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      To my little girl

      You’re part of the reason this is all happening
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            PROLOGUE

          

          LUCAS

        

      

    

    
      “Your slapshot is going to take us all the way to the playoffs, South!” The thick Boston accent of our defenseman, Declan Murphy, cuts through the crowd long enough to turn a few heads. He stretches his hands above his head, like he’s already holding the championship cup. 

      I smirk, taking a sip of my soda. “That’s the point, isn’t it?”  

      Laughter from my closest five teammates ripple around the table. All of us came to the Rangers at different times and in different circumstances, but through all the grueling practice and impossible schedules, we became brothers. You’re thrown together in emotional and physical ups and downs, and you have to deal with it together. Whether you like it or not. 

      At our table, drinks are a mix of water, soda or the occasional beer. Most of us keep it clean during the season. Some teammates, like Declan and Nikolai, bend the rules occasionally, claiming a beer or two after a win won’t hurt. But as for me, I like the discipline. The control. Hard work has been a part of my life ever since I was old enough to hold a wrench in my dad’s garage, fixing engines in the sticky South Carolina heat. I know what it took to get me here, and what it’ll take to stay.  

      The pub erupts in cheers when the highlights from tonight’s game against the Bruins flash on the TV mounted above the bar. The replay shows my slapshot, fast and clean, slipping past the goalie to clinch the win in overtime. It was the kind of goal every kid dreams of making—the kind that reminds me why I love this game. 

      “That’s my liney!” EJ Johannson calls out, raising his glass to me with a grin. “That shot belongs in the Hall of Fame, Lucky Luke.”

      “Hold up, man,” Declan says, smirking. “Can’t let his head get too big.”

      EJ takes a sip of his water, shaking his head.

      “You’re right. How would we ever distinguish between you two?”

      Declan tosses his beer cap toward EJ and he ducks just in time, giving me a glimpse of the people behind him. 

      A woman with blonde hair catches my attention for a split second. My chest tightens instinctively, my stomach flipping.

      Could it be..? 

      I sit up, my pulse quickening. But when she turns around, disappointment settles deep in my gut. 

      It’s not her. 

      I exhale slowly, leaning back in my chair. I don’t know why I keep looking, it’s been years since I last saw her, or spoke to her. Before I can shake the thought, the woman catches my eye, her smile widens. She obviously mistook my reaction as a sign of interest because she’s heading straight to our table. She adjusts her skirt and her top just enough to be noticable. 

      Wyatt Lindgren, our rookie from Minnesota, snickers while nudging Declan.

      “Oh look, Murphy, you have another bite.”

      Declan twists in his seat, flashing his signature smile. But his grin fades quickly as she passes him without a second glance. She heads right for me, resting a perfectly manicured hand on my shoulder. 

      “Hi,” she says, her voice soft and sugary. “You’re Lucas Walker, right?”

      “Yes, that’s me,” I reply evenly, shifting my chair slightly to put some distance between us. 

      Her smile doesn’t falter. “You had an amazing game tonight. That last shot—wow.” Her eyes gleam as she takes the four other teammates around the table. I know what she’s after. It’s not me; it’s the jersey.

      EJ snickers behind his glass, while Nikolai Petrov, our goalie, mutters under his breath and stands.

      “Refill time,” he says in his gruff Russian accent. “Sweetheart, we have team business to discuss. Maybe you find Lucas Walker another time, yes?”

      Her smile wavers slightly, but she recovers quickly, leaning closer.

      “If you ever need company, or someone to celebrate with, let me know.” She tucks a napkin beneath my hand on the table. “Hope to hear from you.”

      As she walks away, I glance at the napkin briefly. The name and number written in red lipstick. Declan swipes it from the table with a low whistle.

      “I’ll take that off your hands,” he says, grinning. “You won’t be using it anyway.”

      “No, I won’t,” I reply firmly. “And you shouldn’t either.”

      Declan shrugs, tucking the napkin into his pocket with mock casualness. “Can’t let it go to waste, brother.”

      EJ shakes his head, smirking. “I bet he’s got a whole drawer full of those.”

      “Nah,” Declan says, taking a sip of his beer. “That would be stupid. What if my house burns down? They’re all saved on my phone. For emergencies.” 

      The guys’ laughter fills the air, and I can’t help but chuckle along with them. I’ve got everything I ever prayed for—a successful career, a team I’d do anything for, and the chance to play the game I love at the highest level. But in moments like this, surrounded by noise and celebration, I can’t ignore the feeling that something is missing. 

      I’ve felt that way ever since I left home. It might be the small-town life, the salty South Carolina air that’s so easy to breathe in, the family farm and the responsibilities waiting for me…or it might be someone. 

      Leaning back in my chair, gripping the bottle of water in my hand, I glance at the napkin in Declan’s pocket. What’s written on that napkin is not what I’m missing, I know that. I couldn’t care less about the offers or the attention women so easily offer someone in my position. 

      What I’m missing is deeper—something I can’t find on a scoreboard or in the cheers of a crowd. Something I once thought I’d have by now.

      Maybe it’s time to stop trying to fill the silence with distractions and let God lead me to the answer.
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      “We’d love for you to join us after graduation.” The voice of the hiring director is warm and filled with excitement that matches my own in spades. “You were one of the candidates that stood out the most during the interviews and you’d be an asset to our team.”

      My grip tightens on the phone, the grin on my face stretching so much, my cheeks start to ache. “Thank you so much. I’m honored.”

      “Great. We’ll send your all the necessary documentation and information. Welcome aboard, Ms. Sanders.”

      The call ends and I let out a shaky breath. This is it—five years of hard work, prayer and dedication has finally paid off. A job at one of the best practices in Durham, one I’ve had my eye on since Sophomore year. Now, I’ll get to keep this apartment too. It’s an amazing place with a great view and I’ve already made so many changes to it, it would’ve been hard to let go of it. 

      “Well?” Mona asks, her voice cutting through my thoughts. She’s sitting on the couch with Liz, both of them staring at me with expectant expressions on their faces. “Did they love you as much as we do?”

      “I’m not sure if it’s that much,” I say with a laugh. “But they offered me a job.”

      They erupt in cheers, Liz tossing a pillow in the air. “That’s great, babe!” she says with a smile. “You’ve worked so hard for this.”

      “I know,” I say with a sigh, grabbing my cup of tea before leaning back on the couch, tucking my legs beneath me. “I’m just so grateful.”

      There’s a sense of pride swelling in my chest thinking about the hours that went into getting here. The classes, unpaid internships and workshops that bled into the weekends and holidays. Every decision I’ve made over the past five years has led to this moment. Leaving Georgetown, breaking up with Lucas, staying the course even when it was hard—it was all worth it. I can finally see the life I’ve been praying for, the one I’ve been building for myself.

      The life God has planned for me. 

      “Well, now we have to celebrate,” Mona announces, nudging Liz who gives her a knowing look like they’ve rehearsed this a million times. 

       “Agreed,” Liz says, raising her cup of tea like a toast is about to happen. “And you know, nothing says celebration quite like Vegas.”

       I groan, sinking deeper into the couch, cradling my own up. “We’ve talked about this. Do we really have to do Vegas? What’s wrong with Napa?”

      “What’s wrong wi—,” Mona says, nearly choking on her tea and looking at me like I just insulted her entire family. “You’re talking wine-tasting and we’re talking living it up.”

      “It’s not even the same conversation,” Liz chimes in, her cup still in the air between us. “Come on, Hannah, this is graduation. Plus we now have your dream job to add to the list of things to celebrate.”

      “I don’t know,” I say, swirling the tea in my cup. My instinct is to say no, but their excitement is contagious. 

      “Vegas baby,” Mona says with dramatic flair, lifting her mug to Liz’s. Both of them waiting for me to agree to their plan and to seal the deal with a toast. 

      I sigh, knowing resistance is futile. “Fine,” I say, leaning forward and raising my cup reluctantly. “Vegas baby.”

      Mona squeals before clinking her cup against ours with enough enthusiasm for all three of us. 

      “We’ll work on your enthusiasm,” Mona says, with a grin. “But no worries—this is going to be epic.”
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      I have no idea what I’m doing here. 

      The lights are too bright and too dim at the same time, the ceilings are confusing, and the jingling of the slot machines seem to be everywhere even if they’re nowhere in sight. As we make our way across the hotel lobby to the restaurant on the ground floor, I can’t help but wonder what on earth got into me when I accepted Mona and Liz’s invitation to come to Vegas for two days. The countless people around us are chatting and giggling without end, the sound of high heels on the polished tiled floor pushing me to the brink of insanity.

      “Tell me again why I agreed to this?” I ask Mona, who’s excitingly clutching her new handbag like a newborn baby. Her dark hair is curled over her shoulders, while she’s all geared in her brand new outfit and make-up. In comparison, I’m more like sad Sally-May dressed in my leather boots, but it’s what I packed and I refused to let them buy me shoes to go with the dress they insisted on getting for me. To say that I wasn’t completely prepared for this, would be an understatement.  

      “Because you love me and you know this is what normal people do!” She gestures toward the crowd with pride shining on her face as she twirls around. She stops abruptly, holding up a finger. “Wait, before we take one more step, phones out.”

      “Why do you need my phone?” I ask, taking it out of my purse and watching as Liz does the same. 

      Mona takes Liz’s first then mine, her fingers moving across the screen with practiced ease. “I just want to make sure we can all find each other,” she says innocently. “You know, in case the night takes a turn for the better.”

      Taking back my phone, I shove it in my bag, not sure I want to ask why she would think us needing to resort to Google location, would mean the night improved. 

      “Right, this is all normal,” I say, referring to Mona’s expectations of the night and looking at the people all around me. It might just be my opinion, but everything and everyone here feels over the top. I’ve seen a few women with barely any clothes on and right now, there’s a lady dressed in a red, formal gown with diamonds the size of Pluto in her ears walking past us.

      Moving from Georgetown to Durham has had its adjustments, but when I was paired with Mona and Liz on our first day, it just became a bit easier to navigate the things I wasn’t used to. Somehow they’ve lured me out of my shell, and I’ve coaxed them back into theirs. 

      Although, Mona is still a work in progress.

      Liz follows my gaze. “Yeah, Han, Mona doesn’t know what normal is. That red dress and bling might be a bit too ambitious for you.” She doesn’t say it as a dig toward me, but rather a statement of fact. You won’t find me wearing something like that. Ever. And if the occasion calls for it, then it’s an occasion I won’t be attending. 

      “You know we love you despite your Southern roots,” she adds, linking her arm through mine.

      “Despite?” I ask with a laugh. “I thought it was the reason you two keep me around.“

      “Right,” Liz says, smiling at me. “Which is why we’re just grateful someone like you decided two heiresses from Manhattan were worth your time.”

      Somehow, they’ve managed to convince me to go against my very nature tonight. I’m a small town girl from South Carolina—the local pastor’s daughter. Which means I know everyone in my town and they know me. So, even though I have a plan for my life—one that does not include small town life—I always thought that maybe city life would be better.  

      But now that I’ve been here for all of three hours, I’m dead certain that Sin City is not the place for me.    

      When Mona insisted that I dress up with them, I had no choice but to concede and put on the dress she bought for me. Although I had to draw the line at wearing high heels, especially the ones she thought would be appropriate. I would’ve been wheeled off to the emergency room if I attempted to walk in those things. Even the dress isn’t completely my style, but it had some redeeming factors. The hem is definitely a little too short, but I like the long lace sleeves and high neckline helping me with the modesty factor. The entire back of the dress is missing for some reason, but at least my hair covers it. I’ve never been so grateful that I have never cut my hair in my life.  

      Liz hooks her arm into mine as we make our way into the restaurant. The lights are dim, casting a warm glow that dances across the walls, while electric fireplaces flicker invitingly, their flames making the room feel cozy. The air is filled with delicious aromas from the kitchen, making my mouth water. Small blue lights trace the contours of a long bar at the back of the room, the cool light contrasting with warmth of the dining room.  

      The Maitre’d greets us with a polite smile, quickly scanning the reservation list for Mona’s name before leading us through the dining area. The sound of clinking glasses and hushed conversations wraps around me, making me feel a hundred times more comfortable than I was a few minutes ago. 

      We settle at a table close to one of the fireplaces, the gentle crackle of the flames soothing me even more. I start to relax, taking in the elegant decor of the place. From our table we have a clear view of the bartenders gliding behind the bar with choreographed precision as they serve the people in front of them. 

      “This is supposed to be the best restaurant in town,” Mona says, taking out her platinum credit card and waving at us. “And thanks to Daddy, we’ll get to enjoy everything the chef has to offer.”

      I’ve learned not to argue with her when she whips that thing out. Because usually it’s a sure sign of her mind being made up. If it were up to my own bank account, I wouldn’t be here. I’d be at a little coffee shop with the freshest, most buttery, croissant you can imagine. 

      That is the biggest treat in life. 

      This restaurant is doing an amazing job of convincing me that Vegas might not be that bad. Although, I’m sure the moment I step out of those doors, I’ll feel different again. Either way, I’ll try my best to make the best of this trip. It’s only two days, which seems like a small thing in light of our four year friendship. 

      “One of these days, he’s going to cut you off,” Liz says to Mona, flipping her dark ponytail over her shoulder. “And then what will you do?”

      “By then, I plan on being married to someone with one just like it,” Mona answers with a smirk. “My father didn’t get where he is, only for me to drop the ball. I might not be able to contribute to the family fortune the same way he does, but trust me, I’m going to do all I can to stay in the game.”

      “You’re the worst,” I say, unable to keep myself from smiling at my friend. She might have a rich girl streak in her, thinking her money is the most important thing about her. But to the two of us know her better than she knows herself—beneath all the platinum she has a heart of gold.   

      “Not all of us plan on actually using our degree,” Mona says with a grin. “I’m at Duke to please the parents. Besides, any husband who’d want to frame my degree probably isn’t in the right tax bracket. I’m not made to work, ladies.” 

      Liz huffs. “Oh, don’t worry, we know.”

      “Listen Liza,” Mona says, quirking an eyebrow. “You can be all boss babe one day and run the law firm while Hannah here goes on to counsel all kinds of trauma victims off their ledges. But I’ll be sipping cocktails poolside, having gorgeous men wait on me every single day. It’s the life I want, so don’t hate me for living the dream—however shallow it might seem.”

      Before either of us could respond, the waiter steps up to the table with a tray balancing three glimmering red cocktails. 

      “We didn’t order—“ 

      “From the gentleman over there,” the waiter says, settling down the cocktails in front of each of us. Mona looks over her shoulder, straight into a suit wearing grin. 

      I don’t miss the side glance from Liz. 

      “I think that’s my cue ladies,” Mona says looking back at us before downing her drink in a single shot. “I’ll have to go thank him for the drink.”

      “Come on, Mona—“ I try to stop her from leaving, but she just gives us a giant smile heading over to the bar. “So much for celebrating graduation together.”

      “You knew she was going to do this,” Liz says, gazing over her shoulder to where Mona is talking to the guy, who has already ordered her another drink. “She’ll keep talking to him for as long as he’s able to keep that tab open.”

      “Liz…”

      “I know, I know,” she says. “I shouldn’t say stuff like that, it’s just sometimes she can drive me insane with her incessant need to go after a guy. It’s like she thinks her looks are the best thing about her, like she’s got nothing else to offer. I don’t get it. She has so much more going for her, you know?” 

      “She’ll have to come to that realization on her own.” There’s no telling Mona anything. She’s a force of nature, one that doesn’t stop for anything or anyone. Even her closest friends. 

      “Anyway, happy graduation.” I lift my glass toward her. She clinks her own against it before we both take a sip. “Oh this is absolutely—“

      “Disgusting?” Liz grimaces, unable to keep a straight face. 

      “That’s putting it lightly,” I say with a laugh. “How on earth did she swallow it in one go without it coming back up?” I look over to where Mona is animatedly chatting to her new admirer.  

      Liz opens her mouth to respond but her expression freezes, eyes widening as she stares at something just past my shoulder. I notice her lips twitch, almost like she’s trying to hold back a grin. 

      “Um, Hannah?” she murmurs, her voice a mix of amusement and something else. “You’ll never guess who’s here.”

      Before I can turn, a warm presence comes up behind me, close enough for me to sense a faint trace of cologne—clean and woodsy. A hand reaches over my shoulder, smoothly lifting the red cocktail away and setting down a glass of bubbly pink champagne in its place. 

      “I think this will suit you much better,” says a low voice. It sounds somewhat familiar, although I can’t be sure. What I do know is that each word is sending a thrill down my spine. 

      I spin around in my seat, heart pounding, and come face-to-face with a smile that’s changed only slightly since I last saw it. The face looking down at me is both familiar and so different. A trimmed dark beard now accentuates his strong jawline, adding a ruggedness to his chiseled features that catches the warm glow of the fireplace. He’s still as handsome as ever.

      Perhaps even more so.

      “Lucas…” I manage, my voice barely above a whisper. 

      Somehow he’s even taller, exuding confidence in his crisp dress shirt, rolled up over his forearms. The sparkle in his dark eyes are more prominent as he takes me in. His dark hair is tousled, the smile on his face dipped in mischief, making my heart race. 

      He seems to embody the boy I used to know, but now with an undeniable maturity that sets my pulse racing. 

      He pulls me up out of my seat before encircling me with his arms, holding me tight as he twirls me around. A laugh spills out before I can help it, breathless and unsteady.

      “Hannah Sanders,” he says, his voice rough in my ear. “The girl who left me spinning.”

      “Lucas Walker,” I say, trying to catch my breath. “What on earth are you doing here?” 

      My voice sounds too small, swallowed by his broad frame. The woodsy scent of him surrounds me, the mere presence of him overwhelming all of my senses. 

      “I could ask you the same thing,” he says, his dark gaze not leaving me for a second. He’s just as tall as I remember, but his shoulders are broader, his chest harder—a solid reminder of all those hours on the ice. “I’m here with the team. Coach thought we deserved a few days off before round three, and most of the guys voted for Vegas. We needed a break from the madness.”

      “Escape the madness? In Vegas?” I ask, still not able to fully catch my breath at the sight of him. He’s always had the ability to knock me off my feet. Leaving him behind in Georgetown five years ago wasn’t an easy decision, but it was one I had to make. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Sure it does,” he says, leaning closer. The familiar scent of him hits me like a ton of bricks. “No one would ever think to look for the New York Rangers in Las Vegas during the playoffs.”

      “That’s kind of perfect.” I take a step back, his proximity making it extremely hard to think straight. “So, I guess you have to get back, or—“

      He steps away from me, giving me a second to catch my breath before I realize I failed to notice the two other guys that are with him. 

      “Or?” Lucas asks, and I can’t help but hear the hope in voice. “We could join you?” 

      He looks over my shoulder, his mouth settling into a victorious grin. “It looks like your friend is definitely not coming back over here, so you have the room.”

      Following his gaze, I look over to where Mona is still flirting with the guy who bought her a drink. Her second glass is already ready and waiting as she ever so subtly touches his arm every chance she gets. 

      “I’d say that’s a very accurate observation.” I sigh, turning away from him. He holds my chair out for me, before sitting down next to me. I can’t believe that the guy I fell in love with in High School, the same guy who went off to play for the NHL, is sitting next to me. We haven’t spoken since the day I told him we shouldn’t be together anymore, but I’d be lying if I said I never kept tabs on him. 

      Or at least as much as my heart allowed. 

      I don’t think I’ve ever watched one of his games all the way through. The emotions it stirred up were always too much to handle. On one hand I could watch him all day, seeing him in his element, living his dream on the ice. On the other hand, I couldn’t bear the thought of him moving on without me.  

      Somehow it feels like he left me behind, even though it was the other way around. 

      At least in theory. 

      “I’m Lucas,” he says, holding his hand out to Liz with that confident grin of his. “I guess Sanders here is still trying to find her bearings.”

      “I’m so sorry—“ I start to apologize, my mind swirling at his use of my old nickname. 

      “It’s fine,” Liz cuts in, her smile widening as Lucas’s teammates pull up another chair and make themselves at home at our table. “Besides, right now I’m thanking Mona for not waiting two minutes longer before accepting that awful drink.”

      I take a deep breath, trying to settle the giant butterflies that have taken flight inside my stomach. 

      “Thanks for the champagne, Luke.” I can’t believe he remembered that it’s the only thing I ever wanted to drink when we were younger. 

      “It’s a pleasure,” he says, his smile lighting up my insides in a way that’s almost unbearable. “Besides, didn’t you always say it’s not a celebration without bubbly?”

      “I did say that.” I can’t bring myself to stop looking at him. He’s so different and still he’s the boy I fell in love with in the tutor centre. When he walked into my life that afternoon, I didn’t know he would bury himself so deeply in my very being that even now, after all these years, I won’t ever be able to get him out. 

      My gaze slips to his forearms, the light scars he has and the new tattoo on the inside of his arm. A cross with twisting vines around it, at the bottom there’s a verse: Proverbs 3:5

      ‘Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding.’

      His gaze follows mine. Reaching out, I trace his tattoo with my fingers. My breath hitches, his skin warm and real beneath my touch, confirming that I’m not imagining any of this. My heart races, reading the verse again and knowing that Lucas is still very much the boy I knew if he is still relying on God in all his ways. 

      “I’m sorry I never called.” It feels too small and too little considering everything. The way we left things…it wasn’t easy. But I knew it was the right thing at the time. 

      “It’s fine, Sanders.” His voice is calm, but his eyes hold something so much more, something I’m not sure I’m ready to face. “I’m glad I found you here.”

      I draw back my hand, my breath catching as I try to steady myself. He smiles at me, and for a moment it feels like no time has passed at all. 

      “Me too, Luke. Me too.”
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      After we won the Eastern Conference Semis, the team got a couple of days off to regroup and refresh. It’s been a rough season and it started to show in the playoffs. Round two against the Hurricanes was a battle and it got to some of the guys. Coach was majorly impressed by our performance, despite some of the guys struggling to keep it together. He figured the team was under too much pressure, and he needed his guys to relax. At first the General Manager didn’t budge, but after he sat in Harry Matlock’s office for two hours, putting together a plan that worked for both of them, we got the good news.

      We’re heading to Vegas for two days.

      If it were up to me, I’d be in my truck, heading down to Georgetown to see my dad and my little brother, Noah. But that was out of the question for now. The agreement was that the team stays together, keeps it dry on the break, and sticks to strict curfews. 

       For some it might not seem like much, but to a team who has just played eighty-two games in their regular season, and fourteen in the postseason…it was an opportunity none of us could turn down. The guys were more than willing to sit through the entire flight, listening to Harry Matlock explain the rules, if it meant we could take a break from everything. 

      Right now, while sitting in a quiet restaurant, I’m convinced God had his hand in this little fluke of a getaway. Because I’m staring at a waterfall of golden hair cascading down a backless white cocktail dress. A flood of memories hit me, overwhelming my senses. The smell of the ocean, her laughing beside me in my truck as we drive with the windows down, and the feel of her warm hand in mine.  

      When she turns, her familiar green eyes and breathtaking smile hit me in the chest like an arrow. And for the life of me, I can’t fathom how I ever let her go. 

      Hannah Sanders. 

      I haven’t seen her in five years, and she’s even more beautiful than I remember. The last time I saw her, her eyes were filled with tears as she tore herself from my arms. Despite the feelings inside, despite what I wanted, I let her go. I got in my truck and drove away. We haven’t spoken a single word since no matter how hard I tried to reach her. 

      Seeing her sitting in a restaurant in Las Vegas seems wrong in so many ways. She’s the pastor’s daughter, someone who takes her plans for the future very seriously. This isn’t the kind of place I ever pictured her in. Yet she’s here, owning the entire room. The white cocktail dress suits her perfectly, and in some way, it screams Hannah. 

      Angel. 

      Innocence. 

      Beautiful. 

      Unattainable. 

      A waiter steps up to her table, a tray of neon red cocktails in hand and I can’t help but wonder if she ordered it. Hannah doesn’t drink. Especially not drinks that glow. Sure we were still High School kids back then, but she only ever looked forward to drinking champagne one day.  

      I suppose a lot can change in five years. 

      Following her and her friends’ gaze toward the bar, it’s clear that they didn’t order the drinks. A flash of jealousy stirs inside of me when I spot the idiot in a suit. I try to shake it off, but it sticks even if it has no right to. She’s not mine. She hasn’t been mine for a long time. She left me behind when she went to Duke University, insisting that I should follow my own dreams and forget about her. 

      Only I’ve never been able to. 

      How could anybody forget about her. 

      God knows, I’ve tried to move on with my life. I even tried dating once or twice, but my heart was never in it. I knew I should just give up, since it’s not fair to anybody that I’m comparing every single girl to the one who got away. 

      “What are you staring at, bro?” Declan asks, slapping me on the shoulder and drawing me back down to earth. 

      He’s my defenseman, and he plays like a guy with nothing to lose, but I know better. He cares more than he lets on. About the game, about us, about the people who matter. He just hides it behind all the chirping and the chaos. 

      He follows my gaze toward where Hannah is sitting with her friend, while the third woman gets up to go to the bar. “Why didn’t you just say so?” he asks, taking a step in Hannah’s direction, his signature smile already on his face. 

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I ask, pulling him back with a bit more force than necessary. I have no idea how I want to handle this situation, but I know I don’t want Declan to be the one to talk to Hannah. 

      “I’m going to talk to the pretty lady,” he says with a sly smile. 

      “You better not be talking about Hannah.” The tone in my voice surprises even me. 

      “So you know her?” he asks, looking over his shoulder to where she’s sitting. “The brunette that looks like she could run a Fortune 500 company and break your heart in the same five minutes?”

      I sigh with relief. “No, the other one. And besides, you have a girlfriend. The brunette is nothing to you.”

      “First, she’s not my girlfriend. That’s too official,” he says, pointing at me. “And secondly, I was just thinking she’s perfect for EJ.”

      “Sure, you did,” EJ says from beside me, clearly hearing the conversation now that he’s been pulled into it. “One of these days Megan is going to kick you to the curb.”

      “She knows we’re not exclusive,” Declan says with a frown. 

      “So make it exclusive,” I tell him. “That shouldn’t even be a thing.”

      EJ lets out a huff. “Yeah, like that’s going to happen.” He looks toward the table where Hannah is sitting, a small smile tugging at his mouth. “Which one is mine again?”

      “The brunette,” Declan reminds him, clearly not thrilled about the turn of events. 

      “How do you know the blonde?” EJ asks, nodding towards Hannah. “She’s definitely turning heads.”

      “From home.” I try to keep my voice neutral, but it’s all but impossible. When he looks at me with a raised eyebrow, I add, “We used to date.”

      It’s definitely the understatement of the year. It’s more than just some past relationship. It’s Hannah. She’s the girl I thought I’d end up with. I wouldn’t have minded staying in Georgetown and taking over the family farm to stay with her. We were young then, but I couldn’t see it ending. I just thought we’d stay together until we’re old enough to get married.

      But that’s not what she wanted.

      So instead of doing what I thought was right, I entered the draft, signed the contract and went all in. The rest is history. 

      “So what are you waiting here for?” EJ asks with a smile. “We have to head back in the morning, Lucky Luke. There’s no time to waste.”

      He’s right. 

      Tomorrow I’ll be on a plane heading back to New York. 

      Looking over to where she’s sitting, the draw inside of me is strong. She takes a sip of her drink, scrunching her nose in a face of disgust and I can’t help but smile. 

      Honestly, I don’t know what I’m waiting for. I’ve been wanting to see her, to speak to her, since she walked away from me. I should’ve fought harder for her that day, but idiot that I was, I let her go. 

      And now, I’m sitting here trying to make sense of what’s happening, as if seeing her after all this time isn’t ripping me wide open. 

      She’s always been a part of me, a part I couldn’t shake no matter how much time has passed. I shouldn’t be here, watching her sip a drink that doesn’t suit her and acting like I’m not consumed with the urge to run to her, grab her and pull her close. 

      But what good would that do?

      She’s the one who ended things, she left. She told me to go and follow my dreams. That’s exactly what I did, all the way to New York. But it wasn’t long before I realized that dreams mean nothing without the person you’re supposed to be with. 

      Mind made up, I get up from my seat. “I’m going to need some champagne.” 

      “Wait…What?” EJ asks, looking at Declan with a frown on his face. 

      “Are you coming or not?” I ask, already heading to the bar, whether they understand it or not. 

      With one more look at the brunette with Hannah, both EJ and Declan get up and follow me. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      EJ has been keeping Liz entertained all evening, his arm now casually draped along the back of her chair. Declan is on her other side, not allowing to be completely cut out of the conversation. I’m not sure if EJ genuinely likes Liz or if he’s working hard to keep Megan from killing Declan before we win the playoffs. Either way they’re keeping her busy enough for me to have a few precious moments with Hannah without much interruption. 

      The rest of the team has already gone back to the hotel to make curfew, but my defenseman and my wingman decided to stay behind with me, always having my back. I’m almost certain if Jenn, our PR manager, finds out we split up, she’ll have a fit. She planned this trip with military precision, determined to keep things low-profile and playoff focused. EJ gave the quick version to Mitch, our captain, giving us another hour without raising alarms.   

      Hannah is next to me, too close and too far away all at the same time. Her face is filled with excitement, her cheeks tinged pink. Whether it’s from the two glasses of champagne or the way I tucked her hair behind her ear, I can’t tell. Seeing her like this, relaxed and comfortable with me, stirs up memories I thought I’d buried long ago. 

      It’s already past one in the morning, and the weight of time passing is pressing on me. I’m already over curfew, and my teammates are here with me. I should be heading back to the hotel and following the rules. I  should be walking her back to her room and calling it a night, but the thought of saying goodbye now…I can’t. Not when I just got her back. In a few hours I have to fly back out to New York and who knows when I’ll see her again, if ever.

      “How come I haven’t seen you back home, Sanders?” I ask the question that’s been nagging at me the entire night. I gave up on sending texts and calling after our break-up, figuring I’d see her when we were both in Georgetown. But it hasn’t happened. Not even once.   

      She looks down, twirling the stem of the champagne glass between her fingers. “I’ve been busy with studies and work, mostly. I never wanted to turn down an opportunity to add to my resume, you know? I don’t think I’ve been home for longer than four days since I left.”

      I can’t imagine Hannah not being home. She is so close with her parents and her siblings. She’s the big sister to three brothers and a little sister, and she’s always taken her position in the family seriously. 

      “It’s hard to picture you anywhere else,” I admit, my voice softer than I intended. “When I think of you, it’s like you’re right there at your house, cooking with your mom or sparring with your brothers. Or at Camp Grace with your dad, helping with the activities. ”

      A small, almost sad smile crosses her face. “That’s the way it used to be, Luke,” she murmurs. “But then life happened. You moved on and I had to do the same thing. Once I kept that in mind it was easy to say yes to things to keep me busy.” 

      She takes a small sip of champagne, her gaze not leaving mine for a second, her green eyes lit with an intensity that flips my stomach inside out. 

      “You should come home more often,” I say, inching closer, unable to stop myself. 

      I pause for a second, trying to read her expression and wondering if I’m pushing too hard, too fast. She was the one who ended things, the one who left me without a single word for five years. As much as I’d like to, it’s not something I can ignore. And yet, here she is, looking at me like nothing has changed. 

      “Do you want to call it a night?” I ask, knowing I have to give her the option of leaving but praying that she won’t take it. “Or do you want to go get dessert?”

      She looks up at me and for a moment there’s a flicker in her eyes, like she’s weighing the same fears and hopes that I am. Then she smiles. A cautious smile that gently tugs at the corners of her mouth. 

      “You do know we’re in a restaurant that most definitely serves dessert,” she murmurs, a hint of teasing in her voice. “Michelin star-level dessert, I might add.”

      “True,” I say, glancing just past her shoulder. “But this restaurant also has your friend and two of my teammates in it.”

      Her smile deepens and the sight of it sends something warm and electric through me. Silence lingers between us just long enough to feel like a question.

      Then she tilts her head. “I guess we should go get dessert somewhere else then.” 

      Relief floods my system a long with a surge of hope I didn’t realize I’d been holding out for. 

      “Great, I know just the place.”

      I’m obviously lying. I don’t know anything about dessert places in Vegas. But I’m not ready to say goodbye just yet and if that means winging it until she kicks me to the curb, then that’s what I’ll do. 

      “One condition though,” she says, a small frown forming. “Just please no noisy, slot machiney places.”

      I get up and hold out my hand toward her. “No casinos, got it.”

      “And no fancy dresses or diamonds,” she adds, slipping her small hand into mine. Her warmth seeps through me and I have to take a deep breath to settle the storm building inside my chest. 

      “I didn’t pack mine,” I say with a grin. “So we’re safe.”

      Her laughter pulls me in like it always has, that warm, familiar sound shaking loose a thousand memories. For a second, it feels like we’re back in Georgetown, sneaking off from her parents’ porch to steal a late-night adventure. But here, with her hand in mine, I’m very aware of the fact that we’re two adults choosing to spend more time together. 

      We’re not those two kids sneaking around town anymore; we’re two people who’ve lived, who’ve lost and gained parts of ourselves in all the years apart. We’re in the middle of a city far away from home, adults with no one to answer to but each other. Maybe it’s a fluke that we’re both here, at this place, tonight. 

      But I don’t believe in coincidences. Never have. 

      There’s something bigger at play, I can feel it. If there’s even the slightest chance that this night means something more, then I’m going to hold onto it for as long as she’ll let me.   

      The feeling is intoxicating, threatening to drown out every ounce of common sense. 

      “Dec,” I say, obviously interrupting my defenseman as he’s majorly zoning in on Hannah’s friend. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

      “No problem,” he says, barely looking at me. Liz takes a second to wink at Hannah before we head out of the restaurant together. EJ waves before making sure Liz is occupied with him instead of Declan. 

      Poor man is working too hard to keep Declan from self-destructing again. 

      Neither of them says a word about the curfew or us sticking together, whether it’s loyalty or distraction, I’m not sure. Either way, I’m grateful. 

      As we reach the busy hotel foyer, the expression on Hannah’s face changes to discomfort  in a second. Somehow this place never quiets down, and there are always people around. I guide her toward the front entrance, figuring we’d take a walk along the strip and see where we end up.  

      “Tell me why you’re in Vegas when you obviously don’t like it here?” I ask her, leading her through the revolving doors and feeling her relax next to me as the cooler night air hits us. It’s not so noisy out here, the openness somehow swallowing the music and voices all around us. 

      “It’s to celebrate graduation,” she says with a shrug. “And to celebrate this amazing job I just got. I’ve been working so hard to get it, and it finally happened. I wanted to go wine tasting, but Mona and Liz said we’ll have enough time for that when we’re heading into our first mid-life crisis.” She laughs a little, but it’s filled with tension. 

      “I didn’t think two days here would actually kill me,” she adds, her voice tinged with forced amusement. “Although now I think I might’ve been wrong.”

      I glance at her, raising a brow to challenge her to give me a little more. 

      She sighs. “I don’t know, don’t you feel it?” she asks, her nose scrunching a bit. “Something about this place…It just doesn’t sit right.”

      I look around me, at the people coming in and out of casinos. There’s a hum to this city, an undertone that I don’t want to dwell on for too long. It’s undeniable. 

      “I get it,” I say, looking back down at her. “When we heard we’d be getting two days off I wanted to get in my truck and head back home to see Noah and dad. But…the team has to stick together, so Vegas it is.”

      She looks up at me with a small smile, the neon lights dancing across her features. “So neither of us wanted to come here, and yet here we are. If I didn’t know any better, God sent you here to make sure I survived this trip. When do you have to go back to New York?” she asks, and I don’t miss the tinge of hope in her voice. 

      She’s just starting her trip, and I’m at the end of mine. 

      I look at my watch, seeing that it’s already two-thirty in the morning. “I have to be on a plane in five hours. We have practice in the afternoon and a game tomorrow night.”

      The disappointment is clear, as we realize that both of us want more time. 

      “Shouldn’t you be heading to bed then?” she asks, her tone teasing but edging with practicality. “You won’t have a great practice on zero hours of sleep.”

      We continue to walk slowly along the strip. Her hand is still firmly held in mine, her arm pressed against me as we walk side by side. We’ve created our own little bubble and I’ll do anything to stay in it for as long as possible. 

      I glance at her, shaking my head. “I’ll sleep on the plane.” 

      I lift her hand to my mouth, unable to help myself as I place a kiss against the back of it. There’s a flash of uncertainty across her features at my gesture, which she quickly hides. Someone who doesn’t know Hannah might’ve missed it. A sinking feeling twists in my stomach, a mix of fear and insecurity. 

      “So, tell me more, Sanders. What have you been up to?” 

      “A lot,” she says, a soft laugh escaping her lips. “A lot can happen in five years, Luke.”

      Her words are light, but they carry a weight I wasn’t expecting. The way she says it, so casually, makes my chest tighten. My eyes drop to her left hand, almost involuntarily, wondering if she’s met someone in the time we’ve been apart. 

      I know she’s not the kind of girl to lead someone on or be involved with someone while keeping things ambiguous with me, but I can’t shake the feeling. Maybe it’s the way she’s been avoiding certain things, the way she’s stepped back in moments when I thought we were connecting. Or maybe it’s because I still remember how easily she slipped away from me the last time we were together. 

      “Does that mean you’re spoken for?” I ask, needing to know. 

      At dinner earlier, our conversations were more surface level. We mostly spoke about the team and her studies, but we didn’t dive into too personal things, especially with my teammates and her friend being in the vicinity. 

      She blushes and I have to fight the urge to run my fingers through her hair, tucking it behind her ear so I can see more of her face.  

      “No, nothing like that,” she says, shaking her head. 

      Relief floods me, igniting something deeper, something unexpected. 

      “Good.” My voice comes out too rough, too raw, betraying the excitement coursing through me. 

      “Good?” she asks, her green eyes searching mine, as if she’s trying to read me. 

      “I won’t pretend I’m not happy you’re not seeing someone,” I tell her the truth, before second-guessing myself. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Lucas—“ she starts, uncertainty laced in her voice. Uncertainty I want to wipe away.

      “I’m just being honest,” I press, the words tumbling out before I can stop them. “We spent so much time together back home, we had a plan, things were good, and then—“

      “They weren’t,” she says matter-of-factly. The finality in her voice stings more than I expected. 

      I search her eyes, desperate to know what’s going through her mind. But she avoids my gaze, as if more at ease with the silence between us than the truth of the past. She gently tugs my hand, guiding us forward as we continue to walk down the Strip. Then, without hesitation, she slips her other hand over ours—fingers laced, warm, steady—and rests her head against my arm. 

      Something settles inside me. Saying the words out loud, admitting how much I missed her, feels like releasing a breath I’ve been holding for years. But at the same time, it feels like too little—too small compared to the battle I’ve fought without her.  

      “I missed you too,” she says softly. Her words hit my heart, the vulnerability and sincerity in them marking me in a permanent way. 

      I look down at her, not just seeing the woman beside me now, but the girl who stole my heart the first time she walked into the tutor center. We were never in the same classes, she was in the honors and AP courses—a step ahead of everyone, including me. In fact my ego took a bit of a hit when I found out that she was actually a year younger than me, and still she was the one who had to tutor me so I could stay in the hockey program. 

      Her shy, demure demeanour had drawn me in instantly. But as I got to know her, I realized it was only the surface. Beneath the quiet exterior was a fiery personality, a strength I never expected, and a heart of gold that I came to rely on more than I ever wanted to admit. 

      God, how could you let me walk away?

      How could You bring her back now, only to rip her away again?

      The air is cool and Hannah shivers next to me. Without a second thought, I put my arm around her and pull her into my side where she fits perfectly. We’ve passed casinos and hotels, restaurants and more than one vendor that could’ve sold us dessert. Yet, we haven’t stopped walking. And right now, I’m scared that if we do, we’ll have to start turning back. 

      Ahead of us, neon flashing lights cast a glow across the sidewalk. A sign blinks in bold red letters — The Church of Elvis. The wedding march spills out of the doors along with a couple dressed in pink and blue. The groom picks up his new wife, who tosses her bouquet into the air without a care in the world. 

      Hannah laughs looking at the couple, who’s obviously a bit intoxicated, but happy none-the-less. There’s a strange expression playing across her beautiful features and I can’t help but stare at her. 

      “Did you think we’d ever get married?” she asks, her voice bold, but there’s something underneath. Like she’s testing the waters, unsure of what she’s hoping for. 

      “I did,” I answer honestly, without hesitation. “Maybe not right away, but I’m sure we would’ve gotten around to it eventually.”

      She exhales softly, tilting her head. “It’s what happens when you stay in Georgetown. Right?” she says, her voice a whisper. “That’s just the way things go in small towns. People fall in love, get married, stay. It’s expected.”

      I stop walking for the first time, my heart thudding against my ribs. With a gentle pull, I guide her closer, slipping my arms around her waist. She comes willingly, and it’s like no time has passed at all. She fits there…right there. 

      “And now?” I ask, my voice low. 

      She looks up at me, her chin resting on my chest, her green eyes steady on mine. The way we’ve been able to fall back into step with each other, the way my hands know where to rest and hers don’t flinch…it’s strange but perfect. Familiar. Like we’ve never really been apart. 

      “And now, what?” she murmurs, her voice trembling at the edges. Uncertain, but not afraid.  

      I brush my thumb over the bare skin of her back, and she shivers beneath my touch. Something inside me stirs, deep and triumphant. 

      “Are you telling me you’re not a small town girl anymore?”  

      A slow, knowing smile tugs at her lips. “I don’t think I’ll ever not be a small town girl,” she says, with a hint of pride in her voice. “I mean, look at me.”

      I have been looking at her. This whole entire time. 

      The soft breeze lifts a strand of her golden hair across her face. I tuck it behind her ear, letting my fingers linger. Her green eyes catch the glow of the neon nearby, bright and alive. My gaze lingers too, tracing the freckles scattered across her nose, the curve of her jaw, the perfect bow of her lips. 

      “I am looking at you,” I say, and my voice is rougher than I mean it to be. 

      She blushes, suddenly looking down and depriving me of her eyes. 

      Gently, I tip her chin up, my fingers steady beneath it, guiding her face back to mine. I shouldn’t. We both know it. But the thought of letting her go again without this, without something, is ripping at my insides. 

      So I kiss her. 

      It’s barely a whisper of a touch, more breath than pressure, reverent and slow. A kiss pulled from memory, from ache, from every late-night prayer I didn’t know I was still praying. 

      “Lucas—“ she breathes, pulling away, her lips just inches from mine. 

      “I know, Sanders, it’s just—“

      Before I can finish, she reaches up and wraps her arms around my neck. And then she kisses me. 

      This kiss is different. It’s bolder, fuller, like she’s just let go of something. And it takes me straight back to the last week we spent together. The light kisses we shared in my truck before I dropped her off at home. The afternoon we snuck off to Camp Grace to carve our names into the old tree, where we shared our first real kiss. 

      Hannah’s the first girl I ever kissed, and now I know without a shadow of doubt I want her to be the last.

      That night I thought we’d be together forever. And a week later, it was all gone. She was leaving for an internship in Durham and wanted me to follow my own dreams. 

      Kissing her now, it feels like we were never apart. She fits perfectly against my chest, her mouth molding against mine so easily, like we were made for each other. Her scent envelopes me and I want nothing more than to stay like this forever. 

      She pulls away, slightly out of breath, her eyes fixed on my mouth. “You’re leading me into dangerous waters, Lucas Walker.”

      If she only knew that it’s the other way around. “Don’t worry, Sanders, I’ve got you. Nothing will happen to you.”

      She looks up at me, her green eyes searching mine for reassurance. “Promise?”

      “I promise.”
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      Driving along the familiar highway 701, I drink in the green trees stretching along the road as I make my way into my hometown. The sight of the sign that welcomes me to Georgetown, South Carolina, has my churning stomach settling…a little. Everything still looks exactly the same as I left it a year ago. The streets are already stirring with a few trucks hauling their boats to the harbor. The locals are getting ready to open the myriad of museums for the tourists who’ll be getting ready for their tours after their special breakfast at the Harbor Club or Baxley’s Brews. 

      Baxley’s is the place I went on my first date with Lucas—first official date at least.

      As I drive through town, the memories buried in every corner of this town slowly reappear. From sneaking into late-night showings with Lucas, to morning runs along the pier. Spending time together at church and summers swimming in the ocean at Camp Grace. I wonder if Lucas ever thought of me, of us, whenever he came home. 

      Perhaps that’s another reason I couldn’t bring myself to come home for more than a few days at a time. 

      Past the movie theater the white steeple of our church is tall against the blue Carolina sky. My dad’s sermons are woven into the very fabric of my being, those that came from the pulpit and those that were given around the kitchen table. In Durham I attended church, but there’s something different about having your dad’s voice reassure you of your Saviour’s grace and love. Perhaps that’s the reason I’ve been drifting without even realizing it. 

      How else would I be able to explain how I got to where I am right now? 

      The familiar nudge in my spirit tells me that He’s not far off…God will always be God no matter how much I might change. He stays the same even if my dedication wavers, even if I go quiet. I’m used to talking to God about everything, especially when things are hard. When I broke up with Lucas, it was because I was so sure it’s what God wanted for the both of us. It didn’t feel good, my heart was shattered afterward…but it felt right. Following God isn’t always easy, I know that, but I’ve always had faith that He has something better for me. 

      But then Vegas happened. Then Lucas happened. 

      And now I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve been too ashamed to bring it all to Him…the impulsive decision, the emotions, the fear that maybe I acted selfish for the first time in my life. I’m not even sure how to pray about it, because what if I already messed everything up?

      So now I’m doing the only thing I can think of…I’m going home. 

      Windows down, salty air curling around me like a memory, I drive through the familiar streets. Everything just as I left it. Only now, everything feels different. Because I’m different. Because I’m not sure if I’m here to hide or to find answers.    

      And that’s the thing about guilt. It doesn’t always show up in big, obvious ways. Sometimes it’s silent, buried. Sometimes it’s hidden in the excuses we make not to come home. 

      Durham isn’t that far from Georgetown—not really. It’s easily an afternoon's drive and yet I couldn’t find the time to make the trip back home in over a year. My parents were more than willing to come to me for a visit. I know my mother would’ve loved another tour of the campus while my dad would’ve searched the city for the best burger he could find. But I always had something else going on: study groups, TA hours, classes, part-time jobs. Every single day since I’ve been at Duke has been filled with enjoying my independence and building a life that’s my own. I wanted to manage all of it, so I can look back and see what I’ve built by myself. 

      Maybe that need to prove I could stand on my own two feet is part of why I never said yes to being a counselor at Camp Grace. That and the fact that I couldn’t bring myself to come back to the place where I’d spent every summer with Lucas. Dad’s asked me to come home every summer since I left. 

      And why wouldn’t he? 

      I’ve loved growing up at camp, the adventures and the friendships and the faith-filled moments on the beach. But after high school, I couldn’t come back to Georgetown or Camp Grace. I couldn’t even bring myself to attend the graduate program my dad started the year I graduated. Knowing I’d broken up with Lucas, I just had to get out of this town and I didn’t want to come back. Even for something as meaningful as helping out at camp. 

      Because Lucas wasn’t just someone I loved. He was everything this place represented. He was home, comfort, tradition, roots…a life that would’ve been safe and good and simple. But I didn’t think God was calling me to that. 

      I believed, with everything in me, that if He was opening a door for Lucas to chase his dream, then maybe He had something more for me too. Something different. I didn’t want to stay behind, watching the life we might have had unfold without me in it. I wanted to trust that God’s goodness included me, too. That He wanted me to build a life that felt fully mine. 

      So I left. Not because I didn’t love it here, but because I did. 

      And leaving felt like the only way I could figure out who I was beyond this place…beyond him. I believed that if it wasn’t Lucas in Georgetown, it would be someone else…somewhere else. 

      And I was right on track with my plan…up until about forty-eight hours ago. 

      When everything I believed clashed with reality.   

      Driving past the multi-coloured buildings in midtown, I spot old man Deacon walking with his newspaper in hand. He’s the only one I know who insists on heading down to the local cafe to pick up his copy of the morning paper, instead of receiving it on his doorstep like most other citizens in this town. I can’t help but smile at the familiar sight before making another turn down Davies Street, heading home.

      Anxiety churns in my stomach at the thought of seeing my parents again. 

      Will they take one look at me and immediately know the truth?

      Or will they chalk up any subtle changes there might possibly be to the fact that we haven’t seen each other in a year?

      Guilt presses down on me and I feel the absolute weight of it on my chest. How did I think it’s okay to stay away from home for so long? Just because I wanted to start my own life somewhere, didn’t mean that I had to completely cut off my family. Maybe if I realized I needed to touch base more often, I wouldn’t have done what I had done. I wouldn’t have made a mistake that seems unfixable. 

       My heart fills with disappointment, and tears sting the back of my eyes as I look down at my hand on the steering wheel. 

      The simple golden wedding band is just resting there on my ring finger, like it’s been there forever—like it’s settled in for the long haul. Like it belongs there, but it doesn’t. At least not like this. 

      Before I can second-guess myself, I quickly pull it off and shove it into the glove compartment, having absolutely no intention of telling my parents about what happened. Especially not by flashing a ring in their faces. 

      They might die when they see it. 

      I almost did. That’s for sure. 

      “Mom, Dad. I’m married,” I say out loud, my voice coming out extremely wobbly. How on earth am I supposed to break the news to my family, if I can’t even say it out loud without sounding like I’m about to throw up. 

      I’m married. 

      And I’m not entirely sure how it happened. 

      I woke up yesterday morning, in a hotel room in Vegas. Groggy and disoriented, it took me a full minute to register where I was—that it was supposed to be a girls weekend with Mona and Liz to celebrate graduation. It was a trip I wasn’t keen on to begin with, because Vegas really isn’t my scene. It’s a city I never would’ve visited on my own since I’ve never had any interest in the city that’s known for it’s wild and reckless nature. But it felt like a rite of passage of sorts, which is apparently why Mona thought it would be a good idea. And idiot that I am, I thought that two days in Nevada couldn’t harm anybody.  

      That was obviously a lie from the enemy himself, because that little trip upended my entire life. 

      Yesterday morning, as I was faced with the green-and-gold curtains of a strange hotel room, it all came flooding back to me. Images of care-free laughing, kissing, and red neon lights with plastic flowers. If the man next to me in bed wasn’t a dead give-away, the absolute weight of the golden wedding band on my ring finger was.

      I got married to Lucas Walker. 

      The guy I fell for when I was fifteen and I let my guard down. The same guy I left in the rearview mirror when I went to Duke five years ago. He was the last person I expected to see in Nevada, but after he came over and placed that glass of champagne down in front of me I couldn’t escape him. 

      Honestly, I wouldn’t have tried even if the opportunity presented itself. 

      Seeing Lucas after all this time jolted me back to days spent together on the beach and on his farm, stealing kisses on the back of his truck and going for walks on the pier. He is obviously a grown man now, and a full-sized New York Ranger to boot. Seeing him like that unraveled whatever sense I’d thought I had, making me want to soak up every possible second with him until he had to leave for New York again.  

      Obviously things escalated. What should’ve been two old friends catching up over dessert, quickly turned into me finding myself in a strange hotel room, my clothes on the floor. 

      That was when horror struck in waves. 

      At first I was overwhelmed by panic because I’d broken the promise I made to God. That promise had been more than words. It was my way of honoring Him, of living a life according to His will and purpose. It was a commitment, one I’d woven into my heart, to who I was supposed to be.

      And then in a single, reckless night, I’d broken it.

      Feeling the cool metal of the ring on my finger did little to comfort me. If anything, it made it worse, like the very symbol of what I’d once dreamed of having, felt tainted. Instead of bringing reassurance I’d expected marriage to bring, the ring became a scorching reminder of how far I’d drifted—not just from my commitment, but from the faith and foundation I thought I’d never stray from. 

      When I woke up to Lucas next to me, his face softened with sleep and his figure now more familiar than before, a rush of guilt urged me to run. Grabbing my clothes, I rushed out of there without so much as a glance at the man I was leaving behind. Again. 

      Needless to say, my phone has been blowing up ever since.

      I don’t have the nerve to respond to Lucas. Before I left Vegas I made sure to let Liz know that I had an emergency back home which is why I left without saying goodbye. 

      I need to regroup. I need to figure out how to handle this.

      I’m not sure if I should keep it from my parents. I’ve never kept anything from them before. Then again, I’ve never gotten married to an ex-boyfriend before. An ex-boyfriend who went on to fulfill his dreams in New York by playing professional hockey, while I did everything in my own power to build a life of my own. How can I tell them about how I ruined my plans, and Lucas’ future all in one impulsive night? It would be such a disappointment to them. 

      How can it not be? 

      I’m disappointed in myself for ruining everything.  

      I’ve always had such an amazing relationship with my mom and I could sense the worry in her voice when I told her I’m coming home. There’s no way she couldn’t tell something was off with me. We don’t keep secrets in our family. Especially not from mom and dad. 

      It’s all Lucas’s fault. 

      From the moment I saw him, it’s all been a rollercoaster of emotions. Pure elation to panic, regret followed by guilt and then back to a sense of longing I can’t explain. Mix that with the butterflies that are still fluttering around in my stomach just thinking about him, and the way his smile touches my soul I’ve been feeling queasy for the past forty-eight hours. 

      I need stability in this chaotic situation. And I couldn’t think of any place more stable than Georgetown. In a bid to cover my tracks, I accepted my father’s long standing invitation to be a camp counsellor. It was the only excuse I could think of when I dialed my mother’s number to announce that I’m suddenly coming home.    

      Plus, I can’t think of a place I’d rather be than Camp Grace in a situation like this. 

      That’s where I’ve always felt like I had everything together, and it’s the feeling I need right now. 

      My phone vibrates again, for what feels like the hundredth time today. Lucas has been calling non-stop, leaving messages and voicemails. I’ve even gotten a few emails and dm’s. 

      I just can’t face him right now. With more tears pricking the backs of my eyes, I send his call to voicemail again, trying not to think how he must be feeling right now. 

      As I wind down the familiar road that ends in the cul-de-sac I grew up on, I take a few deep breaths to settle myself before having to face my family. The sight of my mom’s hydrangeas brings a flicker of calm, along with our red front door and my old bedroom window on the second floor.  

      Pulling into the driveway, I take another deep breath. My gaze flicks to my left hand, needing to make sure there isn’t a burn mark on my finger, because I swear I can still feel it. Rubbing over my finger just in case, I look up and spot my mom standing on the front porch, a giant smile on her face. 

      Although it’s not hiding the worry clearly etched between her eyes. 

      She knows something is going on. 

      Please God, help me through this. 
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        * * *

      

      The smell of freshly baked cinnamon rolls and brownies drifting up the staircase hits me before my little sister’s voice. “Come on, Hannah-Banana, you’re not at Duke anymore!”

      Rolling my eyes, I shove the box of photos I’ve been staring at for the past two hours beneath my bed. Since the first day I met Lucas, I kept little keepsakes in a box. From ticket stubs and plastic candy rings, to dried flowers he picked on our walks. I haven’t looked at the contents in forever—and early this morning I woke up to it calling to me.
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