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        A sexy standalone novel from New York Times and international bestselling author Elle Kennedy!

      

      

      Everyone says I’m a bad girl. They’re only partly right—I don’t let fear rule me, and I certainly don’t care what people think. But I draw the line at sleeping with the enemy. As the daughter of Briar’s head hockey coach, I’d be vilified if I hooked up with a player from a rival team.

      

      And that’s who Jake Connelly is. Harvard’s star forward is arrogant, annoying, and too attractive for his own good. But fate is cruel—I require his help to secure a much-coveted internship, and the sexy jerk isn’t making it easy for me.

      

      I need Connelly to be my fake boyfriend.

      

      For every fake date…he wants a real one.

      

      Which means this bad girl is in big trouble. Nothing good can come from sneaking around with Jake Connelly. My father would kill me, my friends will revolt, and my post-college career is on the line. But while it’s getting harder and harder to resist Jake’s oozing sex appeal and cocky grin, I refuse to fall for him.

      

      That’s the one risk I’m not willing to take.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Brenna

          

        

      

    

    
      My date is late.

      Now, I’m not a total bitch. Usually I’ll give guys a five-minute window. I can forgive five minutes of tardiness.

      At seven minutes, I might still be somewhat receptive, especially if the lateness is accompanied by a heads-up call or text informing me he’s going to be late. Traffic is an evil mistress. Sometimes she screws you.

      At ten minutes, my patience would be running thin. And if the inconsiderate ass is both ten minutes late and didn’t call? Thank you, next. I’m walking right out the door.

      At fifteen minutes, shame on me. Why the hell am I still at the restaurant?

      Or, in this particular case, the diner.

      I’m  sitting  in  a  booth  at  Della’s, the ’50s-themed  diner  in Hastings. Hastings is the small town I’m calling home for the next couple of years, but luckily, I don’t need to call my father’s house “home.” Dad and I might live in the same town, but before I transferred to Briar University, I made it clear I wouldn’t be moving in with him. I already left that nest. No way am I flying back to it and subjecting myself to his overprotectiveness and terrible cooking again.

      “Can I get you another coffee, hon?” The waitress, a curly-haired woman in a white-and-blue polyester uniform, eyes me sympathetically. She looks to be in her late twenties. Her nametag reads “Stacy,” and I’m pretty sure she knows I’ve been ditched.

      “No, thanks. Just the bill, please.”

      As she walks off, I pick up my phone and shoot a quick text to my friend Summer. This is all her fault. Therefore she must face my wrath.

      
        
          
            
              
        He stood me up.

      

      

      

      

      

      Summer answers instantly, as if she’s been sitting by her phone waiting for a report. Actually, forget “as if.” She totally has. My new friend is unapologetically nosy.

      
        
          
            
              
        SUMMER

      

      
        OMG! NO!!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        SUMMER

      

      
        What. a. dick. I am so so so so sorry, Bee.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Meh. Part of me’s not surprised. He’s a football player. They’re notorious douchecanoes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        SUMMER

      

      
        I thought Jules was different.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You thought wrong.

      

      

      

      

      

      Three dots appear, indicating she’s typing a response, but I already know what it will be. Another long-winded apology, which I’m not in the mood to read at the moment. I’m not in the mood for anything but paying for my coffee, walking back to my tiny apartment, and taking off my bra.

      Stupid football player. I actually put makeup on for this jerk. Yes, it was just supposed to be an evening coffee date, but I still made an effort.

      I bend my head as I rummage around in my wallet for small bills. When a shadow falls over the tabletop, I assume it’s Stacy returning with my check.

      I assume wrong.

      “Jensen,” drawls an insolent male voice. “Got stood up, eh?”

      Ugh. Of all the people who could’ve shown up right now, this is the last one I want to see.

      As Jake Connelly slides into the other side of the booth, I greet him with a suspicious scowl rather than a smile. “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      Connelly is the captain of the Harvard hockey team, AKA, THE ENEMY. Harvard and Briar are rivals, and my father happens to be the head coach of the latter. He’s coached at Briar for ten years, winning three championships during that reign. The Age of Jensen—that was the headline of a recent article I read in one of the New England papers. It was a full-page write-up about how Briar is killing it this season. Unfortunately, so is Harvard, all thanks to the superstar across the booth from me.

      “I was in the neighborhood.” There’s an amused gleam in his forest-green eyes.

      The last time I saw him, he and a teammate were lurking in the stands of Briar’s arena, scoping us out. Not long after, we kicked their asses when our teams played each other. Which was tremendously satisfying and made up for our loss against them earlier in the season.

      “Mmm-hmmm, I’m sure you just happened to be in Hastings. Don’t you live in Cambridge?”

      “So?”

      “So that’s an hour away.” I give him a smirk. “I didn’t know I had a stalker.”

      “You got me. I’m stalking you.”

      “I’m flattered, Jakey. It’s been a while since someone was so besotted with me that they drove to a whole other town to track me down.”

      His lips slowly curve into a smile. “Look, as hot as you are⁠—”

      “Aw, you think I’m a hottie?”

      “—I wouldn’t spend the gas money to come here just to get my balls put through the wringer. Sorry to disappoint.” He runs a hand through his dark hair. It’s a bit shorter now, and he’s rocking some scruff that shadows his jaw.

      “You say that as if I have any interest in your balls,” I answer sweetly.

      “My metaphorical balls. You wouldn’t be able to handle the real ones,” he drawls. “Hottie.”

      I roll my eyes so hard I almost pull a muscle. “Seriously, Connelly. Why are you here?”

      “I was visiting a friend. This looked like a good place to grab some coffee before I drive back to the city.”

      “You have a friend? Well, that’s a relief. I’ve seen you hanging out with your teammates, but I assumed they have to pretend to like you because you’re their captain.”

      “They like me because I’m fucking terrific.” He flashes another grin.

      Panty-melting. That’s how Summer described his smile once. I swear, the chick has an unhealthy obsession with Connelly’s chiseled good looks. Phrases she’s thrown around to describe him include: hotness overload, ovary explosion, babelicious, and mackable.

      Summer and I have known each other only a couple of months. We pretty much went from strangers to best friends in about, oh, thirty seconds. I mean, she transferred from another college after accidentally setting part of her sorority house on fire—how could I not fall hard for that crazy girl? She’s a fashion major, a ton of fun, and is convinced I have a thing for Jake Connelly.

      She’s wrong. The guy is gorgeous, and he’s a phenomenal hockey player, but he’s also a notorious player off the ice. This doesn’t make him an anomaly, of course. A lot of athletes maintain an active roster of chicks who are perfectly content with 1) hooking up, 2) not being exclusive, and 3) always coming second to whatever sport the dude plays.

      But I’m not one of those chicks. I’m not averse to hookups, but numbers 2 and 3 are non-negotiable.

      Not to mention that my father would skin me alive if I ever dated THE ENEMY. Dad and Jake’s coach, Daryl Pedersen, have been feuding for years. According to my father, Coach Pedersen sacrifices babies to Satan and performs blood magic in his spare time.

      “I have lots of friends,” Connelly adds. He shrugs. “Including a very close one who goes to Briar.”

      “I feel like when somebody brags about all their friends, it usually means they don’t have any. Overcompensating, you know?” I smile innocently.

      “At least I didn’t get stood up.”

      The smile fades. “I wasn’t stood up,” I lie, except the waitress chooses that moment to approach the booth and blow my cover.

      “You made it!” Relief fills her eyes at the sight of Jake. Followed by a gleam of appreciation once she gets a good look at him. “We were starting to get worried.”

      We? I hadn’t realized we were partners in this humiliation venture.

      “The roads were slick,” Jake tells her, nodding toward the diner’s front windows. Rivulets of moisture streak the fogged-up panes. Beyond the glass a thin stripe of lightning momentarily illuminates the dark sky. “Gotta be extra careful when driving in the rain, you know?”

      She nods fervently. “The roads get really wet when it’s raining.”

      No shit, Captain Obvious. Rain makes things wet. Somebody call the Nobel Prize judging committee.

      Jake’s lips twitch.

      “Could I get you anything to drink?” she asks.

      I shoot him a warning glare.

      He responds with a smirk before turning to wink at her. “I would love a cup of coffee—” He squints at her nametag, “—Stacy. And a refill for my sulking date.”

      “I don’t want a refill, and I’m not his date,” I growl.

      Stacy blinks in confusion. “Oh? But…”

      “He’s a Harvard spy sent here to get the goods on Briar’s hockey team. Don’t humor him, Stacy. He’s the enemy.”

      “So dramatic.” Jake chuckles. “Ignore her, Stace. She’s just mad that I was late. Two coffees, and some pie, if you don’t mind. A slice of…” His gaze travels to the glass cases at the main counter. “Oh damn, I can’t decide. Everything looks so tasty.”

      “Yes you are,” I hear Stacy mumble under her breath.

      “What was that?” he asks, but his slight smile tells me he heard her loud and clear.

      She blushes. “Oh, um, I was saying we only have peach and pecan left.”

      “Hmmm.” He licks his bottom lip. It’s a ridiculously sexy move. Everything about him is sexy. Which is why I hate him. “You know what? One of each, please. My date and I will share ’em.”

      “We most certainly will not,” I say cheerfully, but Stacy is already hurrying off to procure some stupid pie for King Connelly.

      Fuck.

      “Listen, as much as I enjoy discussing how your team is trash, I’m too tired to insult you tonight.” I try to tamp down my weariness, but it creeps into my voice. “I want to go home.”

      “Not yet.” The lighthearted, somewhat mocking vibe he’s been giving off hardens into something more serious. “I didn’t come to Hastings for you, but now that we’re having coffee together⁠—”

      “Against my will,” I cut in.

      “—there’s something we need to discuss.”

      “Oh, is there?” Despite myself, curiosity pricks at my gut. I cover it up with sarcasm. “I can’t wait to hear it.”

      Jake clasps his hands on the tabletop. He has great hands. Like, really, really great hands. I’ve got a bit of an obsession with men’s hands. If they’re too small, I’m instantly turned off. Too big and meaty, and I’m a bit apprehensive. But Connelly has been blessed with a winning pair. His fingers are long but not bony. Palms large and powerful but not beefy. His nails are clean, but two of his knuckles are red and cracked, probably from a skirmish on the ice. I can’t see his fingertips, but I’d bet they’re callused.

      I love the way calluses feel trailing over my bare skin, grazing a nipple…

      Ugh. Nope. I’m not allowed to be thinking racy thoughts in the vicinity of this man.

      “I want you to stay the hell away from my guy.” Although he punctuates that by baring his teeth, it can’t be classified as a smile. It’s too feral.

      “What guy?” But we both know I know who he means. I can count on one finger of one hand how many Harvard players I’ve fooled around with.

      I met Josh McCarthy at a Harvard party that Summer dragged me to a while back. He initially threw a tantrum when he found out I was Chad Jensen’s daughter, but then recognized the error of his ways, apologized via social media, and we got together a few times after that. McCarthy’s cute, goofy, and a solid candidate in terms of FWBs. With him living in Boston, there’s no chance of him smothering me with affection or showing up at my door unannounced.

      Obviously, he isn’t a long-term option. And that goes beyond the whole my-father-would-murder-me matter. Truth is, McCarthy doesn’t stimulate me. His sarcasm skills are severely lacking, and he’s a bit boring when his tongue isn’t in my mouth.

      “I mean it, Jensen. I don’t want you messing with McCarthy.”

      “Jeez, Mama Bear, retract those claws. It’s just a casual thing.”

      “Casual,” he echoes. It’s not a question, but a mocking I-don’t-believe-you.

      “Yes, casual. Would you like me to ask Siri to define the word for you? Casual means it isn’t serious. At all.”

      “It is for him.”

      I roll my eyes. “Well, that’s him, not me.”

      Yet, inside, I’m troubled by Jake’s frank assessment. It is for him.

      Oh boy. I hope that isn’t true. Yes, McCarthy texts me a lot, but I’ve been trying not to engage unless it’s something sexy. I don’t even respond with “LOL” when he sends me a funny video link, because I don’t want to lead him on.

      But…maybe I didn’t make our fling status as clear as I thought I did?

      “I’m tired of watching him walk around like a lovesick puppy.” Jake shakes his head in aggravation. “He has it bad, and this bullshit is distracting him at practice.”

      “Again, how is that my problem?”

      “We’re smack in the middle of the conference tournament. I know what you’re doing, Jensen, and you need to stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Stop fucking around with McCarthy. Tell him you’re not interested and don’t see him again. The end.”

      I mock-pout. “Oh, Daddy. You’re so strict.”

      “I’m not your daddy.” His lips curve again. “Though I could be if you want.”

      “Oh gross. I’m not calling you ‘Daddy’ in bed.”

      Proving she’s the master of bad timing, Stacy returns as those words exit my mouth.

      Her step stutters. The loaded tray she’s carrying shakes precariously. Silverware clinks together. I brace myself, expecting a waterfall of hot coffee to scald my face as Stacy lunges forward. But she recovers quickly, righting herself before disaster strikes.

      “Coffee and pie!” Her tone is high and bright, as if she hadn’t overheard a thing.

      “Thanks, Stacy,” Jake says graciously. “I’m sorry for my date’s potty mouth. You can see why I don’t take her out in public much.”

      Stacy’s cheeks are flushed with embarrassment as she scurries off.

      “You traumatized her for life with your filthy sex fantasies,” he informs me before digging into his pie.

      “Sorry, Daddy.”

      He snickers mid-bite, a few crumbs flying out of his mouth. He picks up his napkin. “You’re not allowed to call me that in public.” Mischief dances in his green eyes. “Save it for later.”

      The other slice—pecan, from the looks of it—sits untouched in front of me. I reach for the coffee instead. I need another hit of caffeine to sharpen my senses. I don’t like being here with Connelly. What if someone sees us?

      “Or maybe I’ll save it for McCarthy,” I counter.

      “Nah. You won’t do that.” He gulps down another bite of his pie. “You’re breaking it off with him, remember?”

      Okay, he really needs to stop issuing orders about my sex life as if he actually has a say in it. “You don’t get to make decisions for me. If I want to date McCarthy, I’ll date him. If I don’t want to date McCarthy, I won’t date him.”

      “Okay.” He chews slowly, then swallows. “Do you want to date McCarthy?”

      “Date, no.”

      “Good, so we’re on the same page.”

      I purse my lips before taking a slow sip. “Hmmm. I don’t think I like being on the same page as you. I might be changing my mind about the dating scenario… I should ask him to be my boyfriend. Do you know where I can buy a promise ring?”

      Jake breaks off a flaky piece of crust with his fork. “You haven’t changed your mind. You were over him five minutes after you had him. There’re only two reasons why you’re still screwing him—either you’re bored, or you’re trying to sabotage us.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yup. Nothing  holds  your  attention  for  long. And  I  know McCarthy—he’s a good kid. Funny, sweet, but that’s his downfall right there. ‘Sweet’ won’t cut it with a woman like you.”

      “There you go again, thinking you know me so well.”

      “I know you’re Chad Jensen’s daughter. I know you would take any opportunity to mess with my players’ heads. I know we’re probably going to be facing off with Briar in the conference finals in a few weeks, and the winner of that game gets an automatic bid to the national tournament⁠—”

      “That auto-bid will be ours,” I chirp.

      “I want my boys sharp and focused on the game. Everyone says your dad’s a straight shooter. I was hoping the same thing could be said for his daughter.” He tsks in disapproval. “And here you are, playing games with poor, sweet McCarthy.”

      “I’m not playing games,” I say irritably. “We hook up sometimes. It’s fun. Contrary to what you believe, the decisions I make have nothing to do with my father or his team.”

      “Well, the decisions I make are for my team,” he retorts. “And I’ve decided I want you to stay the hell away from my boys.” He swallows another mouthful of pie. “Fuck, this is excellent. You want some?” He holds his fork out.

      “I’d rather die than put my lips on that fork.”

      He just laughs. “I want to try the pecan. You mind?”

      I stare at him. “You’re the one who ordered the damn thing.”

      “Wow, you’re cranky tonight, Hottie. I guess I would be too if I got stood up.”

      “I didn’t get stood up.”

      “What’s his name and address? Want me to go rough him up a bit?”

      I grit my teeth.

      He takes a bite of the untouched dessert in front of me. “Ah fuck, this one is even better. Mmmm. Ohhh, that’s good.”

      And  suddenly  the  captain  of  the  Harvard  hockey  team  is groaning and grunting in pleasure as if he’s acting out a scene from American Pie. I try to remain unaffected, but that traitorous spot between my legs has other ideas, tingling wildly at Jake Connelly’s sex noises.

      “May I go now?” I growl. Except, wait a sec. Why am I asking for permission? Nobody is holding me hostage here. I can’t deny I’m mildly entertained, but this guy also just accused me of sleeping with his guys to ruin Harvard’s chances of beating Briar.

      I love my team, but not that much.

      “Sure. Go if you want. But first text McCarthy to tell him it’s over.”

      “Sorry, Jakey. I don’t take orders from you.”

      “You do now. I need McCarthy’s head in the game. End it.”

      I jut my chin in a stubborn pose. Yes, I need to define things with Josh. I thought I’d stressed the casual nature of our involvement, but evidently he’s reading a lot more into it if his team captain is referring to him as “lovesick.”

      However, I also don’t want to give Connelly the satisfaction of siding with him. I’m petty like that.

      “I don’t take orders from you,” I repeat, tucking a five-dollar bill under my half-empty cup. That should cover my coffee, Stacy’s tip, and any emotional distress she may have suffered tonight. “I’ll do whatever I want with McCarthy. Maybe I’ll give him a call right now.”

      Jake narrows his eyes. “Are you always this difficult?”

      “Yes.” Smiling, I slide out of the booth and slip into my leather jacket. “Safe drive back to Boston, Connelly. I’ve been told that the roads get really wet when it’s raining.”

      He chuckles softly.

      I zip up my jacket, then lean forward and bring my mouth inches from his ear. “Oh, and Jakey?” I swear I hear his breath hitch. “I’ll be sure to save you a seat behind the Briar bench at the Frozen Four.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Jake

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s nine thirty-ish when I get home. The two-bedroom condo I share with my teammate Brooks Weston is nothing I could ever afford on my own, even with the sweet rookie contract I signed with the Oilers. We’re on the top floor of the four-story building, and our place is ridiculous—I’m talking chef ’s kitchen, bay windows, skylights, a massive rear deck, even a private one-car garage for Brooks’s Mercedes.

      Oh, and it’s rent-free.

      Brooks and I met a couple of weeks before the start of freshman year. It was at a team event, a “get to know your teammates before the semester starts” dinner. We hit it off immediately, and by the time dessert was served, he was asking me to move in with him. Turned out he had a second bedroom in his Cambridgeport condo—for free, he insisted.

      He’d already received special permission to live off campus, a perk of being the filthy rich son of an alum whose donations would be sorely missed if the school didn’t keep him happy. Brooks’s father pulled a few more strings, and I was given a pass from the dorms, too. Money really does pave the way.

      As for the rent issue, at first I’d balked, because nothing in life is free. But the more I got to know Brooks Weston, the more apparent it became that for him? Everything comes free. The guy hasn’t worked a day in his life. His trust fund is huge, and he gets whatever he wants handed to him on a silver platter. His parents, or one of their minions, secured this condo for him, and they insist on paying the rent. So for the past three and a half years, I’ve been given a glimpse into what it’s like to be a rich boy from Connecticut.

      Don’t get me wrong, I’m no mooch—I tried to give him money. Brooks won’t have it and neither will his parents. Mrs. Weston was aghast when I raised the subject during one of their visits. “You boys need to focus on school,” she’d clucked, “not worry about how to pay the bills!”

      I’d choked back laughter, because I’ve been paying bills for as long as I can remember. I was fifteen when I got my first job, and the moment I held that first paycheck in my hand, I was expected to contribute to our household. I was buying groceries, paying for my cell phone, gas, our cable bill.

      My family isn’t poor. Dad builds bridges and Mom’s a hairdresser, and I’d say we are solidly between lower and middle class. We were never rolling in the dough, so experiencing Brooks’s lifestyle first- hand is jarring. I’ve already secretly vowed that once I’m settled in Edmonton and hitting all the incentives in my NHL contract, the first thing I’m going to do is write a check to the Weston family for the three years and counting of unpaid rent.

      My phone buzzes as I kick off my Timberlands. I fish it out of my pocket and find a text from my friend Hazel, who I had dinner with earlier in one of Briar’s fancy dining halls.

      
        
          
            
              
        HAZEL

      

      
        You make it back ok?? It’s raining like crazy out there.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Just walked thru the door. Thanks again for the grub.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        HAZEL

      

      
        Anytime. See you Saturday at the game!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sounds good.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hazel sends a couple of kissy-face emojis. Other guys might read more into that, but not me. Hazel and I are completely platonic. We’ve known each other since grade school.

      “Yo!” Weston shouts from the living room. “We’re all in here waiting for your ass.”

      I shrug out of my wet jacket. Brooks’s mother sent a decorator over when we first moved in and made sure to purchase everything that guys don’t think about, like coat racks and shoe racks and dish racks—apparently men don’t give much consideration to racks, outside the tit variety.

      I hang up my gear in our separate entryway and then duck through the doorway that leads to the main room. The condo has an open-concept layout, so my teammates are scattered in both the living room and dining area, and a few have taken up residence on the stools at our kitchen counters.

      I glance around. Not every guy on the roster has shown up. I’ll let it slide, considering I called this meeting last minute. On the drive home from Hastings, I was stewing over Brenna’s taunt about the Frozen Four and worrying about how she’s distracting McCarthy. Which led to a mental investigation of all the other distractions that might be hindering the team. Since I’m all about action, I sent a mass text: Team meeting, my place, now.

      The majority of our starters—nearly twenty of us—fill up the space, which means my nostrils are greeted with the combined scent of various body washes, colognes, and the BO of the assholes who decided not to shower before they came.

      “Hey,” I greet the guys. “Thanks for coming.”

      That gets some nods, several “no probs,” and general grunts of acknowledgement.

      One person who doesn’t acknowledge me is Josh McCarthy. He’s leaning against the wall near the brown leather sectional, his gaze glued to his phone. His body language conveys a hint of frustration, shoulders stiffening ever so slightly.

      Brenna Jensen’s probably still tugging him around by the cock. I battle my own sense of frustration at the notion. This kid shouldn’t even be wasting his time. McCarthy is a sophomore and he’s decent looking, but no way does he belong in Brenna’s league. The girl is a smoke show. Hands down, she’s one of the hottest women I’ve ever laid eyes on. And she’s got a mouth on her. The kind that needs to be silenced every now and then, maybe with another mouth pressed up to it…or a dick sliding between her red lips.

      Oh fuck. I push the thought aside. Yes, Brenna is gorgeous, but she’s also a distraction. Case in point: McCarthy hasn’t even lifted his head since I entered the room.

      I clear my throat. Loudly. He and the other handful that were still on their phones swivel their heads toward me. “I’m gonna make this fast,” I tell the room.

      “You better,” Brooks drawls from the couch. He’s wearing black sweatpants and nothing else. “I left a chick in my bed for this.”

      I roll my eyes. Of course Brooks was banging somebody. He’s always banging somebody. Not that I’m one to talk. I’ve had my share of girls over at our place. I feel sorry for our downstairs neighbors, having to deal with the parade of footsteps marching up and down the stairs. Luckily for them, we don’t throw many parties. Hosting a party sucks balls—who wants their house to get trashed? That’s what the frat houses are for.

      “Aren’t you special,” Dmitry, our best defenseman, cracks to Weston. “I left my bed too for this meeting. Bed, period. Because I’m goddamn exhausted.”

      “We all are,” a junior left-winger named Heath pipes up.

      “Yeah, D, welcome to the tired club,” mocks Coby, one of our seniors.

      I cross the room toward the kitchen, where I grab a bottle of water. Yeah, I hear them. This last month has been intense. Every Division I conference is balls deep in their tournaments, which means a solid month of the most competitive hockey you’ll ever see. We’re all vying for auto-bids into the national tournament, and, if that fails, hoping for a good enough record to be selected to the finals. Entire seasons are on the line here.

      “Yes,” I agree, uncapping my bottle. “We’re tired. I can barely keep my eyes open in class. My entire body is one big bruise. I live and breathe these playoffs. I obsess over strategy every night before bed.” I take a slow sip. “But this is what we signed up for, and we’re so close to reaping the reward. This matchup against Princeton will be the toughest one we’ve faced all season.”

      “I’m not worried about Princeton,” Coby says, smirking arrogantly. “We already beat them once this year.”

      “Very early in the season,” I point out. “They’ve picked up steam since then. They swept the quarterfinals against Union.”

      “So?” Coby shrugs. “We swept our series, too.”

      He’s right. Last weekend we played some of the best hockey we’ve ever played. But we’re in the semifinals now. Shit just got real.

      “This isn’t best two out of three anymore,” I remind the guys. “This is single elimination. If we lose, we’re out.”

      “After  our  season?” Dmitry  says. “We’ll  get  selected  to  the national tourney even if we don’t make it to the conference finals.”

      “You’d bet our entire season on that?” I challenge. “Wouldn’t you rather have that guaranteed bid?”

      “Well, yeah, but⁠—”

      “But nothing,” I cut in. “I’m not gonna hang our hopes on the possibility that our season might be deemed good enough to move forward. I’m gonna bet on us kicking Princeton’s ass this weekend. Got it?”

      “Yessir,” Dmitry mumbles.

      “Yessir,” some of the younger guys echo.

      “I told you, you don’t have to call me sir. Jesus.”

      “You want us to call you Jesus?” Brooks blinks innocently.

      “Not that, either. I just want you to win. I want us to win.” And we’re so damn close I can practically taste the victory.

      It’s been…fuck, I don’t even know how many years it’s been since Harvard won the NCAA championship. Not during my reign, anyway.

      “When was the last time the Crimson won the Frozen Four?” I ask Aldrick, our resident statistics guy. His brain is like an encyclopedia. He knows every piece of trivia there is to know about hockey, however miniscule.

      “1989,” he supplies.

      “’89,” I repeat. “That’s almost three decades since we called ourselves   national   champions.   Beanpot   games   don’t   count. Conference finals don’t count. We keep our eye on the ultimate prize.”

      I conduct another sweep of the room. To my irritation, McCarthy is checking his phone again, and not at all discreetly.

      “Seriously, do you even know what was being done to my dick when you texted about this meeting?” Brooks gripes. “Chocolate syrup was involved.”

      A few of the guys hoot.

      “And all you wanted was to give us the speech from Miracle? Because, yeah, we get it,” Brooks says. “We need to win.”

      “Yes, we do. And what we don’t need are any distractions.” I give Brooks a pointed look, then direct the same sentiment at McCarthy.

      The sophomore is visibly startled. “What?”

      “That means you, too.” I lock my gaze to his. “Stop playing games with Chad Jensen’s daughter.”

      His expression turns stricken. I don’t feel bad about outing McCarthy to whoever didn’t know, because I’m pretty sure everyone and their mother already knew. He wears his hookup with Brenna like a badge of honor. He’s not sleazy about it by engaging in locker-room talk, but he also can’t shut up about how beautiful the girl is.

      “Look, I’m not one to usually tell you guys what to do with your dicks, but we’re talking about a few weeks here. I’m sure you can keep it in your pants for that long.”

      “So nobody is allowed to hook up?” a junior named Jonah pipes up, aghast. “Because if that’s the case, then I’d like for you to call my girlfriend and tell her that.”

      “Good luck, captain. Vi’s a sex maniac,” Heath says with a snicker, referring to Jonah’s longtime girl.

      “And wait a sec—didn’t you leave the bar with a hot redhead the other night?” Coby demands. “’Cause that doesn’t sound like you’re practicing what you preach, bruh.”

      “Hypocrisy is the devil’s crutch,” Brooks says solemnly.

      I smother a sigh and hold up a hand to silence them. “I’m not saying no hookups. I’m saying no distractions. If you can’t handle the hookup, don’t do it. Jonah—you and Vi fuck like bunnies and it’s never affected your performance on the ice. So keep fucking like bunnies for all I care. But you—” McCarthy receives another stern look. “You’ve been screwing up in practice all week.”

      “No, I haven’t,” he protests.

      Our goalie, Johansson, speaks up. “You missed every shot on goal during the shooting drill this morning.”

      McCarthy  is  dumbfounded. “You  stopped  all  my  shots. I’m getting shit because you’re a good goaltender?”

      “You’re our top scorer after Jake,” Johansson replies, shrugging. “You should’ve gotten a couple of those in.”

      “How is it Brenna’s fault that I had an off day? I—” He stops abruptly and glances at his hand. I assume his phone buzzed with a notification.

      “Christ, you’re proving Connelly’s point,” a forward named Potts grumbles at McCarthy. “Put your phone away. Some of us want this meeting to be over so we can go home and crack open a beer.”

      I swivel my head toward Potts. “Speaking of beer… You and Bray are officially banned from all frat parties until further notice.”

      Will Bray balks. “Come on, Connelly.”

      “Beer pong’s fun, I get it, but you two need to abstain. For fuck’s sake, you’re starting to get a beer belly, Potts.”

      Every set of eyes in the room homes in on his gut. It’s currently covered by a thick Harvard hoodie, but I see the dude in the locker room every day. I know what’s under there.

      Brooks makes a tsking noise at me. “I can’t believe you’re body-shaming Potts.”

      I scowl at my roommate. “I’m not body-shaming him. I’m simply pointing out that all those beer pong tournaments are slowing him down on the ice.”

      “It’s true,” Potts says glumly. “I’ve been sucking.” Someone snorts.

      “You’re not sucking,” I assure him. “But yeah, you could afford to lay off the beer for a couple weeks. And you—” It’s Weston’s turn. “Time for abstinence on your part, too.”

      “Screw that. Sex gives me my superpowers.”

      I roll my eyes. I do that a lot around Brooks. “I’m not talking about sex. I’m talking about the party favors.”

      His jaw instantly tightens. He knows precisely what I mean, and so do our teammates. It’s no secret that Brooks like to indulge in a recreational drug or two at parties. A joint here, a line of cocaine there. He’s careful about when he does it and how much, and I suppose it does help that coke only remains in the blood for forty-eight hours.

      This is not to say I tolerate that shit. I don’t. But telling Brooks what to do is about as effective as talking to a brick wall. One time I threatened to tell Coach, and Weston said go ahead. He plays hockey because it’s fun, not because he’s in love with the game and wants to go to the pros. He could give it up in a heartbeat, and threats don’t work on someone who isn’t afraid to lose.

      He’s not the first to dabble in the occasional drug, and he won’t be the last. It does appear to be purely recreational, though, and he never does it on game day. But the after-party? All bets are off.

      “If you get caught with it or fail a piss test, you know what happens. So congratulations, you’re officially going clean until after the Frozen Four,” I inform him. “You feel me?”

      After a long, tense beat, his head jerks in a nod. “I feel you.”

      “Good.” I address the others. “Let’s focus on beating Princeton this weekend. Everything else is secondary.”

      Coby flicks a cocky grin in my direction. “And what are you giving up, captain?”

      My brow furrows. “What are you talking about?”

      “You call a team meeting. You tell poor McCarthy he can’t use his dick anymore, you take away Weston’s party favors, and you deprive Potts and Bray of their beer pong championship title. What are you going to do for the team?”

      A hushed silence falls over the apartment.

      For a second I’m speechless. Because is he for real? I score at least one goal a game. If someone else scores, it’s usually with my assist. I’m the fastest skater on the Eastern Seaboard, and I’m a damn good captain.

      I open my mouth to retort when Coby starts to laugh.

      “Bruh, you should’ve seen your face.” He grins at me. “Relax. You do plenty. You’re the best captain we’ve ever had.”

      “Aye, aye,” several of the guys call out.

      I relax. But Coby does have a point. “Look, I won’t apologize for wanting us to be focused, but I am sorry if I’m being harsh on you guys. Especially you, McCarthy. All I’m asking is for us to keep our heads in the game, can we do that?”

      About twenty heads nod back at me.

      “Good.” I clap my hands. “You can all take off now. Get some sleep and bring your A-game to morning skate tomorrow.”

      The meeting adjourns, the group dispersing. Once again, our neighbors are forced to suffer through the footsteps, this time the heavy stomps of two-dozen hockey players thudding down the stairs.

      “Dad, may I please go back to my room now?” Brooks asks sarcastically.

      I grin at him. “Yes, son, you may. I’ll lock up.”

      He flips up his middle finger as he dashes toward the bedrooms. Meanwhile, McCarthy lingers by the front door, waiting for me.

      “What am I supposed to say to Brenna?” he asks.

      I can’t tell if he’s angry, because his expression reveals nothing. “Just tell her you need to concentrate on the tournament. Tell her you guys will get together after the season.”

      They’ll never get together again.

      I don’t voice the thought, but I know it’s true. Brenna Jensen would never condone being “put on hold” by anyone, let alone a Harvard player. If McCarthy ends it, even temporarily, she’ll make it a permanent split.

      “Briar has won three national championships in the last decade,” I say flatly. “Meanwhile, we’re over here, winless. That’s unacceptable, kid. So tell me, what’s more important to you—getting mind-fucked by Brenna Jensen or beating her team?”

      “Beating her team,” he says immediately.

      No hesitation. I like that. “Then let’s beat them. Do what needs to be done.”

      With a nod, McCarthy walks out the door. I lock up after him.

      Do I feel bad? Maybe a little. But anyone can see that he and Brenna aren’t destined to be together. She said as much herself.

      I’m simply speeding up the inevitable.
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      “Where have you been? I called you three times, Brenna.”

      My dad’s brusque tone never fails to raise my hackles. He speaks to me the way he speaks to his players—curt, impatient, and unforgiving. I’d like to say that it’s always been this way, that he’s been barking and growling at me for my entire life. But that would be a lie.

      Dad didn’t always snap at me. My mother died in a car accident when I was seven, which thrust my father into a maternal role as well as a paternal one. And he was good at both. He used to speak to me with love and tenderness on his face and in his voice. He’d pull me onto his lap and ruffle my hair and say, “Tell me how school was today, Peaches.” His nickname for me was “Peaches,” for Pete’s sake.

      But that was a long time ago. Nowadays, I’m just Brenna, and I can’t remember the last time I associated the words “love” or “tender- ness” with my father.

      “I was walking home in a downpour,” I reply. “I couldn’t pick up the phone.”

      “Walking home from where?”

      I unzip my boots in the cramped corridor of my basement apartment. I rent it from a nice couple named Mark and Wendy, who both travel quite a lot for work. Add to that my separate entrance, and I can go weeks without having any interaction with them.

      “From Della’s Diner. I was having coffee with a friend,” I say.

      “This late?”

      “Late?” I crane my neck toward the kitchen that’s even tinier than the hallway and glance at the clock on the microwave. “It’s barely ten o’clock.”

      “Don’t you have your interview tomorrow?”

      “Yes, so? Do you think me getting home at nine thirty means I’m going to sleep through my alarm?” I can’t keep the sarcasm out of my tone. Sometimes it’s difficult not to snap at him the way he snaps at me.

      He ignores the taunt. “I spoke to someone at the network today,” he says. “Stan Samuels—he runs the master control booth, solid fellow.” Dad’s voice becomes gruff. “I told him you were coming in tomorrow and put in a good word for you.”

      I soften a little. “Oh. That was nice of you. I appreciate that.” Some people might feel awkward about calling in favors to get ahead, but I have no problem using my father’s connections if it helps me secure this internship. It’s hyper competitive, and although I’m more than qualified—I’ve worked my ass off to be—I’m at a disadvantage because I’m female. Unfortunately, this is a male-dominated field.

      The broadcasting program at Briar offers official work placements for students in their senior year, but I’m hoping to beat everyone to the punch. If I can land a summer internship at HockeyNet, there’s a fair chance I’ll be able to continue working there for my senior placement. That means an advantage over my peers and a potential job when I graduate.

      My end-game has always been to become a sports journalist. Yes, HockeyNet is only a decade old (and the originality coffers must’ve been running low the day they chose their name), but the network covers hockey exclusively, and when it launched, it filled a deep void in the sports coverage market. I watch ESPN religiously, but one of the major complaints about it is its lackluster hockey coverage. Which is egregious. I mean, in theory, hockey is the fourth major sport in the country, but the bigger networks often treat it as if it’s less important than NASCAR or tennis or—shudder—golf.

      I dream of being on camera and sitting with those analysts at the big boys’ table, breaking down highlights, analyzing games, voicing my predictions. Sports journalism is a tough route for a woman, but I know my hockey, and I’m confident I’ll slay my interview tomorrow.

      “Let me know how it goes,” Dad orders.

      “I will.” As I cross the living room, my left sock connects with something wet, and I yelp.

      Dad is instantly concerned. “You all right?”

      “Sorry, I’m fine. The carpet’s wet. I must have spilled something—” I stop when I notice a small puddle in front of the sliding door that opens onto the backyard. It’s still raining outside, a steady pounding against the stone patio. “Crap. There’s water pooling at the back door.”

      “That’s not good. What are we dealing with? Runoff directing water into the house?”

      “How would I know? Do you think I studied the runoff situation before I moved in?” He can’t see me rolling my eyes, but I hope he can hear it in my voice.

      “Tell me where the moisture is coming from.”

      “I told you, it’s mostly around the sliding door.” I walk the perimeter of the living room, which takes about, oh, three seconds. The only wet spot is near the door.

      “All right. Well, that’s a good sign. Means it’s probably not the pipes. But if it’s storm-water runoff, there could be several culprits for that. Is the driveway paved?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Your landlords might need to consider drainage options. Give them a call tomorrow and tell them to investigate.”

      “I will.”

      “I mean it.”

      “I said I will.” I know he’s trying to be helpful, but why does he have to use that tone with me? Everything with Chad Jensen is a command, not a suggestion.

      He’s not a bad man, I know that. He’s simply overprotective, and once upon a time he might’ve had reason to be. But I’ve been living on my own for three years. I can take care of myself.

      “And you’ll be at the semifinals on Saturday night?” Dad asks briskly.

      “I can’t,” I say, and I’m genuinely regretful about missing such a vital game. But I made these plans ages ago. “I’m visiting Tansy, remember?” Tansy is my favorite cousin, the daughter of my dad’s older sister, Sheryl.

      “That’s this weekend?”

      “Yup.”

      “All right, then. Say hello for me. Tell her I look forward to seeing her and Noah for Easter.”

      “Will do.”

      “Are you spending the night?” There’s an edge to the question.

      “Two nights, actually. I’m going up to Boston tomorrow, and

      heading back Sunday.”

      “Don’t do—” He halts.

      “Don’t do what? ”This time, it’s my tone taking on that sharp edge.

      “Don’t do anything reckless. Don’t drink too much. Be safe.”

      I appreciate that he doesn’t say, “Don’t drink at all,” but that’s probably because he knows he can’t stop me. Once I turned eighteen, he couldn’t force me to abide by his curfew or his rules anymore. And once I turned twenty-one, he couldn’t stop me from having a drink or two.

      “I’ll be safe,” I promise, because that’s the one assurance I can give with confidence.

      “Bren,” he says. Then stops again.

      I feel like most conversations with my father go like this. Start and stop. Words we want to say, and words we don’t say. It’s so hard to connect with him.

      “Dad, can we hang up now? I want to take a hot shower and get ready for bed. I have to wake up early tomorrow.”

      “All right. Let me know how the interview goes.” He pauses. When he speaks again, it’s to offer some rare encouragement. “You got this.”

      “Thank you. Night, Dad.”

      “Night, Brenna.”

      I hang up and do exactly what I told him—take a scalding-hot shower, because the twenty-minute walk in the rain chilled me down to the bone. I’m redder than a lobster when I emerge from the cramped shower stall. My little bathroom doesn’t have a bathtub, which is a shame. Hot baths are the absolute best.

      I don’t like sleeping with wet hair, so I do a quick blow-dry and then rummage around in my dresser in search of my warmest PJs. I settle on plaid pants and a thin long-sleeve tee with the Briar University logo on it. Basements tend to be cold as a rule, and my apartment is no exception. I’m surprised I haven’t come down with pneumonia in the seven or so months I’ve lived here.

      As I get under the covers, I pop my phone out of its charger and find a missed call from Summer. I have a feeling she’ll call again if I don’t respond, probably five seconds after I fall asleep, so I preemptively ring her back before she can ruin my good night’s sleep.

      “Are you mad at me?” is how she greets me.

      “No.” I curl up on my side, the phone balanced on my shoulder.

      “Even though I set you up with Jules and vouched for him?” Her voice ripples with guilt.

      “I’m an adult, Summer. You didn’t force me to say yes.”

      “I know. But I feel terrible. I can’t believe he didn’t show.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m not the least bit upset. If anything, I dodged a bullet.”

      “Okay, good.” She sounds relieved. “I’ll find someone even better to hook you up with.”

      “You most certainly will not,” I say cheerfully. “You’re officially relieved of your matchmaking duties—which you bestowed on yourself, by the way. Trust me, babes, I have zero issues when it comes to meeting men.”

      “Yes, you’re good at meeting them. But dating them? You suck at that.”

      I’m quick to protest. “Because I’m not looking to date anybody.”

      “Why not? Having a boyfriend is awesome.”

      Sure, maybe when your boyfriend is Colin Fitzgerald. Summer is dating one of the most decent guys I’ve ever met. Intelligent, kind, astute, not to mention hot as fuck.

      “Are you and Fitzy still obsessed with each other?”

      “So obsessed. He puts up with my crazy, and I put up with his dorkiness. Plus, we have the best sex ever.”

      “I bet Hunter loves that,” I say dryly. “I hope you’re not a screamer.”

      Hunter Davenport is Summer and Fitz’s roommate, and he was recently rejected by Summer. She agreed to go on a date with him, only to realize her feelings for Fitz were too strong to ignore. Hunter didn’t take it well.

      “God, you have no idea how hard it is to try to be quiet when Fitz is doing his magical magic to my body,” Summer says with a sigh.

      “Magical magic?”

      “Yes, magical magic. But if you’re worried that Hunter is lying in bed listening to us and weeping inconsolably, don’t be. He’s got a different girl over here every night.”

      “Good for him.” I snicker. “I bet Hollis is green with envy.”

      “I’m not sure Mike’s even noticed. He’s too busy mooning over you.”

      “Still?” Dammit. I was hoping he was done with that.

      I briefly close my eyes. I’ve committed some asinine acts in my life, but hooking up with Mike Hollis is high on that list. We were both drunk out of our minds, so all we did was share a sloppy make-out session and I fell asleep while giving him a hand job. It definitely wasn’t my finest moment, nor was it all that memorable. I have no idea why he’d want a repeat.

      “He’s smitten,” Summer confirms.

      “It’ll pass.”

      She giggles, but the humor dies quickly. “Hunter is being a jerk to us,” she admits. “When he’s not screwing anything in a skirt.”

      “I guess he was really into you?”

      “Honestly? I don’t think it’s about me. I think it’s about Fitz.”

      “I can see that. He wanted to fuck Fitz,” I say solemnly. “I mean, who doesn’t?”

      “No, you brat. Fitz straight up lied when Hunter asked if he had a thing for me. Hunter views it as a betrayal of the bro code.”

      “The bro code is holy,” I have to concede. “Especially among teammates.”

      “I know. Fitz says there’s a lot of tension at practice.” Summer moans. “What if affects their performance in the semifinals, Bee? That means Yale will move on to the finals.”

      “My dad will straighten them out,” I assure her. “And say what you will about Hunter, but he likes to win hockey games. He won’t let a beef over some girl—no offense—distract him from winning.”

      “Should I⁠—”

      A buzz in my ear mutes her question.

      “What was that?”

      “Text message,” I explain. “Sorry, keep going. What were you saying?”

      “I was wondering if I should try to talk to him again.”

      “I don’t think it’ll make a difference. He’s a stubborn ass. But eventually he’ll put his big-boy pants on and get over it.”

      “I hope so.”

      We  chat  for  a  while  longer, until  my  eyelids  grow  heavy. “Summer. I’m going to sleep now, babes. I’ve got that interview in the morning.”

      “Okay. Call me tomorrow. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      I’m about to turn off the bedside lamp when I remember the text. I click the message icon and narrow my eyes when I see McCarthy’s name.

      
        
          
            
              
        Josh McCarthy

      

      
        Hey, B. It’s been really awesome chilling with you, but I need to take a step back for a while. At least till playoffs are over. Gotta focus on the game, you know? I’ll give you a call once everything settles down, k? xo

      

      

      

      

      

      My jaw falls open. Is this a joke?

      I read the message again, and, nope, the content doesn’t change. McCarthy actually ended it.

      It appears that Jake Connelly just declared war.
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      I can usually hold my own in most situations. I’ve never suffered from anxiety, and nothing really scares me, not even my father, who’s been known to make grown men cry with one look. That’s not hyperbole—I saw it happen once.

      But this morning my palms are sweaty and evil butterflies are gnawing at my stomach, and it’s all thanks to this HockeyNet executive, Ed Mulder, who’s been off-putting from the word go. He’s tall, bald, and terrifying, and the first thing he does after shaking my hand is ask why a pretty girl like me is applying for a job behind the camera.

      I hide a frown at the sexist remark. One of my TAs at Briar, Tristan, used to be an intern here and he warned me that Mulder is a total jerk. But Tristan also said none of the interns report directly to Ed Mulder, which means I won’t need to deal with him past this interview. He’s just one obstacle I have to get through to strike internship gold.

      “Well, as my cover letter stated, I eventually want to be an on-screen analyst or a reporter, but I’m hoping to build experience behind the scenes, too. I’m majoring in Broadcasting and Journalism at Briar, as you already know. Next year I’ll be doing a work placement at⁠—”

      “This isn’t a paid internship,” he interrupts. “You’re aware of that?”

      I’m caught off-guard. My palms feel slippery when I wring them together, so I place them on my knees. “Oh. Um. Yes, I’m aware.”

      “Good. I find that while male applicants come in knowing the details, the female ones often expect to get paid.”

      He’s gone from vaguely sexist to obscenely so. And the comment doesn’t make much sense, either. The job posting on the HockeyNet site clearly specified this was an unpaid internship. Why would men expect one thing and women expect another? Is he suggesting that the women didn’t read the posting correctly? Or that we can’t read at all?

      Beads of sweat break out at the nape of my neck. I’m so off my game here.

      “So. Brenda. Tell me about yourself.”

      I gulp. He called me Brenda. Should I correct him?

      Of course you should correct him. Screw this guy. You own him. Confident Brenda—I mean Brenna—rears her spectacular head.

      “Actually, it’s Brenna,” I say smoothly, “and I think I’d be a good fit here. First and foremost, I love hockey. It’s⁠—”

      “Your father is Chad Jensen.” His jaw moves up and down, and I realize he’s chewing gum. Classy.

      I answer in a careful tone. “Yes, he is.”

      “A championship-winning coach. Multiple Frozen Four wins, right?”

      I nod. “He’s a great coach.”

      Mulder nods back. “You must be proud of him. What would you say is your biggest strength, aside from having a semi-famous dad?”

      I force myself to ignore the snide note in his inquiry and say, “I’m smart. I think on my feet. I thrive under pressure. And most of all, I genuinely love this sport. Hockey is⁠—”

      Annnd he’s not listening to me anymore.

      His gaze has shifted to the computer screen, and he’s still chewing his gum like a horse chomping on some oats. The window behind his desk provides a fuzzy glimpse of the reflection from his monitor…is that a fantasy hockey lineup? I think it’s the ESPN fantasy page.

      He suddenly glances at me. “Who’s your team?”

      I wrinkle my forehead. “My college team or⁠—”

      “NHL,” he interrupts impatiently. “Who do you root for,  Brenda?”

      “Brenna,” I say through gritted teeth. “And I root for the Bruins, of course. What about you?”

      Mulder snorts loudly. “Oilers. I’m a Canadian boy, through and through.”

      I feign interest. “Oh, that’s interesting. Are you from Edmonton, then?”

      “I am.” His eyes flick back to his screen. In an absent-minded tone, he says, “What would you say is your biggest weakness, aside from having a semi-famous dad?”

      I swallow an angry retort. “I can be impatient at times,” I confess, because there’s no way I’m doing that cheesy bit about how my biggest weakness is that I care too much or work too hard. Gag.

      Mulder’s attention is once again diverted to his fantasy hockey team. Silence falls over the spacious office. I shift irritably in my chair and examine the glass case against the wall. It displays all the awards the station has won over the years, along with signed paraphernalia from various pro hockey players. There’s a lot of Oilers merch in there, I note.

      On the opposite wall, two big screens are showing two different programs: an NHL highlights reel from this weekend, and a Top Ten segment counting down the most explosive rookie seasons of all time. I wish the TVs weren’t on mute. At least then I could hear something interesting while I’m being ignored.

      Frustration climbs up my spine like ivy and tightens around my throat. He isn’t paying a lick of attention to me. Either he’s the worst interviewer on the planet, a rude jackass, or he’s not seriously considering me for this position.

      Or maybe it’s D) all of the above.

      Tristan was wrong. Ed Mulder isn’t a jerk—he’s a mega asshole. But unfortunately, good, hands-on internships at big networks like HockeyNet don’t come along every day. It’s slim pickings out there in the internship market. And I’m also not naïve enough to think that Mulder is a special case. Several of my professors, both male and female, warned me that sports journalism isn’t the most welcoming field for women.

      I’m going to face men like Mulder during my entire career. Losing my temper or storming out of his office won’t help me achieve my goals. If anything, it’ll “prove” his own point in his misogynistic head: that women are too emotional, too weak, too ill equipped to survive in the sports arena.

      “So.” I clear my throat. “What would my duties be if I got this internship?” I already know the answer—I practically memorized the job posting, not to mention my CIA-worthy interrogation of Tristan the TA. But I might as well ask some questions, seeing as how Mulder isn’t interested in returning the favor.

      His head lifts. “We’ve got three intern slots to fill in the production department. I’m the head of that department.”

      I wonder if he realizes he hadn’t answered the question. I draw a calming breath. “And the duties?”

      “Highly intensive,” he replies. “You’d be required to compile game highlights, assemble clips packages, help to create teasers and B-roll. You’d attend production meetings, pitch ideas for stories…” He trails off, clicking his mouse a few times.

      AKA, the perfect job for me. I want this. I need this. I bite the inside of my cheek, wondering how I can turn this disastrous meeting around.

      I don’t get the chance. There’s a loud knock on the door, and it flies open before Mulder can respond. An excited-looking man with an unkempt beard thunders into the office.

      “Roman McElroy just got arrested for domestic abuse!”

      Mulder dives out of his leather chair. “Are you fucking shitting me?”

      “There’s a video of it all over the Internet. Not of the wife-beating, but the arrest.”

      “Have any of the other networks picked this up yet?”

      “No.” Beard Man is bouncing up and down like a kid in a toy store, and he can’t be a day younger than fifty-five.

      “Which talking heads do we have on set?” Mulder demands on his way to the door.

      “Georgia just got here⁠—”

      “No,” the boss interrupts. “Not Barnes. She’ll try to give it some sort of feminist bullshit spin. Who else?”

      I bite my lip to stave off an angry retort. Georgia Barnes is one of the two female analysts at HockeyNet, and she is amazing. Her insights are topnotch.

      “Kip Haskins and Trevor Trent. But they’re doing a live segment right now. The Friday Five.”

      “Screw The Friday Five. Have Gary write up some copy, then get Kip and Trevor to debate the fuck out of it and break apart the arrest video frame by frame. I want a whole segment on this McElroy thing.” Mulder skids to a stop in the doorway, suddenly remembering my existence. “We’ll finish this on Monday.”

      My mouth falls open. “I’m sorry—what?”

      “Come back Monday,” he barks. “We’re dealing with a monster exclusive here. The news waits for no man, Brenda.”

      “But—”

      “Monday, nine o’clock.” With that, he’s gone.

      I stare at the empty doorway in disbelief. What the hell just happened? First he opened the interview with a bunch of sexist comments, then he didn’t listen to a word I said, and now he’s abandoning me mid-interview? I understand that a professional hockey player being charged with abusing his wife is big news, but…I can’t come back on Monday. I have classes. Tristan warned me about Mulder, but the man was even worse than I’d expected.

      I angrily gather up my purse and coat and rise to my feet. Fuck that. I’m not returning on Monday. I’m not letting that asshole⁠—

      Dream internship, I remind myself, then repeat the phrase over and over again in my mind. ESPN and HockeyNet are the two biggest sports networks in the country. And ESPN isn’t hiring.

      Therefore…

      I guess I’m skipping school on Monday.

      Rochelle, Mulder’s cute blonde receptionist, glances up from her desk when I walk up. She officially reschedules the interview, and I leave the HockeyNet building with the worst feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      For the first time in ages, it’s not raining, so I arrange for an Uber and stand outside by the curb. I call my cousin while I wait. “Hey,” I say when Tansy picks up. “My interview’s over.”

      “Already?”

      “Yup.”

      “How did it go?”

      “It was a total disaster. I’ll tell you about it later. I just ordered an Uber—can I still head to your dorm?” The plan was for me to hang out there alone while Tansy is in class.

      “Yeah, I left my key with my RA. She’s in room 404. Knock there first and get the key. I’m in 408.”

      “Cool.” I glance back at the high-rise I just exited, with its sparkling windows, glass lobby, and massive white-and-red HockeyNet logo. A sigh slips out. “I hope you’re ready to get lit tonight, because I need to drink the memory of this interview right out of my head.”
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      “I hate you so much. How do you always manage to look so good without even trying?” Tansy gripes later that evening.

      We’re in her suite at Walsh Hall, one of the Boston College residences. Tansy shares it with three other girls, and bunks with a chick named Aisha, who’s away for the weekend visiting her parents in New York. Aisha is a girl after my own heart, because she trans- formed her desk into a vanity. I would’ve done the same thing to my desk at home, if I had one; I’ve always preferred doing homework while sprawled on my bed or couch.

      I grin at Tansy’s reflection in Aisha’s huge mirror, then continue applying mascara to my upper lashes. “I’m putting on makeup,” I point out. “How is that not trying?”

      She makes a grumbling noise in her throat. “You call that makeup? You put on a dab of concealer and a bit of mascara. That doesn’t count as trying.”

      “And lipstick,” I remind her.

      “And lipstick,” she concedes. She rolls her eyes at me. “You know colors other than red exist in this big, beautiful world, right?”

      “Red’s my color.” I purse my lips at her, then smack them together in an air kiss. “My friend at Briar says it’s my trademark.”

      “It totally is. I can’t remember the last time I saw you without it. Maybe Christmas morning?” She pauses. “No, wait, we both wore red lipstick that day. It matched our Santa hats. I looked awful, though. I remember that. I can’t pull off red lips.”

      “We have the same complexion, Tans. You could absolutely pull it off.”

      “No, I mean swag-wise. You need to possess a certain amount of swagger to rock the red.”

      She’s not wrong. It’s a look that requires confidence. Ironically, it’s what gives me confidence. I know it sounds absurd, but I feel invincible every time I slather on some crimson lipstick.

      “I can lend you some of my swagger if you want,” I offer.

      Tansy’s nose scrunches up as she grins. The silver stud in her left nostril catches the light and seems to sparkle. “Aw thanks, Bee. I knew there was a reason you’re my favorite cousin.”

      “Well, the others aren’t exactly prime candidates for that honor. Leigh and Robbie are too preachy about religion. And don’t get me started on Alex.”

      We both grimace. Alex is our uncle Bill’s daughter and she’s incredibly annoying.

      I hear the chirp of an incoming message. “Hey, can you check that?” I left my phone on Tansy’s desk, and she’s closer to it.

      She reaches over from her bed. “Someone named GB says he misses you. He used about a hundred u’s and five, no, six, heart emojis. Oooh, and it’s the red heart. That means he’s serious. So. Who is GB and why haven’t you mentioned him?”

      I sputter with laughter. “GB stands for Greenwich Barbie. That’s what I call my friend. Summer. She’s a hot rich girl from Connecticut.”

      “Liar. I’ve never heard you mention a Summer,” Tansy accuses.

      “She transferred to Briar at the beginning of January.” I stick the mascara wand back in the tube and twist it closed. “This chick is insane, like in a good way. She’s hilarious. Always up for a party. I can’t wait for you to meet her.”

      “Are we seeing her this weekend?”

      “No, unfortunately. She’s performing her girlfriendly duty and supporting Briar at the semifinals against Yale tomorrow night. Her boyfriend is on the team.”

      “Why does she miss you?”

      “We haven’t hung out since last weekend. And yes, I know a week is not a long time at all, but in Summer years that’s a decade. She’s melodramatic.”

      My phone chirps again.

      “See what I mean?” I chuckle, tucking my mascara and lipstick into the small makeup case I brought with me. “Pass me my phone, will ya? If I don’t text her back, she’s liable to have a panic attack.”

      Tansy checks the screen. Her shoulders stiffen slightly. “It’s not Summer,” she informs me.

      I knit my brows. “Okay. Who is it?”

      There’s a long pause. Something shifts in the air, and suddenly a cloud of tension settles between us.

      Tansy studies me, wary. “Why didn’t you tell me you were still in touch with Eric?”
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