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      “You never come out with me anymore. Please, Katie?”

      My roommate Lizzie steps into my room, hands pressed together in prayer. She’s one of the few people who get away with calling me Katie, and I love her to death. Most days.

      “Please, pretty please? I’ll pay for your keg cup.”

      As tempting as that is…I’m not falling for it.

      I raise my beer in one hand, barely looking up from my book. First semester finals are in one week and I plan on acing mine. “Stay in if you want to drink with me. I’m not against fun, I’m only over frat parties and sticky bar floors.”

      We’re seniors at Chicago College and I’m not exaggerating. I’ve risked losing enough heels in the last couple of years from the amount of alcohol spilled on our campus bar floors. And fraternity parties? They’re even worse. I’ve seen the aftermath of them, too.

      At twenty-one, I want to spend my last year solely focused on school. It’s time to buckle down to ensure I’ll be accepted into the graduate program. Nothing will risk throwing me off my planned track.

      Not even Lizzie, cutely pouting at the side of my desk, bottom lip plumped out and giving me sad puppy dog eyes. As I speak, a twinkle appears in her pretty blues.

      “Then it’s a good thing it’s at the hockey players’ house, isn’t it?” She points a finger at me before I can say anything. “And you’ve never been there, so you can’t say it’s gross and germ and STI infested. You don’t know that.”

      I’m a girl of facts. The hockey players on campus catch more tail than any other sport combined. I can hypothesize with the best of them, and my best-educated guess is that Lizzie is absolutely wrong about this one.

      I tap my pen on my opened Advanced Statistics book. In truth, I’ve got this. Science, math, and I go together like peanut butter and jelly—grape only, though. I’ve wanted to be a physical therapist and work in the medical field for as long as I can remember, so I’ve worked my tail off for years.

      My eyes are scratchy from staring at my computer screen for so many hours this week despite using my blue-light blocker glasses when I study. Frankly, I can use the break.

      But the hockey players’ house? Ugh. It’s larger than the fraternity houses and more than once I’ve walked by and there’s been what looks like a clothesline filled with a variety of women’s underwear hanging from it.

      They’re animals. Sweaty, bulky, shaggy-haired, and full-bearded animals.

      “I hate hockey.”

      Lizzie snorts. She always knows I’m caving when I break out the worst excuses.

      She also knows when I’m lying. I’m not a sports fanatic, but I’ve learned a lot over the years. It comes with the territory of having labs and putting in hours in the college’s training facility helping student-athletes with minor injuries.

      She slaps closed my textbook.

      “Hey!”

      “The only studying I want to do tonight is figuring out if they really know what they’re doing with their hard sticks. Consider it medical research.”

      She eyes my book playfully and waggles her eyebrows.

      I lean back in my chair and cross my arms. “No researching their sticks.”

      “Not even to measure?”

      “You are crazy.”

      “And you’re growing cobwebs where no one virile twenty-one-year-old woman should, Katie. Come out with me. We only have a semester left and we need to live it up, create as many memories as we can before I leave.”

      Oh, yay, the guilt trip. After this year, Lizzie’s heading off to study economics in England for graduate school. She’s not only a party animal, she’s wicked smart, invested in everything she does, which is probably why she’s able to talk me into anything.

      “I have to work tomorrow. I need to be home early.”

      “One?”

      “Midnight.”

      She pouts but knows when I’ve negotiated all I’m willing to.

      She holds out her hand. “Deal.”

      I grab it, going to shake it, but as I do, I yank my arm back and tug her forward. She loses balance on her heels and her arms pinwheel across my bedroom until she braces herself right before she collapses onto my bed.

      “You’re a brat,” she says, laughing, blonde hair covering her face before she blows it out of the way.

      “Call me names again and you’ll be going by yourself.” I’m out of my chair, heading for my private bathroom in the apartment we share right off campus. “I need to shower and get ready but I’ll be ready in thirty.”

      “I’ll be on drink number three and ready to party!”

      Of that, I have no doubt.
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      To my surprise, the front yard of the three-story, all brick, turn of the century home is completely clean when we arrive. The trees lost their leaves weeks ago and there isn’t a single stray leaf blowing across the yard. And while the tips of my ears and my nose are already frozen from the cruel, whipping wind all Chicagoans complain about, I’m only thankful we haven’t already had snow.

      As a girl raised mostly all along the western coast, the bitter cold is my enemy, but I might hate having to be out in snow more. Thank goodness for Ubers and taxis and the El train. Without them, I might never step outside from the months of November through April.

      My hands are warm, enclosed in fluffy wool mittens I splurge on every year. I’m already cringing at the idea of having to ditch both my mittens and my North Face coat. It’s not uncommon for coats to be taken at parties or completely forgotten about, and it’s not like there’s ever a good place to store them.

      “See? No panties and no naked women yet.” Lizzie bumps her hip into mine and almost sends me slipping across a patch of ice.

      “It’s like, ten degrees below with the wind chill. Any girl out here naked now is stupid. Or dead.”

      As if I’ve summoned stupidity, a guy bursts through the front door of the house. He’s as burly and rough as all the other hockey players I’ve seen on campus and his chest must be warm, covered beneath his own thick matting of hair all over him. He tumbles through the door, slams his fists to his chest and throws his head back, howling at the moon.

      “What in the hell?”

      Next to me, Lizzie laughs. She tugs on my hand and we move to skirt around him, but as we begin climbing the steps, three other men come out from behind the wannabe werewolf and shove him forward.

      “Hey!” I cry, but it’s too late, my heels slip on the wood step and just like Lizzie did earlier, my arms spin and flail for balance. I reach for the hairy guy in front of me, but he’s too slow on his feet, or he hasn’t even noticed me. Regardless, I fly up in the air, and I can see it in slow motion.

      My feet are in the air, my arms flailing. I’m imagining a fractured tailbone and taking my finals sitting on an inflatable toilet looking seat cushion and I brace myself for the impact of slamming onto the cement.

      But it never comes.

      Two warm arms slide beneath me and catch me just in the nick of time, and then, I swear maybe I already hit my head, I’m concussed. I have to be.

      Because the most beautiful voice I’ve heard lands right on my ear.

      “It’s okay, beautiful. I’ve got you.”
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      Beautiful. Please. The only thing visible on my entire body is my Rudolph nose, the rest ensconced in my long puffer coat, scarf, and mittens.

      The fact this guy says it so quickly, with a voice like warm honey that I’m totally ignoring, proves what I’ve suspected about hockey players on campus.

      He’s a total player.

      On instinct, my arms go to his shoulders to hold on and I burrow my head in embarrassment.

      On the front porch, Lizzie is doubled over, laughing hysterically. Her blonde hair bobs and sways as she shakes her head. “That was so funny. You should have seen yourself.”

      I ignore her in favor of walking on my own two feet. “Thanks for the help. I can walk though.”

      “Ah, but I think I like you in my arms.”

      Yeah… smooth. His voice is deep and rich and based on the size of this guy’s shoulders, he’s as burly and bulky as the rest of the players. The fact he’s only wearing a short-sleeve shirt shows his muscles and corded throat.

      Without setting me down, he walks up the stairs I’ve just fallen down and shoves two guys out of the way. Werewolf boy has disappeared but the other two guys, with their typical long and shaggy hockey hair, one blonde, one darker, wear their smirks as easily as they probably wear their skates.

      “Please.” I dig my mitten-covered hands into his shoulders and push off. “Put me down.”

      He stops instantly, and whether it’s the tremble he hears in my voice from the cold, or the mortification sluicing through me, he listens.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      I can’t bring myself to look at him. If he’s anything similar to the guys watching us with interest, I might fall right back into him.

      And falling for a guy, whether it be in his arms—or his bed—is not on my agenda for the night.

      “I’m fine. Cold. And again, thank you.”

      “Well, it’s my fault you almost landed on your ass. I’m the one who dared Sorenson to run around the block without clothes on.”

      As he says it, I hear a howl in the distance and laugh. Looking up, I turn to the guy who saved my tailbone and me from further humiliation. “Did the dare require him howling?”

      “Ah. No.” The guy who grabbed me lifts an arm and runs it through his hair before dragging his fingers down a cheek covered with a thick, but trimmed beard. “That’s all on Max.”

      I was right before. I shouldn’t have looked directly at him. This guy isn’t only muscular and fit and able to pluck me out of the air like I’m light as a feather—which I’m not—he’s breathtakingly gorgeous. I inhale a sharp breath as the light from the porch catches his eyes.

      They’re so light. Almost clear. The lightest blue I’ve ever seen. So light they’re almost silver.

      The howling grows louder. I have no desire to see Wolfboy again, or all that hair, so I step around the hottie before my plans go awry and gesture to Lizzie. “Well, thanks… again. We’ll see you inside, I guess?”

      “Since this is my house, I suppose you will.” He lazily shoves his hands into the pockets of his jeans… jeans that show the strength of his thighs with a buckle at the center that’s an eye-magnet, drawing my gaze not only to it but the bulge beneath.

      Oh….

      Lizzie grabs my hand. “Come on, Katie. You look like you need a drink.” She’s right. We take two steps forward before she continues. “And dick. That guy back there? I have no doubt he’s absolutely willing to share his with you.”

      We’re swallowed up by a sea of bodies and her voice mutes. Thank goodness. If he heard that, I’ll be even more embarrassed than I already was.

      “Beer!” I shout in her ear. “Get me to the keg!”

      “You got it, girl!” I follow her through the crush of scantily clad bodies, a shocking number of them considering the brutal temperatures outside, removing my coat and shoving my mittens into the pockets on the way. I’m pretty sure I elbow at least two people as I twist and slide through the crowd.

      The music is loud and the bass shakes the floors beneath my feet. I hate everything about these kinds of crowds and the stench of stale beer and sweat. By the time I arrive at the keg tucked in a corner of the kitchen, I could kiss my best friend when I see her hands are holding two red cups. Like me, she’s ditched her coat, and both of us have them draped over our forearms.

      “Drink first, and then we find a place to put these.” She lifts her arm. I’m not so sure I agree with her on that one. But I’m intent on that drink so I wait for her to fill them, joking with the beefy guy behind the keg who’s handing out cups and taking the money for them.

      Based on the thick stack of cash in his hand, it’s been a busy night for these boys.

      We’ve just gotten our cups filled when the hairs at the back of my neck stand up and take notice. I’m about to turn around when the guy in front of us, holding the cash, breaks out in a wide grin and sings, “Hey Jude…”

      A muscled arm stretches over my shoulder and shoves the guy back. “That stopped being funny about two years ago, Dubiak.”

      I know that voice. It’s his. From outside. And Jude? Is there a story there or is he a Beatles fan?

      I’m curious, but not curious enough to turn around until the stranger who swept me off my feet continues, saying, “And give these two their money back. They’re on me tonight.”

      “Oh!” Lizzie croons. Her smile is wide, her eyes twinkling with laughter as she glances at whatever expression I currently wear and the guy behind me. “That’s so nice of you. Isn’t it, Katie?”

      She whisks the money Dubiak is holding out of his fingers quicker than I can blink.

      I’m not falling for this. I spin, intent on telling off the behemoth, but once again I’m rendered speechless at the sight of him.

      He’s so… manly. And it unsettles me the way my body responds to his looks, his cocksure grin he’s currently sporting, and his size. In the harsh fluorescent light of the kitchen, he’s even prettier than he was outside. More rugged. He’s so damn sexy that my girl parts Lizzie accused of growing cobwebs wake up and dust themselves off.

      Oh no. This is not good.

      “We can pay our own way.” In fact, I always insist on it. Lizzie is one thing, but I don’t need a guy to take care of me and even if I wanted one, it’s not going to be this guy, who most likely thinks spending ten dollars for a plastic cup will get me in his bed later.

      That’s never going to happen. Ever.

      “I bet you can, Katie. But tonight it’s on me. Consider it an apology.”

      “Kate.” I ground out my name. Of course he’s heard Lizzie say it, but I’m still left in the dark as to who this guy is. “And you are?”

      “Jude Taylor.” He says it like I should know who he is. There’s a slight hitch to his upper lip, which is really just as beautiful as the rest of him, even shaded by his dark scruff. “You two want to put your coats away? You can lock them in my room.”

      “No—” I say, at the same time Lizzie shoves me out of the way.

      “We’d love to.” She flashes me a glare and smiles up at Jude, which now explains the song. “Show us the way?”

      Jude smiles down at Lizzie and then me. It’s like he has some sixth sense to what I’m thinking… that I am not going to his room. And worse, I am most definitely not going to want to bang on the door to grab said coat later while he’ll most likely be in the midst of banging something else because his smile evaporates.

      “I keep my room locked all night. They’ll be safe there. You have my word.”

      His word doesn’t mean a whole lot since I don’t know him, but it seems to be enough for Lizzie. She snags his arm, looping her arm through his and smirks back at me. “Then show us the way, handsome.”

      “Let’s go, beautiful.”

      He says it to me, not her, and Lizzie doesn’t seem to mind. Thankfully. Something tells me if she even tries to make a move on Jude, I might rip my best friend’s hair out of her scalp.

      The sudden whip of jealousy that slams into me is so foreign, I stay frozen to my spot on the kitchen floor until both of them look back at me.

      “You coming, Katie?”

      “Yeah, Lizzie. I’m coming.”

      I’m coming out of my mind is what’s happening, and I don’t like the sensations prickling my skin at all. Not one little bit.

      Jude Taylor is trouble with a capital T and someone I need to stay far away from. The problem is, I’m quickly forgetting all the reasons why.
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      His room is cleaner than I expected. In fact, his room is cleaner than any chemistry lab I’ve stepped foot into. There isn’t a piece of paper sprawled on his desk. His shelves holding hockey trophies mixed with perfectly lined up textbooks look recently dusted. There isn’t a piece of garbage or lint on his floor, and his bed looks like it’s been made with military precision.

      He unlocked the door moments ago and I’m still stuck in the doorway, gaping at the room so clean you can probably perform surgery in it.

      “Wow,” Lizzie says and flings her coat on his bed. “You are clean.”

      Jude shrugs like it’s not the first time he’s heard it, nor is he embarrassed by it. “Mama raised me right, what can I say? You leaving your coat here or you want to keep hugging it all night?”

      He’s talking to me obviously, but my mouth is still hanging wide open.

      “It’s just… it’s…”

      “Clean. I get it.” He takes my coat before I realize he’s moved, and then he drapes it over the back of his chair at his desk. “And I like things to look nice. You shouldn’t be so quick to judge us athletes as all being stupid jocks.”

      “Ouch,” Lizzie mock whispers near me. “He’s got you pegged.”

      He’s right. I’ve done nothing but judge him from the minute he touched me, and I obviously haven’t hidden it well. But I do have a reason.

      “I would venture to guess you’re the anomaly and not the standard.” I spend hours in the university’s physical therapy building connected to the hockey rink with an underground tunnel that leads to the football stadium. To say Chicagoans and Midwesterners like their sports and will donate well to have the best teams is an understatement. I’m around athletes for hours every week. I’ve not only overheard my fair share that makes my statement true, but I’ve also witnessed plenty. Most of the male athletes assume because I’m a female and helping them with their stretches and minor injuries under the guidance of the professional PT staff, I have some underlying desire to be touched by them in return.

      “Are you saying I’m special then?”

      It’s not at all what I meant, but whatever. I can apologize and accept help when it’s offered. I do another quick scan of his room, almost sad to leave it. It’s possible it’s actually cleaner than my room and our apartment kitchen. I’m a stress cleaner and this semester’s been painfully difficult.

      “Thank you for keeping our things safe,” I say, and soften my tone. Hopefully it’s enough of an apology.

      “Come on. You can thank me downstairs by keeping me company.”

      He guides Lizzie and I out of his room on the third floor and toward the end of a hallway where he led us up earlier.

      “And with that,” Lizzie says and waves her cup in the air, turning her back to us. “I’ll see you two later! Text me when you want to go, Katie, but I’m going to find me my own hunk of something fun for the night.”

      The hallway is crowded with girls and guys, and at her declaration she receives several verbal offers that make me blush. I’m not a prude, but Lizzie is… well, she’s something else.

      Jude locks his door and dumps his keys into his front pocket. “Your friend… what’s her name?”

      “Lizzie.” I take a sip of beer. It tastes like wet cardboard and yeast, and I’m not a fan. Cheap college keg beer might be the reason I stopped coming to parties. “She’s wacky, but good people.”

      “And when she drinks, does she make good choices?”

      His tone is thick and solemn. Like he’s actually concerned and for a moment I’m thrown. Then I realize I’m judging him again and hide my cringe with another drink.

      “She’s smart.”

      “Good.” His hand lands on my lower back as we start walking. He’s so warm that heat travels through my thin gray tunic length sweater and travels up my spine around to my front and straight to my nipples. “So what’s your story, Katie?”

      “Kate,” I automatically correct and at my back, his fingers dig in.

      “Kate. Your story?”

      He’s leading me down the stairs where the noise is getting louder but instead of taking me to the main floor where the party is now in full effect, at the landing to the second floor, he pushes me down a hall. “There’s a gaming room back this way. It’ll be quieter, if that’s okay?”

      I should tell him no. No, it’s not okay. I don’t want to be in a room alone with him. I came with Lizzie and I should stay with her. The buddy system and all that. Yet, his hand on me is making me stupid because I can’t find the word to tell him.

      He takes me to a room with French doors swung wide open that’s filled with pool tables and ping-pong tables. There’s an air hockey table as well as two old school arcade games, Pac-Man and Return of Zelda.

      We’re also not alone. There are a half-dozen guys in the room, some lounging around on a couch that has seen better days, and a couple are at one of the pool tables. A few girls are playing ping-pong. We’re far enough from the main floor where the music is muted even though the bass is still coming through the walls and floor, but in here it’s quiet enough where you don’t have to shout to be heard.

      “Wow. This is cool.” So totally unexpected, too.

      “What’s your poison?” Jude asks.

      It takes me a millisecond to decide.

      I want this hockey boy to show me what he’s got.
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      He kicks my butt in four games of air hockey. He’s also tossed my red cup as soon as it’s emptied and grabbed us a couple beers from a fridge in the room. Which is good, because I wouldn’t have trusted him to take my cup downstairs and refill it. I’ve always followed the rule to never drink out of something you don’t pour yourself or see being poured. But what I like is that he never gave me the option. He just held up a bottled beer when he grabbed one for himself and asked if I wanted it.

      We’ve laughed and talked, smack-talked for well over an hour. His teammates have come and gone, filtering in and out and neither have paid much attention to us except for his teammates occasionally singing his name to the same tune of the song.

      “Does that ever bother you?” I ask when Wolfboy walks in and does the same. It takes me a second to recognize him now that he’s wearing a faded hoodie sweatshirt with Chicago College Huskies name and logo on it.

      Jude has his hip braced on the edge of the air hockey table, one hand loosely holding his beer. The other on the table. He’s relaxed, with a slight pink on his cheeks showing he’s had a few drinks, but he’s not drunk. At least, if he is, he hides it well.

      “I grew used to it around eighth grade when a friend of mine found the song listening to his parents’ old forty-fives. I barely hear it anymore. Why do you insist on being Kate and not Katie?”

      His question throws me, and while there’s no easy answer, it’s also not complicated. “You have to earn Katie with me.”

      “And I haven’t done that? With the free beer and excellent company?”

      “Hockey star, you’re not even close.”

      He throws his head back and laughs.

      I’m surprised at how much fun I’ve had. Jude and I have hung out and talked all night long like we’ve known each other for years. He’s easy to look at, easier to talk to, and he’s also a very gracious winner.

      We’ve kept conversations mostly to school and the hockey season. They don’t have any games until after finals and then outside of a few days off for Christmas, the team is staying on campus for practice. As soon as Christmas is over, their season starts in full force, beginning with a five-day, three-game trip to Boston to play in some Invitational at Harvard. When I’ve teased him on his stats, or how good he really is, with all seriousness in his eyes and not a single hint of arrogance, he’s informed me he’s one of the top five watched wingers in the country.

      He says it all with humility and grace, it’s easy to get swept up in the excitement with him.

      And me? I’m having a hard time understanding why he seemingly decided within a split second of catching me in the air hours ago, that he was going to spend the rest of the night with me, especially when handfuls of those scantily dressed girls have swooped into the room, pleaded with him to come down and dance with them and he’s essentially ignored them all.

      For me.

      Which makes no sense.

      I don’t even come close on a scale of one to ten with those girls in the looks department. My ass is too big, my hips twice as wide. I have a muffin top I work to hide and breasts that can hardly be contained in any bra outside of sports bras.

      Even with all those extra curvy measurements, I’m not one to usually lack such confidence, but it’s hard to feel beautiful when the competition for Jude’s attention is stacked against me.

      Jude Taylor breaks the scale with his hard features, kind eyes, and soft smile.

      He’s an enigma, and I still can’t believe I’ve spent all night talking to him instead of hanging out with Lizzie. She’s found us once or twice, both times with her arms wrapped around a different guy’s arm, and I should probably get going so I’m not late for work in the morning. It’s well past my earlier self-imposed midnight curfew.

      As if the thought has made me snap back to reality, I yawn, covering my mouth with the back of my hand that’s holding an empty bottle.

      “I should find Lizzie and head back to our place.”

      Jude hesitates, taking a sip of his own drink. “You two live close?”

      “Apartment on the East side of campus.” It’s about three miles away and there’s no way I’ll take the El home at this time, even if Lizzie comes with me. “We’ll grab an Uber.”

      “Let me take you.”

      I’m already pulling my phone out of my pocket. “That’s not necessary.”

      My screen has a message and ugh. Lizzie. I’m not surprised at the message on my screen. Staying with the goalie. Let Jude know so he can get my coat to me? Be safe! Dust those webs off. He’s HAWT.

      “Problems?”

      I must be frowning at her message. He’s a shadow looming over me, the width of his shoulders wide enough to protect me from anything that would come my way.

      “I’ve been ditched for your goalie, apparently.”

      “Dubiak?”

      “That guy?” My eyes widen. “Oh. Wow.”

      “Yeah, not the prettiest guy on the squad but he’s a hell of a good guy. She’ll be good with him. So about that ride home?”

      I’m hesitant. If I let him take me home, it’s quite possible he’s muddled my senses enough to invite him inside. Perhaps give him a tour of my own room. Compare cleaning strategies. But that’s stupid. He might be easy and fun to talk to, but he’s not the stability I need in my life.

      His hockey schedule alone is too erratic for me. There’s no future with us outside friendship.

      “Thanks, Jude. But I can take care of myself.” After all, I learned how years before I could drive a car.

      He rolls his lips together and for the first time all night, he’s not all laughter and smiles and teasing. He must be thinking of something possibly arguing with me, but instead, he nods. “All right. Let’s go get your coat.”

      I follow him through the house. It’s almost two, and the house is quieting down although there are still dozens of guys and girls spread through the hallways, a myriad of noises coming through from behind closed doors that make it obvious what’s happening on the other side.

      My cheeks burn as I realize it and I hurry to stay close to Jude as he weaves me through the hall, up the stairs for my coat and then back downstairs to the front porch. I’m re-bundled in my zipped coat, mittens on my hands while I wait for my Uber to show up.

      Jude has his hands shoved into his jeans, no coat, and he seems oblivious to the freezing weather. Perhaps for a guy who lives on the ice, he is.

      “I wish you’d let me take you home. I don’t like the idea of sending you in a car alone at this hour.”

      “I have pepper spray. I’ll be all right.” I always keep it zipped in my coat pocket and when I’m in a car alone, one hand is wrapped around it just in case.

      He huffs. “You’re something else, Katie. At least send me a text to let me know you got home okay?”

      He’s so serious. Heaven forbid Jude ends up being a nice guy.

      It’ll be that much harder to keep myself from falling for him.

      “Sure.” I tug off a mitten and unlock my phone, handing it to him. “Add your number. I’ll text you when I get to my place.”

      It’s the least I can do, I suppose. And truthfully, it feels nice to have someone looking out for me. Outside of Lizzie, the list of people who do is next to nothing.

      He types in his number, presses a few more buttons and I imagine he’s sent himself a text so he has my number and then he hands it back. When I go to take it from him, he tugs on it, yanking me close to him.

      “I’ve had a good night with you, Katie.”

      His head is bent. Dark locks fall over his ears and forehead. My hand is at his shoulder where it landed to stop myself from slamming into his chest. And he’s still warm. It’s crazy.

      “Me too, Jude.”

      “And I really want to kiss you, but I don’t think you’ll allow that, will you?”

      He can read me like a book. I want it too, if I’m being honest. I really want Jude Taylor to kiss me. It’s highly possible I want him to do more too, but that’s when I know it’s best to not.

      Quick burning lust usually turns to ash before I’m ready for the party to end. No, I need the promise of a slow, long-burning flame that won’t go out when the first harsh wind blows.

      That’s what Jude is—the promise of a really good time for a short amount of time.

      “No,” I whisper, but the two letters trip over themselves on their way out my throat. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      He licks his lips and I’m pulled to the motion, watching his tongue swipe along the seam, the way he rolls his lips inward and lets them fall back. With another swift move, his arms are around me and he holds me tight to him. He’s hugging me and it’s so cute, so sweet, I almost miss his groan as he bends and shoves his face in my neck.

      “You’re killing me, Katie. But be warned, someday you’re going to want to kiss me, and I promise you now, I’m going to let you.”

      Car lights pull up the street, and he loosens his hold on me. Slowly, I step away even though I don’t want to pull myself away from him.

      He walks me to the Uber that pulls up out front and after a quick check of the license plate and ensuring the Uber sticker is affixed to the front window, I open the back door and wait for the driver to say my name.

      When I turn back to Jude, he’s right there, chest right in front of my face, chin tipped down. He’s so damn handsome, he’s mesmerizing.

      I want to kiss him. I want to feel his lips, the scrape of his beard, the weight of his body and the ability in all those muscles.

      “Thanks for a good night, Jude.” I press my hand to his cheek and step back. “I had fun.”

      “Don’t forget to text.”
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      I think of him all the way home and all the way to my bedroom. I think of Jude Taylor while I brush my teeth and remove my makeup. I think of him while I dress for bed and lay out my clothes for a morning that will be here far too soon.

      When I’m finally in bed, I hesitate before texting him. It’s after three.

      But I remember the way he looked at me when he insisted I let him know I’m safe. He means it. I don’t want to risk worrying him for no good reason, even if he probably fell asleep right after I left.

      Home safe. Have a good practice tomorrow.

      So much for him being asleep. He responds almost immediately, like he’s been waiting for my text.

      Good. Another comes after. I still, really… really want to kiss you. When can I see you again?

      Now. I think. But that’s foolish.

      There’s not a chance of a future between us despite what a good guy he appears to be. And I’m done with the short-term meaningless flings. I want to find someone who matters. Who will last. I want stability and a nice calm life.

      Jude’s life is completely antithetical to everything I want out of life.

      It takes effort, but I don’t reply to the text.

      Instead, I turn off my lamp, roll to the side, close my eyes, and try not to dream about Jude Taylor.

      I fail.

      Epically.
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      It’s crunch time. Within a few days, my second-to-last semester of my undergraduate program is officially behind me. I’ve aced the two finals I’ve already taken, sealing my spot once again on the Dean’s List, but I still have two more finals to go.

      To say I haven’t slept much in the last week is an understatement. At this point, I’m pretty sure only coffee and energy drinks are running through my veins.

      Lizzie finished her finals this afternoon and decreed our apartment a party-fest for all of our friends who are either done with their finals or avoiding studying for their last few, so I’m hidden in the quietest corner of the campus library I can find, intent on staying until they kick me out in a few more hours.

      My earbuds are filled with musical sounds from the focus app I downloaded to my phone, and while the noise takes some getting used to, I’m impressed with how well it works. I have protein bars hidden in my backpack along with one last energy drink to stay awake. Nothing can stop my focus from acing my genetics and final statistics class.

      I barely catch movement to my side, just the hint of a shadow moving near me before a thump vibrates on my study table meant for four and a large, black backpack is set on the other side of the table from me.

      I jump in my seat, taking out my AirPods to inform whoever it is I want to be alone only to freeze with my hand on one pod.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask Jude, who lazily collapses into the chair across from me.

      His light eyes zone in on me and those full lips lift into a smile. Darn. It’s only been a few days but I’ve already forgotten how absolutely good-looking he is.

      “You haven’t returned my calls or texts, so I took drastic measures.”

      Puh-lease. There were no drastic measures involved. He’s found me and only one person knows my favorite, zoned out, studying spot.

      “How much did you have to give Lizzie to tell you?”

      She’s been hanging at the hockey house since the night of the party. I didn’t even see her last weekend until she strolled through our door late Sunday night. She came home wearing flannel plaid pants eight sizes too large for her, courtesy of the hockey goalie, who I’ve now learned has a first name of Garrett. I’m not surprised she’s run into Jude a time or two, but I’ve resolved not to ask.

      “I’m feeling highly underestimated here, Katie. Maybe she gave the information away simply because I charmed it out of her.”

      If it was anyone else, I wouldn’t doubt his abilities to charm a girl with a smile and a wink, but I’ve known Lizzie too long. She’s too loyal.

      “Kate,” I correct on instinct. His smile seems to widen. Despite needing to study and get back in the zone he’s so quickly destroyed, and because I’m no longer thinking of anything but the man across from me, I lean forward. “You bought her alcohol for tonight, didn’t you?”

      He lifts his ball cap, swipes a hand through his long black hair and resettles the cap. “It’s possible. But dang, you are bad for my ego.”

      “I think your ego is doing just fine.”

      Jude places his hand to his chest and shakes his head. “Never again. Never again will I be the same. You wound me.”

      He’s too much. Too good looking. Too smart. Too fun to be around. But he’ll also be gone too soon, and most likely leaving my heart in tatters if I don’t work to protect it.

      Against my better judgment, I made the mistake of Googling Jude Taylor earlier this week. It came after the fifth text message and third missed call. I blame the red wine I had for making me turn to the internet to get my Jude fix.

      Turns out he has every reason to be confident in his hockey abilities, and he definitely wasn’t exaggerating when he said he’s one of the top five most watched wingers. He’s the third born of four sons in the Taylor family. Their father, John Taylor, Sr. is a former New York Rangers player. His older brother, John Taylor, Jr. currently following their dad’s footsteps and playing for the Rangers. Jude has already been drafted to his older brother Jason’s team in North Carolina. And their youngest brother Joey is on a full-ride athletic scholarship to Wisconsin, where his first-year stats rival Jude’s current ones. Assuming Jude doesn’t get injured his last season here in Chicago, he’s primed to follow in his family’s footsteps.

      The Taylor family is iconic in the hockey world.

      I come from a woman who proclaimed herself a hippie long after it was cool, barely held down a job, carted me to twelve cities, and even more schools in the eighteen years I lived at home, which never really existed outside Sharla’s 1993 maroon-colored Buick LeSabre.

      Jude Taylor and I don’t only come from different tax brackets and different cities… he and I are worlds apart. Knowing what his future looks like, and what I want out of my life, I’m more determined to have nothing to do with him.

      It’s that reminder that snaps me back to the present with the sting of a rubber band at my inner wrist.

      I can easily fall for this guy. It’d just make me stupid to do so.

      My smile falls from his teasing. “I need to get back to studying.”

      His head tips to the side and his lips push out. He opens his mouth to say something, and then his expression changes back to his playful smirk. “Why do you think I’m here?”

      He keeps his gaze on me as he digs into his backpack and pulls out a thick notebook. Then he grabs his phone, sticks his own earbuds into his ears, and grabs his laptop, flipping it open.

      “You’re looking at me funny,” he says, eyes bouncing from his laptop to me. “Hard to peel your eyes off something this sexy, isn’t it?”

      I laugh softly. He’s too much. He’s also correct. “Are you really going to study or are you going to distract me?”

      Truthfully, he can distract me by his presence even if he is studying. That’s not entirely his fault though, it’s my libido’s. It’s been on hyper-drive since his hug and the texts about wanting to kiss me.

      “Studying, beautiful. I’ve got a history final at eight a.m. tomorrow.”

      History. It’s never interested me. “What’s your major?”

      “History. Secondary education. If the whole hockey thing doesn’t pan out I want to be a high school teacher.”

      “Seriously?” It’s… I’m well, stunned.

      “Yeah, why not? Then I can coach high school or the youth leagues.”

      He’s genuine. And honest. And I’m struck again with the fact I’ve misjudged him. I wouldn’t have thought a guy who comes from a family like his, one who’s probably worth millions, would want to be a teacher.

      “You’re a good man, Jude,” I admit, my voice soft and unable to hide my awe at the simplicity of the life he’s just painted for me.

      Not like it’ll happen. Barring some career-ending injury, he’ll be making millions and flying across ice in arenas all over two countries faster than I can finish my Physical Therapy Graduate Program.

      He flashes me a look. “Don’t look so surprised, Katie.”

      I wrinkle my nose but don’t correct him. I only let my friends call me Katie, mostly because it sounds like such a little girl name. He takes the victory and nods toward my own book.

      “What about you? What’s your major?”

      My pen taps on my book. “Biology for now. After I graduate, I’m staying here for graduate school for their physical therapy program.”

      “Physical therapy, huh? Why? You want to get your hands all over sore, muscled men for a living?”

      There’s an amused glimmer in his icy blue eyes peeking out beneath the bill of his ball cap.

      “And to think… I was just beginning to like you, Jude Taylor.”

      He doesn’t hesitate. “You like me. You might not want to, but you do. And I plan on sticking around until I can find out why and get you to change your mind.”

      It’s a promise in his steely eyes, fierce determination etched on the features of his beautiful face.

      I take it more of a threat. And for the first time since I’ve met Jude, I realize he terrifies the crap out of me.
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      Jude insists on walking me home after the librarians start kicking out students in harsh, stern whispers. Not that I blame them. They let us stay well past the normal closing hour of midnight. Our backpacks are hitched over our shoulders. He strolls across the campus in a thick coat, hands shoved into his pockets and his ball cap pulled low on his head.

      I’m bundled in a scarf, thick wool hat, and my favorite mittens and I can still feel the bite of the freezing wind through my down feather coat. My teeth chatter within minutes, making conversation difficult, and I have to hustle double time to keep up with Jude’s long strides.

      “Thanks for walking me home,” I say as we turn the corner to the block where my apartment is up ahead. On the third floor, the lights to our living room are still burning bright and dozens of shadows flicker across the windows. Lizzie’s party is apparently still in full swing. “That was nice of you. Are you this protective of all the girls in your life?”

      I mean it as a tease, but Jude scowls. His jaw hardens and I wonder if I’ve upset him because he pulls his hands out of his pockets and grips the straps to his backpack. Looking straight ahead, he says, “My brother’s wife was mugged a couple years ago walking home from the store. Broad daylight. She was pulled into an alley and beaten. My family was traveling, so I was the one who could get to the hospital first.”

      “Oh, Jude.” I stop on the sidewalk. The freezing air turns burning hot. “I’m so sorry. Was she… is she okay?”

      A muscle tics at the side of his nose. “She was fine. I mean after a few days, and they didn’t… they didn’t violate her, but they could have. And it happened in the middle of the damn day on the streets of New York. Scary shit.”

      I have no words. There’s nothing I can say except another pithy I’m sorry.

      “How is she now?” I ask instead, because I can’t imagine how easy it would be to recover from something that scary. I have my own scars and fears, and I haven’t experienced anything like that.

      “She’s good. Firecracker, my brother calls her.” It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask which brother, but I’m not going to share my stalker-status with him just yet.

      “Well, thank you, again.” I turn and head toward my apartment and he catches up in an easy stride.

      “You’re not going to ask?”

      “Ask what?”

      “About my family? My brother? His wife?”

      Am I that easy to read? “Why would I?”

      He examines me. I can feel the weight of his stare on me as I keep my focus on my apartment up ahead. “Never mind.”

      There’s laughter in his tone, but I ignore it. I’ve either surprised him or I amuse him, and right now, neither is good.

      We reach the stairs and he stays on the sidewalk, scanning the empty street and walkways while I dig my keys out of my coat pocket. Had I been walking alone, they would have already been in my hand. It takes me a moment of fumbling with them through my thick mittens. Once I have my keys out and ready, I turn back to Jude.

      “Thanks again for the walk home. And I guess the company wasn’t too bad either.”

      He rolls his eyes at my sass. “Come to my game Friday. It’s our last one before break. Come see me play.”

      I’m surprised by his sudden invitation and it takes me a minute. I should say no. I want to say yes. It’s best if I don’t go, though, and fortunately, I have a good reason.

      “I have plans Friday afternoon. Unbreakable.”

      “What are they?”

      I debate. If I tell him it’s a date will he back off? It’s not really a lie. Being dishonest after he just shared something so personal feels too mean. I don’t want to hurt him, but I can’t offer him anything. “I’m a Big Sister… with the Big Brother/Big Sister program. Friday afternoons are our days.”

      “Really?” He jerks back and grins, surprising the hell out of me. Usually, the response I get is a wrinkled, confused look with the question Why? He doesn’t even think to ask. “That’s awesome. Fun stuff, I bet. You should bring your little sister to the game then. Teach her all about the best sport in the league, the best team in college… the best senior on the team, too.”

      “Dubiak?” I ask, mostly because besides Wolfboy—and that’s not his real name—Dubiak’s is the only name I remember from the other night, and that’s Lizzie’s fault. She’s been singing his praises about the size of his stick all week.

      “No, twerp. Me.” His chin tips up. “Come to the game. Even if you’re late. It’ll be fun.”

      Hockey is fun to watch and I’ve already been to some of their games, a couple years ago before I paid any attention to who is who. Not that that’s changed much until the last week.

      “We’ll see. She’s not much of a sports fan.” I can’t promise it and I won’t. Nora, my little sister, who I’ve seen almost weekly for two years now, usually chooses what we do. Some times we hang out at my apartment watching movies and eating popcorn. Other times we go to movies. In the summer we hang at the beach along Lake Shore Drive. I take her ice skating and we window shop on Michigan Avenue. Her mom is a single parent and is a hard-working woman, she just doesn’t have a lot of support to help raise her daughter.

      I have the door unlocked, thanking him again for walking me home. After we say good night and I’m finally able to peel my attention off his too-darn-good-looking face to leave him, he calls my name.

      “What?”

      “Do me a favor?” he asks, stepping back and grinning. I shouldn’t ask. The look on his face tells me it’ll be trouble if I do.

      I can’t help myself. He’s irresistible. “What?”

      “Dream of me tonight.” He winks and steps back.

      I know, like the week before, I will. Not because he told me to, but because I’ve dreamed about him every night since we met.

      But I’m never telling Jude that.
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      “Okay Tara. Give her a hug for me, will you? Have her call me when she’s feeling better. Now that finals are done, I can spend time with her over the holidays. Give you a night out if you need one, too.”

      “You’re too kind, Kate. You’re not our babysitter, you know.” At eleven, Nora doesn’t need one anyway, but I’ve never had a little sister, and the girl is pretty cool.

      “I know, Tara, but I don’t mind. You’ll give her that hug?”

      “I will. She’s really bummed to miss today.”

      I am, too. Not only because I enjoy the days I spend with Nora. Being a Big Sister has helped me equally, if not more than it’s helped Nora. At least, I hope it’s helped her. But considering my mom and I were always moving and rarely had two pennies to rub together, I never exactly experienced a fun and carefree childhood either. Being able to give that to Nora is also like getting to have it for myself for the first time ever.

      I’m also bummed, because in my peripheral line of sight, Lizzie is doing a happy dance, hips swaying in faux leather leggings and an oversized gray Chicago College sweatshirt. She frowned when Tara called to let me know Nora isn’t feeling well, but my roommate has recovered from that sadness quickly.

      “I’m not going to the game with you.”

      “Oh come on! You have to. And now you don’t have plans and you don’t have anything to do.”

      I cross my arms. “I can find something to do.”

      “Yeah?” She pops out a hip and slaps her hand on it. “With who when your only friend is going to be at the game.”

      “I have other friends.” Sort of. I mean, I have acquaintances and classmates, but it’s not like we all hang out frequently. And I’m definitely not close enough to many people to call them up last minute to make last minute Friday plans. Besides, everyone from my classes are probably at the game.

      The hockey game.

      “Are you going to pout and whine until I say yes?”

      She takes a drink from her wineglass and grins. “It’s like you know me or something.”

      “I know you, all right,” I mutter and pour my own glass. The game isn’t for hours, but Lizzie’s been dressed and ready since lunchtime. Which is surprising. She keeps insisting she and Garrett are a fling, something to pass the time when they have it during his season, but she seems awfully smitten. “And sometimes I don’t like you all that much.”

      “Please. I’m your favorite.”

      “That’s because you’re my only friend, remember?” I toss the words back to her and in true Lizzie form, she throws back her head and laughs. Nothing fazes this girl.

      It’s weird.

      She’s weird too, doing another hip shimmy shake dance across the living room.

      “You’re coming to the hockey game! And we’re going to drink and relax because finals are done, so now we can party for weeks!”

      She can. I can’t. I’ll be spending my holiday break working in the training facility, inventorying and helping order supplies, and assisting with the few student-athletes who are on campus. Which, except for a few days, will mostly be the hockey team.

      Suddenly, I can’t escape them.

      Unfortunately, I don’t have excuses Lizzie will buy. I have a few days off here and there, and nothing to do tomorrow other than laundry and scrubbing the microwave, cleaning out the refrigerator. Fun stuff.

      Plus, although I don’t want to admit it to Lizzie even though she knows me better than I know myself most days, I really want to see Jude play. After learning about his family, I’m curious to see what he’s like.

      “Fine,” I huff, pretending to be put out by her pouting. “I’ll go. But you’re buying dinner. And I’m having a few more drinks beforehand.”

      They don’t sell alcohol at the college arena, but something tells me I’m going to wish they did. A little buzz before I show up is necessary.

      Because what is Jude going to say if he sees me?

      Let’s hope he never finds out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      He’s amazing. Jude glides across the ice with lightning-fast speeds, and his accuracy to find that tiny little puck flying his way is more than impressive. I’ve been squirming in my seat for the last two periods. Chicago is doing an incredible job of defending the net against the University of Minnesota. One of the top five teams in the country, we’re tied at two with three minutes to go. Jude’s already scored one goal.

      Garrett has blocked over two dozen shots, only letting two by, and it’s obvious that each time he does, he’s frustrated with himself for not stopping it. Lizzie has stood next to me, grabbing my hand and jumping up and down, cheering on his name. I’m quite certain Jude has turned his attention in her direction more than once.

      But there’s no way he’s seen me in the packed student section. Lizzie pushed and shoved us through the crowded seats until we were only a few rows up across the ice from the home team’s bench. It’s amazing really, how easily and quickly she gets her way all the time.

      Ice dust flies into the air as someone from Minnesota comes to an abrupt stop and I’m certain the ice flying through the air will ruin Jude’s concentration, but like so much else when it comes to him, I’m dead wrong. He snags the puck and takes off across the midline, slapping his stick back and forth, dribbling the puck with such ease and quickness everything blurs as he moves. He passes it to their left wing, Richardson, leaving the center behind them, blocking the other team.

      In less than a few seconds, the puck is back in Jude’s possession and I’m not even sure how it happens, but I’m on my feet, squeezing Lizzie’s hand and yelling right along with the hundreds, possibly thousands packing the arena.

      “Jude! Jude! Jude!” We all chant his name, and I swear, a tingle occurs at the tops of my thighs. Seeing him like this, in his element, it’s impossible to deny how completely sexy and athletic and absolutely amazing this man is.

      He pulls back his stick, slaps it forward. A hush falls right before the light on the top of the goal goes off, indicating he’s scored and the entire crowd loses their minds. He did it. With twenty-five seconds left on the clock, Jude has scored the goal that puts us in the lead.

      I’m pulled into Lizzie’s arms as she shouts, “He did it! He did it! Go Jude!” She’s jumping up and down, pulling me with her and swinging me every which way, I don’t realize or am aware of the chaos on the ice, until someone taps my shoulder and I pull back. Another girl, long brown hair draped to her waist and the top of her head covered in a stocking hat with two C’s, our logo in red and black, is scowling at me.

      “Um. I think he wants you,” she says and points toward the glass wall.

      I turn slowly. Time stops.

      On the other side of the glass is Jude, his hockey stick against the glass like he was just banging on it and a smile on his face.

      And in his hand? The hockey puck. He raises his brows and makes a throwing motion with his hands.

      What is he doing?

      I hold my hands in the air and he tosses the puck easily into the air, right into my palms.

      “Do you know him?” the girl asks.

      “Um. Kind of. We’re friends.”

      Her gaze scans my body and her scowl deepens. “Yeah. That makes sense.”

      She turns and claps her hands together, shouting his name, but he doesn’t look at her. He just points his thumb at himself and then points at me, before his team surrounds him, slaps him on his helmet and they skate off to reset for the next and probably last face-off. No way can Minnesota pull off a win with so little time on the clock, not with how well Chicago is playing.

      I squeeze the puck in my hands, debating.

      Do I give Jude more of me, or do I take that girl’s scowl and words as a sign? She’s right. It makes sense for us to be friends. It doesn’t make sense for us to be anything else.

      And yet I can’t help it. He’s consistently proven he’s not some dumb jock or a player just because everyone—men and women—know him and want him.

      He seems to want me.

      Maybe it’s not so dumb to give him a chance? After all, in a few months, we’re going our own separate ways, anyway.

      What can it possibly hurt besides my heart to enjoy him for as long as possible?
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      Since the guys don’t have any more games until after Christmas and with finals being done, I’m certain that the party tonight will be absolutely insane. Chicago’s hockey team beat one of the best in the country, and rumor has it that two of Jude’s brothers were at the game and are coming to hang out with him afterward.

      That’s good, though. It probably means we won’t spend too much time alone together.

      After watching him play, feeling that weight in my stomach as I watched him do what it’s clear he absolutely loves to do, I might tackle him to the floor and slam my mouth to his as soon as I see him.

      I need a chaperone. His pro-hockey-playing brothers are perfect for it.

      My arm is looped through Lizzie’s as she opens the front door and pushes us in. And push we have to do. The house is absolutely packed with bodies, the same kind of barely clad female bodies, most wearing hardly anything. Some wearing sweatshirts with the Chicago college logo. At least I’m not totally out of place, but for the first time since I can remember, I’m nervous.

      Over a guy. Heaven help me.

      This shouldn’t even be happening and yet I’m smoothing down my school sweatshirt and tapping down the hoodie at my back to ensure my hair lays nicely and isn’t poofing out all over the place. The music is crazy loud and Lizzie has to pinch my arm to get my attention.

      “Garrett’s probably in the kitchen! Keg!” She points toward the same direction we headed the other week.  I nod, acknowledging I hear her and follow her. On the way, she drops my arm and clasps my hand so we don’t get separated and we step into the kitchen. It’s so similar to the last time I was here. Bodies everywhere. Men. Women.

      Garrett, like he was last time, is behind the keg, dishing out red plastic cups and taking money.

      There’s one noticeable difference, and I hate instantly that I notice it. Or the tightening in my stomach as I see Jude across the room, a head above everyone else.

      There are two girls, boobs out to there and pressed to Jude’s chest. They’re laughing at whatever he says. He has his arms around them, his hands propped at their waists. He’s talking to a few guys, and it only takes a split second to realize Lizzie was right. His brothers are here. They all look so similar with the same shaggy, dark, almost black hair. One has a tooth missing when he smiles, but it doesn’t detract at all from their builds or the curves of their chests, their size, or their rugged features.

      And holy crap. Jude Taylor came straight from a hottest hockey player of America catalog, cut and pasted and made to look like his siblings.

      He doesn’t notice me at all while I follow Lizzie to Garrett, ducking my head. It shouldn’t bother me that he has his hands on other girls. He can do whatever he wants, right? He also doesn’t know I’m coming, which I think is what hurts the most.

      With all the attention he’s showered me with over the last couple of weeks, the interest he’s shown despite me pushing him away… he doesn’t seem all that bothered by the attention he receives when I’m not around. Am I just a game to him? Or is his interest real?

      Why go to the effort of finding me in the crowd tonight, tossing me his game-winning goal puck if any girl who presses her body against him later is okay with him?

      It makes no sense, but it does make my brain hurt as Lizzie pushes us through the kitchen to where Garrett stands.

      “Lizzie! My crazy girl!” Garrett drapes his arm over Lizzie as we get close and kisses the top of her head. “You see our game tonight? We kicked ass!” he shouts over the noise, louder than necessary.

      “We saw! You did great, too.” She pats his chest and easily slides two cups from the bottom of the stack he’s holding. The look he gives her when he realizes what she’s doing is hot enough to melt panties straight from a body. Perhaps that’s why all those panties have hung outside in the past. They get soaking wet as soon as their wearer is the focus of a hockey player’s smolder.

      We fill our cups and while Garrett and Lizzie flirt and bat their eyes, conversation filled with innuendo of what will happen later, I scan the kitchen and living room, unable to help myself.

      Jude is still wrapped in conversation with his brothers and the girls draped across them, one of them now looks like they’re standing on her toes, her lips at his ear, and that look on his face? It’s the exact same panty-melting look Garrett gave Lizzie.

      Except Jude still hasn’t seen me. So it’s all for someone else. And that’s when I realize I’m done.

      With his flirting and his attention.

      I don’t need to make a fool of myself for someone who’s all but admitted he’s leaving anyway. Being surrounded by a hockey player who will jump at any girl’s flagrant attention isn’t something I’m interested in.

      I drain my cup and turn to Lizzie.

      “I’m out of here,” I say and drop my cup in the already overflowing garbage can near the keg. “Have a good night. Will I see you later?”

      “You’re leaving? Already?” She does a quick scan of the room like I’ve done and her face falls. Lips twisting into a grimace. “Oh. Okay.”

      I don’t check what she’s witnessed, but it’s written all over her face that her hopes for the two of us to snag some hockey guys and double-date and be besties for life have been crushed. She knows what I will and will not tolerate.

      Am I being harsh? Possibly. He’s made me no promises, just hints that he wants me. I haven’t exactly been receptive, but this is exactly why.

      When I find a man who I’ll give my heart to it will be to someone I can fully trust with it, one who will take care of it and not have me be one of his many women.

      I’ve seen enough of that in my life. I’m worth more.

      “Bye.” I kiss her cheek and wave to Garrett. Then I push and weave my way through the house with the goal of reaching the front door without having to veer near where Jude is.

      I’m blasted with the frigid cold air and a whip of bone-chilling wind, free from the crush of bodies and headache-inducing music when a hand wraps around my arm.

      “Hey. You’re leaving? I didn’t even know you were here.”

      It’s Jude.

      He sounds confused.

      It takes all I have in me to turn and look at him. First, I make sure to school the disappointment bubbling inside of me.

      Why would he even make the effort to get that puck to me if I don’t mean anything to him?

      It’s a weight in the pocket of my coat, and I wish I never would have gone to the game.

      For a brief moment at the hockey game, I’d believed we might actually be able to have something while we’re here. But this stupid jealousy isn’t worth it. It appears I’ve already started handing him pieces of my heart and I’d very much like to leave with the rest intact. How much more would I give him if I became involved with him any more than I already have?

      “Yeah.” I tug my coat tighter and fumble with the zipper. “I decided I didn’t want to be here.”

      “Why not? Come back in, I want you to meet my brothers.”

      “I saw them already. And you.” I can’t hide the flash of pain across my face, and Jude is smart enough to see it. To understand.

      “Katie. They’re just friends. I’ve known them practically my whole life. They go to Purdue and when they heard Jason and Joey were going to be here they drove up.”

      “It’s Kate,” I snap, harsher than normal. “And I could see. You were awfully friendly.”

      He takes a minute. Then two. His head tilts to the side and his thick brows furrow. It’s a bummer he looks so sexy when he thinks. “Are you jealous?”

      Am I? Possibly. But that’s not the prevalent emotion. “No. Disappointed.”

      In myself for thinking he was someone different and for finally wanting to take a chance.

      I step back as his eyes widen and I’m down the steps. “‘Night Jude. Good game earlier.”

      At the last second, he calls my name again, but I already have the puck in my hands. I toss it into the air, high enough he has to jump for it, which gives me more time to turn and skedaddle.

      He calls my name again, and it’s with such force, I stop and glance back.

      “I’m not the guy you think I am, you know. But you want to believe the worst in me, go for it. I’ll prove you wrong.”

      “Find a new challenge, Jude Taylor. I’m not a game for you to win.”
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      Top Forty pop music hums through the speakers of the physical therapy room in the athletic building. I’m currently singing along, stocking shelves and double-checking inventory. The weeks after Christmas and before school session resumes in January are a busy time of year for the winter athletes.

      Football season might be almost over, but basketball and hockey are just hitting their strides with months to go. It’s only two days after Christmas, a holiday I spent alone with a phone call to my mother who had spotty reception due to her travels along the Oregon Coast. Lizzie is with her family in Oak Park and while I usually take her up on the invitation to stay with her for a few days, this year I chose the quiet and solitude of my apartment and a PostMates delivered ham sandwich for my holiday meal.

      The football players will arrive in a few hours to begin their final practices before taking off to a bowl game on January first. Basketball and hockey players, wrestlers and gymnasts and swimmers will do the same in preparation for their seasons to resume. Workouts for everyone over break are intense, some teams having two-a-day practices along with additional strength training. Which means for the physical therapy students who work and intern in the training facility, it’s a busy couple weeks of helping ice and heat muscles, preparing ice baths, and rehabbing the minor pulled muscles and strains from the athletes who partied too hard during their break and returned dehydrated and unprepared for the work ahead of them.

      In between stacking gauze and bandages and counting supplies, I’ve had the added task of kicking Jude from my memory banks. It’s been an endeavor I’m failing at, and I still haven’t been able to forget his parting words to me.

      I’m not the guy you think I am, and I’m going to prove it to you.

      That’s all I need. Jude Taylor doubling down on convincing me he’s worth the risk is a feat I don’t think I’ll survive. I still hate myself for being so rude to him. I could have ignored the girls hanging all over him. I could have asked what was going on. I should have given him the benefit of the doubt. I don’t think all guys are jerks, and the memory he shared with me of his sister-in-law solidifies that I believe he’s a decent man.

      No, I firmly believe Jude Taylor is a good guy.

      He’s also risky, and I’m not a gambler. Unfortunately, every time I try to kick him out of my mind, my heart pulls him back in, squeezing painfully at the thought of not getting more time with him.

      What can be the harm? We’ll both be headed in opposite directions in a few months. It’s possible I can protect my heart from him at the same time we enjoy the time we have. I’m strong enough for that. It’s the internal debate I’m having when I shove a box around a metal door to restock ankle and wrist braces when my foot trips over a rolled bandage that’s fallen out. The door smacks me in my face and I drop to the floor, one hand pressed to my forehead.

      I groan at the mess I’ve made and the piercing pain in my head.

      “Freaking hell,” I mutter and squeeze my eyes closed. Blue dots speckle behind my closed eyes and I open them again at a voice I recognize.

      “I’m wondering now if Max was why you slipped and fell or if you’re naturally clumsy.”

      It’s Jude, and his warm voice flows through the room like rolling waves, warm and comforting. I hate that I like it so much. Like him so much despite the risk to my emotional health.

      “That was all Max,” I groan and stand slowly. I reach one arm out to grab the metal door so I don’t bang into it again and open my eyes. “And I could easily blame this mishap on you, but I don’t want to overinflate your ego.”

      He’s standing at the doorway, hands on his hips, a bemused expression on his beautiful face. “This is my fault?”

      “Yeah. I was thinking of you.”

      “Pretty impossible to forget, aren’t I?”

      If only he knew the true extent of his words.

      “I owe you an apology, for being so rude the last time I saw you.”

      He shrugs and steps into the room. He’s wearing black athletic pants. They hang low on his hips and on top he has a gray fitted long sleeve shirt with Chicago College’s double C logo. It’s difficult to lift my gaze to his face. When I finally manage the feat of putting an end to my visual molestation, he’s smirking at me.

      “Forgiven. Although I am bummed you couldn’t meet them. Tracy and Mila are crazy. Something tells me Lizzie would have loved them. But for the record, I have never, and never will be, the kind of guy who plays around with women. It’s not my thing.”

      Since we’re confessing, I go next. “I don’t handle unexpected surprises very well. I’m a bit neurotic, actually, with my need to have a stable life.”

      I’ve surprised him again, and his beautiful blue eyes widen. He says nothing for a moment but rolls his lips together. “Maybe you’d like to tell me why that is over dinner tonight?”

      He’s shooting his shot, and not the least bit hesitant. I admire his confidence in all the things he does. Coupled with my thoughts that maybe we can do this, become friends… or more… until the end of the year, I do something completely out of character for me.

      “Sure, Jude. I’d like that.”

      His grin is victorious, as intense as it was when he tossed that puck over the glass straight to me.

      “When will you be done here?” He gestures at the mess I’ve made.

      I’m off work at four, but I’ll need a shower and I don’t really want to go to dinner with him in my school required polo shirt with matching logo over the left side of my chest and my gray yoga pants.

      “I can be ready at six.”

      “I’ll pick you up.”

      I’m about to offer to meet him somewhere, but I figure he’ll want to make sure I don’t take an Uber alone, and then he’ll want to ensure I get home safely. “I’ll be ready.”

      “Good.” He steps back and presses a hand to the doorframe before he does a quick scan of the room I’m in and outside. “You probably won’t let me kiss you right now, will you?”

      “Not a chance, Taylor.”

      “Later?”

      “Depends on how good dinner is.” I wink, and the move surprises me. I’ve gone from blowing him off to flirting in one single visit from him. If he’s surprised by my sudden change of heart, he doesn’t show it.

      Perhaps I’ve proved my own statement wrong.

      I might be a game he can win.

      And for the first time in weeks, I’m not scared of losing.
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      “What’s your family like?” I dip a piece of bread into the fancy olive oil and balsamic vinegar swirl on the plate between us. To my surprise, Jude picked me up in an Uber and brought me to an Italian restaurant in the heart of Wrigleyville, far away from campus. I expected a near-campus pizza place or bar and grill, but like so often, I’ve underestimated Jude.

      We’ve already ordered and I’m sipping a light Chianti while Jude sticks to water, and I’m carb-loading for no reason except that bread is the best creation since humans.

      “My family?” He eyes me in that way of his that’s part questioning, part humorous, and tears off a chunk of bread from the basket.

      “Yeah. Did your brothers have fun watching you play? And did you see them over Christmas?” In truth, I have more questions than I’ve dared to ask him yet, but between this afternoon and getting ready, I’ve decided to take a chance. I’ll drop my walls for him far enough so I don’t end up hurt come spring.

      He chews on his bread and takes a sip of his drink. “How much do you know about my family?”

      I know he grew up mostly in New York, in a ritzy suburb outside the city where they grew up on a lake, ice skating practically in their back yard. There are photos of the Taylor boys all over the internet, skating as soon as Joey, the youngest, was old enough to be on skates. His father was a career player for the Rangers, something very rare, but he still holds several scoring records.

      I’m not telling him how much I’ve looked into him over the last few weeks.

      “I know you’re all hockey players. That your parents now live here in Chicago. And you have plans to head to North Carolina.”

      “Cyberstalking me, Katie?”

      Heat suffuses my cheeks. He’s too smart for his own good. “Maybe people talk.”

      “And you like to listen?” His teasing grin is impossible to ignore. I give him nothing. Rolling my eyes, I rip off another chunk of bread. “Your family?”

      He smiles easily and shrugs. “They’re my family. Not much to say really. Grew up playing hockey, Mom stayed home, constantly running us to games. Dad traveled, obviously, but I was young enough when he retired I don’t remember that much and then he was always around too, coaching us until we were old enough where he didn’t want to be accused of playing favorites with us and let us make our own way.”

      “He never pressured you all into hockey? I mean, the four of you all making it… that’s pretty impressive.”

      “You know, I think that’s the first nice thing you’ve said to me.”

      I laugh. He’s probably not too far off. “I blame the Chianti.”

      He joins me in laughter. “Then drink up.” He moves my wineglass even closer to me and winks. “I want to know all the other things you’ve thought about me and if it takes wine to do it, I’m here for it.”

      Our server appears and delivers our food. An enormous piece of lasagna for Jude and manicotti for me before she walks away after we assure her we don’t need anything.

      When she’s gone, Jude resumes, more serious. “Dad always said he wanted us to follow our dreams, whatever they were. Turns out we took to hockey like he did and none of us have ever looked back. We’ve got natural talent, loads of it, honestly. But we’ve all worked our asses off to get where we are.”

      “You don’t like people thinking you get a free pass.” His determination and intensity is stamped on his features.

      “People say shit. But we were raised to be hard workers, whether it was in school or sports. My dad was a hard ass, honestly, making us earn everything while teaching us respect. He’s the best guy I know.”

      He cuts his food and chews a bite. I feel a large chunk of my heart soften for this guy. His family. I can easily fall for him, and I don’t know if I can stop it.

      “What about you?” he asks, sipping his water. “Your family?”

      “Ahh.” I sip my wine slowly, procrastinating. “Different from yours.”

      I love my mom. She’s sweet and fun and artistic and as a babysitter or aunt or older sister, she’d be the coolest person I know in the world.

      “That doesn’t sound like a good thing.”

      “My mom, she’s like, the hippie of the twenty-first century. She raised me traveling up and down the coast of California, stopping long enough for me to start making friends at schools before a new wind blew and she found a new passion.” I shrug it off, but while I saw a lot of beautiful scenery and met some fascinating people, it wasn’t easy not knowing where our meals would come from, where we’d sleep. “Mom made things—crafts, knitting, crochet, other things. She used to sell everything at craft fairs or pop up a tent in a city that would allow them. We were, I don’t know… gypsies? Traveling homeless people?”

      I’ve never been sure how to explain my mom or how I was raised, and after hearing talk of Jude’s family, it’s harder.

      “She’s a good woman,” I tell Jude when he watches me with a look I can’t decipher. It’s not pity. “She really is. She just… I don’t know, likes to live free and by whims, not plans.”

      “And your dad?”

      “I don’t know. She says she got pregnant with me during a few months she was in San Diego. She was pregnant, she moved on, and that was it. She told me he was a good man, but the men in her life never stuck around long, or maybe it was her that didn’t. Either way, I don’t even know if she really knows who he is.”

      There’s no way to make Mom look worse than admitting that, but while her heart is huge, she never learned how to live based on facts and not emotions.

      “And Chicago? How’d you end up here?”

      “Chicago College gave me an academic scholarship, and I took it. I wanted a normal life. Something stable.”

      In truth, I had academic scholarships from all over. When I turned sixteen, I forced my mom to settle for two years while I finished high school. It was the first time she sacrificed herself for me, but I told her if she didn’t, I’d be emancipated from her and live on my own. The idea I wouldn’t be with her was worse than staying. Apparently, for as much as Mom hates settling, she still needs someone. For two years in high school, I was at peace, happy. Mom was miserable. I could tell it killed her to stay still, her wandering spirit always pulling at her. She compromised by taking a lot of weekend trips leaving me alone, but I was still thankful. For one, we’d had an apartment, food in the cupboard. I made a couple friends who I quickly lost touch with once I moved, but those two years gave me the time I needed to apply for colleges, get scholarships. I had them for a dozen colleges and universities throughout the country.

      I chose Chicago because it was a big city in the Midwest. Far enough from the coast I was tired of traveling up and down, and I wanted my experience with the Midwestern-flyover-forgotten and what seemed like decent and simpler people. It was an incorrect judgment in some ways, and in others, they fit the stereotype exactly.

      I’ve never regretted my choice.

      “So, North Carolina, huh? Are you excited about the possibility of playing with your brother?”

      I don’t like talking about my past or my mom for various reasons. Most people assume she’s a deadbeat, some loser. I can see their point, but it’s hard to explain how good she is. She’s just not maternal.

      “Yeah. I’ll mostly play in their minor leagues for a couple years, though.” He switches topics easily and we finish our dinner, enjoying the time while I sip on a second glass of wine and we split a cannoli for dessert.

      When we’re back in the Uber afterward, I slide my hand into Jude’s. He’s warm, his body taking up more than his share of the back seat of the Ford Fiesta.

      Once we arrive back to my apartment and he walks me to my door, I place my hand on his chest.

      For once, I’m taking a risk of my own.

      “Want to come inside with me? Stay for a while?”
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      Our apartment isn’t anything to gush over outside the fact that Lizzie and I both have our own bathrooms, prime real estate for two college-aged females. Our living room is small, our kitchen is along one wall with a small island barely large enough for two stools.

      Somehow, like everything else, as soon as Jude steps across the threshold into our open living area, he consumes the space. I toss my keys to the kitchen island and step back.

      It’s been a while since I’ve had a guy over here and none of them make me feel the way Jude does—electrified, interested… wanting. I’m unnerved how to proceed, but Jude seems to show none of that while he scans the apartment, kicking off his brown work boots and kicking them to the side like he’s planning on staying a while.

      And I can’t help but tease him for it.

      “Make yourself at home.”

      “I plan to,” he says, and he takes three strides before he’s reaching for me, pulling me to him. “At least until morning.”

      I haven’t invited him for the night. But with his arms around me, I can’t, and won’t deny it’s exactly what I’m hoping.

      “Are you going to ask me yet?”

      My mind swirls. “Ask… what?”

      “I said someday you’re going to ask me to kiss you and I think that day is here.”

      I can keep teasing him. I think he likes I don’t fawn all over him and fall at his feet like other people. I think he likes I make him work for it, but it’s been too long since a man has been between my legs, and it seems like even longer I’ve imagined it being Jude between them so I’m all out of teasing.

      “Kiss me, Jude.” I barely manage to get the words out, already pressing to my toes, and his mouth is on me.

      Warm heat suffuses our lips together as he brushes back and forth and I moan almost instantly, gripping his arms so I don’t fall over.

      He’s… heavenly. I can taste the mint he popped in his mouth as we left the restaurant, inhale the masculine scent of his cologne and his arms holding me up feel unbreakable. Like if he could hold me for the rest of forever, I would never bend, never break… he’d have me at all times.

      And it’s silly to think, to hope. Our lives will soon take a shift, but I can still imagine that life with him.

      I can feel it in the possessiveness of his kiss, the confidence as he opens our mouths, slides his tongue into mine, the way his hand slides up my back and grips the back of my neck.

      Jude Taylor is a man who protects those who he cares about and the man will someday be a rock in the storm, unwavering in his support and love.

      If only we’d met sooner. Or later.

      “Jude,” I gasp against his mouth, breathless, needing a minute. There’s too much swirling, too much I’m feeling, and we’ve barely gotten started. “My room is down the hallway.”

      “You ready for that?” His thumb brushes over my cheek. I love that he asks. My knees shake from the gentle brush of his thumb, the firm hold at my back.

      Yeah… Jude Taylor is trouble for my heart. But for once, I’m riding the wave, arms in the air, intending on enjoying the ride.

      “I feel like I’ve wanted it forever.”

      My admission shocks him. His eyes widen in surprise before they flare with heat, darkening with his own lust, and then his hands are at my waist, lifting me.

      My ankles cross around his back, and I squeeze tight to him.

      “I can walk,” I tease, nipping at his neck, tasting, sucking playfully.

      “Yeah, but I’ve been wanting this body against mine for weeks and I’m done waiting and jacking off to thoughts of you.”

      “Seriously?” I pull back. He’s usually not so crude.

      “I’m an honest guy, Katie. And you’ve had me so damn worked up. Can’t stop thinking about you.” His mouth slams into mine and then we’re falling, tumbling to my bed, shoving pillows out of the way, and shucking off clothes.

      It’s a frenzied pace until I can’t take my eyes off him as he reveals his body to me, piece by piece. His hands move to his jeans. His dress shirt. Plain white t-shirt beneath. And then he’s all ripples of mountainous abs and muscles with his still covered arousal aimed straight at me.

      I’m on my back on the bed, my bra gone, chest heaving, and pulse racing as I run my hand down his corded arms. He’s banked strength and restrained self-control, ready to snap.

      “You’re so beautiful,” I whisper, and it’s not enough to describe him because he’s so much more than anything I’ve experienced.

      “That’s what I was going to say about you,” he says. “But you know that.”

      He winks and I think of the first night I was in his arms, weeks ago, when he caught me and I was so wrong about him.

      “Come here.” I pull him to me and then our mouths are fused together, our bodies molded. We ride the waves of our desires as we strip away the remaining barriers until we’re flesh to flesh and heating the bedroom to volcanic temperatures. We pause only for protection and when we come together again, he slides in slowly with a hand at my cheek, tipping my head back until our gazes meet. His focus is on me, patiently, as he waits for me to take him, to surrender to his size and his strength. My hands are at his backside, pulling him closer and we find our rhythm, ride our pleasure as it builds and crescendos.

      It’s minutes, hours, possibly days later before we settle from the haze of our lust and passion, a tangle of sweaty limbs, clinging together.

      I’ve never had nights like this where we can reach for each other so often and the sun is almost rising before we succumb to much-needed sleep.

      I’m sated. Pleased. Tiny little pieces of my heart splinter, and somehow, I give them to Jude despite knowing it will cost me.
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      I wake to the harsh light of the sun streaming in through my bedroom window. Reaching next to me, I grab a pillow and slam it over my face, groaning at the bright intrusion and then inhaling Jude’s scent next to me. We haven’t had much sleep, and it’s possible he’s gone, which would be disappointing, but before I give that thought too much credence, I kick it to the curb.

      Jude’s not the guy to vanish at sunrise without letting me know, and I know he doesn’t have practice until this afternoon.

      As I turn back to my side of the bed, a grin breaks out on my face. On my nightstand is the hockey puck. Sure, it could be any hockey puck, but I know without a doubt it’s the one I tossed back at him that he originally gave me.

      And I know this because, for one, it seems like something Jude would do. Also, the note beneath it in scribbled writing that says, Keep it. It’s yours. makes it pretty obvious.

      I reach out and squeeze the puck, grinning like an idiot. Last night was incredible but I think it’s Jude’s sweetness I like even more than the way he can play my body.

      I slide out of bed intent on finding him and smile when I see his dress shirt from the night before still in a pile on my floor along with the rest of our clothes, sans jeans.

      Swiping his shirt off the floor, I throw it on and button it up as I head to my private bathroom. I quickly freshen my breath and use the toilet before washing my hands and then my face to remove the remnants of last night’s makeup.

      Jude doesn’t need to see me in full scary-girl mode after a night of crazy sex.

      When I’m feeling slightly awake, I make my way through my room and head toward the kitchen, in a hurry to get to him. Perhaps we have time for another round or two before the day takes us in separate directions.

      I’m smiling as I reach the living room, unable to help myself when I see Jude at the far wall, hand scrubbing his dark hair as he talks to someone on the phone.

      “He’s okay though? I don’t need to get there first?”

      Get there first?

      He turns, and my smile falls at the look on his face. His eyes are lit with excitement and worry at the same time. Something is happening and whatever the person on the other end says makes his jaw clench and then he grins.

      “Yeah, Dad. I know. I know. You’ll be there too?”

      His family? I wonder what’s happened. Perhaps a brother if he’s wondering if he’s okay. I try to remember who would have had a game last night, but Jude didn’t mention anything.

      I grab coffee that’s already brewed and once my mug is filled, I notice a half-emptied mug on my coffee table along with a small, magnetic notepad Lizzie and I usually keep on the refrigerator. It holds our notes to each other and shopping lists. It’s currently covered in the same chicken scratch as the note beneath the puck on my nightstand.

      I force myself not to snoop while Jude’s voice quiets and he paces my living room.

      There’s something wrong, based on his tone.

      “All right. Call me if something changes…uh-huh… yeah, Dad. Thanks…. Dream come true… holy crap, I’ve done it…”

      My head snaps up at that and it’s then I see his banked excitement as he hangs up. His eyes are so bright, his body practically vibrating like he wants to jump into the air. Like his team has just won another national championship.

      He hangs up the phone, grips it in his hand and in a voice that sounds like it comes straight from a tunnel, Jude says, “My brother got hurt last night.”

      “Oh, Jude.” I’m on my feet. But he has his hand up in his hair, dropping it to the side.

      “He’ll be fine in a few weeks. But Charlotte’s second string isn’t a hundred percent either. And I’m in top health right now.”

      I’m frozen. This isn’t happening. We have months to worry about saying goodbye. At least that’s what I thought.

      And then Jude shatters my heart that’s been softening to him. Pieces of him I already lost to him.

      “I’m being called up. Charlotte wants me down there immediately.” His smile is infectious. So wide it could break his face in two. “I’m heading to the pros, Katie.”

      He lunges toward me and before I can move, I’m in his arms, being swung in a circle so fast it’s dizzying. Perhaps it’s his news, but I wobble when he finally sets me down and it takes effort to match his excitement.

      “Today?” I ask, and he frowns before that smile breaks through again.

      “Yeah. I need to call Coach, but my agent says they’ll handle it. I need to get down there. They’ve got a four-day break before a home game and holy shit.” He collapses to the couch, hands scrubbing his hair, and when he looks at me again, he’s dazed.

      I am too. So happy for him. He’s reached his dream. The opportunity of a lifetime. I’m ninety-nine percent thrilled for this guy who’s so good and has clearly worked so hard.

      I go to him and hug him, standing in between his spread legs, and he drops his head to my stomach.

      “Congratulations, Jude. You’ll do great. And someday, I’ll get to say I knew you when.” Tears burn my eyes, and I blink them back.

      He grins up at me, most likely to see the torment in my eyes. “We’ll talk soon. I’ll call you when I get there?”

      Now isn’t the time for my own selfish sadness.

      It’s time to let him go so he can follow his own dreams, but now is not the time for us, and I knew that when I risked it.

      “Bye, Jude.”
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      In hockey news, inarguably one of the best right wings in the country was injured last night during the Carolina Ice Kings away game in Boston. It has been confirmed that Jude Taylor was taken to the hospital for evaluation. And with still no formal word from the team yet⁠—

      I jump over the back of my couch quicker than my black cat, Whiskers, can scare away my neighbors, grab the remote, and hit pause.

      It’s been five years since Jude was drafted halfway through our senior year. He’d spent weeks chasing me, wearing me down. Slowly, he chipped away at me, showing me the guy he really was and I gave in. I risked my heart thinking he was worth it. I gave him my body, expecting more time with him.

      I didn’t get it.

      He was packed and on a plane before I could wash the scent of him off my sheets and spare pillowcase.

      In five years, he became exactly who I knew he had that talent to become. Jude Taylor is one of the best professional hockey players in the league and he’s still so young, so early in his career. I’ve heard his name mentioned repeatedly over the years. It’s impossible not to, especially considering in my day job, I’m often working with athletes of all ages who are sports nuts. And the hockey players in Chicago? They all want to be the next Jude Taylor.

      He’s injured? I had to have heard that wrong.

      I rewind the television news, something I always have on in the background while I cook dinner after a long day working with patients, and collapse on the couch. Whiskers purrs next to me, nudging her nose against my hip and then flops down, annoyed I’ve taken up her space.

      “Shhh, kitty.” I pet her head and she bats my hand away. She only likes her loving on her terms. Something my best friend Lizzie teases me about. She says we’re perfect for each other for the same reason.

      I replay the news and hear it exactly as they said before.

      No word from the team yet on his condition, but with the way he fell into the boards, sources have suggested that at the least, he has a concussion. It’s the knee injury they’re most worried about. An ACL tear could keep him out for the rest of the season, Dave.

      The view bounces back to inside the news station and Dave, the local sports reporter, gives a nod with his professional and well-practiced frown. “As many hockey fans know, Jude Taylor was once a player for Chicago College, drafted during his sophomore year and held to the Carolina Ice Kings team. When his older brother was injured early one season, he was called up to the pros…”

      I turn off the television and sit back against the couch. Whisker’s tail brushes against my shoulder and this time I’m the one brushing her away.

      I don’t need to hear the rest of what the announcer says about Jude’s history. I lived it with him.

      But he’s hurt. And they’re right. An ACL tear could take him out for the season if he requires surgery. And a concussion?

      My chest aches at the thought of him hurt. If only I hadn’t blocked and then deleted his number shortly after he left. Not that it’d do any good now. It’s been years. He’s probably forgotten all about me.

      My phone rings and I’m quick to grab it, already knowing who it will be. Lizzie and I might not be roommates anymore like we were in college, but she’ll have most likely heard, too.

      “Hey, did you watch the news?” she asks without any preamble. No hello. Nothing. Not that I need it.

      “Yeah, just now. That’s a bummer.” I rub my forehead.  A headache is brewing.

      All because of Jude. Five years ago, I tried to protect my heart against him and failed miserably. We were only together a few weeks. Not even. My reaction now shouldn’t be so visceral.

      “Do you want me to keep you posted?” When Jude and I met, Lizzie began a winter fling with Chicago College’s goalie, Garrett Dubiak. Unlike Jude and I, when they separated when Lizzie went to graduate school in England, she and Garrett stayed in touch. They’ve been friends ever since. She knows me well enough to talk about Garrett as infrequently as possible.

      Hearing his name still brings back too many memories. It makes me feel pathetic when I think of the hold Jude and anything that reminds me of him still has on me.

      “Yeah, can you? Maybe have Garrett let him know I hope he’s okay?”

      “Sure. Of course.” Her voice carries the surprise I feel. He’s probably long since forgotten about me. It was less than a month. A silly fling that was really nothing except that last night. Then he was gone and living the life he’s always dreamed of. He now parties with celebrities of the red-carpet movie variety and his best friends are multi-millionaire-earning-professional athletes. “You okay? How was work today?”

      She changes the subject easily and I’m thankful. We talk about our days, where she’s currently running for a management position at the finance company where she works in the Loop. She’s young and wicked smart, and her MBA from the University of Oxford makes her highly valuable. When we’re done, I go back to my kitchen and return to the salad I was making for dinner before Jude Taylor’s injury made my knees wobble.

      My apartment has been recently renovated, the large island with the wall of cabinets and appliances behind make the small space feel much larger and more open than it truly is. Topped with the soft colors of my furniture and the neutral walls and cabinets, my home is light and bright, but still cozy. It relaxes me, and I love coming home, knowing I’ve done something I always wanted, something I would have never had if I would have followed my mother’s footsteps.

      I’m living a stable, comfortable life. Something I never had growing up.

      My phone rings as I’m grilling a pork chop on the indoor grill portion of my stovetop and I reach for it without looking.

      “Katie?”

      Lizzie’s tone catches me by surprise, and I brace for the worst. “How bad is he?”

      “He’ll be okay. Concussion. Garrett says he still doesn’t know about his knee. Want me to keep you updated? Send a message to him? I didn’t say anything to Garrett about you when I called.”

      “No.” I’ve changed my mind. Garrett doesn’t need to know I’m still hung up on Jude. And Jude probably doesn’t care at all about my concern. It’s been years. “No, it’s okay. But thanks for letting me know.”

      “All right Katie-bug. Love you. Drinks soon?”

      “Whenever you’re thirsty.”

      She laughs easily and I end the call, but I can’t shake the looming feeling tonight has brought down on my shoulders.

      Jude Taylor.

      Five years.

      I’m still not over the guy who probably forgot about me long ago.

      How pathetic can I be?
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      “I’m not headed anywhere.”

      Next to me, my older brother Jason is bouncing his knee like he’s the one injured and staring down not only a possible season-ending injury, but career. Not all athletes, professional or otherwise, can come back from something like this.  I’ve been shoving down this fear since I woke up with a concussion two weeks ago in the hospital.

      Our coach leans forward and rests his hands on his desktop. He’s dressed in his standard long sleeve, three-quarter zip-up shirt with the Carolina Ice Kings logo on the left side. His styled and graying hair is swept to the side. His blue eyes narrow on me as his nostrils flare.

      I’ve seen the look before. It usually appears right before I’m about to get slapped upside the head or screamed at.

      I love Coach Woods, but he can be an asshole, especially for a guy who’s smaller than almost every player on his roster.

      “You’re getting out of here. Charlotte’s eating you alive and I need you to rest. To rehab. I need you back here as soon as possible, Taylor, but most importantly, I need you healthy.”

      He’s not entirely wrong. I’ve got reporters calling daily. My notifications on my phone became so incessant I turned them all off and now I barely look at my phone. Which is only pissing off the rest of my family and friends who keep calling and texting to check in on me.

      Which is nice.

      But shit. I’m twenty-seven fucking years old. I never finished college. What in the hell am I going to do if I can’t get back to hockey?

      “Go home,” Jason says it next to me and if we weren’t in Coach’s office, I’d deck him. He’s supposed to be on my side.

      “The hell?”

      “Go home,” he says again and he’s using his ‘big brother knows better’ voice that makes me grind my teeth together. He never pulls it out. Not on the ice. Not anywhere. Not since we became teammates. It’s been years since he’s acted like he knows everything and I’m not about to tolerate it now.

      “I can rehab and rest here.” There’s nothing for me in Chicago except my parents and like hell I’m moving home with them. It’s already a miracle Mom hasn’t set up shop in one of my spare rooms and turned into Betty freaking Crocker in the last two weeks. I allowed her here for four days before insisting Dad take her home.

      I’m a fucking adult with a headache for crying out loud. At least, that’s the only thing wrong if you ignore the brace covering three-quarters of my leg and my quickly impending surgery. If I ever see Selkin again—the player from Boston who took me out and was kicked out of the game for it— we’re going to have a heavy conversation that will start with my fists to his face. And that’ll happen. As soon as I can walk without crutches and a fucking limp again.

      “You still have half the lights off in your place because your head hurts so much all the time. You can’t watch television. You can’t bend over. You fell over in the shower last week and you’re not fucking eating and resting right. Go home, Jude. You’re wasting away here and none of it’s helping.”

      Coach nods. My brother isn’t entirely wrong, but screw him. He’s been injured but not to this extent. “I’ve made some calls. We’ve got you set up with some of the best physical therapists in the country in Chicago. Surgeon who handles the Storm’s team.”

      I bark out a laugh. “You want me to trust a man who takes care of one of our biggest rivals? Hell no. He’ll fuck my knee up for the fun of it.”

      Coach, stone-cold sober, shakes his head. “You’re not that special, Taylor.”

      Next to me, Jason chokes down a laugh.

      I shove my elbow into his gut and grin as he doubles over. He might be older. I’m bigger. And tougher. Concussion, crutches, and all.

      “You’ve got this all set up then, don’t you?” I lean back in my chair and cross my arms. A sideways glance to Jason shows his focus is now on our coach.

      Both of them have their lips pressed in a tight line.

      Yeah. This is a setup.

      “Let me guess.” I roll my shoulders, trying to ease the tension building at the back of my neck, the base of my skull. Jason isn’t entirely wrong. This is only my second concussion. The first one being in high school. But hell, this one is taking a lot longer to recover from. “You’ve got me an apartment, or you’ve got Mom and Dad ready to take care of me.”

      “An apartment with a month-to-month lease and fully furnished,” Coach says. His eyes slip to Jason’s direction before coming back to me. “Your parents will be picking you up at the airport.”

      “How long?”

      There’s no point left in arguing. Besides the fact he can essentially make me do whatever he wants—whatever is best for the team—dark spots are starting to dance at the edges of my vision. If I don’t get to a dark room and soon, I’ll be in bed in a quiet room for the rest of the day.

      “Until you’ve recovered from surgery. When we know more.”

      “When do I leave?”

      He slides a ticket across to me. “Six o’clock flight.”

      “You suck.” It’s six hours away. I barely have enough time to get packed up and close down my house, but my guess is he’s planned that with Jason too. Fucking brothers. I love the hell out of my older three, but they can be overbearing.

      I grab the ticket and push to standing. It’s awkward and takes me forever and Jason stands there the whole time, hand out like I need his help. I slap it away and reach for the crutches, swaying slightly when the pain in my neck shoots up to my skull.

      Cringing, I squeeze my eyes closed as I turn so they can’t see how much I’m struggling with my damn head. I need to get back out on the ice. It’s the only thing I know and the quiet and uncertainty is a bitch when I’m alone at night.

      Chicago? It’s late November and still the beginning of the season. I need to head north to the brutal cold like I need my head slammed into the boards again.

      This is going to suck. If they think me heading back home will help me relax, they’re bigger idiots than I thought.

      She’s there. The girl I still think about. The girl I still wish I could have done things differently with.

      The girl who blocked my number and disappeared from all social media by the time I arrived in Charlotte, hours after the best night of my life.

      I’ve avoided going back to Chicago except for games for five damn years in the fear of running into her. Which makes me a pussy because Chicago’s a big city and I have no idea if she’s still there. She also has no reason to leave.

      Yeah. Chicago and home will never mean relaxation and rest.

      Not while I’m still hung up on some girl who barely gave me the time of day, broke down slowly, and gave me the best parts of her only to make it clear she never wanted much from me in the first place.
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      “Ma.” I slap her hands away. She’s treating me like I’m six and home sick with a fever.

      She holds up her hands, stepping back from the blanket she was just tucking in at my waist.

      Yes. My waist. Like I need my mom’s hands that close to my dick.

      “Go home.” I groan and tug the blanket higher. “I’m fine.”

      “The doctor said⁠—”

      I know what the doctor said because she’s been repeating his words to me for days now. “The doctor says I have to sleep and take my pills and eat and start moving as much as I can. He doesn’t say I need you hovering over me every thirty seconds.”

      I’m being a jerk. A grumpy one. I can’t help it. I’m three days out from my ACL surgery. The end of my hockey career is closer than I’ve ever thought it would be at the age of twenty-seven years old, and if my mom can’t understand that, then I seriously need her to go.

      “But honey⁠—”

      “Mom.” It takes effort, but I soften my voice. “Go home. Sleep. It’s late and Dad probably misses you. I’m fine. I’ll head to bed soon and you can come bug the shit out of me tomorrow, okay?”

      She points a finger in my direction and glares. “No swearing.”

      “If you didn’t want to hear swearing, you shouldn’t have married Dad and let him give you four kids. Boys at that.”

      She throws her hands in the air and winks. “All I wanted was a back rub.”

      Groaning, I shove the heels of my hands into my eye sockets. “Damn it, Mom. Now I’m going to have nightmares tonight. I don’t need to hear that crap from you!” She likes to bitch about the swearing, but swear to God, Mom is worse than all of us boys together.

      Her voice is thick with laughter and drifting away. Good. She needs to get out of my house. “Watch your language or I’ll tell you all about that time your dad took me⁠—”

      “Ah! Stop!” I shout. It makes my head hurt which is slowly getting better. I had to wait a week after getting to Chicago to have surgery. Doctors didn’t want to put me under until we knew my brain was okay, which I get, but it only means my recovery is delayed another damn week. While I’m doing fine and moving around some, I’m still on pain meds and dopey.

      And shit, my knee hurts.

      I turn to my side on the couch which is nearly impossible due to the brace I still have to wear. I also have this machine that I need to strap around my leg throughout the day. It keeps the blood flowing so I don’t get clots or anything, but it’s a pain in the ass like all the rest of this.

      I want to skate and score goals. It’s consumed my life since I was nine. Before that, really, considering my brothers all play pro hockey and my dad used to. I’ve never known a day in my life without hockey, but I didn’t fall in love with the sport until I was eight. There was never any pressure to love it like he did, either. It’s just in our blood. Our souls. Now when I think of playing, there’s this dark void that’s turning me into an asshole because if I’m not Jude Taylor, the hockey player and best damn player in the league… who in the hell am I?

      I refuse to think about it, and thankfully, Mom returns to my living room in the rented apartment and she sits down on the chair next to me.

      She’s writing a list on a notepad, whistling softly. My mom’s always singing. She and my dad met when he was at a bar after a game and she was on stage at some open mic night. Dad says she has the lungs and voice to be famous. I’ve never known her to not regret going after it. But now… does she?

      “You ever think about what your life would have been like without hockey taking it over, Ma?”

      I’m tired, so I lay back on the couch and throw an arm over my face. I don’t want her to see me upset like this. Broody. Full of self-doubt.

      Her whistling pauses and I’m sure she’s looking at me. My family is loud and rambunctious and slightly insane when we’re together, but we rarely dig into life’s deep questions. If we do venture there, it’s quickly covered with a smart-ass response and we move on.

      “Where’s this coming from?” I hear the rustle of paper and know she’s set down whatever list she was probably making for the house manager the team hired to come in and cook and clean and run my errands for me. Mom said she could do it. I took the house manager. Mom has a life and I know she wants to help me, but she tends to smother.

      “Just thinking about you singing. Dad always said you could have made it big. Said once that he wonders who you would have become had he not chased you down, gotten you all swung up in him and his career.”

      “Did he?” She sounds surprised, so surprised, it makes me remove my arm from my face and turn to her.

      “Yeah. He never said that to you?”

      “Maybe at the beginning.” She shrugs, picks at the sleeve of her cashmere sweater, and shakes her head. “I loved singing. Never thought much about it though, it was just this thing I could do well. Plus, it helped me earn free drinks at those open mic nights.” I chuckle. She was wild back in her twenties. I’ve heard plenty of stories. “Your dad… man. He walked into that bar and I almost forgot the words to the song he was so good looking.” She leans forward and squeezes my wrist. Her hands are soft, cold because she’s always cold, but her smile is as soft as her hand and she smells like Chanel perfume. She gets this dreamy look in her eyes when she talks about my dad like she’s always done. After forty-five years of marriage, it’s impressive. “I don’t regret a single thing about giving up my life and following your dad. I loved him so much, there was no other choice but for me to help him make his dreams come true. And in return, he gave me mine.”

      “What were they?”

      “You. Your brothers. A family. That was all I ever really wanted, Jude.” She pats my hand and picks up the notebook. “Now, you shake off whatever fear you’ve got going behind those eyes of yours. You’ll be all right. Back out on the ice before you know it and I’ll be annoying the hell out of you with my daily texts. Got it?”

      Her voice wobbles at the end, which means she’s hoping that’s what will happen as much as I am, equally scared it won’t.

      Still, I like her dream.

      “Yeah Mom. I got it.”

      She scribbles down a grocery list for Gina, asking me what I need, what I want, if I need toothpaste and I’m getting so tired of answering her questions, I’m almost asleep when my phone rings.

      “This is Jude,” I say, and my voice is thick with sleep and from the drugs. Also, my head is starting to thud.

      “Hello, Mr. Taylor. This is Natasha from Lake View Physical Therapy Offices.”

      “Oh. Yeah, what can I do for you?” I adjust myself on the couch and rub the sleep from my eyes. Mom has one eye on me as she gathers her things. It’s late, well after eight. I’m surprised they’re calling.

      “We received your records from the surgeon and the notes detailing your therapy plan after your post-op appointment earlier. He wants you to come in Wednesday so we can check you out, get you started. Will that work for you?”

      “Wednesday? That’s two days away.”

      “The sooner you start rehab, the faster you heal.”

      “Yeah, that’s…” Sooner than I anticipated and something cool pierces my chest, carrying the smell of fear. Mom took me in for the appointment the woman on the phone mentions this morning. The surgeon claims everything went well and my X-rays look great. But what if something went wrong? People miss shit on X-rays all the time, right? I have cable. I’ve seen those crazy medical shows.

      “Mr. Taylor?”

      Shit. Focus. “Yeah, I’m here. Wednesday. Time?”

      She schedules me for ten o’clock in the morning with some guy named Logan and says we’ll discuss further treatment at that appointment. We end the call and as soon as I do, Mom’s tapping the pen to her now filled notebook paper.

      “I start physical therapy on Wednesday.”

      “Good. That’s good.”

      Her pen goes tap tap tap and I can feel her eyes on me, worried, hopeful… scared. Crazy how you can feel your mom’s emotions when she says nothing. Maybe it’s just mine. It might be possible she thinks as loudly as she laughs.

      “Mom?” I turn my head in her direction and open one eye.

      “Yes, dear?”

      “Go home. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      She sighs and then her lips brush against my forehead, and her hand runs through my hair. It’s settling, and I almost apologize for being a jerk to her. I love her.

      “You’re right. I should go. I think I need another back rub tonight.”

      “Oh my God, you suck!”

      She leaves my house laughing and me fighting against the urge to shove hot pokers into my ears to burn away what I’ve heard.
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      “Katie!”

      “Whoa.” On instinct, I reach out and grab hold to the force of nature who’s slammed into me.

      I’ve barely stowed my purse and laptop bag into my locker in the break room before I’m accosted by a bright red chunk of hair in a ponytail, long thin arms, and the scream that comes from my co-worker and friend, Avery.

      Her hands are curled around my biceps and she shakes me so hard my teeth snap. “Holy cow! Katie! You won’t believe this! You won’t believe who’s coming in today!”

      We work with one of the best orthopedic surgeons in the country. His patient list is some of the best professional athletes in the country as well as most of the ones in Chicago. Because of this, it’s not that uncommon for us to treat professional athletes. I’ve had my fair share of football players and baseball players, but I spent so much time around athletes in college, I always try to not only be professional but remember they’re simply people.

      Avery, however, carries a more… flamboyant… personality. Which is why she’s never allowed to work on the athletes. I’m pretty sure our boss is too afraid of ending up with a lawsuit on her hands.

      “Avery.” I peel her tight grip from my arms and try to smooth out the wrinkles she’s caused on my shirt. “Control yourself, woman.”

      Her behavior would be funnier if she was my age or younger. The woman is forty-two. Married. Has three little kids, two boys and a girl. I swear she’s still a fourteen-year-old teenage girl at heart—what with all her shrieking.

      “I can’t!” She claps her hands together. Her lips are painted a bright red that almost matches her fiery red hair and her ponytail swishes back and forth behind her like a pendulum as she bounces on her feet. “Guess! No wait. You’ll never guess. Let me tell you.”

      I shut my locker door and sigh. If I don’t let her get all that noise and energy out now, she’ll terrify the patients. And I have Herman McDowell coming in soon. He’s eighty-five and recovering from hip surgery. One wrong move and the sweet old man might be down for the count.

      “Who, Avery? Who’s coming in today that has you so excited?”

      “Jude Taylor!” She screams his name, shrieks, but I’m now hearing it all through a tunnel, the roar of water rushing into my ears. My skin turns clammy and I swear the room jolts before I stumble back into the row of lockers.

      “Who?” I had to have heard her wrong. I had to, but she’s too busy prattling on about his brothers and his looks and his stats in Charlotte and how she used to love going to Chicago College games when he played here that there’s no doubt of the name she spoke.

      “Avery.” She ignores me, patting down the small stray hairs that fly away at her temples, so I call her name louder. “Avery!”

      “Oh, yes? Isn’t that wild? I mean, he’s here from Charlotte. Crazy, right! And did you see the game where he was hurt? He’s lucky it’s only his knee, frankly. His brain could be oatmeal after that smash into the boards.”

      Yeah. I saw it. I saw it on the news that night I first heard and then I re-watched the game once the hockey channel replayed it. Then I watched it again. And maybe a tenth time. I cried, too. She’s not entirely wrong. Nikos Selkin should be dropped from all pro teams after the stunt he pulled. It’s not the first time he’s almost killed someone on the ice.

      “Jude is coming here?”

      I still can’t wrap my brain around this. He lives in Charlotte. Not Chicago. They have Duke and UNC, two incredible medical areas and colleges filled with great rehab centers. Why is he here?

      “At ten o’clock this morning. Logan is his therapist, but I’m thinking of begging him to let me have him. Hmm… what I wouldn’t give to get my hands on those thighs. Or those abs…”

      “If you touch his abs, you’ll be slapped with a lawsuit, Avery. His injury is in his knee.”

      She laughs like she doesn’t care. Normally, this is why we all love her. There’s something fun about being around someone who’s eternally young at heart and completely inappropriate.

      But now I’m thinking about Jude’s abs and I’m not doing much laughing at all. I think I might puke. After five years, after weeks of him hunting me down on campus and convincing me to give this guy a chance, I did. One night. One incredible night we had together and then he was gone.

      He slipped through my fingers as soon as I realized I’d started falling for him, and I’ve tried to tell myself it’s for the best. All my life I’ve craved stability, and being involved with an athlete, especially a hockey player who is constantly on the road or traded frequently, is the exact opposite of what I want in life.

      It’s better he left before I fell too hard for him.

      At least that’s what I’ve told myself.

      But that doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten him. I’ve been a stupid idiot and have compared every guy I’ve been with since Jude to him—newsflash, they don’t measure up… in any way.

      Now he’s here. He’s back. On my turf.

      I’ve seen the news. I’ve read the articles. He had an ACL tear. That kind of injury and surgery could cost him his career if he doesn’t heal right. He has to be worried.

      It also means he’ll be here for weeks rehabbing it, and while our office is large, with two dozen therapists specializing in a variety of areas and expertise, it’s still one large open room.

      There will be no way to escape him.

      How in the hell am I going to play this one?
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      The clock is currently sitting at 9:56 a.m. Avery dropped a bomb of epic proportions in my lap without realizing it at shortly before seven-thirty this morning. For almost two-and-a-half hours, my eyes have fought to stray from the clock, counting down the minutes, while waiting for Jude to walk… or hobble, as it probably is, back into my life. I’m sweating like I’ve finished ninety minutes of my equally loved and despised Bikram hot yoga class. And now, the second hand on the wall clock ticks by, echoing in my ears. I numbly wait for my patient to check out and schedule two more patients. I should be in the back, grabbing a protein bar before my next patient, but Eloise likes to chat about her grandkids who live in Minnesota and Iowa and sometimes it takes awhile to shoo her out the door.
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