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        Franky

      

      

      

      “Field trip, friends!”

      Kneeling in the grass, I placed the jar on its side and nudged the kale leaf toward the opening.

      Dwayne “The Snail” Johnson was chilling under a spinach leaf. A bite-sized chunk was missing—tiny, because snails—so one of them had eaten on the ride over to the cookout at the Kershaws. Speedy had retracted most of its body inside its shell; maybe it was digesting its food.

      I liked to bring them when we went out, which was weird to observers, but on brand for me. “Your emotional support snails,” my sister Cat called them. Of course, being snails, they didn’t understand where we were going, especially as it was dark inside my backpack. But these tiny, miraculous creatures were exceptionally sensitive. They had four tentacles, two larger ones for detecting light, and two smaller ones for touch and smell. And I called them “friends” instead of “boys” or “guys” because they were hermaphrodites, which meant they all had the ability to reproduce, but for some reason they preferred mating with other snails. Weird, right? What was the point of having the means to go it alone, but you still sought out another of your species to help the process along?

      Today, we were at the home of Theo Kershaw, a defenseman with the Chicago Rebels, the hockey franchise my dad retired from a couple of years ago. I had brought my friends because one, it was always nice to have someone interesting to talk to at a party, and two, Theo had a huge backyard, which made for an uncharted landscape for the snails. This spot behind a large oak tree, some distance from the crowd, with its leafy undergrowth and dew-dropped greenery, was perfect. With the distant sounds of music and laughter and the scents of cooking, I felt both safe and pleasantly apart here. Not that anyone ever made me feel unsafe—the Rebels were a very inclusive bunch—but I was constantly aware that I was not like others.

      Dwayne “The Snail” Johnson (always known by his full name, thank you very much) was making tracks, sensing a golden opportunity to explore a new habitat. Usually, I kept them in a terrarium in my bedroom, and we made daily excursions to the garden, the one at the back of our house where I lived with my dad, my stepmom, Violet, and my sister, Cat. Today was different.

      Today was goodbye.

      Tomorrow, I would be heading to Atlanta with Cat to spend a week with our mom, and as I couldn’t take the snails with me on the plane and I didn’t want to task my dad or Violet with caring for them, I had resolved to release these ones back into the wild. I had briefly considered sneaking them into my backpack for my trip but assumed there might be problems at the airport with the X-ray scanner. Not to mention the ructions their presence would cause with my mother. For most of my childhood, she had despaired of my scientific interests and constantly complained to my dad of the misery I caused her.

      It’s such a disgusting habit, Bren. You need to talk to her.

      At least Caitriona likes music. But Franky? I despair, I do.

      The optician said fifteen-year-olds can wear contacts, but she won’t do it.

      Mom thought my glasses made me look ugly, like one of those girls who would die buried in a book. They would find me, shriveled up, surrounded by disintegrating pages and desiccated snail shells.

      Disintegrating and desiccated weren’t regular guests in Mom’s vocabulary, but that’s what she meant, so I happily filled in the blanks for her. To be honest, I didn’t mind the idea. Books and snails? That sounded awesome.

      Speedy was living up to his name, having overtaken Dwayne “The Snail” Johnson on his flight to freedom. I was so involved in my observations that I didn’t notice the arrival of company until it was too late.

      “Ugh!” I heard behind me.

      Feeling my color rising along with the hairs on the back of my neck, I turned to Mikey Callahan, nephew of another retired Rebels player, Ford Callahan. I didn’t know him well, but his reaction was, shall we say, unsurprising. Behind him was a boy I didn’t recognize and another I did: Jason Isner. At thirteen, Theo’s brother—half-brother, to be precise, and I was always precise—was tall for his age, even taller than me, and I was two years older. I rarely spoke to him. Partly, because he was a stinky, teenage boy, but mostly because he didn’t like me.

      There could be any number of reasons why, from the classic undercurrent of tension between jocks and nerds to the fact I wore glasses. They signified physical weakness while he was a healthy, strapping boy, already being talked about in hockey circles as a future prospect for greatness. But the most probable reason for his dislike was my friendship with his brother. Sean was the same age as me and someone with whom I had common interests. He read books, for a start.

      Mikey stepped forward, a little too close to the snails.

      “Please don’t.”

      “Why? Worried I might”—he lifted his sneakered foot—“stomp on it?”

      “Callahan.”

      That was Jason, controlling the situation with a single word. His voice sounded deeper than the last time I heard him, though I doubted this maturity to his vocal cords corresponded to maturity elsewhere.

      He closed the gap between us, subtly displacing Mikey. “What are you doing?”

      “Releasing them.”

      He thought on that for a moment. “Why did you capture them in the first place?”

      “So I can study them.”

      Mikey inclined his head and peered at Dwayne “The Snail” Johnson, who had created a mucin trail over a flat rock near the shrubbery. “It’s so fuckin’ slimy. Real ugly.”

      Like you. Unsaid but definitely implied.

      I was fairly accepting of this viewpoint, especially when it came to boys. I wasn’t pretty or talented on the guitar like Cat. I liked science and Percy Jackson and romance novels and creating habitats for my friends.

      Snails and slugs. My best friends.

      “Yeah, it is pretty gross,” Jason agreed. Mikey laughed at that, as if it was the most original opinion instead of a rehash of what he had already said. Jason met my gaze head-on, his green eyes all challenge, making it clear the snails weren’t the only thing that was gross. He and my mother would have so much in common.

      The boy I didn’t know moved closer to get a better look. “You some kind of nerd?”

      Really? How was I supposed to answer a question as stupid as that?

      Ignoring him, I stood, pushed my glasses back into place, and moved between the snails and the threat. A quick glance down showed the grass-stained knees of my white jeans and the blue toenail polish that Violet had applied last night while we watched Little Women. Timothée Chalamet was the perfect Laurie, despite marrying Amy after being in love with Jo (I had hoped they might deviate from the book, but unfortunately, no). I didn’t really understand why the author had to make Jo get married to the German professor at all because she was a writer and, if she couldn’t be with Laurie, she would have been better off alone with her books. Violet said that career-oriented spinsterhood would be too modern a take for the time.

      But not now. I was pretty sure career-oriented spinsterhood was the life for me, and the reason was the mix of disgust and fascination currently rolling off Jason Isner.

      Who was fixated on my chest.

      I had started developing late, but my breasts had grown in the last few months. No longer bumps on a log, they filled out my bra and looked far too obvious behind my “Easily Distracted by Snails” T-shirt, the now too-tight one Violet bought for me last year.

      My cheeks burned when he should be the one embarrassed to be staring at me so obviously.

      “Pervert,” I said, pushing my glasses back up my nose.

      “As if,” Mikey responded in his friend’s defense, because the idea of Jason Isner showing any romantic interest in someone like me was incroyable, as the French would say.

      Jason remained silent, just stared at me with those eyes, as hard as emeralds. I kind of agreed with Mikey—as if—but I also knew that boys Jason’s age were walking hormone factories, barely able to control their impulses and immature sexual feelings. Jason wasn’t interested in me as a person, just as a pair of breasts in his immediate sightline.

      “Weirdo,” he finally said.

      “Jock,” I snapped back, a rather weaksauce response.

      He stepped closer, his breath smelling of fruity Starburst. “Four-eyed loser.”

      “Dumb jock.” Heat flushed my neck and cheeks. I wasn’t a confrontational person as a rule, but I had to make a stand. For the snails. For myself.

      A sneer curled his lips. “Slug Girl.”

      “Jason!” A new voice entered the arena, one I recognized. Sean, Jason’s older brother, was approaching at a clip. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Jason said lazily, but there was a smirk there, too. He’d issued the final insult, and he knew it would stay in my head forever.

      Slug Girl. I shouldn’t have minded being identified so closely with the things I loved—even if my research focus had moved to snails lately—yet the way he said it was so dismissive. So hurtful.

      Sean turned from his brother to me. “You okay?”

      “Of course. Just trying to keep the Neanderthals away from defenseless creatures.”

      Mikey and Unnamed Boy were already retreating, likely feeling uneasy in an older boy’s presence. Jason remained, a young sapling looking to put down roots. That attitude would be useful for a future in professional hockey but would likely piss off any woman he dated. Far too intense.

      I glared at him, willing him to leave. Finally, he turned away, but not before I witnessed an eye roll in his brother’s direction, one that said, why are you bothering with this waste of space, dude?

      Once they were out of earshot, Sean checked in again with me. “Seriously, you okay?”

      “I’m fine!” My gaze fell to Dwayne “The Snail” Johnson and Speedy, both now approaching the hostas edging the flower beds. The Great Escape, snail style.

      I plunked down in the grass, my heart still thundering, determined to watch them to the end. I had come here to say goodbye to my friends, and Jason Isner had ruined it.

      Sean took a seat beside me. “So what are we doing?”

      “Just sending them onward to new adventures. I’m visiting my mom tomorrow so I can’t take them.”

      “Right.” He thought on that. “Looking forward to clothes shopping and makeovers?”

      I laughed, and the tightness in my chest eased slightly. Sean and I had become friendly in the last few months, while I helped him with algebra after school.

      “Cat will provide good cover. Mom’s so excited she has a boyfriend.” My sister was dating a rising senior at high school, and my mother couldn’t wait to give all the advice in person. “I might be able to hide out and read the latest Sarah Dessen.”

      “Or you could try to enjoy it. See it as a vacation.”

      With my narcissistic mother? That time she freaked out in the granola aisle of Whole Foods, the catalyst for us to come and live with my recovering alcoholic dad, was the best thing to ever happen to me. Over the last six years, I’d seen Kendra a few times a year, and it never got easier. I was still her biggest disappointment.

      “Not likely. I’ll need a vacation when I come back.”

      Sean’s brow crimped.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s just—” He shook his head. “My parents are getting a divorce.”

      “Oh, Sean, I’m so sorry.” I reached for his hand, and he let me squeeze it before pulling away.

      During our after-school study sessions, we had shared a little, me about my mom, he about his dad. His parents’ marriage was in trouble, and having been there myself, I understood what he was going through.

      “I guess I’m just hoping I’ll still see my dad when it’s over.” His shrug managed to convey a lifetime of hurt. “He’s already met someone.”

      My mom had met her boyfriend Drew before she and Dad separated, and despite her faults, I didn’t blame her for seeking comfort elsewhere. Dad’s alcoholism had not made things easy for any of us. But I also knew this: my parents were better off apart.

      “Just because I don’t want to see my mom doesn’t mean you and your dad won’t have a relationship.”

      He huffed. “Just sucks.”

      It probably sucked for Jason, too. Was I supposed to cut him some slack because his parents were splitting up? With anyone else, I might. But I’d seen how he looked at me, like I was nothing. A bug he’d happily crush beneath his boot.

      I didn’t want to think about Jason anymore. Sean was the only Isner I cared for, and right now, he needed a friend.

      “When I come back from Atlanta, we could go see the new Superman movie.”

      “You don’t even like superhero movies.” But I could tell the prospect cheered him.

      “The Man of Steel is a ridiculous do-gooder. But I do like Lois Lane and her rule-breaking tendencies. She’s got moxie.”

      “She’s got what?”

      “She knows what she wants.” And she was much more interesting than that underwear-sporting doofus in a cape.

      The snails had finally made it to the hostas. Speedy was nestled under a large leaf while Dwayne “The Snail” Johnson was looking for his next meal. They no longer needed me.

      “Bye, bye, friends,” I whispered. “Have fun storming the flower beds.”

      Slug Girl won’t forget you. And when it came to Jason Isner, neither would she forgive.
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        Jason

      

      

      

      “What the hell are you doing with that box?”

      Standing in my new kitchen, Bomb Site Central, I held up two bottles of Sam Adams Summer ale and gestured toward my guest. Theo Kershaw—as in the Theo Kershaw, captain of the Chicago Rebels, four-time Cup winner, and a legend in his own time—had just picked up a box, without even bending his knees, and was walking toward the living room.

      “It’s marked ‘bedroom,’” he said as if that was a perfectly acceptable response.

      The movers had left it in the wrong room, and now Theo wanted to drag it upstairs because he was a fixer and couldn’t leave well enough alone.

      “Put it down, dickhead. Come sit in the backyard and drink a beer.”

      “But it’ll only take a sec⁠—”

      “T, drop it!”

      Chuckling at my outburst, he did as he was told, rubbed his back, and headed my way. The last thing I needed was to be responsible for an injury just as the guy was contemplating a one-year extension with the Rebels. An extension I hoped he would take so we could play together on the same team for the first time in our pro-hockey careers. I hadn’t lived in Chicago since college except for a few weeks each summer when I usually helped Theo with the Rebels Youth Hockey Camp. My rookie years were with LA, but the last ten had been with Boston.

      Now I was back, feeling like this was where I belonged. Playing with the Chicago Rebels, my hometown team, and potentially with my favorite player.

      My brother.

      Finding out, when I was twelve, that I was related to Theo Kershaw had been amazing. Even more so was learning that he wanted a relationship with me. My parents divorced when I was thirteen, and Theo was there for me at the worst time of my life. Because it wasn’t just the hurt of my parents’ split. It was learning who my father really was.

      Nick Isner had abandoned Theo’s mom with baby T cooking away in the oven and skipped off to college, leaving her and his kid to be raised without his support. Even when Theo showed up at Dad’s office at eighteen, with a scholarship to Vermont in hand, not looking for anything other than acknowledgment, Dad didn’t want to know. Later, when Theo and I connected, he had tried to cover for Nick and blame his previous bad behavior on our dad’s youth.

      But I always suspected something was wrong. Knowing how my own father had treated his eldest son had broken my heart. These days I was closer to Theo than I was to my dad. The hockey connection, but more than that. He was my role model in all things, and I was thrilled to finally be living in the same city together as adults.

      We headed out to the yard, still relatively pristine because I hadn’t had a chance to fuck it up yet. The house was prime real estate on Chicago’s North Shore, about ten minutes from Rebels HQ in Riverbrook, twenty miles or so from downtown Chicago. I wasn’t quite on the shores of Lake Michigan, but I could see a sliver of gray blue between a couple of the swankier houses on the lakefront, and that was good enough for me.

      Theo took a seat in one of the Adirondack chairs, and I took the other, watching for any signs he might have injured himself.

      “I’m fine, dude.”

      I passed him the bottle, and we clinked and sipped. Behind me, a shitload of work awaited, but right now, nothing was pressing and all was good. The summer sky was clear except for a couple of fluffy-as-fuck clouds that made the blue look bluer. Clouds for good.

      “That thing safe?” Theo pointed his bottle at the red metal frame several feet away.

      “Want to test it?”

      “Hell yeah!” He made to get up as I shook my head.

      “Your ass wouldn’t fit in those seats.” Neither would mine. The trials of a hockey player.

      Settled back down in the chair, he said, “Probably should yank it before Tilly spots it.”

      Tilly was Theo’s youngest, almost five years old. Rather than remove it, I’d get it assessed for safety because I liked the idea of it sitting there, waiting for a kid to use it. That swing set had spoken to me as my realtor gave me the virtual tour on FaceTime.

      “Let me think on it.”

      Theo gave me a funny look. “You okay?”

      “Everly’s hooked up with Ryan Coughlan.”

      “Jesus, that was quick.”

      Everly was my ex as of two months ago. We’d been together a little over six months, and a while back I had started thinking we should move to the next phase.

      We were hanging with my Cougars teammate, Dean Foster, and his wife, Molly, at a cookout. They’d just had a baby, a gorgeous little girl called Jenna, and I was getting a bit broody about it. I loved holding her and feeling that warm little body close to mine, her tiny sighs and gurgles, and her soft, peachy skin against my neck.

      “That’ll be you next,” Dean had said.

      Molly laughed and nudged Everly. “You two would have stunning kids.”

      “Not sure we’re going there,” Everly said, and quickly transitioned into a request for Molly’s artichoke and spinach dip recipe.

      Later I’d asked what she meant by it.

      “Well, we’re not serious, are we? The sex is phenomenal, and we have a great time, but kids? I don’t see it.”

      “At all? Or just with me?”

      “Oh, Jason, you’re a hoot!”

      A hoot. Not that it was the first time I’d heard that or something that put me in a certain box as “unserious.” Dumb jock. Brainless athlete. Too many pucks to the head. Usually, my four million a year and I were fine with that.

      Everly had tried to smooth it over, telling me that she wasn’t ready, but there was no shining up that turd. I was thirty-six years old and hankering to start a family. Everly was there, right place, right time, so why not? But she didn’t feel the same way. Now she was with Ryan Coughlan, a player with the LA Quake, and rumor had it—if you believed that Hot Goss rag—they were as loved up as could be.

      I cast a glance at the swing set. Part of me hoped that maybe I still had a shot at a family of my own. Why else would I tell the realtor to offer fifty grand above the asking price? I could just as easily have installed one of those death traps myself anywhere. Yet, as soon as I saw it, I took it as a sign.

      Hockey players were superstitious like that.

      Theo studied his beer bottle’s label, then looked up. “You didn’t even tell her you were planning this move back home.”

      True. “Maybe deep down I sensed it wasn’t meant to be.”

      “Don’t worry, you’ll have women climbing you like a tree before you know it. You excited to start the season?”

      “It’s barely the middle of July.”

      He raised an eyebrow of your point?

      “Yeah, can’t wait,” I said with a grin, glad to be off the topic of Everly. Most guys loved the off-season, especially when they had families to spend it with. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed the break, the time to heal and recharge, but I was a Fall guy. As soon as the weather cooled and the leaves started to change, I was in my element because hockey season was here.

      Fifteen years gone, and I had yet to grab the brass ring. But every October, I started afresh with the hockey player’s mantra: Maybe this year. I was itching to get in there and prove my mettle.

      I took another sip. “You any closer to making a decision?”

      Everyone wanted to know: would the great Theo Kershaw grace us with one more year? He had hoped to go out on a high last season, but they’d lost the Finals in a heartbreaker in Game 7. He had played one season with his eldest, Hatch, and I suspected he might be ready to call time.

      “I hate the idea of missing our shot, J.”

      “But you’re tired.”

      He expelled a weary sigh. “I am. I haven’t told anyone yet, not even Elle, and there’s always a chance I’ll have a change of heart. But I’m ninety-five percent certain I won’t be on the roster next season.”

      My heart heaved. We had faced off against each other on opposing teams, had even skated together during two All-Star games. Playing on the same side when it counted would have been awesome, but I couldn’t begrudge him this decision. He wanted to spend more time with his wife, watch Tilly grow up, and enjoy his grandmother’s twilight years (not that Aurora was going anywhere. That dame would outlast us all).

      “Would have loved to do this with you, brother. But I’ll take all the advice you can give me.”

      Theo snorted. “Oh yeah? You stopped wanting my advice the minute you hit NCAA.”

      “Yeah, but now you’re an elder statesman. Old as fuck and twice as wise.”

      Theo sputtered a mouthful of beer. “You little shit.”

      My grin did its best to paper over the crack in my heart. The years were getting away from us and I wondered if all those things I wanted were still within reach.

      Or if I deserved them at all.
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        Franky

      

      

      

      My MacBook’s computer screen shifted to reveal the smooth-featured face of a baby.

      “And hello to my favorite niece.”

      My sister pulled Emily back from the screen and set her down, probably in a playpen where she could crawl around with her twin brother Henry at their home in Manhattan. The names were a nod to my sister’s favorite romance author.

      “How did you know?”

      “Did you think putting her in a blue onesie was going to fool me?” As if that so-called gender signifier, a relatively recent cultural construct in fact, could fool me about which of my sister’s twins were on screen.

      “It duped Dan. He picked her up and had an in-depth conversation about boy things before I fessed up.”

      “Probably good that Emily is receiving the same treatment from her father, even if it is accidental.”

      Cat laughed. “Don’t worry. Between you, Violet, and our uber-successful aunts, my daughter will have no issues recognizing that girls rule the world.”

      True. Since Cat and I came to live with my dad and the love of his life, Violet, we had become fully immersed in the Chicago Rebels world where the Chase sisters owned the franchise and made the major decisions. The male players were largely pawns on the chessboard controlled by these powerful women. They could hire, fire, trade, or bench them at their whim.

      Emily and Henry would grow up in a world with strong female role models, and I hoped to do my part. What else could the eccentric aunt provide?

      “Could I say hello to Henry?”

      “Of course!”

      Cat lifted her son into her lap. “Look, buddy! It’s your aunt Franky, the smartest woman you’re ever likely to meet.”

      “I’m sure he’ll eventually meet someone smarter.”

      My sister grinned. “For now, you are the smartest. Henry, did you know your aunt is a world-famous malacologist? What’s that, you ask? Oh, she studies snails and slugs for a living. And she writes articles and gives lectures at Lakeshore University in Chicago. And she should be running her own department, but some man came in and stole her job.” She kissed the top of her son’s head. “Don’t be that guy, buddy.”

      I could feel my face forming a frown, one that my mother would have despaired of because it made me “undateable.”

      “It might be a little early to project the woes of academia’s gender gap on my nephew.”

      “The earlier the better, I say.” She raised her son’s hand in a wave, and I committed to memory the sight of his chubby fist and soft, dark curls—a little more reddish in hue than his sister, which is how I could tell the difference—before he left to join Emily off-screen.

      Cat turned back to me. “So, has he started yet?”

      The “he” was Dr. Marcus Bilson. After a year-long process to find a new chair for the Biology Department at Lakeshore University, the selection committee had decided to hire an outside candidate. Someone with less teaching experience, a Y chromosome, a louder voice, and a sexier specialty: fruit flies. Malacologists, scientists like me who studied mollusks such as snails and slugs, were rather low on the academic specialty rung.

      “He has, but we have yet to schedule our first official meeting.” However, we had already met unofficially, which I neglected to mention to my sister. Dr. Bilson and I had, as they say, “history.” “Don’t worry too much about me not getting the job. Department heads end up pushing a lot of paper around. The research suffers, and while it might seem like the next logical step in my career path, this way I can continue contributing to the scholarship.”

      Or something else. I realized now that being passed over for the department head position might have been a blessing in disguise. I could devote myself to a new enterprise.

      Every time I saw my niece and nephew, or ran into any of the numerous Rebels kids, my heart boomed, my hormones went into overdrive, and a little voice inside my head chanted, “Want, want, want.” If I couldn’t be the “mother” of a department, perhaps I could be the real thing. At thirty-eight years old, I had left it late, but it wouldn’t be impossible. Cat was thirty-nine when she had the twins, and medical advances had progressed to the point that women in their forties were birthing children safely.

      Like all my projects, this one would require research and a sound methodology. I was a scientist, and I would approach it using a logical and reasoned rationale.

      Finding a suitable partner, a man who would want me and a child, would be an improbable task, if not impossible. I had considered hooking up with someone at a bar or online for a one-night stand, but the dubious ethics, not to mention my complete lack of game in attracting a mate, made me eliminate that option quickly.

      Which left a sperm donor, preferably a man who wanted no part of my or my baby’s life. This way, I could control for as many variables as possible. For the last ten months, I had been gathering data on likely candidates and had drawn up a shortlist. I had undergone a physical checkup and investigated hormone treatments to stimulate ovulation. Other than my age, there was no reason why I couldn’t get pregnant.

      I just needed the male genetic material. Quickly.

      “Franky? Hello?”

      “What? Oh, sorry.”

      My sister shook her head. “Dreaming about some slug, I suppose.”

      For once, no. I wanted to tell her about my plan, but it was too soon. I was also concerned about people judging me for traveling such an untraditional route to making a family.

      “What were you saying while my mind was elsewhere?”

      Cat gave me an indulgent look. She was well-used to me spacing out during a conversation.

      “Just that I talked to Mom yesterday. I think she and Xavier are having problems.”

      Xavier was my mother’s third husband, and the one who had lasted the longest. Before I could comment, Cat went on. “I know you’ve set boundaries with her—in fact, she’s constantly talking about them as if they’re the strangest thing in the world. ‘Why would my little girl not want to be in my life?’ But I just wanted you to know that she does ask about you.”

      “Let me guess. She’s worried I don’t have a husband. Or that I’ll never find one. Or that I’ll die alone.”

      Cat grimaced. “All of the above?”

      I hadn’t gone full non-contact with my mother. We still texted on occasion, checked in at holidays and birthdays, and kept things civil. But after therapy in my late teens and early twenties, I recognized that my mother’s narcissism was unlikely to change and that my mental well-being was healthier without her needling criticism.

      Cat had a different relationship with her, one that had mellowed with her marriage and the arrival of the twins. My older sister had trod a more conventional path, one my mother saw as valid and worthy. From a vanity standpoint, Mom hated that she was a grandmother, but she also saw it as an opportunity to wield the influence she had lost over us when she gave up custody all those years ago.

      “You can tell her that I’m happy with my scholarly pursuits and my mission to become the best aunt ever.”

      As for my plans to become a mother, I would keep those to myself for now. But I already had an idea for how to obtain the sperm I would need.

      Or rather “the who.”
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      One of the nicer things about being back in Chicago was the fact I was never short of a dinner invite. Someone was always cooking, and there was usually a spare seat at the table. With my brother Sean in town, visiting from Boston where he lived—or, according to him, where I’d abandoned him—we found ourselves at the apartment of my niece, Adeline, and her roommate, Rosie, for tacos and margaritas.

      Indulging in good food, good company, and strong margaritas—so much so that I limited myself to a couple of sips because I was driving and planned to hit the gym early tomorrow—I regaled the group with gossipy tales about my Boston Cougars teammates while my friend and agent Lauren added colorful “confidential” commentary that had the other guests throwing out wild guesses about who she was talking about.

      Meanwhile, there was an undercurrent between my nephew Hatch and another dinner guest, Summer Landry. She had ditched her fiancé, Chicago Rebels player Dash Carter, at the altar a couple of weeks ago, then went AWOL until she showed up a week back. I had recently learned that Hatchling came to her rescue outside the church and squirreled her away to the family’s vacation home in Saugatuck. Now they were pretending not to know each other, a complete shit show in the making.

      But I didn’t have time to deal with that—or enjoy it—because a different kind of hellscape was on the horizon. About halfway through dinner, we were joined by another guest.

      Rosie’s stepsister, Franky St. James.

      We typically crossed paths a couple of times a year, not that we had anything to say to each other after a twenty-plus-year and counting acquaintance. Even the fact she was close to Sean had done little to change our viewpoints. She was still an intolerable know-it-all, and I was still the guy she thought was no better than shit on her shoe.

      “Hey, sis!” Rosie jumped up to hug her. “Are you hungry?”

      “Starving.”

      “We were just about to make another pitcher of margaritas,” Addy said. “You in?”

      “Not for me. I’ll just stick with water.”

      Franky hadn’t changed much; everything about her was still calculated to annoy me. Denim blue eyes, typically narrowed in disdain behind her glasses; a chin set stubbornly to emphasize whatever insulting point she had to make; dark hair, usually in some messy bundle on top of her head. That tumbled-out-of-bed rumpus said she had much more important things to be doing than worrying about her appearance. Which I supposed pointed to independence and a fondness of going against the grain.

      Or maybe she just didn’t give a flying fuck what anyone thought of her.

      Today she wore a Lakeshore University sweatshirt—that was where she indoctrinated the youth—over rolled up jeans along with librarian glasses, the bridge wrapped in blue duct tape. The real egghead professor stereotype.

      She looked around the table. “I thought Sean was here?”

      “He’s in the kitchen on a work call,” Hatch said. “How was the slug hunt?” Sean had mentioned earlier that Franky was doing some field research nearby and would be stopping here afterwards.

      I had never thought her eyes interesting, but how they glittered when her research was mentioned was surprisingly appealing. But then I usually appreciated people who dug their work, even when my comprehension of said work was sub-zero.

      “Very productive, though in fact, I was looking for snails. Viviparinae Gray to be exact. They’re usually found in colder waters of the north but have started to migrate to the lower parts of the Great Lakes and associated waterways.”

      “Sounds like a wild time,” I said, annoyed at how that sparkle in her eyes had drawn me in.

      And here we go. I got the standard Franky St. James sneer before she dismissed me with a look down her nose. Catching Hatch’s gaze, I saw his surprise at her reaction, or maybe it was surprise at my own. Why the hell did I care about her stupid snails?

      Rosie set a plate down before her with a glass of water. Franky picked up her taco with slender hands and looked over the group.

      “Have I missed the discussion about Summer’s sprint from the church?”

      Summer avoided looking at Hatch. Far too obvious, kids.

      “We haven’t really discussed it except in surface terms,” she said.

      “You made the right call. Dash Carter’s as spineless as a gastropod.” Around her chewing, Franky added, “Slug humor.”

      Rosie laughed. “Tell us how you really feel.”

      She sipped from her water glass and, surprise-fucking-surprise, proceeded to weigh in. “I once overheard him telling someone at a Rebels fundraiser that he couldn’t make a donation because his mother took care of the family’s gift-giving.”

      “Damning stuff,” I said, barely repressing an eye roll.

      Franky stared and held my gaze directly. Some weird, fucked-up part of me was thrilled that I had her attention.

      “You might think that a meaningless anecdote, but it reflects a negative personality trait that no woman wants in a prospective mate. A man who exhibits that sort of selfishness of spirit is not worth a woman’s time. I only wish I’d told you sooner, Summer.”

      Summer was hiding a smile. “Not sure I would have drawn the same conclusion from that, but there were plenty of other red flags I ignored.”

      Franky went on. “I imagine he would have provided good genetic material for your children, though. Sometimes that’s all you need, especially when we’re talking about athletes.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Franky speared me with a look over her glasses, which had slipped down her nose as she ate. “Only that athletes aren’t the most evolved people on the planet.”

      Oh no she didn’t. I couldn’t believe she was shoveling this shit in a roomful of athletes and their relatives. Before I could give her a piece of my mind, Hatch jumped in.

      “Your dad’s an athlete, Franky.”

      Only one of my favorite players. Legendary center, Bren St. James, had overcome a turbulent personal life and inner demons to win the Cup almost thirty years ago with the Chicago Rebels. That year was a banner one: a Finals win, a team legacy established, and marriages for all the owners to players on the team. I had watched that series over and over as a kid.

      Franky considered Hatch’s statement. “My dad excepted. And Uncle Remy, who is probably the most evolved man I’ve ever met. Uncle Vadim is up there, too, though it took him a while. Russians are tough nuts and Aunt Isobel had to work hard to crack him. The rest of them? Idiots.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I muttered.

      “I think several of us have a different view of athletes, Franky,” Addy said with a smile.

      “Well, you already have proof that Lars can produce a healthy child, so you can check that off the list. And I assume he has other positives that prove he’s worth your time. After all, you overcame several obstacles to get your happy-ever-after.”

      Last year, my new Rebels teammate Lars Nyquist had found out he was father to cute-as-a-button Mabel after a one-night stand, and had hired my niece Adeline to be his nanny—which had led to where you’d think it would. Now he stared at Franky and who could blame him? This woman was an acquired taste. After twenty-plus years, I still hadn’t acquired it, and I hoped to God I never did.

      Rosie was about the only person in the room not offended by her stepsister’s absurd opinions. “All those hurdles definitely make it worth the effort, I’d say.”

      I had plenty to say about that but kept my lips zipped. Most of the people at this table were younger than me and had yet to develop my level of cynicism when it came to relationships. I wouldn’t be the one to disabuse them of the hearts-and-flowers romanticism of it all. They’d find out soon enough.
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      “You want me to do what?”

      I had expected this would go smoother. What I was asking of one of my closest friends was a rather basic request.

      Give me this thing you have no need for, something you produce, often involuntarily, and dispose of every day.

      Assuming a healthy male with an average sex drive, his sperm was constantly renewing and regular ejaculation helped to prevent prostate cancer. All I was asking was that Sean Isner, my friend of many years, consider his health and donate some of that product instead of flushing it down the shower drain or balling it up in a tissue.

      Basic.

      But Sean was not greeting my request with logic—given his job as a director of technology for a bank in Boston, I had hoped for better. As he was visiting his Chicago-based family for a couple of days, asking in person had seemed like the appropriate way to handle this. Phone conversations contained too many pauses and the inability to assess body language or facial cues. Texts were no better, though I did like the idea that I could have written something. Planned the wording.

      Perhaps I hadn’t made it clear enough that I wanted nothing more than his genetic material.

      “I would just need a specimen, Sean.” Still confused, apparently. “To make a baby.”

      The mention of “a baby” seemed to wake him up from his stupor, transforming his expression from vacuous blankness to a darker disquiet.

      “You want a baby? With me?”

      “Not with you. That’s the point. You would not be obligated beyond the contribution of your sperm. I already have a contract drawn up that would absolve you of any further responsibility. No child support, parental visits, Christmas presents … I would be raising the offspring myself and wouldn’t need a man by my side.”

      Rather than shine light on the matter, my breakdown of the facts only seemed to confuse him further. Giving him a moment to adjust, I caught my reflection in the bathroom mirror. Messy hair piled high; a Lakeshore U sweatshirt over jeans; fetching blue duct-taped glasses (broken during a recent field trip to the shores of Lake Michigan in search of a different kind of specimen, a Bithynia tentaculate, also known as a mud snail). Should I have dressed more formally for the occasion?

      Or perhaps I had chosen the wrong venue for this kind of discussion. But Rosie had said Sean was leaving for Boston tomorrow, a day earlier than I’d assumed, so I’d hightailed it over to her apartment at her dinner invite—tacos, my favorite—and hadn’t even had time to change or drop off my specimens at the university lab.

      I took a quick look at them now. One of them, a Viviparus georgianus, also known as a mystery banded snail, hadn’t moved very far. It was still sitting in the corner of my sister’s bathtub, contemplating its new surroundings. The other, slightly smaller specimen had attached itself to the shower curtain, leaving a trail of mucin—snail slime—as it inched along, looking for an escape.

      Not unlike how Sean looked now.

      “Franky,” he said, sounding a touch exasperated. Probably because we were discussing something important and my attention was diverted by my work. Story of my life.

      “Yes?”

      “Why now? And why me?”

      I’d already explained it to Rosie and her roommate Summer a few minutes ago in the kitchen. The clock, in common parlance, was ticking. More like booming, a bomb about to explode, where the resulting rubble was a childless future. I had spent the last month making plans and prioritizing my list of candidates.

      Sean was at the top of it. He met all my requirements: intelligent, healthy, and unattached. I had a few other criteria, but those were the primary ones. My method was largely scientific, except for one fuzzier variable.

      Many of the candidates on my list were hockey players. I knew this world and the people in it, which might seem strange for a woman with my professional interests. Not that I straddled both worlds seamlessly, but my family and friend connections did widen the candidate pool.

      After years of studying the hockey player species, I had concluded that they were either hopelessly devoted to one woman (or man) or exceedingly promiscuous. That latter category interested me most, but I was also concerned that they would think I was after their fame or wealth. That I’d be viewed as weird, desperate, or unworthy of a pro-athlete’s genetic waste product.

      Enter the other category on my list: friends and colleagues. My peers. Sean was smart, well-adjusted, and possessed of exactly the kind of temperament I would like to pass on to my child. I had assumed that temperament would be more open to my request.

      “I want a child, Sean. I’m at the stage of my life where I crave a certain fulfillment that I can’t get from work or friends or my cats.” Apologies, Beaker and Bunsen, you know I love you. “I would like to be a mother and my options for the more traditional route—meet someone, date someone, connect with someone—are limited and becoming more so each day.”

      His expression softened. “It’s kind of out there.”

      Was it? In this day and age, with women carving their own paths and wielding more economic and social power than ever before, was it so unusual? But then women’s rights, especially reproductive ones, had done an about-face in the last few years. So-called “traditional values” allied with my least favorite mis-prefixed word, misogyny, meant that people often looked at more unorthodox journeys to parenthood with a certain slitty-eyed judgment.

      Perhaps he needed more information.

      “We wouldn’t have to engage in sexual intercourse. This would be a purely transactional endeavor with no intimacy required. I would need to be present, of course—” At his horrified look, I quickly clarified. “In another room. Ready to receive the specimen.”

      Apparently that level of detail was a bridge too far.

      “Franky, I can’t do it. I’m sorry.”

      Disappointment wrenched my gut. I had laid out my case, and this was not the kind of ask that improved with repeating. I had been so sure he would want to help, but evidently, there were limits to our friendship.

      “Okay, thanks for listening.”

      He took a step forward, as if to hug me. We weren’t really huggers, and I’d prefer not to start now. Instead, I backed away, my spine slamming into the doorknob, then quickly turned and staggered out. Failed before I had shot out of the blocks.

      The hallway was not empty.

      Jason Isner stood in a casual lean against the wall, making no secret of his interest in his older brother’s personal life. My personal life.

      Both brothers were tall, dark, and green-eyed, but that was where the similarities ended. Where Sean was kind, empathetic, and warmhearted, Jason was … pardon my French, a dick. Recently traded to the Chicago Rebels, my dad’s old team, he had started popping up in places I usually considered safe from his brand of jockery (definition: mockery from a boorish athlete-type). My local coffee shop, the bar I occasionally frequented with my sister and friends, and now a dinner party.

      The years had not brought us closer; if anything, they had entrenched our mutual dislike. But usually I felt on solid, intellectually superior ground around him. Not today. Now he was seeing me at my lowest point.

      “Eavesdropping?” I snapped.

      “Walls are pretty thin here.” He pushed off from one of those supposedly thin walls and moved in closer. Another thing I didn’t like about him was how he used his physicality to take up all the room and oxygen. So greedy.

      “So you thought you’d listen in on a private conversation?”

      “I thought I’d look out for my brother. Or maybe you think I’m too stupid to know how to do that.”

      Still peeved about my earlier comments, then.

      “I don’t think you’re stupid, Jason. But I do think you’re emotionally stunted.”

      He moved closer, bringing all six feet and change to bear as he loomed over my five-foot-five frame. As I wasn’t interested in getting a crick in my neck looking up at him, I focused on his throat. Thick, strong, muscled, tanned … the typical throat of a man who spent far too much time in the gym.

      He spoke to the top of my head. “Well, good thing you won’t be relying on me to be the best uncle to your kid. As they say, ‘Bullet. Dodged.’”

      Of course, all he could see was his brother’s lucky escape, never mind the pain Sean’s rejection had caused me. Tears threatened, but I hadn’t cried in close to thirty years and I sure as hell would not be giving Jason Isner the satisfaction of witnessing my breakdown. I needed to get out of here, but I refused to allow him the last word.

      “And there you go, proving my point.”

      And then I crashed through the apartment’s front door before he could get another volley off.
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      The audacity.

      I was still fuming as I pulled out of the parking space just outside Rosie and Addy’s apartment in downtown Riverbrook. How in the hell did Franky St. James think asking a guy to donate his sperm was a good idea?

      First, friends didn’t ask friends for baby batter.

      Second, couldn’t she have found a boyfriend to do this important task?

      Third, failing that, surely there were clinics for this sort of thing.

      I had assumed that as a scientist, she’d be all over the test tube, baby-in-a-lab option. A total egghead, this woman usually had her nose buried in a book or a slug lair (or whatever you called a crib for slimy creatures), occasionally looking up to pronounce judgment on vapid, no-brained, muscle-bound lugs who could barely string a sentence together. So sometimes I did have trouble getting words out around her because the rare times we intersected, she insisted on goading me.

      But I had no problem using my words when it came to protecting Sean.

      My brother was a nice guy—too nice—and despite being two years older than me, I had always had to look out for him. Duty of a jock with the family nerd. Thankfully he’d said no to her absurd request, but Franky was strong-willed. She was probably thinking up ways to make him come around.

      That would not be happening. A kid with no dad in the picture? Not a chance.

      I was still muttering to myself about this crazy situation when I spotted the woman herself. She was walking along the street, in that way people had when they had places to be and people to see, her topknot bouncing, her long stride purposeful and angry. As I drew closer, she stopped, fisted her hips, and looked up to the sky. I doubted she was asking God for guidance. Most scientists didn’t believe in a higher power, so maybe she was trying to calculate meaning in the stars. One thing was obvious: she was hurting. She really wanted this, and my brother had let her down.

      Don’t go feeling sorry for her. Sean had done the right thing.

      Rolling the car to a stop, I lowered the window. “You okay?”

      Her mouth curled in a sneer, like I was some sleazy curb crawler looking to pick up a pretty girl.

      “Why would I not be okay?”

      “Because you’re standing on the sidewalk, five blocks from your sister’s house, after you walked out in a huff. You look annoyed.”

      “That’s your learned conclusion?”

      Learned. She never resisted an opportunity to make jabs about my intelligence.

      “Just something my dumb jock brain picked up on. You need a ride somewhere?”

      “No. My car’s back at Rosie’s.”

      So she was walking off her annoyance. I used a rink for that myself, but civilians had to make do with other methods.

      “I’ll ask again. You okay?”

      “I—” She inhaled a short breath. “I will be. This is just a minor setback.”

      So not going to give up, which meant Sean was still in the line of fire. An outside observer might say this was none of my business, but my brother’s welfare mattered to me. Fathering a child that you would never see was not good for anyone in this situation. Ask me how I know.

      “What’s your plan then?”

      “Like it’s any of your business.” She continued walking.

      She was right, except for the Sean aspect. That made it my business.

      I drove about a block until I spied a parking spot. By the time she drew even, I was rocking a casual lean against my car.

      She stopped before me. “I assume you’re being protective of Sean.”

      Okay, she got it. That was exactly why I was taking time out of my busy evening to speak to her.

      “I don’t want to see him taken for a ride.”

      “And you think asking him for a no-strings cupful of sperm is taking advantage?”

      No strings. Sure. “What if he agrees, then changes his mind about wanting to see his kid?”

      She seemed to be turning that over in her mind. One thing I’d say about Franky St. James: watching her think was fascinating. She lived inside her head, working shit out about science and biology and slugs and snails. Not that I cared for the subject matter, but the thought process she applied to her problems made her interesting while she did it.

      “I’m happy to amend the contract that way, if that’s what he wants.” She moved closer to me, her face animated. Kind of … pretty. “I had assumed he would be uninterested in any future connection, but it might be good for the child to have a father figure. However, it could be complicated by—” Breaking off, she shook her head.

      “Complicated by what?”

      “If there was another man in my life after the child was born. But that’s unlikely. A slim probability, but even so, we could factor it into our agreement.” She jerked out of her reverie. “Did Sean say that was an issue? Did I go too hard on the no-obligation aspect?”

      Shit. Here I was giving her hope. “No, he didn’t say that. I barely spoke with him about it. He’s not interested.”

      She fisted her hips. “Then why are you even here? I thought you were part of a forward advance to begin negotiations.”

      “I’m here to warn you off from trying again with him. He’s pretty persuadable and once he gets over the initial shock, he might come around.”

      She folded her arms over the Lakeshore University logo on her sweatshirt. It pushed up her breasts, though I had to imagine what they might look like under all that thicker fabric. For a brief moment, I was taken back to my teen years when this woman’s chest fascinated me.

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah, really. You’ll start blinding him with logic when really you can’t apply facts and figures and scientific method to this. We’re talking about a baby.”

      “Is that what we’re talking about?” Said in her droll “you’re an idiot” voice. God, she was the worst.

      “You can’t treat this like a science experiment.”

      She snorted. “You know nothing about it. Neither do you need to worry about your precious brother. I heard him the first time, and I won’t be bothering him about it again. I’ll just move on to the next candidate.”

      “You mean you don’t even care who you get this donation from?”

      “Oh, I care greatly. That’s why I’ve created a list of viable candidates with pros and cons. Scientific, but not an experiment, okay? This is real life, a real baby, and I want to give him or her the best possible start in life. That starts with researching likely donors and doing my due diligence.”

      A list? And Sean was a top contender? Not saying my brother wasn’t a good option, but surely Franky could call on any number of academic types. People who viewed the business of having a baby as an intellectual exercise rather than an instinctive one.

      Now who’s tarring a whole group with the same brush?

      “How many other people have you asked?”

      “Sean was the first, but now I realize I need a script. Something to keep me on track so I don’t get flustered.”

      Never mind that, though her blunt honesty was refreshing. “Who else is on this list?”

      Her mouth ticked up at the corner. Not so humorless after all.

      “Wondering if there are any … hockey players on it?”

      I was now.

      Franky might be a brainiac, but she also had connections in the hockey world. She knew all the players and their families and could likely produce a list of contenders at the drop of a hat.

      If she could get over the fact they were all idiots.

      “Are there?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      I shrugged, though my shoulder felt stiff. “Don’t care, really.”

      “Well, there are. But if I go that route, I’ll need to snag one before he gets scooped up. Lars would have been ideal, but now he’s with Adeline …” She trailed off, musing on missed opportunities. “There are issues with using a pro-athlete’s sperm, though. The older ones have often been hit with paternity suits and tend to be more cautious about this kind of thing. The younger ones—well, I have concerns about choosing someone too young. The ick factor as well as their underdeveloped brains. That would be taking advantage. So the candidates need to be thirty plus, with a healthy history, and of course, willing.”

      She looked up, appearing somewhat surprised that I was still here. She had gone off into her own world as she outlined her criteria. I suspected her monologue had less to do with providing me with the details and more to do with her need to work it all out in her head. “I’d say I have eight candidates from the hockey world and seven from other areas. Academics and colleagues.”

      Fifteen saps who had no idea what was coming.

      “You already have this list?”

      “Of course.” Pausing a moment, she studied me. “You’re on it.”

      And here we are. I wondered why she had even stuck around to talk to me. There was no good reason for her to listen to a word I said, but if she wanted something that only a man could provide …

      “Right.”

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “Oh, I believe you. You might think hockey players are brainless spunk machines, but if you’re not going to go with a sperm bank—why aren’t you doing that?”

      “The donors lie all the time. I’d rather do my own background checks.”

      Of course she would. “So hockey players might be as dumb as pucks, but they are generally healthy specimens, which seems to be more important to you. That means someone like me is going to meet all your criteria. Age, relationship status, health.”

      I was curious about how she might try to persuade me. The idea gave me a thrill, to be honest. Not being her baby daddy but that she would have to ask me. Beg. Maybe on her knees with those blue-gray eyes pleading, her ruby-red lips in a pout, her pink tongue darting out nervously to wet them … So desperate to be a mom that she would tap a guy she didn’t even like to give her the goods.

      “Not all.”

      “Oh yeah? In which category don’t I measure up?”

      She moved in closer, like she needed to tell me a secret. Her breath was soft against my neck. The scent of her shampoo filled my nostrils, something floral and sexy.

      “The asshole one.”

      “Come again?”

      “While having a strong liking for the candidate isn’t absolutely necessary, I draw the line at choosing an asshole to be the sperm donor for my child.”

      And then she walked away, leaving me fumbling for a response.
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