s smart,” I counter. I steal another fry off her plate. “What’ve you been up to?”

      Lola shrugs. “Not much. Classes don’t start for another ten days so just hanging with Jas.”

      “Going out?”

      “A little bit.”

      “You ever hit the downtown clubs?” I know I’m pressing but hell if I don’t want info on Lola. Where’s she been partying? Who is she hanging with? Why the hell is her father worried? Axel may be a grumpy pain in the ass, warning the team off Lola every fucking chance he gets, but he hardly smothers her the way other good girls’ fathers do.

      She shrugs again. “Every now and then. It’s more Jas’s scene to be honest. Sometimes, I’m just along for the ride.”

      Honest enough. It’s obvious that out of the two of them, Jasmine is more outgoing and extroverted.

      “Here you go.” Jas appears, placing a coffee mug in front of me.

      “Thanks,” I mutter.

      Jasmine’s eyes dart between Lola and me. Her brow furrows. “Does he know?” Jas looks at Lola while tipping her head in my direction.

      Lola winces.

      “Shit. You didn’t tell him,” Jas deduces.

      “Tell me what?” I ask.

      Lola sighs and glares at her best friend. Jasmine blows her a kiss and wanders away.

      “Tell me what,” I repeat, sitting up straighter in my seat.

      “Nothing,” Lola mutters. “It’s…dumb.”

      I narrow my eyes, waiting for an answer and hating every scenario that runs through my mind.

      Lola’s seeing someone.

      Lola’s transferring.

      She’s taking a job in California.

      Some punk laid his hands on her.

      “Tell me,” I growl.

      She sighs. “Some frat guys have been annoying, that’s all. It’s not a thing.”

      “Annoying, how?” I’m clutching the lip of the table now, trying to channel my anger into my grip instead of my voice.

      “Silly stuff. Tagging me in a bunch of dumb, drunk girl photos. Heckling me whenever they see me out.” She shakes her head. “I really regret getting sauced on New Year’s Eve.”

      I wince at the reminder. Fuck, did I mess that up for her too? Guilt swims in my gut but it’s quickly eaten by a panic-inducing thought. “Did something happen? Did someone, are you okay?”

      Lola bites her bottom lip and the visual screws with my head. On one hand, I wish she was biting her lip in nothing but a thong, splayed out in my bed. On the other, I fucking hate that some dipshit frat guy saw more of her on New Year’s Eve than he should’ve. “I’m fine,” she says softly. “It was just a dumb night, that’s all.”

      I let out a slow exhale, trying to get a fucking grip on my thoughts. They’re all over the place and while I’m used to mentally spinning out, I’m not used to showing those emotions to anyone else. “Heckling you, how?”

      “Just giving me a hard time. I’ve got it under control and Jas shouldn’t have said anything.”

      I frown. Chew the inside of my cheek. I want to fix this, whatever the hell it is, for her. I also want her to know that I know she can take care of herself. “You sure?”

      Lola nods and gives me a smile. It soothes something deep inside me and I relax.

      “But if it gets too much or you need someone to step in, you tell me. You ever need anything…” I drift off.

      Lola lifts an eyebrow. “You gotta give me more than that, Patton,” she teases, effectively redirecting my thoughts.

      I smirk. “Oh, do I?”

      She bites that lip again. Her dark eyes sparkle as she nods. “Much more.” Her voice is huskier than it was a moment ago and it tugs at something deep inside. Yearning. That’s what I feel for Lola Daire.

      My hands tremble, desperate to reach out and touch her. But I don’t want to do anything that makes that smile slip.

      “What do you want, Lola?” I taunt.

      She leans closer, the table pushing into her chest and giving me a glimpse of her cleavage.

      “Lots of things,” she murmurs. Then, she grins and taps her papers. “Starting with a job.”

      I snort. “You tryin’ to leave me so soon?”

      Her smile fades as her eyes grow serious. “Not so soon, Patton. You know, I’ve been here for the past two years, right?”

      “I know,” I admit, wishing I made a move on her a year ago. I held back because I didn’t want to mess with the team, or lose Brawler’s respect. Still, I can’t imagine any time spent with Lola as wasted.

      “And I don’t graduate ‘til May,” she reminds me, as if challenging me to make my damn move now.

      “Only four months, Daire,” I say.

      One side of her mouth pulls up in a sexy smirk. “Four months,” she confirms.

      Fuck it. Four months. If I don’t make a move now, I’ll miss my window. Staring at the gorgeous woman across from me, I’ve never been more certain of an impending regret. Planting one hand in the center of the table, my tattoos stretching, I lean forward and kiss her.

      Her eyes widen with shock for one heartbeat before fluttering closed. I kiss her hard, pouring all my damn frustrations into her mouth. Angling her head with my other hand, I deepen our kiss, swiping my tongue against hers and nipping at her tempting bottom lip before pulling back.

      Lola stares at me, wide-eyed, open-mouthed.

      I grin. Swipe a fry off her plate and pop it into my mouth. Chewing thoughtfully, I add, “I really hope you apply for some jobs closer to Knoxville.”

      She sucks in an inhale.

      Then, I round the booth to her side and dip down again. This time, I kiss her softly. Gently. Longingly. The way a man should kiss a woman he feels something for, for the first time. Pulling back, I stare into her eyes, noting the surprise and excitement in their depths.

      I smile. “Those frat boys get out of line, you tell me, yeah?”

      She nods, her mouth still open.

      “Talk to you soon, Lola.” I toss a fifty-dollar bill on the table to make sure her meal is covered and that Jas gets a decent tip, and stride out of the café.

      As much as I want to look back, I don’t. But once I’m safely outside, I peek through the window. Enjoy the deliriously happy expression that flits over Lola’s face. I laugh as Jasmine slides into my vacated spot and grips her friend’s wrist in excitement.

      I think about kissing Lola Daire again.
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      “What the hell just happened?” Jasmine slides into the booth River vacated and pulls my plate of fries into her chest. She munches on them mindlessly, her eyes wide and waiting.

      “You saw that, right?” I murmur, my fingertips trailing over my lips. Lips that River freaking Patton just kissed.

      Kissed!

      “Um, yeah. The whole café saw,” Jas confirms.

      I squeal. She beams. We crack up, our laughter loud and spontaneous.

      “Holy shit,” I say, shaking my head. “Jas, what does this mean?”

      “What did he say?” She leans over the table.

      “Just that I’m leaving in four months, and I should apply for some jobs in Knoxville.”

      Jasmine eyes nearly fall out of her face.

      “You think that’s good?” I have no idea how to read River. Maybe he walks around stealing fries and kissing women all over the city. Right now, I need Jasmine to validate everything I’m feeling. I need to know I’m not reading into something that isn’t truly there.

      “Uh, yeah. I think that’s freaking great,” Jas gushes. “He likes you, Lol. Like really likes you.”

      I can’t stop the smile that curves my mouth. “I don’t know,” I say cautiously, not wanting to get my hopes up.

      “He’s into you.”

      “He probably does this all the time.”

      “No freaking way.” She wiggles his coffee mug. “No one comes in here for a cup of coffee.”

      “It’s a café,” I remind her.

      She smirks. “People come to eat, study, or meet friends. If he wanted a coffee, he would’ve hit a drive-thru. He was hoping you’d be here.”

      “You really think so?”

      “Yes!” She grips my arm and squeezes. “Come on, giving you his number on New Year’s? Checking on you and ordering us food the next day? Showing up here now… These are things a guy does when he likes a girl.”

      “But why all of a sudden? There have been plenty of Bolts parties and events where he barely looked at me.”

      Jas shrugs. “Maybe he realized the clock is ticking.”

      “Four months,” I admit, recalling that part of my exchange with River.

      “Four months is a lot of time to have fun.” Jas grins.

      I bite my bottom lip. “This could be for real.”

      “This is so fucking for real!”

      Jasmine and I continue to dissect everything River said or did while he was here. I give up on job applications for the day, happy to recall the kiss that took my breath away. Literally.

      River left me with a hint of what passion could feel like. He made me yearn for a connection I’ve yet to experience. His kiss changes everything.
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      As the Spring semester kicks off at the University of Tennessee, my downtime diminishes. Soon, I’m swept up into the hectic routine of juggling classes, homework, and sorority stuff.

      I’m also avoiding my dad. If he finds out that I kissed River, well, I don’t want a front-row seat to the fallout. My dad has been warning every hockey-playing male he encounters to stay away from me since the summer I turned thirteen. Out of all his teammates, current and former, I don’t think he’s blatantly disliked any as much as River.

      Partly it’s because Maisy and River get along so well. And partly it’s because River represents all the negative qualities my dad doesn’t want me to tangle up with.

      He’s arrogant, angry, and worst of all, unpredictable. Dad’s inability to read River, to pin down River’s issues—whether directed at hockey or his teammates—infuriates him.

      I know with certainty that my kissing River would cause Dad to lose it. And one measly kiss isn’t worth all that trouble.

      A date on the other hand…

      I bite the corner of my lip when a text message lights up my phone screen.

      River: Didn’t see you at the game.

      I grin the second I read his name. It’s been over a week since our kiss and other than a few text messages, I haven’t heard from him.

      Me: You looked a little rough in the third period.

      My heart rate ticks up as I mess with him. The truth is, he played well and scored two of the four goals that secured the Bolts a win over LA.

      River: Ouch. But you watched…

      Me: I did.

      River: So you saw my goals. Do they redeem my loss of focus in the third?

      Me: Maybe. Why’d you lose focus?

      River: Busy trying to see you in the crowd.

      Me: (Eyeroll emoji, laughing emoji)

      River: Your dad said you were coming.

      Me: I planned on it but couldn’t make it.

      River: ?? You good?

      Me: Yep. Had to wash my hair.

      River: Damn. Giving me that brush-off?

      Me: It’s the truth. Besides, classes started…

      River: So…

      Me: Things got busy.

      River: Now no fun for Lola?

      Me: I wouldn’t say no fun…

      River: You busy tonight?

      “Holy shit,” I murmur.

      The second I swear, Jasmine’s ears perk up. “What’s going on? Is it him?” She rounds the sofa in our on-campus apartment and drops down next to me. “Ohhh…yeah, totally not busy.”

      I tap out a reply.

      Me: What’d you have in mind?

      The three message bubbles jump at the bottom of my screen. Stop.

      Jas sucks in a sharp breath.

      They resume.

      She exhales.

      I elbow her in the ribs.

      “What? I’m nervous,” she admits.

      “Me too,” I whisper, gripping my phone.

      Please ask me out. Please ask me to do something. Please—

      River: Me and my boys are hitting up Dragonfly. Come through if you’re free.

      “He wants you to meet him at a club!” Jas shrieks. “We’re going. We’re totally going.”

      “Okay,” I say, my excitement for the night building. I start to reply.

      “Wait.” Jas’s hand covers mine. “Give him a vague response.”

      “What? Why?”

      “So he can wonder about you a little longer.”

      “Jasmine.” My tone holds a warning.

      “Trust me, Lol.”

      “Okay…”

      Me: I’ll try to make it.

      River: Put me out of my misery and say you’ll come.

      “Damn!” Jas exclaims. “The boy is thirsty. I see you, River.”

      Me: We’ll see. (winking face)

      “You’re a little flirt, Lola Daire.”

      I laugh. “Jasmine, what the hell am I going to wear?”

      “Oh, I got you.” She pulls me up from the couch.

      “Don’t let me drink too much,” I say, following her into her bedroom.

      She glances at me over her shoulder. “You haven’t been having fun these past few weekends?”

      I sigh. “I have. But I’m not a partier by nature. And I like River.”

      Jasmine looks at me for a long moment before nodding. “Got it. Now”—she turns to her closet and pulls out a cobalt blue mini dress—“try this.”

      My mouth drops open. “I can’t wear that!”

      “Why not?”

      I tug on the tag still attached to the dress. “You haven’t even worn it yet. What if you want to—”

      Jasmine snaps the tag off the dress. “I’m not going to return it.”

      I snort.

      “Try it on, Lol. Trust me. You’re gonna look hot AF.”

      I hold the dress against my frame and stare at my reflection. Biting my lip, I shake my head. “I can’t believe we’re meeting River tonight.”

      “We’re totally meeting River tonight.” Jasmine pulls another dress out of her closet. “And hopefully, his boys.” She shimmies.

      “You don’t think he means the team, do you?” Shit. Imagine if I show up and my dad’s teammates are there? I’ll never hear the end of it.

      Jasmine gives me a look. “Can you see D at Dragonfly?”

      I sputter out a laugh. “No, not Dad. But Devon. Or Damien.”

      “He didn’t mean the team,” Jasmine says with a confidence I don’t feel.

      “He never mentions friends or anyone really.”

      Jas grins. “Tonight is your night to meet them. And charm them. Lol, he’s bringing you into his world.”

      The realization pulls me up short and I drop the dress and turn to look at Jasmine. “You think this is for real, Jas?”

      “Oh, I think it’s more than for real.” She tosses her hair over her shoulder. “Now get dressed. I’m thinking smokey eyes and beach waves for your hair.”

      Anticipation flows through my body at Jasmine’s words. I’ve never had many dates or exciting events to hang out with a guy I like. Tonight, River is giving me all the things I’ve missed out on during college—the late nights, the clubbing, the flirting—in one go.

      I really hope he does more than just kiss me again at the end of the night.

      “Lol,” Jasmine asks, meeting my gaze again.

      “Yeah?” I pull my sweater over my head and pop the button on my jeans.

      “Just because he invited you to the club, you don’t have to…I mean,” Jasmine pauses and takes a deep breath.

      I arch an eyebrow, waiting.

      “You don’t have to sleep with him or anything. Unless, you know, you want to.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “Jasmineeeeee.”

      “What?” She shrugs. “I’m just saying. You’ve waited a really long time.”

      “I know. But I’m not a total prude—”

      “Never said you were.”

      “And I’d want to lose my virginity to River.”

      “Shit.” She sits on the edge of her bed. “Really?”

      I nod, still smiling. “Really. I’ve liked him for so long. Even though I don’t know him well, I like how I feel when I’m with him. It’s exciting and thrilling. And I know his reputation, but with me, he’s always been…protective.”

      “Totally protective,” Jas agrees.

      “So.” I shrug. “If it comes up, I’m game.”

      “Hell yeah, you are!” Jasmine stands up and fist pumps. “I just wanted to check. That way, I can either rescue you or ensure no one cockblocks ya.”

      I lean over to hug my best friend. “You’re the best, Jas. But River Patton is not a man I want to be rescued from.”

      She laughs. “Noted.”
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      An hour. That’s how long it’s been since I texted Lola and damn, I really thought she was going to show.

      “What’s gotten into you?” my brother asks, passing me a beer.

      I take a swig and shrug. “Nothing.”

      “You’re quiet,” Kieran pipes up.

      I open my mouth to remind them that I’m always quiet, but Johnny beats me to it. “Quieter than normal,” he declares.

      I blow out a sigh and pinch the bridge of my nose. I can feel a headache, one of those tension ones that wrap around your head like a fucking belt, forming. The music in the club reverberates through my limbs. I take another swig of my gin and tonic, my throat dry. Strobe lights flash and below us, bodies grind together on the dance floor.

      Glancing around the VIP section, I’m relieved I can at least hear my brother and friends over the noise. I’m thankful I can breathe in air that isn’t tainted by sweat and colored with perfume and hair gel. I exhale noisily and settle back into my chair, draining half my beverage in one gulp.

      Johnny sighs and turns away, engaging a scantily clad woman in conversation while Kieran pulls his new girl down onto his lap. Only my brother gives me a look, waiting me out. But after a minute, he stops waiting and fixes himself and Leanne fresh drinks.

      I glance around Dragonfly again, my gaze zeroing in on the entrance. No Lola. Damn.

      “Who is she?” Leanne asks, sitting next to me.

      I look at her. “Who’s who?”

      “The girl you’re searching out?” She gives me a little smile, her eyes filled with understanding.

      I sigh. Am I that fucking obvious that this girl, Cully’s girl, already sees through me? In usual circumstances, I’d ignore the question and turn away, but Leanne is with Cullen and if there’s one person in this world I really give a damn about, it’s my brother.

      I drop an elbow to my knee, hunching forward. “It’s not a thing,” I state.

      “Okay. But…” Leanne arches an eyebrow.

      “But I asked a girl to come. To hang with us.” I gesture around the table, to the group.

      “You did?” The fact that she sounds genuinely excited puts me at ease. In a way, Leanne reminds me of Maisy and Lola. She’s…chipper.

      I nod.

      “Did she say she’d be here?”

      “She said ‘we’ll see.’”

      “Ouch!” Leanne murmurs. She scrunches her nose. “Playing hard to get?”

      I shake my head. “She’s not that kind of girl.”

      Leanne’s eyebrows knit together. “What do you mean?”

      “She’s…she’s different than any woman I’ve ever… She’s just different.” I heave out another sigh. “I don’t know. At least, I thought she was different.”

      “Maybe she is,” Leanne says. “You really like her, huh?”

      That’s the fucking truth. The fact that I’m this twisted up over Lola not showing means I more than like her. I think about her throughout the day, wonder what she’s up to or what she’s eating for dinner. It’s bullshit, the wondering and worrying and I hate it almost as much as I crave it. Info about her. Just, her. But…

      “It can’t really be anything,” I shut my thoughts down.

      Leanne shakes her head, confused. “Because…” She trails off, taking a sip of her cranberry vodka.

      “She’s my teammate’s daughter.”

      Leanne chokes on her drink, covering her mouth as she sputters.

      Shit. I lean forward and grab a stack of cocktail napkins, pressing them into her hand.

      “Sorry,” I mutter.

      Cullen starts to move in our direction but Leanne waves him off. I don’t meet his gaze.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      Leanne nods. “You caught me off guard.”

      I smirk. I tend to do that.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Leanne says slowly, “but this girl, she’s legal, right?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yes. She’s twenty-fucking-one.”

      “Phew.” Leanne smiles, searching for levity.

      And because she’s Cully’s girl and reminds me of Maisy, I cut her some slack. I smirk back. “I’m trying to do the right thing here.”

      “But you like her,” she reminds me, as if that’s a plausible excuse for breaking the rules.

      “Brawler’ll fucking kill me.” Understatement. He’ll probably mutilate me beyond recognition. And then hate me for letting down his daughter and hurting the team.

      Leanne smiles. “I got one question for you, River.”

      “Shoot.”

      Leanne narrows her eyes. “Is she worth it?”

      Yes. It forms in my mind, unbidden and instant.

      Lola’s worth every damn thing and by Leanne’s genuine smile, I know that my facial expression gave away my thought.

      The truth is, I shouldn’t pursue Lola. I’ve got no right doing it. No reason to invite her to a club or spend time with her. I’ll never be in her league, never deserve her time and attention.

      But fuck if she’s not worth all of mine.

      A commotion rings out behind me and when Leanne narrows her eyes, I turn to see what’s unfolding.

      I lurch to my feet. She’s here.

      “She came,” Leanne murmurs, putting two and two together.

      Down below, Lola stares at Leanne, as if trying to place her. A frown pinches the corners of her mouth, and she starts to pivot away from the VIP area. Shit. I begin to move to the roped-off entrance.

      Does she think I’m flirting with Leanne? Is she upset that she came?

      Before my thoughts can spiral, I hear the chant ringing out on the dance floor. Squeezing past security, I note a group of men, the fraternity type who wear martini glasses sewed on their pants and shirts with tiny whales on them, jumping up and down.

      “Take your shirt off! Take your shirt off!” They’re hollering.

      What the hell?

      Lola tries to shuffle out of their circle, her hand clutched in Jasmine’s, who is also trying to push through.

      One of the guys hands Lola a shot glass. “Drink it, baby,” I hear him yell.

      Lola shakes her head, refusing to take the shot, as she pushes against the bodies squeezing her in. Distress crosses her expression and I see fucking red.

      Sounds fracture in my mind and the club falls away. All I see is Lola and the panic that invades her irises. My body vibrates with rage, and I want to hit every single fucker looking at her. Heat sweeps down the back of my neck, spreading down my spine and giving me a jolt of adrenaline.

      I barrel into the circle of guys, and they break apart, surprised.

      “Hey, man. What the—” one of them starts.

      “Holy shit!” another calls out.

      “You’re River Patton!” a third one chimes in.

      A few of them stare at me, gaping mouths and wide eyes.

      And these guys are supposed to be the fucking future?

      Gentling my touch the moment I reach her, I slip an arm around Lola’s waist. I pull her back against my chest, my hand hooking around her hip.

      She turns her head and relief fills her eyes as they latch onto mine. I feel it, her trust, like a kick to the gut. It hits me hard and fuck, the weight of it, fills me with responsibility I’m not used to but for her, I want it.

      I want to protect her and take care of her and get her out of this stupid fucking huddle with these dimwitted college douches.

      “Hey, River—” one of them says.

      I drop my lips to the side of Lola’s neck, kissing her there. A shiver runs through her body, and I feel it, absorb it, and fucking revel in it. I affect her just as deeply as she unsettles me. I kiss her again, brushing my mouth up her neck this time, the tip of my nose tracing the shell of her ear. She sags in my embrace, her body nearly melting into mine. Fuck, I want her.

      “She’s with me,” I tell the guys, my tone hard.

      Shock ripples among their crowd.

      “Y’all need to fall back. Don’t fucking look at her again.” I drive my point home by staring at each of them for a few seconds longer than necessary.

      Almost every one of these fuckwits drops his gaze. Damn cowards.

      “Come on.” I take Lola’s hand, my fingers tingling as soon as they grip hers. I shake my head, not used to this instant reaction to a woman. Turning, I check that she linked arms with Jasmine, and pull them through the crowd, back to the VIP area.

      I feel the gazes of Cullen and Johnny on the top of my head. In my peripheral vision, I spot Leanne bouncing up and down, her hands clasped against her chest.

      I glance back at Lola and smirk. “You came.”

      A smile rolls over her mouth and she nods shyly. “Yeah. You know, since my hair’s clean.”

      I chuckle, loving the stupid bullshit excuses she flips my way.

      Security opens the velvet rope and lets me through with Lola and Jas. At the table, my friends are on their feet, waiting to meet the woman I just publicly claimed in a way I never have before.

      “Standing ovation,” I remark.

      Jas snorts.

      “Cullen,” I say, stopping in front of my brother. “Meet Lola and Jasmine.” I glance at the girls. “This is my brother Cullen and his girl, Leanne.” I point to Leanne.

      Understanding fills Lola’s expression and her relief causes the tension in my shoulders to ease.

      Lola extends a hand and a warm smile to Cully. Then to Leanne. “It’s good to meet you.”

      “Oh, man,” Johnny announces, grinning at me. “We’re gonna have a helluva time tonight.”

      I tip my head back and laugh. Palming Lola’s back, I say, “Don’t listen to anything these fuckers tell you.”

      She laughs at Johnny. “Clearly, I’ll be sitting with you.”

      I groan. Johnny fucking cackles. Lola beams, more beautiful than any woman I’ve ever seen.

      And for tonight, everything in my life seems too damn bright to be real. But I’m not one to squander opportunity so I pour Lola and Jasmine a drink and watch as the girl I can’t get out of my head mingles with the only family I’ve ever known.
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      “Don’t lower your standards for this guy,” River’s friend Johnny says, gesturing toward River.

      I laugh, glancing at River who is watching our exchange with a thoughtful expression on his face. He’s not angry, the way I’d expect him to react given the stories my dad’s shared about him. It’s no secret River has a massive temper. Instead, he’s smirking.

      Jasmine looks positively thrilled by the exchange, leaning closer to Johnny. “Tell us, Johnny. Does River have a type?”

      Johnny shakes his head. “You’re trouble,” he tells Jasmine.

      She beams like she’s just been crowned prom queen. “You have no idea, Johnny. Now, give us the dirt.”

      River’s brother, Cullen, looks worried, his eyes darting to his brother.

      But River drops down across from Johnny and leans closer, clasping his hands together. “Yeah, Johnny. Give them the dirt.”

      “Oh damn, you’re gonna put me on the spot too?” Johnny asks.

      “My girl doesn’t just show up at clubs for any guy,” Jasmine continues, her eyes sparkling as they dart between Johnny, River, and me. “So, we want to know, is River Patton the real deal?”

      “He’s as solid as they come,” Cullen speaks up, an edge to his tone.

      Kieran snorts and shakes his head. Gesturing between me and River, he asks, “Seriously? You really showed up tonight for him?”

      I grin and ease back into my seat. I drain my drink to avoid voicing that hell yeah, I showed up tonight for River Patton.

      One of River’s friends passes me a shot glass, but I shake my head. “I’m good, thanks.”

      He shrugs and passes it to Jas instead. No one says anything. No one tries to push alcohol on me. There are no comments about loosening up or having fun. If anything, River looks relieved.

      I glance around the group, seeing River’s friends through a new perspective. I’ve never heard him, or my dad, or anyone on the team talk about his friends. Hasn’t anyone met them if they’re all right here, born and bred in Knoxville?

      “You’re in college?” Leanne, Cullen’s girlfriend, asks.

      “Yes.” I smile at her, feeling bad that I originally thought she and River were flirting when I showed up. Seeing their heads bent together, having a serious discussion, almost had me hightailing it out of here. If it wasn’t for the frat guys caging me in and Jasmine steering me closer to the VIP booth, I would have bolted. “You?”

      “I graduated last year. I’m a kindergarten teacher,” she offers.

      “Oh, wow!” Jasmine gushes. “You must be exhausted all the time.”

      Leanne laughs. “I like it. The kids are adorable and it’s good to be surrounded by their energy.”

      “What are you studying, Lola?” Kieran asks.

      “Um, computer science. Coding,” I clarify.

      Johnny whistles between his teeth. “Beautiful and smart. You sure you wanna spend time with this kid?” He smacks the back of River’s head. “Last I checked, he couldn’t remember his email password.”

      “But he’s got all the porn sites on lock,” River’s friend David chimes in.

      Kieran and Johnny crack up. River shakes his head but is smirking. Cullen stares at me curiously, as if waiting for my reaction.

      “I don’t know,” I admit, looking at River. “Youngest player on the Thunderbolts, only starter to be called up from the developmental league, constantly smashing expectations and consistently performing.” I wrinkle nose. “I think more people would say River’s lowering his standards for me,” I admit, wanting to defend him in front of his friends.

      At my declaration, the guy group grumbles, teasing River and slapping his back. But his eyes are glued to mine and the gratitude shining in them nearly undoes me.

      Do my words mean that much to him? Has no one stuck up for him before? While it’s clear his friends are joking and Cullen defends him, the way he’s staring at me is intense. His gaze filled with a gritty thankfulness I don’t fully understand.

      “You’re a lucky fucking man, Patton.” Johnny points at his friend.

      “Come on.” Leanne tugs my wrist as the DJ begins a new set. “Let’s dance.”

      Leanne pulls Jasmine and me down to the dance floor and the three of us lose ourselves to the music. We dance, our bodies joining in the mass of people grinding and shaking their asses. Leanne is easygoing and Jasmine and I click with her immediately, the three of us forming our own little huddle on the side of the dance floor.

      A few times, I catch sight of the fraternity brothers. Twice, I hear their raucous laughter and insulting jokes. But they don’t approach me again. Not to push shot glasses into my hand, not to remind me of my sloppy night on New Year’s Eve, not to suggest I pose in more unflattering photos.

      When I glance up at the VIP booth, River’s eyes are on mine. Darker than midnight and edged in a glint, they harden as he clocks the frat brothers. He watches me in a way that sends a shiver down my back. There’s a possessiveness there that I like more than I should.

      Mainly, because we have no chance together. My dad will never allow it and I don’t want to be responsible for messing up team dynamics. More than that, I’m planning to move. I’m starting my life. Most likely, not in Tennessee.

      And River? Judging by the group he rolls with here, not to mention playing for the Bolts, well, he’s staying put for now.

      The song changes to a throwback R&B track. River pushes away from the railing, and I turn more fully into Jasmine and Leanne. Closing my eyes, I twist my wrists above my head and focus on dancing, on the music. I don’t come to clubs often and when I do, I try to make the most of it.

      A hand grasps my hip and I turn, ready to tell the guy to keep moving, but stop short when I realize it’s River.

      “You dance?” My mouth hangs open.

      He pulls me more firmly against his chest. Dropping his mouth to my ear, he admits, “Never.”

      The confession makes me smile and I drape my arms over his shoulders, loving the heat of his body pressed against mine.

      River’s hands wrap around my hips, his fingers resting above the swell of my ass. As I roll my body along his, he grinds against me, the two of us catching the rhythm of the song.

      The lights dim as colorful smoke fills the dance floor. Jasmine’s laughter rings out, but I can’t hear much else over the loud music. Over the beat of my heart.

      The moment between River and me stands still, suspending time, as my body relaxes in his hold. All the tension and stress I carry around dissipates. I breathe in River’s cologne, a masculine, spicy scent I love. His one hand travels lower, nearly resting on my ass, and I close my eyes, wanting to stay in this moment for longer than a song.

      I hug him closer, my breasts pressing into his abdomen. His one hand comes up, underneath the curtain of my hair, and grips the back of my neck. I rest my cheek against his chest, and he holds me close, the two of us just swaying to the music. Soaking up the moment.

      When the song changes, River kisses the crown of my head and it’s so sweet, so at odds with the angry hockey player, that moisture fills my eyes.

      Who is this man who sends me food and check-in text messages? Who is this guy with a group of friends who clearly know him well enough to poke fun at him? Who is River Patton?

      More intrigued than ever, I glance up. He drops his face to mine, his lips hovering over my ear. “I want to take you somewhere.”

      I rear back in surprise. “Now?”

      He nods.

      I glance at Jasmine. When I reach for her, River drops his hold on me.

      “Yeah?” Jas asks, her eyes blazing with excitement as they meet mine. At least there’s one person in my life who will be truly happy for me if I hook up with River.

      “River wants to head out.” I tip my head in his direction.

      “Oh, go ahead. Have fun! I’m going to stay,” Jas says, pointing at Leanne, Cullen, and Johnny.

      I bite my bottom lip. We just met these people and while I’m sure Jasmine will be fine, I don’t want to leave her. Buddy system and all that.

      “I’ll get you home,” Johnny offers.

      “See?” Jas grins. “Johnny’ll get me home.” She swivels her hips suggestively and Johnny laughs, tapping her ass.

      Cullen shakes his head, but I see a smirk curl the corners of his mouth.

      I look back to River.

      “Trust me,” he says. “I’d never leave your girl behind if I didn’t trust Johnny.”

      “Okay,” I say, glancing back at Jas. “Text me when you leave? Or if you need anything.”

      My bestie grins and pulls me in for a tight hug. “Of course. But I hope I don’t see you at home tonight,” she mutters in my ear.

      I snort and shake my head. “I’m sure you will.”

      “Be safe, bestie.” Jas releases me.

      I hug Leanne goodbye and exchange good nights with River’s friend group. Then, River takes my hand and guides me out of Dragonfly. My fingers disappear in his large palm, and I wonder if that’s how things are with him.

      Does he just swallow you up? His presence looms before me, large and imposing. Thrilling.

      We dip into the back seat of a car that’s already waiting for River.

      “Hey, Steve. Can you take us to Easy?” River asks.

      “Easy?” I ask.

      River smirks. “You’ll see, Lola. I think you’ll like it.”

      I nod, studying him. The dark slash of his eyebrows, the fullness of his mouth.

      Alcohol and the music from the club swim in my veins, giving me the lightheaded breathlessness of being slightly tipsy.

      River lifts a questioning brow.

      I smile. “I like you,” I admit, quietly.

      River smirks. “Yeah? Well, you’re growing on me.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “Nah, you only think you like me.”

      His smirk drops and his gaze grows serious. He pins me in place with his stare, a hint of frustration rolling off his shoulders. “Trust me, Lola. I like you a hell of a lot more than I should.”

      I shiver from his declaration and toss up a silent prayer that Jasmine is right.

      Tonight, I hope River Patton takes me home. And takes me to his bed.
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      I hold out my hand to help Lola from the back seat of the car. As soon as she lays her fingers over mine, a jolt of electricity, a spark of connection, travels through me.

      Shit. What is this girl doing to me?

      “Where are we?” she asks, fixing the strap of her small, cross-body purse.

      “You’ll see.” I lace our fingers together and love that she steps closer to me, as if drawn to my presence.

      We stop before a small, blue door, and I knock three times. A small window slides open and half of a man’s face becomes visible.

      Lola presses her frame closer to mine and I bite back my grin.

      “Password?” the guys asks.

      “Whiskey blue.”

      The little window closes again, a few sounds of twisting knobs and latches rings out, and then, the door is pulled wide open.

      “Get in here, Patton. It’s been a while.” The big, burly man known as Preacher pulls me into a hug. When he releases me, his attention turns to Lola and his smile widens. “Well, hello. Welcome. I’m Preacher.”

      Lola shakes his hand. “Lola. It’s nice to meet you.”

      Preacher gives me a look like “you’ve gotta be kidding me. She’s with you?” It’s the same look and jokes my friends tossed at me but when it comes to Lola, I don’t mind their ribbing. Because I know she’s too good for me. If I see it, wouldn’t everyone else?

      But I’m not passing up on the moments she’ll give me because I can’t. I’ve tried to create distance between Lola Daire and me. It didn’t work. So now, I’m going to enjoy this night and let the chips fall where they will.

      “Is there a show tonight?” I ask.

      Preacher grins. “You’re right on time, Patton. Daisy’s starting in ten.”

      I dip my head. “Cool. Thanks, Preach.”

      Preacher waves us in. “Go grab a table.”

      Lola’s confusion radiates off her, but she doesn’t voice her concerns. Instead, she holds my hand tighter and when I give her fingers a little squeeze, I hear the reassured sigh that slips past her lips.

      I pull back the heavy, navy curtain and step into another world. Again, I glance over my shoulder and take in Lola’s expression as she realizes where we are. Confusion, uncertainty, wonder, excitement. God, she’s beautiful.

      “We’re at an old-timey…lounge?” she whispers. Then she glances back at the curtain. “Is it a secret?”

      I chuckle and guide her to a small table with a great view of the stage. “We’re at a speakeasy,” I say.

      Her mouth drops open. “I’ve never heard of this place.”

      “Not many have. It doesn’t even have an official name. It’s a place you either know about or don’t.” I pull out a chair for her and she sits down.

      I take the seat beside her and pass her a small placard with cocktails listed on it.

      She narrows her eyes. “But you know it…”

      “I’ve lived in Knoxville a long time, babe.”

      She shakes her head. “I didn’t realize…your friends, your life…”

      “A few people still like me.”

      She grins. “I didn’t mean it like that. Besides, I like you.”

      It’s a reminder from what she said in the car. The honesty in her tone pulls me up short. “You shouldn’t.”

      Her grin widens at my warning. “I can make up my own mind, Patton.”

      I snort. “Patton, huh?”

      She shrugs. “My dad’s warned me away from guys my entire life and still, I’m an excellent judge of character.”

      I roll my lips together, considering her statement. “Yeah? How would you judge me?”

      She bites the corner of her mouth, considering her words carefully.

      A server pops by and both our eyes flick to the woman dressed like a flapper. Pure excitement ripples over Lola’s face and I love that I’ve surprised her, that I’ve made her happy in some way.

      “I’ll take a French 75, please,” Lola orders. I like that she’s keeping it fancy with champagne.

      “Uh, Gin Rickey,” I rattle off the gin cocktail I always opt for.

      “Be right back with your drinks.” The server flounces away, the fringe on her dress swishing.

      I turn my gaze back to the beauty I wish I could claim as mine. I raise a questioning eyebrow.

      She smirks, most of the blush and nervousness from our previous encounters disappearing. Is it the alcohol? The atmosphere? The fact that we are finally alone without any of my teammates or our friends to witness our exchange?

      Lola’s tongue runs along her bottom lip before she purses them in thought. “You shield yourself in armor. A toughness that keeps others at a distance. You push people away when they get too close. You pretend to not care, fake that you’re not affected by people, or moments. But underneath all that, you, River Patton, are a good man. You just don’t want anyone to see it.”

      I pull back, surprised as fuck.

      Her smirk widens into a grin.

      Our server drops off our cocktails and I take a gulp of mine just to clear my mind, just to have something to do with my hands.

      “Your turn,” Lola taunts.

      I shake my head. “You went deep as fuck, Lola Daire.”

      “I already told you: I like you.”

      “So, you’re going all in?” I ask, keeping my tone light.

      She dips her head, her eyes studying her hands before she takes a sip of her cocktail and meets my eyes. “I think I went all in the night I threw myself at you. I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life.”

      I wince at the reminder of New Year’s Eve.

      “And yet, I’m glad it happened,” Lola continues, surprising me. “Now, I don’t have to pretend. I’ve already gone out on the limb and…” She shrugs. “Well, four months.”

      “Four months,” I agree, clinking my glass against hers.

      “It’s still your turn, Patton.”

      I grin. “I think you’re too fucking good for anyone in my world, Lola Daire. Way too good for me. The things you see in me—I’m not that guy. I’m the selfish motherfucker that wants you anyway. Even though I know my world is too damn small for yours.”

      Surprise flares in her irises before they blaze with heat. I like that I caught her off guard. I like that I can be honest with her when I spend my life speaking in half fibs. Faking it. Lola was right about one thing: I do push people away.

      At some point, I’m sure I’ll push her away.

      But not tonight. Tonight, I want Lola with a recklessness I haven’t felt in years. One that makes me short-sighted and selfish. A dangerous combination when it’s aimed toward a brown-eyed sweetheart.

      “Welcome, welcome. We’re so happy you’re here tonight!” a woman announces on the stage. The lights dim and a spotlight zeroes in on the woman.

      Lola turns her attention toward the stage, and I focus on her, memorizing the emotions she wears so blatantly. Like she’s not worried about someone using her feelings against her. Like nothing bad has ever touched her to make her jaded like the girls I grew up with. Like Chiara.

      Applause breaks out in the audience and the curtains pull back to reveal a jazz band.

      Wonder illuminates Lola’s expression as the band begins to play. I know the performance is a special one and yet, I can’t drag my eyes away from Lola. As the music moves her, I reach across the table and place my hand over hers. My nerves spark to life the second they collide with hers, sending a jolt up my arm. Her eyes jerk to mine, surprise widening them.

      Innocent. Beautiful. Gentle.

      I want to consume Lola Daire’s sweetness.

      She flips her hand, palm up, under mine and threads our fingers together. Her smooth skin contrasts beautifully with my inked knuckles. We sit like that, just holding hands, and listening to jazz, until the show finishes. As the band receives a standing ovation and the curtain falls, the lights slowly come on.

      Lola looks at me, her cheeks flushed, her expression washed in excitement. “I, that was…exhilarating.”

      I nod, unable to form words as I drink in the genuine delight she freely feels.

      “Thank you, River. Tonight…” She shakes her head. “This was special.”

      Patrons begin to file out of the speakeasy and as I tug Lola closer, her chest collides with mine. Without overthinking it, I drop my mouth to hers, needing to imprint this memory, this moment with her, on my mind forever.

      She gasps, her lips parting. I take advantage of the movement and slip my tongue inside her mouth. As I wrap an arm around her waist and hold her against my frame, her fingers thread the hair at the nape of my neck. My palm spans the width of her back as I bend into her, sipping at her sweetness like it’s a fucking nectar from the gods.

      She tastes like citrus and bubbly. She smells like strawberries. She feels like the most overwhelming gift I’ve ever been given.

      Her tongue meets mine, dancing and tasting. My other hand lifts to cup the side of her face and she leans into my touch, as if she can’t get enough of me, the same way I crave her.

      Our kiss is passionate and intense. It’s entirely inappropriate for a well-lit room with patrons milling about.

      And yet, I don’t care about anything except these seconds—this beautiful respite—with Lola.

      When I pull back, she’s wide-eyed and flushed and the images that roll through my mind are entirely fucked up. Because I want to see her pinked cheeks after I give her a series of mind-blowing orgasms. And I want to mess up her hair, witness it tangled on my pillow in the morning light. I want to know the shape her mouth makes when she comes. And fuck, I want to bury myself so deep inside her, a part of me remains even after I burn this connection to the ground.

      “Come home with me.” My voice is gruff, my words uneven.

      “Yes,” she answers quickly. Too quickly.

      I narrow my eyes. Her cheeks redden.

      “Lola,” I say, wondering if I should backtrack or whisk her to the waiting car out front.

      “I want to come home with you, River.” Her voice is strong. Her words certain.

      I bend and press my mouth to hers again. This kiss is edged in promise and warning, in need and knowing.

      “You sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      I nod once and take her hand. As I guide Lola out of the speakeasy and into the waiting car, I can’t help but feel like the luckiest man in the world. I don’t deserve her; I don’t deserve this.

      But fuck if I’m not going to take it all.
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      Jasmine: TELL HIM.

      Me: No way! Then, he’ll want to talk about it.

      Jasmine: You should talk about it.

      I drop my head back against River’s bathroom door, my hand clutching my phone.

      Me: I want it to be him.

      Jasmine: I know. But don’t you think he should know you’re a virgin?

      Me: Meh. It’s my decision.

      Jasmine: Totally. I’m just saying, if I was him, I’d want to know.

      Me: You’re nothing like River.

      Jasmine: Hey!

      Me: I didn’t mean it as an insult.

      Jasmine: (Smirking face emoji) Tell him.

      Me: Gotta go.

      Jasmine: Be safe!

      Jasmine: But have fun!

      Jasmine: And don’t think too much.

      Jasmine: Don’t think at all.

      Jasmine: Make sure he has a condom.

      Jasmine: Oh my God, I feel like my little baby bird is leaving the nest.

      Jasmine: You’re sure about this, right?

      Jasmine: Lola?

      Jasmine: Gah! Okay. Message me after. Like, immediately after. I’ll be glued to my phone. Waiting.

      My phone buzzes incessantly, skittering over the bathroom vanity where I placed it. I smirk at Jas’s texts, popping up in quick succession on the screen. Before I can reply, River knocks.

      “Yo, you okay?” His voice is deep, gruff, sexy. It sends a spray of nerves over my skin.

      Fixing myself with a steely gaze in the bathroom’s mirror, I let out a slow breath. This is it. The moment. The one I’ve been waiting for for years. I’m literally the last virgin standing. Even the guys in my computer science classes who sometimes can’t meet my eyes when we talk in study groups have all done it. At least, that’s what the computer science rumor circles have concluded.

      Either way, I’m ready. I’ve been ready. And there is no man I’d rather give my virginity to than River. With him, I know I won’t regret it. I’ve liked him, wanted him, thought of him way too long for tonight to be anything but the perfect culmination of my last year of hoping and fantasizing.

      “Yep.” I pull open the bathroom door.

      River shadows the doorframe. His dark eyes capture mine, a hint of indecision in their depths that makes my nerves skip. Is he having second thoughts? Does he find me lacking?

      I tuck my hair behind my ear and lick my bottom lip, nervous.

      River’s hand, large and callused and strong, grips my hip. He studies me and as I force my gaze to his, his eyes change. The uncertainty fades. Hunger fills his irises, ringed with want that makes my stomach tighten.

      He wants this as much as I do. He wants me.

      The knowledge that I can make a man like River—River Patton!—want is intoxicating. It fills me with newfound confidence, and I shake off my nerves. My arms lift, resting on his shoulders as I press up into his strong frame. His mouth meets mine, kissing me slowly. Long and deep and sensual.

      My eyes close and I take Jasmine’s advice. I turn off my brain. I banish my insecurities. Instead, I give myself up to River and trust that he’ll take care of me. Trust that my intuition is right. Trust that I can trust him.

      Maybe it’s partly alcohol and maybe it’s partly how damn long I’ve waited but now that I’ve committed to this moment, I revel in it.

      River deepens our kiss. His one hand holds my cheek, angling my head as his other hand splays in the center of my back, pressing me flush against him. His erection pushes in my lower abdomen, and I love how hard he is for me. I love that I can affect him at all.

      As my grip tightens, he lifts me in his arms and walks us to his bedroom. I giggle, my toes hovering inches from the ground. He smiles and my heart melts. For a blink, he looks almost boyish, carefree, and happy, in a way I’ve never witnessed.

      “You’re not like I expected, Lola.” He lays me down in the center of his bed.

      “What’d you expect?” My eyes stay glued to his even though I’m desperately curious to check out his room, to note his belongings. But not at the expense of missing this moment.

      He shakes his head. Gripping the back of his shirt, he pulls it up and over his head in one quick movement. Shaking the shirt off his arm, it falls to the floor. He drops over me, crawling up my body as I lean into the pillows at the head of his bed.

      “Not this sweet,” he murmurs, dropping a kiss to my cheek. “Or this sexy.” He kisses my other cheek. “Perfect.” He kisses the tip of my nose. Pulling back slightly, he admits, “You’re too good to be true, babe.”

      I shake my head, bowled over by his words. My hands find his cheeks as I guide his face back to mine. “I want you, River,” I admit, not caring one way or the other who he thinks is too good or too sweet or too anything.

      In this room, right now, it’s me and him.

      I pull him in for a kiss and he comes willingly. Our kiss turns from gentle and sensual to desperate and reckless. Sweet morphs into needy. My knees widen to accommodate River’s frame as he presses me into the mattress, his mouth working over mine in a series of nips and sips and long tastes.

      My hands trace the solid blades of his shoulders, the bulk of his arms. I glide my fingers over his smooth skin and skate along the tapering of his waist. His muscles roll under my touch, strong and sinewy and more virile than anything I’ve ever experienced. He presses into me, his hard length brushing against my core and I gasp as a million nerve endings come to life.

      A heavy throb pulses between my thighs and I clutch River harder, wishing I could disappear inside him. He reaches between my legs, applying the lightest pressure to my most sensitive spot and I nearly see stars.

      River’s mouth moves down the column of my neck as he applies more pressure to the slow circles he’s drawing around my clit. “You’re so damn responsive to me, babe.” He sucks the base of my throat. “Drives me fucking wild.”

      His words, his mouth, his hand, it’s all too much. Sensations I’ve never felt before build in my bloodstream, fanning out through my limbs in a heat I can’t quench.

      Is this what everyone always talks about? Is this what it feels like? Is this what I’ve been missing for so long?

      River unzips my dress, slowly peeling it off my body. My breasts spring free from the tight material and his eyes widen. As he tugs the dress down my body, I lift my hips and he drags off my lacy thong with the dress, pushing everything to the side of his bed.

      Laid bare before him, I blush as his eyes drink me in. I fight the urge to cover myself, more grateful for the liquid courage than I was earlier.

      “Christ, Lola. You’re fucking beautiful,” River’s voice caresses my skin.

      I bite my bottom lip and his gaze heats. The throb between my thighs intensifies as River touches me, dragging his fingers through my wet folds with a deliberate slowness that nearly undoes me. He watches me as he touches me and my skin heats under his gaze.

      “Wanna taste you, baby,” he murmurs, before lowering himself to the edge of the bed.

      On his knees, he tugs me to the edge of the bed, lining me up with his mouth.

      “River.” Panic laces my voice as I start to sit up.

      “Shh, I got you,” he reassures me, his big hand gently pushing me back down. He licks me slowly, his tongue parting my core.

      My body bucks off the bed as fireworks explode in my mind.

      “So good,” he coos, blowing on my sensitive flesh. Then, he wraps his arms around my thighs, holding me open, as he kisses and licks and sucks on the tiny bud that gifts the most overwhelming sensations.

      “River!” My hand clutches his hair, my other gripping the bedsheets. A feeling I’ve never experienced builds in my body, drawing my limbs tighter. My thighs begin to shake, and River picks up the pace, adding more pressure, his fingers clenching my thighs. “Oh, God!” I’m panting, desperate and needy and fucking horrified that I’m coming apart like this, in front of him, on his tongue.

      “Come for me, beautiful,” River demands.

      I do. I shatter. I detonate. I reach the pinnacle of the highest cliff I’ve ever sailed and fall off its edge in a moment of pure bliss. As quivers pulse through my body, River rains kisses on my skin. His lips move over my thighs, my stomach, each breast and nipple. His fingers brush through my hair; his lips murmur words I can’t decipher. I cling to his hand, wanting to stay connected to him, wanting him to tether me to this world I’ve never navigated.

      “Gonna get a condom, babe.” He gently disentangles our hands.

      Oh, shit. We haven’t even done it yet. And I feel… I feel fucking marvelous. A bubble of laughter climbs up my throat, but I swallow it down. This is better than anything I’ve ever imagined.

      My friends’ warnings about the first time hurting, about the first time sucking, about the awkwardness and the uncertainty…I watch as River rolls on a condom. With him, I’m in good hands. He won’t hurt me. He won’t make this experience anything but perfect for me.

      A smile touches my lips and River smiles back when he sees it.

      “You ready for me?” he asks, his words taunting, his voice tender.

      I nod as he lines up at my entrance and slowly rocks inside.

      Grasping his biceps, I pull him closer, and he lowers himself on top of me, careful not to transfer his weight onto my frame. He kisses me hard as he thrusts inside.

      Pain blossoms and I wince but then, the burn fades. River slows, giving me time to adjust to him. “So fucking tight,” he mutters. “So fucking good,” he praises.

      I hold him close, wanting to memorize this feeling, of him filling me, of us joined together. The oneness of it all overwhelms me. This is what I’ve always wanted. He’s who I always dreamed of.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, so damn grateful it’s him. That River Patton gave me this gift.

      He snorts, brushing my hair out of my face. “Don’t deserve this with you, Lola.” He kisses me and I moan, the achey soreness between my thighs giving way to wanting all over again.

      “Yes, you do. Please.”

      He shakes his head, his nose brushing against mine. “But fuck, baby, am I gonna take it.”

      Then, he begins to move, setting a pace that is torturously slow then deliciously fast. I come again, loving the feel of him inside me. As I find my release, he fists my hair, clutching me to his chest.

      “Lola,” he cries my name as he twitches inside me, claiming his pleasure.

      I bite his shoulder to keep from crying out in gratitude.

      We come down from the most natural high of my life together and as River’s bedroom comes back into focus, my heart rate slows, and my mind settles.

      This moment is everything. River is everything.

      I roll my lips together to hold back my smile. River rolls to the side, wrapping me in his arms and holding me. My heart rate slows, my eyelids grow heavy, and my body relaxes, wanting to stay in this moment forever.
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      “Let me clean up, babe.” I kiss the back of her neck as I shift my weight to the side of the bed. The last thing I want to do is leave Lola’s side but we both need to sort ourselves out so we can get some sleep.

      She doesn’t rustle and I wonder if she’s that sated. That exhausted. But, fuck, why wouldn’t she be? That was some hell of a performance. Glancing at her over my shoulder as I make my way to the bathroom, I can’t believe the brunette bombshell is in my bed.

      She’s sweeter than anything I’ve ever experienced. Hotter than any woman I’ve ever been with. I don’t know what I was expecting but it wasn’t that. Lola Daire wasn’t shy or uncertain. She was sexy and exhilarating. Each kiss from her felt like a claim and every touch, a caress. She was intoxicating sweetness and thrilling seduction.

      Lola Daire blew my fucking mind.

      Slipping into the bathroom, I flip on the light and start to remove the condom but stop short. Narrowing my eyes, I run my fingers over the watery and thin layer of blood that coats the rubber.

      My finger snags on a tear in the condom and my stomach sinks.

      Glancing at my fingertips, my heartbeat echoes in my eardrums. Understanding comes into a focus as realization dawns.

      The little minx who turned me inside out was a goddamn virgin. A virgin who didn’t fucking tell me.

      And the condom broke.

      Shit. Fuck.

      My thoughts whirl, erratic and worried.

      Did I scare her? Come on too strong? Too fast. Why the hell didn’t she say something?

      Shouldn’t I have noticed by how damn tight her pussy clenched me? Or the inhale she took when I pushed inside?

      And when did the fucking condom shred? When I was pounding into her? When I emptied myself in her slick heat?

      I tug off the condom and drop it in the trash can. I fucked up.

      I fucked Lola Daire.

      Christ, what if she gets fucking pregnant?

      No. No way would it happen so quickly. Gayle told me how hard she tried to conceive. Even getting pregnant with Cullen took two years. It’s fine. Lola’s fine. We’re fine.

      Right?

      Washing my hands, I look at my reflection, seeing the fucking chump who just took the virginity of a goddess.

      “Fuck me,” I mutter, hanging my head. Turning off the faucet, I dry my hands, wiping away the last visual reminders of Lola’s virginity.

      Why the hell did she give it to me? Clearly, she knew what we were getting up to. Obviously, she made the decision. But for the life of me, I can’t think of one good reason to choose me when she could have any man in the state of Tennessee.

      Resolving to get some damn answers and to break the disturbing news that I spilled my seed into untouched territory, I reenter my bedroom.

      Lola’s sitting up in bed, looking more uncertain than she has the entire time we had sex.

      “Hey,” I say, keeping my tone soft. Voice gentle. I won’t fucking scare her more than I already might have.

      “Hi,” she says shakily.

      I sit on the edge of the bed.

      Her lips thin and her brows pull together. A heartbeat of awkwardness, a blooming of tension, passes between us.

      I sigh. Grip the back of my neck. “Babe, why didn’t you tell me you were a virgin?”

      She sighs, her eyes fluttering closed, as she drops back to the bed. Her head hits the pillow and with her eyes shut, a tear seeps out the side. That one fucking bead of moisture guts me and I take her hand in mine. “Talk to me, Lola.”

      She opens her eyes, squirming under the duvet cover.

      “Are you okay?” I try again. “How do you feel?”

      She rolls her lips together and finally opens her eyes. The worry in them causes my concern to spike. “Confused,” she admits.

      My chest tightens and my stomach twists. Fuck. I fucked this up.

      “Come here.” I help her reposition to a seated position. Keeping her hand in mine, I squeeze lightly. “Did I hurt you?”

      “No,” she says quickly, shaking her head to emphasize the point. “I, it was, you…that was amazing. One of the best moments of my life.”

      The surety of her tone restores some of my faith that I didn’t screw this up beyond repair. I brush my lips over her temple. “You could have told me.”

      “I was embarrassed.”

      “Why?”

      She gives me a look and I chuckle lightly. “Seriously? How many twenty-one-year-old virgins do you know?”

      I shrug. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “I didn’t want you to end it. I wanted it to be you,” she says, biting her bottom lip.

      I blow out a sigh, relief enveloping me. Well, thank fuck for that. Cupping her face, I brush my thumb along her cheekbone. “Do you regret it?” The question hangs between us and nerves, the kind I felt when I tried out for the league, the kind that plagued me as a kid, in foster houses that made my skin crawl, kick up behind my breastbone.

      “Not at all.” Lola smiles, her hand lifting to cover mine. “You gave me a gift, River.”

      “Not nearly as good as the one you gave me, babe.”

      She blushes, her smile widening.

      “Do you want to get cleaned up?” I ask.

      She bites the corner of her mouth again and I note she does this when she’s feeling uncertain.

      “Tell me,” I demand.

      She glances at the duvet cover pooled around her waist. “I’m scared to look.”

      I chuckle lightly. “Because of the blood?”

      She nods.

      “It’s not that much, babe.”

      She doesn’t move.

      “Hey.” I tuck my finger under her chin and lift her gaze to mine. “Trust me?”

      With her eyes glued to mine, she nods. Her irises are shiny with emotion, with a vulnerability I want to safeguard and cherish. With a trust that no one, not one fucking person, has ever placed in me before.

      “Okay,” I whisper. Standing next to the bed, I reach for her hand and help her stand. We glance at the sheets, and I’m relieved that there’s only two small smears of blood on the white bedding. “Easy.” I squeeze her hand again. “I’ll change the bedding; you take a shower, yeah?”

      “Okay.” Her voice is soft but steady.

      “Then, we’ll talk?”

      She freezes, her gaze snapping to mine. “About?”

      I sigh. Tug on the back of my neck again.

      “What is it?” she asks, her voice rising a few octaves.

      Fuck. “Lola, I want you to know that no matter what, we’ll figure this out, yeah?”

      “Oh God.” Her eyes close. “I messed up, didn’t I? I did it wrong? It wasn’t good for—”

      “The condom broke,” I cut her off.

      Her eyes fly open.

      Fuck.

      By wanting to reassure her, I’ve scared the shit out of her.

      “The, fuck, the condom?” she repeats.

      I nod, brushing her hair over her shoulders. “Lola, it’s fine.”

      “Is it? Because it seems like that is the opposite of fine.” She sinks to the edge of the bed. “River, I, oh God, do you think I could get pregnant?”

      The concern laced in her voice hits me square in the chest. And yeah, I’m fucking freaking out, but I don’t want her to know that. One of us has to remain calm, in control.

      And that obviously needs to be me.

      “Look at me,” I say gently, cupping her cheeks. “You’re going to shower. I’m going to change the sheets. Then, we’re going to sleep. I swear to you, Lola, I’m clean.”

      “Clean?” Her voice wavers.

      I nod firmly. “Just added an STD panel with my physical in December.”

      “Oh. Right. Okay.” She looks around my bedroom.

      “Tomorrow, I’ll grab some Plan B for you—”

      Her breathing turns ragged.

      “Just to be on the safe side,” I add. “Okay?”

      “Okay,” she agrees, nodding. “Okay.”

      “Lola.” I wrap her in my arms and hold her against my chest. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “Together,” she states the word, but it sounds like half a question.

      “Together,” I repeat, my voice hard.

      I stroke my hand up and down her back until her muscles relax. Then, I lead her to the bathroom, turn on the shower, and give her some privacy.

      Any thoughts I had of going for round two in the shower dissipated the second I saw the blood, the fucking tear, in the condom.

      A virgin. A busted condom. A good fucking girl.

      What the hell was I thinking?

      I strip the bed and change the sheets. Then, I pull a pair of boxers and a T-shirt out for Lola to sleep in. Sure, I’d prefer her naked, her skin pressed up against mine. But after the turn of events, I need to protect her. I need to keep her safe.

      Even if the man I’m protecting her from is me.

      When she cracks open the bathroom door, I pass the clothes through the crack.

      “They’ll be too big for you, but comfortable,” I say.

      “Thanks.” She closes the bathroom door.

      And just like that, a wall goes up between us. Gone is the tipsy infatuation, the desperate neediness, the sexy certainty of committing to the moment.

      Now, the buzz of prohibition era cocktails has worn off. The high of orgasmic bliss has plummeted. The heat of the moment has chilled.

      We’re left with the reality of the situation.

      I took Lola Daire’s virginity and may have left a baby behind.

      With her wet hair and petite frame wrapped in my clothes, Lola exits looking like the definition of innocent. It hits me like a punch to the gut that I ruined that. That I may have ruined her life, the future she’s worked so hard for.

      Disgusted with myself, I can barely look at her. Instead, I draw her into my arms, careful to keep her back pressed against my chest. I play with the ends of her hair and press a kiss to the back of her head.

      “Sleep, Lola,” I nearly beg, wanting to offer her mind some relief of everything that just unfolded between us.

      I force my breathing to even out until Lola finally falls asleep. Then, I stay up late, with my thoughts racing, my heart hammering, and my stomach rolling with nausea.

      For all the messed-up things I’ve done, ruining Lola is at the top of the goddamn list.

      The following morning, I slip from bed, head to the pharmacy around the corner, and purchase a Plan B pill. Picking up some bagels and coffee, I head back to my place, paste on a plastic smile, and stare at the woman I will never deserve.

      “Here, babe.” I pass her the bag with the pill followed by a coffee.

      She takes it tentatively, her expression unsure.

      My insides feel cold while my skin blazes with heat. Shame swims in my stomach. Guilt twists my emotions. I swallow past the bile coating my throat. I try to regulate my breathing, calm my damn thoughts.

      My T-shirt slips from Lola’s shoulder and I wince at the love bite I left there last night. I was too rough with her, too forward, too fucked up. And now, she may pay the ultimate price: an unplanned pregnancy. All because I’m a selfish bastard.

      She places the tablet on her tongue, washes it down with coffee.

      “Bagel?” I offer.

      She nods, relocating to the barstool at the kitchen island.

      “How do you feel?” I ask, half scared of her answer.

      She gives me a small smile and it feels like a salve to all my festering wounds. “I’m okay, River. Really.” She touches my wrist and I still. “Thank you. For everything.”

      Her words feel like lashes against my heart. “Don’t thank me, babe. I’m nothing but a fuckup.” I need her to hear my words, my warning.

      She shakes her head, unconvinced. “No, you’re not.”

      I snort and focus on buttering an everything bagel.

      “I promise,” she murmurs. “We’ll be okay.”

      I look up, surprised by her use of “we.” “Yeah,” I mutter, not entirely convinced but giving her the words she needs to hear. “Everything will be fine.”

      Lola lets out a sigh of relief and gives me a hearty nod as I push over the plate with her bagel.

      Deep down, I know nothing will be fine. Not when I put Lola in this position in the first place.
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      “You’re staring into space again,” Jas accuses.

      I sigh and scrub my hands over my face, letting my palms cradle the weight of my too heavy head. Too many thoughts, too many feelings, too much.

      “Hey.” Jas squeezes my wrist. She waits until I look up before adding, “It’s going to be okay.”

      I hold up my phone to show her River’s latest text message.

      River: You good today?

      “He’s checking in on you. That’s sweet.” Jas looks at me like I’ve gone mad. Maybe I have. Isn’t this what I wanted? For River to reach out with messages and phone calls.

      “No, it isn’t,” I refute, clarifying my thoughts. “He’s only messaging because he’s worried he knocked me up. If I wasn’t a virgin, if the condom didn’t break, it would’ve been a one-time thing. A fling. A one-night stand.” I tick off the list of words to categorize my exchange with River.

      Jas heaves out a sigh. “You don’t know that, Lol. And, no offense, but River knew from the jump that you’re not one-night stand material.”

      I glare at her even though her words ring true.

      She shrugs. “It was always more than a fling. I’m not saying he was going to put a ring on your finger or anything, but he knew it was more than a moment.”

      “And now, he’s worried I’m pregnant.”

      “I don’t know,” my bestie cautions. “He got you Plan B.”

      “It could still fail. Like condoms.”

      “I don’t think he’d message if he wasn’t worried—”

      “Exactly.” I toss a hand in her direction. “Worried.”

      “About you. As in, thinking about you,” Jasmine clarifies.

      I chew the corner of my mouth. “Do you think I made a mistake?”

      Jasmine’s eyes nearly bug out of her head. “Do you?”

      “No, I mean, not the sex part.”

      She grins. “Because that was fire!”

      I snort. “Yeah. But I don’t want him to regret being with me, you know?”

      “Lol, you are a thousand percent overthinking this. And I get that it’s scary and the condom breaking and taking Plan B sucks, but a man like River doesn’t do anything he doesn’t want to. Do you really think he would be texting you, messaging every single day for the past week, if he didn’t want to?”

      I roll my lips together and sit back in my chair. Jasmine’s words hold weight because River doesn’t give a shit about what anyone thinks. Since I’ve met him, he’s done what he wants, when he wants.

      If he’s messaging, it’s because I am on his mind. But I want to run through his thoughts because he can’t not think of me. Not because of a torn condom.

      “Did you message him back?” Jas asks, taking my silence for confirmation.

      “Not yet.”

      She gives me a look. “Now who’s giving mixed signals.”

      I roll my eyes but tap out a reply.

      Me: All good. You?

      The bubbles appear at the bottom of my screen instantly and I suck in an inhale, holding my breath, as I wait for his response. My palms tingle and I wish I had more chill. I wish I didn’t feel so panicked, like I’m stuck in a limbo of not knowing why River is messaging. I wish I didn’t question if I could be enough for a guy like him.

      River: Better now. You coming to the game?

      Me: Not tonight.

      River: What’s your excuse? Polishing the silver?

      I snort. Jas smiles across from the me.

      I stare at his message for a long moment. He’s being playful, funny. Because he’s trying to keep things light between us? Or is he flirting? It frustrates me that I don’t know. It annoys me that I can’t read the signs, that I don’t know how to do this. This delicate dance with someone I have feelings for.

      I mean, look at me. I had sex one time and may have conceived a baby.

      “What are you thinking?” Jas asks, correctly reading the confusion on my face.

      “I don’t know,” I admit, before tapping out a text that deep down, I know I shouldn’t.

      Me: Going to a frat party with Jas.

      As soon as I press send, my stomach drops to my toes. What the hell kind of a game am I playing? Do I want River to be jealous? Do I want him to care?

      Yes.

      The word floats through my mind. I wince at how pathetic I’m acting and yet, I desperately wait for his response.

      It doesn’t come right away. This time, I silently implore the bubbles to reappear.

      Jasmine stands from her chair. “I gotta get to the café for work. You staying in tonight?”

      “Duh,” I say without looking up.

      She rounds the table and gives me a squeeze. “Come by for a coffee, or tea, if you get bored.”

      “Thanks, Jas.”

      Jasmine retreats to her room to get ready while I stare at my phone screen, hoping River replies.

      Why did I lie to him? What do I expect him to reply to my message?

      My phone beeps and giddiness flows through me until I note the sender.

      Harper: Hey! Girls’ night at my place this weekend. It’s my birthday and I want a spa night in and lots of bubbles. Saturday at 6 PM.

      Even though my mind is twisted up over River, I manage a smile at Harper’s message. It’s nice that the Bolts girls include me in their hang outs and bonding sessions.

      Me: Happy early birthday! Sounds good, I’ll be there.

      Harper: XO

      I blow out a sigh and move to turn my phone screen down when it beeps again.

      River: Have fun. Call me if you need me.

      Ugh! Frustrated with myself, I push away from the table. Could he have texted a better response? Or a more cryptic one? I can’t read anything from that. He’s being thoughtful and sweet, not jealous or possessive.

      Leaving my phone in the kitchen, I relocate to my bedroom and face-plant on my bed.

      Since I had sex with River, I’ve been nothing but confused. Our night together was pure magic. So why have I been conflicted since?

      I don’t know the motive behind River’s messages.

      I don’t understand why I feel simultaneously desperate and embarrassed when I think of him.

      I don’t like the way I’m acting, literally avoiding my entire life save for Jas so I don’t run into him. Or see him with my dad around. Or engage in an adult conversation that women with more maturity would have already conducted.

      A wave of fatigue hits me and as Jasmine hollers out a goodbye and leaves our place, I let my eyes close.
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      I arrive in the penthouse of Harper and Damien’s place a few minutes after six. Grinning, I’m relieved to see the party is already in full swing, with flutes of champagne in all the girls’ hands.

      “You’re here!” Harper welcomes me, pulling me into a hug.

      “Happy birthday!” I pass her the gift bag stuffed with beauty products Jasmine swears any woman would love.

      “Thank you. There’s a robe with your name on it over here.” Harper guides me to a clothing rack with plush robes. I snag the one that reads Lola and hold it against my frame.

      “You didn’t have to do all this.”

      She flicks a wrist. “Get comfy. Honestly, all I want this year is to relax.”

      “Okay,” I agree, shrugging out of my long cardigan. I wrap the robe over my silk camisole instead, relieved I wore leggings like Maisy advised.

      “Hey, Lola!” Maisy calls out, waving.

      I make my way into the plush living room and collapse on the massive, wraparound sofa as Mila hands me a champagne flute. I take in the rows of nail polish bottles and note the various facial scrubs. Two women dressed in white button-downs embroidered with a nearby spa name on the right side greet me.

      I laugh. “I’d love a pedicure.”

      “You can be after me,” Bea says, pulling me into a side hug.

      “Is Celine here?” I look around.

      “No. She’s back in LA but she’s hoping to come next week for the game against New York,” Bea supplies.

      “Beau and Celine are amazing,” I gush, wondering how they make a long-distance relationship look so easy. Attainable.

      If I move to California after graduation, will River still text me? Or will I be out of sight, out of mind by then?

      “They are,” Bea agrees, studying me. “But they’ve worked at it. And the first go-around, it didn’t work out.” Her words serve as a cautionary tale and I wonder if she knows, if any of the women here know, that something’s up between River and me.

      My eyes dart around the room, flickering over each woman present, searching for—what? Mila and Maisy chat effortlessly. Harper is choosing a face scrub. The women from the spa are polishing fingernails.

      Only Bea is looking at me like she can’t quite put her finger on what’s amiss. And it’s me! It’s always me. Too awkward to fit in, too nerdy to be cool, too wrapped up in my own damn thoughts to enjoy anything.

      I tear my gaze from Bea’s and lean forward, pretending to choose a nail polish color. “It’s great that they got their second chance,” I mutter, wanting to change the topic.

      “Yeah,” Bea agrees.

      “Do you like this color?” I hold up a dark brown that looks nearly black.

      “I—” Bea is cut off by the ding of the penthouse elevator.

      All chatter stops as we turn to see who’s arrived.

      “Sorry, babe!” Damien announces, exiting the elevator with white paper bags clutched in his hands and held high in the air. “But don’t be too mad; we brought wings!”

      “And cake!” Devon promises.

      “And beer,” Cole supplies, holding up a case of Yuengling.

      “Ew.” Bea wrinkles her nose.

      Cole grins. “Wine for you, Bea.”

      Bea smiles back. Their exchange is natural and organic. It’s the kind of chemistry I hope to have with a man, with River.

      Shit. I wince as he steps off the elevator, standing next to my father who is glaring at me.

      Fuck.

      “Since when do you not return phone calls?” Dad growls, striding toward me.

      “Axel,” Maisy calls out, shooting me a worried glance.

      “Hey, Dad.” I stand up, wrapping my robe tighter around me. I glance at the nail polish longingly. There is no pedicure in my immediate future. No, right now, I need to appease Dad and get the hell out of here before he picks up on the weird tension between River and me.

      Dad bends and brushes a kiss over my temple. “You okay?” His voice is low, his eyes piercing mine as he tries to figure me out.

      “I’m fine,” I say lightly.

      Dad’s lips roll into a thin line as he silently calls me out on my bullshit. He knows me better than anyone, save for Mom, and I know he’s seeing through my flippant response. But he won’t call me out on it here, in front of his team, with Maisy giving him warning glances. “Would you tell me if you weren’t?”

      I force a smile. “Of course. Everything is good. Just, busy.”

      Dad sighs and pinches the bridge of his nose. “You need me, Lol, I’m—”

      “There,” I finish his sentence. “I know.”

      “Okay,” he agrees, but I know it’s reluctant. He squeezes my shoulder once before turning to Maisy and leaning over the couch, kissing her hello.

      “How was your game?” she asks.

      “We won,” Dad replies.

      “None of you watched?” Devon looks around the group, his eyes narrowed.

      River pops the tab on a can of Coke and takes a long swig. When his eyes meet mine, dark and unreadable, my eyes dart away.

      “We did,” Harper pacifies Devon. “But it went really late.”

      Damien snorts. “Didn’t make it to the third period, did ya, babe?” He kisses her temple.

      She leans into his frame and shakes her head. “Sorry.”

      Devon sighs and grabs a beer.

      As the guys settle in, eating wings, ordering pizza, and popping open beer cans, spa day deteriorates. Bea decides to pass on her pedicure and Harper tells the two women that they can pack up whenever they’re finished polishing Maisy’s and Mila’s nails.

      “Oh, unless you want a pedicure?” Harper asks me.

      I grin and shrug out of my robe. “I’m good. Actually, I’m really sorry to do this, Harp, but I have to go. Jasmine called and…” I shrug, letting a multitude of potential excuses hang in the air.

      “She needs you,” Harper surmises.

      “Exactly.” I move to pass her the robe, but she shakes her head.

      “Keep it. A party favor for a party that went sideways.” She wrinkles her nose but when her bright blue eyes land on Damien, they sparkle, and I know she’s not really mad. Not at all.

      “Thank you.” I hang the robe over my arm and pull my cardigan back in place.

      Walking over to where Dad and Maisy are seated, I comment, “Love the color, Mais.”

      She does jazz hands, careful not to mess the polish up. “Thank you! I haven’t had hot pink in ages.”

      I laugh. “See you this week, Dad?”

      “Breakfast on Thursday?” he shoots back.

      I nod, knowing I can’t avoid him forever. Can’t avoid the entire hockey team forever. “I’d love that.”

      “Okay. Message me when you’re home,” he says in his authoritative Dad-voice.

      “You got it. Love you.” I lean over the back of the couch to kiss his cheek.

      “Love you more, Lol,” he replies.

      Saying general goodbyes to the group, I beeline to the elevator. I refuse to look at River even though I feel his gaze on me.

      Unsettling. Intense. Angry.
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      I hate the way she looks at me.

      As if I’ve failed her. Like she can’t stand me. Or she’s ashamed.

      My throat feels tight, like I’ve got a golf ball lodged in it, and my stomach roils. Since the night I took Lola to bed, I’ve thought of her nonstop. I’ve called and texted and reached out.

      And she’s blown me off. So why is she avoiding my gaze and making up some bullshit excuse to get away from me?

      The minute the elevator doors open, I’m striding forward. Out of Damien and Harper’s luxury building and into the parking lot where Lola is stalking to her car.

      “Hey!” I call out.

      At the sound of my voice, her shoulders stiffen and her gait slows but she doesn’t stop. I reach for her, my fingers grazing her wrist.

      She twirls toward me, her expression a beautiful storm. Her eyes, dark and deep, swirl with pent-up emotions, her mouth twists, half a grimace, half a smirk, and her chin lifts up, a challenge.

      “You’re beautiful.” The words slip past my lips.

      She stills, her mouth falling open.

      “Why are you avoiding me?” I cut to the chase.

      She heaves out a sigh, long and heavy. The kind of sighs I’m known for. It almost makes me smile; she makes me want to smile. But I resist and try to get a read on her instead.

      Why is she pushing me away? Why is she so damn closed off?

      Lola shakes out her hands, her gaze darting from her shoes, to the space over my right shoulder. I grip her hip which causes her eyes to meet mine.

      “Be straight with me,” I demand.

      “I don’t expect anything from you,” she shoots back, her eyes blazing.

      Her words hit me straight on, like a sucker punch. And it’s fucked up because those words are the ones I usually yearn to hear from women. I want the out, the pass, the no expectations.

      But not from Lola Daire. Fucking hell. From her, I want every goddamn thing and more.

      “That’s too bad.” My voice is raspy, edged with anger. I’m fucking furious with myself because I know my reputation precedes me. Lola doesn’t want anything from me because everyone knows I’ve got nothing to give. I never have.

      Her eyebrows dip, her lips rolling together as she waits for me to continue.

      “Lola,” I sigh, tighten my hold on her hip. “We should talk.”

      She averts her gaze, breathing heavily out of her nose. “About what, River?” Her eyes dart back to mine. “I don’t need you to let me down easy or—”

      I kiss her to shut her up. To stop her from spewing garbage that’s only going to hurt us both. But once my lips touch hers, I forget about her words and crave her fucking mouth, her pillowed lips, her dueling tongue instead. I kiss her hard and deep and thoroughly before pulling back.

      Clasping her hand in mine, I relocate us down six parking spots to my car. “Get in,” I demand, opening the passenger door.

      She glares at me. “You can’t just kiss me and—”

      “Get in the car, Lola. We’re gonna talk.”

      She huffs but slips inside. I close the door behind her and round to the driver’s side. I wait for her to buckle up before flipping the ignition. I shoot a text to Damien that something came up and peel out of the parking lot.

      We drive in silence for a few minutes, save for the hum of music turned down low. I take a few turns to maneuver us out of the heart of the city until we’re cruising along open back roads.

      “Why don’t you expect anything from me, Lola?” I ask, clenching the steering wheel tightly. She’s the first woman I’ve been romantically interested in who manages to make me simultaneously feel like shit and want to be better. Want to be worthy. “Because you don’t think you can?”

      Lola’s eyes bore into my cheek but I keep my gaze trained on the road, waiting for her response. My jaw is clenched so tightly, my teeth ache.

      “I, River, I’ve never seen you serious with a girl before.”

      “So?”

      “So.” She laughs incredulously. “We had sex.”

      “Yeah.” I glance at her. “I was there.”

      She blushes and it’s so fucking pretty, I have to look away.

      “I’m scared,” she says finally, her voice cracking in a way that makes my chest hurt. “That was my first time…”

      “Did I hurt you? Was it good for you?” I wonder aloud, my tone softer than I’ve ever heard it. Then I thought myself capable of.

      Did she lie to me the first time? Was she too nervous or uncomfortable to admit the truth when she was still sitting in my bed, with my cum smeared on her thighs?

      She turns her body toward mine. “It was…perfect.” Her voice is hushed, threaded with a reverence, as if she can recall that night, our night, with clarity. Perfect. I gave her perfect.

      Relief flows freely through my veins. One side of my mouth tugs up. “It was one of the best nights of my life,” I admit, going above and beyond what I’d normally share. Reveal. Give. But fuck, I want to give more to Lola.

      “Really?” She’s surprised.

      I look over at her again. “Really, Lola. Why do you think I’ve been messaging you nonstop?”

      “Because you’re worried since the condom broke.”

      I wince, knowing she’s being honest. “It’s more than that, babe. It’s a hell of a lot more than that.”

      She smiles. “Really?”

      I snort. “Yeah.” My fingers relax their grip on the steering wheel. I reach over and clasp Lola’s hand in mine, lacing our fingers together. “From day one, I knew you were wifey material, not fuck-and-chuck,” I admit, my words crude. “I’d never let things get this far between us if I didn’t care, Lola. I wouldn’t risk fucking everything up with my team if this, you, didn’t mean something real.”

      “Oh,” she says, biting her bottom lip. “I just figured…well, I didn’t want to get my hopes up.”

      “So, you were hoping?” I cut to the heart of the issue.

      She laughs. “Yeah, River. Been hoping for a while now.”

      Damn. I pull over to the side of the road, put the car in park. Turn toward Lola and try not to melt at her fucking beauty, glowing like the moon in a midnight sky. She’s day to my night; sweet to my sour.

      I reach for her, thread my fingers through her hair, and pull her over the center console for a kiss. It’s sweeter this time, less hurried and less complicated. Instead, I savor her taste, eat the words she gave me, lose myself in the feel of her tongue touching mine. I cup her cheek, press my other hand into the small of her back, and deepen our connection. Her hands rise, rest on my cheeks, as she kisses me gently, slowly. It’s the opposite of how I usually kiss and therefore, infinitely better.

      With Lola, I don’t want to rush; I want to revel. With her, I don’t want to skip steps, I want to get stuck on every damn one.

      When she pulls away, a smile curves her lips and it’s genuine. Breathtaking.

      “Be with me, Lola. For real,” I say, showing my cards. My intentions. All I want is her. This with her. In a way I’ve never wanted it before.

      “Seriously?” she whispers, and I hate that she keeps digging for reassurances, that she doesn’t trust my words. But I love the challenge of proving to her that hell yeah, I fucking mean it. Of showing her that I’m stepping up. That I can be the man she wants me to be because I want to be that man for her.

      “Yes. Seriously.”

      “Okay,” she murmurs. Then, her eyebrows dip. “Just to clarify, like, your girlfriend?”

      She’s so damn cute. “Whatever you want to call it, babe. But you’re with me, I’m yours, and there’s no one else. For either of us, yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You need something, you call me. You want to talk, I’m all ears. Someone gives you a hard time, like those frat fuckers, I’ll step up for you. But it’s gotta be all or nothing, Lola. Because with you, I can’t do some fucked-up, it’s complicated situation. It’d drive me nuts, yeah?”

      She smiles, a little laugh tumbling from her mouth. “Yeah. Okay.”

      “If we do this, we need to talk. For real,” I add.

      She lets out a slow exhale before nodding. “Okay. For real.”

      I brush my thumb over her cheekbone. “Want to get ice cream?”

      “Our first date.”

      I snort. “Sure, babe. But it’s the first of many, got me?”

      “Yeah, River. I got you.”

      I snort, not used to anyone getting me. I like that Lola does. “Good. ‘Cause I got you. Put your buckle back on.” I wait for her to buckle up before getting back on the road.

      I point the car toward a small town on the outskirts of Knoxville. It boasts a dairy bar that makes awesome ice cream with an absurd number of flavors. Damien told me about it after he and Harper discovered it a few months back. It’s not the type of place I’ve ever taken a woman before. At least, not of the romantic variety.

      My throat tightens painfully at the reminder of Chiara. Bright blue eyes and a sloppy ponytail. A slight gap between her two front teeth. She loved ice cream. Maybe that’s why I want to get some with Lola. Because I also want to have Chi’s blessing as I take a step forward in my life.

      “What do you want to talk about?” Lola asks.

      I snort, slipping my palm over the top of the steering wheel. “For starters, I want to know why you didn’t tell me you were a virgin. And I want to know when we’re sitting down with your dad and Maisy. Because Lola, if this is for real, I’m not keeping us a secret. I’ve done that shit before and to be honest, it’s a cop-out. I’m done with the cowardly shit.”

      She doesn’t respond and when I glance at her, her eyes are ringed in panic, her face is pale, and my stomach sinks to my fucking toes.
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      “You want to tell Dad?” The words feel like they’re being peeled from my throat. They come out half strangled. Wrong.

      I know it by the way River’s head snaps in my direction. “Don’t you?”

      His question hangs between us like a ticking bomb. God, what is wrong with me? This is what I wanted. Him. River Patton. And here he is, asking me to be his, asking for my secrets, taking me for ice cream, and I’m…stalling.

      Scared.

      I can already feel Dad’s disappointment and knowing I’m going to have to tell him about River, about something so new and delicate, something he’s going to instantly reject, makes my nerves scatter. Today has given me emotional whiplash. I can’t keep up with all the changes occurring. With all the truths River demands of me.

      I let out a shaky breath. “Yes. Just, can we give it a minute? This is happening, changing, quickly.”

      River’s gaze turns sympathetic, but his hand grips the steering wheel tighter. “Yeah. That’s fair.”

      “Thank you,” I mutter softly.

      “I just don’t want to go over his head or behind his back for too long. He’s my teammate and the team dynamics, well, they matter.”

      “I understand.” I do. The last thing I’d want is to mess with the Thunderbolts, not after how good they’ve been to Dad and me, giving us a found family here in Tennessee.

      “So?” River pulls in front of a cute ice cream shop and cuts the engine. “You gonna tell me why you gave me your virginity?”

      I blush furiously at how direct he is.

      He snorts and I know he likes catching me off guard. “You can tell me over an ice cream cone.”

      I laugh and exit the car. River rounds his ride and takes my hand, surprising me further by how genuine he is.

      River Patton has a wild reputation and is a known bad boy. The man holding my hand and gentling his tone to ask questions, not just to get to know me but to understand me, is a version I’m unprepared for. It’s the version of my daydreams and the fact that my fantasies are coming true is equally exhilarating and terrifying.

      We order ice cream cones, mint chocolate chip with chocolate sprinkles for me and rocky road for River, and sit down at a little table in the back corner. The shop is simple and sweet, a place I’m surprised River knows about.

      Then again, I’m struck by how little I know about him. How much I’m learning. How much he keeps close to the chest, not even confiding in his teammates the way I know the other guys do. It’s hard to believe, but I think River is even more closed off than my dad before he met Maisy. And that’s saying something.

      “So, you gonna tell me?” he taunts when we’re seated.

      I sigh, knowing I can’t put this off any longer. Besides, as Jasmine pointed out, he does deserve to know since I surprised the hell out of him and instead of bailing, he gathered me in his arms and promised we’d figure it out together.

      I take a small taste of my ice cream cone and admit the truth. “I didn’t want it to be a big deal.”

      “Lola,” he chastises me. “It is a big deal.”

      “Not at twenty-one,” I argue. “At this point, I just wanted to get it over with.”

      River’s eyebrows dip, dropping low and menacingly over his inky eyes. Shoot, I know where his mind is going.

      “Not badly enough to just do it. I wanted it to be you,” I add. “I just didn’t want to have to tell you. And I thought if I did, you would try to talk me out of it. Or feel obligated to care more than you wanted to.”

      “I do care,” he reminds me.

      “A happy outcome I wasn’t expecting,” I say truthfully.

      He sighs, one of those weight-of-the-world huffs of breath he’s known for.

      “Besides,” I continue, “when do you tell anyone anything?”

      He shakes his head but one side of his mouth curls into an almost-smile. “Fine. Fair enough. What do you want to know?”

      I shrug. “Anything. What’s your deal, River Patton?” I muse, taking a lick of my cone.

      “My deal?” He snickers.

      “Your backstory,” I clarify.

      He clears his throat, suddenly looking unsure and I wonder if I pressed too hard. What if his childhood was tragic? What if it’s worse than anything I imagine?

      “It’s not that great,” he admits. “But it has somewhat of a happy ending.”

      I keep eating my ice cream cone in measured, quiet tastes, so he keeps talking.

      “Spent my life in the foster system. Been in it since I was two and I bounced around a lot.”

      I fight the urge to wince at his words. At the thought of a cute, little baby boy not having parents or any family members to raise him. But I don’t vocalize my thoughts, not wanting to interrupt River’s train of thought.

      He blows out a long exhale, studying his ice cream cone. His eyes flick to mine, filled with an agony that steals my breath. “I saw a lot of shit, Lola. Real bad things. Spent a lot of time with bad people. Did bad shit myself.”

      I hold my breath, waiting for his words and wishing they’re not horrid.

      He works a swallow, and his face takes on a haunted expression. His eyes fall flat. Empty. Emotion stings the backs of my eyelids and I want to weep for the boy who never knew love and the man who resists it at every damn turn.

      “I had a foster sister,” his voice cracks. “Our paths crossed a few times. Chiara.” Another swallow. “We were in the same place again when I was twelve and she was nine. Our foster dad…he was a fucking piece of shit,” his voice hardens and at the intensity of his hatred, my heart jumps a beat, kicking hard against my breastbone.

      I grip my cone tighter, feel the soft shell crack underneath the pressure.

      “I caught him, one night. But it had been going on for weeks. Fuck, maybe months.” Pure agony dipped in self-hatred coats River’s words.

      And I know that Chiara was abused. Hurt. I feel sick to my stomach and place my cone down on a napkin, a mess of melting ice cream and cracked bits of cone.

      “I fought him. He was drunk and fat and slow as fuck. I fucked him up real good, the way he deserved.” He gives me a look, reaching for levity. A sarcastic smirk twists his mouth, his eyes dance with animosity. “Ended up in fucking juvie.”

      “At twelve?” My tone is incredulous. “But what about the foster dad? What about Chiara?”

      River’s expression closes, a cloudiness entering his eyes, dimming the anger. “The system isn’t just broken, Lola. It’s fucking decimated. Razed to the goddamn ground. When I got out of juvie, Gayle and Ken took me in. I was starting high school and I was a hell-raiser. They were this good, church-going, homemade-dinners-every-night kind of family who never judged me or angered no matter how hard I tried to get a reaction.” River hums under his breath, as if Gayle and Ken’s concern for him is still a mystery.

      It’s not lost on me that he glossed over his foster dad and Chiara, that he never answered my question. But knowing that this is hard for him, I don’t press, happy to listen to whatever he’s willing to share. If I’m being honest, it’s a lot more than I thought he would and even though I feel sick, I’m also relieved that he’s talking to me. Confiding and sharing and giving me something real of himself to latch onto.

      “Ken was a hockey coach. He still is but at that time, he was really well-known. Connected in the hockey world.”

      “So, he got you into it?” I ask.

      River shakes his head, wonder crossing his expression. “No. I mean, yeah, he did, but not the way you think. He never pressed, you know? Gayle and Ken, they had a rule. Cullen and I had to do something. We had to play a sport or have an organized hobby. But it could’ve been anything. Hockey, baseball, fucking archery. Chess, student council, swimming. It didn’t matter what it was as long as we committed to it. But since Cullen played hockey and Ken coached, it seemed like the natural choice. Besides, it let me blow off steam. Left me drained from all the pent-up shit I felt. And there was always the possibility of a brawl breaking out,” he quips, giving me a smirk.

      I smile back, liking that after all the horror of his youth, River landed with a good, steady family. “They sound lovely.”

      His eyes dim and he polishes off his cone. “They are. It’s incredible they’ve kept me around this long.”

      At the self-deprecating tone of his voice, I frown. “Why do you say that?”

      He shrugs, looking uncomfortable. “They try really hard and I’m…” He trails off, shrugging. “Difficult.”

      “I’m sure they love and appreciate you exactly as you are.”

      River holds my gaze, his eyes softening. “Yeah, maybe.” He reaches across the table and places his hand on mine. “We’re really doing this?”

      I nod, feeling the tension I’ve carried around all week unravel. “Yeah, River. We are.” I bite my bottom lip, hesitating.

      He lifts his eyebrows. “But?”

      “But I’m still panicking.”

      “About the condom?”

      “About all of it.” I gesture toward him. “If that didn’t happen—”

      “I’d still be sitting here, eating ice cream with you, and wanting to start this,” he cuts me off.

      I smile. I’m glad he interrupted, shutting down the negative turn my thoughts took before I had the chance to voice them. River Patton is a bona fide bad boy who breaks hearts and doesn’t bring a woman around more than once.

      But right now, he’s my boyfriend. He’s sharing bits of his past with me. He’s alleviating my fears and shouldering some of my stress.

      “So you’re really my boyfriend,” I murmur, as if it’s too good to be true. Part of me can hardly believe it.

      He chortles. “I am. And, Lola Daire, I want you to know, that you’re my first real girlfriend.”

      My eyes widen and I laugh. “Wait, you’re serious?”

      “Totally serious.” He dips his head and red patches stain his cheeks. Oh my God, is he blushing? He squeezes my hand. “I’ve never done this before, Lola. Never wanted to. But with you…”

      “With me…”

      “I want you. This with you. And whatever happens, or doesn’t, we’ll figure it out. Yeah?”

      I grin and tighten my hold on his fingers. “Yeah.”
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      I try to play it cool. With Cullen and my friends, around Brawler and the team. I don’t mention that Lola’s giving me a shot. That for the first time in my life, I have a girlfriend.

      I grin every time the word runs through my mind. It’s fucking absurd and yet, I love it. I love knowing that Lola Daire is my girl.

      The only person I tell is Chiara. Sitting at her tombstone, plucking grass, I picture her expression perfectly. The slightly raised eyebrow, the slow smile that stretches her cheeks, the sparkle in her eyes as she throws her arms around me. “She better treat you right,” she’d quip in my ear. But beneath the words would be the real warning: treat her right because you’re worthy of her. Rise to the occasion because you deserve this.

      Chiara’s the only girl, before Lola, who truly believed in me. Look how that turned out? I failed her and the fear of letting Lola down grips me with a terror I never experienced before. Probably because I was too damn naive but now, I know better.

      Because I know better, I want to be upfront with Brawler. I don’t want secrets and sneaking around. Except I told Lola I’d give it some time and I won’t break my word to her either.

      When Axel barrels into the locker room before practice on Monday, I stick my head so far into my locker, I practically disappear. It’s dumb because I obviously can’t avoid him forever but for this week, I’ll do my damnedest.

      I’m taking Lola out for dinner Wednesday night. Our first official date if we’re going to be technical about it. I need to make sure she has a great night. I need to move us to a place where she trusts me enough to want to confide in her father.

      I really hope I can do that by the end of the week. Before we travel to Houston. Before Devon arranges more team bonding events.

      I blow out a deep exhale and close my locker door.

      I’ve got a week. I can show Lola how important she is to me in a week, right?

      “Patton!” Beau Turner catches up to me as I glide onto the ice.

      I glance at him over my shoulder. “What’s up, Turner?”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “You good? Haven’t heard from you since you dipped out of Damien and Harper’s.”

      “Oh yeah. Thanks, man. I’m good; everything’s cool,” I say, not giving away any incriminating details.

      I didn’t follow Lola Daire to her car and force her to talk to me. I didn’t take her for ice cream and kiss her sweet lips, sticky and minty from the ice cream cone. I didn’t blow off the team for a girl, and not just any girl, but one of my teammate’s daughters.

      Nope. I didn’t do any of that shit.

      Beau studies me closely and I wonder how much he can see below the surface. He’s a perceptive guy, a former Marine. I know he understands more than he’s letting on. He opens his mouth and my body locks down, my mind whirring with various excuses to toss out. But before he can question me further, Coach Scotch blows the whistle and the team’s attention is redirected.

      I let out a shaky exhale and tune in while Coach reviews some of our plays from Friday’s game and rattles off the plan for today’s practice. I nod along with the team, forcing myself to pay attention.

      Hockey has always been the greatest distraction at any given time in my life. Right now is no different. If I want to stop thinking of Lola, if I want to stop worrying about telling Brawler, I need to give myself to hockey. To this practice and the next few hours.

      The team lines up for a series of drills and I turn my thoughts off. I home in on the weight of the stick in my hands, on the glide of ice beneath my skates, on the feel of the puck when it collides with the blade of my stick. I allow myself to be thoroughly distracted until my body is exhausted, my mind is clear, and I can laugh with my teammates in the locker room once more.
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      I clear my throat before I knock on her apartment door. Dressed in a knit sweater and slacks, I spent time styling my hair and choosing the right color belt. Tonight, I want to make an impression in an entirely different way than usual. I like to stand out. I like to prove people right and be a little shit. But tonight, I want Lola to feel safe, to have fun, and to let me in. I knock on her door.

      She pulls it open three heartbeats later and the second I see her, I draw in a breath. “You’re fucking gorgeous,” I say, wincing at the swear word. It’s the truth though. In tight, black velvet pants and a sexy gray sweater that barely covers Lola’s shoulders, she’s a knockout. But she added thigh-high boots that make me want to groan as I picture them propped up on my shoulders. This isn’t overalls Lola.

      This Lola Daire is a vixen. After one night of sex, I crave her more than I’ve ever yearned for a woman.

      Lola laughs, the apples of her cheeks rosy. Her makeup is subtle, her dark hair gathered in a knot at the nape of her neck, with strands slipping out to frame her face. “You clean up nice, Patton.”

      I chuckle at her use of my surname. Probably the only decent thing my biological parents ever gave me—a name I don’t hate. “You ready to go?”

      “Yes! Let me just grab my coat.” She turns away from the door and this time, I do groan. Because the back of her sweater isn’t a sweater as much as a big bow, giving glimpses of her soft skin. One tug, and the sweater would fall open and I’d be able to skim my fingertips over her naked skin, slide my palms up her taut belly and cup her perfect breasts.

      Stop. Don’t go there. Think about Brawler. About Gayle’s kitchen. About chicken wings and the smell of Cullen’s hockey bag. Anything but Lola and how goddamn sexy she is. A virginal vixen.

      “Ready,” she announces, coming to stand beside me as she locks up. “Jas is at work.”

      “Oh, cool,” I mutter, trying to kill my hard-on. I make progress but then Lola slips her hand in mine and the feel of her skin, the heat of her palm pressed against mine, makes me crave her all over again. Her perfume tickles my nostrils and I wish we could skip dinner entirely. I’d feast on her.

      But I’m a gentleman. A boyfriend. So I ignore my desires and grin at my girl. “You hungry?”

      “Yes,” she says enthusiastically.

      “Good.” We step into the elevator and take it to the ground floor. “There’s this little Italian spot I like. It’s not fancy or—”

      “I don’t need fancy,” she interjects.

      I drop her hand to wrap my arm around her waist. “The food is good. It’s a hidden gem.”

      “Sounds perfect,” she murmurs as I hold open the door to the parking lot.

      We walk in silence until we’re tucked into my car. With music humming softly in the background, Lola looks at me.

      “I’m nervous,” she admits on a giant exhale. “I know I’m not supposed to say that. Jasmine told me to play it cool. But, River, I’ve barely dated and you’re the only guy I’ve ever been intimate—the only guy I’ve ever had sex with. I don’t want you to think I’m lame. Or nerdy. Or a prude. But I’m nervous.”

      I bite the corner of my mouth to hold back my chuckle. Her honesty is so damn refreshing that it relaxes me. It reminds me that tonight is going to be fun, that there’s no one else I’d rather have dinner with, that I don’t need to front and pretend to be someone I’m not.

      I reach over and plant a hand on her thigh. “Lola, you’ve got nothing to be nervous about. I don’t think you’re any of those things. I think you’re gorgeous and sexy. Sweet and generous. You make me smile which is really fucking hard to do. But with you, I do it for no damn reason at all. And”—I glance at her—“if anyone should be nervous, it’s me. This is my first real date.”

      She blushes. “Because I’m your first real girlfriend?”

      “Damn straight. So, if we’re being technical, you’ve got more experience in this area than I do.”

      She laughs and rolls her eyes.

      I squeeze her thigh again. “Just relax, babe. This is me and you. There’s no room for nerves and stress. Just honesty. Patience. We’ll stumble through it all together.”

      Lola takes a deep inhale and releases it, her leg relaxing under my touch. “Okay. Thanks, River.”

      “Thank you, Lola.” I look over at her again. “I never thought a girl like you would be riding shotgun in my car.”

      “A girl like me?” Her tone is more curious than insulted.

      “Yeah. A woman with real dreams and goals. A good woman.” I wink at her. “A good woman that tempts the hell out of me. You’re a virginal vixen,” I admit, sharing my earlier thought with her.

      She tips her head back and laughs. “That’s the biggest lie I’ve ever heard.”

      “Nah. I bet before the night is up, you prove it. You may think you’re unsure or don’t know what to do, but baby, trust me. One look at you and I’m fucking hard. If I wasn’t trying to be a damn gentleman, I would’ve cancelled dinner and locked us in your room tonight. I want you all the damn time.”

      My words please her. Even though she blushes furiously, she gives me a big smile. “I want you too, River.”

      “Good.”

      “But I want dinner more.”

      I snort, more laughter lightening the mood. “Then let me feed you. Promise, this place has the best chicken parmigiana in the world.”

      “And wine?”

      I turn into the parking lot and ease my car into a space. I look at Lola. Moonlight streams over her face, making her inky eyes soft and beckoning. “The wine list is impressive.”

      “Dessert?”

      “Anything you want, Lola.” I lean across the center console to kiss her cheek. “I want to give you every damn thing.” She beams. I smile and lift her hand, pressing another kiss to the center of her palm. “Come on, let’s eat.”

      “Okay.” She opens her car door.

      We walk into Onofrio’s Ristorante and the owner, Vito, flips me the middle finger when he spots me. “Where the fuck you been, River? Thought you stopped eating Italian food.”

      I snort and shake my head at his antics. “Nah. Just been busy. But tonight—”

      “You brought a beautiful woman.” He clasps his hand over his chest, his eyes dancing between me and Lola. “I guess I forgive you, Riv.”

      “Thanks, Vito.”

      “Come.” He grabs two menus and opens his arm in the direction of a row of tables. “What’s your name, signorina?”

      “Lola.” She grins at him.

      “A beautiful name for a beautiful woman.” Vito walks us to our table. Lowering his voice, he admits, “He never brings women here. Only family. You must be special.”

      I shake my head. Vito is a character, but he’s got a good heart. And he’s right, I never bring women here. Only Chiara and occasionally, Cullen.

      “I hope so,” Lola whispers back.

      “Oh. Trust me,” Vito says conspiratorially.

      Lola slides into her chair and takes a menu. Her eyes glow when they meet mine, her expression open, her posture relaxed.

      I order a bottle of wine and a slew of appetizers I think Lola will enjoy. Her eyes remain focused on me and under her gaze, I start to trust this. Her. Our shot.

      For the first time in my life, I believe I may be worthy of the moment. The woman. The hope that unfurls in the center of my chest.
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      “How come you don’t really bond with the team?” I ask halfway through our dinner. We spent the first forty minutes picking at delicious appetizers and going through the usual, first date, small talk topics.

      How are my classes going? Is he happy with his performance this season? What does he think about the Bolts making the playoffs? Have I submitted any additional job applications?

      But as our entrees arrived and the wine in our glasses disappeared, the conversation flowed effortlessly. The connection between us sparked deeper than the physical attraction. I grew more obvious with my desire to learn more, to learn everything, about the mysterious man sitting across from me.

      His mouth twists before his lips purse and I like that he’s giving my question thought. I like that he’s giving me real answers, with his thoughts behind them, instead of the usual quips that roll off his tongue.

      “It’s hard for me…to want to invest in something. Someone.”

      “Because you grew up in foster care?” I wonder aloud. My cheeks burn the second the words are out, hovering in the air between us. “Sorry, I didn’t mean…” I shake my head. “I just—”

      “I know what you meant,” he interjects, leaning forward over the table. “Because of the transient nature of it all? People always coming and going?”

      I nod, relieved he understood my line of questioning, yet embarrassed I couldn’t articulate it. “It must have been…difficult.”

      River snorts, his black eyes darkening to night. A shiver rolls down my spine but it’s not the darkness that lingers along the edges of his irises, it’s the emptiness, the flat void, that fills the centers. “It was fucked up,” he admits. “And yeah, I guess that’s why. Teams are transient. Players get traded or injured or whatever. The Bolts are new, only two years into this massive rebuild. And yeah, Coaches Scotch and Merrick are cool. They’re legit and do a great job of building a culture that isn’t as cutthroat as most. But…” River shrugs. Tries for a smile. It slips. “I don’t like to get too close.”

      I nod in understanding. Everything he says makes sense, even if it makes me sad for him. The Bolts players are a great group of guys. Sure, they’ve got their own issues and the past two seasons have seen each of them experience relationship changes, but witnessing how they stepped in for my dad proves that they’re caring, genuine guys. Together, they’re more family than team. “Plus, you’ve got a solid friend group,” I point out, wondering if that’s part of it too. It’s not like River doesn’t have a support system, it’s just not the Thunderbolts like it is for some of the other players.

      “Yeah,” River says, taking a bite of veal saltimbocca. “It’s different when you have that much history with people. Plus, they’re connected to Cullen so…”

      I grin. “It was nice to meet your brother. He’s protective of you.”

      River snorts. “The Sullivans are. My foster mom, Gayle, she’s more angel than human. My foster dad, Ken, is probably the only man who could’ve gotten through to me. He used a perfect blend of understanding and tough love. And Cullen, he’s the best part of the package. It’s insane they’ve kept me around the way they have. All these years. They never adopted me or anything so it’s not like they’re required to keep me in their family.”

      I frown, noting that he’s mentioned his surprise at the Sullivans wanting to be with him on more than one occasion. What pulls me up short is, “They never adopted you?”

      River takes a swig of his wine and wets his lips. “Not formally. I mean, they asked me if they could, if I’d like it. I was about sixteen at the time. Once the paperwork got rolling and things started lining up, I was already turning eighteen, so it was a moot point. I legally aged out of the system,” he snickers, even though the pain in his features lets me know he doesn’t find it funny. None of this is funny and I wonder if this is how River copes.

      His jokes, his quips, his devil-may-care attitude are all hiding the hurt that lives just under the surface. Poke too deep and it bubbles up as sarcasm. Dig even deeper and…what happens? How many layers need to be peeled back until you get to the center, filled with River’s love and hope and dreams?

      I stare at him for a long beat. “They love you. They’re your family.”

      He shifts in his chair, squirming like a little kid who hates affection.

      I lift an eyebrow.

      He polishes off his wine. “I have a habit of letting people down,” he warns. “And I don’t deserve the love they give me. I’ve never reciprocated.”

      My heart breaks for River. As the din of the restaurant surrounds us, I wish we were alone. I wish I could slip from my chair, round the table, straddle his lap, and hug him hard. Hold him against my chest, run my fingers through his hair, and tell him how much I admire him. How much I care for him, how much I’ve always cared. But the fear of his rejection holds me back from saying too much, from expressing everything coursing through my veins like adrenaline.

      “I’m sure they don’t feel that way,” I say softly. “And everyone has let people down at some point.”

      River snorts, his eyes pinning me to my seat. “Yeah?” His tone is almost taunting, but I don’t think he’s angry with me; I think he’s angry with himself. For revealing too much. For trusting me with something he rarely shares. The air around us quivers with tension but it’s laced with something I’ve never experienced before.

      My thighs press together and now, I squirm in my chair. River’s gaze is dark, his mouth a slash against the seriousness of his expression. He stares at me like he wants to consume me. Brand me as his. There’s frustration but there’s also hunger, desire, questioning and longing and wanting.

      I let out a shaky breath and pick up my wine glass. Twirling the stem between my fingers I lift the glass to my lips and take a long drink.

      River watches me carefully, his eyes zeroed in on my lips, on the column of my throat. When I place the glass down, he tilts his head. “Who have you let down, Lola?”

      I roll my lips together, wishing I didn’t say that. Wishing I didn’t walk right into it. But River has been honest with me, so I gather my courage in the pit of my stomach and square my shoulders. “Everyone.”

      He huffs, his nostrils flaring. “Bullshit.”

      I shake my head. “You know my parents never married?”

      He shrugs.

      “They didn’t. They dated for a long time but it’s no secret that if my mom hadn’t gotten pregnant with me, they would’ve gone their separate ways before their high-school graduation. Instead, they will spend their lifetimes connected to each other, all because of me.”

      He frowns, his shoulders rolling forward, almost like he’s gearing up to pounce.

      “My mom wanted to be an architect. Obviously that took a back seat because, teenage mother, and Dad’s hockey career could pay the bills in a way that students loans couldn’t. She became a hairstylist instead. Now, she owns a successful salon in Seattle but that was never her dream.”

      “That’s hardly your fault.” River points at me. “If your mom truly wanted to pursue the other career path, she would have. Maybe not in the time frame she originally thought but she would’ve.”

      “Maybe.” I shrug. “Maybe not. But then, I kept her and Dad from dating, from falling in love, for years. How many people want to inherit a stepdaughter? Or their partner’s ex living a few streets away, always showing up at school functions and events?” I chuckle. “My parents are amazing co-parents. And they’re friends, true friends. That’s not something a lot of new relationships can handle.”

      “Still not your fault.”

      “But I feel it. The guilt of holding them back, of altering their lives. They’d probably be heartbroken to learn that and so, there’s that guilt on top of it all. That’s why I want to make them proud. That’s why I split my time the best way I can. Lived my childhood with Mom but not too far from Dad. Came to school in Tennessee, knowing that Dad would find a way to follow so we could have some one-on-one that he missed out on during my middle- and high-school years, after mom remarried and my brothers were born. That’s why I want California.”

      Confusion ripples through River’s eyes. “Because of Silicon Valley…”

      “Of course. But also because it will be the first time in my life that I’ll truly be on my own. I won’t have to live up to expectations. I won’t have to divide who I am. I won’t have to worry that I’m holding them back. Mom and Ben, my stepdad, are happy; my brothers are thriving. Dad is so in love with Maisy; I’m sure they’ll start their own family. And yeah, I’m lucky. My parents love me and have never made me not feel totally and thoroughly loved. But we’d all be lying if we pretended that my entire existence has always held them back. That I owe it to them to make them proud because they’ve sacrificed above and beyond to give me the world.”

      River shakes his head. He stares at me for a minute, as if processing my words. “It’s weird. You and I, on the outside, we have nothing in common. I have no family save for the Sullivans and you have multiple nuclear units that adore you. And yet—”

      “We both feel like outcasts,” I supply.

      “Yeah,” he snorts. “You just hide it a hell of a lot better than me.”

      “Maybe. But I like being able to tell someone the truth. I’ve never told anyone that before,” I admit, wondering if the wine loosened my tongue or if River’s relentless intensity is the cause.

      “I’ve never told anyone a lot of the things I tell you,” he replies, his tone gruff. His gaze is so intense, it’s unnerving. He undoes me without even trying. River clears his throat and refills our wine glasses. “So, California is happening, huh?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. Sometimes I wonder if I want it because of how long I’ve been telling myself I should or if I truly do.”

      One side of River’s mouth kicks up. “I never thought of my future, of anything, as deeply as you do, Lola. My advice is shit but I think you should pursue whatever is going to make you feel fulfilled.”

      “Is that what hockey does for you?”

      He nods. “Hockey’s been the only outlet I’ve ever had. First, for my anger, then for my grief.”

      “Grief? Over your parents?” I frown.

      River sighs and pain flashes in his eyes. “Remember my foster sister?”

      “Chiara,” I confirm.

      He nods. “She, um, she hung herself. Three years ago. And every day afterwards, even now, I wonder how I could have stopped her. Or helped her. How the hell did I miss the signs? How could I have failed her so terribly?” His voice catches and my heart breaks.

      “River.” I reach for his hand.

      He shakes his head, his eyes sad. “It’s hard for me to talk about. It’s hard to even think about. But losing Chiara felt like losing a part of my soul, the only good, redeemable part of me. And every day since has been about moving forward and hoping I’m remembering her the way she would have wanted.”

      “I am so, so sorry,” I say, not knowing what else to offer.

      “She would have liked you. A lot,” he remarks.

      “I wish I could have met her.”

      “Me too. After she died, hockey saved me. Again. Now, it’s my job. So yeah, it’s sort of always been the next step for me. I wouldn’t be good at anything else anyway; hockey is the only thing I know how to do.”

      “I doubt that.”

      He lifts an eyebrow, waiting for me to continue.

      “I could see you working with kids,” I say slowly, not wanting to dig up more about his relationship with Chiara if he’s already shared as much as he’s willing to.

      River snorts, his lips parting in disbelief.

      “I’m serious!” I reach across the table to grasp his hands. My fingers absentmindedly pluck at his. “You’d be a great resource for kids in the foster system. For kids looking for ways to channel the things they can’t put into words.” I give him a meaningful look. His eyes widen and I know he knows I’m speaking about Chiara.

      River flips his hand and clasps my fingers in his. Holding tightly, he stares at me. His gaze is unyielding, his presence all-consuming. “I’ve never met anyone like you, Lola Daire.”

      I smile. Years ago, that statement would have hurt. It would have made me feel like I am lacking. But coming from River’s mouth, coupled with his gaze, I know it’s a compliment. I know he likes me for exactly who I am. The nerdy college girl who’s a little inexperienced and a lot hopeful.

      “You’re one of a kind too, River Patton.”

      He laughs, a real one, and the sound rocks through me like music. “I don’t think anyone’s ever said that and meant it in a good way.”

      “I mean it in the best way. I feel like I can be myself around you,” I admit.

      His laughter fades. “Don’t you always feel that way?”

      I bite my bottom lip. “Not as much as you’d think. With you, I feel…safe. Not just physically but like, you won’t make fun of me for not fitting in the way most girls my age do. Look at you.” I gesture toward him. “You’re a desirable, edgy, professional hockey player. And you’re having dinner with me.” I snort, shaking my head like it’s hard to believe. Because it is.

      River’s expression is fierce, his grip tight. “You mesmerize me, Lola. I think you’re as close to perfect as a person can be.”
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      I pull on the end of her sweater and the bow unravels, the heavy knit slipping off her shoulders and dropping to the floor. Christ, she’s sexy. Sexier because she has no idea how much she affects me.

      My throat dries as I memorize the plane of her back, the dip of her waist, the enticing flare of her hips. Lola glances at me over her shoulder and I step behind her, dropping a kiss to her bare shoulder, my hands slipping up her taut belly to cup the soft swells of her breasts. As I roll one pert nipple between my fingers, a moan falls from Lola’s lips and my cock swells, already wanting inside her.

      I brush my lips up the slope of her neck, my tongue darting out at the sensitive spot behind her ear. She shivers and presses back against me, grinding her ass softly against my hard length.

      “Fuck,” I murmur.

      She moans again, dropping her head back against my chest. My hands massage her breasts and flick her nipples as I kiss along her neck, my tongue sweeping over the lobe of her ear, the start of her collarbone.

      One knee pushes between her legs and she opens for me, giving me some of her weight as she sags against my frame. Keeping my mouth on her, I drop my hands, caress the sides of her body, until my fingers tuck into the waistband of her velvet pants.

      I roll the tight pants over her hips, down her thighs, my palms grazing along her legs. She takes over, working them down and kicking them off along with her boots until she’s standing before me, her back to my chest, in nothing but a scrap of black lace.

      “You’re so goddamn sexy,” I tell her, knowing she hasn’t heard those words nearly enough. I pluck at the clip in her hair and those dark tresses unravel, spooling down her back and fanning over her shoulders. I grip a handful and nearly groan at the feel of her soft, silky strands.

      Lola turns and my throat dries. My hands graze down her body, softly touch her breasts. She pushes into my palms, and I drop my mouth, capturing her lips with mine. As I touch her and explore her mouth with my tongue, she pulls my sweater up and over my head. Her fingertips trace the lines of my abs, working down until she can unbutton my slacks and drag down the zipper. One push and they pool to my feet. I step out of them, loving that we’re taking our time. Loving that we’re only in our underwear, our eyes drinking each other in, our hands memorizing the planes of our bodies, our heartbeats fast and quick, in tandem.

      I drag my fingertips along her center, feeling her wet heat through the thin lace. She gasps then mewls, her eyelids falling closed. I touch her again, soft and light, watching her lips part, hearing the quiet puff of air.

      “You wet for me, babe?” I ask.

      She nods.

      “Give me the words, Lola,” I command, my cock straining against my boxer briefs.

      “I’m wet for you, River. So wet,” she pants.

      I hook her thong to the side and slowly dip two fingers into her channel. Her arousal coats my fingers and I groan, dragging it up to her clit and working light circles around the bud of nerves. “Fucking soaked, beautiful.”

      She groans, dropping her forehead to my chest piece, her hair sliding over my ink. I wonder if she’s looking down, watching me touch her, or if her eyes are closed, her mind too caught up in this moment to focus on anything.

      I press a palm to the small of her back, pushing her down onto my fingers as I work her clit. Her breathing picks up, her moans more frequent. Knowing that I’m bringing her this close to the edge, this quickly, is intoxicating. Lola turns me on faster than any woman I’ve been with before.

      She groans, louder this time, chanting my name under her breath and I snap, dropping to my knees and burying my mouth between her parted thighs. I lick up her center and she bucks, her fingers twisting in my hair.

      “River,” she sounds unsure, nervous.

      I hate that for her, so I pull back, look up at her through hooded eyes. “Trust me, Lola? Let me make you feel good.”

      She shudders, her eyes glued to mine, as she nods slowly.

      I grasp her ass cheeks and pull her forward, lining her up with my mouth as I lick and suck at her most sensitive part, driving her higher and higher.

      She yanks on my hair. “River! Oh my God, River. I’m coming!”

      I growl, plunging my tongue into her center as she rides her orgasm out along my mouth, grinding against my face. And it is fucking heaven. While she shudders against me, I see stars. This is one of the hottest moments of my fucking life.

      Lola’s legs give out and I stand, sweeping her into my arms and depositing her in the center of my bed. I grab a condom from my bedside drawer. I lose my boxer briefs real quick and roll on the condom, pumping my shaft as I look at Lola.

      Her eyes are at half-mast, a sated smile curling her lips.

      “You want me, baby?” I ask, needing her to confirm it before I enter her.

      In response, she widens her legs, her knees dropping to the sides. At the sight of her pretty pussy, pink, plump, and glistening, I grip my cock harder. “Fuck, beauty, you’re gonna kill me.”

      “I want you, River,” she says, her voice throaty. Her eyes are glassy, her cheeks flushed, her expression too beautiful to be real.

      Her words are the last thing I need to hear. Hovering over her, I push inside slowly. Even though I’m desperate to feel her tight walls clench me, I also know she’s new at this. The last thing I want to do is hurt her when everything about tonight has been pure bliss.

      She moans as I slide deeper. Her hands wrap around my back and her fingernails dig into the blades of my shoulders. Pulling me into her, I go willingly, not stopping until I bottom out.

      “You okay?” I whisper, my shoulders nearly vibrating with need as I force myself to hold steady.

      “So good,” she replies, a wanton thread in her tone I want to pluck at and unravel.

      “Fuck, baby.” I grab her hip as I begin to inch out before moving back in.

      Lola’s legs wrap around my lower back, her heels digging into my spine. At her encouragement, I pick up the pace, working us both up. Higher and higher we climb. Lola’s pants and moans color the air. My heartbeat thrums in my eardrums. My breathing ticks up as my heart gallops closer to the finish line.

      “Yes, River. Please,” my girl fucking begs me. As she lets go, crying out and pulsing on my cock, I fist her hair.

      “Fuck, Lola. That’s my good girl,” I moan, cresting the highest peak. I come hard and fast, a flash of light behind my eyes and the sound of my breathing clogging out all noise.

      I drop over her, careful not to crush her with my weight and roll to my side, taking her with me. With our faces lined up, our noses nearly touching, our eyes hold.

      It’s unlike any moment I’ve ever experienced before. Losing myself in Lola’s deep, chocolate eyes, the strangest sense of longing mixed with belonging washes over me. The word home floats through my mind, and it scares the shit out of me. It’s never been like this. I’ve never finished having sex with a woman and wanted this moment, the afterwards, to last forever.

      I wrap Lola tighter in my arms, bringing her closer until her nose hits the base of my throat. She presses a kiss to the ink I have there.

      “You’re incredible, baby,” I whisper, wishing I possessed the ability to tell her more. To tell her exactly what she means to me. That I have feelings for her I’ve never felt before. That everything is new and bright and exhilarating.

      Fucking terrifying.

      Lola presses another kiss to the hollow of my throat. “You’re everything, River,” she replies, her eyelashes fluttering over my skin.

      Fuck, she makes me feel like a goddamn superhero when I’m so used to being the villain. The outcast.

      We cling to each other for a long time. The even sounds of our inhales, the whoosh of our exhales, the quiet of the night. Eventually, Lola giggles and admits she needs to use the bathroom.

      I chuckle and slide out of her, my cock still at half-mast. Taking her hand, I guide her to the bathroom. She stares at me shyly, so I turn my back so she can pee while I take care of the condom.

      Flipping on the showerhead, I wait for the hot water to run. Steam fills up the glass stall as I hold the door wider for Lola. “Ladies first.”

      She grins and steps under my arm, right into the stream of water. Her eyes close as she tips her head back, brushing her hands over her long hair.

      I follow behind her, stepping into her space and kissing her hard as the water beats down on us.

      “What do your tattoos mean?” she asks, her hands brushing up the ink that snakes around my arms.

      I sigh. “A lot of things,” I admit. “But this one”—I stop and point to an ice cream cone near my elbow—“is for Chiara. Ice cream was kind of our thing, even when we were kids.”

      Lola brushes her thumb over it and smiles.

      “And this one”—I point to a thunderbolt that’s woven into my larger, more complicated chest piece—“is for the Bolts.”

      Her smile widens. “I like that.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, running my fingers through her hair. My cock twitches as it brushes against her thigh. I smirk. “You up for round two?”

      “Here?” Her forehead wrinkles.

      I nod. “No pressure at all, beauty, but have you ever considered being on birth control?”

      Lola blushes at the question. Shrugs. “There’s never been a need so…”

      I hold up a hand, not wanting to press the issue. Just because I’m desperate to be inside her with nothing between us doesn’t mean she should rush out to take a pill or insert an IUD or anything. “I get it. Just wondering.”

      “I’ll think about it,” she offers.

      I brush my thumb over her cheekbone, cup the side of her face. “You don’t need to do anything but keep being with me, Lola. I like this more than I ever thought possible.”

      She lifts her eyebrows. “Being with me?”

      I snort. “No, I always knew I’d fucking like that. Having a girlfriend,” I admit.

      She smiles. “I like being your first. I like knowing that in some way, I’m a first for you too.”

      I kiss her mouth again. “Trust me, babe. In all the ways that matter, you’re my first everything.”

      Then, I lather her delectable body with soap suds as she washes my hair, dragging her fingers through it until I’m half delirious with want again. We shower until the water turns cold.

      I wrap her in a thick, fluffy towel and dress her in a pair of my boxer briefs and a Thunderbolts T-shirt. Lola rests her wet head against my chest as we lounge in my bed, flipping through shows on Netflix.

      It’s so normal, so ordinary, that I nearly laugh. For the past two years, I’ve wondered what the hell my teammates do on nights when there’s no hockey to distract us. I questioned whether they hated being alone so much that they’d cut off their own dicks and hand them to their women.

      Did they really have that much to talk about? Did they really want to spend that much time together, with their significant others?

      And now I know, the answer is yes. Because when you find the right woman, even the ordinary feels special.

      Right now, I want to hold Lola for more than this night. I want her wet hair on my pillow and her sweet body in my bed every night.

      I want this always.

      The fact that I’m more hopeful than skeptical is surprising. But still, I don’t question it too hard. Because Lola’s laughter fills my bare room, the scent of her skin fills my nostrils, the steadiness of her breathing soothes me. Her presence eases some of my anger. She numbs my pain and squashes my resentment.

      With Lola by my side, as my girl, anything seems possible. None of the things that used to plague my waking hours matter as much. I run my fingers through her hair and drop a kiss to the crown of her head as she yawns.

      “Sorry,” she murmurs, sleep heavy in her tone.

      “Sleep now, my baby. I’m here.”

      She snuggles deeper into my chest and ten minutes later, when her breathing evens out and her eyes are closed, I wrap her tighter in my embrace.

      Lola’s my little miracle worker.
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      I wake to the sensation of River’s tongue dipping into my belly button. Laughing, I clasp his head in between my hands and bring his face to mine. “What are you doing?”

      His eyes dance, so different than their usual distrust. “Saying good morning.”

      I tug him closer, and he crawls up my body, planting a kiss on my lips.

      “Morning, Riv,” I murmur.

      He kisses me again. “You wanna get breakfast?”

      I nod, running my hands over his shoulders. I notice his skin is damp, like he just showered. “Did you have a skate this morning?”

      He gives me a look. “Yeah. I got back about forty minutes ago.”

      I groan and close my eyes. “I’m sorry. You should have woken me.”

      “Why?”

      I widen my eyes. “I could have gone home.”

      He smirks, leaning back to scan my body. “Nah, I like you in my bed.”

      I giggle and snuggle closer to him. “You’ll really take me to breakfast?”

      “Isn’t that something boyfriends do for their girls?”

      I glance up at him under my eyelashes and nod.

      “Then go get dressed.” He taps my ass and I scurry from the bed. “We’ll swing by your place so you can change and not be—”

      “A walk of shame?” I supply, brushing my teeth with my finger.

      “A stereotype,” he corrects. “And then, the café?”

      I rinse out my mouth. “Yes. Jas is working.”

      “Cool,” River comments.

      I pull on the velvet pants and sweater from last night, dropping River’s T-shirt and boxer briefs in his hamper. My body is sore in the best way possible, like I did some hot yoga and stretched out all the places that have been too tight, too empty, for too damn long.

      I feel like I’m floating on a cloud. For the first time in my life, I understand why my sorority sisters talk about sex so much. I get why it matters, why it’s important, and why people crave it. Right now, I crave it.

      Twisting my hair, I wrap it into a low bun and pull out the front pieces to frame my face. Then, I step out of the bathroom. “Ready?”

      River whistles as he checks me out.

      I roll my eyes and he smirks.

      “Come on,” he says, standing from the couch. “Let’s go eat.”

      The drive to my house is quiet but not awkward. It’s more like we’re lost in our own thoughts, listening to the mellow, alternative pop playlist humming in the background. I glance at River, studying his profile. The normal clench of his jawline is relaxed, the harsh slant of his cheekbone, softer. I pegged him more as a rock-and-roll kind of guy, not alt-pop. I thought he’d drive me home this morning, not invite me to breakfast.

      Everything River is showing me is different than I imagined and more than I hoped. Maybe that’s why I don’t feel self-conscious in his presence? Maybe that’s why I’m not freaking out the way I should be. I’m dating River Patton, Dad’s teammate, and no one, save for Jas, knows.

      If we’re really doing this—dinner dates and sex and morning-after breakfasts, boyfriend and girlfriend titles, handholding and snuggles—shouldn’t I revel in it? Shouldn’t I tell Dad and Maisy and the Thunderbolts? Shouldn’t I fill Mom in instead of rushing her off the phone before she calls me out for being distant?

      I let out a slow exhale. Yes, I totally should. Something holds me back. I twirl the front piece of my hair around my finger and tug. It’s as if I know when I announce that River and I are a thing, the bubble will burst. Once it’s out there, for all to know and judge and comment on, our quiet peace will shatter.

      I just got River Patton, after over a year of yearning. He’s here, with me, as my boyfriend. I don’t want to taint that by letting others in. I want to savor him, this, a little longer.

      The future is filled with nothing but changes. I’m graduating, entering the workforce, maybe even moving across the country. The Bolts have a shot at the playoffs this year and River is having an incredible season. He’s young, hungry, and could be traded at any time.

      Does our new, fledgling, full-of-firsts relationship have what it takes to endure the life changes on the horizon? Am I kidding myself into thinking this could be more than it is right now? If so, is right now enough?

      “Ask me,” River’s voice is quiet.

      “Ask you what?”

      The corner of his mouth twitches. “Whatever your thoughts are shouting.”

      I snort. Shrug. Shake my head. “It’s nothing. I’m just…thinking.”

      “Yeah, loudly.” He glances at me, one palm sliding over the top of the steering wheel. “What is it, babe?”

      I blush. His eyes narrow.

      “Just, this feels too good to be true,” I admit quietly. “I feel happy in a way I never have before.”

      His eyes are back on the road, but I note the tick of his jaw as it tightens back up. “Isn’t that a good thing?”

      “Yes,” I breathe out. “I just want it, us, to last, River.”

      He reaches over, takes my hand in his and squeezes. “I got you, Lola. But to do that, we gotta give this our best shot and, I don’t know, enjoy it.” He tosses me a smirk. “Talk. Be honest. Not repress our shouty thoughts.”

      I grin. “Look at you, being all mature.”

      He chuckles. “I laugh more with you than I have in the past three years of my life.”

      I know he means it to be sweet but at the seriousness of his expression, sadness sweeps through me. Has River really been that closed off for that long?

      Yes.

      The answer comes to me unbidden, and I know that parts of him really did shut down after Chiara’s death.

      I open my mouth but none of my shouty thoughts come out. Because they feel too heavy, and this is still too new to rush everything. Right?

      Instead, I squeeze his hand back. “I’m glad I can make you laugh, Riv.”

      He nods. “Me too, babe.”
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      When we enter the café, Jasmine slow claps.

      River grins at my saucy roommate and I blush furiously.

      “Good afternoon, Ms. Daire,” she jokes, grabbing two menus. “Nice of you to show up.”

      River snorts. “She didn’t sleep in that late,” he says.

      Jasmine lifts an eyebrow. “You’re a good boyfriend, River.”

      Color pops in his cheeks and I giggle. River Patton is blushing.

      Jasmine winks at me. “How was your night?”

      “It was great. We went to this little Italian place. I can’t believe I’ve never been there before,” I say, filling Jasmine in on our delicious meal.

      “It’s one of Knoxville’s best kept secrets,” River supplies as he slides into the booth across from me.

      Jasmine points at River. “Coffee, black?”

      He nods. “And blueberry pancakes.”

      Jas looks at me.

      “My usual,” I say.

      “Got it.” She scurries away.

      River leans over the table. “Your usual? What’s that?”

      “Egg white veggie omelette, orange juice, and coffee,” I rattle off the meal I get every week when I come to the café with Dad for breakfast. “Oh my God,” I murmur, digging in my purse for my phone. How the hell did I forget?

      “What’s wrong?” River frowns.

      “What’s today?”

      “Thursday,” he says slowly.

      “I’m supposed to meet Dad for breakfast. Here!” I pull out my phone and my breath freezes in my throat when I note the two missed calls and list of messages on my screen.

      Dad: Morning sunshine.

      Dad: You awake yet, Lol?

      Dad: This is ridiculous, even for you.

      Dad: All right. Listen, Maisy and I are heading to the café. Come meet us when you drag yourself from bed. I miss you, kid. Want to catch up.

      “Coffees and OJ,” Jasmine announces as she places down our drinks. “What’s wrong?” she asks when she sees my expression.

      “Dad’s coming. With Maisy.” I swing frantic eyes toward River. “You have to go.”

      “What?” Confusion washes over his expression. He clears it quickly, opting for his usual hardness as annoyance flares in his eyes. Except they’re ringed in hurt and I hate that I did that. That I hurt River Patton when he’s been nothing but good to me.

      My heart clangs against the wall of my chest, desperate and fearful. I look out the windows of the café, wondering if Dad and Maisy are here yet. They’re going to walk through the door any second and I can’t be seen eating breakfast with River after basically blowing Dad off.

      “Please, River. He can’t find out like this. It won’t go over well. He won’t understand,” I blurt out, my words tripping over each other in a need to explain.

      River’s jaw ticks and he stares at me with shouty thoughts bleeding from his eyes. I wince, mentally swearing at myself for being so insensitive. But I don’t have time to explain now. Or make this right.

      My eyes dart to the door again.

      “Fine. Whatever,” River mutters, sliding from the booth. His face is blank, his expression locked down. But his eyes blaze with fire and I avert my gaze like a coward. “See you around, Lola. Jas.” He turns around and walks away, exiting the café without a backward glance.

      I exhale shakily, my fingers trembling. I twist my hands together in my lap, trying to get a grip on my erratic heartbeat. What the hell is wrong with me? Why can’t I just introduce my boyfriend to my dad like a normal person?

      Because there’s nothing normal about me and River dating. And there’s nothing normal about Dad when it comes to my having a dating life.

      “You good?” Jas asks, her voice low. I can tell by her expression that she’s disappointed in me but like the good friend she is, she knows now isn’t the time to say anything.

      I nod, working a swallow.

      The café door swings open, and Maisy enters, with Dad close behind her, soaking up the energy and demanding all my attention.

      He grins when he sees me, his expression so damn happy and hopeful that I feel even worse than I did a second ago. “You’re here!”

      I force a smile and stand as Dad and Maisy walk closer to the booth. I hug them both hello, letting my dad hold me for an extra beat because right now, I think we both need it. Even if it’s for entirely different reasons.

      Emotion burns behind my nose, and I wish River was here. I wish I didn’t push him away. I wish—

      “Since when do you drink black coffee?” Dad asks.

      I chuckle and pull away, sitting back in my spot. “That’s for you.” I push the orange juice closer to Maisy, knowing she drinks it. “And for you.”

      “Thanks, Lol,” Maisy says, sticking a straw into the juice. “Were you waiting long?”

      “Nope, just got here.” I shoot Jasmine a desperate look and she winks, letting me know she’s got me. That everything will be fine. That she’ll probably eat River’s blueberry pancakes for lunch.

      “What’ll it be, D? Mais? The usual?” Jasmine asks brightly.

      Maisy tucks her coat next to her in the corner of the booth and pushes up the sleeves on her sweater. “You know, I’m not super hungry this morning so I’ll just have a muffin. Blueberry,” she decides, grinning.

      “I’ll have my usual,” Dad adds.

      Jasmine looks between us. “You Daires are two peas in a pod,” she comments before moving toward the POS system to punch in our order.

      Dad glances at me, his eyes studying my face like he hasn’t seen me in years instead of a handful of days. “How are you, Lol?” He shakes his head. “I’m so happy you’re here. I really miss you, kid.”

      I smile, even as tears collect behind my eyelids and my throat tightens. I’m letting him down. I let River down. I’m lying to Mom. Guilt and shame burn through me, but I push it down, clear my throat. “I miss you too, Dad.”
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      My hands clench the steering wheel tightly as I drive aimlessly along Knoxville’s back roads. When I first backed out of the café’s parking lot, my blood ran hot. I was angry, partly with Lola for pushing me away and partly with myself for thinking that this was different. That I could be enough for her.

      Of course, she doesn’t want me to meet her dad as her boyfriend. He’s going to hate the idea and reject me off the bat and she doesn’t want to disappoint him like that. After all, haven’t I always been a massive disappointment? A giant fuckup?

      Why the hell did I believe that this would be different than anything else in my life? On what planet am I living that I started to believe that things with Lola could be for real?

      My knuckles pop as I hang a right.

      Fifteen minutes into my drive, my anger cooled. It burned too hot until it burned right off, and in its place, numbness spread. A quiet acceptance. This is who I am. Unlikeable, unlovable, un-fucking-worthy River Patton.

      Lola Daire is going places. She’s larger than life even as she tries to hide in the shadows. A badass woman in a male dominated field. A gentle soul in a world full of assholes. A good person, with a good head on her shoulders, and good intentions for her future.

      She’s a fucking good girl and I’m nothing but a bad boy. Sure, women think it’s hot. For a fuck or a weekend or maybe a short fling. But intelligent, respectable, driven women don’t fall for the bad boy. They don’t start real relationships that go the distance with the fuckups of the world. All we’d do is drag them down.

      So, really, Lola’s behavior shouldn’t come as a surprise. I hate that her rejection hurt as much as it did. That it cut deep when I should be used to it by now.

      I take another turn, my eyes narrowing when I note that I’m near the cemetery. I park my car and pull on my coat, zipping it to provide some protection from the cool breeze. Making my way to Chiara’s tombstone, I plop down and grab a handful of grass.

      “Hate to tell you, kid, but she’s too fucking good for me,” I start, staring up at the blue sky. “Called that one, didn’t I?”

      Silence, save for the sound of the wind, wraps around me.

      “Wish you were here, Chi. You’d force me to take you for an ice cream cone, convince me that some rocky road would cheer me up.” I drop the blades of grass. “And you’d be right, for a little while.” I lean back against her tombstone, remembering how much she liked our favorite ice cream flavor. Always rocky road because weren’t all paths bumpy as fuck for kids like us?

      She used humor to navigate the tough days. The awful nights. The fucked-up bullshit of it all. She wrapped herself so tight in smiles and laughter and bright eyes that no one knew. Not a single one of us could imagine the pain that lived inside her. The dark cloud of depression that swept through her bloodstream. The hurt that resided in her throat, always to be swallowed back, never to break free.

      “Fuck.” I tap my head back against the marble. The Mercers went all out on Chiara’s funeral, as devastated by her death as I had been. It shouldn’t provide me with comfort, knowing that other people in the world are suffering from her loss, but it does. I like knowing that she touched more hearts than just mine. She was so fucking wonderful that she deserves to live on in the lives of other people. Good ones too. Not just my pathetic existence.

      “You’d still like her,” I add. Maybe that’s what aches the most. Knowing that Chiara would have truly liked Lola. That she’d understand her in a way that I can’t. That she’d advise me to be patient, to keep trying. Chiara would want me to keep at it with Lola, even when she pulls away and rejects me, like she did today.

      Chiara would say, “Not everything is about you, River. We all have demons.” I never believed her though, assuming my demons were bigger, badder, than other people’s. Than hers.

      But she was right. Chi just fought hers quietly, with heart. While I vanquished mine with outbursts and anger.

      I sit for a long time in the cold, thoughts of Chiara running through my mind, mixing with thoughts of Lola. By the time I pull myself from the ground, I’m tired. Deflated and defeated in a way I’m not used to. Usually, I can dig deep and prove them all wrong. Everyone who ever doubted me.

      But this time, that’s not a possibility. If Lola doesn’t want me to be part of her life, part of her future, then I’ve got to let her go. If she just wants to be in my bed, be something casual, then that’s all we’ll be. The truth is, I don’t fault her.

      I drive around a little more before my car stops in front of Gayle and Ken’s place. I look at the tidy home I spent some of the angriest years of my life living in. Still, the Sullivans gave me love.

      Climbing the front porch steps, I peer in the large bay window, spotting Gayle in the kitchen. Her hair is cut into a stylish bob and a worn apron is tied around her waist. If anyone knows how to bounce back from rejection, it’s her. God knows I’ve spent the past decade giving her hell and still, she opens her arms wider, always ready to receive me.

      Guilt rides low in my stomach. Gayle deserves better from me. I ring the bell before opening the front door, knowing it’s unlocked, the way it always is.

      “Gayle,” I call out to let her know it’s me. I kick off my shoes and shrug out of my coat.

      She comes around the corner, her face bright with a sunny smile. “River! I’m so glad you’re here. I just took a banana bread out of the oven. You can be the official taste tester.”

      I smile back, something pinching tight behind my nose. In a world of constant change, Gayle Sullivan has been an anchor. I never realized it, or appreciated how much I needed that, until this moment.

      “I’d love to,” I admit.

      Surprise ripples through her eyes but she doesn’t comment. Instead, she leads me to the kitchen.

      I flip my chin to her leaky faucet. “It’s still leaking.”

      “Oh.” She waves away my comment. “Ken’ll get to it.”

      I snort. We both know that as well-intentioned as Ken is, he won’t get to it any time soon.

      “Hang on,” I say, backtracking to the laundry room where Ken keeps a tool bag with everyday tools. When I reappear in the kitchen with it in hand, Gayle shakes her head.

      “You don’t have to—”

      “I want to,” I cut her off. “I’m not in a rush so…”

      “I’ll put the kettle on.” She sounds hopeful.

      “Sure. Put the kettle on.”

      Gayle busies herself with preparing tea as I duck underneath the sink, putting my head inside the cabinet to sort out what the issue is. As I work, Gayle hums, and slowly, my body relaxes.

      My muscles unclench, my mind slows, and I allow myself to feel at peace. At home. In a place I swore I’d never belong.

      The leaky faucet is an easy fix and I get the job done in ten minutes. Gayle’s adding honey to our mugs when I wash my hands and test that the faucet turns off completely.

      “Thank you, River.” She beams at me.

      “Glad to do it,” I admit, knowing I could rebuild their entire home and it wouldn’t be enough for the gifts the Sullivans have given me. Love, home, acceptance. Even when I scoffed at it and tried to hand it back.

      I take a seat at the kitchen table and Gayle places a mug of tea and a slice of banana bread in front of me. Helping herself to a plate, she takes the seat across from mine. We sit in comfortable silence for a beat, wrapped up in the coziness of her kitchen, the heart of the Sullivan household.

      I take a bite of the banana bread, closing my eyes as the sweetness fills my mouth. “It’s delicious.”

      Gayle beams.

      I clear my throat. Then, I go all in. “I met a woman.”

      Gayle’s eyes widen. “What’s her name?”

      “Lola.”

      “Beautiful,” Gayle says, her smile wide. “When can we meet her?”

      I chuckle. “It’s complicated.”

      “Anything worthwhile usually is.”

      I dip my head in acknowledgement.

      “Why is it complicated?” Gayle asks gently.

      I take another bite of the delicious banana bread. “She doesn’t want anyone to know about us.” I heave a sigh. “Not the people who matter anyway. We shouldn’t really be together.” I try to paint a picture of the situation without coming out and admitting that I’m fucking my teammate’s daughter.

      God, talk about messing with team dynamics. What the hell did I think was going to happen? That because Lola means a lot more to me than some casual fuck, Brawler was going to welcome me with open arms?

      Gayle is quiet for a long moment, studying me. She takes a sip of her tea, pats the corner of her mouth with a napkin, tucks her hair behind her ear. “You seem happy,” she says finally. “She makes you happy.”

      I tilt my head. “Only ‘til I fuck it up,” I remind her of my track record. Remind myself.

      Gayle shakes her head, her eyes filling with sadness. “Your happiness is worth fighting for, River. Always.” She reaches across the table and places her hand on mine. Squeezes lightly. “You deserve good things. You always have.”

      Her words cause me to physically ache. They are the exact opposite of what I deserve and yet, Gayle says them convincingly. She says them like she believes them.

      I clear my throat and pull my hand out from under hers. Pop the banana bread in my mouth and polish it off.

      “I gotta go. Thanks”—I tip my head to indicate the table, the conversation, the words I can’t fucking give her—“for this.”

      She smiles softly, dipping her head in acceptance, the way she always does. Accepts all the limitations I have and loves me for the half man I am. Fuck, I deserve Gayle about as much as I deserve Lola.

      Not at all.

      “Thanks for fixing my faucet,” she says, walking me to the door.

      I snort. Step into my shoes. Pull on my coat. But before I walk out of the house, I wrap my arms around Gayle and hug her. Not one of my usual, one-armed cop-outs. I hug her for real. A big bear hug with a squeeze at the end. I hug her the way she should be hugged. I hug her the way a man hugs his mother.

      “Thanks for the tea, Gayle,” I murmur.

      She plants a hand in the center of my back, holding me for a moment longer. When I step out of the embrace, tears gather in the corners of her eyes. “Thanks for coming, River. Any time, you know. The door’s always open.”

      I smile back. “I know.”

      I give Gayle a little wave before I leave, slip back into my car, and drive down more side streets with no destination in mind.

      Lola’s face this morning, Chiara’s tombstone, Gayle’s words—they float in my head. Blending together in a snapshot of my life. My hopes, my failures, my future.

      As much as I know Lola could do better, I still want her. I still want this with her. I want to prove to her that I can be the guy she needs, the man she wants, the one she’d be proud to introduce to her dad, even if he’s going to pummel my ass.

      I need to convince her that I’m all in. That she can trust me. That we can figure things out because we both deserve happiness. That we’re worth fighting for. We deserve this.

      I want to tell Axel; I want to do the right thing. I want to do right by my girl. Convinced that this is the way forward, I point my car in the direction of Lola’s apartment, hoping she’s home by the time I get there.
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      “Dad, can I get a ride?” I ask him and Maisy as we finish up our breakfast that turned into lunch. Brunch.

      Maisy narrows her eyes and I know she’s trying to figure out exactly what’s going on. I wasn’t myself at our meal today. My thoughts have been hung up on River since the moment I pushed him away.

      I thought I was doing the right thing, saving him from Dad’s wrath. Now, with his pain and dejection burned into my memory, I’m not so sure.

      “Sure,” Dad says easily. “What happened to your car?”

      “Lent it to Jas. She’ll need a ride home from the café later,” I lie easily. Too easily. I hate how naturally I’m spinning lies now; I barely have to try.

      “You’re a good friend, Lol,” Dad says easily, making me feel worse for lying.

      Maisy shoots me a smile. As we approach Dad’s truck, Mila pulls into the parking lot. She comes to a stop beside us and rolls down her window. “I thought that was you guys!”

      “Hey, Mila.” I wave.

      “Hi, Lol. What are you guys up to?” she asks.

      “Just finished eating.” I place a hand on my belly, thoroughly stuffed from my huge breakfast.

      Mila pouts, glancing at Maisy. “Can I convince you to grab a latte at the Coffee Grind with me?”

      Maisy glances at Dad before turning to Mila. “Of course, you can! I feel like I haven’t seen you in ages.”

      “I know, you missed drinks last week,” Mila calls her out.

      I laugh as Maisy hugs me goodbye, kisses Dad, and slips into Mila’s passenger seat. Mila honks her horn and waves as they pull out of the parking lot.

      Dad grumbles under his breath before opening the passenger door for me. I climb inside and put on my seat belt as he rounds the truck and flips the ignition. “Like old times, huh?” He glances over at me.

      I nod, giving him a smile. “Everyone’s talking about how the Bolts will make the playoffs this year,” I comment, wanting to keep the conversation on neutral ground.

      Dad snorts. “Hope so, kid. You never know how these things are going to go but considering the team is still developing, making the playoffs would be a huge success for the coaches and management.”

      “Yeah,” I agree.

      “You missed the last few games.”

      I huff out a breath. “I know, Dad. I’m sorry. It’s been really busy.”

      “Yeah.” Dad nods. “It’s hard to believe you’re graduating. I’m so damn proud of you, Lol. So is your mom. Can’t believe someone as smart and compassionate as you came from the two of us,” he jokes.

      I smile at him but inside, my stomach sinks. The last thing I want to do is let Dad down. For the past year, I’ve been bringing up California at every opportunity and now, I’m not sure if I want to go. I don’t want to lose the roots I spent the past four years growing. I don’t want to lose River.

      I close my eyes and drop my head back against the headrest. That’s silly. River and I have been together for like five minutes and it’s the first time either of us have been in a real, adult relationship. I’m the first girlfriend he’s ever had and he’s my first sexual experience.

      Can something like that really go the distance?

      A message beeps on Dad’s phone and he glances at his Apple Watch, reading it. Laughter drops from his mouth and my neck swivels in his direction. Sure, he’s been a lot happier and more open since he started dating, and is now engaged, to Maisy, but he’s not exactly a chuckle-at-a-text kinda guy. “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “You’re not going to believe this.” Dad glances at me.

      I arch an eyebrow, waiting.

      “One of my buddies from when I played for the Rams just messaged. I reached out to him a few weeks ago. His brother runs a big tech company in Silicon Valley.”

      My stomach twists and my hands clasp at Dad’s words. Where is he going with this?

      “And get this, they have a summer internship program that usually leads to full-time employment. I sent my buddy your resume and his brother would love to interview you. He’s going to send you an email this week.” Dad smiles at me. “Isn’t that awesome?”

      “I, wait, what?” I stutter, trying to catch up with the turn of events.

      Dad narrows his eyes. “An internship opportunity. For summer. In California. Could lead to a full-time gig,” he gives me the bullet points.

      “Dad, I thought you hate the idea of me moving to California.”

      “I do,” he says simply. “But only because I’m a selfish bastard and I’m going to miss you. I want you to succeed, Lola. To be happy and fulfilled. You earned this, kid. I’ve seen how hard you worked these past four years.” Dad takes a turn toward campus. “I want what you want. And you want California.”

      Do I? I let out a shaky exhale.

      Dad frowns. “What’s wrong? I thought you’d be excited?”

      “I, um, I’m surprised. I mean, of course. Sorry, Dad, you caught me off guard. Uh, thank you though. That was really cool of you to reach out to your buddy, and I appreciate it. Of course, I do,” I say, as if trying to convince myself.

      Dad eases his truck in front of my apartment building. I’m relieved I parked in the back, so he won’t spot my car and know what a little liar he raised. Dad tosses the gearstick in park and looks at me. “You okay, Lol?”

      “Yeah,” I snort, waving a hand. “I just, a lot seems to be changing so quickly, you know?”

      A few weeks ago, I was a virgin with a massive crush and a mediocre social life, hell-bent on moving across the country. Now, I’m dating one of the Bolts players and rethinking my entire future.

      “It’s overwhelming sometimes,” I tack on.

      Dad’s expression softens as he nods in understanding. “I get that. But you earned this, Lol.” He reaches across the center console and tugs on my hair. “Enjoy it. I love you, kid.”

      “I love you too, Dad.” I lean forward to kiss his cheek. “Thanks for breakfast, and the ride, and the internship connection.”

      “Anything for you. What are you doing today?”

      I open the passenger door. “Just homework,” I say.

      “All right. See you soon?”

      I nod, sliding out of his truck. “I’ll be at your next game,” I promise.

      He smiles, looking relieved to hear it and my stomach twists in guilt. Avoiding Dad is clearly not an option when it hurts his feelings like this.

      “‘Bye, Dad.”

      “Later, Lola.”

      I close the door to his truck and lope into my apartment building. Taking the elevator up to my and Jasmine’s apartment, I let myself in and head straight for the bathroom.

      I need to apologize to River and talk to him about our future, about telling my dad the truth. I also need to shower and sleep and get my life in order. Heaving out a sigh, I enter the bathroom. When I reach under the sink for a new roll of toilet paper, my eyes snag on a box of tampons and I freeze.

      My mind whirls as I try to calculate when I had my last period. It’s been a minute and…fuck, the reminder of my first time with River flares in my mind. There’s no way I could be pregnant. Not after one night, one time. Plus, I took Plan B.

      My hands shake and I fumble the toilet paper roll. Placing it down on the vanity, I move toward Jasmine’s room, grateful that my paranoid roommate keeps a stash of pregnancy tests for all the times her period is late. Which is nearly every month since it’s irregular.

      Pulling open her closet, I locate the drawer that holds a random assortment of pregnancy tests and grab one. Then, I head back to the bathroom and take a deep breath.

      There’s no way. I’m fine. I know I’m fine, but this test will confirm it. Then, I can shower and call River and sleep. Everything is fine.

      I pee on the stick and place it on the vanity, next to the toilet paper roll. Flipping on the shower faucet, I wait for the water to heat up and try to distract myself from reading the pregnancy test.

      The front door to my apartment bangs open. “Talk about an intense morning!” Jasmine announces her arrival. “Are you in the shower?”

      I roll my lips together to keep from answering and look down at the pregnancy test.

      Two pink lines cross the test and control areas.

      Fucking hell. My eyes drop closed as a tear rolls down my cheek.

      I’m fucking pregnant. After one night with a man I probably don’t have a future with.

      I’m not only a statistic; I’m history repeating itself.

      My knees shake and I sink down on top of the toilet lid, trying to drag oxygen into my lungs as my ability to breathe lapses.

      Pregnant. A baby. Me.

      Jasmine knocks on the bathroom door. “Lola? You almost done? River’s here.”

      “Oh God,” I whisper. I’m not ready to face him, to confront him, to tell him.

      “Lol?” Jas knocks again. “Can you hear me?”

      “Be right out,” I holler, forcing myself to turn off the shower.

      On the other side of the door, I hear Jasmine chat with River.

      “I’m out,” she says.

      “Where you off to?” he asks.

      “Got a hot date,” she announces. I frown, wondering who the hell she’s going out with. Granted, I haven’t been around as much lately but a pang cuts through my chest at how much Jasmine and I need to catch up on.

      He snorts. “Yeah? He coming to pick you up?”

      “He’s here,” Jasmine says.

      River mutters something quietly and then, “Have fun, Jas.”

      “You too,” my bestie says. Louder, “I’ll see you later, Lol.”

      I don’t respond. My eyes are glued to the pregnancy test. My heart is in my throat.

      The apartment door closes.

      And then, another knock at the bathroom door.

      “Lola? You okay? It’s me,” River says.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Twenty-Three

          

          
            River

          

        

      

    

    
      I hover outside the bathroom door, but she doesn’t respond.

      Is she avoiding me? Did she lock herself in the bathroom just to get out of talking to me? Does she want to end this?

      Fuck that. I didn’t take her virginity and make her my girlfriend so she can ghost me. Lola and I need to talk. We need to clear the air. We need to tell Brawler what’s going on between us.

      I knock again. “Lola?”

      The door swings open and I stumble back. My arms clutch Lola’s shoulders as pure panic washes over her face.

      “Lola? What’s wrong?” I ask, my heart in my throat. Did someone hurt her? Did something happen? Did I fuck up by leaving when she asked me to?

      “River,” she breathes out my name like a prayer and I wrap her in my arms, wanting her to know that I’m here, that she’s okay.

      “I got you, Lola.”

      She shuffles back half a step and looks up at me. Tears cling to her lower lashes, one tipping over and gliding down her cheek. I stop it with my thumb and brush it away, hating that she’s crying. I feel like a piece of shit for making her cry. For hurting her.

      “Lola—”

      “I’m pregnant.” Her tone is shaky, like she’s announcing the news to herself. Wide eyes, pale, and panicked, Lola looks up at me like I’m the voice of reason. Like I have the power to make this situation okay. To make it better.

      My heartbeat gallops, erratic and buzzing on adrenaline. It feels like I’m on a breakaway, flying down the ice, maneuvering the puck as best as I can, tossing up some kind of whack-ass prayer for a goal.

      I cup Lola’s shoulders and crush her against my chest. Wrapping my arms around her, I hold her tight. My mouth is in her hair, her breath is warm against my skin, trapping between my chest and my shirt. I feel the wetness of her tears and hate that she’s crying, hate that she learned this news alone, hate that I have no goddamn idea what I’m doing.

      But I came here to show her that I want her, right? That I want this with her. That I’m showing up. Hell, if there was ever a reason to show up…except Lola is the reason.

      She hiccups as her body starts to tremble in my arms. Her silent tears turn to full body sobs and my stomach sinks.

      “Shh, baby.” I stroke her hair. “I got you, Lola. We will figure everything out. I promise, babe.” I keep her locked against me as I relocate us to her living room. Sitting down on a couch, I pull her on top of me, keep her ass glued to my thigh so I can feel her, hold her, see her damn facial expressions as we talk about this massive announcement.

      Lola is pregnant. I slide a hand across her flat belly. My baby is in there. My fucking baby. Wonder laced with panic travels through my body as I try to grasp what this means.

      I’m going to have a baby. I’m going to be a dad. Jesus, that’s a reality I never considered. A dad. I work a swallow, noting that Lola is staring at me and dragging the backs of her hands across her cheeks, trying to sop up her tears.

      “Talk to me, Lola,” I say quietly.

      She slides off my lap and drops to the space beside me on the couch. Still, I hitch her leg over my knee, keep a hand on her, as if touching her will keep our connection going as the world starts to fall apart around us. She’s crying as if she just lost her future and I’m so out of my depth here, I’m one lungful of air away from drowning.

      “I, I can’t believe this is happening,” she whispers, her eyes ringed with fear. “I mean, I’m about to graduate.” She stands, twisting her fingers together as she paces in front of me. “I’m only a senior in college and I swore this would never fucking happen.”

      My eyebrows bend. “Get pregnant?”

      “Not without having my life together,” she hollers, throwing her arms out to the sides. “Jesus, River, I saw my parents try to navigate this dynamic my entire life. And trust me, they did it better than most.” She scrubs at her eyes. “I just, I don’t want this for my life.”

      Pressure clogs the cavity of my chest as I realize what she’s saying. She doesn’t want my baby. My kid. No fucking surprise there. I shake my head.

      That’s not what she’s saying, asshole. She’s freaking the fuck out because…she was a fucking virgin until a few weeks ago and now she’s having a baby.

      I let out a shaky sigh and try to turn my internal thoughts off so I can focus on Lola, give her what she needs since I sure as hell didn’t give her what she wants.

      “I’m a fucking statistic,” she sobs, shaking her head. She moves to the window, stares outside like a lost little bird, stalks back. “River, I’m repeating a pattern, here. Practically a teenage pregnancy before I have a career, a way of supporting myself, and—”

      “Lola, I’m going to take care of you.” I stand abruptly, hating that she’d think I’d abandon her. Abandon my kid with no financial means to survive. Fuck that. Fuck all of it because, “I’m not going anywhere.”

      She shakes her head, her eyes sad. “You say that now.”

      “Because I fucking mean it. It’s the truth.”

      “River,” my name sounds shaky. Tears stream down Lola’s cheeks. “River, I’m your first girlfriend. We haven’t been dating long and I’m having a baby. That’s a lifetime commitment, that’s a forever connection.”

      “And you don’t want to be connected to me forever, is that what you’re saying? That the idea of being attached to me is—”

      “What happens when you fall in love for real?” she cuts me off. “What happens when your career blows up, because it will, Riv. You’re that good. And now, you’re saddled with the baggage of—”

      “Don’t talk like that.” I stop her stream of thoughts. Stepping to her, I grab her shoulders, slide my hands down her arms until our fingers link. “You’re everything, Lola. So is our baby.”

      She sobs.

      My throat is clogged with too many fucking emotions to name, my chest at risk of buckling under the pressure piling on it. “I promise you; I got you. I swear, Lola, that I understand this is so much harder for you. That you’re carrying a baby and I’m…I’m just the fuckup who put you in this terrible position.”

      She watches me closely, her tears slowing.

      “But I’m here for you. I’m not going anywhere. And we will figure this out, together.” My voice is strong, my decision resolute. “I know you didn’t want this, babe. And I’m so fucking sorry.” I shuffle closer, drop my forehead to hers. Breathe in her exhales and give her mine. “I got you. Please, Lola. Don’t shut me out when all I want to do is be here with you.”

      Her face crumples at my words and she falls apart again. Her legs give way and I catch her, swinging her into my arms. She gestures toward her bedroom, and I carry her there, depositing her gently in the center of her bed. I kick off my shoes before slipping in beside her. I hold her against my chest, run my fingers through her hair, and whisper every reassuring, affirming thing I can think of as Lola cries before drifting off to sleep.

      Then, I stay. Because I promised her I would.

      If I’m going to be a dad, I’m gonna be nothing like my terrible excuse for a father. I’m going to show up. Be present. Play an integral part in my kid’s life. Like Ken.

      Or…Brawler.

      My vision blurs as I think of him. He’s one hell of a parent and I can already feel his hate and disappointment when he learns I knocked up Lola. For the first time since I met the guy, I think I understand him. Or at least have an inkling about his motivations. I look down at the beautiful woman stirring in my arms. He did it all for her.

      If anyone in the world is worthy of love and sacrifice, it’s Lola. I drop a kiss to her forehead.

      Her eyes flutter open, and a soft smile curls her lips before remembering takes over. She lifts a hand to my cheek. “River.”

      “You’re okay, Lol.”

      “I’m sorry I was so terrible,” she murmurs.

      I shake my head. “You’re wonderful.”

      She snorts. More tears fill her eyes. How much can someone cry until there’s nothing left to sob out? “I’m scared.”

      “I know.” I brush her hair out of her face. “I’m way out of my element here, too. But if anyone could figure something out, it’s you. It’s us,” I remind her.

      She nods slowly.

      “We need to tell your dad, babe,” I say gently.

      I wait for fear to cross her expression but instead, a quiet acceptance, a silent resignation washes over her features instead. “I know.”

      I tilt my head, studying her. “Tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow,” she confirms.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask.

      As if on cue, her stomach growls and she gives me a sheepish smile.

      I grin and pull out my phone. Messages from some of my teammates, from Cully and Johnny, litter my screen. I ignore them as I pull up a food app. “What are you in the mood for? Any cravings?”

      Lola chuckles and takes my phone from my hand, scrolling through delivery options. She settles on pizza and adds some cannoli “to mark the event.”

      She rests her head on my chest and I drape an arm around her, flipping through shows on Netflix.

      Lola and I share a quiet, meaningful, peaceful night locked in her apartment. Away from the world, we accept the changes that are coming, we acknowledge the life we created, we try to gauge the other’s thoughts and feelings on the subject. I sleep in her bed, with her long hair tickling my chest and the scent of her perfume invading me dreams.

      In the morning, I watch as she gets dressed. She keeps her face bare. Clad in an oversized hoodie and jeans, she looks too damn small, too fresh-faced, to be on the brink of motherhood.

      Again, my stomach twists at the position I thrust her in. If I believed in God, I’d ask Him for forgiveness right now. I’d drop to my knees and toss up some mumbled prayer about being a better man.

      Fuck, right now, I wish I believed in something. I wish I had that faith, if not for me, then for her. She glances at me over her shoulder, gives me a small smile, and my heart fucking breaks.

      We stop at my place so I can change. Roll through a drive-thru for coffee and bagels. Park in front of Brawler and Maisy’s place.

      I try to regulate my breathing as Lola punches the doorbell. Silence ensues for several long beats. The door swings open and sound rushes back, loud and jarring, like a rock concert.

      Brawler grins when he sees Lola. Then, his eyes fall on me, and his smile falls flat. “What the fuck are you doing here?” he growls. His eyes are narrowed, darting between Lola and me and the bag of bagels. Understanding fills his eyes and his mouth twists into the ugliest shape I’ve ever seen. “You gotta be fucking kidding me.”

      “Daddy, please,” Lola whispers.

      His eyes snap to her and whatever he reads in her face causes his to take on a sheen of fear. He steps back to hold the door wider, and we enter.
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      Lola tucks her fingers inside the cuffs of her hoodie and won’t meet my eyes.

      Fuck. This is bad.

      “Axe? What’s going—oh, hey, guys!” Maisy waves, her usual sunny smile making an appearance. As she correctly reads the room, the tension that pulls tight between Axel, Lola, and me extends to Maisy. Her smile slips and her tone is cautious as she says, “Well, this is a nice surprise.”

      I hold up the bag of bagels and tray with four coffees.

      “Yay, coffee,” Maisy tries. “Shall we eat?”

      Lola forces a grin. “Thanks, Mais.” She slides onto a barstool at the kitchen island.

      Axel reluctantly jerks his chin to the stool next to Lola but I remain standing. Sitting will put me at a disadvantage and given the position I’m in, that’s the last thing I need.

      “What’s going on?” Maisy asks, keeping her tone light.

      Axel folds his arms over his chest, his biceps practically rippling with the energy I know he wants to unleash on me. He leans against the kitchen counter, glaring at me with pure hatred.

      Lola clears her throat. I step closer.

      Axel growls. Maisy grimaces.

      The oxygen in the room evaporates. Heat swirls around my neck. The periphery of my vision blurs and darkens.

      Fuck, man. Get it together.

      Lola fumbles with the strings of her hoodie and I reach for her, needing us to provide a united front. Needing her to know that I’m here. I got her. We’re okay; everything is going to be okay.

      I clasp her hand and hear the little sigh of gratitude that falls from her lips.

      “Fuck,” Axel mutters, straightening. His hands drop to the island, planting in the center and spreading wide. Hands that could wrap around my neck and choke me out and the truth is, he has every right to feel that way.

      I knocked up his virginal daughter.

      “Axel—” I start.

      “Daddy—” Lola says.

      “Have some coffee,” Maisy advises, taking two coffees from the tray and setting them in front of us.

      We both ignore them, our eyes glued to Brawler’s. Right now, he’s living up to his moniker and I know I need to be upfront. Address him man to man.

      “Lola and I are together,” I say, ripping off the Band-Aid.

      He hangs his head, staring at his hands as if they can provide some answers on where the hell he went wrong in his life. What did he fuck up that led his beautiful, brilliant daughter to seek out a screw-up like me?

      “It’s not a fling, Axe. It’s for real. I’ve never cared about anyone the way I care for Lola.” I keep my eyes trained on him. In my peripheral vision, I see Maisy clasp her heart. I feel Lola’s eyes on the side of my face, hopeful.

      But I’ll man up and be honest with her dad in ways I held back with her. In this moment, I’ll lay it all out on the table because I’m stepping up for my girl. Showing up for my family.

      Axe laughs, a mutilated, disturbing sound. “It’s for real? Yeah? How fucking long you’ve been together, behind my back, for you to know that it’s more than some passing thing?” His voice is eerily even, a man on the verge of erupting.

      “About two months,” Lola supplies. “It’s for real, Daddy.”

      I squeeze her hand in solidarity.

      “Well, isn’t that—” Maisy begins in a cheery tone.

      “Fucking ridiculous,” Axel interjects. His glare bounces between Lola and me. “You don’t even know each other. You”—he points at me—“have no right setting Lola up to be one of your goddamn conquests.”

      “It’s not like that,” I defend myself.

      “Bullshit! In the two years I’ve known you, all you’ve done was fuck women and fuck off. You think you could treat her any different? You don’t know the first damn thing of being good to a woman. You’re not capable of—”

      “I’m pregnant,” Lola announces, her fingers quivering in mine.

      I don’t know if she says it to halt her father’s mostly correct judgement of my character. Or to get it over with. Or to change the direction of the conversation. Whatever her reasons, Lola heaves out a sigh and sits up straight.

      The room is silent. The room is still. I barely breathe, my lungs having collapsed on themselves as I was forced to confront that all the shit Axel said is true. Maisy’s eyes are filled with sympathy. Axel’s face is drained of color.

      And then, he snaps.

      In one quick movement, he’s rounded the island. I throw my arm wide, angling my body, to protect Lola, a motion which infuriates him. He cocks back his arm and even though I know it’s coming right for me, I stand my ground and take it.

      I deserve this. He earned this. One punch.

      It connects with my jaw and my head snaps back, blood flying from the side of my mouth. I shuffle back a handful of steps but don’t go down. Axel advances, his eyes burning with fire, his sneer twisted in fury.

      “Daddy, stop!” Lola cries.

      “Axel, that’s enough,” Maisy warns.

      She steps to my side and holds out a hand.

      Axel freezes. His eyes narrow before clearing. He shakes his head, gesturing toward Maisy. “You’re on his side? Unbelievable. This punk knocked up my kid and—”

      “That’s enough,” Maisy repeats, quieter this time. The last time I saw Maisy Stratford truly upset is the morning I barreled into her at The Honeycomb and flipped a tray of fresh baked blueberry muffins on her dress. It was her first day of work and she just received shitty news and I made her bad day even worse.

      Now, she’s coming to my rescue.

      I never thought myself capable of real change. But maybe even hopeless sob stories like me can contain a plot twist.

      Axel vibrates with anger. He heaves out a sigh and runs his hands through his hair. His neck snaps to Lola. “Mom know?”

      She shakes her head, moving to the freezer and filling a bag with ice. “Not yet.”

      He snorts. Then nods. “Her life wasn’t an easy one.”

      “I know,” Lola says quietly, coming to my side and passing me the bag. She guides me to the barstool next to hers and I sit down. Maisy passes me a dishtowel to wrap around the bag. I hold it against the left side of my face feeling like a fucking chump.

      Watching Lola process Axel’s words, a confirmation of all her fears, hurts more than the throbbing in my face. The belief that I’m messing up her life is no longer an assumption. It’s a truth written on everyone’s expressions.

      “Fuck, Lola.” Axel shakes his head, disappointment etched into every line in his face. He looks older, tired. “How the hell did this happen?”

      “Dad, obviously, this wasn’t planned. I know you’re upset but this is where I’m at right now.” Lola glances at me. “River and I are going to figure this out.”

      Axel snorts. “Oh, nice. Okay. Right. Tell me how. How the fuck are you and River going to figure this out?” Sarcasm drips from every word. “How much do you even know about River? Other than his shitty reputation, which he worked really hard to earn, what does anyone know about River?”

      “Stop it,” Lola says, a note of steel in her tone. “I get that you’re upset. Blindsided. But River and I are having a baby and I need you, Dad. I need your support and your love. I need you.”

      Axel’s face crumples at her words, at the pleading tone underlining them.

      “Fuck,” he swears again. Then he walks around the island and pulls Lola into his arms, crushing her against his chest. One large paw holds her face, keeping her ear pressed against his heart.

      Lola cries quietly and I avert my gaze, feeling like scum of the fucking Earth for hurting this beautiful girl. For drawing her father’s wrath. For being a point of contention in their family.

      Maisy nudges my coffee cup closer, and I take a long swig of the brew, needing the jolt of caffeine.

      “You good?” Maisy asks.

      “Sure, Mais,” I reply.

      Axel holds Lola for a long moment. Then, he pulls out his cell phone and lays in on the kitchen island. “We better call Anna,” he says, mentioning Lola’s mom.

      Lola nods, wiping tears from her cheeks.

      I wrap a hand around my coffee cup and let the heat of it keep me in the room. Axel sets the phone to speaker. I hear Lola tell her mom the news. I listen to Anna cry in shock.

      I watch as Lola’s world falls apart, with both her parents bearing witness.

      My mind floats away. My emotions twist into a jumble so damn complicated, sorting them out is an impossibility. Instead, I push them down. I push everything down and away until I can convince myself it’s gone.

      Now, my job is to focus on this woman. On the baby. On salvaging something good from the wreckage I’ve caused.

      Now, I need to prove that I’m not the picture Axel painted of me. More than ever, I need to man up and be worthy.

      Rise to the occasion.

      Be more than a goddamn fuckup.
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      My parents’ disappointment is something I’m not used to. For years, I’ve been the good girl who surpasses expectations. A little adult as my parents fumbled through parenting. I never gave them the trouble that most parents commiserate about. I wasn’t a thrower of temper tantrums. I didn’t speak out of turn. I excelled in school and never needed help with my homework.

      Until the last few months, I kept a lid on partying. I never drank and drove. Hell, I never even had sex.

      Now, I’m two months away from graduating from college with a bun in the oven and a complicated relationship with my baby’s father.

      Those awareness campaigns are correct. Everything can change in one night, one decision, one heartbeat.

      Mom handles the news much better than Dad. If anything, she’s more hurt I didn’t confide in her earlier. Once her shock wears off and her tears subside, she navigates the conversation to more pragmatic issues: Do I have an OBGYN? When am I getting an ultrasound? Did I start prenatal vitamins? She runs me through a food list and allotment of caffeine consumption. She gives my scattered mind things to focus on, a list of action steps, and some of my panic eases.

      Maisy pulls Dad aside and gives him one hell of a talking to because when he emerges from their bedroom, he’s a lot calmer than when he entered. I hate that River and I are causing problems for Dad and Maisy but I’m glad as hell to have Mais serve as a buffer between the rest of us.

      River’s quieter than usual. While I’m glad he came with me today, I have no idea how he’s processing this shitshow. The left side of his face is swollen and is certainly going to bruise. He’s got a busted lip. I can barely look at him without feeling guilty for the jab he took to the face.

      What a mess.

      My phone beeps with a message.

      Jas: Hey! You good? Haven’t seen you since yesterday.

      Me: At Dad’s. Things are intense.

      Jas: ??? D and Mais okay?

      Me: Yeah, it’s me.

      Jas: What’s wrong?

      Jas: Call you?

      Me: Not a good time. See you later?

      Jas: What the hell is going on, Lol?

      Me: I’m pregnant.

      Jas: NO FUCKING WAY.

      Jas: Are you joking?

      Jas: When did you find out?

      Jas: Do you need me to come there?

      Jas: Tell me what you need. I’m on it.

      Jas: Fuck, Lola. This shit would only happen to you.

      Jas: Sorry, that was insensitive.

      My phone buzzes incessantly as Jasmine’s messages come through. River sighs and reaches for my phone.

      Me: Jas, it’s River. Give our girl a minute, yeah? A lot happening here.

      Jas: Right, yeah. Of course. Glad you’re there, River.

      Me: Where else would I be?

      Jas: (Grimace face emoji). Right. Sorry.

      Jas: Tell Lola I love her.

      River passes me back my phone and sighs. “What do you want to do, Lol?”

      Dad and Maisy went out to pick up takeout. Of course, we could have opted for delivery, but I think Dad needed some air and Maisy found a socially acceptable way for him to take a beat without disrupting the shitshow unfolding in the kitchen.

      “That was intense,” I say slowly. “I’m sorry Dad hit you.”

      He snorts. “I’m not. He needed to do it and I needed to accept it. We’ll be fine.”

      I roll my lips together to keep from commenting. How badly will this affect the team? Will their change in dynamic affect their play? Mess with their chances at making the playoffs?

      “Lola,” River’s tone is serious. He turns his barstool toward mine, cages my legs in between his knees. “I meant everything I said. The things I feel for you are different than anything I’ve ever known. I know this is a curveball. I know this isn’t what you want. But please give me a chance to do this with you.”

      I nod numbly. “Yeah.”

      “Do you want to move in with me? Will it be easier if we’re in the same place? I can help with things,” he offers.

      “Move in? Together?” I repeat, trying to picture what that would look like. Automatically, I miss Jasmine and her presence, the girl vibe we’ve had going for the past four years.

      I mean, obviously, we’re graduating. Things were going to change regardless of my relationship or now motherhood status. But I didn’t think it would happen this quickly.

      “Everything’s different,” I murmur.

      “Yeah,” River agrees.

      I shake my head. “It’s all changing.”

      “I know,” he says.

      “I, um, can I think about it?” On one hand, it’s practical to live together. Also, we’re dating so it’s not a wild idea. But it’s a lot. A lot to process, a lot to decide, just too much.

      “Of course.” River brushes a strand of hair out of my face and tucks it behind my ear. “You okay?”

      “I’m tired,” I admit.

      “Okay. How about after we eat I take you home? The team is flying out tonight,” he reminds me.

      My eyes widen at that. “You have a game in Detroit tomorrow.”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s an important game.” I worry my bottom lip back and forth between my teeth.

      River grasps my chin, swipes his thumb over my lip. “Don’t worry about anything but you. How you feel is the most important thing. Always.”

      I let out a shaky breath at his words. “Why are you handling this better than me?”

      He chuckles. “You make it easy.”

      I narrow my eyes at him, waiting.

      “I never thought I’d have kids, Lol. Always figured I’d be too messed up to raise a human. But with you as the mom? Our kid’s lucky as fuck. I know this is sudden. I know it’s not what either one of us imagined or wanted. But you make it easy to be okay with things I’ve got no right being okay with.” He shrugs one shoulder. His smirk is lopsided.

      His words fill me with gratitude I’ve been overlooking. River Patton is here. He’s got me.

      I slide off my barstool and into his frame, tossing my arms around his waist. He sucks in an inhale and wraps his arms around me.

      “Shh, Lol. It’s okay. I got you,” he murmurs into my hair.

      “I know,” I say, believing it this time.

      Maybe we will be okay. Maybe it will be possible to have a relationship that goes beyond co-parenting with my baby’s daddy. Maybe River and I will have more than my parents did.

      Maybe this isn’t the end of my world as much as it’s the start of a new beginning.
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      “I got ice cream, pizza bagels, nachos, and pickles!” Jasmine holds up a jar of pickles. “I hear it’s one of those random things preggo women like.”

      I snort. “It’s a little early for cravings.”

      Jas shrugs. “At least we’re stocked up.”

      I plop down on a kitchen chair, giving my bestie a grateful grin. “River asked me to move in.”

      “Stop.” She sits across from me. “I need you to start at the way beginning.”

      I sigh, “I know. But this all happened in the last two days so don’t think I was keeping anything from you. I learned I was pregnant—thanks for the test, by the way, I took it from your stash—when you came home from the café yesterday.”

      “Oh my God! I wish I stuck around!” Jasmine’s eyes widen. “I’m so sorry, Lola. I was rushing because…”

      “Because?”

      She wrinkles her nose. “I don’t want to make this conversation about me.”

      I snort, relieved that she’s still Jasmine. With my life flipping on its head overnight and all my relationships currently strained in some way, it’s a relief to still have my best friend be her usual self. “Tell me.”

      “I had a date with Johnny. River’s friend.”

      “Shut up!” I gape at her. “I, oh my God, when did that start?”

      “Totally new.” Jas points at me. “Don’t think I’ve been keeping things from you. I just don’t want to gush around River because in front of Johnny, I’m playing it cool.”

      “Obviously. I totally understand.” I laugh. “You look happy, Jas.”

      She grins and nods in agreement. She tilts her head, studying me, and her expression softens. “You look stressed.”

      “Dad punched River in the face.”

      Jas flicks a hand. “A given. River had to expect that.”

      I frown. “He did.”

      “So, you’re having a baby.”

      “I’m having a baby,” I confirm.

      “And no judgement any way you want to slice it, but you’re good with that choice?” She gentles her tone.

      “Yeah. No judgement any way you want to slice it, but for me, it’s the only choice I can make.”

      Jasmine nods, not pushing the issue further. “Can I throw your baby shower?”

      I snort. “I mean, totally. But I’m sure Mom and Maisy are going to have things to say about it.”

      Jas’s eyes glitter. “I’m the most neutral party though.”

      I laugh. “Mom and Maisy get along really well.”

      “I know. I bet right now, they’re happy to have each other, as they try to corral D into behaving,” she comments.

      “Yeah,” I agree.

      “Okay. Now that we got the family stuff out of the way, how’s River? How is he handling the news?”

      I reach for a pizza bagel.

      “Uh-oh,” Jas comments, swiping a nacho.

      I shake my head. “It’s not what you think. River’s been handling things surprisingly well. A lot better than me.”

      “Really? Do tell.”

      “He just keeps telling me that he’s got me. That we’ll figure it out. He asked me to move in. I don’t know, he’s just, navigating it better than me. He’s a lot less emotional, that’s for sure.”

      Jas shrugs. “That’s to be expected.” She gestures toward my body. “Hormones.”

      “Yeah, let’s blame it on the hormones.” I polish off my pizza bagel.

      “So you guys are in a relationship? A real one?”

      “Yes,” I say. “We are but it’s new. And we’re navigating it. It was scary when I was trying to figure out what things would look like after graduation. Now, it’s terrifying. Overwhelming. Is River staying with me for me? Or because of the baby? Are we expecting too much of ourselves? A few months ago, he was out partying and getting wasted and hooking up with random women. I was focused on getting a job in California.” I shrug. “I just don’t know if we’re setting ourselves up to fail.”

      “People change though,” Jas points out.

      “Yeah. But not that quickly. Not overnight.”

      “True. But don’t you think it’s worth navigating together? Especially if you both want the other person.”

      I clear my throat, hating the feelings that bubble there. “That’s the thing. What if we want this because of the situation? What if we wouldn’t choose our relationship if I wasn’t pregnant?”

      “You don’t know either way. You weren’t going to know two months into your relationship regardless of your current situation. If anything, you both have more to lose now and will try harder.”

      “Exactly,” I agree.

      Jas shakes her head. “I don’t think that’s a bad thing, Lola. I think you’re thinking about your parents and their relationship and your upbringing and drawing a lot of parallels. It makes total sense. But it’s not your reality. You and River are different than Anna and D. I think you owe River, yourself, and your baby the chance to explore that for real.”

      I narrow my eyes at my best friend. “When the hell did you get so good at giving relationship advice, Jas?”

      My bestie beams. “Just stepping into this role now that you’re knocked up out of wedlock and clearly eliminated.”

      I tip my head back and laugh. Jas joins in. We sit at our kitchen table, surrounded by junk food and mugs of tea, laughing until our bellies hurt.

      In the emotional turmoil that was today, I am grateful and relieved to have a friend like Jasmine. One who reminds me to hope when all seems lost.

      One who acknowledges that the good I see in River is real.
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      The team feels the tension, but no one openly comments on it.

      I kept my distance for the plane ride, popping in earphones and ignoring everyone. Since that type of behavior is my normal, no one questioned it. But now that we’re in the locker room and Axel and I can’t look at each other, the rest of the team is starting to raise eyebrows.

      Hating the tension that’s building, I storm out of the locker room and make my way to the ice. Tonight, I’m going to pour all my complicated emotions into my play. Tonight, I feel like a high-school freshman again. Fresh out of juvie, undeserving of the warm and loving home the Sullivans provided, with an anger streak a thousand miles wide.

      We do an easy warm-up just to get loose. By the time we’re lined up for the face-off, I’m locked in. My hands clench my hockey stick. I lock eyes and glare at every opposing player.

      The puck drops and Devon gains control passing it my way as I skate up the ice. I sink it into the pocket of the net, scoring in the first minute of play. My team cheers, patting me on the back, but I brush off their congratulations. I’m too focused, too driven to prove—what? That Brawler can trust me? That I got my life under control?

      Axel ignores me entirely and the game resumes. I play hard, consistently gaining possession of the puck. I score another goal, assist one of Damien’s goals, and am mostly responsible for the 4-1 lead we have after the second period.

      Brawler is unimpressed. While some of my anger recedes as the game develops, I’m still twisted up. So, when a fight breaks out between Damien and Detroit’s center, we all get involved.

      As I barrel into one of Detroit’s players, my neck snaps to the side as I’m tackled. I go down hard, my hands shoving against the wall of muscle that lands on me. Whistles are blowing, voices are bellowing, but the pile of bodies I’m crushed under grows heavier. When I finally focus on the snarling face getting in mine, I almost lose my breath that it’s Brawler.

      Lola’s dad snapped again, and he picked one hell of an inopportune time. He gets one more shot in before Devon Hardt is hauling him off. The referees are going nuts, giving out penalties the way Santa passes out candy canes. Indiscriminately.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Devon bellows, shoving Brawler in the shoulder.

      Axel points at me. His eyes are midnight, the same shape and color as Lola’s but filled with the hatred and anger I usually hold in mine. “Ask him.”

      Devon turns toward me, confused and at a loss of words.

      Coach Scotch gets in the middle. “I don’t give a fuck what’s happening right now save for the fact that we’ve got a game to win. Pull your heads out of your asses, and play the game.” He glares at Axel. “You gotta problem with your teammate, you settle it off the ice.”

      Team morale is low after that. The tension bubble of earlier has burst and now, we all just want to survive the third period and get off the ice. Luckily, with Damien playing his heart out, Cole stepping up as a defender, and Beau blocking several attempts on goal, we manage to keep our lead and win the game.

      After exchanging handshakes with Detroit, we move to our locker room. The mood is anything but celebratory.

      “What the hell is going on?” Devon asks, glaring at our team like he doesn’t recognize us.

      Axel blows out a deep breath. “It’s nothing. It’s between me and Patton.”

      Devon chuckles humorlessly. “If that was true, you wouldn’t have brought all of us into it. You attacked one of our own on the ice and brought the whole team into your shit. So, floor’s yours.” He makes a sweeping motion with his hand.

      Axel swears and pinches the bridge of his nose.

      “Lola and I are together,” I announce, not wanting to give Axel any more opportunities to shit all over me.

      “Damn,” Damien murmurs.

      “Fuck,” Devon groans, dropping his head back.

      Axel snorts and shakes his head, as if he can’t believe me.

      So I continue. “We’re having a baby. Lola’s pregnant.”

      Devon sinks to a bench. Cole’s eyes are so wide, they might fall out of his head. Beau regards me coolly, his expression observant more than judging.

      Steam practically comes out of Axel’s ears as he advances on me again. Damien places a hand on his chest and gives him a little shove. “Get that you’re pissed man, but do you think beating up River is helping Lola?”

      At Damien’s practical question, the wind goes out of Brawler’s sails. He swears loudly and turns his back on me, pacing to the other side of the locker room.

      “What were you thinking, Riv?” Cole asks, not unkindly.

      I glance at my teammates. “I care about her. It’s different. She’s different.”

      Axel snorts under his breath but no one else says anything.

      The team regards me warily, all narrowed eyes and questions they’re not voicing. I wait for the rebukes. For their angry accusations. I wait but they don’t come the way I’m expecting.

      “She okay?” Beau asks.

      I nod. “Yeah. Scared, overwhelmed.”

      Axel’s head snaps up at that.

      “But we’re figuring it out,” I add.

      Axel shakes his head and points at me. “She doesn’t need you to. She doesn’t need you at all. I can support her. I can give her—”

      “She’s having my kid, Axe,” I remind him, hating that we have an audience for this. But maybe it’s better this way. “If Anna’s dad stepped to you and said something similar, would you have walked? Just left Lola behind?”

      His expression twists and he looks truly heartbroken at what I’m suggesting.

      “Didn’t think so,” I mutter.

      “So, it wasn’t some random fu—hookup?” Damien catches himself.

      “Never,” I say truthfully. I grip the back of my neck and squeeze. “This thing between me and Lola has been brewing a while.”

      “The girls are all betting on it,” Cole pipes up.

      All eyes swivel toward him.

      His cheeks redden and he drops his head. “Wasn’t supposed to say that but…all the girls have been wondering when you and Lola would get together. Apparently, your flirtation is more obvious than any of us realized.” He gestures around the locker room.

      “Nah, I saw it coming,” Beau supplies.

      Axel glares at him.

      “You really care for her,” Beau adds.

      “I really do,” I confirm.

      Devon breathes out a heavy sigh and shakes his head. His expression is lined in confusion, not disappointment, when he demands, “You treat her right.”

      “Of course. I know y’all don’t know much about me—”

      “Whose fault is that?” Axel murmurs.

      “Mine,” I own it. “It’s my fault. I’m hard to befriend. I’m not likable. And I don’t trust anyone.”

      My teammates straighten at my words.

      “I’m not trying to pass blame. I’m trying to take responsibility. For everything.” I glare back at Axel. “No one has to agree with Lola’s and my choices. No one needs to like me. But I will be part of Lola’s and our baby’s lives. And I will do my damnedest to give them everything they need and more. When I’m here, I’ll give everything I have to hockey, the game, this team. But off the ice, Lola Daire is now my family too.”

      “Damn,” Damien says again.

      “Good for you, kid,” Beau mutters. I hear a hint of acceptance, of pride, in his tone and it strengthens my position to stand up for myself. For Lola and our blossoming relationship, as confusing as it is.

      “Don’t fuck around on the ice again,” Devon spits at Brawler. “Figure out your shit.” He tosses in my direction.

      I nod and turn back to my locker.

      The team showers, changes, shuffles out. But I stall. I don’t want to go back to a lonely hotel room. I want to go home to my girl, pull her in my arms, breathe in her scent, and fall asleep.

      I finally understand my teammates who forgo the club and party scene after away games. I have no desire to drink or talk to women. All I want is my Lola.

      All I want is a home with her.

      Still, when some of the guys tell me we’re getting drinks, I don’t bow out. What am I going to do? Sit in a quiet, lonely hotel room or listen to my teammates squabble over issues I don’t care about? Neither of them is at the top of my list but at least option two doesn’t leave me alone.

      So I head to the lounge, have a drink, and think about how my entire life is changing.
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      “The baby is the size of a raspberry this week. We’re going for green olive next week,” River informs me. Cradling me in his arms, his large hands caress my belly. He presses a kiss against the side of my neck. “How you feeling, Lol?”

      I drop my head back against his chest, swaying gently with him. “Nauseous, bloated, and gross,” I admit.

      “What?” He spins me in his embrace, a playful smirk curving his mouth. He scans my body, his eyes lazily drinking me in, his smirk turning salacious. “You look like a goddamn dime piece,” he announces.

      I snort.

      His hands travel up and down my sides as he leans in close.

      My heart rate jumps, my body tuning in to his, my mind fully aware of just how damn sexy River is.

      “I’d do ya,” he tells me.

      I laugh and swat at him. “You already did.”

      “Never gonna want to stop,” he admits. His hands travel down to my ass and squeeze as he invades my space again, his mouth finding mine.

      He kisses me softly, waiting to see if I reciprocate. While the past week has been a strange shift in our dynamic, River’s been trying hard to be there for me. For us. While I’ve swung from one mood to the next—desperate, sad, angry, hopeful, excited—trying to process being pregnant, River’s been along for the ride. He’s never made me feel like my emotions aren’t valid. He’s never made me feel anything but cherished.

      His reactions are unexpected but welcomed. He’s doing all the things Dad accused him he wouldn’t.

      I tip my head back and River’s tongue dips into my mouth. I arch into him, missing this connection. Right now, I want to know that he still wants me, as a woman. It’s reassuring to know River still thinks about me like that, still wants to get naked with me, and isn’t turned off by all the changes happening in my body. In our lives.

      I moan as his hand palms my breast, his thumb brushing over my sensitive nipple. River growls at my reaction and the sound bolsters my confidence. He wants this as much as I do. He’s still attracted to me.

      I open my mouth wider, our tongues clashing. My hands flex on his shoulder blades, gripping him harder.

      “You’re so damn sexy, Lola,” he murmurs, pulling his mouth from mine to kiss a path down the column of my neck.

      How long will he think so? What about when I have cankles and a big, round belly? I mash my lips together, silently imploring myself to stay in the moment.

      Shit, what about when the baby is born? When we’re both sleep deprived, and I’m covered in spit-up half the time? I remember Mom’s stories about those early days. What if California pans out and I’m living like a single mother? What if—

      “Hey.” River stops kissing me. His eyes narrow. “Where’d you go?”

      I sigh and push him away slightly. “Nowhere.”

      He shakes his head, one hand darting out to grab my wrist. “Nope. Not this time, Lola. You’ve been pushing me away all week. What’s going on?”

      Tears burn behind my eyes, and I blink rapidly to keep them in check because, why the hell am I crying?

      River’s expression softens. He runs his thumb back and forth along the inside of my wrist. “Hey, come on, babe. Talk to me.”

      “I don’t know why I’m crying,” I say harshly.

      “It’s the hormones, babe. They—”

      “You’re not going to be attracted to me anymore,” I inform him, not wanting to hear any more about my damn hormones. They’re ruling my life; I know all about them and their existence and their current surge of power.

      “What?” River’s mouth drops open. He looks at me like I just started speaking Turkish and he can’t comprehend the words I’m saying. “That’s the—”

      I wince. “Don’t say crazy.”

      “Biggest lie I’ve ever heard.”

      I snort, pressing my lips together.

      River steps back into me, his hands gripping my hips. “I’ll always be attracted to you, Lol. Trust me.”

      I run my hands over his arms, looking up at him. “This is so new, River. Everything is changing. I-I applied for an internship in California. I’m graduating and having a baby and I don’t know how to trust anything.”

      A muscle in his jaw ticks as he considers my statement. “You applied for an internship?”

      “Yes.” I nod, feeling terrible when I note the hurt that flashes across his face.

      “Were you going to tell me?” His voice is tight, his eyebrows furrowed, as he tries to control his emotions.

      “Of course. I don’t even know if I want it. I don’t know anything anymore,” I admit, confused at how overwhelming everything feels.

      River sighs. “I get that,” he says finally. “I do. But you’ve gotta at least let me try, Lola. To show up for you. Babe, when we hooked up, we complicated every-fucking-thing.”

      “I know.”

      “You really think I’d go and do that, mess with my career, fuck with the team dynamic, pop your damn cherry, if I wasn’t insanely attracted to you? If I didn’t want more than the physical? If I didn’t feel like you flipped my world on its fucking head?”

      I rear back slightly so I could stare into his eyes. Dark, serious, solemn. Two black marbles with a wickedly playful gleam. “Really?” I ask.

      River chuckles. “Fuck.” He shakes his head. “Yeah, really, Lola. You make me feel like I have no control. You make me want things I’ve never considered. Lola, being with you, having a baby with you, is the most significant thing I’ll ever do with my life.”

      “Wh—that’s not true!” I defend him. “You’re an NHL player for crying out loud.”

      He snorts, grinning at my language choice. “And you’re Lola Daire. I’m fucking falling for you. Have been straight from the start, before this.” He cups my belly lovingly. “I’m trying, Lola. And I know I’m going to mess up sometimes. I don’t know how to do this, but I want to. I want you.”

      New tears prick the corners of my eyes and I groan, swiping them away.

      River laughs, rubbing gently at the corners of my eyes.

      “I’m falling for you too, River,” I say truthfully. “I’m just scared.”

      His hand cups my cheek at my confession. He kisses me softly. “Me too, Lola. Can we be scared together?”

      I nod, lifting my chin again. I kiss River back and this time, I don’t pull away. I wind my arms around his neck and push up on my tippy toes. He lifts me easily and carries me into his bedroom. He sets me down on the edge of his bed and tugs off his shirt in one sexy pull that men like him always know how to do. His abs ripple as he moves toward me, bending down and planting his hands on each side of my hips. “We can still…” His glance shifts down and he runs one hand along the waistband of my leggings.

      I laugh lightly. “Yeah. We’re good.” Thank God for my mom who turned out to be very knowledgeable and willing to share all things regarding early pregnancy. River and I confirmed our pregnancy with a urine test but my first ultrasound is still weeks away.

      “Good,” he mutters, leaning me back until I’m sprawled out underneath him, lying in the middle of his bed.

      I tug him down on top of me and kiss him hard. My legs encircle his waist, and he palms one of my thighs, hitching it higher so his length hits right where I need it to.

      I groan and River deepens our kiss. I grind against him, needy. My nerves feel raw, every sensation heightened. I feel wanton and desperate, my limbs tight, my head all over the place.

      River pulls back slightly to work my shirt over my head. I reach for the button on his jeans and manage to get the denim over his ass and halfway down his thighs before he kicks them off. He peels off my leggings, his eyes zeroing in on the lacy red panties I’m wearing.

      He drags two fingers up my core, and I jump from the sensation. “I like you in red.” His hand moves up my body, popping the clasp on my bra in an expert move and removing it. “Shit,” he murmurs, staring at my breasts. He touches them gently, knowing they’re sensitive. “They’re bigger,” he comments.

      I snort, but don’t drag my eyes from his face. I love witnessing the naked emotions that cross his expression. I need to see the desire my body sparks in his eyes. I crave the connection we’re forging.

      He dips his head slowly and pulls my right breast into his mouth. His mouth is hot and wet and when his tongue laves over my nipple, I cry out. It feels like a million live wires are jumping at once. It feels like fireworks.

      River shifts his weight so his other hand can disappear inside my panties. He cups me bare before dragging two fingers through my folds.

      “Oh God,” I whisper, clutching his sheets.

      “You’re soaked for me, babe.” He moves to my left breast, running his tongue around my nipple as his thumb makes small circles around my clit.

      I close my eyes and focus on all the sensations coursing through my body. It’s a sensory overload, a blinding light, a cresting wave. I grind against his hand as he sucks on my nipple, kisses across my chest, bites my shoulder.

      “River!” I pant. “I’m, oh God, I’m—”

      “Come for me, Lola,” he demands, his voice guttural.

      I do. I shatter hard and fast, a water balloon bursting mid-air. I clutch at River as I come down, needing to touch him, to connect with him.

      He presses a sweet kiss to one nipple then the other. “Good girl,” he mutters. “So fucking good.”

      “Oh God, that was intense.”

      “Sexy as hell,” River agrees. He moves to reach for a condom, but I shake my head. River frowns.

      “I’m already pregnant.”

      River snorts.

      A new thought enters my mind and nervously, I ask, “Unless you’re—”

      His fingers run over my lips. “Don’t even say it. There is no one, no one, but you.”

      I beam and roll my lips together. I can taste myself, salty and sweet, on my lips and as my tongue darts out to run across my lower lip, River groans. His cock twitches against my thigh and I realize he must be desperate for release too.

      He moves to line up at my entrance, but I stop him and reach for his hard length. Pushing him back, I settle myself at his side and run my fingers over his cock. It’s the first time I’m up close and personal like this.

      Sure, River and I have had sex. I’ve touched him. But I’ve never tasted him. I’ve never given a blow job and suddenly, I feel out of my element. Vulnerable. I look at him, note that his eyelids are at half-mast.

      “Will you teach me, River?” My voice is throaty.

      River’s expression is tight. His big hand reaches down and closes over mine. “Grip me like this, babe.” He tightens our hold. Shows me how to stroke him. “That’s so hot. Watching you is enough to make me blow.”

      I smile, working up the courage to take him in my mouth. When I do, he swears loudly.

      I work my mouth over him, running my tongue up his shaft.

      “Just like that, beauty,” he says, encouraging. “Use your hand too.” He adjusts my grip on the base of his thick cock. “Do it together,” he advises, as I start to move my hand and mouth in tandem.

      River groans loudly, one hand tangling in my hair, as I take him until he hits the back of my throat. He swears again. I pick up my pace, noting that his breathing increases. His fingers tighten in my hair. The muscles in his lower abdomen twitch.

      His cock grows rock hard in my mouth. He’s big, long and thick and delicious. I moan around his length, and he swears softly.

      “Baby, I’m gonna come. You don’t have to swallow, Lola. Just, oh fuck,” he cries out as hot spurts of his cum release, coating the back of my throat.

      I keep going, swallowing and licking and moaning, until River lays flat on his back, spent and sated.

      When I crawl up beside him, he turns to look at me. “You’re too fucking good at that.”

      I laugh.

      “Come here.” He grips the back of my neck and pulls my mouth to his. Kissing after what we just did, what we exchanged, is more intimate than the acts we fulfilled.

      I curl up in his side and he wraps his arms protectively around me. One hand dips between us and swipes along my lower abdomen in a loving, caressing gesture.

      It brings tears to my eyes and this time, I don’t fight them. I let River kiss them away, carry me into the shower, and take care of me. I let us show the love that’s growing between us in a hundred tiny ways and for the first time since I took the pregnancy test, real hope blooms in my body.

      A genuine excitement unfurls in my mind. Happiness for me and River and our little raspberry. Almost a green olive.
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      Over the next two weeks, Lola and I fall into a rhythm. We spend every moment we can together. While she hasn’t officially moved in, she’s practically living at my place.

      I stock up on all the fruits, vegetables, and healthy foods she needs to grow our little Bean, as she refers to our baby. I order stacks of baby books from Amazon. I tell Gayle, Ken, and Cullen the news, fully unprepared for their genuine joy and excitement. While Cullen is more reserved, pointing out the challenges we’ll face, Gayle is over the moon. Of course, she invites us for a celebratory family dinner as soon as we’re able to join.

      The Thunderbolts make the playoffs, creating a hyped-up team dynamic that was sorely lacking after Lola’s and my baby announcement. The team starts to gel again, alleviating some of my guilt.

      I meet the boys at Harrison’s and when I enter, the whole bar lifts a pint my way and bids me congratulations. I beam like a motherfucker.

      As things start to fall together, I feel true happiness for the first time in my life.

      Earlier this week, we met with the OBGYN and for the first time, I heard my baby’s heartbeat. The quick whoosh-whoosh sound changed my life in an instant. Everything became clearer after that. Lola and our baby are my future. My family.

      A family I desperately want to protect and provide for.

      “Yeah, thanks. Open the account.” I tell my financial planner before saying goodbye and ending the call. I’m setting up accounts for little Bean’s future.

      The locker room door closes behind me and Cole flips his chin my way. “Starting an education fund already?” he guesses.

      I snort and head to my locker. “Pretty much. By the time little Bean heads to college, it will probably be a hundred grand a year.”

      The chatter in the room quiets and the room falls silent.

      I turn around and stare at the team. “What?” I ask.

      “Shit,” Damien mutters, squinting at me like he doesn’t recognize me. “You’re really stepping up, River.”

      I narrow my eyes back. “It’s my kid, Barnes.”

      He holds his hands up. “I get that. I’m impressed.”

      “I love Lola,” I announce, surprising the hell out of the Thunderbolts. Surprising myself with how easy the words roll off my tongue.

      But the second I say them, I realize they’re true. I love Lola in a way I’ve never loved before. I trust it; I trust her. It’s the scariest fucking thing I’ve ever done, after impending fatherhood. But the past few years have taught me that when someone good is in your life, you hold on to them.

      You don’t ignore shit, the way I did with Chiara. Or push it away, the way I did with Gayle. You embrace it and nurture it. The way I, hopefully, am doing with Lola and Bean.

      Devon leans back against a locker and crosses his arms over his chest. “Brawler know?”

      I look around the locker room and realize Axel is notably absent. He’s been avoiding me, avoiding Lola too, so it’s no surprise that he hasn’t shown yet.

      I shrug. “I don’t know what he does and doesn’t know. But I’m having a baby with Lola so she’s my priority right now.”

      “She should be,” Beau confirms, that same pride from the other night in his eyes.

      “Good for you, man,” Barnes tacks on.

      I nod once, ending the conversation by turning back to my locker.

      A slow clap behind me has me spinning around. Axel stands just inside the doorframe, watching me with narrowed eyes.

      I huff out a frustrated sigh. There’s nothing more I’d like to do than get into it with Axel. He’s been pushing for another confrontation, but I keep holding back. It goes against everything I stand for, every characteristic I hold, but he’s Lola’s dad. I don’t want to let my girl down so I’m trying. But fuck if it isn’t hard.

      “What?” I snap.

      “Axe, come on, man.” Damien shakes his head.

      “We need to focus on playoffs,” Devon announces, trying to redirect the conversation.

      “What do you want to say?” I glare at Axel.

      “You love her? You’re in love with her?” His tone is taunting and ugly. He pinches the bridge of his nose before a sneer twists his mouth. “You up for all—”

      “The challenges of having a kid?” I cut him off. “We’re going to figure it out. Together.” I hate that we’re doing this again, having the same conversation, in front of the team. But since Axel is incapable of speaking to me outside of the locker room, here we are. Again.

      “The challenges of navigating a long-distance relationship,” he bites out.

      I rear back. “What?” The word is out of my mouth before I can bite it back and I hate how surprised I sound.

      I hate that the team picks up on it because all the oxygen gets sucked out of the room. It’s as if the whole team, each player, is holding his breath, waiting for the bomb that’s landing in my lap to detonate.

      Axel grins, like he finally has one over on me. “Yeah, Lola accepted an internship for this summer. In California.” He clucks his tongue. “She didn’t tell you? That’s surprising, considering you’re in love and all.”

      My chest rips wide open at his declaration. My first thought is that Axel is a big fucking liar but he’s too self-assured, too composed, to be bullshitting me on this. Which means that he’s right and Lola didn’t tell me.

      She got the internship. Hell, she accepted it, is moving across the damn country, with my kid in her belly, and she didn’t fucking tell me.

      “But don’t worry, I’ll take care of her,” Axel reminds me. “She doesn’t need you holding her back. Not when she has me.”

      I rub at the center of my chest, feeling like I took a bullet there. My body burns, aches. My mind darkens. I stare at the locker room but the images in my mind spin and fracture, teleporting me to the past.

      To Chiara getting raped by our piece of shit foster father when she was just a kid. To the rage that boiled my blood, the beatdown I gave him, before I was hauled off to juvie. To the tears Gayle cried at her kitchen table too many nights in a row over my terrible behavior. Hurtful words. To the night Chiara, fuck—I drop to the bench in front of my locker.

      In my peripheral vision, Beau steps forward. Devon gestures at Axel, his expression twisted in anger. But I don’t hear their words. I don’t hear anything but my own anguished sobs from that night.

      When I saw Chiara, after they cut her down from where she was found, hanging in her closet, with rope burns around her neck.

      I let her down. I let them all down. I’m not capable enough to take care of anything good in my life; I don’t have the tools to nurture and grow and love.

      I chuckle, shaking my head in disbelief. Beau is next to me on the bench, one hand clasped on my shoulder.

      Lola knows. Of course she knows. She’s so damn smart. What mother would want to subject a kid to a father figure like me? I don’t know the first thing about being a dad. I don’t know the first thing about being a protector. I’ve let everyone I’ve ever tried to care about down.

      “She’s getting out before I can fuck it up,” I say aloud.

      “That’s not true,” Beau replies.

      “Get out on the fucking ice,” Devon barks at Axel. The rest of the team leaves the locker room.

      Beau stays behind, sitting quietly beside me as I sift through my thoughts.

      “I’m gonna fuck my kid up,” I admit.

      “Nah.” Beau shakes his head. “You care too much to let that happen.”

      “Yeah. Look where that got me? Lola’s moving to the other side of the country. She didn’t even tell me, Beau. We never talked about…not since…”

      “Listen, River, you’re wading through a lot of emotional shit right now. You’ve got a lot on your plate and a lot of it is new. You’re going to stumble, you and Lola. This is a huge learning curve. I think you’re being too hard on yourself. You’re not giving yourself credit for all the things you’re getting right. Loving her? Caring for her? Those are the two best things you could be doing.”

      “It’s not enough. She knows.”

      “Knows what?”

      “That I’m not good enough,” I admit. “Worthy enough.” My voice cracks and I hate how damn emotional, how fucking vulnerable, I am. I’m sitting on a bench in my team’s locker room falling apart in front of Beau Turner, the goddamn war hero. He has real issues and he worked through them with a hell of a lot more grace than I’m exhibiting.

      Embarrassment follows the hurt that rushes my veins, quickly followed by anger. I’m an emotional Molotov cocktail, ready to catch fire.

      “You are,” Beau contradicts me in a calm tone. “You just don’t believe it yet. But River, you are stepping up big time. You are proving everyone, even yourself, wrong. Don’t lose sight of that; stay the course.”

      “Yeah,” I mutter, wanting to get out of this room. The walls are closing in and right now, I need the ice. The skate. Hockey. “We should go.” I stand from the bench.

      Beau frowns. “You sure you’re good?”

      “I’m fine,” I say firmly, shutting down the shit that’s killing me from the inside. A slow poison that eats at the hope I stupidly allowed myself to feel. “I’m good.”

      “Okay. If you ever want to talk…”

      “Thanks, man.”

      We leave the locker room and I glide onto the ice. The second the cool air hits my face, I breathe a little easier. Ignoring Axel, I focus on the game. I go all in on hockey, our practice, my team.

      Then, I shower quickly and head to Harrison’s. A few pints with Kieran and some other guys turn into a drive down to Dragonfly.

      I toss back gin and tonics like they’re going out of style. I get fucking blitzed. I enjoy the night, the good time, the party.

      After all, if Lola doesn’t think I’m trying, doesn’t believe I can change, why the hell am I going through the trouble? What’s the point in trying so damn hard?

      My phone buzzes in my pocket. A stream of text messages lights up my screen.

      Lola: Hey! You coming home for dinner?

      Lola: River, you okay?

      Lola: Hey, I’m starting to get worried.

      Lola: River, I just talked to Dad. I was going to tell you about the internship. It just happened and it’s been such a whirlwind.

      Lola: I’m sorry. Please come home.

      Lola: I’m waiting up for you.

      I slip the phone back in my pocket. Yeah, I know exactly how it feels to wait around for an outcome that’s never going to happen.
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      He stumbles in at three in the morning. I sit up the moment I hear the door bang open. Pulling a blanket around me, I move toward the foyer, desperate to see him.

      When Dad admitted what went down at practice today, I knew I messed up. The internship offer was unexpected. I didn’t know how to broach the subject of moving to the Bay Area for the summer with River. So, I didn’t.

      But Dad’s buddy relayed the news directly to him and when Dad called me to say congratulations, we talked about it. I never thought he would spill the beans like that. Now that the moment has passed, he feels bad for rubbing River’s face in it. But I know it’s worse than just feeling embarrassed. River’s going to think I don’t trust him. That I don’t believe in him, or us.

      He comes into view, swaying on his feet. He reaches for the wall and his keys clang to the floor. My heart sinks. He looks gutted and I know I did this to him. I made him question everything and to cope with that, he reverted to old habits. Partying, drinking…women? God, I hope not.

      “River,” I say softly.

      His glazed eyes meet mine, but his expression doesn’t change. “What are you doing here?”

      The walls he slowly let down the past three months are fully erected once more, keeping all emotion, any semblance of vulnerability, locked down.

      “River, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” he mutters, trying to step around me but stumbling.

      I reach out to help him. He shakes off my touch.

      “Please, can we talk?” I try again, even though my timing is all wrong. River is drunk, exhausted, and sad. I’m anxious and desperate. Clearly, not the best vibe to have a serious discussion about our future. Still, I push. “Just let me explain.”

      “You don’t have to,” he shuts me down. “I’m going to bed.”

      “Wait!” I reach for him again. “What are we going to do? What are we?” I nearly sob.

      He spins around and glares. I shuffle back from the animosity in his eyes. It levels me and I grasp the wall for support.

      “What are we?” he repeats, appearing more sober than he did an instant ago. “We’re a fucking mistake, Lola.”

      I wince at his harsh words, even though logically, I know my actions are responsible for them.

      “We’re two people who will now be connected for life, just like your parents. Here’s to fucking hoping we can navigate it as good as them. But, given my track record with people, it’s not looking favorable. You really picked a winner when you gave me your virginity.” He chuckles, the sound jarring. “Everyone loves a bad boy, right?” He holds his arms wide. “Well, you got me. I’m yours.”

      “River.” I straighten. Reach for him.

      He swats at my hand. “But you don’t really want me. Only for a good fuck. Or a night of fun. Or to piss off your dad. I’m not good enough for the real life. The future and the family.”

      My heart aches and my chest twists at his words. But it’s too late. He’s drawing a line in the sand. He’s proving that he was right to warn me away at the beginning, that I’m right for not trusting him now.

      Even though I’m terribly, horribly wrong. I made a mistake. I inflicted damage on the man that I love. I shake my head. “That’s not true, River. I love you.”

      More twisted laughter. “You have a strange way of showing it.”

      “Please.” I inch closer. “Let’s go to bed and tomorrow, we can talk.”

      “I don’t want to talk anymore. I spent weeks trying to get you to open up. To prove to you that I’m here, whatever you need, no matter what. That you can trust me. That I’m stepping up for you and showing you, we can be a family. Me, you, and Bean.” He smacks a hand against his chest. “Stupid fucking me for not seeing what’s right in front of me.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You told me.” He points at me, his tone accusing. “You told me that you didn’t want to settle. That you didn’t want to sacrifice all the things you worked hard for. You don’t want to be a statistic or a stereotype or like your parents. I’m the idiot who thought that meant working harder to be together, to make decisions together, to act like a fucking team. To move to another state together. I should’ve known it meant you doing you. You’re gonna be fucking brilliant in California, Lola. I hope it’s everything you want it to be.”

      With that, he turns on his heel and goes to his bedroom. He slams the door and I sink to the floor, twisted in the throw blanket from his couch, as fat tears roll down my cheeks.

      Tapping the back of my head against the wall, I wait for River to come back out and make things right with me. I hold on to a glimmer of hope that we can get past this and figure our future out together, the way he said. But his bedroom door never opens.

      After fifteen minutes, I drag myself from the floor and head back to the couch. Glancing at my phone, I wonder who I can call. Jasmine is out with Johnny, probably getting lucky. I’m angry with Dad for telling River about the internship.

      Blowing out a deep breath, I maneuver to my recent calls and press a name. She answers on the first ring even though it’s after midnight in Seattle.

      “Can’t sleep?” she asks.

      “Mommy,” I murmur. In that one word, she reads everything she needs to know.

      “What happened?” Mom asks, alert.

      “I messed up,” I admit, feeling the tears gather again. “And I can’t stop fucking crying.”

      Mom snorts. “That’s the hormones.”

      “That’s what River says.”

      “How is River?” Mom asks carefully.

      “Currently not speaking to me.”

      “Ah,” say says quietly. “What happened?”

      I blow out a deep breath. Then I tell her everything. About the internship I implied I didn’t want, about River and Dad and the Thunderbolts, about me and how confused and uncertain I am over the future. I talk and cry and swear until it’s nearly sunrise.

      Mom stays on the line, listening intently, asking questions when needed, and brewing herself a pot of coffee. When I’m drained of words, she says, “I wish I could hug you right now.”

      New emotion, from reservoirs I didn’t realize I possessed, swells to the surface. “Me too,” I sniffle.

      “You hurt him.”

      “Badly.”

      “Listen, Lola, this is a tough spot to be in. I know, because I’ve been in it, but even then, Axel and I had a history to draw from. You and River, you guys are new and you’re trying to navigate big things. Life-changing things. You need to give yourselves grace to stumble a little. You need to communicate and be honest, with yourselves and with each other.”

      “I should have told him I accepted the internship as soon as it happened,” I lament.

      “You should have,” Mom agrees. “This internship, do you really, truly want it?”

      “Yes,” I say automatically. “I want to try. I didn’t think I’d get it but as soon as the guy offered me the position, I couldn’t say no.”

      “And moving to California, do you want that?”

      “I’m not sure. That’s partially why I want to take the internship.”

      “That makes sense,” Mom agrees. “Do you think if River knew all of that, his reaction may have been different?”

      I recall my past conversations with River. “Yes. He thinks I’m up and moving across the country and not looking back. Because I let him think I wasn’t sure about this internship, and we haven’t talked about it since.”

      “Right,” Mom says. “The internship is for the summer. River doesn’t have hockey in the summer. If you guys had talked about this, you may have come to an arrangement that works for both of you.”

      “Like him coming with me for the summer,” I blurt out, realization dawning.

      “Exactly,” Mom chuckles. “Sometimes, two heads are better than one. If you guys talked this through, it wouldn’t seem like a massive, daunting obstacle. You both may have viewed it as an opportunity.”

      “Yeah,” I say slowly.

      “Did you not mention it because you don’t want him to come?” Mom asks carefully.

      I chew the corner of my mouth, considering her question. “No. I didn’t really get a chance to talk to him before Dad spilled the beans.”

      “Fair. You are sorting through a lot of emotions and making a lot of decisions.”

      “Yeah,” I sigh.

      “Lola, do you want to try with River? To really try to have a relationship, to create a nuclear family that’s more like what Ben and I have with the boys than what Dad and I had with you?”

      “Yes,” I say quickly, not needing to think it through. “Mommy, I love him. I’m in love with him.”

      I hear Mom’s smile through the line. “Then show him that you can and will show up for him too. That you’re all in, the way he’s been proving himself to you. Leave room for the stumbles and don’t judge each other too harshly when they happen. But you need to put in some effort too, baby girl. You need to show him that you’re giving him a chance based on his actions now, not based on his reputation from before you.” She summarizes all the things I confided in her in a few short sentences.

      “You’re right,” I agree.

      Mom laughs. “Moms usually are. Wait ‘til you get to use that line on your little one.”

      I grin. “Thanks for listening, Mom. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Lola. One day, you’ll realize just how much. Call me anytime, okay?”

      I yawn. “I will. I’m going to head home.” I glance at River’s closed bedroom door, knowing he passed out hours ago.

      “I’m going to catch a few hours of sleep before heading to the salon,” Mom says. “Call you later?”

      “Yes. Good night, Mom.”

      “Morning, Lola,” she replies before hanging up.

      I heave out a cleansing breath, feeling much better now that I spoke to Mom. She’s been in a very similar situation as me and navigated it. Having her bolster my confidence is reassuring. I pull myself from River’s couch and jot him a quick note, leaving it on his kitchen island.

      Then, I grab my purse, lock his front door, and drive to my apartment. When I enter, I beeline for my bed and snuggle under the covers.

      I know when I wake up, I have work to do. I have an apology to make. But right now, I let sleep claim me.
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      Me: Great game last night!

      Me: You were on fire!

      Me: Bean’s the size of a lemon.

      Me: Here’s the ultrasound. (Image included)

      I send River the picture of this morning’s ultrasound. Since he’s in Tampa, he wasn’t able to attend the appointment with me. To be honest, I don’t know if he would have showed anyway. It’s been four days since our argument and other than checking in that I’m safe and feeling okay, he hasn’t spoken to me at all. Still, I persist, messaging him, sending him paint samples for Bean’s nursery, and leaving a slew of voice notes apologizing for not being honest with him.

      “How’s it going?” Jasmine asks as I stare at my phone screen, willing a message from River to appear.

      I toss down the phone. “It’s going.”

      Jas sighs and sits down in the chair next to mine. “You can tell me what you’re thinking, bestie.”

      I bite my bottom lip. The familiar sting of tears gathers behind my face. I roll my eyes. “I’m so damn tired of feeling like a sap all the time. I’m giving myself emotional whiplash,” I admit.

      “It’s—”

      “The hormones. I know.”

      Jas’s grin is sheepish. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine. It’s just, it’s me. I don’t know what I want anymore. I have no idea what the hell I’m doing. And I’m frustrated with everyone around me but really pissed off at myself.”

      “I think you know what you want,” she says slowly.

      “River!” I throw my hands up in the air. “I want to go back to two weeks ago when everything was good between me and Riv. When he was trying, and I was letting him in, and we were…navigating. I wish we talked about what the internship would mean then, instead of me kind of blowing it off and avoiding the conversation.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      I shrug. “I didn’t think I’d get it. And we were already dealing with so much. It seemed weird to discuss a hypothetical situation that hadn’t happened yet.”

      “I get that.”

      “But now look. I made a mess of everything.”

      “Well, on the bright side, he’s not exactly going anywhere.”

      I snort.

      “I’m serious. He may be giving you the cold shoulder now, but you know it’s not going to last. You need to show him that you want him by your side. You need to include him in what’s going on in your life, in the baby’s life. Doctor appointments, crib shopping, all the things.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “I know. But first, I need him to talk to me.”

      Jas grins. “Aren’t the Thunderbolts playing home tomorrow?”

      “Against Calgary,” I confirm.

      “So…”

      I raise an eyebrow. “You want to go to the game?”

      “You should go to the game. Show up for him. It’s a good start.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.”

      Jas blows me a kiss. “Always am.”

      I chuckle. “You’ll come with me?”

      “Duh. And get a ticket for Johnny too.”

      I grin. “You really like him?”

      “Shh! Don’t jinx it.” She swats at me.

      I laugh. “Wow, Jas. I never thought I’d see the day…”

      “He’s different. Chill. Fun. Easy to be around,” she rattles off Johnny’s best qualities. “A fucking phenom in the bedroom.”

      “Okay, okay.” I plug my ears. I don’t need to hear about River’s best friend’s finest assets.

      Jas passes me my phone. “Call your dad. Talk to him. And tomorrow, support River. Baby steps, Lol. No pun intended.”

      I swipe my phone from her and shake my head. “Get out of here.”

      She slips from her chair, her hips sashaying as she walks into her bedroom. “I’ve got a hot date.”

      “Have fun!”

      When I hear the shower turn on, I dial Dad. The phone barely rings before he answers.

      “Lola, you okay?” Concern is heavy in his tone and guilt pinches my conscience. Even though I was upset with Dad, shutting him out isn’t the way we handle our issues.

      “Daddy, I’m sorry,” I sigh.

      “No, no kid, this one is on me. I’m sorry. Sorrier than you’ll ever know,” he adds, his voice gruff with emotion.

      “You talked to Mom,” I guess.

      “Yeah,” he confirms. “I’m sorry you couldn’t talk to me, Lol. Not the way you needed to. As much as River irritates the hell out of me, I shouldn’t have let your internship news slip like that. I said it to piss him off and never thought about the position that would put you in.”

      I work a swallow. “I know, Dad. You were only trying to protect me.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But that’s what River’s doing too. For me and for the baby. I need you to try with him.”

      Dad growls, and I wonder if it’s just instinct at this point.

      “Daddy…”

      “Fine,” he spits out. “Fine, I’ll try.”

      “Thank you.”

      “How are you feeling?” Dad asks.

      “Okay. Tired and emotional and cranky.”

      Dad chuckles.

      “But I had an ultrasound this morning and Bean’s looking good. I’ll send you the photo.”

      “I’d like that,” Dad says.

      “Good game last night.”

      “Thanks. I’m glad you watched.” He’s quiet for a beat. “You watched for me, right?”

      I laugh.

      “What? I’m trying,” Dad jokes.

      “I need three tickets for tomorrow’s game. Not the family box. Don’t tell River, okay? I’m hoping he’ll talk to me afterwards.”

      “Yeah, okay. I’ll set them up at will call.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You wanna get breakfast with your old man next week?” he asks, his voice going soft at the end, hopeful.

      I smile. “Yeah, Dad. I’d love that.”

      “It’s a date.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow. I love you.”

      “Love you more, Lol. Hey, give your uncle Asher a call. I already broke the news to him but he’s going to try to be surprised so you can break his balls a bit.”

      I roll my eyes but I’m cheesing, relieved that things between Dad and me feel normal again. “I’ll call him this week.”

      “Sleep well, Lola.”

      “Night, Dad.”

      After I end the call, I take a cleansing breath. I feel better now that I spoke with Mom and Dad. Jasmine. I’ve already accepted the internship in California, and I know I need to go. I need to try the job and see what the future holds.

      I also know I want River to come with me, to be by my side as I grow our baby.

      Now, I just need to convince him.
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      The energy at The Honeycomb is high when Jasmine and I push through the arena’s doors. Johnny is meeting us here. For a beat, it’s the two of us again—giddy and excited for the night ahead.

      Jas wraps an arm around my waist and directs us toward the line for Primrose Sweets. “Let me get my girl a cupcake.”

      I laugh and throw my arm over her shoulders. “You buying?”

      “Duh. Gotta keep my godbaby happy in there.”

      “Thanks for coming tonight.” I bump my hip against Jasmine’s as we stop at the end of the long line.

      “Of course,” she says. “You know, whatever happens, I’m here for you, right?”

      “I know. And I’m grateful for you. For our friendship.”

      “Lots of change coming for us, Lola, but never that.”

      “Yeah,” I agree.

      Jasmine and I chitchat until we’re at the front of the line. We pick up coffees, decaf for me, and half a dozen cupcakes. Then, we wait for Johnny.

      “Hey, hey!” He announces his arrival. Tucking us both under his arms like the charmer he is, we find our seats and sit down.

      “You didn’t tell him I’m here, right?” I ask Johnny.

      “Nope.” He bites into a cupcake, groaning at how good it tastes. “River deserves to be surprised.”

      I nod, feeling shitty for shutting him out when he actively tried to pull me in.

      “Don’t feel guilty,” Johnny correctly reads my expression, leaning forward to look at me. “River’s the king of pulling away and shutting down. He’s just never cared enough before to be hurt by someone pulling that shit with him.”

      “Go easy on her,” Jas scolds him.

      He shrugs and shoots me a grin. “I’m not trying to give you a hard time. If anything, River needs to learn this lesson, so he gets how it feels for the future. But you’re here now and trust me, you are the one person in the world who can melt his cold shoulder bullshit.”

      “I hope so, Johnny.”

      “I know so, Lola. I’ve known that kid a long-ass time. He’s tough and obstinate. Fucking infuriating to be friends with. But if you can get past the surface, he’s as good as they come.”

      “I know,” I agree, polishing off a cupcake.

      The lights in the arena dim. Music blares from the speakers, and the opening show commences.

      “Love this part,” Johnny mutters, sitting back in his seat.

      Next to me, Jas reaches for my hand, knowing how nervous I feel. Knowing how much of my future seems to ride on the success of tonight. To approach River and have a constructive conversation, the Thunderbolts need to win this game.

      As the sound of thunder rumbling rings out, the projection on the ice shows a dark night sky being lit up with lightning. The crowd cheers and stomps as the projection gives way to the Thunderbolts logo before showcasing highlights from the past season and hyping the crowd up for tonight’s game against Calgary.

      People are on their feet, dancing and cheering. When I move to stand, a sharp pain pinches on my right side and I suck in an inhale, my hand moving to the tender spot. Spots dance in my peripheral vision as a wave of nausea, coupled with dizziness, washes over me. I tighten my grip on Jasmine’s hand and she turns.

      “Hey, you okay?” she asks, squinting at me in the darkened arena.

      “Yeah,” I say, sinking back to my seat.

      She sits down too and leans closer. “What’s wrong?”

      I shake my head. “Just feel strange.” I point to the cupcakes. “Must be the sugar rush.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah.” I turn my attention to the ice.

      The opening show concludes to a deafening roar, and I hold my breath as the Thunderbolts take the ice. I glance toward the family box, wondering if River looks for me there. Does he want me at his game?

      Does he want me at all?

      An ache spreads in my lower abdomen, crampy and tight. I take a sip of my coffee, focus on my breathing. Maybe I’m coming down with something? Maybe it’s the stress of the past week? Hell, the past three months.

      The game begins with Calgary gaining possession of the puck. As their right wing moves down the ice, Bolts fans lean forward, already holding their collective breath, already intent on every second of play.

      Beau blocks the shot and fans clap, calling out words of encouragement.

      “Way to go!” Johnny is one of them.

      I try to smile. I try to focus. I try to breathe. But the pain in my stomach accumulates. Unease unfurls in my mind, spreading through my veins. It quickly morphs into panic as a thousand different thoughts, worries, tragedies filter through my mind.

      Is this normal?

      Is something wrong with Bean?

      Did I drink too much caffeine?

      Have gestational diabetes?

      Will River hate me?

      Does he hate me now?

      Another pang cuts through my abdomen and I hunch forward, the intensity unbearable.

      “Hey.” Jasmine’s hand is on my back, her mouth by my ear. “Lola, what’s going on?”

      “I need to go to the bathroom,” I announce. When I stand, the previous roll of pressure is a full-blown barrel, ripping through me like a tidal wave. I cry out, clutch my stomach, and sway.

      “Holy shit.” Johnny’s on his feet.

      Looking down, I see the blood, crimson, spread down my inner thighs and stain my jeans.

      “Lola!” Jasmine reaches for me.

      I tip over, throwing out my hands as if I have any chance of stopping my fall. Nausea roils in my gut, a drum beats in my temples, and wetness coats my legs.

      “I got her,” Johnny says, his arms coming around me as he guides me to my seat.

      I got her. Just like River. I got you.

      River. Fuck, please don’t hate me.

      Tears fall down my cheeks as the world spins around me.

      Noise and color and flashing lights.

      “We need help!” Jasmine calls.

      “Just breathe, Lola,” Johnny’s voice, calm and measured, is in my ear. “Hold my hand and breathe. Thatta girl. You’re okay. You got this,” he coaches me through the hell I’m plunged into.

      I have no idea what’s happening on the ice.

      Where’s River? I need him. He’ll know what to do, what to say. He’ll hold me together, so I don’t unravel.

      “I need River,” I say, desperate for him.

      “I’m gonna get him for you,” Johnny reassures me. “But first, we focus on you. On the baby.”

      My baby. Bean. My hand rests on my stomach. “Am I losing my baby?” My voice is wrecked. The stain on my pants is growing. I swipe at it and my fingers come away red, stained and sticky.

      “You’re okay,” Johnny repeats but this time, his voice wavers.

      Jasmine is directing people, her tone clipped. Paramedics appear. I’m loaded onto a stretcher. The people sitting around us stare in horror, their mouths all forming perfectly shocked “O’s.”

      “I’m going with her,” Jasmine says, following me. Her hand finds mine as we hit the stairs.

      “Don’t let go,” I say.

      “I won’t,” she promises.

      Another pang explodes and I gasp. Turning my head to the side, tears seep into my hairline. I make eye contact with a paramedic, his expression grim. The paramedics carry me out of the arena, to a waiting ambulance. Jasmine slides in after me and clasps my hand again. She looks petrified and I close my eyes, knowing the worst has already happened.

      I lost my baby. I failed him or her. I failed River.

      Numbness sweeps through me and I welcome it, not wanting to feel anything when the devastation cuts this deeply. A paramedic places an oxygen mask over my nose and mouth. I feign sleep, even as my mind takes me to dark places.

      Lost and hopeless, I let the sirens block out all rational thought.
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      A commotion in the stands stops the play.

      A flicker of frustration surges through me. A fight already? A drunk fan?

      I drag my eyes to the part of the stadium that’s causing the disruption and confusion slams into me when I spot Johnny.

      He’s staring right at me, spots of blood on his shirt, screaming into a fucking void.

      I can’t hear anything he’s saying but I know he’s yelling for me. I know it’s serious. My eyes snap to the paramedics, holding a stretcher, and scaling the stairs toward the exit.

      A shock of dark hair, a petite frame, a jersey with my number on it.

      Oh, fuck. My heart jumps into my throat. Beside the stretcher, I spot Jasmine, her hand clasped to the victim.

      Lola.

      My Lola. On a fucking stretcher. Blood.

      My legs nearly give out underneath me as I push toward the wall. My hands slam into the glass as I stare up, silently willing Lola to open her eyes. To smile. To let me know she’s okay.

      She does none of those things and when the stretcher clears the arena, I fucking snap. A caged animal, with rage and anger, burns through me like a wildfire. I move off the ice, throwing off my teammates’ hands, ignoring their rational fucking words.

      “River.” Coach Scotch is before me.

      I move toward the locker room, and he follows.

      “River, we’re in the middle of a playoff—”

      “I don’t give a fuck,” I cut him off. “That’s my girl.” I point back toward the ice. “My baby.” My voice is strangled as I swallow a sob.

      Coach nods. “Go.” His eyes are steady on mine. “Go and be with her. Let me know how she makes out.”

      “Thank you,” I manage, more grateful for his understanding than he’ll ever know.

      Then, I’m in the locker room. My pads and jersey a pile on the floor.

      “River.” Axel barrels into the room. “I’m coming with you.”

      “You have thirty seconds,” I snap at him. I know he’s worried but I’m not letting anyone hold me back from being with Lola. Not even Brawler.

      He changes quickly and then we’re moving through the arena. When we push into the parking lot, Johnny is there, his car idling by the curb.

      We climb in and he presses on the gas. “They’re at UT Medical,” he informs us.

      I hang onto the grab handle as he takes a tight turn at a high speed.

      “What the hell happened?” I demand.

      Johnny shakes his head, his jaw tight. “I don’t know, man. She was fine. Talking about you. Basically feeling awful for not being upfront with you. I was telling her that you can afford to feel shitty for a hot minute—”

      “Get to the fucking point,” Axel demands through clenched teeth.

      Johnny sighs. “The opening show started and the next thing I knew, she was wobbling, blood spreading down her jeans. I grabbed her, sat her down, talked to her, while Jas got help.” His car screeches to a halt in front of the ER. “Go.”

      Axel and I are out of the car before Johnny gets it in park. We barrel into the ER. Axel’s hollering out Lola’s name as I look around for Jasmine. She rushes forward when she sees us.

      “What’s happening?” I demand.

      “They just took her back. A doctor should be out shortly. I couldn’t go with her. I don’t, I’m not—” Jasmine stutters.

      Reaching out, I pull her into a hug. I’m sure she’s overwhelmed, but right now, she has to keep her shit together.

      “The baby?” My voice breaks. I don’t want to consider any outcome other than the baby being perfectly healthy.

      “I don’t know,” Jasmine sounds heartbroken.

      Axel swears next to me.

      We sit in the waiting room. Johnny enters and sits next to Jasmine, taking her hand in his. I arch an eyebrow but don’t have the energy to comment on their budding relationship.

      We wait, impatiently, and with tension pulling between us. None of us speak and yet, we’re all hoping, praying, bargaining for the same outcome.

      “River Patton.” A doctor looks up from his chart.

      “That’s me.” I stand, shooting a glance at Axel.

      “Go,” he says, acceptance in his eyes, resignation in his tone. “Tell her I love her.”

      I nod, walking to the doctor. “Lola’s asking for you,” he says as he guides me through the double doors.

      “Is she okay?” I ask. My fingers tremble and I stuff my hands into the pocket of my hoodie.

      “She’s going to be fine.”

      The largest exhale of relief bursts from my lungs. “Thank God. And—”

      “The baby’s good,” he puts me out of my misery. “I detected a strong and steady heartbeat.”

      “Fuck,” I swear. The corners of my eyes pinch and it takes me a second to realize that I’m fucking crying. I swipe the back of my fingers over my eyes. “Thank fuck. Sorry.”

      The doctor snorts. “No need. It’s a scary situation. Lola suffered a subchorionic hematoma. This happens when certain membranes start to detach from the uterus.”

      I stare at him blankly.

      “In her case, the hematoma was quite large, so the bleeding was heavy. But the baby is unharmed. Lola’s okay. There are some elevated risks to her pregnancy now but no reason to believe that she shouldn’t carry a healthy baby to term.” He stops outside the door. “You can go in now. I’ll be in in a few to talk to you more about next steps and expectations.”

      I exhale shakily. “Okay. Okay. Thank you so much, Doctor…”

      “Patel.” He holds out a hand.

      I shake it. “Patel. Thank you. You have no idea how relieved I am.”

      He smiles and dips his head in understanding. “Go see Lola. She’s been asking for you.”

      I push into Lola’s hospital room and pull up short at the sight of her in the bed. Her eyes widen as she gasps. She looks pale and exhausted. She looks beautiful, like an angel.

      “Lola.” I’m at her bedside in an instant. Before she can speak, I press a kiss to her mouth, needing to connect with her. Then, I drop to her side. “I’m so fucking sorry, baby. I’m so sorry for everything. I—”

      “Shh,” she cuts me off. Taking my hand, she places it on her belly. “Everything’s okay.”

      More tears collect in my eyes. One drops over and Lola smiles, brushing it away with the pad of her index finger. “Don’t worry,” she whispers. “It’s just the hormones.”

      I laugh, the sound half sob and half strangled. “Lola.” I drop my forehead to hers, keeping my hand splayed on her belly, right over our little Bean. “You scared the shit out of me. If anything happened to you, or to Bean, I, I can’t even handle the thought.”

      “Me too,” she murmurs, wrapping a hand around my wrist. She keeps my hand anchored to her belly as she admits, “I should have told you everything about the internship as soon as I accepted it.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “But I shouldn’t have tried so hard, pushed like I did, to make room for myself in your life.”

      “Yes, you should have.” She shakes her head, rolling her forehead over mine. It’s soft, like a caress, like forgiveness. “I needed to know that you want this with me, not only because of Bean, but because—”

      “I’m so fucking in love with you,” I cut her off. “I love you, Lola. Yeah, maybe even more so because you’re carrying my baby. But I love you for you. And I want to be the guy in your life you build a future with. I want to cheer you on and support you. Make plans together and share dreams, as fucking corny as it sounds. I want it all with you and I know I need to show you that but—”

      “You don’t need to prove anything. Just be with me,” she interjects, her words a whisper over my lips.

      I kiss her again, sensual and soulful this time. “I’m right here.”

      “Come with me to California this summer?” Her voice is hopeful.

      “Let’s live on the beach,” I decide.

      She laughs lightly. “You really think we can do this.” Her hand on my wrist tightens, indicating Bean. Our family.

      “We already are, beauty.”

      Lola smiles and all the pressure in my chest eases.

      “I love you, Lola.”

      “I love you so much, River.” She lifts her chin, her lips glide over mine, and our kiss is reverent, hopeful, perfect.

      “Glad you kissed and made up,” Dr. Patel says as he knocks on the doorframe.

      I pull away and Lola laughs.

      “Let’s talk about what comes next,” the doctor says, entering the room. He discusses Lola’s hematoma with us and advises that she take it easy, with no heavy lifting or exercise, for the next few weeks. And no sex. While she can still attend her classes and accept her summer internship, he doesn’t want her to do anything strenuous. He informs us about the signs and symptoms of pre-term labor. Then, he grins. “You want to know the sex of your baby?”

      Lola squeaks, her hand clasping mine. She looks at me, her brown eyes dancing.

      “It’s your call, babe. I want what you want,” I say.

      “Smart man,” Dr. Patel says.

      Lola beams and looks at the doctor. “I can’t take any more surprises,” she laughs. “So, yes. Please, tell us.”

      He smiles warmly. “You’re having a girl.”

      Lola squeals and I smile, brushing her hair out of her eyes.

      “A girl,” I murmur. “I’m going to be girl dad.”

      “Best kind of dad there is.” Dr. Patel winks. He taps his chart against the edge of Lola’s bed. “We’ll keep you here tonight. Mr. Patton—”

      “River,” I interject.

      “River, you’re welcome to stay. If all goes well, Lola will be discharged tomorrow morning. Stay off your feet as much as possible and rest when you’re tired. Any vaginal bleeding”—he pauses to pass me his card—“call me.”

      “Thank you, Doctor Patel.”

      He nods. “Now, you’ve got the biggest fan club in the waiting room.” He grins. “The Bolts won tonight.”

      Lola glances at me as I smile. “Glad to hear it,” I admit. The team, the game, hockey hadn’t crossed my mind since I skated off the ice.

      If someone told me six months ago that anything—that anyone—could have distracted me from the game, I would’ve laughed my ass off. Now, I’ve got better things to care about. Lola and Bean. My girls.

      “Everyone wants to see you,” Dr. Patel continues, looking at Lola. His eyes dart to mine. “But keep it to two or three people at a time. And when she gets tired—” He points at Lola.

      “Kick them all out,” I finish his sentence.

      “Exactly. See you tomorrow. Have a good night and congrats on the win, River.” Dr. Patel strides out of the room.

      I look at Lola. “You ready for our family?”

      She smiles. “Please send my dad back first.”

      “I’m supposed to tell you he loves you,” I recall.

      Her smile widens. “I know. I need to tell him that too.”

      I nod. “He knows.” I kiss her forehead. “I’ll be right back.”

      I leave Lola for a few minutes to find Axel. When I enter the waiting room, I’m not surprised to see Gayle and Ken. Or Cullen and Leanne. Or the entire Bolts team and their women.

      Axel stands with Maisy glued to his side as I near the group.

      I grin. “Lola’s good and the baby is fine. A strong and steady heartbeat,” I repeat Dr. Patel’s words.

      A collective cheer goes up among our group. Gayle envelops me in a hug and I kiss her cheek.

      “Oh, River, I’m so relieved,” she murmurs.

      “Me too,” I say. “Thanks for coming.”

      “I’ll always be here,” she reminds me, the way she has for the past decade. Except now, I believe her.

      “Axel, Lola’s asking for you,” I say.

      He steps forward but I stop him, placing a hand on his arm. He glances at me over his shoulder.

      I turn to face him, so he knows I’m serious. “I know she’s your world. I know you love her. But I do too. I need you to stop getting in my way. I’m in love with Lola. And I hope I can be the kind of father you are. To do that, you need to fall back a bit.”

      Axel glares at me, long and hard. Unyielding and uncompromising.

      I hold his gaze, my shoulders square, my head held high.

      After a long minute, he nods and extends his hand. “Welcome to the family, River.”

      I slap my hand in his, give him a firm handshake. “Welcome to mine.”

      Axel snorts. He gives me a clipped nod and moves toward the double doors.

      “She’s in room 207,” I say.

      “Thank you,” he tells me, and I know it’s for more than Lola’s room number. “Her mom’s on her way too. Her flight lands at 5 AM.”

      “I’ll pick Anna up,” I offer, wanting to get to know Lola’s mom.

      Axel’s quiet for a beat. “Anna will like that.”

      I nod and turn back toward my family. The Sullivans and the Thunderbolts. Maisy smiles at me encouragingly.

      “Thank you all for coming, for being here,” I say.

      “Save it, Patton. We’re here for Lola,” Damien cuts me off, grinning.

      Harper smacks his chest and shakes her head. “What Damien means is we’re relieved Lola and the baby are okay.”

      I smirk. “It’s a girl,” I announce with no warning.

      “A girl!” Jasmine jumps to her feet.

      “So perfect,” Maisy gushes.

      Cullen slugs me in the shoulder. “You’re gonna be a girl dad.”

      I beam. “Crazy, isn’t it?”

      “Wonderful,” Ken says, wrapping me in a side hug.

      “She’ll change your life,” Coach Scotch advises.

      “She already has,” I admit.

      Then, I sit down in a waiting room chair. I spend time with my team, with my family and closest friends. They take turns visiting Lola. Johnny picks up a bunch of burgers and Cokes.

      And for the first time in a long time, I feel settled. At home.

      Finally, at peace.
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      “I’m not your blushing bride,” I remind him as he carries me over the threshold to his place.

      He chuckles. “You should be.”

      I roll my eyes as River moves through the living room. He doesn’t set me down until we reach the center of his bed. Our bed, now that I’m officially moving in.

      “You need anything?” He kisses my forehead. “Water? Tea?”

      I shake my head. “I’ll just oversee this unpacking process.”

      He chuckles. “I got it, babe. Jas packed up everything she thinks you’ll need.”

      “And she can come sleep here every time you have an away game?” I ask for the third time. It’s strange to be moving out during the last two months of senior year. Jasmine and I had a plan, a vision, for graduation that doesn’t pan out with me being on partial bedrest in River’s condo.

      “And even when I don’t,” he assures me.

      I grin. “Thank you, River.”

      “I got you, Lola,” he gives me his signature line.

      “Hello,” Dad’s voice calls out. “Anyone home?”

      “We brought dinner!” Maisy chimes in.

      “Good because I’m starving!” I holler.

      Dad and Maisy enter the bedroom. Dad frowns, clearly hating the visual of me in River Patton’s bed. Maisy sweeps me up in a hug, snuggling next to me. “A tray of lasagna and one with chicken marsala are in the kitchen.”

      “Mmm. I have been craving Italian.” I lean back against the pillows, resting a hand on my stomach.

      “Bean has good taste,” Maisy says.

      “What can I help with?” Dad asks River.

      River stands up straighter, as if taken aback by Dad’s question. I clear my throat and Maisy coughs, both of us trying to hide our smiles.

      “I need to put together a new dresser.” River moves toward the closet. “Want Lola to have her own space, her own drawers,” he explains.

      Dad grunts.

      “I’ll go get us tea and popcorn so we can watch the show,” Maisy whispers.

      “You’re the best,” I tell her.

      Dad and River drag out a box that looks way too small to hold a dresser. When they open it up, I snort at the number of wooden pieces, packets of bolts and screws, that need to be assembled.

      Maisy returns and we munch on snacks, watching as Dad and River try to find their footing in their new, complicated dynamic.

      But, as the most important men in my life, they both make a valiant effort. I smile, taking a sip of my tea, as I watch them build a dresser.

      “They’re doing great,” Maisy whispers beside me.

      “Bean’s a lucky little girl,” I whisper back, knowing in my heart of hearts that River is going to make one hell of a girl dad.

      Just like mine.
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      The rest of senior year passes without a glitch. River and I settle into our new normal. I take my final exams. Dad and I resume our weekly breakfast dates. And River and the Thunderbolts make it to the Western Conference finals before losing to Edmonton.

      “We’ll get it next year,” River says with his usual cockiness.

      “I’m sure you will,” I agree. After all, two years ago, the Thunderbolts were one of the biggest underdogs in the league. Now, they’re a powerhouse.

      “Don’t make his head any bigger,” Cullen warns.

      River tosses a grape at his brother’s head. Cullen catches it easily and pops it in the air. Without missing a beat, Leanne catches it in her mouth.

      I laugh as River whistles loudly.

      “Dinner is served,” Gayle announces, entering the dining room with a large serving platter, filled with roasted turkey, between her hands.

      “Smells delicious,” I say.

      She smiles. “I’m glad to hear you say it. I couldn’t eat meat at all when I was pregnant with Cullen.”

      I shake my head. “I’m hungry all the time.”

      “You look amazing,” Leanne reassures me.

      Ken fills wine glasses and places one in front of me. He winks. “It’s sparkling cider.”

      “Thanks, Ken,” I say sincerely.

      Over the past few months, we started having weekly dinners with River’s family. While the first few interactions were strained, with so many shifting dynamics, they’re now a favorite part of our routine.

      River is closer to Gayle and Ken than he’s ever been, and Leanne and I hit it off easily.

      The hardest part of moving to California is leaving our family behind. As excited as I am for the opportunity to work for a tech company in Silicon Valley, I also think we’ll be back. Not only because River plays for the Thunderbolts but because too much of my heart is here, in this city, with these people.

      I want that for Bean. Friends and family and a loving support system more than I want the flashy job title or the independence I used to crave. After all, what’s more empowering than bringing another life into the world? Then nurturing and loving and guiding my daughter, with her father, and most of her grandparents, as a constant?

      “Please pass the gravy,” I ask. Cullen reaches over and drizzles some on top of my turkey.

      “Thanks, Cullen,” I say.

      He nods. “What are you guys doing this weekend?”

      “Well,” River says, looking at me.

      “It’s my graduation,” I say.

      “Oh, that’s right!” Gayle clasps her hands together.

      “Dad’s having a barbecue at his house afterwards. It’s a graduation party and a moving away send-off all in one. I’d love if you all came,” I invite the Sullivans.

      “We’d be thrilled,” Ken answers.

      “Yeah, we’re in too,” Leanne says easily.

      Under the table, River takes my hand in his and squeezes. I glance at him and smile. He gives me that lazy smirk I love.

      But his eyes convey the things he doesn’t say aloud.

      We’re doing it. Creating a family, building a future.

      We’re doing it all. Me, you, and Bean.

      Together.
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      “Oh, man, am I glad you’re home.” I kick the door closed behind me and rush my beauty, gathering her up in a tight hug and kissing her hard.

      We both glance down at the little basketball stopping me from pulling her flush against my chest.

      Lola laughs. “I’m huge.”

      “You’re beautiful,” I tell her sincerely. I place a hand on her belly and gently feel around for Bean’s feet. I grin when she kicks against my palm. “I missed you, angel.”

      “These past three weeks have been long,” Lola agrees, snuggling back into my arms.

      “Sorry I couldn’t pick you up from the airport,” I say, gently stroking her hair. Three weeks without Lola was three weeks too many. When she finally booked her flight home, it gutted me that I couldn’t pick her up now that practice is in full swing.

      “It’s fine.” She waves a hand. “Jas was happy to get me. Are you hungry?” She points to the kitchen. “I didn’t get a chance to make anything but—”

      “We’ve got leftovers,” I assure her. Walking to the refrigerator, I pull out leftover baked ziti.

      “Dad says he’s impressed with how well you’ve been eating.” Lola grabs two place settings from the kitchen.

      I chuckle. “I don’t know about that. Maisy’s asking him to cook more now.”

      Lola laughs and swipes two cans of sparkling water from the fridge. We sit down next to each other and fix our plates. I enjoy the moment, being back in my beauty’s presence and sharing a meal.

      We had the best summer in California. While Lola spent her days wrapped up in the tech world, learning and networking, I pressed pause on my usual routine. Sure, I still spent my mornings working out and conditioning at a local gym. But my afternoons were enjoyed on the beach, reading, learning to surf, or just taking a swim. My evenings were spent learning to cook so that when Lola came home from work, exhausted and starving, we could sit down together for a home-cooked dinner.

      Gayle was happy to coach me through my first two weeks but once I got the hang of it, I really enjoyed messing around in the kitchen, trying new spices, and being creative with different twists on Lola’s and my favorite meals. Leaving her in the Bay Area three weeks ago so I could attend training camp and she could finish her internship was brutal.

      For starters, I hated not having her beside me each night. I worried about her and Bean constantly; my mind always pulled back to them and their well-being. And I wondered what Lola was going to eat for dinner every damn night.

      I hold up my can. “Welcome home.”

      She clinks her water against mine. “It’s good to be here.”

      “How good?” I hedge, wondering which way she’s leaning now that her internship made her a full-time offer.

      Over the summer, we talked about all scenarios: her finding a job in Tennessee, although there aren’t as many tech options, my angling for a trade to California, and, my least favorite, us doing long-distance while we figure out what comes next. While I don’t want to put pressure on Lola, I am curious about where her head’s at, especially since Bean is due next month.

      “The best.” She beams at me. “I have news.”

      I lift an eyebrow, waiting for her to continue. My heart rate ticks up as awareness floods my senses. I know whatever Lola says next is going to determine the trajectory for our future. What will Bean’s first year of life look like?

      I hold my breath.

      “I’m staying right here. With you and Bean,” Lola announces.

      “Thank God,” I breathe out, relief sweeping through me like a tornado. I lean over to hug her but stop short as another thought flickers through my mind. “Are you sure this is what you want? I know the job market is more limited and—”

      “I got another offer,” she cuts me off.

      “Here?” I turn toward Lola, trapping her legs between mine, one hand holding her hip.

      “Here,” she laughs as if she can hardly believe it. “And it’s exactly what I want. A tech position with flexible hours and a competitive salary.”

      “Seriously?” I ask slowly, wondering if this is too good to be true. It sounds too good to be true.

      Lola nods. “Blake and Brody Turner started a business.”

      “Something with blockchain and healthcare,” I mutter, trying to recall the details.

      “Exactly. They’re expanding their software development team and”—she shrugs—“I interviewed a few days ago. I was going to tell you but then didn’t want to jinx it in case the job didn’t pan out. They called me and made an offer right after I landed.”

      “Lola, I, wow.” Surprise slams into me, quickly followed by pride. This woman, my beauty, is so damn talented. “Congratulations! I am so fucking proud of you. Baby, you are so damn smart.” I slide off the barstool and hug her before pulling back to kiss her hard. Then, because I need her confirmation, “Are you sure you’re happy?”

      “The happiest,” she assures me. “This job”—she shakes her head in disbelief—“this life, is a dream come true.”

      I place my hand on her belly, glancing down at the life we created, the baby we’re going to meet one day soon. “I love you.” I look back up at my beauty.

      She places a hand on my cheek, her thumb sweeping over my cheekbone. “I love you too, River. I love you so much.”

      I lean down to kiss her slowly, reveling in this moment. Her hands track up my back, holding me close as I cup her cheek and deepen our kiss. Lola presses against me. A soft mewl falls from her lips, and I stiffen at the sound. Three weeks has been too damn long. My mouth drops to her neck as her hands slip underneath my T-shirt. Lola pulls back, love and longing in her eyes as she stares up at me. “Will you please take me to bed now?” she asks. “Some celebratory sexy time?”

      “You’re so fucking cute,” I tell her. My hand splays her lower back as I turn us in the direction of our bedroom, our meal forgotten. “Will you do me a favor, Lol?”

      “Anything,” she says easily, already unbuttoning her shirt.

      We enter our bedroom and I pluck the ring box off the dresser, turning toward her and stopping her from stripping. For a few more seconds at least.

      Her eyes widen as soon as she spots the ring box. She sucks in an inhale, her eyes wide as they dart to mine.

      I grin and drop to my knees in front of her. “Lola Daire, I love you and Bean, our family, and the life we’re building, more than anything in the entire world. Please, baby, make an honest man out of me. Will you marry me?”

      “Yes!” she gushes, falling to her knees in front of me before I can open the ring box. She throws her arms around my neck, and I feel her tears on my cheek. “A million times, yes.”

      Laughing, I turn my head to capture those lips again. “You didn’t even see the ring, beauty.”

      “I don’t care about the ring, River. I want you.” Her eyes shine with so much sincerity, with unconditional love, that a ball of emotion swells in my throat.

      I tug on her hand, and she holds her fingers out as I glide a diamond engagement ring onto her ring finger.

      Lola gasps. “River, this is way too much.” She stares at the three-carat, princess cut diamond in awe.

      “Never enough,” I refute, sliding her unbuttoned shirt off her shoulders. Taking her hand in mine, I tug her up and reposition her on our bed. “Now, let me take you to bed, Lola.”

      She grins, fluttering her fingers and staring at her ring. “Gladly.”

      “Can you look at me?” I snort.

      She shakes her head. “My ring is too shiny. I’m distracted now.”

      I laugh and trail kisses down her neck, redirecting her attention, until she moans and arches into me. Then, I make love to Lola Daire in the middle of a weekday, wondering how I got so damn lucky to be worthy of this woman who makes me whole.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Thank you so much for reading Bad Boy’s Downfall! I hope you loved River and Lola’s journey! It’s bittersweet to say good-bye to a series, a family, I’ve spent so much time visiting with, but keep an eye out as I have more Thunderbolts things planned for later this year!

      

      If you loved River and fan over angsty bad boys who love to break the rules, you will adore Derek Reiner! The notorious musician who popped up in many Boston Hawks Hockey books is finally getting his story. Rebellious Rockstar releases June 1!
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