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      For Larisa and Moira, my darling girls. I’ve loved watching you play your hearts out on the field, but even more, I’ve loved watching the beautiful, fierce young women you have become.
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      If you are at all familiar with women’s lacrosse, or if you feel inspired to check out some games after reading the Lacrosse My Heart series, I feel I should warn you: Professional women’s lacrosse as I’ve described it in my books does not exist in reality. I’ve taken many liberties with how the fictional league in my stories is organized and operates, because frankly, women’s sports still don’t receive the respect and attention they should. Lacrosse is a popular sport for men and women, but even men’s lacrosse is not broadcast on a scale anywhere near the other major sports. So you can imagine how the women fare!

      I am a lacrosse mama. All four of my children played. My oldest daughter took her sticks with her to college, and my youngest daughter, at the time of this writing, is the goalie for her high school JV team. I wrote these stories featuring women players because I wanted to create a world for them where their hard work, talent, and love for the game were represented on par with any other major sport.

      So please forgive me if I’ve set you up with any unrealistic expectations. There is no major multi-level stadium. The current professional league for women, Women’s Lacrosse League (WLL), is brand new as of 2025 and comprises only five East Coast teams that play in the winter. It didn’t really serve the story I wanted to tell. I had fun creating a new world for my characters, who in my head are all bad asses like my daughters. I hope I translated that well on the page.

      Enjoy the story! And if you haven’t had an opportunity to catch a women’s lacrosse game (professional or college), make a plan to do so when the next season rolls around!

      Cate

      June 2025
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      I'm having a shitty practice.

      I know it. The team knows it. Worst of all, Coach Arkhady knows it. This is my chance to prove I'm ready to start in the Baltimore Battle‘s first game of the season against the Syracuse Warriors. Tisha Baker, the team’s starting goalie and my mentor, had injured her knee pre-season, and the starting position is open. She's retiring at the end of the season, and she'd recommended me as her replacement. Only if I keep playing like this, I'll be lucky they don't trade me. I can't bring myself to look over at the sidelines and see Tisha’s disappointment.

      “C’mon, York,” Coach Arkhady shouts. “Pay attention out there.”

      I jerk my head in acknowledgment and take a defensive stance in the goal. We're playing a half-field scrimmage meant to test the defense, with the attackers wearing blue pennies. As the play unfolds midfield with a successful defense, my mind once again drifts to last night’s humiliation. All I can see is Brennan's smarmy face telling me he's engaged, while his intended–who happens to be my cousin, Rania–sits next to him with a serene, Cheshire-cat smile.

      A fresh wave of rage surges through me, distracting me from the play. I'm not quick enough to switch my stick to the other post and take a shot right to my thigh. Below the padded shorts, of course.

      “Son of a⁠—”

      “Sorry, Palmer,” Jewel says. 

      “My bad," I groan, scooping the ball and flipping it to her. 

      My teammates reset at the centerline for the draw, one of the offensive coaches holding the mesh of their sticks together with the ball between them. He steps back and blows his whistle. The ball pops up and one of the attackers bats it out of the air toward Jewel.

      “Clear your mind." I grip my stick with both hands and crouch in front of the goal. Jewel runs toward me, dodging first one, then two defenders. She makes a quick pass to Allie, who performs her signature spin move, positioning her for a perfect shot.

      “Crash!” I yell at the defense, but I'm a beat off and they don't move in time to stop Allie, who launches a perfect shot over my left shoulder and into the net.

      “Fuck.” I smack the post with my stick.

      “All right, water break,” one of the other coaches calls out. I take off my gloves and unclip my helmet, limping off the field. I rub at the spot where Jewel's shot hit.

      “That’s gonna be some bruise,” Tisha says, handing me a water bottle.

      I take it and squeeze the contents into my mouth, then slump onto the bench. “I deserve it. I suck out there.”

      “Yeah, I noticed.” Tisha adjusts her knee brace. “Wanna talk about it?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “But you will. Because it’s me.” Tisha flashes a too-large grin and bats her thick false lashes, their glittery edges catching the sunlight. I laugh in spite of myself.

      “Brennan stopped by last night.” Recalling last night's confrontation made the water bitter.

      "Please tell me he begged you to take him back and you kicked his sorry ass to the curb," Tisha says. She hadn't ever liked Brennan, but when he dumped me the day after New Year's four months ago, she'd gone full-on scorched earth when it came to him. I had to physically restrain her from pushing him off the balcony when he moved out of our apartment.

      "Hah. Nothing so satisfying. No, he wanted to tell me to my face that he is getting married in August. He even brought his fiancée with him so they could tell me together."

      "What kind of sadistic dick drip thinks it's appropriate to bring your future bride to meet your ex? Why would he think you'd give a shit who or what he's marrying? That's some self-important bullshit right there."

      I twist my lips. "They didn't want me to hear about it from the rest of my family, since the woman he's marrying is–drumroll, please–my cousin, Rania."

      Tisha's mouth drops open. I gesture at her face. "Yeah, that was my reaction at first."

      She slowly shakes her head. "I'm stunned. What is wrong with your cousin?"

      "Oh, plenty," I snort. "I mean, she's perfect on the surface. Literally, she's a beauty queen and graduated top of her class at Vassar, and is now some junior associate at a big deal financial firm. She's the daughter my parents wish they had."

      "After this, I doubt your perfect little cousin will still be favored over you."

      "You don't know my parents," I grouse. I'm not exaggerating. Rania and I are the same age, so my entire life has been one comparison after another, with me consistently falling short. Except for sports. Rania may have been the more graceful dancer, but she could no more throw, kick, hit, or bat a ball than I could plié without falling over. Of course, in my parents' world, that still put her ahead of me since women in our social sphere didn't compete in men's games.

      Tisha turns to face me. "Okay. So now we know what's wrong. How do we fix it so you don't lose your starting spot to Jackie? I love the girl and she's got game, but this is your time. You know I back you a hundred percent."

      I blow out a breath. This is Tisha my mentor speaking, narrowing in on my weaknesses and finding a way to turn them into strengths. Unfortunately, this isn't something she can drill out of me, and I tell her as much. She dismisses my comment with a wave of her hand. "Bull. This is a crisis of confidence. You're letting that worm into your head."

      "I can't believe I actually thought he was going to propose to me," I scoff. "Instead of an engagement ring for Christmas, I get a 'You care more about your lacrosse career than our future' lecture and boom–five months later, he's marrying my cousin. He knew Rania and I despised each other. How much she tortured me." I don't voice my suspicion about this thing with Rania being a catalyst for our breakup all those months ago. I don't want to know if it's true because I can't afford to lose another scrap of dignity.

      "That's what I'm saying, Boo. Don't let that piece of crap and his skank ruin this for you. Like I told you, any man who's threatened by your success is no man at all. There's nothing wrong with putting your career first. Men do it all the time. How do you think I’ve gotten to the top of my game? Or Ava? Or Coach, for that matter? We’re women playing in what used to be solely a man’s game. Women’s Major League Lacrosse couldn’t exist without women like us putting our hearts and souls into it. Brennan should’ve been proud of his girl. He isn’t worth screwing up your game for.”

      I'd met Brennan Hank three years ago, shortly after the Philadelphia team I'd been warming the bench for had traded me to the Baltimore Battle. At first, he seemed impressed that I was a pro athlete. Things changed after we moved in together. His support waned until it was all but non-existent. It should've been my first clue he wasn't the right one for me, but my parents adored him, and on paper, he was everything you could ask for in a mate. I assumed he'd come around, especially as I started to find more playing time and more success. Instead, he dumped me.

      And now he is marrying my rival.

      “The first game of the season is tomorrow. If you keep practicing like shit, Coach'll put Jackie in as my replacement instead of you. You really want that ass to cost you a starting position?”

      I breathe deep and exhale slowly. This is the proverbial smack upside the head I need. “Okay. I'll forget about Brennan and focus on the rest of this season.” I squeeze the water bottle into my mouth.

      “That’s my girl.” Tisha taps her lips. “You know what else you need? You need a confidence boost. You need to get laid.”

      I choke, coughing up some of the water I accidentally inhaled instead of swallowing. This drew the attention of my teammates and some of the coaches. Tisha pats me on the back. "She's okay. Wrong pipe."

      "But we're gonna find you the right one," she mutters under her breath.

      "T," I splutter, "are you serious right now?"

      "As a heart attack." She thumps my back one more time. "You've been a dry spell for too long and this ain't helping. Orgasms equal endorphins. Endorphins equal stress relief and happy thoughts. Less stress combined with happy thoughts equals better playing. I'm going to write a book about it someday."

      I laugh, not entirely sure she's kidding. “And how do you propose I do that?”

      “Let me think about it. Meanwhile, Coach is getting ready to blow her whistle. You gonna go out there and slay?”

      I swipe the back of my hand across my mouth, grab my helmet and gloves, and stand. “Watch me.”
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      Practice went better after Tisha’s pep talk and Coach announced I’d be starting in our first game. After showering and dressing, I leave the locker room and take the elevators to the executive offices. Coach sent me upstairs to the media suite, where the communications team would be putting together a promotional feature introducing me as the starting goalie. I never liked being the center of attention, but the Director of Marketing is married to our team captain, Ava, and my friend, Charlie, is the Director of Digital Media. I'm in good hands. 

      Still, I use the reflective surface of the elevator doors as a mirror to double-check the powder and lip gloss Jewel helped me with. I smooth down the strands of my blonde bob, wishing for the hundredth time I'd gotten pink highlights. When I mentioned to Brennan I wanted to put colorful streaks in my hair, he dismissed it as childish. “Imagine what your parents would say,” he’d said after I showed him a few examples. He was right; my parents wouldn’t like it, but there was little I could do that they would approve of.

      Speaking of–my phone jingles with the Imperial March from Star Wars. “MOM” flashes on the screen as the elevator arrives at the third floor and the doors slide open. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Why didn’t you call us?” my mother demands. Elaine York was never one for the usual pleasantries, at least not when it came to her only daughter. “I had to hear from Aunt Dora that Rania is engaged to Brennan.”

      I draw in a breath. “I only found out last night.”

      "This will be awkward," she sighs. "What will people say?"

      The ball I took to my leg earlier today is nothing compared to the kick my mother delivers to my stomach. Of course, her first thought isn't about my well-being. I shouldn't be surprised, and I'm not, but I can't help the hurt. "Thanks, Mom, I'm doing okay. The news was shocking, but it doesn't matter in the grand scheme of things."

      "It matters to us," my mother continues, either ignorant or oblivious to my sarcasm. "This family has never been a topic of gossip before, and I don't intend for that to change now."

      "It's not like I can control what Brennan and Rania do, Mom. This isn't my fault."

      "I know that," she says. "But, you can control your reaction and how this affects our family."

      "Yeah? How?"

      “I’m not condoning what Rania did,” my mother continues. “But she is family, and like it or not, Brennan will be, too. If you can move past the–”

      "Awkwardness?" I scoff. "You want me to pretend everything is okay."

      "Are you still in love with him?"

      I gagged. "God, no."

      "Then what will it hurt? Please, Palmer. Is it too much to ask you to take the high road here?"

      I hold back a grunt. "Fine, Mom. Whatever."

      "Thank you."

      “I have to go, but I did want to share some good news,” I say, injecting false lightness into my voice. “I’m the starting goalie in tomorrow’s game. Will you and Dad be able to come?”

      “I’m afraid not. We’re entertaining a new client and his wife tomorrow for dinner,” she says. "Maybe next time."

      It's an empty promise. They’ve yet to come to one of my professional games and have only watched one or two of my college performances. My mother saw this as an indulgence, a hobby. Not a true career and calling. She’d never respect what I do, and her next words confirm her feelings.

      "Honestly, Palmer. This should be a wake-up call. You're not getting any younger. How much longer are you going to keep playing games? You're twenty-seven. You should come home, use that expensive degree we paid for, and join your father's firm. I promise you'll find the right man to settle down with."

      "You mean someone you and Dad pick out for me?"

      "Could we do any worse than you have?" She sighs. "I don't mean to be harsh, Palmer. I'm only looking out for you."

      "Right." I clear my throat, my face stinging from being slapped in the face with my past mistakes. "I have to go. Talk to you later."

      My throat burns as I turn off my phone. I breathe slow and deep until my emotions are under control. My mother is right; I can't control what someone else does, but I can control how I react. Unfortunately, I can't seem to control my wish to be the daughter they want.

      
      

      There's a flurry of activity going on in the media office when I arrive. Liberty, who handles press relations, has her phone pressed between her ear and shoulder while she furiously types on the laptop in front of her. Mei, in charge of player-fan relations, is talking to Dante, the events coordinator, while he writes on a giant whiteboard. And a few interns are setting up ring lights and a stool in the corner where a Maryland flag hangs as a backdrop.

      I look for Charlie, who was one of the first friends I made when I moved to Baltimore. The first time I met him, he put me at ease with his flirty jokes and easy charm. My stomach had done a little flip when Charlie smiled at me, dimples bracketing luscious lips. Lean and broad-shouldered, with dark brown, wavy hair cut long and coppery-brown eyes that perpetually gleamed with mischief, he was without question the hottest man in the city of Baltimore. Hell, the entire world. And when the world included Chris Hemsworth and Michael B. Jordan, that was saying something. Too bad I had just started dating Brennan, who at the time seemed like the safer choice. What a sucker I was.

      Charlie has heartbreaker written all over him, and from his reputation, my first impression wasn't far off. I'm sure I wouldn't have had a chance with him, anyway. The women he dated seemed to be my physical opposites. I'm fit and happy with my body, but I'm also realistic. Charlie prefers petite waifs. At 5'11", I'm the tallest player on the team and often the tallest person in the room, except when Charlie is around. He's half a head taller than me, unlike Brennan, who was barely taller and only when his loafer had a heel on it.

      I don't want to think about Brennan anymore. So I focus on Charlie. He's wearing a fitted button-down, crisp white with the Battle logo on the pocket and sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His forearms are like catnip. Golden olive skin, dusted with dark hair and defined by thick, ropy muscles. He must do a lot of pull-ups.

      “Palmer York,” he says, jarring me out of my thoughts. “Here you are.”

      I spread my hands. “Here I am.”

      He sweeps my body with a glance and gives me a dimpled smile. “Congratulations on the starting slot. It’s well deserved.”

      “Thanks.”

      Charlie guides me to the setup in the corner where the interns are. “This is Emma and Benji. We’re going to ask some get-to-know-you questions. Then we’ll talk about your progression from college player to your first team and how their loss became our gain when they traded you. We'll do our best not to puke when we talk about Philly.”

      I laugh. My former team, the Philadelphia Stars, is our biggest rival. Charlie attaches the lavaliere mic to my collar and adjusts the wire, his fingers tickling the skin of my collarbone. “We’ll prompt you with questions you can answer naturally, like we’re sitting in your kitchen shooting the shit. Except you’ll be looking into the camera.” I nod in understanding.

      “Try to repeat the question in your answer. First one,” Emma says, holding an index card. “Tell us a little about where you’re from and about your family.”

      I straighten and look into the lens. “I'm from Frederick County, about an hour west of Baltimore. My dad is a real estate developer, and my mom serves on the boards of several charities. I’m an only child, but I have had nearly every pet under the sun, so I always had a playmate.”

      “Did you play youth lacrosse?”

      “Oddly enough, I didn't play lacrosse when I was younger. I danced for a number of years. My mom wanted me to be a ballerina. But by the time I was eight, it was clear I wasn’t cut out to do pointe. Sorry, Mom!” I delight when the team snickers at my joke and start to relax.

      “So when did you first pick up a stick?”

      “My high school had a team and I thought, why not? It looked interesting. I wasn’t much into running, so I liked the idea of being a goalie.”

      Once I go over my bio and answer questions about life as a Battle goalie, Emma thanks me. She unclips the mic and I stand.

      "Is that it?" I ask, surprised at how quick this was.

      Charlie scribbles something on a clipboard and hands it to Benji. “For tonight. We’ll take photos of you tomorrow in uniform, both pre- and post-game. Of course, we’re always getting on-field action during the game.” 

      “Okay."

      "I'll walk you out." Charlie puts a hand on the small of my back and leads me back through the maze of desks. He holds the door open for me and follows me to the elevator bank.

      "Are you excited about the game?" he asks.

      "Nervous might be a better description," I reply. "I'm afraid of letting the team down. Tisha leaves behind big shoes to fill."

      He moves his arm to my shoulders and squeezes, enveloping me in his familiar woodsy scent. "You're going to be great. You're a rock star out there and Coach Arkhady wouldn't have selected you to take Tisha's place if she didn't believe in you."

      "Thank you," I say, giving him a grateful smile. "It's nice to hear it."

      "It happens to be true." He releases me and punches the down button for the elevators. "Listen, a few of us are meeting for happy hour at Poe's. Let off some steam before the big start of the season tomorrow. You should join us. Unless you have plans?"

      "I don't, but," I wrinkle my nose, "Coach wants us tucked in early tonight so we're not wasted for the game."

      "Showtime is noon tomorrow, right? I promise to have you in bed before ten." 

      His eyes glint with mischief and his gaze once again wanders over my body. Am I imagining it, or did his voice get deeper? A little shiver skittered up my spine. He's always been playful and a little flirty; it's who he is. This is different, and I'm not sure why. Probably because I have Tisha's suggestion about getting laid running through my head.

      "I'll think about it," I finally respond. The bell chimes as the car arrives, and I hurry on as soon as the doors open, eager to move out of his orbit.

      "I'll keep an eye out for you." He holds my gaze, his dimples deepening as his smile grows wider just before the doors close, leaving me alone–and inexplicably edgy.
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      I entertain the thought of going out for the length of the ride to the lobby. Once there, reality sets in. I have no business going out to a bar the night before a game. Some of my teammates are going out to "blow off steam," like Charlie said, but they're hitting up a club and those who aren't are spending the evening with their families or significant others. I didn't want to go dancing, and I no longer had a significant other, which left a quiet night at home in my apartment, going over game film or—more likely—binge watching the latest season of Reacher. The last thing I want to do is go out and having to pretend everything is okay. Other than Tisha, no one in the organization knows about Brennan and Rania, and I plan to keep it that way. No one cares about or needs to know the sordid details of my pathetic love life. A pang of loneliness shoots through my chest as I unlock the door and enter the silent apartment. 

      It's a swanky place. One bedroom, one-and-a-half bath, in the tony Roland Park neighborhood of Baltimore, with a private garage and pool. The stainless steel appliances were all new and the ensuite bathroom boasts a soaking tub, which my aching muscles love. I'd rather live closer to the stadium or nearer my teammates, but my parents insisted, and Brennan was all too eager to take them up on their offer to cover first and last month's rent when we moved in. I considered moving when the lease is up in the fall, but I'd really miss the tub.

      When Brennan moved out, he left behind the furniture but also empty bookshelves and cabinets, and voids on the wall where art once hung. I haven't gotten around to replacing anything he took, so after five months, the place looks only half-lived in. Maybe it's time I restock the bookshelves and buy new sets of dishes. It'd been our apartment for so long, but it’s time I make it mine and mine alone.

      I drop my bag by the bedroom door and toe off my sneakers, then collapse onto the double bed we'd once shared. I stare up at the painting hanging above the headboard, a sensual abstract piece by Cameron Blake, the major league ballplayer-turned-artist of a woman emerging from a daisy. It had cost a small fortune, one of the few times I indulged myself and refused to give in to Brennan's derision of my taste.

      It's quiet, except for the occasional horn and the low bass thrum from my neighbor's radio. Too quiet. I turn my face into my pillow and stare at the empty side of the bed. The sheets are cool to touch, a feature I usually appreciate. Other than during my time in Philly, when I didn't have time or inclination to date, this is the longest I've been without a steady boyfriend since high school. I didn't have many relationships, but each one, including Brennan, was a serious relationship.

      There was Barry, my freshman-year boyfriend. He was a junior and tutored me in statistics and probability the first semester. We had our first date after finals, and by the end of the year, I'd moved my things into his off-campus apartment. Things were great until he came back from Spring Break with a pierced ear and a sorority girl named Darby.

      Next came Alexei, the right wing for our school's hockey team. I spent all of junior year and the start of senior year walking on clouds as his girl. Right until I walked in on him taking a shot on the five-hole with his roommate's girlfriend. His roommate, Ignacio, and I trauma bonded over the situation, and by May, when I was drafted to play for Philadelphia after graduation, I was already planning my wedding to Ig around the season. Instead of proposing to me, however, he eloped with said former girlfriend. 

      Then there's Brennan. Another three years wasted because I'm so stupid with my heart. What do I have to show for it? This aching loneliness and a cold bed. I pound the mattress, disgusted with myself, and scoop up my phone to text Tisha.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I figured out my problem. I need a fling.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Tisha: Yeahhh... that's what I told you

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: No, you said I needed to get laid. But I need more. I fall in love with the guys I date wayyyy too quickly. Do you know I have never gone to bed with someone I wasn't in a committed relationship with? I'm a serial monogamist and I must be stopped! 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Tisha: Girl, how much you have to drink already?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: Nothing. I'm sitting here wallowing in self-pity, thinking about my previous relationships. Each one burned hot and fast, like a shooting star, until it fizzled out when they found someone else.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Tisha: You're losing me... What are you saying exactly?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: I'm saying I need to change my attitude. No more falling in love, at least not at first sight.  

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Tisha: Alright... but how?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: Like you said. Get laid. It'll be like a vaccine. Once I prove to myself I can have a fling with a guy–date him, duck him–with no hearts involved, then the next time I meet someone with potential, I'll know how to keep it casual until I'm absolutely sure. My brain won't hang out the "Committed" sign at the first organism.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: *fuck *orgasm

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Tisha: Maybe I've had too much to drink because that's making sense

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: I'm going to be seeing Brennan and Rania at all major family events, and minor ones, too, if my mother has any say. I can't face them when I'm so lonely and I definitely can't face them with another failed relationship. The next time I fall in love, it has to be the last time.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Tisha: So you think this will work? You think getting some good D will change your brain chemistry?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: Crude. But accurate.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Tisha: Got anyone in mind?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: Charlie Salinas invited me to join the media team for happy hour at Poe's.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        The text bubbles bounce around.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Tisha: Charming Charlie??? Girl, you have my blessing

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I shake my head at her text and laugh.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: I'm not his usual type. He likes pixie women.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Tisha: So? Show him what it's like to be with a real woman

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: Might be a problem–I'm not exactly experienced. My body count is single digit, and never anything more adventurous than me on my knees. Especially Brennan.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Tisha: Enough. Don't need to hear it. But Charlie is a great choice because he's so experienced. I bet he can teach you things... And he's hot AF

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: So. We're agreed. I'm going to go out and hit on Charlie.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Tisha: If you're looking for a good time, then go. Just don't forget we have a game tomorrow night.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: I'll be home early, mom. Tonight is more like scouting, feeling him out. Nothing would be more mortifying than getting rejected by Charming Charlie.

      

      

      

      

      

      I put her phone on the charger and sighed. I've never had a one-night stand or short-term fling before. I'm not usually confident enough to pick up an attractive guy in a bar and take him back to my bed, not that there have been all that many opportunities. I've never wanted to do anything to tarnish my reputation or my family's. I've never done anything so recklessly fun.

      "Let's do it." Mind made up, I push off the bed. Charlie and I have been friends since I joined the team and he's always been a little flirtatious. It's his personality. Friends with benefits is something I've never tried before, and Charlie strikes me as the perfect candidate. But would he be interested? I'll never know unless I put myself out there. I am going to be spontaneous and bubbly and fun. Suck on that, Brennan.

      Too bad my closet doesn't reflect my new attitude. Other than athleisure or jeans and tees, I have the more formal clothes my mother insisted on buying me. If I were going to a tea party or a ladies' garden club meeting, I'd have a wealth of outfits to choose from. What my mother's obsession with florals is I will never understand, but it's one of our major disconnects. She is into frilly, flowery, and feminine; I pref sporty, comfortable, and functional, an aestethic now biting me in the ass.
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