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Chapter 1




T.J.


Betsy Hardgrove wanted to fuck, and I just wasn’t in the mood. I turned her toward Reeves after Wyatt disappeared into the crowd to find Elora. Jesus fuck, I didn’t want to be at this party. Girls dressed in skimpy superhero costumes and guys, myself included, in non-existent costumes. It was November already. Leave Halloween in October, but any excuse for a party, I guess.  

I made my way through the crowd and into the kitchen, purposely ignoring every comment thrown at me. Some nice, some not so nice. Yeah, I got my ass suspended. Yeah, I had a quick court date coming up that could kick me off the team for the rest of the year if not my college career. Yeah, it could screw up my pro career, too. Not a lot of teams appreciated guys who fucked up their lives over a girl.

It had been worth it, and I do it again. 

My dad’s lawyer’s pressed for a quick hearing, and where Halston money talks, bullshit walks. Or whatever the fuck that saying was. I didn’t care. Being the son of a former professional hockey player and current coach for one of the best teams in the league had its perks. One of them was speeding up the court process. So I had that going for me at least. It was just about the only fucking thing.

I snagged a can of pumpkin beer from a large plastic tub filled with ice. Then I grabbed two more so I wouldn’t have to come back inside. I didn’t care about taste, just complete obliteration. I lifted a large bowl that only had the remnants of a bag of chips in the bottom, dumped the crumbs into another half empty bowl, dropped the two spare beers and added three more along with some ice. I was getting fucked up. End of story. 

A laughing girl in a Harley Quinn costume came into the kitchen along with a few other people. I could see their vague reflections in the window, and I watched for a second before they faded out and all I could see was Elora and Wyatt outside. She had on his jersey and what looked like a bunny costume. Cute. They grinned at each other then Wyatt kissed her in a NSFW way, and I tore my gaze away. 

That was something I didn’t need to see. I twisted the top off the beer and chugged it without it ever hitting my taste buds. It was nasty, but it would get the job done. I tossed the empty, grabbed a replacement, and headed out the sliding glass doors to the backyard. Couples hung out around the two fire pits. Other couples made their way to the recesses for some privacy. It wasn’t cold yet, just chilly. Getting a little action in the dark corners of the yard would warm plenty of people up tonight. Not me. I planned on not feeling a fucking thing. 

A cold breeze picked up some of the leaves collecting along the edge of the fence. I shivered, opening another nasty beer. I tried not to stare as Wyatt mouth fucked her. I tried not to imagine myself in his place. This thing I felt for her wasn’t logical. I’d barely talked to her, and she did the same, but just seeing her with him… I wanted her to look at me that way. I wanted her kind heart, her wide brown eyes, her innocent lips. 

Yeah, I was a fucking asshole. 

I’d never make a move on Wyatt’s girl. I wasn’t Lucas. Our former captain had dipped his wick in Veronica, Wyatt’s former girlfriend, one too many times. Not only did she get pregnant, Wyatt walked in on them doing the horizontal tango.

“Hey,” a soft voice said, pulling me out of the thoughts racing through my head. I glanced down at Trinity. Her blond hair was pulled tight into two cinnamon buns over her ears. Unlike any other Princess Leia costumes, she had on the white robes complete with brown belt and phaser. Her hand fell on my forearm, and I couldn’t yank it away. That was the one with the open beer. Spilling that shit on my clothes wasn’t happening. “You okay? You look a little lost.”

I quirked my lip. “Not lost, sweetheart. Just figuring out what chick’s up for sliding down on her knees tonight.” I stepped back and took in her body. “You game, Trin? I know what’s under that robe.”

Her breath caught in her throat, not from the insinuation but from the reminder. Freshman year, Trinity hooked up with one of the guys on the team. He took some photos, and they he shared them with a few of his friends. It wasn’t long before the entire campus had seen Trinity’s naked body along with select parts of his anatomy. I never understood why she didn’t transfer out.

I waited for the slap. It didn’t happen. Trinity pressed her eyes together and slipped past me. I heard the sliding glass door open and close. Yep, if Ridder gave out degrees in asshole, I’d have my PhD by now. 

“T.J. get over here,” Wyatt said, waving me toward him. His other hand rested on Elora’s perfect hip. 

Fuck me. 

She smiled and waved, too. 

Double fuck me. 

I took a short breath of cold air, drained my beer as I walked over, and put on a fake smile. 

Elora took my hand into her tiny ones. Her skin was ice, and it heated me from the inside. Triple fuck me. “I haven’t had the chance to thank you.”

I pulled my hand away, faster than I wanted to. “You don’t have anything to thank me for.” I glanced at a beaming Wyatt before I looked back into those big brown eyes. “Running from the cops is fun.”

Her smile fell for a moment.

“The cops?” a voice huffed beneath me. “I’m sure it wasn’t the first time you’ve been locked up.”

I turned my focus away from where it never should be toward the person who clearly wanted to judge me. The girl sipped on a nice normal bottle of water. 

“Nope. Not the first.” Then she glared up at me. Her deep hazel eyes narrowed, wrinkling the edges of her mouth and twisting her mouth in disgust. “Won’t be the last either.” I leaned down, close enough to be a creep but not close enough to interfere with her personal space. “You want to join me next time. I can think of a few things we can do in the cell. As long as you don’t mind an audience.”

She snorted and stood to face me. Her tall thin frame was on display in tight jeans and a form-fitting leather jacket. No costume. Bonus for her. Her skin was the color of coffee with cream, and I wanted to fucking taste it. Her eyes fake widened, and she pressed her tits against my chest as she lifted on her toes to whisper in my ear. “No fucking way.”

Quadruple fuck me. 



Deidre


What a prick. I fell back on my heels, took one of his beers out of the bowl he carried, and sat back down on the Adirondack chair I’d occupied. Elora stared at me, and I smiled at her. We weren’t friends exactly, but since Melody decided the after-game parties weren’t her thing, Elora begged me to come with her so she wouldn’t be alone.She also dragged me to a game. I wasn’t a huge hockey fan, but I knew enough about it to appreciate the flow. 

Of course, we’d lost. Mainly because of the dickhead who oogled Elora even though she was head over heels in love with Wyatt. Any idiot could see that. This one did, but he couldn’t stop undressing her with his eyes. I reached up, grabbed his free hand, and yanked him down to me. 

“Change of heart?” he asked as he knelt in a puddle of mud beside my chair. 

“Stop eye-fucking my friend,” I whispered as I stared into his unusual eyes, one hazel and one blue. “She’s taken.”

He leaned closer until his lips hovered over my ear. “No shit. I hadn’t noticed.”

Then he was gone. I glanced over my shoulder and saw him strolling toward the side of the house. A girl dressed as some version of Supergirl followed him. Her giggle echoed across the lawn.

“T.J. comes across as a jerk, but he’s pretty harmless,” Elora said, taking the chair next to me. She grinned, lost in her own happiness. It was sweet in an innocent way. I liked her, but her naivete wasn’t something I was used to. “He rushed Wyatt to the hospital after…” Her face fell, and that innocence disappeared for a moment. “Anyway, he ran a couple of red lights and the police tried to pull him over, but he kept going. That’s why he was in jail.” She shrugged and smiled again when she saw something over my shoulder. I turned back to see Wyatt strolling toward us with a mug in one hand and a bottle of water in the other. “Isn’t he sweet?”

“Yeah,” I said, knowing she meant Wyatt and not T.J. “You found a good one.”

Wyatt handed her the mug. Steam rolled off the top into the cool night. Elora shivered, warming her hands around the heated ceramic. That girl was always cold. I guess if I grew up on a yacht in the Caribbean, I’d be freezing too. Chicago was just as cold as it was here. Elora stood, and Wyatt sat in the chair, pulling Elora gently onto his lap. 

“Thanks for coming again,” Elora said. She sipped her drink, and I got a whiff of hot cocoa. “It would’ve been awkward to go to the game alone.”

Something crossed over Wyatt’s face, but he didn’t say anything. He squeezed her waist, and she beamed at him. 

“It was fun.” I suddenly felt like a third wheel. “I haven’t been to a game in years.”

That got Wyatt’s attention. “You like hockey?”

“It’s okay,” I said, honestly. “My dad’s a football fan so I went to plenty of those games. We had season tickets to the Bears.”

“I’m a big Vikings fan,” Wyatt said, not once taking his gaze off Elora.

“Of course, you are,” I said under my breath, but he still heard me. He laughed, but he still didn’t look anywhere other than her. That was my sign to go. I was partied out. Not that I was partying. “I’m going to split. I’ve got to get up early tomorrow.”

That caught Wyatt’s attention and this time he looked at me. “On the weekend?”

I grinned, and Elora snuggled into his shoulder. He kissed the top of her head. “You guys are too much.” I rolled my eyes, but I kept smiling. Maybe there as still hope for this world. “I volunteer at the homeless shelter across town. It’s my turn to make the eggs.”

Wyatt nodded, but he had lost all interest in anything but his girlfriend. 

“We’ll walk you back,” Elora said a little breathless. 

I pulled my phone out and waved it at her. “I’ll call an Uber. Don’t worry about me. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She giggled and nodded as Wyatt nuzzled her neck. Yeah, I wasn’t going to see her until Monday. I turned toward the house only to spot Supergirl coming around the side of the house. She pulled at her skirt, then she pressed her hand over her hair to smooth it down. 

That guy was a pig.








  
  
Chapter 2




T.J.


Ah, court. I hadn’t missed this. In my defense, this was my first offense as an adult. I’d get slapped with a fine, maybe a misdemeanor. Nothing major. It was just a matter of getting out of it without losing my place on the hockey team. If I lost that, I might as well as drop out of Ridder. Hockey was the only reason I was at school to begin with. I’d gotten drafted out of high school, and that made my father happy, but I wasn’t drafted high enough. So I decided to go to college instead. 

That pissed dear old Dad off. Until I was drafted again, higher and by his organization. Yep, my father’s team drafted me, and that kept me at Ridder. I could’ve gone pro, but I did not want to be under his thumb. And my agent worked for the Almighty Halston Hammer so… yeah. Rock meet hard place.

I pulled at the silk tie, a nice sky blue that paired will with my navy-blue Armani suit. Father’s latest wannabe wife had it sent, tailoring it to my measurements. I didn’t need a new suit. I still had the one I wore to during the draft, but the lawyer said blue not black. I stood in the galley of the courtroom with my lawyer, waiting my turn to go before the judge. 

It was nothing like the dark panel wood ones on TV. The judge’s desk was on a raised platform behind a tan partition that also hid the witness stand. A court clerk sat on a chair to the left near the jury box, ready before her machine. She was older with graying hair and an air of superiority about her. A handful of other people waited in the gallery. My nose itched at the faint smell of weed mixed with industrial cleaner. 

“State versus Tanner Halston, Jr.,” the bailiff called out. 

I followed Father’s lawyer to the defendant’s table. Mr. Fanks was a typical high-priced attorney with expensive cologne and clothes that reeked of money. His salt and pepper hair was always trimmed as if his stylist was on retainer. We stood as the charges were read. Nothing unexpected. The doors opened behind me as the judge stared at some paperwork. I almost turned around, but there wasn’t any point. And not cool.

“How do you plead?” the judge asked.

I stood straighter, again as instructed. 

“Your honor, my client pleads guilty on all charges and requests sentencing,” Mr. Fanks said with an authoritative voice. He’d wanted to drag it out, but I wanted it over with. If I was out of Ridder hockey, it was in my best interests to pack up and go immediately. “But before sentencing, I’d like to call some character witnesses.”

My head swiveled toward him. This was not what I expected, but I was willing to play any game it took to keep me on the team. Mr. Fanks motioned toward the back of the courtroom. Elora, Wyatt, and Damon sat in the last row to testify on my behalf. Even the cop who had tackled Wyatt in the emergency room was there. Each one read a statement to my stellar character, but mostly how I was willing to do anything for a friend in an emergency. The cop smiled at me as she shared her view of the situation. 

If the judge was impressed with my character, he didn’t show it. The prosecutor didn’t either when she scoffed. I just kept my face a mask of indifference. 

“Mr. Halston, it would seem you have friends who believe that you were doing what you felt was right even if it broke the law.” The judge didn’t give anything away. He glanced at the prosecutor. “Defendant is guilty of all charges, as he has plead; however, in light of his witnesses, sentencing will be two hundred hours of community service and his record will be expunged at such time of completion.”

“Your honor, Mr. Halston has done thirty hours of volunteer work with a youth hockey team already this semester as well as thirty hours at a local animal shelter, not counting financial donations to both. I’d like that taken into consideration,” Mr. Fanks said with a kindness I didn’t know he had. 

The judge looked at the prosecutor then at me. I kept a straight face and stopped myself from shrugging.

“Very well. The court accepts the sixty hours of previous community service and applies it. Mr. Halston will do one hundred forty hours.”

The gavel came down and shattered the weight on my shoulders. I could do one hundred and forty hours of community service before the playoffs easy. Hopefully, this verdict would lift my suspension from the team.

Mr. Fanks nodded toward the judge and shook the prosecutor’s hand. I kept my head high and followed him out of the courtroom. My gaze fell on Elora. She bit her lip, a tell-tale sign she was worried. I wanted to pull her into my arms, comfort her, hold her. Wyatt did exactly that. 

“Mr. Halston, we have a meeting with Mr. Meyers in twenty minutes. We cannot keep him waiting if you want to continue your college career here.” Mr. Fanks squeezed my shoulder in a fatherly way that I despised. 

“Just a minute,” I snapped before making my way to my friends. Just because the man wore a thousand dollar suit and was in my father’s pocket didn’t mean he was in charge. I hated lawyers. Damon, Wyatt, and Elora stood in a huddle, watching me approach. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“You’re welcome.” Damon crossed his arms over his chest.

I narrowed my eyes at him. Damon had gone from lovable goofball to one hundred percent dickhead since Melody dumped his ass. When I first met him at the beginning of our freshman year, he was smooth but funny, always clean and careful about his appearance. Now his brown hair needed a wash and cut, and that spark in his eyes that warned he was up to no good was missing. I wanted nothing more than to knock some sense into him.

“We just wanted our goalie back,” he added with a sneer to match one of my own. “Don’t fucking get arrested again.” 

I opened my mouth to respond, but a small hand on my forearm stopped me. Damon stomped away, twirling his keys in his hand. I glanced at Elora’s hand before meeting her soft gaze. And then Wyatt’s presence loomed large beside her. He pressed his lips into a thin line. I pulled my arm away. Wyatt knew I had… feelings? That’s what they called this knot in my chest whenever she was around, right? I’d never do anything about untying it either. Not as long as Wyatt was with her. Probably not even after that. She deserved so much better than someone like me. 

“You really didn’t have to,” I said to Wyatt. He nodded once then glanced away. Elora snuggled into his side, and that brought a smile to his face. “Jesus, get out of here.”

“I…” Elora looked up at Wyatt before taking a deep breath and meeting my gaze. “You never accepted my gratitude.”

“For what? Getting my ass arrested? Getting suspended? Sounds like a couple of reasons not to thank me.” I unbuttoned my jacket and rocked back on my heels.

Elora stepped forward and wrapped her arms around my waist. “For getting him to me. For being a good friend. I’m grateful for that, T.J.”

I had no choice. A hug not reciprocated was bad luck. At least that’s what I told myself as I wrapped my arms around her. I inhaled her sea breeze scent. Elora smelled like the ocean all the damn time. She smelled of promised paradise. I let go and stepped back, putting as much distance between us as I could without looking like an asshole. 

Wyatt’s jaw tightened; his hands balled into fists. “Ellie,” he whispered. 

Elora seemed to sense his distress and went back into the security of his arm. He pressed a soft kiss on her head. She beamed up at him like he was Saint Wyatt. If she only knew. 

“Yeah, so thanks,” I said, rubbing my hand through my stiff hair. Too much product to make me look like a nice, misunderstood youth who did the wrong thing for the right reason. I pointed at Fanks who tapped his loafers on the floor. “I have to go. I’ll see you guys later.”

I followed Fanks out and into the car that waited for us. The heat kicked on, and I could still smell Elora’s summery scent in my nose. And I could still see Wyatt’s stress. I hoped like hell my suspension got lifted. Hockey kept me focused. And I needed the distraction. I needed to get my mind off my friend’s girlfriend.



Deidre


I put my textbook to the side and leaned back on the couch. Environmental Economics was a lot harder than I expected, but it was a core requirement to get my degree. Mom said her daughters would save the world. My older sister was in her second-year residency in emergency medicine back in Chicago. And here I was, a twenty-year-old freshman working on a degree that Mom felt was beneath me. Taking two years off to volunteer in Costa Rica for our church had been a good idea, but I felt like I was behind everyone else. Mom, of course, did not think it was a good idea. It didn’t matter that I’d built houses and wells and pretty much anything they needed me to do.

It was Monday, and it was the Monday-est of Mondays. I’d overslept and was late to my first class. Then I’d freaking forgotten about a quiz. It was on the syllabus. I’d written in my planner. Still, I forgot. Ugh. This was my life now. Not helping anybody and working on a degree that I wasn’t sure I wanted. There had to be more to life than this.

“Hey.” Elora sat in the armchair across from me. She looked like she’d just gone to church. A long black raincoat covered a sea green wrap dress that was more spring than fall, but it was totally Elora. A pair of tan pumps rounded out the outfit. She’d even pulled her long brown hair back into a sleek ponytail.

I raised my eyebrows and pointed at her outfit. “Interview?”

“Court.” Her shoulders relaxed, and she slouched very unladylike in the chair. My mother would’ve frowned. I leaned forward, crossing my ankles together. “T.J.’s hearing was today. Wyatt and I went to support him, and Damon.”

“Ah,” I said, resting my chin on my hands. The team’s ace goaltender had led the cops on a dangerous chase. It didn’t matter that the goal had been to get Wyatt to Elora’s side at the hospital. Not to the cops at least. It wasn’t widely known why he’d done it, only that he had been suspended from the team for it. Fans weren’t too happy with him. “How’d it go?”

Elora shrugged then sat up. She tapped her nails on the coffee table. “I think we helped. The judge gave him community service.” She paused then pulled her phone out of her coat pocket. A smile filled her face, and I knew it was a text from Wyatt. That girl was head over heels for him and vice versa. “And he’s not suspended from the team anymore. He’s on probation until his community service ends. T.J. needs hockey.”

“Why do you say that?” I picked up my textbook and opened it to the page I had been reading. Truth be told, I didn’t really care about the hockey team. Dad loved the Bears, the Cubs, and he’d watch the Blackhawks only when there wasn’t anything else on. Football and baseball ruled. Hockey was like a filler sport. 

“He’s … got some issues. I mean, we all have issues, but T.J.’s seem to disappear on the ice. He’s focused on his job, and he’s great at it. Really great.” She set her phone on the coffee table between us, and I looked up from my book. “Wyatt said he was drafted after high school, but he decided to go to college first. I guess that’s a thing for hockey players. They can like sign with a pro team, but they don’t have to go pro right away. It’s really confusing.”

“Seriously?” That surprised me. I’d heard of baseball players doing that, too, but they didn’t sign with the team that drafted them. A guy like T.J. didn’t strike me as a college type. Not that I knew him, but his reputation spoke for itself. “Wonder why?”

Elora shrugged and picked up her phone. “He’s not a bad guy. Give him a chance.”

I raised my eyebrows again. 

“You’re coming with me on Friday, right? To the game?” She nibbled on her lower lip, a sure sign she was nervous. Even though I’d only known her for a few months, I could read her like a book. Elora wanted everything to be sunshine and roses. For her, it always had been right up until a crisis of conscience, and an asshole named Lawrence, happened this semester, but she was back to being the same innocent girl I met at freshman orientation. “Please?”

I really didn’t want to go, but Claire was Elora’s other option and too much of an introvert to go out. Melody wouldn’t set foot in the arena. Not after dumping Damon like a hot plate. She’d been on a rampage of frustration since, and she hadn’t been a lot of fun to be around. Elora and Melody had been close, but there was a rift lately. 

“Yeah, sure.” I leaned back on the couch with my book propped on my legs and my feet on the table. “Same seats?”

Elora nodded then came around the coffee table to hug me. “You’re the best.”

I held her arm. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Just… do me a favor. Whatever’s going on between you and Melody, work it out.”

She leaned away. “I’m trying. She’s just… She needs time, I think. It doesn’t help her that I’m around Damon a lot, and that she hears Wyatt talk about him. Damon’s done a one-eighty. She really hurt him, and I know she didn’t mean to, but she did. It’s hard.”

“Yeah, I get that. Just let her cry it out on your shoulder, and don’t talk to her about Damon. Tell Wyatt to avoid his name around her.” It was shitty advice really. I knew that but I gave it to her anyway. Melody had to work through her issues on her own, and she didn’t need to hear how much she’d hurt Damon in the process. 

Elora nodded. Her phone buzzed in her hand, and she almost dropped it on my lap. “I’ll talk to you later.” She swiped to answer, and a handsome man took up her screen. “Carlos!”

I smiled and went back to my book. Environmental Economics was going to kill me.








  
  
Chapter 3




T.J.


It felt good to be back on the ice. My suspension had kept me completely away from the team. I went to Hugh’s gym to work out, and I helped out the goalies on his youth team. That helped me stay in shape and not lose any flexibility. It wasn’t a long suspension, but long enough that missing a workout or two could lead to an injury. I stretched my legs out into splits. That wasn’t easy on skates. My inner thighs groaned with the deep pull. It felt fucking great.  

I’d met with my probation officer yesterday. Again, thank God for good lawyers. They push and shit gets done. After practice, I had to meet the community service coordinator and whatever it was they had me doing. My goal, have it all done asap. I’d have to work a little every day, but since Fanks had convinced the judge to take into consideration the time I’d done volunteering, it wouldn’t be as long. Good thing I planned my classes, so I had every Tuesday and Thursday off. I’d just have to work it around my practices, meetings, and games. 

Besides, working my ass off would keep me out of the apartment. Keep me away from Wyatt and Elora. 

Bonus. 

After that hug, I needed to stay as far away from her as I could. Wyatt was secure in his relationship with Elora, but he wasn’t as secure in his friendship with me. I got it. Lucas had fucked him over, and everyone else had to pay for it. 

I skated to the bench and headed off the ice. First one on the rink, last one off. Just like I preferred.

Coach stopped me before I went into the locker room. He stared at me and shook his head before motioning back toward the ice. His office was off the locker room, and he liked to talk on the bench sometimes. I sat down and waited for the tirade.

“You good?” He sat beside me and crossed his arms. His gaze drifting over the empty rink. “This shit over?”

I nodded. 

“You get arrested again, I’ll kick you off.” He turned toward me. “I don’t care who your daddy is.” 

I pressed my lips together trying to keep my foot out of my mouth. I failed. “Kick me off now then.”

“Don’t push me.” Coach glared with the anger of a man who hated to lose. I could relate to that, and I didn’t care. “I mean it, T.J. I’m not in the mood for any more shit this season. We need to focus if we’re going to repeat.”

“Yeah, I get that.” I tapped my stick against the boards. “I didn’t plan on getting arrested in the first place. It’s not something I want to do again.”

“Good. Just making sure we’re clear.” He stood, but I wasn’t done. 

“You know, it would be nice if you gave more of a shit about your players than your fucking winning record.” I glared at him, threw my legs over the boards, and pushed my way back on the ice. 

Fuck that man. Fuck this game. Fuck everything. I didn’t give a fuck anymore. 

“I don’t have to play you,” he shouted as I circled the net. “You can ride the fucking bench and let your team down. Let yourself down. Get your head out of your ass, Halston.”

Settling between the pipes, I pretended someone was coming at me. My nose even smelled fresh cut ice as if blades cut fresh grooves. I could hear the sounds of a crowd, the hard breaths of my opponents. It was exhilarating. I slid from one side of the net to the other, blocking imaginary shots. Sweat dripped along the edges of my mask. My hair stuck to my forehead. I kept blocking. I kept sliding. I kept going. 

Coach’s words echoed between my ears. Get your head out of your ass. I worked harder. Get your head out of your ass. I left the crease and skated as fast as I could down the ice to the other goal. Get your head out of your ass. I raced myself. Goalies need speed between the pipes, not down the ice, but I pushed myself until my legs were rubber and my pads felt like they weighed a hundred extra pounds.

Get your head out of your ass.

I wondered if dear old Dad told him to say that to motivate me. Dear old Dad who knew nothing about loyalty. Dear old Dad who knew nothing about having your friend’s backs. Sure, on the ice he did, but outside the rink, he’d fail them all every single time. 

God, I hated myself for even thinking that shit. Coach always had our backs. Always. He wouldn’t do anything my father ordered him to do. That wasn’t Coach. I owed him an apology.

My throat burned, and I skated to the bench to head to the locker room. I stopped when I saw him. Damon sat in his street clothes with his hands clasped in front of him, elbows on his knees. His eyes ringed in dark circles. 

“He yell at you, too?” I asked, leaning on the edge of the boards. 

Damon nodded.

“Let me guess, stop drinking, get your shit together or I’ll bench you. Sound about right?” I reached for my water bottle still setting on the bench. “You tell him to fuck off?”

“Can’t.” Damon finally looked me in the eye. His despair was like a tornado in his gaze. “He wants me to go to therapy, talk to the school’s shrink.”

I snorted at that. There wasn’t anything wrong with therapy, but Damon didn’t need a therapist. The only thing that would cure his problem was getting over Melody. Funny, not once did Coach mention therapy to me. Not that I’d go. Been there, done that, got the bumper sticker for Father’s car.

“I heard him threaten to bench you. That’s bullshit.” Damon pushed his hair back from his face. Damn he looked like death warmed over, then overcooked a third time. 

“You sleep last night?” I asked before draining my water. 

He shook his head and pushed to his feet.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said, waddling around the bench to the tunnel. Walking on skates wasn’t pretty. “Get a pizza, play Call of Duty. You need a good ass-kicking.”

Damon chuckled behind me. “You’re aim sucks, that’s why you’re in net not forward.”

“Maybe,” I smirked, “but we could both use some down time to shoot shit. Even if it’s imaginary people. Think Wyatt wants in?”

There was a long pause and Damon cursed under his breath. “Elora will probably be there.”

“So?” My chest tightened, but I played it off. “She sucks. We can kick her ass too.”

“Man, I see the way you look at her, T.J. Don’t act like it doesn’t bother you.” 

I stopped outside the locker room and turned toward him, ready to defend myself, but I saw the sincere look on his face. It was the first time since Melody dumped him that he didn’t look like someone stepped on his dog. He still looked like shit, but this was more of the old Damon not the new pissed off, depressed version. “Yeah, it bothers me, but it doesn’t matter, does it? She’s Wyatt’s girl, and that’s a line I won’t cross.”

Damon nodded and frowned. “You’re a good guy even though you’re an asshole.”

I laughed for the first time that day. A night of video games and pizza sounded like the perfect way to blow off some steam. “Shit.” 

“What?” Damon asked as we walked into the empty locker room. It smelled like sweat, soap, and too much body spray. It smelled like hockey. I fucking loved it and hated it at the same time. 

“I’ve got to meet with the community service adviser in ten. Shouldn’t take too long.” I stripped off my pads and sniffed my pits. There wasn’t time for a shower. “Order the pizza, use my card. By the time it gets there, I should be back.”

“Meat lover’s?” Damon didn’t hesitate to let me pay. Father had enough money. Damon didn’t. I bought a lot of pizzas and food. He wasn’t too proud. It wasn’t charity either. I took care of those who took care of me. 

“Get two. Extra large. Leftovers for breakfast.” Damon started toward the doors as I unstuck my shirt from my chest. “Don’t let Elora get any fucking pineapple on them either. She wants pineapple, order her a pie of her own. That shit doesn’t belong on pizza,” I shouted after him. He waved his hand to acknowledge he heard me and kept on walking. 

Damon would be fine. Coach should be able to see that. Therapy wasn’t for him. He just needed to move on from Melody. 

Get your head out of your ass.

Fuck him. My head wasn’t near my ass. I just had my priorities straight, and Coach was too damn blind to see it.



Deidre


Chelsea Pitt was in charge of student community service on campus, and I volunteered to help her. Ridder Restore did a lot of things from tech drives to suicide hotlines to the annual holiday toy drive. She wasn’t my biggest fan, not that she didn’t appreciate my help, but I was very outspoken on the things I wanted to do around here. For one, I suggested we open up the campus suicide hotline to include anyone who just needed to talk. She didn’t approve, so I went over her head to the dean of student affairs and made the suggestion. He thought it was a great idea. Calls had gone up fifty percent, and our volunteers were always busy during their shifts. I’d also opened the coat drive two weeks earlier than normal, just as new coats were hitting the stores. Donations went up thirty percent. I played it off that I’d written the date down wrong, but she didn’t buy it.

She really hated my call out for old clothes and blankets for Paws and Pets, a local pet shelter where I volunteered. Not that she didn’t support it, she wanted to be in charge of everything.

Our meeting tonight was for the toy drive. My sister had managed the toy drive during her time at Notre Dame, a much bigger school with a lot more money than Ridder. She set the record for the number of toys collected by a college campus her senior year. Something my mom didn’t fail to remind me of when I mentioned the drive. 

“You should talk to Deanna. She knows how to run a toy drive,” Mom had said last night during our scheduled weekly phone call. Yep, I had an appointment to talk to my mother once a week and I could not miss it.

I told her I’d call my sister, but that wasn’t happening. Deanna was busy with her residency. She didn’t need her perfectly capable little sister bothering her. 

“We have about six volunteers for this so far, including us.” Chelsea set the pages of directives at each place around the rectangular table. Our meetings were in one of the smaller conference rooms in the library. I followed behind her, placing pencils alongside the pages. The room was chilly, and I wished I had a sweater. “That’s not too bad.”

It wasn’t great either, but I didn’t say anything. I’d learned when to keep my mouth shut and when to speak up around her. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to tell her that six wasn’t enough. I just needed to find the right time. Chelsea would get defensive and shut me out of everything if I spoke too soon. Like with the beginning of the year tech drive. I’d told her we needed to do a rush at each dorm and the student apartments. She didn’t like it, and it didn’t happen. After that, she kept me away from the tech drive and that was not my goal. Might have also been the catalyst for my other two faux pas.

I liked to help people and animals. I loved it actually. It gave me that feeling of accomplishment that nothing else did. 

“Oh, I meant seven. Sorry, I forgot about a late add.” She grinned, and there was a challenge in it. “See? The more word gets out, the more people who decide to help. That’s what we want.”

I just returned her smile.

The other four volunteers arrived one at a time until six of us sat at the rectangular table in muted silence. Apparently, number seven decided not to show. Chelsea launched into the plan to collect toys, which was pretty much the same plan everyone else had who did this. Our toys would go the Marines for distribution. Chelsea had worked with them the last few years, so she had a handle on how to make sure we didn’t step on anyone’s toes. 

“Why?” a skinny guy asked as he pushed up his glasses.

“Why what?” Chelsea asked, sugaring her voice to the point of a toothache. She even added a hair flip to impress him. Or maybe to show she was top dog. I’ve hair flipped before but only when I was flirting. Chelsea definitely wasn’t flirting. 

“Why aren’t we just doing the collection under their name instead of using Ridder’s?” He pushed his glasses up again, and the door to the room opened.

“Because—“she kept going but my focus shifted to where number seven strolled in.

T.J. sauntered in not at all embarrassed about being twenty minutes late. He met my gaze and smirked. His mismatched eyes downright sparkled with either mischief or something darker. Either way, he didn’t break our stare-down as he took the empty seat at the end of the table. There was something primal about him, and his gaze made me shift in my seat. His eyes unnerved me in a way I couldn’t quite place. I had no idea what Chelsea had said, but I turned my head toward her and smiled in what I hope looked like support. 

“Oh,” the guy said when she was done. 

Chelsea turned her attention to the new arrival, and her face lit up like a spotlight had been directed her way. “Hi,” she said with another hair flip. That one was definitely a flirting flip. “You must be Tanner.”

His face darkened for a flash, then he grinned. “T.J.”

“You’re on the hockey team, right?” she asked, leaning forward and resting her elbow on the table. She propped herself up with her fist and made sure her cleavage was visible. “Tell us, what made you decide to join the toy drive this year?”

T.J. laughed and matched her pose. “The judge.”

She sat back and pressed her lips together. T.J. chuckled, and I had to swallow back a laugh myself. She composed herself, but I didn’t take my eyes off T.J. He watched Chelsea like a hawk hunting prey. He probably did that with every girl he ever met. Sizing them all up to see how long it would take to get them into his bed. I’d met plenty of guys like that, even fell for one in high school. Their entire goal was to play sports and get laid. 

Chelsea went through the packet she’d placed on the tables. It was all pretty basic, and it was pretty lame. We could do so much more if she would just think outside the box. 

“What about the mall?” I asked as we went through the list of set up locations.

“The mall? Nobody goes to the mall anymore,” she said with a laugh that just grated on my skin. “It would be a waste of time.”

“But it’s Christmas. The outdoor mall over off Hampton would be a great place for our bins.” I pulled up my phone and pointed to the location just outside of town. “Plus, there’s a pop-up toy store that sets up there every year from November to December, kind of like those Halloween stores that show up a few months early. And the mall has plenty of empty space, and I’m sure they’d let us use one of the storerooms.”

“I’ll—“

“I have a contact,” I said before she decided she’d call. A huff sounded from the end of the table and I glanced at T.J. “What?”

He just shrugged like he hadn’t made a noise. 

Chelsea glared at me. “We’ll talk about this later.”

It was my turn to take the shrugging route. I wanted to smack her and remind her this wasn’t a competition, but that was a moot point for Chelsea. Her whole goal in life was to be a trophy wife. She had made it clear she wanted to volunteer so when she married her boyfriend, who she swore was NFL bound, she’d be able to start a his and her charity like a lot of athletes did. There wasn’t anything wrong with that, expect she didn’t want to do anything other than slap her name on it and call it a day. 

I wanted to actually make a difference.

“Hampton Heights will let us collect toys,” T.J. said as he stared at his phone. “They’ll have a set up for Santa and we can advocate in the same space. It’s near the pop-up toy store, and there’s a storeroom nearby where we can store donations.” He looked up, a smug smile creeping over his thin face. “Problem solved. Is this over now? I have a date.”

Chelsea stared at him open-mouthed. “How did you do that?”

“The guy who owns the mall is a major supporter of the team.” T.J. leaned forward and pushed himself to his feet. “Make sure you mark down I was here for the full hour. I’ll see you next week.”

He was halfway out of the door when my brain finally caught up with what the hell just happened. He’d steamrolled Chelsea. With my idea. I was happy we would be at Hampton Heights. That was my goal. It didn’t even bother me that he’d done the rest of the work in two minutes. It did bother me that Chelsea just let him leave. 

T.J. glanced at me over his shoulder before he closed the door. He winked.

I hated that man.









