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CHAPTER 1


Lucky

If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a thousand times—lighting is everything.

I angle my phone slightly toward the brass-framed mirror in the men’s room of Lux, a swanky Pittsburgh steakhouse that caters to professional athletes, hedge fund managers, and women in dresses that are practically sprayed on.

Not that I’m complaining.

I adjust my position slightly so viewers can better see my reflection from the side—my profile is always the best—and hit the record button.

“This is a get-ready-with-me for another night of being emotionally unavailable but devastatingly hot,” I say into the front-facing camera. I smooth a hand over my hair, tilt my head dramatically, and wink. “Step one—deodorant. But just on the left side. Gotta keep ’em guessing.”

I hit stop, throw a filter on it, and post it with the caption: “Still a better love story than my last situationship.”

Within seconds, comments start rolling in.

Fire emojis.

“Marry me.”

One user writes, “Daddy?” which, honestly, feels a little aggressive before appetizers.

And there’s always a critic. “Bet you’re a 10 until you open your mouth.”

I snort. Fair enough. People either love my egocentric posts or they hate ’em. But if you put yourself out there, you have to take the good with the bad. My true social media fans know that I can go over the top, but when it boils down to it, I’m really very charming.

At least, that’s what I keep telling myself, and I haven’t been sued yet.

I tuck my phone into my pocket and head back out to the private dining room where the guys are waiting. The energy in the room is easy, loud and a little reckless—the kind that always follows a win on the road or a week with too much travel. We’re home for a bit, and we’re celebrating like we mean it. A handful of times a month, the entire team—players only and no SO’s—get together to have a nice meal in an expensive restaurant.

Foster’s at the head of the table I’m sitting at, already halfway through a whiskey neat. North and King are arguing about whether the bartender is flirting with one of them or both, but both agree they really don’t care since their girls are perfect in every way. Rafferty’s shoving truffle fries into his mouth like he hasn’t seen food in days, and Atlas is hunched over his phone, grinning like a jackass.

“There he is,” Foster says when I slide into the empty seat beside him. “Took you long enough. What were you doing, filming another thirst trap?”

“Gotta keep the internet hydrated.” I gesture to my jaw. “I mean… have you really looked at this thing?”

“Your narcissism is getting out of control,” King says, shaking his head, but his lips twitch to reveal his amusement.

“That’s rich coming from a man who’s googled himself in front of me.”

“Once,” he grumbles.

Penn strolls in then, looking smug and suspiciously well sexed. He drops into a chair across from me and steals a fry from Rafferty, who grunts in protest.

“You’re late,” North says.

Penn shrugs. “Blame Mila. She—”

“Nope,” Foster cuts in, raising his glass. “Whatever you’re about to say, we don’t want it.”

We laugh. It’s good to see Penn like this—carefree, happy, in a relationship that clearly suits him. And more importantly, fitting in with a comfort level that I didn’t think possible from a man like him. I credit Mila with teaching him about loyalty and love. They’ve been dating for a little over a month and it’s been a game changer for my man.

We order our entrees, settle in, and somewhere between my steak tartare and Foster’s third drink, he taps his spoon against his highball glass lightly enough to quiet the guys at our table. “I bought the ring.”

I blink. “For Mazzy?”

“No, for the hot hostess,” he says. Then he grins. “Yeah, for Mazzy.”

Atlas slaps the table. “About fucking time.”

The congratulations roll out in a wave. Penn throws a crumpled napkin at him. King mimes a prayer. North raises his glass.

“Any plans for the proposal?” I ask. “I could film it for you.”

Foster rolls his eyes. “No thank you. I don’t want to end up a trending video.” He sips his drink. “Thinking something low-key but meaningful. I want her to be surprised.”

“Fake a fight,” Rafferty offers. “Then drop to your knee mid-argument.”

“Romantic,” I reply sarcastically. “May I suggest—Mazzy, even though I’m wrong about everything, will you marry me anyway?”

Foster guffaws. “You joke, but that will probably induce a yes.”

“Is Bowie Jane in on this?” North asks. That’s Foster’s irrepressibly adorable daughter, who he has full custody of. Mazzy started out as her nanny and then, well… they became a cliché.

“I haven’t shown her the ring because she can’t keep a secret to save her life. But she’s been begging me to propose to Mazzy for months. I’ll bring her in on the proposal, but it will be a last-minute thing.”

Foster pulls out his phone and shows us all pictures of the rock he bought. It’s a doozy for sure, but Mazzy’s cool as hell and deserves it.

I grin and lean back, stretching my arms behind my head. Nights like this are the best part of the season. Not the fame, not the stats.

Just this.

Friends who feel like family, laughter that takes the edge off and the grounding feeling that everything’s exactly where it’s supposed to be.

Somewhere in the middle of dessert, Rafferty pulls out his phone and checks his messages. He chuckles and then shows us a TikTok of a woman doing a dance routine in a bikini. I take great pleasure in knowing I got some of these guys hooked on the platform.

“Tempe just sent this to me,” he says, mouth full of chocolate cake.

“But why?” I ask, confused.

Rafferty shakes his head with a smirk. “Because she likes to push my buttons. She wants to know if I think she’s hotter than her, to which the answer is an emphatic no.”

“Good answer.” Penn squints at the video. “Is that the one who got roasted in the comments for saying she wouldn’t date a guy shorter than six feet tall?”

Rafferty blinks in surprise because Penn would be the last person you would think would follow any social media. “Probably.” His brows furrow. “But… you look at TikTok?”

Penn lifts a coy shoulder and nods my way. “Gotta follow my guy for support. And well… his content ends up serving me videos like that girl in the bikini. Go figure.”

“She’s cute,” North allows, “but she’s trying too hard. That’s not attractive.”

That launches a whole conversation that ordinarily wouldn’t occur but for the copious amount of alcohol we’re consuming.

“What actually makes a woman irresistible?” King asks, tapping the table for emphasis. “Like, actually.”

“Confidence,” North says without missing a beat. “The quiet kind. Farren has that oozing out of her pores.”

“Brains,” adds Penn. “Sass is a bonus. Mila is full of it.”

“Eyes,” Rafferty says. “And thighs. Tempe has perfect sets of both.”

Everyone looks at him.

“What?” He shrugs. “I’m a simple man.”

“Whatever,” I say, throwing a dinner roll at him and calling bullshit. It bounces off his chest back onto the table where it’s ignored.

Rafferty’s face softens, eyes a little dreamy. “For me, it’s spontaneity. That’s hot as hell and well, no one has that like Tempe.”

No one can argue with that. Rafferty walked right up to Tempe—a total stranger in a grocery store—and kissed her as a ruse to throw off a woman who was stalking him. Tempe was all in and went with it, and well… now they’re in love.

I turn to Atlas, the only other guy at the table besides me who is as single as they come. “What about you? Bikinis or brains?”

“It’s all about the laugh,” Atlas says with a firm nod, as if that cannot be argued with. And it can’t, really. “When it’s real. Not performative.”

We all stare at him.

King lifts a skeptical brow. “Performative? Where are you getting these big words?”

Atlas flips him off.

I smirk, swirling the last sip of whiskey in my glass. “You’re all full of shit,” I say. “You want the truth?”

They wait.

“I like them a little chaotic. Funny. Doesn’t take herself too seriously. But also…” I shrug. “Snack-sharing energy.”

“Snack-sharing?” Penn echoes.

“You know,” I say. “The kind of woman who doesn’t judge when you want gas station doughnuts at midnight and maybe even eats the last one without asking but you forgive her anyway.”

Foster chuckles. “You’re romantic in your own broken way.”

I tap my temple. “Layers.”

My phone buzzes on the table and I flip it over, my heart inflating to ten times its normal size. I answer as befits the queen on the other end. “How goes the smartest, funniest, sassiest, most confident and performative woman in the entire world?”

I hear snorts and laughs from the guys as I manage to roll all their favorite qualities onto my mom. “Hi, honey. Are you busy?”

I glance around the table. “Nope. Completely free to talk.”

“Mama Branson?” Rafferty asks with a twinkle in his eye.

I nod.

“Oh, hell yes,” King says. “Put her on speaker.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Come on,” Atlas urges. “We love Mama Branson.”

“And she loves you,” I say dryly, because she’s sort of become a mom to all the guys since she visits me often. “Me? Jury’s still out.”

I keep the phone pressed to my ear. “Hey, Ma. I’m out with the guys. Everything okay?”

Her voice is bright and full of warmth. “Oh, I’m just checking in. Put me on speaker.”

I groan but don’t think of disobeying her. Her Italian blood runs between aggressively loving and viciously protective. I put the phone in the middle of the table and tap the button that opens the conversation to everyone. “The gang’s all here,” I tell her.

“Hi, boys,” she croons, and they all shout out their greetings.

“So, what’s up, Ma?”

“Oh,” she says with the slight surprise of someone who had forgotten they had a mission. “I saw your new TikTok. Why are you in a bathroom again?”

Rafferty snickers. “It’s where the best acoustics are,” he provides.

My mom giggles like a schoolgirl. “Well, you look handsome as ever, Matty. But stop squinting. You’ll get forehead lines.”

“Yeah, Matty,” Foster taunts. “You’ll get forehead lines.”

She’s not wrong (I make a mental note of it) and ignore Foster’s use of the nickname only my mom calls me. She only uses Matteo when I’m in trouble, Matty when she’s being affectionate but never the nickname I go by… Lucky.

“Mom,” I drawl out with faux exaggeration. “You’re embarrassing me in front of my fake brothers.”

“Oh hush,” she says. “Tell Foster I said congratulations.”

Everyone perks up and my jaw drops as I turn to look at him. He grins back at me.

“She knows?” I ask, clearly startled. But wait… of course, she knows. She knows everything. She’s like Google with gossip.

“I sent a few ring photos to her for her opinion. I asked a lot of women so I could make the right choice.”

Makes sense. My mom laughs. “I just know what matters. Mazzy’s a lucky girl.” Her tone turns serious. “And for the rest of you, I’m expecting wins against Ottawa and Buffalo. The playoffs start in six weeks and while I have no doubt you boys will make it, we need those two to stay at the top of the conference.”

“We got it, Mama Branson,” Penn says affectionately. He’s the one who has bonded with her the most during her visits, and I’m sure that has nothing to do with the big Italian meals she makes for everyone. Penn has no family other than Mila, so I don’t mind sharing mine with him.

“Oh, and I’m supposed to pass along—call your niece. Maria got her braces off, and she wants to FaceTime.”

Another inflation of my heart. My older sister Daniela has twin girls who just turned fourteen. “And Antonia didn’t get hers off?”

“Nope… she has a bit more to go, and she’s not happy about it. So maybe a FaceTime to her too for encouragement.”

“Got it,” I say. I need to remember to call them first thing in the morning. “I’m hanging up now, Ma. Say goodbye to the boys.”

“Goodbye, boys,” she chirps. “Love you!”

“Love you too,” they all echo back.

King leans over once I disconnect the call. “You know, you turned out surprisingly normal for a guy raised by a tiny Italian woman who has an unhealthy obsession with you.”

“She was a single mom and has zero filters,” I reply. “You either learn to roll with it, or you develop a twitch.”

The conversation drifts after that, and I can’t resist the lure. Some say I’m addicted, but I don’t know about that. I just like to be entertained.

I start scrolling through TikTok, checking first the responses to my last video and then through the curated content I’ve carefully built. I don’t know what I’m looking for, but something tells me I’ll know it when I see it.


CHAPTER 2


Winnie

“And that’s why I never use air dryers in public bathrooms. Just think about it. You’re basically blasting bacteria straight onto your hands.”

I stare at him over the rim of my unmercifully empty wineglass. I need another.

Jason leans back in his chair like he’s just dropped a TED Talk. He has the smug expression of a man who believes he’s both enlightened and tasked with the duty to enlighten others. He’s spent the last thirty minutes explaining everything from why rosé is overrated to the psychological benefits of being an only child. I doubt I’ve said more than seventeen words since the appetizers.

“That’s… a fun fact,” I say politely, glancing around for the waiter. I’d really like another glass of wine.

He nods. “I like a girl who’s into hygiene.”

I force a smile, even as I mentally check the boxes I already know by heart.

References his ex more than once.

Talks over me.

Says I’m “refreshingly normal” like it’s a compliment.

Used the phrase “alpha energy” in reference to himself.

I reach for my water, not quite at a loss for words. I’m a great conversationalist, but I’m honestly afraid of provoking more out of him.

“So, your job,” he continues, like we’ve been mid-conversation instead of him monologuing for an hour. “Kindergarten teacher, right? Must be cute. Kids love you because you’re short.”

“Not just because I’m short,” I say mildly.

He grins. “Feisty. I like that.”

I smile again. It feels like chewing glass and not for the first time on a first date, I consider going to the bathroom and shimmying my way out the window.

“Plus, you’ve got that whole influencer thing. That’s wild. I watched one of your TikToks before our date—my sister follows you. Said you’re funny in a ‘girl next door with baggage’ kind of way.”

I blink. “Wow. High praise.”

“I mean, not everyone can go viral just by being… you know, relatable. That whole ‘average-girl authenticity’ thing you do—people eat it up.”

Fantastic. Somewhere between desperate and marketable.

I never planned on becoming an influencer. Teaching has always been my passion, and the TikTok thing was an accident—a single viral rant after a truly terrible date. I’d filmed myself in sweatpants, eating cold leftover pizza and venting about a guy who asked if I “identified as emotionally available.”

It blew up overnight and I was praised for my self-deprecating humor and the real talk that women were afraid to have. So, I made another video that went viral, and then another, and suddenly, I was a heroine for embracing normality.

I’m known as @WinnieTheNotWild and have about seven hundred thousand followers on TikTok and another couple hundred thousand on Instagram. My niche is basically average girl lifestyle with relatable humor and cozy content, or as I like to call it… humble dating realism.

Who knew that you could make a living off this stuff? I earn around ten grand a month, depending on brand campaigns, affiliate clicks and how funny my videos are. It’s enough to live on, but I’ll never give up teaching kindergarten because I love it—and well, because five-year-olds don’t care about algorithms. They are pure of heart.

It started with one video about the hellscape that is online dating, but people stuck around for the cozy normalcy of my life. Now I get paid to drink tea on camera while I talk to my pet rabbit, Buttermilk, about the facts of life while we hawk lip balm, homemade granola and soft girl sweaters.

And they pay me to do it!

My phone buzzes in my purse, and I nearly kiss it in gratitude.

“I’m sorry,” I say, and Jason looks completely put out that my gaze dares to leave his. I glance at the text and see it’s only from my brother and non-urgent, but I latch onto the lifeline of the timely text.

I frown hard at the screen. “Oh, shoot. There’s a parent situation and I’m afraid I have to go.” I glance up and try to look sad at the situation, but I know I’m not quite pulling it off. “Such a shame.”

He tilts his head. “Aren’t you off tomorrow?”

“Actually,” I say, my brain scrambling for something that sounds legit, “I do have to work.”

“Kindergarten’s open on the weekend?”

“No, but we’re redecorating for spring,” I say lamely as I stand from the table and heft my purse over my shoulder. It’s a Chanel, one of the few luxuries I’ve bought for myself since I started earning far more than I could ever hope to earn as a teacher. “You know how it is. Got to keep the kids visually stimulated. Nothing like papier mâché flowers to open the mind.”

Jason stands politely, confusion still etched on his face, but I wave him off with a tight smile. “No, please… stay and finish this lovely meal. I’m really sorry I have to go.”

Before he can reply, I hastily pull out some cash and set it on the table. “It’s the least I can do since I have to cut this short,” I say, not daring to look back. I bolt.

I envision that he’s following me out of the restaurant… on the hunt to convince me to go on a second date.

I’d rather eat slugs.

Dipped in ghost pepper sauce.

While listening to nails scratch down a chalkboard.

I pick up the pace. The night air is brisk, and the door shuts behind me with no Jason. “Thank you, baby Jesus,” I say, offering up the gratitude.

A light drizzle dots my coat and curls the ends of my hair as I walk through the parking lot. I slide into my car, shut the door and let my forehead fall against the steering wheel.

Then I scream. Just once. Loud enough to fog the windshield.

“Why,” I mutter to myself, “do I keep doing this?”

It’s not that I’m expecting magic. I’m not a twenty-year-old romantic. But is a little basic respect and emotional maturity too much to ask? Just once, I’d like to go on a date where the guy asks me a single question about myself that isn’t “So, do you make real money doing that TikTok stuff?”

By the time I get home, my headache has bloomed into a full-on tension migraine. I pull into my narrow driveway on the fringe of Squirrel Hill. It isn’t anything fancy—just a squat, sun-faded Craftsman with a crooked mailbox and a porch swing that creaks when it’s windy. The siding could use a fresh coat of paint, which is next on my project list. The walkway is uneven thanks to the roots of a stubborn old oak tree out front. Cozy, quiet, tucked just far enough from the buzz of the city to feel like a sanctuary. In the spring, the wildflowers I never planted still find a way to bloom even if the flowers I actually plant struggle, which now that I think about it, seems to be a metaphor for my life.

The house is small but all mine. Three rooms downstairs, two upstairs, and a sliver of a backyard where Buttermilk occasionally gets supervised zoomies in a large freestanding pen I have for him. The porch creaks when I step on it, the front door sticks unless you hip-check it, and the crown molding is probably older than I am, but it’s stunning.

“Just once,” I mutter, obviously still bent out of shape over that disaster of a date, “I’d like a man to call me sexy and too hot to handle.”

I walk through the door, kick off my shoes, and I’m immediately met by the dull thump of judgment.

“Buttermilk.” I sigh. “You’re supposed to pretend to care.”

My rabbit—round, fluffy and chronically unimpressed—glares up at me from his pen, where he has plenty of room to hop around but can’t cause destruction in my house. He’s a Holland Lop, creamy fur with a tiny patch of brown on his nose, and he’s a solid eight pounds of pure disdain. I adopted him on a whim after another bad date—clearly a recurring theme in my life—and now I couldn’t imagine life without him, despite his hypercritical nature.

I open the gate to give him free rein of the house. As much as I like to complain about the fur-monster, he’s smart as a whip and trained to go potty in his litter box. The only reason he stays penned when I’m away is that he gets pissed at me for abandoning him and then chews holes in my furniture to express his feelings.

Buttermilk hops through the open gate and up to his feeding bowl before turning his back to me. He chews hay with aggressive disinterest.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m late. I’m always late.”

I toss a handful of fresh arugula into his dish, then stroke a hand down his soft, floppy ears. He allows it begrudgingly. “You know, you might be the best relationship I’ve ever had.”

He responds by thumping once more, his version of a dismissive snort. “Yeah, I know. Depressing.”

I flip on a lamp, collapse onto the couch, and scroll mindlessly. Two new brand emails—one from my favorite ethical skin care company, Glow & Steady, and another from Morning Mirth Tea, reminding me to post about their new chamomile blend. I sigh, bookmarking those for tomorrow.

A text from my mom flashes. How’d it go? Is this the lawyer or the investment banker?

I ignore it because my answer right now would be self-pitying. What does it really matter, Mom? What does it matter?

Instead, I open the TikTok app. Scroll. Think. Then pause.

An idea strikes for a video. Not about the bad date itself, because I’ve done that on too many occasions. But maybe it’s time to use the power of my platform to give myself some better options.

I glance toward Buttermilk, who’s now nestled into the corner of the couch like a small, furry deity.

I tell him my idea. Yes… I talk to my rabbit. When I’m finished, I ask, “What do you think? Too cringe?”

He thumps twice.

“Helpful.”

I drag my ring light out of the closet and set it up in the living room, clipping my phone in the center. I check my face in the bathroom mirror. Most of my makeup is intact, but I do wipe a smudge of mascara from beneath one eye. I might espouse normality in women, but I do have some vain vices, and makeup is one. I wear it to give myself a slight transformation from average to a tiny bit pretty.

But that’s a mask and it would defeat the nature of my experiment. I run the water until it’s warm and wash my skin free of makeup. I slather on hyaluronic acid and moisturizer, then put some balm on my lips. I stare at my fresh-faced reflection, quietly praising my best features. Shoulder-length warm brown hair with natural golden highlights that I usually wear in a scrunchie while teaching, and hazel eyes that seem to shift from green to gold.

“Let’s do this,” I say, glancing at Buttermilk as I walk back to the couch. He’s sound asleep, back little thumper leg twitching as if he’s running from a fox in his dream.

I settle into the cushions, turn on the ring light and hit record.

“Hey, Pittsburgh besties… grab a cup of tea, pet something soft, and mentally prepare yourselves, because I’ve got another dating disaster for the archives.”

I reach over and pull a sleeping Buttermilk onto my lap. He’s strangely docile, happily curling into me. I stroke his fur for courage.

“Tonight’s date? Buckle up. He spent thirty minutes explaining the microbiology of public restrooms. Thirty. Minutes. I now know more about hand dryers than a Dyson engineer.”

I give the camera a long, impassive stare.

“He also called me ‘refreshingly average’—which I’m pretty sure was meant as a compliment?—and referenced his ex seven times. I counted. It was like she was on the date with us. But invisible. And judging me.”

I pause for dramatic effect, smoothing Buttermilk’s ears like I’m trying to stay emotionally grounded.

“And the kicker? This all happened before dessert. I didn’t even get to eat my crème brûlée. Which feels criminal.”

Another beat. Then I lean in.

“Here’s what I’m thinking… maybe I’ve been aiming too high. Looking for a unicorn when I should be out here searching for, like… one decent man who knows how to shut up about bacteria and doesn’t use the phrase ‘my ex and I’ like it’s punctuation.”

I sigh dramatically. “I’ve dated lawyers, doctors and bankers. I’m talking men who are successful and seem to be what a woman wants. But… it’s not panning out for me. Maybe it’s time for an experiment.”

I square my shoulders, voice stronger and chin lifted in abject defiance of the dating game. “Thirty days of dating to find a normal guy. Someone… refreshingly average like me, apparently. He doesn’t have to be perfect. He just has to not make me want to crawl out a restaurant’s bathroom window. And I’m guessing that this platform is big enough to open my dating pool. So, I’m appealing to all you besties… help a girl out. Let’s see if he exists.”

I stop the recording and hit post. No edits. No filters. No plan. And certainly no changing my mind. Now that it’s out there, I’m committed to following through.

I slouch into the cushions with Buttermilk stretching against my stomach, warm and heavy, like an annoyed hot water bottle.

“You think that’ll do it?” I ask him, stroking his soft fur.

He yawns, unimpressed, and closes his eyes again. Typical.

I close mine too and pretend none of it matters.

Even though it does.

So much more than I’d like to admit.

I want to find my happily ever after but it’s proving to be almost impossible, and I’m not sure why.


CHAPTER 3


Lucky

Some guys get quiet before a game.

I get louder.

“Ten bucks says Rafferty falls flat on his ass in warm-ups again,” I chirp, flicking tape off my shin guard.

“Ten bucks says you flub another wide-open one-timer,” Rafferty fires back without looking up from his skates.

“Can’t flub what I bury top shelf,” I reply smoothly, snapping on my helmet.

Atlas laughs from across the room. “Please don’t start this shit again.”

“I’m just saying…” I shrug and grab my stick. “Confidence is a game-day strategy. I bring swagger. You bring… existential dread.”

“Swagger and zero common sense,” Atlas mutters, following me toward the tunnel.

The music pulses louder as we line up, the crowd’s roar bleeding through the concrete. Lights flicker purple and white. The energy is fuel, pure adrenaline.

We hit the ice as the announcer rallies the crowd in a big booming voice. I circle the net, tap gloves with Drake who’s starting in goal, and skate to the bench, every muscle primed, tuned, humming.

This is my space. My rhythm. My clarity.

It’s far away from TikTok and the goofy persona I’ve got going on there. While I love hamming it up to the world, being on the ice is what I live and breathe for.

Out here, I’m not trying to be anything. Not the funny guy. Not the one seeking the social media spotlight. I’m just Lucky Branson, left winger for the Pittsburgh Titans, and I came to win.

We open strong and the first period flies by—tight puck movement, quick transitions. I set up a beauty of a goal that my center, Anders Blom, one-times so hard the goalie’s water bottle flips off the net.

The arena goes wild, and our line converges on the Swedish phenom. I tap my stick against his calf and rub his helmet. “That was fire.”

Second period, I get clipped behind the play. Nothing dirty, but enough to rattle my teeth. I skate it off, jawing at the ref as I pass, because it wouldn’t be a Lucky shift without a little flair.

By the third, the score’s tied 2–2 and the place is buzzing. I dig in hard, full sprint along the boards, flip a saucer pass over a defenseman’s stick and hit Anders again, tape-to-tape. He scores.

We converge with the rest of our line, slapping ass and taking names.

It doesn’t matter to me that I didn’t score the goal. I make things happen and fuck if that doesn’t feel just as good. That puck hits the back of the net, and the crowd erupts and a surge of elation floods me harder than if I’d put it in myself. Another rowdy celebration in front of Ottawa’s net. The guys pile in around us, gloves tapping helmets, voices shouting praise. Assists never get old, not to me. Setting up a teammate, seeing their grin widen as they raise their arms in triumph, that’s a different kind of rush. Goals are great, but there’s something electric about being the playmaker, knowing you’re the spark behind someone else’s glory.

We leisurely skate back to the bench as there’s a TV time-out and then the first line is back on. The puck drops for the face-off, and Penn wins it cleanly, snapping it back toward King. In a smooth, practiced motion, King shifts it over to Bain, who quickly sends it ahead to Stone. The crowd noise intensifies as they sense something about to happen.

Stone carries the puck smoothly over the blue line, shoulders squared, head on a swivel. Boone breaks right, drawing defenders wide and opening a perfect gap in the center of the ice. Stone flicks the puck across, a perfect pass to Penn, who one-times it toward the net.

The opposing goalie barely makes the save, deflecting the puck with a desperate lunge. The rebound pops loose, skidding just past Boone’s stick.

The chase is on, Bain and King on the heels of an Ottawa defender who has the biscuit cleanly before him and a ten-foot lead. From the crease, Drake squats low, light on his skates as the opponent bears down on him. He waits patiently and is rewarded when Bain makes a last-ditch reach for the puck, knocking it free, but it slides toward our goal. Drake lunges aggressively to knock it away, his skate catching awkwardly in a rut.

In a split second, he twists sharply, collapsing onto the ice with a sharp grimace of pain.

“Shit,” I mutter as the whistle blows and the arena hushes. Every Titan on the ice converges quickly around Drake.

Penn signals to the bench urgently, and the trainers rush out, kneeling beside our goalie.

“That looked bad,” Van says from beside me on the bench.

“Yeah,” I murmur grimly. It did not look pleasant and by the grimace on Drake’s face, I’m guessing it’s definitely a game-ending injury.

He’s eventually lifted to his skates, leaning heavily on King and Bain, his jaw clenched tight. He’s not putting any weight on his left leg, and as they guide him off, it’s clear from everyone’s faces—this is bad.

The arena breaks into supportive applause, a low rumble of concern and encouragement as Drake slowly exits the ice.

Penn exchanges a tense look with Stone, both knowing what losing Drake means at this point in the season. The playoffs are looming, and Drake’s our anchor.

“Damn,” Rafferty growls, shaking his head. “We didn’t need this.”

“No,” Van says, determination flickering behind his worry. “But we’ll rally. We always do.”

Kace Elliott comes off the bench and he’s a reliable backup goalie. A little young but has the instincts of a veteran. We ultimately close out the win with an empty netter, bringing us one step closer to securing a prime playoff spot. Still, there’s an undeniable sense of unease rippling through the Titans’ bench. Losing Drake isn’t just losing a goalie—it’s losing a piece of our identity.

Back in the locker room, I sit on the bench in front of my cubby, hair still wet from the post-game shower. My body aches in that good, earned way.

Penn emerges with a towel around his waist, another around his shoulders. He plops down on the bench and shakes his head. “They took Drake to the hospital for an MRI. It’s his groin.”

“Fuck,” I mutter, knowing that our playoff potential is very much tied to our goalie. He’s about the best in the league and I’m not sure Kace can stand up to the pressures of leading this team to a championship.

On the other hand, the kid could absolutely rise to the top.

I shrug off my worries, though. “It’ll be fine.”

Penn cocks an eyebrow. “And you know this how?”

“Because I’m Lucky. Born on the thirteenth under a full moon. Every team I’ve been with has made the playoffs every year I was with them. That has to account for something, right?”

Penn shakes his head, a smile playing at his lips. He rises from the bench and claps my shoulder. “I love your optimism.”

“Here to serve,” I assure him.

Penn moves to his cubby to change and I pull out my phone. Notifications. Mentions. Texts from some girl I don’t remember giving my number to.

I open TikTok. Scroll past a dance trend. A failed prank. A cooking hack I’ll never use.

Then I see her.

Pretty girl with hazel eyes that glimmer from the ring light she most assuredly has on before her. No makeup, a fluffy sweater on her shoulders.

“Hey, Pittsburgh besties… grab a cup of tea, pet something soft, and mentally prepare yourselves, because I’ve got another dating disaster for the archives.”

She leans to the side, not out of frame, and when she comes back, she’s got… a rabbit? Long fur and floppy ears, she places it on her lap and it looks to be sleeping. Or maybe it’s dead?

I’m intrigued. The fact she’s instructing her followers to lower their expectations has me hooked.

“Tonight’s date? Buckle up. He spent thirty minutes explaining the microbiology of public restrooms. Thirty. Minutes. I now know more about hand dryers than a Dyson engineer.”

She stares into the camera… and yeah, wow… those eyes.

“He also called me ‘refreshingly average’—which I’m pretty sure was meant as a compliment?—and referenced his ex seven times. I counted. It was like she was on the date with us. But invisible. And judging me.”

“Refreshingly average is a compliment?” I mutter, wondering just how stupid a guy has to be to say something like that.

She rubs her rabbit’s ears and I’m still not sure if it’s real.

“And the kicker? This all happened before dessert. I didn’t even get to eat my crème brûlée. Which feels criminal.”

I snort, because yeah… gearing up for crème brûlée and then being denied is just fucking wrong.

She leans closer to the camera. Her voice isn’t syrupy or fake. It’s a little breathless, but honest. Worn in. Like she’s been carrying hope for longer than she wants to admit.

“Here’s what I’m thinking… maybe I’ve been aiming too high. Looking for a unicorn when I should be out here searching for, like… one decent man who knows how to shut up about bacteria and doesn’t use the phrase ‘my ex and I’ like it’s punctuation.”

I can’t help but laugh and I can see it in my mind’s eye. Some dipshit dude who thinks he’s God’s gift to women and the universe. Totally not the way to get laid, my man. I watch the woman as she continues, wondering where this is going.

“I’ve dated lawyers, doctors and bankers. I’m talking men who are successful and seem to be what a woman wants. But… it’s not panning out for me. Maybe it’s time for an experiment.”

Her expression issues a challenge to anyone watching.

“Thirty days of dating to find a normal guy. Someone… refreshingly average like me, apparently. He doesn’t have to be perfect. He just has to not make me want to crawl out a restaurant’s bathroom window. And I’m guessing that this platform is big enough to open my dating pool. So, I’m appealing to all you, besties… help a girl out. Let’s see if he exists.”

I stop breathing for a second. She’s not flashy. Not filtered. Not pretending to be anything other than who she is.

And somehow, I’m wondering what it would be like to have a conversation with her. Admittedly, she’s also thrown down a challenge, which intrigues me even more.

Atlas nudges me. “You look like you’re trying to telepathically will your phone into bed with you.”

I ignore him. Scroll back. Watch the video again. Atlas watches over my shoulder and I check out her profile.

@WinnieTheNotWild. Interesting name.

Interesting woman.

Before I can even think what I’m doing, I hit “stitch.” Her video opens with her face, soft and sincere, right before her line, Thirty days of dating to find a normal guy.

My part cuts in. I lean into the frame, hair damp, grin half-cocked. “Lucky here—actual name, not just wishful thinking. Challenge accepted. I’m not perfect, but you won’t be sneaking out bathroom windows. I also bring snacks.” Then I lean in a little closer, pop my dimples. “Challenge accepted, Winnie.”

I tag her handle—@WinnieTheNotWild—and post it before I can second-guess myself.

Atlas whistles low between his teeth. “I cannot believe you just signed up for internet humiliation and possible heartbreak.”

I shrug and toss my phone onto the bench beside me. “Guess we’ll find out.”


CHAPTER 4


Winnie

I wake up to the sound of Buttermilk chewing on something and that’s never good.

“Please don’t be the charger,” I mumble, rolling out of bed in a panic.

It’s the charger. My favorite pink, braided, extra-long lightning cable has been gnawed to a frayed mess, and my phone is sitting at three percent on the nightstand.

“Buttermilk,” I groan, scooping him off the floor. He squirms, unimpressed and defiant as if he’s saying, “I have the right to chew these things, peasant.”

“You’ve got a whole pile of hay, a chew toy shaped like a banana, and this is what you go for?” I chastise as I set him down on the kitchen floor.

He thumps once, which I assume is rabbit for you were late feeding me last night and I’m still pissed about it.

The clock on the oven says seven forty-two a.m.

“Oh no. No, no, no.”

I’m supposed to be at school by eight fifteen, so I mentally run down all the things I normally do to prep for a workday. I still haven’t packed my lunch or my school tote or figured out if I’ve already worn the same sweater three days in a row.

I fly around the house in a panic, like a toddler on a sugar rush—brushing my teeth with one hand, pulling my hair into a ponytail with the other. I throw on a cardigan that at least doesn’t smell like Chinese takeout and jam half a protein bar in my mouth. Shoving my phone in my coat pocket, I grab my keys and jet out the door.

I make it to Bloomfield Elementary with three minutes to spare and a headache thumping behind my eyes because I didn’t get my morning cup of coffee.

At least my phone partially charged in the car. The morning drop-off rush is in full swing, kids waving to teachers, parents rolling down windows with last-minute reminders. My favorite part of carpool is watching all the littles hiking up their backpacks filled with books and snacks over their shoulder and looking like they’re about to tip over as they earnestly make their way inside.

I’m halfway up the sidewalk when I pull out my phone to check the time, and the notifications flood in.
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