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      Rosie’s mom has uprooted them once again, moving to a new town to start over. Her only hope is that her mom finally stays away from toxic men so she can finish her last year of high school. When bad turns to worse, she’s shocked to see the new captain of the football team is the one keeping her safe. 

      Tate has always kept his head down, but when the new beauty catches his eye, it’s like he’s seeing for the first time. He’ll do anything to shield her from harm… as long as he gets to keep her. 

      Warning: For those that loved Shielding Lily this is another swoon-worthy tale in their world. Grab your coziest blanket and settle in for a taste of something extra sweet. 
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      I put my hands over my ears to try and drown out the sound of the headboard hitting the wall, but still I catch small grunts. My only choice is to turn on the light next to my bed and find my headphones. After I do that, I scroll through my phone and find the playlist of my favorite piano pieces. With a few clicks, “Moonlight Sonata” fills my ears. 

      Glancing back to my bedroom door, I double-check that it’s secure. I not only locked it but shoved a chair under the handle. I’m not sure who my mom might come stumbling home with, but lately it’s been the same man. There’s no telling how long it will last, and she could have a new one in there right now. I won’t know for sure unless I run into him in the morning, but it doesn’t matter. None of them stick around. The most recent one is creepier than the others. I hope she gives him the boot sooner than later. He likes to stay around in the house, but not in a good way. 

      Stupidly I thought that moving to a nicer part of town would force my mom to fish from a pool of men that wouldn’t make my skin crawl. I guess it doesn’t matter where she is because most men are the same. They use her, but at least my mom uses them right back. It’s only when I get caught in the crosshairs that I care. 

      I flip the light off and try to catch some sleep. Tomorrow is my first day at a new school. It’s bittersweet because here no one knows us. We’re over a hundred miles from my old school, so the word whore won’t be carved into my locker and boys won’t make comments that I’m a slut like my mom.

      At least not for now. One year is all I have left. I just have to make it through my senior year. I’m sure a lot of the anger and bullying I got at my last school is because my mom slept with more than a handful of other students' fathers. While some of them were very married. My mom isn’t picky when it came to those details. All she cares about is what she can get from them.

      A few times she got tangled with a man she thought might give her everything, but that never played out. That hasn’t happened in a while, and a chill has settled inside her to make sure she doesn’t fall for any of them anymore. My only hope is that none of the men she’s met over the last few months are fathers of anyone at my new school. 

      She settled into Noblesville rather easily. It’s a big-small town where you don’t know everyone but you recognize their faces. When we lived in the city, that wasn’t the case. This could make things messy for not only her but me. If gossip can travel in the big city, it will be a wildfire in this town.

      A year, I remind myself. That’s all I have left. Then, well I’m not sure, but I won’t have to go into a building every day where people glare and whisper. Once I’m finished, I can take whatever path I want. How I get there, I’m not sure. 

      When I was little, I loved Noblesville. It was a cute town, and my mom would sometimes drop me off to stay with my grandma over the summer. That came to an end a few years ago when my grandma didn’t want to let me go back with my mom. When she showed up at the end of the summer to collect me, my grandma tried to keep me. My mom took me away, and after that, I didn’t get to see her again. Not until she was in the hospital with days to live. 

      I grip the locket around my neck and think about my grandma. She gave it to me before she passed, and I miss her so much. My world was completely different when I spent my summers with her, and I wish I could have stayed. 

      My mom isn’t the best, but she loves me in her own way. Now I’m back in the house I longed to live in, but my grandma is gone. It’s not the same. It’s my mom and me, and our new life is already starting to feel a lot like our old life. I’m not sure why I thought anything would change.

      I haven’t spent a full day inside my new school, and I can already see the cliques around town. To make matters worse, I had a strange run-in with a guy and a few of his friends. I could tell by the letterman jacket he wore, even while it was 90 degrees out, that he was on the varsity football team. The numbers on his shoulder let me know we were both about to be seniors. 

      He tried to chat me up in the grocery store, and I was polite. He said his name was Jack and then asked me out, but I guess I wasn’t nice enough when I turned him down because he didn’t like it.

      It’s hard to engage with new people because I’m on the shy side. I try to keep myself out of view and not draw attention. 

      He said it was some kind of end-of-summer party, and maybe I should have gone. I could have met some of the people I’d be going to school with, but it didn’t feel right. 

      When it comes to people, I trust my gut. With all the men that have come and gone through my mom’s door, I’ve learned to read people pretty well. 

      It didn’t help that Jack had a few friends with him that chuckled when I turned down the offer. I could hear them teasing him as he walked away muttering a few choice words about my looks.

      So far, I’m off to a banging start. He probably won’t remember me, or worse, he's the most popular guy in school and makes my life hell. 

      Rolling over, I pull my blanket tight around me and let the music flow through my thoughts. Everything drifts away, and I’m at peace. 

      At least for now.
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      “Drink, drink, drink!” The chants coming from the back of the house are getting louder, and I check my watch. I’m only here to make an appearance and then I’m going home. I promised Coach I’d show my face, but I’ve got to get to bed. Five o’clock comes early, and I need to go.

      “Don’t tell me Tate Albright is gracing us with his presence tonight,” Desha says as she pokes her boyfriend Shaun. 

      “Nah, he’s not staying.” He shakes his head before coming over and greeting me with a hand slap and a half hug. “The king doesn’t have time for peasants.” 

      I nod toward the back of the house, where I see Jake outside doing keg stands. “Be careful, or he’ll hear you.” 

      “That captain badge isn’t going to last much longer, and we all know it.” Shaun takes a sip from his plastic cup and then puts his arm around Desha. “Coach send you tonight?” 

      I nod and move closer. “But that’s between us, okay?” 

      “You think the guys don’t know what’s going on?” Shaun smiles so big it shows off his straight white teeth. “Come on, Tate. We all know Coach is making you captain this year. After last season and Jack getting arrested, there’s big changes coming.” 

      “Having a few bad games is part of playing. It’s not the end of the world. And everybody knows his dad got that arrest taken care of and hushed it up, so technically, it never happened.” 

      “Then why are you here?” Desha pipes up, and when I look at her, she lets her eyes slowly move over me. 

      Shaun and I have been friends since second grade when his family moved down the street from mine, but I know he hasn’t always had the best taste in the girls he’s dated. 

      “Hey, babe, grab me a drink, will you?” Shaun says, and Desha rolls her eyes. “Let me talk to Tate for a second.” 

      “Fine.” She takes his cup and walks off without another word, and I give him a look that says I told you so. 

      “It’s all good, she’s just got an attitude because school starts next week.” 

      “Sure.” I brush it off because I don’t want to hear his excuses on why his girlfriend acts like she’s single. 

      “Seriously, when is Coach telling the team he’s making the change?” 

      “I don’t know. It’s up to him. I’m not even sure I want it.” 

      Jack was made captain at the end of last season, and the same weekend he was arrested for getting drunk and drag racing on the edge of town. His dad is a lawyer and greased a few hands to get him off and keep it quiet. A couple of weeks ago, we started pre-season practices, and it’s been obvious that Jack hasn’t done any conditioning since the end of last season. He’s not taking it seriously, and the whole team has noticed. Coach pulled me aside and said he made a mistake with making Jack captain and asked if I’d take the lead instead. 

      Not only will it create tension between Jack and me but also between the people who still support him. I don’t want anyone on the team turning on me or for this to cause a rift and hurt our chances at a winning season. 

      I’ve got everything riding on this. It’s just me and my mom since my dad died three years ago, and I need every bit of scholarship money I can get. She’s got her own hair salon in town and does well enough, but there’s no extra money for college. My grades are good, and I stay out of trouble and work hard for everything I’ve got. I don’t want team politics to threaten that when it’s my last year. I’d rather ride the bench and play nice, but it seems like other people are making decisions for me. 

      “Don’t want it?” Shaun laughs. “You’re probably the first player ever to say that.” 

      “There’s a first time for everything,” I say, then I feel a hand smack me on the shoulder from behind.

      “You talking about getting your dick wet, Big Tate?” Jack says, and I want to cringe. He’s already slurring his words. “Nah, not a little bitch like you. You’re probably saving it for marriage.” 

      “Sure, Jack,” I say evenly because I’m not taking the bait when he’s this drunk. He won’t even remember this conversation. 

      “It’s all right. When you’re ready to get some pussy, come see me.” Some of his friends have followed him over, and I hear a couple of them laugh. “Hey, shut the fuck up,” he barks, and a few of them stop. 

      “What’s his problem?” Shaun asks one of the players named Nick. 

      “He’s just mad he got rejected today,” Nick says, and another player in the back pipes up. 

      “Shut down, tight.” The guys start razzing Jack, but he’s not taking the joke. 

      “Fuck that bitch. She didn’t know who I was. Just wait until she sees me on the field. She’ll be getting in line to suck this dick!” He shouts the last part while some people laugh and some cheer him on. 

      I’ll never understand the people that worship at the altar of guys like Jack. Maybe it’s because of his dad or because they’re bored, but from what I've seen, he hasn’t earned an ounce of respect from any of them. The longer I’m around Jack, the more respect I lose for him. 

      “It’s late,” I say quietly to Shaun as I try to slip out, but Jack must have somehow overheard it. 

      “Where’s Big Tate going?” He talks loudly over the crowd, and I know he’s pushing to cause a scene. “Coach’s golden boy is ready for night-night.” 

      “Yep.” I decide to agree with him because it’s easier than arguing. 

      “You know, you’re lucky.” He takes a drink from his beer while I stand there and wait for him to finish his thought. I should leave, but I don’t want to cause more drama or rifts in the team. 

      “Yeah, why is that?” 

      “You don’t have to worry about playing like shit.” His eyes are glazed over and bloodshot, and I wonder if he’s done more than just drink tonight. “It’s not like your dad’s going to see it.” 

      Even though the music is blaring and people are talking over it and it’s loud as fuck, it’s like everything goes quiet when Jack says those words. 

      It takes everything inside me to ignore him as I turn to Shaun and raise my chin. “See you in the morning.” It’s a statement, and I don’t wait for a response before I walk away from Jack and his bullshit. 

      “Yo, Tate?” 

      Shaun calls after me, but I ignore him as I step outside and get in my Jeep. I don’t want to spend another second standing next to Jack Lexington or I’m going to do something I’ll regret. Something I know his dad will use against me or to help put Jack in a better position on the team. 

      My dad won’t be at any of my games, but at least he loved me. I can’t say the same for the two of them.
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