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Chapter 1 - The life plan
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Addison 'Addy' Violet Fairburn

––––––––
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I know what I want from life. In fact, I have it all planned out. And right about now, it’s time for me to meet the guy I’m going to marry. A good guy from a good family. Someone ambitious. Someone who wants what I want. Stability and safety. And I might meet him tonight.

I run through my mental checklist one more time. Phone, cash, lip gloss, hair tie, tampons, gum, sunscreen, hand sanitizer, and a small pack of wet wipes. I contemplate leaving the sunscreen since I probably won’t reapply during the date, but it’s already in my purse, and I’d rather have it with me. Just in case.

Outside my room, there’s house drama going on. Not that I’d expect anything less. With twenty-three women living in the same house, you can’t expect everyone to always get along.

Nyla just stopped by to update me. Apparently, one of the sophomores, Penny, slept with Sarah’s boyfriend. Sarah is a junior, and she’s been with her boyfriend for as long as I can remember. There’s no way Penny didn’t know.

Even with the door closed, I can make out the shouts demanding that Penny should be kicked out.

I adjust a strand of my blonde hair and use a second mirror to check the back. I’ve worked meticulously to perfect the large waves and get them to hold while looking natural. They reach a bit further than my collarbone, and I lift them carefully out of the way when I place the strap of my purse on my shoulder.

There’s more shouting outside, and I think someone’s crying. I sigh, but still ignore it. If they can’t solve the issue between the two of them, I’m sure it will be brought up at a meeting.

With a last look in the mirror, I smile at my appearance. The soft blue sweater and short, pleated skirt are so me. It’s a good thing I like my legs.

I leave the relative safety of my room just as I hear Olivia’s stern voice from downstairs. As Recruitment Chair and New Member Educator, she’s got her hands full. She’s not afraid of scolding people when they interfere with her duties. And I’m pretty sure she’s showing some pledges around tonight. I can’t imagine how mad she is if the first thing that greeted them was house drama.

As I walk down the stairs, I see a group of slightly apprehensive, but mostly curious, young women peering into the living room.

I steel myself and push past them.

Olivia has her fists on her sides and is staring at Penny and Sarah. Penny is a year younger than us and is already crying quietly. Sarah is the same age as us, and even through her sheepishness, I can sense the anger radiating from her.

Several other sisters are gathered around, and I see Nyla and Syd in a corner, clearly enjoying the free entertainment. The only thing missing is the popcorn.

“Well?” Liv says. “You’ve already made us look like some real housewives, or whatever. Are you going to show them that you can act mature?”

Penny sniffles and turns to Sarah. “I’d... I’d like to apologize for what I did. It was stupid and wrong. I shouldn’t have slept with him.”

Sarah looks ready to explode, but she fakes a smile and glares at Penny. “Apology accepted,” she says between clenched teeth. “Now, if you'll excuse me, I have to go end a relationship I’ve been in for four years.” She shouts the last couple of words, but I don’t think anyone is surprised she’s angry.

She stalks out of the room, and the pledges hurry to make a path for her.

“Wow,” I mouth to Liv. “Think they can get over it?”

Sarah lowers her head and moves past the pledges while wiping her tears.

Liv sighs. “Not my problem.” She speaks in a low voice so the pledges won’t hear. “And I honestly don’t care. But fighting in front of pledges is a bad look.”

“True,” I say and glance at them.

“Ladies,” Liv gestures for them all to come into the living room. “As you can see, there’s never a dull moment while living here in the Beta Delta Pi house.” She smiles as if it was all part of the tour. “Now, I’d like you to meet Addison Fairburn. Addison is a true role model, with her perfect grades and exceptional organizational skills. She is pre-law, and we all expect to be very proud of her. Aside from her many duties here with us, she also volunteers at the tutor center. Addy, would you like to say a few words?”

“Of course,” I glare at my supposed friend. “Thank you, Olivia.” I turn to the crowd. “It’s an exciting time for you, and I’m so happy you’ve chosen Beta Delta Pi. We truly have a community of women who care for each other here. The occasional interpersonal drama notwithstanding.” I smile, and they laugh carefully. “Being part of a sorority brings with it a lot of advantages. Aside from the daily camaraderie, we are part of a vast network of powerful women in every aspect of life. Many former Beta Delta Pi members are successful business owners, lawyers, politicians and scientists. By joining us, you’ve unlocked a well of knowledge and power that can help further your own careers. In short, you’ve made an excellent choice. Welcome to Beta Delta Pi.”

There is tentative applause, and I smile my politest smile.

“Fuck, but you know how to speak to an audience,” Olivia says quietly, and I glare at her again before she gets more ideas.

“I should go,” I say. “I’ll see you in a bit?”

Olivia nods. “I’ll be there to dissect all of his moves.”

“Good luck with the tour.”

“Have fun on your date,” Olivia says as I leave the living room and hurry to the front door before more drama reels me in.

I step out onto Greek Row and turn toward campus. River University spans a large area of Whitestone, the affluent part of the city near the lake. There are more trees here than there are in the rest of the city combined. With the exception of Oakvale to the north, which is where the rich live in large mansions with large gardens.

At the other end of Greek Row are the stables. Since River started offering equestrian classes, several of the richer students have brought their own horses. And the stables are now a sprawling complex with paddocks and fields and several buildings and full-time staff aside from the teachers. Many of the women in Beta Delta Pi ride in their spare time. I’ve never taken to it.

I walk past several frat houses before I arrive at the admin building where the tutor center is. I enter the familiar rooms, and as expected, Malcolm is sitting at his desk out front.

“Hi, Malcolm,” I say and wait for him to finish up what he’s typing.

“Hmm,” he says and squints at the screen for a bit. Malcolm is a tall, lanky guy with red hair and no fashion sense. He looks like he buys all his clothes in multipacks. But he’s good at what he does and keeps us all organized.

“Right,” he says and looks up as if he’s surprised to see me still standing there. “Hi, Addy. What’s up?”

“I just came by to ask if you have that special assignment set up for me.”

“Right.” He turns back to his computer. “You know, you didn’t have to set it up like this.”

“I didn’t,” I say calmly. “My dad did. It’s a favor to a friend of his. Besides, I don’t mind.”

A few days ago, my dad called me. He hardly ever calls, so I immediately knew it was important. Apparently, he took on some new clients, and they mentioned their son was transferring to River. My dad was not forthcoming with details, but I understood there had been some kind of scandal and he had been asked to leave his previous college.

I’ve spent my entire life making sure my parents are proud of me, so I’m not surprised my name came up in the conversation. But after some talk, it somehow got decided that I should tutor this new kid in Business Statistics and Analysis.

“Here we go.” Malcolm finds what he’s looking for and prints out the info. “He should be arriving tomorrow, and here are the times that have been set up to fit with his schedule. Here’s his phone number and email. I wonder why he transferred so early in the year?”

“Thanks,” I say and take the info. I ignore his curiosity and walk past him into the center. There are walls of green, leafy plants dividing the large room into more private sections. I have my own desk with a few drawers and a whiteboard that also helps section the area off. It almost feels like a real office.

I look over the information and take a photo of it to have on my phone. Then, I unlock my drawers and file the paper away in the folder I set up for this guy. I quickly make sure everything is still as I like it and lock the drawers.

A quick glance at my phone tells me it’s time to head over to Muddy Banks, the coffee shop with the best lattes. And a decent place for a first date.

The air is still warm, and I enjoy the short walk. My parents offered to get me a car, but everything I need is within walking distance. If I ever need anything from further away, I either borrow a car or call for a driver. It seems a lot easier to me than to have to worry about parking and gas and all of that.

“Addy?” a cute boy asks as I approach the coffee shop.

“Hi,” I hold out a hand. “You must be Tobias.”

“That, I must.” He smiles and shakes my hand.

Tobias Townsend is, as it has been described to me, an eligible bachelor from Chi Delta Psi. He saw me at some function or other and asked around about me. Word eventually reached Heather, our sorority president, and she encouraged me to go on a date with him. And who am I to say no to the president of Beta Delta Pi?

And also, meeting my future husband is part of my life plan. And this guy might be a contender.

“Shall we get some coffee?” He holds the door open for me, and as I pass him, I notice he smells nice. A bit generic, but at least it’s not bad. He’s also dressed nicely in a blue shirt and beige pants. We almost match. I cringe a bit at the thought and hurry to the counter to order.

As it turns out, Tobias is the perfect candidate. He’s polite and pleasant. He asks me questions as much as he talks about himself, and we seem to be on the same path. It doesn’t take long before I hear about his plans to graduate and follow in his father’s footsteps and become a successful business magnate.

Everything is going well, if a bit boring, until he starts talking about taking a year off and traveling to India. I keep my smile polite, but that’s instantly a red flag for me. Finding yourself is fine, but a whole year? There’s no time for that in my plan.

Maybe he notices that I’ve mentally checked out, because we finish our coffees and there’s no mention of continuing the date.

“Can I drive you home?” he asks as we leave the coffee shop.

“That won’t be necessary,” I say with a smile. “I’m meeting a friend at the Parlor.”

“I’ll walk you, then.” He gives me no choice as he falls in line next to me and we start walking down the street.

The Malt Parlor is an exquisite fifties-style ice cream shop. It has a black-and-white checkered floor and red pleather booths. And it’s half a block away. I can literally see the entrance.

But it seems rude to refuse, so I walk next to Tobias and give him a smile.

A motorcycle drives past us and parks right outside the Parlor. There’s something alluring about motorcycles. I’ve always thought so. Maybe it’s the freedom they represent. Or the chaos.

The guy walking next to me is the complete opposite of the man that gets off the bike. He takes off his helmet and runs his fingers through his brown hair. It’s short on the sides, but long and unruly on the top. His leather jacket pulls back from the movement, and I spot tattoos under his tank top.

I swallow but can’t stop staring.

“Grey!” A pretty brunette runs out from the Parlor and throws herself in his arms. She reaches up to kiss him, but he turns his head away. She laughs as if it’s a joke.

“Come on,” he says and puts his hand on her butt.

“Not even one little kiss?” she says and pouts.

“I’ll let you kiss something later.”

I inhale at the innuendo and, with burning cheeks, I return my attention to the man at my side.

“Thank you so much for walking me,” I say, and really look at Tobias. He’s handsome in a traditional way. His entire appearance screams old money and good breeding. He’s exactly the kind of man I’m looking for. Maybe I should give him another chance? I can get over the traveling.

“Not a problem. I had a lovely time with you tonight.”

“Me too,” I say and wave at Liv, who is approaching us. “We should do it again sometime.”

There’s a flicker of surprise on his face before he schools it.

“I’d love that.”

“There you are,” Liv says as she comes up to us. “Is this your date?”

“Tobias, Olivia.” I introduce them to each other, and they shake hands.

“I’ll see you later, then,” Tobias says as he leaves.

“So?” Liv takes my arm as we go into the Parlor. “Is he the one?”

I sigh. “Probably not.”

We get in line, and I take out my phone.

“Why not? What’s wrong with him?”

There are a couple of people ahead of us, so I bring up the document I prepared and start filling it out.

“Well, nothing major. Let me see what the scorecard says. He ticks a lot of the boxes, but he wants to travel for a year before he starts working. You know how bad of a career move that is.”

“It’s not a horrible sin.”

“True. Overall...” I check my categories. “I’d say he scores a seventy-five.”

“Acceptable,” Olivia says.

“But not great.”

There’s a deep chuckle behind us, and I glance back. It’s the guy on the motorcycle. He leans in to the woman he wouldn’t kiss.

“Can you believe how stuck up these bitches are here? Who grades their date with a scorecard?”

“I’d never,” his date says.

“Do you mind?” I raise an eyebrow. “This is a private conversation.”

“You’re in public, princess. If it’s private, maybe you should keep it private?”

He tilts his head in challenge, and I feel hot anger rising.

“Or maybe you shouldn’t be listening in on others’ conversations?”

“You mean like you just did?”

The woman at his side tries to hug him, but he nonchalantly pushes away her arm.

“That’s different. I wasn’t talking about you.” I cross my arms in front of me.

“No, you were just scoring some guy who has no idea his every word and action is being graded.”

I’m used to people making fun of my plan and my organization. He’s going to have to do better if he wants to get to me.

“So? There’s nothing wrong with keeping things logical,” I say.

“Life isn’t logical. You can’t plan everything and make decisions off scorecards. Sometimes you just have to go with it.”

He takes a step closer and looks down at me. Fuck, he’s tall. I crane my neck to look up at him, refusing to back away. And what is that scent? Vanilla? Leather? Some kind of wood?

“Life is messy, princess,” he says quietly, and his deep voice burrows into me.

I do my best not to shiver.

“It doesn’t have to be messy,” I say weakly. I swallow and take a stand. “Life is what you make it.” Good, my voice is stronger. “And I refuse to leave things to random chance.”

“Oh, you’re missing out.” He smirks.

I feel a tug at my elbow. Confused, I look over. Liv is urging me on.

“We’re up,” she says. “And this is not a courtroom, so there’s no need to keep arguing. You have no case to win here.”

I turn away from the guy and try to focus on the list of ice cream flavors. Behind me, I hear his date complaining and wanting to go somewhere else. To my relief, he obliges her, and they leave.

“What was that?” Liv asks.

“Nothing,” I say. “I’ve just had it with people making fun of my plan.”

I scan the flavors like I always do. And like every other time I’ve been here, I order strawberry.
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Chapter 2 - Back on the ice
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Greyson 'Grey' Green

––––––––
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I pull up outside the arena and take off my helmet. I’ve played here a couple of times before, but I forgot how crappy this place is.

River U is a rich man’s school. The kids who go here are already millionaires. Their parents are some of the most influential in the country. Every other building is new and shiny with all the luxuries.

But somehow, that doesn’t extend to the hockey arena. Maybe the sport is too rough for the preppy fuckers.

A car pulls up, and four guys get out. They head inside while talking and laughing with each other. My teammates.

They barely glance in my direction, and I stare back. Fuck, I hate this. This fucking school, the arena, and the fucking hockey team. Who names themselves the Otters? Is it supposed to be cute? Nobody is intimidated by the River Otters.

My phone vibrates, and I sigh as I take it out and see who’s calling.

“Mom,” I say coldly.

“Greyson, I take it you made it to River alright?” She fails to sound interested.

“I’m at the arena as we speak.”

“Good, good. Well, I called to let you know your father and I arranged a tutor for you.”

“I don’t need a tutor.”

“Honestly, Greyson, if you don’t start taking some responsibility soon, I don’t know what’s going to become of you. We both know you were failing the business class. The one... What was it? Statistics?”

“Business Statistics and Analysis. And how do you know that? This is an invasion of privacy.”

“We know because you’re finally at a college where we have some influence.”

In the background, I hear my father’s voice.

“Tell him this is his last chance. If he doesn’t stay at River, we’re cutting him off.”

“Dalton, really?” Mom says.

“I mean it. I’ve had it with him embarrassing us all over the country. Last chance.”

Mom sighs. “Your father says-”

“I heard what he said.” I relax my grip on the phone before I accidentally crush it. “You could at least have chosen a college with a decent hockey team.”

“Hockey is the least of your worries, Greyson. Now, about this tutor-”

“I don’t need a tutor.”

“Greyson Green, I will not have you failing out of college after all the trouble your father and I went through to get you this spot. We have called in more favors than you can imagine. Now, you will meet with this tutor, and you will be nice to her. She is the daughter of our new lawyer, and we will not have you embarrass us again.”

I keep my mouth shut and take a few deep breaths. “Fine.”

“Good. And don’t even think about quitting.”

“I won’t,” I say through clenched teeth. “But would you really notice if I did?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Dad’s always working, and you’re always shopping. You have no idea what’s going on in my life.”

“We got you into River, didn’t we?”

I laugh. “Because it benefits you and your reputation. Not for my sake.”

There’s a beat of silence before she answers. “You need to stop this rudeness right now. Your behavior is very crass.”

“Right.”

I practice breathwork as Mom launches into another lecture. Everything is always my fault, according to them. They barely spoke to me until I got kicked out of Velout. And they didn’t even ask for my side of the story.

Not that it was much different from the story the dean’s daughter told. Except I didn’t seduce her like she claimed. She almost went as far as to say I forced myself on her. Almost. She did everything except say it outright. And when her father asked her, she denied it in a way that left some ambiguity. Hence, I was kicked out and had to come here.

All I want to do is play hockey. But of course, my parents would only agree to River University, with one of the crappiest hockey teams in the division. It fucking sucks.

“Mom, I really don’t need tutoring,” I interrupt her. “I can catch up on my own.”

My dad grabs the phone from her and growls down the line. “George Fairburn asked his daughter as a favor to us. Do you understand what that means? We are just starting this partnership, and you will not fuck up our business.”

“Dalton,” Mom scolds him. Probably for swearing, not for the way he’s talking to me.

“Listen carefully. If you don’t do this, I will wash my hands of you and cut you off. It’s high time for you to grow up.”

It always comes back to money with my parents. It’s as if they think money rules all.

“Fine,” I say. “Text me the details. I have to go now.”

I hang up before they say anything else and close my eyes. Another car arrives, and two more hockey players get out and enter the arena. One of them gives me a quick nod before they disappear inside.

I brace myself and follow them.

Last time I was here, I was in the visitors’ dressing room. Hopefully, the team’s areas are nicer.

But for now, I ignore the sounds of hockey players getting ready and head toward the ice.

It doesn’t take more than the chill in the air and the smell of hockey to dissipate most of my anger. River may suck at hockey, but at least I get to play.

The ice is shiny and new in front of me, and I see who must be the coach and assistant coach setting up some cones and preparing for some stick-handling training.

I take a look around and realize it’s the same ice for practice and for games. We’re surrounded by seats, and that familiar feeling of being at home creeps up on me.

“Greyson,” Coach Harris comes skating up to me.

“Coach.” I give him a nod, but he leaves the ice and holds out his hand.

“It’s good to have you onboard,” he says as he shakes my hand.

“Thanks.” I doubt he means it. My guess is that my parents somehow managed to bribe him to put me on the team. I just hope the rest of the guys don’t know about that.

“Listen,” he says as the other players start finding their way onto the ice. “I know this is all a bit rushed, and you just arrived here, so how about we just get on with it?”

“Sure,” I say.

“Peter,” he shouts at a man behind me.

Peter comes up to us holding some fresh blades.

“Greyson Green, Peter Barkley. Peter is the equipment manager. You were told about the new player, right?”

“Yup,” Peter says. “Sure was.”

“Good. Greyson, why don’t you go ahead and get the gear sorted? Peter will get you what you need, and once you’re all set up, come join us on the ice.”

“Sure.”

Peter tilts his head slightly as a sign to follow him. So I do.

“Didn’t know you were coming until a couple of days ago,” Peter says.

“Yeah, I got kicked out of Velout.”

“Velout has a lot of fancy gear. Lots of extras too. We don’t have that.”

“I figured.”

He takes me through corridors and down a set of stairs.

“I got most of your measurements,” he says as he opens a door to a large room where the first thing I see is several large washing machines. “But some you just got to try on.”

“Appreciate it,” I say. I learned a long time ago to play nice with the equipment manager. He’s the one who will be sharpening my skates and making sure I have extra sticks available. Without the equipment manager, the team would fall apart and never be ready on time.

There’s a small, messy office to the right, before the washing machines. Past them are a sewing machine and a workbench. On the right are several mobile shelves. The one that's open right now has a bunch of jerseys.

“Got most of your stuff here. Look it over.” Peter gestures to a table where he’s set out jerseys with my name and number, a couple of helmets, pads, and everything else needed from mouth guard to socks. As he turns the handle to move the shelves, I go through the items one by one and make sure they’re correct.

“I have a custom mouth guard,” I say.

“I’m still offering.” He’s moved the shelves so the skates are visible.

“Everything looks great,” I say. “You really did your research.”

“It’s my job.” He comes back with two pairs of skates. “Skates are harder, though.”

He gestures to a chair, and I sit down so I can try them on. It takes some time, but I find the skates that fit me the best.

We go through all the equipment, and he brings me to a wall of sticks where I quickly notice he’s stocked my preference. He hands me some tape and a water bottle, and I pack up all the gear I need for practice and head to the locker room to change.

Peter even follows me to let me know which stall is mine and how he sets up the gear for game nights.

I finally get changed and head toward the ice.

It’s strange being on a new team. Especially getting thrown into it like this. I’ve played them before, so I know at least a couple of them by sight. But now, we’re supposed to work together and get along, just like that.

Coach sees me coming and interrupts practice. He calls everyone over, and I stand there feeling like an idiot as they all look at me with curiosity.

“We have a late arrival,” he says. “I know most of you have heard of Greyson Green. If you haven’t, you have no business being on my ice. If you have, you know getting him on our team was an opportunity I couldn’t pass on.”

I snort to myself. More like he was forced to take me.

“I want you all to welcome him to the team. Now, let’s get back to it so he can break in his gear.”

One of the guys immediately skates up to me.

“Hey, I’m Vincent Banner. I’m the captain. Welcome to River.”

“Thanks.” I haven’t been given any instructions on what to do, so I start moving around and testing everything out.

“I remember playing you a while back,” Vincent goes on. “Shouldn’t you be on a better team?”

I shrug. “Doesn’t really matter what I want. I’m here now.”

Vincent nods slowly. “Right. Well, I hope you’ll like it here. We don’t have all the extravagant stuff other teams do, but all of us love hockey.”

“Great.” I take a breath. “I should warm up.”

“Yeah, of course.”

He goes back to what he was doing, and I start testing out the ice. As I look at the other players and their skill levels, I realize this is going to be a long year.
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Chapter 3 - Meeting the tutor
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Grey

––––––––
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The difference between the other buildings and the arena is staggering. I shake my head as I look up at Jefferson Hall.

The building oozes money. From the perfectly manicured lawn out front to the clean lines of the architecture.

Still in disbelief, I enter the large open lobby. It looks more like some fancy Fortune 500 company than a school. There’s even a cafe off to one side.

Also greeting me is a large sign with information about the different activities that take place here. I scan the list until I spot the tutor center. It’s just up a set of stairs with a large sign over the double doors. As if they had to make it as easy as possible for students to find. Maybe they did.

As I enter the doors, there’s the subtle scent of citrus. The atmosphere is calm and quiet, without being oppressively silent. The place has been designed for studying.

A guy with red hair who looks as if he’s never seen the inside of a gym sits at a desk out front.

“And you are?” he asks in a bored voice after a quick glance at me. He’s still filling out some paper forms.

“Greyson Green.” I cross my arms. I showed up. I’m not willing to jump through any more hoops.

“Right.”

The name seems to have caught his attention. He puts his pen down and studies me.

I raise an eyebrow.

“Follow me,” he sighs.

He walks into a spacious room that resembles a jungle. There are more plants here than I’ve ever seen outside of a greenhouse. They seem to be functioning as barriers.

Even though the place is mostly empty right now, there are several set-ups with tables and whiteboards and bookshelves. I’m guessing the lack of people is due to the late hour.

Somehow, my parents made sure I wouldn’t be able to use hockey as an excuse to get out of the tutoring, so my session starts after practice. With just enough time to finish up, shower and get over here.

The man with the red hair leads me to the back corner, and I almost swear to myself.

Sitting at a table, typing away at her computer, is the annoying blonde from the ice cream place.

“You have got to be kidding me,” I say.

She looks up, and her green eyes narrow.

“You. What are you doing here?”

I dump my bag on the table and take a seat uninvited. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“Addy, this is the guy you’re tutoring,” the receptionist, or whatever he is, says with a stern voice.

She smiles, but her eyes don’t soften. “Thank you, Malcolm.”

Malcolm leaves. And it’s just the two of us. There’s the muffled sound of someone else behind walls of plants, but as far as I can tell, there’s no one nearby.

“I really thought this couldn’t get any worse,” I say. “But of course I’m stuck with some prissy socialite with a stick up her ass.”

She blinks. Then politeness coats her face. “You must be Greyson Green.”

“The one and only. And it’s Grey. Only my parents call me Greyson.”

For a moment, I think she’s going to stick with Greyson out of spite. Then, she holds out her hand.

“It’s nice to meet you, Grey. My name is Addison Fairbanks, but you can call me Addy.”

My eyes linger on her hand. It’s slim and well-manicured. And it doesn’t look like she’s ever done any sort of manual labor or even played a sport.

“This wasn’t my idea,” I say without taking her hand.

“OK.” She pulls her hand back. “Well, you’re here now, so we might as well get started.”

She takes out a piece of paper, and gone is the fiery passion from the ice cream place. She’s professional right now. That’s the only way to describe it.

And it’s fascinating.

If I hadn’t seen her get all heated about her plan or whatever, I’d have assumed she’s as frigid as a block of ice in deep winter.

“I don’t want a tutor,” I say and lean back a bit.

“I’m not keeping you here by force. You’re free to leave at any point you choose.”

I snort. If leaving was an option, I wouldn’t even be here. I give her my most menacing glare and feel some satisfaction when she squirms in her seat, clearly intimidated.

“While...” She takes a breath and starts over. “While you decide on that, perhaps you could fill out this evaluation form, so I get a better idea about what you know and what you need help with.”

She places a couple of papers in front of me.

I don’t bother looking at them.

“No.” I’m still glaring at her, enjoying how it seems to make her uncomfortable.

“What do you mean?”

I’d like to break that professionalism, see the fire in those green eyes again. Get rid of the mask. I’d like to know if this good girl has any sort of bad side.

“I’m not filling out the forms.”

“OK.” She takes the papers back. “You’re not the first difficult client I’ve had.” She says it with a small smirk and a glimpse of fire. “Let’s see.” She reads the forms. “Well, I know your name, so I’ll just put that here. So, have you taken Business Statistics and Analysis before?”

“Do you really think that’s going to work?”

Her eyes betray her. But only for a second. The icy-cool professionalism is back.

“Have you taken Business Statistics and Analysis before?”

“Did you end up agreeing to a second date with Mr. Acceptable-score-of-75?” I watch carefully as the professionalism almost slips.

“That’s none of your business.”

“Oh, you probably have some rule not to contact him for three days or some bullshit like that.”

She lowers her head and grumbles something.

“What was that?” I ask.

She looks up at the ceiling and sighs. “I said, it’s not three days, it’s forty-eight hours.”

I laugh. I can’t help it. She’s so predictable in her correctness.

“I knew it.” I place an arm on the table and lean in. “You’re probably the kind of person that never does anything spontaneous or unplanned.”

She pulls back a little and crosses her arms in front of her. “So what if I like to stick to plans? That’s not a bad thing.”

I get up and grab my bag. “It makes life fucking unbearably boring.”

I hoist the backpack onto my shoulder and start walking away. I’m done with this.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she says.

I turn around but keep walking backwards. “I’m done for tonight.”

“I’m not.” She stands, as if that’s supposed to intimidate me. “We still have a lot to get through.”

“I’m sure you can manage without me.” I turn away from her again.

“This isn’t about me,” she yells. “It’s about you and helping you pass this class.”

When I don’t answer, she comes after me. “We can reschedule.”

“I showed up, didn’t I?” I turn, and she almost runs into me. “We talked. Seems like a session to me.”

I leave her standing by Malcolm’s desk, fuming.

As I walk down the stairs, I grab my phone. There’s a message from Mom.

“Oh, fuck.” I swear as I open it. It’s a reminder to be nice to their friend’s daughter. And a vague threat that they will find out if I’m not.

“Fuck,” I say again. How did she know when the session was? Is the princess going to go running to her parents about this?

I roll my neck and take a breath. Did I just fuck up?

With clenched jaws, I turn and head back into the tutor center.

As I approach her desk, I hear voices. I slow down. The incessant amount of plants means it’s easy to hide in this room.

“Fine,” Addy says. “I admit it, he’s hot. But that doesn’t excuse his behavior.”

Are they talking about me?

“He’s really getting on my nerves,” Addy says. “Can you believe how he acted?”

“Some people are just irredeemable,” her friend says. “You should just ask not to see him again.”

“You know I don’t believe that. And I can’t. Dad asked me to tutor him.”

I peek through the leaves and see the person Addy is talking to. From this angle, all I can see is that she’s a brunette.

The friend leans in and pats Addy’s hand. “You’re too good-hearted sometimes. But trust me, not everyone is worth the effort.”

“I can’t quit.”

Her friend sighs deeply. “Well, I have a feeling it’s not going to matter. Judging by his past, and his present behavior, he’s going to get kicked out, anyway. He’s not college material.”

“That’s not necessarily true,” Addy says. “He could turn it around.”

“Not a chance,” the friend laughs, and I clench my fist. “I heard he’s gotten kicked out of seven colleges in three years. And lord knows how many boarding schools before then.”

It wasn’t seven. It can’t have been seven. Well, maybe it was, but some of them don’t count because I was only there for a very short time. And in most cases, it wasn’t my fault.

I carefully grab a leaf and move it slightly so I can see them both.

“Boarding schools?” Addy asks.

Her friend shrugs. “I hear his parents sent him away.”

“That must be rough.”

The leaf in my hand tears. I ease my grip. I don’t need her pity. And I don’t need her with her superiority complex. Breathing heavily, I’m just about to leave when they change the subject.

“Oh, guess what?” The friend is suddenly all excited.

“Huh?” Addy seems distracted.

“I spoke to Heather and Susie, and they both say you’re a shoo-in for leading the Beta Delta Pi Christmas Charity.”

I frown. Beta Delta Pi? She’s in a sorority? I roll my eyes. Of course she is. I should have known.

“Are you serious?” Addy seems excited. “But wait, Susie? You know she doesn’t like me. You think this is a play for her to get the lead?”

The friend shakes her head. “I don’t think so. They both know how much work you put in for us. It just makes sense. And you deserve it.”

“Liv, this is amazing. If it’s true.”

“I know,” Liv says, and I make a move to leave. “But about this new guy.” I stop in my tracks and keep listening. “If he’s going to fuck things up, you might have to dump him.”

“I can’t. Besides, he might quit on his own. He did just walk out in the middle of the session. Not even in the middle. We had barely started.”

“As long as he doesn’t stand in your way.”

I stop listening and sneak away. It’s not like I need a tutor. Who cares if I fail the class? What’s the point of passing when I’m stuck in this hellhole with no real chance of getting to the NHL? The one thing I dreamed of has been taken from me, and I’m supposed to care about a stupid business class?

River U doesn’t produce NHL players. As far as I know, nobody has ever gone on to play in the NHL from here. They barely produce college players. They’re clinging onto their spot in the division by a hair. And if I have no shot at my dreams, why the fuck would I worry about attending a tutoring session? Or failing a class?

Everything sucks here, and my hockey career is essentially over. My parents really managed to fuck me over this time.
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Chapter 4 – No to spontaneity
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Addy

––––––––
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Living in a house with a gaggle of other women isn’t always easy. It’s great having a chef who fills the pantry with snacks and cooks most of our meals. And when it comes to parties and social events, I love it here.

But all of that also comes with house drama. And a need for noise-canceling headphones.

I’ve learned to stay focused despite whatever goes on in the house. It’s the only way to stay sane and get anything done.

So, I ignore the shouting match between Penny and Sarah downstairs. When it started, I listened in long enough to realize Sarah is upset about her breakup with the cheater and she’s taking it out on Penny. And honestly, I don’t blame her. Penny knew Jacob was in a serious relationship with Sarah, and she still let this happen.

I let the voices sink into the background and open another tab in my browser. I’m done with my homework, and it’s time to work on my passion project.

Ever since Liv mentioned that I might have a shot at handling the Christmas charity event, I’ve been drafting my pitch. The goal is not to present something as good as the event last year. That’s not good enough. I need to create something exceptional. Especially because my parents are likely to show up.

I’ll need to pitch my ideas at the chapter meeting on Sunday, and I want them to be the best ever. But that only gives me two days to put everything together.

Maybe I should have started earlier. I’ve known this was coming up for months.

I sigh and copy-paste all the information I can find about previous years into my document. I’ll need to go through what’s been done and how it’s been received. It’s a fundraising event, so the object is to raise as much money as possible.

Once I have a good overview of the past, I can start looking for new ideas. I’ll need to find something that will wow everyone. Something they’ll be willing to spend money on.

My thoughts are interrupted by a knock at the door.

“Addy?” Liv says.

“Come in.” I tear myself away from my computer and turn to face her.

“We have a proposition,” Liv says and comes into my room with Nyla and Syd.

Liv goes straight to my bed and sits down. Nyla always prefers my comfy reading chair, and Syd hesitates for a beat, then she closes the door and joins Liv on the bed.

“What’s the proposition?” I ask.

“We want you to forget about your studies for a few hours and come shopping with us.” Liv grins.

I roll my eyes.

“I don’t have time to go shopping.”

“Of course you do,” Nyla says. “If there’s one person at this school who can take a few hours off, it’s you.”

“Yeah, forget about your schedule for an afternoon and have some fun.”

“My schedule is optimized to make sure I get what I want.” I’ve tried to explain this to them before. I’ve put a lot of thought and effort into everything I do, and I prefer having everything planned out.

It’s Liv’s time to roll her eyes. “It’s not like you won’t get what you want. You’re going to be a lawyer. I’ve seen your grades. There’s absolutely no chance you won’t get into law school.”

“It’s not only that,” I say. “It’s also about creating connections and networking.”

“Yes,” Nyla says. “You should connect with us by going shopping.”

“We’d really like you to come,” Syd says.

I can’t help smiling. “I already live with you, and we do plenty of stuff together.”

“But none of it is spontaneous,” Liv says. “You need to have some unplanned fun.”

“Not really.” I shrug. “Besides, right now, my schedule says I’m supposed to prepare for the chapter meeting on Sunday.”

“It can’t take that long to prepare for the meeting,” Nyla says. “Don’t you have them like every week?”

“Yes,” I say. “But this week is special. This week I’m pitching to get the lead on the Christmas charity event. If they’re going to give it to me, I need to give them a reason to.”

“Well, you already have my vote,” Liv says. “And I’m sure you could convince the others with no preparation.”

“And you’ll have all of tomorrow to plan,” Syd says. “We were planning on visiting that new store that just opened. Didn’t you say you wanted to go there?”

“Is anybody even competing for it?” Nyla asks and looks from me to Liv.

Liv shakes her head. “Nope.”

“I’m sure there are others who want it,” I say. “And I’d love to go with you, but it’s just not possible. How about we go do something next week?”

Liv sighs dramatically. “Fine, no spontaneity for you today. I guess it was a lot to hope for.”

They get up, and I follow them to the door.

“Let me know if the store is worth visiting.”

“We will,” Syd assures me with a smile.

There’s a crash from downstairs. “You’re such a bitch,” Sarah yells.

We stare at each other. Then Penny comes running up the stairs and past us. She goes to her room and slams her door.

“Wow,” Liv says. “Harsh.”

“I don’t think so,” Syd says. “Penny fucked up.”

We stare at Syd. She rarely curses, so when she does, it feels more powerful.

“Really?” Nyla says. “She made a mistake.”

“She cheated,” Syd says. “That’s as good as unforgivable.”

“Seriously?” Liv stares at her. “I mean, she shouldn’t have done it, but to call it unforgivable?”

“I’m with Syd,” I say. “Cheating is unacceptable. I think Sarah’s rage is perfectly justifiable.”

“But it only happened once,” Liv says. “And they were drunk. Have you never gotten a bit too close to someone and...” She looks me over. “Oh, I guess you haven’t.” She smiles. “We should discuss this when you’re no longer a virgin.”

I shake my head. “Have fun shopping. I’ll talk to you later.”

They head off, and I close the door after me so I can get back to work. Liv said Penny and Jacob were drunk, which I guess is a mitigating circumstance, but still. They never should have been in a position to cheat.

I find a lo-fi playlist and hit play just as my phone buzzes. I’m about to silence it when I notice the caller ID. My dad hardly ever calls me. Not unless it’s something important.

“Hi Dad, is everything OK?” A small part of me panics that something’s wrong. Maybe something happened to Mom.

“Addy. Yes, everything is fine. Why do you ask?”

“Well, you don’t usually call me, and when things happen that are out of the ordinary, it’s typically for a reason.”

“I can’t fault your logic there. But nothing’s wrong. I just wanted to see how things are going with the Green boy. Did you meet with him?”

I take a deep breath and make some quick decisions. “I did. We met up on Wednesday.” I probably shouldn’t tell him how I didn’t manage to keep him at the meeting for very long.

“That’s good. From what I hear, he needs to keep his grades up so he can play hockey.”

“Yes, I know. But I’m not sure it’s a great fit, Dad.” I pick at a piece of paper on my desk.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well, we didn’t get along. That’s all.”

He sighs deeply and in a way that lets me know he’s disappointed in me. “Addy, you won’t be able to only work with people you get along with. Especially if you want to be a lawyer. Think of this as practice for your future career. You’re going to have to develop skill-sets to deal with all sorts of people.”

“I understand that, but-”

“Addy, I’ve asked you to do this as a favor. I promised the Greens that you were up for the challenge. Am I going to have to tell them that you’re not?”

“No, of course not. I can do it.”

“Good. You know how important it is for me to make a good impression with my new clients. And if helping their kid out means they’ll trust me with more work in the future, then I think that’s an easy price to pay, don’t you?”

“Of course, Dad.” I keep the sigh to myself and close my eyes.

“And you know this means I’m putting my trust in you.”

The words shouldn’t please me as much as they do. But it’s a glimpse of my dad treating me as an equal, respecting me.

“I won’t let you down. I’ll do my best to make you proud.”

“Good. I’m glad things are working out. I’ll talk to you soon.”

He hangs up, and I slowly put down my phone. Dad trusts me to help him with this.

I take a deep breath.

Trust. The word that pretty much made sure I can’t dump Grey as a client. Meanwhile, I have no idea if he’ll even show up at our next session. But Dad said he trusts me. He barely acknowledges me most of the time, so this is big. He’s asking me to do him a favor that directly impacts his business.

Sometimes I think Dad didn’t want me. That he was hoping for a boy. Most of my life, he’s ignored me, but now I feel like he’s finally starting to see me. Maybe he wanted a son who could walk in his footsteps and take over his business one day, and was disappointed by a daughter. And then further disappointed when Mom couldn’t have any more children.

But he called me today. Because he trusts me to do this for him. He’s asking me for a favor. Maybe I shouldn’t be so eager to do what he asks, but this is my chance to show him that I can make him proud. That I can be the one working with him. That I can be the one to take over his business one day.

I take a deep breath. I’ll deal with Grey on Monday. Right now, I have to prepare for my pitch on Sunday. I need to show my dad that I can focus on more than one thing. And that I can put together a successful event. It will show him how serious I am about this, and maybe he’ll even be proud of me.
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Chapter 5 – Teacher's pet
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Addy

––––––––
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I hate that I don’t even know if he’s going to show up. It’s like having a big question mark in my calendar.

But since I’m the good girl that I am, come Monday evening, I sit at my desk in the tutor center, waiting. And also trying to keep myself busy by working on my proposal for the Christmas charity.

There was no time for me to present it yesterday, and I walked out of that meeting feeling all sorts of things.

I had spent so much time preparing. I had gone over past events, found some interviews with previous leads, and scanned them for advice. I had come up with a number of new ideas and dismissed almost as many.

So now I don't even know if I can make this event spectacular. I was all ready to go when I arrived at the chapter meeting. Only to find out that Heather was sick, and asked we keep the meeting as short as possible.

Normally, I still would have brought it up, but she asked for no new topics to be raised. And even I have to admit that there’s plenty of time to go before the event.

But on the upside, I now have another week to fine-tune the presentation and maybe speak to the other members to see if I have their support. I still don’t believe Liv when she says nobody else wants the lead. Why wouldn’t they? It’s one of the most prestigious events at River U every year. Last year alone, the event raised over fifty thousand for the children’s hospital.

It’s still on my mind as the time for our tutoring session draws near, and part of me is convinced that I’ll never see Grey again. So I almost startle when he walks in, places his helmet on the desk, and sits down opposite me.

“Hi,” I say and close out the documents with the Christmas charity stuff.

“I’m here.” He gestures with his arms as if to prove the point.

The look on his face tells me he’s not at all happy to be here, and would much rather be anywhere else. Not that I care. I mean, it is a bit disrespectful to just waste my time, but at least he showed up.

“Great,” I say and give him a smile. “Next time, I’ll bring you a cookie as a reward.”

If nothing else, this is the perfect opportunity to practice getting along with people I don’t like. Dad is right about that. I’ll probably have to work with douchebags and assholes in the future, so I might as well learn to deal with it.

I bring out the same evaluation form that he refused to fill out last time.

“In order for me to put together a plan for you, I need to know where your skill level is, so I need you to fill out this form.” I give him the same little speech I give everyone. This isn’t rocket science, and unless he’s particularly stupid, he must know that this is all for his benefit.

He doesn’t move as I place it in front of him.

“I’ll also need to see the lesson plan. Do you have it?” I look at him and try not to be distracted by that enticing scent I can’t place. There has to be vanilla mixed in there. And maybe the leather from his jacket?

I already have the lesson plan for his course. I emailed his teacher last week and got it from him. Most of the teaching staff are happy to help with stuff like that when they know I work at the tutor center.

But I need to know if he has his lesson plan. Because depending on whether he does or not, it’s going to shift my job from tutor to babysitter.

If he has the plan, it means he’s responsible enough to do a minimum of planning and keeping tabs on everything. If he doesn’t even know he needs it, it means my job will also be to keep track of the course and remind him when he has assignments due and when his tests are.

He leans over the desk and squints at me, ignoring the papers he’s creasing. His eyes make me want to squirm in my seat.

“You must be all the teachers’ favorite, right?”

My cheeks get warm, and I desperately try to pretend I’m not blushing. I guess it’s not hard to figure out I’m a bit of a teacher’s pet. I’m polite and respectful. I show up to class, hand everything in on time and, in general, act like a good student should.

“If you could just fill out this form,” I say and tug at it. It’s stuck under his elbow. It’s not budging, so I leave it and grab a pen instead. I try to hand him the pen, but he won’t take it, so I place it on the form and sigh.

Is every session going to be like this? It’s going to be a long few months if he’s going to be this obstinate.

He leans back in his chair and takes out his phone. I want to scream. Is he seriously ignoring me and on his phone?

I take a deep breath and run a hand over my hair. The blonde waves are still immaculate, and I do my best to calm down. As he continues to type on his phone, I can’t help but notice how different we are.

I take pride in my appearance. Every morning, I make sure my hair and makeup are appropriate. I do touch-ups throughout the day because I love taking care of my image.

Some say my clothes are a bit too preppy, but I happen to like pastels and pleated skirts. I think button-down shirts look proper, and who doesn’t love a cardigan when it gets colder?

Meanwhile, Grey looks as if he rolled out of bed, pulled his fingers through his hair, and got dressed in a black tank top and faded jeans he found in a pile on the floor.

I almost groan at myself. Fine, they don’t look like they came from a pile on the floor. He looks hot as sin, but still. The leather jacket he’s wearing and the helmet round the outfit off as perfect in the category of bad boy.

Which is not my type. Not at all. I shouldn’t even be paying attention to what he’s wearing. I like guys who know how important it is to dress respectably.

“Can we get on with it?” I ask when he smiles at the screen.

“Fine,” he sighs and puts away the phone. “Ask me again if I’ve ever taken the class before.”

I gesture to the pen and paper. “Do you know how to write? Or should we start with the alphabet?”

He leans forward, and his eyes lock me in place.

I do my best to ignore it, but it’s as if he’s holding me in place and just looking away is difficult.

“If you do all the work for me, I’ll pay you.”

I blink and try to comprehend the words that came out of his mouth.

“What?”

He did not say what I thought I heard. Did he?

“I have plenty of money,” he says. “And I’m willing to pay you very well. All you have to do is finish my assignment and let the parents believe everything is going great.”

My stomach churns. I hate that he’s even asking.

“I don’t need your money,” I say coldly. As I look him over again, I see that whatever redeeming traits I was hoping for probably don’t exist.

“So do it for fun.” He smiles at me. A very charming smile that shows me he can be nice when he wants to. Or at least fake it.

“No,” I say.

“Come on. Nobody will know, and this way we don’t have to spend so much time together. It’s a win-win.”

I lean forward so my face is only inches from his. “I’m not going to cheat. Rules are there for a reason.”

“Is this because you don’t like me?” He pulls back a bit.

“I don’t cheat. Not for you, not for anyone. And if I even suspect that you’re cheating, I will report you.” I make sure he sees how serious I am. “If my dad hadn’t asked me to do this for you, I would have reported you already.”

He reaches out and touches a lock of my hair. “So, what can I get away with?”

“Nothing.” I pull my head back so he lets go of my hair. “And this is your last chance to show me you’re taking this seriously. I don’t offer third chances.”

“Is that another rule you have?” His eyes gleam as they find mine.

I don’t break eye-contact. And I don’t back down.

“Yes,” I say.

He rolls his eyes. “You really need to get the stick out of your ass.”

I flinch back a bit. “There’s no stick... there. I just believe in a society where rules exist for a reason.”

He leans back and smirks. “You can’t say ass, can you?”

I push the evaluation form closer to him. “I need you to fill this out.”

He sighs. “If I do, can I leave?”

“No. Our session is two hours. And since we’re already behind, I’d like to get something done today. I have a lot of plans for you.”

“I bet you do,” he says and starts writing.

I pull up my laptop and start researching what colors are appropriate for the Christmas charity event. Red and green seem so... overdone. But they are classic. Gold is a good option.

I get lost in thought and only barely remember Grey’s presence.

That’s a lie. It’s very hard not to pay attention to him, even when I’m pretending to be busy.

“Here.” He hands over the form and stands up.

“Where are you going?” I ask and blink.

“I have a date,” he says, and winks at me. “Because some of us here at River still have lives.”

“You can’t leave. We’re not done yet.”

“Who’s going to stop me?”

“I know you need to keep your grades up to stay on the team.”

He grabs his helmet and ignores me. “See you next time.” He waves without looking back, and I’m sorely tempted to run after him.

I sigh as he disappears and shake my head as I look over his form. And shake my head some more.

He hasn’t answered a single question. Instead, he’s written some kind of short story. I start reading.

Is that me as the main character? He’s described her in an unflattering way, but it has to be me.

He has a way with words, and I’m about to start liking the story when it takes a turn. For the dirty. I look around to make sure I’m alone before I continue reading. My cheeks are burning.

The main character, me, is in the library late one night when a professor comes in. Each paragraph becomes more explicit and vulgar, and I can’t put it down.

When I’m done, I feel like I need a long shower to get rid of the filth. But I’m also impressed. His writing was good. Better than I would have expected.

I carefully fold up the papers and tuck them into my bag. I should probably burn them, but I can’t very well go lighting fires here. It might be best to take it with me. Maybe I can learn something by reading it again?
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Chapter 6 – Time management
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Grey

––––––––
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God, that woman is frustrating.

I place my helmet on the shelf by the door and remove my jacket and boots.

She can’t honestly think that it’s normal to follow every rule like she does. Can she?

I walk past the couch in the living room and enter my bedroom. It’s a small apartment, but it’s big enough for me. At least my parents did one thing right and got me this place.

It’s close enough to the campus and the arena. And it has indoor parking for my bike.

I remove my shirt and toss it toward the laundry basket.

And why the fuck would she threaten to report me? Just for asking her to help me out? That doesn’t seem fair. And she did it while looking at me as if I’m beneath her.

I squint at nothing as I take off my pants.

I’m not sure I’d mind having her beneath me...

I shake my head and grab a towel. She’s so not my type.

In the bathroom, I turn on the water and wait for it to get warm.

She might not be my type, but she’s annoying enough that I’ve fantasized about shutting her up. On her knees.

Every time she bit her lower lip, I imagined that shiny mouth around my cock. Smearing her lip gloss everywhere.

Stepping into the shower, I start washing my hair. I’m not supposed to be thinking about her. Not only is she the daughter of a friend of my parents, she’s the last woman on earth I’d want in my bed. I’d be surprised if she’s ever even done it with the lights on. That won’t do for me.

Fifteen minutes later, I step out of the shower, not sure what to think. The thought of her lips, of showing her a thing or two... I got carried away.

At least this way, I won’t embarrass myself if things go well tonight.

I ignore the thoughts I had in the shower and dry my hair as I pick out a t-shirt. A date with someone more appropriate is exactly what I need. With someone who doesn’t plan every second of the day or fall apart if plans change.

I’m almost done styling my hair when the doorbell rings.

I take a last look in the mirror before I open it.

“Dawn?” I blink at her. I could have sworn I set up a date with Josie. Did I forget who I called?

“Grey, I’m so glad you reached out.” Dawn floats into the apartment and looks around. “Nice place.”

“Thanks. Did you find it OK?” I grab my phone and make sure the cards and cash are still in the casing before I tuck it in my pocket.

“I know the city,” she smiles. “I also know you wanted me to come here because you’re lazy. That whole excuse about not knowing where anything is... I don’t believe that. Didn’t you grow up here?”

I shrug. “You got me. So, what do you want to do tonight?” I step into my boots and lace them up.

“How about you treat me to a nice dinner before we come back here and I give you a blowjob?”

I smirk at her. “Sounds like a plan to me.” Maybe it’ll get her out of my head.

The doorbell rings again.

Not sure who it could be, I open the door.

“Uh, hi, Josie.” I glance back at Dawn. Her attention instantly turns to the person at the door.

“I have the Ferrari,” Josie says and holds up a key fob.

“And who’s this?” Dawn says and slides up to me, putting an arm around my waist.

I pull away from her and back up a little, opening the door more.

“Dawn, this is Josie. Josie, this is Dawn. I guess you two don’t know each other.”

“Are we supposed to know each other?” Josie asks. “Because I don’t do threesomes. And if that’s what you’re suggesting, you need to get her to leave right now.”

“Get me to leave?” Dawn says. “I’m the one he has a date with. So you can just take your daddy’s Ferrari and drive it back to whatever mansion you came from.”

“Actually, he has a date with me.” Josie looks smug, and I’m wondering how this is going to end. “He called me to set it up.”

“He called you? He called me.” Dawn’s face is getting darker.

“Well, I don’t think you have anything to offer that I don’t, so goodbye.” Josie pushes past Dawn into the apartment and stands next to me, grabbing my arm in a possessive manner.

“Ladies, ladies,” I say and hold up my hands. “Clearly, there’s been some sort of miscommunication here.”

I realize my mistake as soon as Josie lets go of me and they both turn to face me.

“Really?” Dawn crosses her arms. “And what exactly is that miscommunication? Because you were very clear when you asked me to come by.”

“Yes, Grey.” Josie takes the same pose and stands next to Dawn. “What was the miscommunication? What part of ‘why don’t you come over to my place’ was it that tripped you up? Or was it just the date? The time? Did you plan on being done with one of us before the other one showed up?”

“Noo.” I feel like backing away, but the whole situation reminds me of some nature program where the guy said you can’t show any fear or they might attack. I forget what he was talking about, but ‘women’ doesn’t seem like a far-fetched guess.

“Is that what you were doing?” Dawn says. “Were you hoping one of us would be late? Or did you accidentally give us the same time?”

“You know what,” Josie says. “I’m glad this happened. Because now I see you for the pig you are.”

“Exactly,” Dawn says. “Consider our date canceled, and lose my number.”

“Same.”

The women look at each other. “Are you hungry?” Josie asks.

“Starving.” Dawn gives me a dirty look.

“Let’s get something to eat. It would be a shame to waste the car.” She holds up the key again.

“I’ve always wanted to ride in a Ferrari.”

I blink after them and scratch my head as they leave together. I guess I told both of them the same day. I could have sworn I said Tuesday to Dawn and Monday to Josie. Or was it the other way around?

I grab my phone. Might as well see if there’s anything happening since I’m all ready to go out.

***
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The headache they use as a punishment in hell must have gotten loose. I groan and pull the covers over my head. Am I at least in my own bed?

I blindly reach out a hand to check for anyone else. There’s no one. I’m alone. I guess that’s a good thing.

After some hesitation, I lower the covers and open one eye. I’m in my own bed. Good.

I close the eye and take a few deep breaths.

I probably should get up and get to class. Another throbbing stops me in my tracks. No, what I need is more sleep.

The next time I wake up, I’m feeling marginally better. Except now, nausea has hit as well.

I probably should check the course site to figure out what I missed. But what’s the point, really? It’s not like I have a future to be excited about, and no matter how useful a degree might be, I’m never going to use it.

I don’t belong here. And I doubt I’ll be here long.

After taking some painkillers, I roll out of bed and hit the shower. No, my life has derailed completely. All I can do now is play hockey for as long as they’ll let me. And when they kick me off the team, I’ll deal with it.

***
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By the time I show up on the ice, practice is already underway. I’m itching to get out there and almost wish I hadn’t drunk so much last night.

“Green,” coach Harris yells as I put one foot on the ice. I try not to flinch or show him how hungover I am.

“Yes, Coach.” I stop and wait for him to get over to me.

Coach Harris stops right in front of me and peers into my face. He looks stern and unimpressed.

“Sit down.” He points to the bench.

“What?” I stare at him, at the bench, and then at him again.

“Sit your ass down and start drinking water.”

“Coach, I’m here to play. I want to practice.”

“Oh, you’ll get your ice time. But I have rules. Showing up on time and not hungover are two of them. So right now, you do as I say. Sit. Down.”

I reluctantly glance at the others before I do as he says. He hands me a water bottle, and I start drinking.

I sit there for over an hour, watching the others and drinking water that coach Harris hands me.

Towards the end of practice, I’m more angry than anything. I want to be on the ice. What if he benches me from games as well? What then?

“OK, get out there.”

They’ve moved on to speed training and I line up with the rest of the team and finally get to feel what it’s like to fly across the ice.

As the others finish up their session, coach Harris starts paying more attention to me.

When the rest of the guys leave, he doesn’t ease up on me. He places a trash can on the ice and shouts out movements, exercises. And I do them. One after the other. He keeps pushing.

I know he’s punishing me, but right now, I need this. I need to get completely exhausted. So, I push myself even harder.

It takes about thirty minutes before I puke.

Hence, the trash can.

Coach Harris waits until I’m done, then he hands me a water bottle.

“Come here.”

He sits down on the bench where I spent most of the practice, and I rinse my mouth and join him.

“You know you have a real shot at something here,” he says, and I do my best not to laugh in his face. “River U might not be the best hockey school, but that doesn’t mean we don’t deserve respect.”

I lean forward, placing my elbows on my knees, and stare at the ground between my skates.

“You could go on to do great things. Hell, you probably will go on to do great things. But not if you show up late and smell like cheap beer and smoke.”

“I didn’t smoke,” I say quickly. I might not remember everything from last night, but I don’t smoke. I know that much.

“I don’t know if anyone’s ever told you this, but if you pulled yourself together, even a little, you could be one of the best players in the NHL.”

I can’t answer. It feels like he’s mocking me. Every chance I had to get to the NHL has been ripped away from me.

“I should probably tell you...” Coach Harris clears his throat and stares at the ground. “I used to know your mom.”

“My parents know everyone here.” What else is new? I knew something like this was going to happen. Now he tells me the only reason I’m on the team is because of my last name.

“Oh, I don’t know your dad. But I... I used to date your mom.”

My eyes fly open and I stare at the man next to me. Him? And my mom?

“Oh, this was a few years before she met your dad,” he reassures me. “Sometimes, I think she might have been the one that got away.”

The thought settles, and I scoff. “So that’s why I’m on the team. Because my mom pulled some strings.”

“No,” coach Harris says calmly. “You’re on the team because you deserve to be. Because I chose you.”

“You chose me?” I find that hard to believe.

“A few years back, when I realized you were your mother’s son, I started paying attention to your career. And I can see how good you are. I can see how much you love it. You’ve been through more schools than most, and I can’t imagine that’s been easy for you. But I’ve seen that the one thing that always remains consistent, the one thing that never changes, is hockey. You love it. And I think you would do anything to play.”

He’s not wrong. “You’ve followed me?”

He nods. “I think that with some stability and someone to tell you to take your head out of your ass, you could be one of the best. You just need to grab hold of the chance that’s practically being shoved down your throat.”

I don’t know what to say. He might be right, but getting to the NHL from here is practically impossible.

“Now, get to the gym. You need to work out a lifting schedule. I haven’t seen you there yet.”

He gets up and leaves, and I sit for a moment. He’s right that the only thing that’s remained consistent in my life is hockey. I love it. I love the ice, the way we gear up. I love the feeling when everything clicks and I fly across the ice and score against someone better than me.

With a sigh, I get up. I guess I need to find the gym. I have a feeling it’s going to be just as shitty as the rest of the arena. But it has been a while since I went, so I might as well check it out.
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Chapter 7 – Bedroom talk
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Addy

––––––––
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I stomp my way upstairs and ignore the movie night going on in the living room. As I pass by Nyla’s open door, I notice her with Syd and Liv, but I don’t stop to talk to them, either. I’m in too foul of a mood.

“Addy?” Syd says, and I sigh as I enter my room and leave the door open for them.

I throw myself onto the bed and try not to scream into my pillow.

“Hey, what’s up?” Liv says and sits next to me.

“Yeah, did something happen?” Nyla asks.

“He didn’t even show up,” I say and sit up, pulling my knees to my chest so I can hug them.

“Who didn’t?” Syd asks and sits on my desk chair. Nyla has taken her usual place in my reading chair.

“Grey, this new guy I’m tutoring. We’re supposed to meet twice a week. That was the deal. And so far he hasn’t done a thing. On Monday, he just showed up and wrote some totally irrelevant story on my questionnaire. And today, he didn’t even have the decency to text and cancel.”

“Is this that guy?” Liv asks.

I’ve told her all about him so far.

“The one and the same. He could at least have called. I waited for almost an hour for him.”

“Is he hot?” Nyla asks.

“What does that have to do with anything?” I squint at her, and she shrugs. “And no, he’s not.” I busy myself by switching positions, so I’m sitting with my legs crossed.

“Yes, he is,” Liv says.

I glare at her. I don’t need any further complications in my life, and him being hot shouldn’t matter.

She shrugs off my glare. “Well, he is. He’s a hockey player,” she tells the others.

“Ooh,” Nyla says and places a finger on her bottom lip. “I’ve never been with a hockey player. Maybe I should slum it and try it out.”

“Don’t call it slumming it,” Syd says. “Just because the hockey team is severely under-funded. It’s not their fault.”

Nyla shrugs.

“Back to Addy’s bad boy,” Liv says. “Did I tell you he rides a motorcycle and has tattoos?”

“I don’t want to talk about him,” I say. “Or his tattoos. He’s put me in a bad enough mood as it is.”

“Then let’s change the subject,” Syd says, and I smile gratefully at her. “Are you going on another date with Tobias?”

“Oh, she did not give him a good grade,” Liv interjects.

“No? What was wrong with him?” Syd furrows her brow at me.

“Nothing. He just... There were just a few things.” I pick at the hem of my skirt.

“He wants to travel.” Liv rolls her eyes. “Which is not a good excuse not to date someone. You’re never going to find someone who’s a perfect hundred on your scorecard.”

“I don’t need a perfect hundred. But I was thinking in the nineties. Tobias is a solid seventy-five.”

“Which should be good enough. It pretty much rules out the ax murderers.”

I give her a look. “I have higher demands than my future husband not being an ax murderer.”

“My point is that your demands are too high. I’ve seen your list. Nobody is ever going to come close to ticking all the boxes.”

“I know one box they should be able to tick,” Nyla says and gives Syd a look.

I ignore her comment.

“Right.” Liv points to Nyla. “That should be on the list, because you’ll never find anyone who will satisfy all your needs. And you’re not even giving them a shot at the important ones.”

“Fine,” I say and hold up my hands. “I admit, it’s harder than I anticipated finding someone acceptable.”

“Also because most guys our age have one thing on their minds,” Syd says.

I furrow my brow at her. “What’s that?”

The girls all start laughing, and it hits me what she means.

“Oh.” My cheeks turn red.

“Wait,” Nyla says. “When you say you’re still a virgin, does that mean you haven’t done... anything?”
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