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Nothing screams captain material like messing around with the coach’s daughter . . .


Cooper


As a pro-bound college ice hockey player, I usually have my pick of puck bunnies. But lately, I’ve been in a dry spell that feels more like a curse, and the stress is affecting my game – the one thing that can’t happen if I’m going to make team captain.


Enter Penny Ryder.


She’s my coach’s daughter, but from the moment she grabs me on the ice rink, she’s the only thing on my mind. She wants me to introduce her to all the things she’s been dying to experience in the bedroom. If I say yes, I’ll be relaxed on the ice again – but if her dad finds out, I can kiss any chance of being captain goodbye.


Penny


Thanks to the ex from hell, I’m a long way from being ready for a relationship – but it’s finally time to reclaim my agency, one sexual experience at a time.


Enter Cooper Callahan.


He’s the most casual guy I can think of – but he just so happens to be my hockey coach dad’s star defenseman. The agreement is simple: become secret friends-with-benefits until he makes captain, whilst I cross off all the experiences on my list. Yet the longer our connection goes on, the less I want to say goodbye.


I know love can lead to heartbreak, but what if it could also clear the ice for a breakaway . . .?









For Moira, who loved Cooper from the start.









AUTHOR’S NOTE


While I have tried to stay truthful to the realities of college hockey and college sports in general throughout this book when possible, there may be inaccuracies within, both intentional and unintentional.


Please visit my website for full content warnings, as some heavy topics are discussed in this book.
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COOPER


AFTER A LIFETIME of waking up at random times to head to the rink, plus two full seasons of McKee hockey, you’d think I wouldn’t mess up something as stupid as the time of the season-opener exhibition.


Yet here I am, running at a full tilt to Markley Center, my duffel bag slung over my shoulder like it’s full of cash and I’m trying to get to the getaway car before the cops. I dash across a crosswalk, ignoring the outraged honk of a car as the driver brakes to avoid me, and almost fall on my ass as I hustle past a group of students pre-gaming on their way to a party.


I smack into a girl’s shoulder, and she wheels on me, shouting, “Watch out, asshole!”


I’m not fast enough to dodge the cup of beer she throws at me.


Fantastic. I wipe the drip away as best as I can while running. When I finally reach the doors, I yank them open and skid inside.


I make it into the locker room at the exact moment Coach Ryder wraps up his pre-game chat. All my teammates are wearing our home purple, pads on, skates on, sticks and helmets in hand. This game against the University of Connecticut won’t count for the standings, but it signals that it’s time to get serious. After weeks of preparation for the season, it’s our first chance to show Coach how much we’ve absorbed the new playbook—and a chance for me to make my case for captain.


Right now, though? He gives me a hard look with those pale blue eyes that can cut through you like a knife. They remind me of my father’s, and not in a good way. “Go on,” he says. “Show me what you’ve got, gentlemen.”


“Where were you?” Evan, my defensive partner, asks me. He shakes out his braids before he puts his helmet on. “And why do you smell like a frat house?”


“I got stuck in class.” That’s not technically a lie; I just thought I had more time for office hours with Professor Morgenstern. I needed to beg her for an extension on my Macbeth essay for her Shakespeare seminar, and when she gets going, it’s hard to wrap up the conversation. The semester has been underway for a month now, but I still don’t have my shit together, especially for the three seminars I’m taking. Shakespeare. The Feminist Gothic. Fucking Milton. I haven’t done my readings in a week.


I pull my sweatshirt over my head and shove it into my locker along with my lucky Yankees cap. “I’ll see you on the ice.”


“Callahan,” Coach Ryder calls. “A word.”


My stomach sinks even though I expected as much. I keep undressing, throwing on my pads as quickly as I can while doing it right, but look up when I hear his footsteps.


I’ve had a lot of coaches in my life, but no one screams “hockey coach” like Lawrence Ryder. He always wears a collared shirt, not just for games but for practices too, and while he hasn’t played since his senior year at Harvard—when he led his team to a Frozen Four victory—he has the crooked nose and hard-ass attitude to prove he did his time on the ice. He’s improved my game so much in our first two seasons together, and we’ve spoken about the future—the only future I’ll accept for myself—in a way I can’t with my actual father.


I know Dad will never admit it, probably because Mom won’t let him, but I’m sure he still wishes that I fell in love with football like him and my older brother James. Instead, I traded cleats for skates and never looked back.


“Why were you late?” Coach asks.


I bend to lace up my skates. “I lost track of time, sir.”


“Is that why you smell like cheap beer?”


“A girl spilled a beer on me. Outside the rink.” I look up at him as I stand, balancing on the blades of my skates. “It won’t happen again.”


“What did you lose track of time doing?” The unspoken question hangs in reserve. Not that I’ve ever spoken to Coach about my personal life, but it’s not exactly a secret that under normal circumstances, I spend my free time getting tours of the campus dorms, one Daddy’s little girl at a time.


“I was in office hours with a professor.”


He nods. “Fine. But I don’t want you coming in late again, Callahan. Especially not for an actual game. Preparation—”


“—Makes the game,” I finish. I’ve heard it from him many times. He expects the best from all of us, but especially from players like me, the ones with a shot at a future in hockey.


Coach Ryder is a college coach; we’re students, not his employees. McKee University isn’t paying us to play. We’re here for an education, however important sports are to the overall profile of the college. Academics are supposed to come first—but he’s known since freshman year that if I could, I would have declared for the NHL Draft the moment I turned eighteen. I’m getting my degree for my parents; my dad has always urged us to consider past our athletic careers to the rest of our lives. Originally, I wanted to play in a junior league, get drafted, and work on an online degree in between, but that wasn’t enough for him and Mom. The only consolation? I’ve had great preparation for the NHL so far at McKee, so hopefully I’ll be able to go straight into the league, rather than start at a farm team, as soon as I graduate.


I just need to get through two more years. Two more seasons. Now that I’m an upperclassman, the pressure has ratcheted up even higher. The crop of seniors who graduated left the team in a precarious position, and if there’s anything that would help solidify my post-grad plans, it would be two full seasons as team captain, proving that I can lead as well as play. I don’t know if he’s considering me for it yet, but I hope like hell that he is.


“Yes,” Coach says, those serious eyes still studying me closely. “And I thought we cleared up your issues last season.”


I hold my chin up, despite the hurt that hooks into my belly and tugs, like a fish caught on a line. We fell just short of Regionals last season for lots of reasons, but I won’t pretend that the fighting penalty that led to my suspension from the last game of the season didn’t play a big factor. I should have been on the ice for that game, and I wasn’t. “We did.”


“All right,” he says. He claps me on the shoulder. “Warm up quickly. Show me what you’ve got.”


After the quickest stretch I can get away with, I head to the ice. Even though it’s only an exhibition game, there are a bunch of students here, and even some supporters for UConn. While the football program is the jewel of the school, McKee hockey games turn out a good crowd.


Evan and I are first shift defenders now, so when Coach Ryder stops his chat with UConn’s head coach and the referee signals the first faceoff, we’re already on the ice, in position to protect our goalie, Remmy—Aaron Rembeau—and our zone. I settle into the game quickly, relishing in the pace, however low stakes, of a game. When the season officially starts this Friday, it’ll really feel like I’ve moved on. Since the spring, I’ve stewed over the failure of last season and everything that came along with it, but I’m finally close to wiping the slate clean.


The puck rockets down the ice, followed by one of the UConn players. I meet him at the edge of the defensive zone and try to jostle him for it, but misread his pass. The puck ends up on our side of the rink, deftly brought in by another player on UConn’s offense. He slaps it straight between Remmy’s legs into the net.


Shit. I don’t usually make mistakes like that.


I skate off the ice when my shift ends and watch the second shift take over. Settling on the bench, I gulp down some water. Despite all the conditioning to stay in shape in the off-season, I’m heaving from the near two-minute sprint. I rub at my chest guard. There’s a knot of pressure building behind it, making it hard to swallow. It’s not just about being late and missing the opportunity to screw my head on straight before the game, or about letting that goal through. It goes deeper than that, running like a fissure down my breastbone.


The pressure of performing well so the NHL will come calling when I graduate.


The pressure of helping the team make it to the Frozen Four this season, rather than sabotaging the whole effort.


The pressure of taking care of my little sister Izzy, a freshman at McKee this year, like my parents are expecting from me now that James has graduated and gone on to the NFL.


Usually, the ice is where I want to be. I’m focused there. Calm. But during practice for the last few weeks, and now during this game, and last spring when I punched Nikolai Abney-Volkov in the mouth and got us both ejected from the game, I’ve been losing my grip on that focus, along with everything else.


If I’m being perfectly honest with myself, there’s another reason, too. Something I haven’t wanted to name, because it sounds stupid, even in my head. It’s one thing to like sex, and another to feel like I’m on edge because I haven’t had it.


But I haven’t gotten laid in months.


Months.


The last time I saw a pair of tits, it was spring. Now it’s almost fucking October, and I’m striking out with every girl I try to chat up. Usually, my status as a star hockey player on campus leads to my choice of puck bunnies, but now, I’m not getting their attention. I don’t know what’s wrong with me; why it feels like I have cooties or some grade school shit like that. I look the same, act the same, talk the same—and the charm that used to lead to me fielding multiple offers a night is giving me a big fat nothing.


Sex wouldn’t solve anything, but getting off inside a girl instead of my fist would be a start, however embarrassing that sounds.


We’re only playing a few ten-minute periods, since this game’s just for practice, so time flies by, and soon we’re in the last few minutes, knotted at 1–1.


“Callahan,” Coach says. “You and Bell are back in.”


Evan and I hop over the boards and settle in. Not thirty seconds go by before one of our freshmen, Lars Halvorsen, sends a beauty of a shot into the UConn net. We skate over to congratulate him. It’s not a real game goal, but he’s talented, so I’m sure he’ll have his first one soon enough. Plus, it breaks the tie, and we won’t have overtime for a game like this. Another minute, and we’ll be able to hit the showers and go home.


We win the faceoff, but we’re quickly forced back into our own defensive zone thanks to good pressure. A UConn player shoves Evan into the boards behind the net. I rush over to see if I can jostle the puck free and smack it away, forcing a chase until time runs out.


“—Mom was a hot lay,” the UConn player is chirping as he pins Evan with his shoulder. “When did she have you, when she was fifteen?”


Evan freezes. For a heart-stopping moment I think he’s hurt, but then I realize that he’s working back tears. My whole body locks up, my heart pounding so hard I can hear the rush of blood in my ears.


Evan’s not just my teammate, he’s one of my best friends.


And his mother died of cancer over the summer.


My fist connects with the UConn player’s jaw with a satisfying jolt.
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COOPER


DISTANTLY, I hear the referee’s whistle. Feel the arms of someone pulling me back. The UConn guy gets in a shot, knocking my helmet askew as he connects with my mouth, before we’re hauled away from each other. I poke my tongue at the corner of my mouth and taste copper.


Guys chirp at each other all the time, and there’s no way he could have known he was touching such a sore subject.


But I know, and I won’t fucking stand for it. Even if it means dealing with Coach Ryder’s anger.


His eyes are blazing when I make it to the bench. He scrubs his hand over his clean-shaven jaw. The buttons on his shirt look like they’re about to pop off. For half a second, I’m convinced he’s going to chew me out right here, but then he shakes his head. “I want you in my office.”


I nod. “Yes, sir.”


I hold my head up as I walk to the locker room. I even keep my shit together as I unlace my skates and take off my gear, piece by sweaty piece. The team files in around me, hushed in their talking even though we got the win. A bunch of the guys hit the showers, but I know Coach means he wants to see me now, not after I’ve washed the grime of the game away.


I catch sight of myself in a mirror. I look like a wreck, my hair flopping into my eyes, blood dripping down from my lip into my beard. I pick up my stick and crack it in half right over my knee, then throw the pieces onto the floor. Behind me, someone coughs.


Fuck.


I don’t regret defending Evan, but I hate that Mr. “Yo Mama” Douchebag baited me into taking a real swing.


I knock on Coach’s door out of habit, even though he’s still out with the team, and sink into the chair in front of the desk.


When the door opens, I don’t look up. Coach’s disappointed face is just like my dad’s, and I see that often enough.


I hear him settle into his chair. He leans back, and the chair creaks in the silence. He clears his throat.


“Callahan,” he says.


That makes me look at him. That’s a difference. Dad says my first name, Cooper, but here, I’m Callahan. I’m the name stitched on the back of my purple-and-white McKee sweater. It’s my family’s name, but at least on the ice, it’s only mine. Dad and James can have it on the football field, but I’ve never been comfortable there. My adopted brother and best friend, Sebastian, can choose to wear it on his baseball jersey. The ice is all mine.


He sighs. “Late, sloppy, and short-tempered. You promised me different.”


I swallow. I deserve to hear what he’s saying, but it still stings. “I know, sir.”


“Want to explain what happened?” he says. “Because Bell won’t stop babbling, and I love that kid, but he doesn’t make a lick of sense when he’s all worked up.”


I bite my lip, accidentally digging my teeth into the cut. I hold back a wince as I look at Coach. “That guy was talking shit about his mother.”


Coach’s mouth twists. “Fuck.”


“I know we agreed no fighting—”


“We didn’t agree,” he interrupts. “I gave you an order, which you were supposed to follow. And you didn’t.”


“I couldn’t let him get away with it.”


“So you retaliate in a way that won’t lead to penalties.” He pinches his nose, shaking his head as his eyes close. “You’re lucky it happened in a game like this, because I managed to keep you eligible for the season opener.”


He looks at me, working his jaw. When he raises one eyebrow, I just stare back at him. I know he’s expecting an apology, but I’m not about to give it. Not for defending my teammate. Truthfully, I didn’t even think about whether the fight would lead to a suspension until this very moment.


Another mistake. Another slip in the opposite direction; down the mountain rather than up to the summit.


“Someone needed to shut him up,” I say eventually.


He stands, turning to look at a photo on the wall behind his desk. The photographer captured the exact moment his team realized they won the Frozen Four—the excitement, the joy, the sheer fucking relief to have made it to the top of that mountain. I want that to be me, just in royal McKee purple instead of crimson, waving the cup up high.


And that’s before I get to the NHL and I’m raising the Stanley Cup, of course.


“I want you to be captain,” he says.


Of all the things I was expecting him to say right now, that wasn’t at the top of the list. I wasn’t sure it would even be on the list anymore.


“Sir,” I say, smoothing out my sweatshirt and sitting up straighter. “I. . .”


“Of course, I can’t do that if you’re going to get yourself thrown out thanks to fighting penalties,” he says. “Or if you’re going to play like crap. You have the potential to be the leader of this team, Callahan. I want you to be. You have the hunger.” He points to the photograph. He’s right in the middle of the huddle of Harvard players, recognizable even over twenty years in the past, the ‘C’ on his jersey shining like a beacon. “If we go anywhere this season, it’ll be thanks to you.”


I swallow down the emotion threatening to show on my face. It’s one thing to know you’re talented and another to hear it put so plainly. Captain. I’ve been trying to make my case, of course, but I didn’t really think it would happen this year. When last year’s group of seniors graduated, it really weakened the team, but there are still a few talented upperclassmen.


“But I’m just a junior,” I say. “What about one of the seniors? Brandon or Mickey? Brandon’s the center.”


He shakes his head. “If it’s going to be anyone, it’ll be you. But you need to earn it. Do you understand? No more fighting. Keep your head down and focus on your game.”


I nod. “Got it.”


Anything for that ‘C’ on my sweater. James was the de facto captain of the football team last year, and now he’s leading the offense for the Philadelphia Eagles. It’s not a direct comparison, considering how different football and hockey are, but two seasons as captain—hopefully of a Frozen Four finalist team—will help build my case for the NHL and the nice rookie deal I’m hoping to scoop up.


“I have an idea that I think will help,” he says. “You know the rink in town?”


It takes me a moment, but then I picture it in my mind. Moorbridge Skating Center. It’s downtown, near the arcade. James and I went there last year with his girlfriend, Bex—now his fiancée—to teach her how to skate. “Yeah.”


“The owner, Nikki Rodriguez, is looking for help. They have skating lessons, that sort of thing.”


My excitement sours; I can see where this is going. Everything costs something when it comes to Coach Ryder. “And?”


“And I think you’d be a perfect volunteer. You’ll go, starting on Wednesday, to help with the lessons. There’s a junior ice sports class that meets every week.”


I bite back the urge to tell him that honestly, getting laid would probably be a better route to stress relief. “To help. . . the kids?”


“You were their age once, finding your passion for skating and hockey. Help teach them how to unlock that. I think it’ll help you find some patience.” He claps my shoulder. “Which you’ll need if you’re going to be my captain.”


“I can’t,” I say. “I don’t even—”


“Son, listen.” He leans back against the edge of his desk, crossing his arms over his chest. His gaze is sympathetic, but that does nothing to undercut the intensity in his eyes. “Not to use the obvious metaphor, but the ice? It’s thin. Either you do this and get your head on straight, or the next time you lose your temper, however justified, you’ll leave me no choice but to bench you.”
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PENNY


I WORK THE TOY even deeper, my toes curling against the sheets as my knees fall open. I let out a little gasp as it hits the right angle. It might not be a warm cock, but it’s at least as thick, making it easier to coax along my fantasy. I drag it in and out, turning my head into my pillow as my mind fills with the right images. Strong, tattooed arms hooking my legs around his trim waist. Biting my neck before he turns me over, spanking my ass as he spreads my legs. His rough voice in my ear, whispering about how good I’m being, smelling like—


No. Not that. Anything but that.


I shake my head as the fantasy falters. I arch my back, searching for enough sensation to keep it going, but it’s useless. My eyes fly open, the fantasy fleeing as images—the bad kind—flood my mind. I dig down against my lip, panting. Half an hour spent working myself up, only to hit a wall again. I scrub my hand over my face.


Three times in a row now. I’ve worked hard for years to keep Preston—and any future Prestons—out of my life, but lately, he’s found a way into my fantasies. My happy place. There are two things he’s never been able to touch, my fantasies and the stories I scribble into my notebooks, but after this? It’s safe to say that the former just broke.


I used to be able to whip up a good fantasy scenario without a problem. Some girls don’t like to masturbate, but I’ve enjoyed it ever since I realized how good I could make myself feel. A couple minutes thinking about Mat Barzal or Tyler Seguin, or if I was in more of a supernatural mood, a sexy werewolf or orc, and I’d be ready to go. Lately? I get as far as my fantasy guy thrusting inside me, and no matter what I imagine, whether it be the position, the setting, or the specific type of boning we’re doing, my orgasm dissolves like a rock hitting the center of a lake, never to be recovered. The spicy romance novels haven’t helped. Neither have the hockey highlights. Not even revisiting the sexiest parts of my half-written novel has led anywhere. Something reminds me of that February night, of him, and a hint of panic poisons it all.


As I press my hand to my chest, trying to ease my racing heart, I swallow down that spoonful of poison, willing it to neutralize. I’ve worked with Dr. Faber for years on how to pull myself back from the edge before I spiral. It’s okay to be frustrated. I don’t have to let it control me.


Except three times now, it has.


Just like that, my arousal is gone completely, replaced by a dangerous, brief flicker of unease that makes my stomach roll. I swallow as I try to relax my tight shoulders. I stare down at the dildo in my hand and fight a wave of revulsion. “Fuck!”


I throw it across the room.


My roommate bursts in, wrapped in a towel, her dark hair hanging over one shoulder, eyes wild with panic. Is that a razor in her hand?


“What’s going on?” she demands—at the exact second my bright blue dildo hits her in the face.


You know when you see something horrible happen in real time, and it feels like slow-motion? Yeah. That’s my dildo hitting Mia like a freakin’ puck to the face guard. It smacks her cheek, the fake balls bouncing, before landing on the floor with a wet smack.


We stare at each other for a moment that stretches out for approximately a million years. Her grip tightens on the razor as she wipes at her cheek.


I remember something very terrifying. My best friend used to play softball, and she was a pitcher.


“Penny!” she shrieks, slicing through the air with the razor wildly. I duck, but it doesn’t leave her hand. “I thought you were dying or something! What was that?”


I throw the blanket over my head. The mortification of this moment hits me like an avalanche, and if I look at Mia for even half a second longer, I might throw up. My cheeks must be redder than my hair. “I’m so sorry!”


“Fucking Christ. You threw Igor at me? I’m going to murder you!”


This stops my would-be anxiety attack in its tracks. I make myself into a tiny ball, torn between screaming again in frustration and laughing. If I laugh, though, Mia might slice me open with that razor. She names all my sex toys, and I forgot the big blue dildo’s name until now. Igor.


She snatches the blanket off my head. I grab it back and use it to cover my boobs. Why did I have to get myself totally naked for this? The murderous expression should make me want to flee, but it bursts open the floodgates instead; I double over in laughter that feels dangerously close to tears. I feel her pull my hair, but I just snort.


“Igor,” I say in between wheezes. “He went flying.”


“And now I’m traumatized for life.” I peek at Mia; she’s wiping at her face again. I don’t blame her. I might not have gotten off, but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t feeling it. I’ve held back her hair while she threw up in the gutter, but that doesn’t mean she wants my. . . stuff. . . all over her face.


“You should probably go back into the shower.”


“You’re lucky I don’t kill you right here.” She smirks, but then her expression softens. “You couldn’t do it? Still?”


“No. And now I can’t stop thinking about. . . him. Ugh.” I press the heels of my hands over my eyes as my amusement fades. “Fuck this. I’m so tired of being stuck.”


Mia sits on the edge of my bed, her hazel eyes big as she looks at me. She rubs her hand over my shin. “He’s just a memory.”


I take a deep breath and nod. She’s right. I haven’t seen Preston in years, and even if it means never setting foot in Arizona again, I never will. But this isn’t even about him. This is about me. I might be good with my fantasies and stories most of the time, but they can only get a girl so far. While everyone around me has been having the college experiences of their dreams, I’ve been stuck in neutral, unable to make my desires my reality. When getting off used to be easy, I could pretend I didn’t care, but now?


Now I think I’m going to scream if I don’t orgasm. Fuck Preston Biller. Fuck the love I thought we shared. I draw my legs up, hugging them to my chest through the blanket. “I hate being broken. I can’t do this anymore.”


“Don’t say that.” Mia takes my hand. Our manicures match. We went to the fancy nail salon at the Moorbridge mall yesterday. Hers are bright green with black tips and little ghost stickers, and mine are white with orange tips and pumpkin stickers. Perfect for October, which starts in a few days. She squeezes reassuringly. “Maybe you just need to spice it up a little.”


“I’ve expanded my hot fantasy creature roster to include orcs,” I say helpfully.


She rolls her eyes. “You know what I mean. Maybe it’s time.”


A pit opens in my stomach and my heart jumps straight through. “I don’t know.”


“You’re at a huge university. Surely there’s someone here on campus who you’d like to hook up with.”


She’s not wrong; technically speaking, there are potential hookups everywhere. We go to McKee University, which has thousands of undergraduate students alone, and it’s not like guys haven’t tried to hook up with me. Usually, it’s some gross flirting that involves asking if my carpet matches the drapes, since I’m a ginger, but still. College guys don’t need a lot of encouragement with hookups; throw a wink their way and they’ll chase you all evening.


“You know it’s not about that.”


“I know,” she says gently. “But you can’t go on like this.”


She looks through my nightstand, pulling out my journal and waving it around.


“Hey,” I say, snatching it away from her. I hug the bright pink cover to my chest. “Treat her gently.”


When I first started going to Dr. Faber, she wanted me to keep a journal, and while I have three years of notebooks now, I always start it with the same list. It’s a list of everything I wish I could do with someone else in bed; everything I want—desperately—but haven’t had. Preston took away my biggest first and ruined it, so I wanted to reclaim whatever I could, to make it mine to control. Since I first wrote it, I’ve refined it, taken away some things and added others. When I started college last year, I updated The List and decided I was going to make it happen. I’d find a fuck buddy, or maybe a couple of guys, and go through The List item by item. But every time I got close, I just couldn’t pull the trigger. I retreated into my books and fantasies, no matter how hot the guy was or how nice he was acting. How could I trust a stranger? He might have been nice then, but who knows what he’d really be like, alone and in control of me.


Now, I’m well into the first semester of sophomore year, and I still have done nothing with The List. I look down at it now, running my finger over the page, full of items like oral sex, orgasm denial, and bondage. The last item on The List, vaginal sex, has always remained the same. If I do this, that’ll be the biggest hurdle. The biggest show of trust.


I glance at Mia. “What if things get fucked up all over again?”


Mia raises an eyebrow. “If you keep waiting, you’ll just make excuses.”


“You’re right, you’re right. I know you’re right.”


“Well, you must be okay, if you’re quoting When Harry Met Sally.”


We smile at each other. Mia would rather watch almost anything than a romcom, but she indulges me from time to time. Even she can’t deny Nora Ephron’s talent.


“And if you didn’t actually want to do it, I wouldn’t push.” She gets up, tightening the towel underneath her arms, and picks up her razor. “But I know you do, Pen. You deserve to have sex. Or a relationship. Or both. But it won’t happen if you keep hiding in your room with Igor. Use The List.”


“I guess I should give up thinking I’m going to get a Bella Swan situation, huh?” I try to joke.


Mia’s face stays stone-cold serious. She’s been my best friend ever since the school assigned us to be roommates last year. Dad was nervous about me being in the dorms, but I had a good feeling about it, and it has paid off in spades. Mia’s more of a friend than the people I knew in high school ever were, even before everything went down with Preston. While sometimes I resent her honesty, usually I admire it. She says what she’s thinking, regardless of who she’s talking to or where she is. If we switched places, she’d go to a party, find a guy, and cross number one off The List within an hour.


“You deserve this,” she says. “Don’t let him keep ruining your life. He’s not worth it.”


I take a deep breath.


I can go around and around in circles forever, or I can try to break the pattern. I can keep letting Preston into my life, or I can bury his memory with new experiences. I glance back down at The List. The first item, Oral Sex (Receiving), stands out in my neat handwriting.


I started it to give myself some sense of control. But what’s the use of control if I never do anything with it? What’s the use of desire if I don’t honor my own?


One item at a time. One experience at a time. I can do this.


I nod, pressing the heels of my hands against my eyes to stop the tears that are threatening to fall. “Okay.”


She lurches forward and hugs me. “Okay?”


“Okay.” I take in a big, gulping breath. My heart is racing, and my body feels all tingly, but I feel good. Steadier already. I never want to be that girl again, splayed out on the ice, caught like a butterfly pinned underneath glass. Beautiful and broken. Scrutinized by everyone I knew. My entire school and half the town saw the birthmark I have next to my bellybutton, and whenever I think about that for more than half a second, I need to work hard at staying in the moment.


I’m sick of it being the end of the story. I’m not sixteen anymore. I’m an adult, and I deserve to be in control. The fantasies I have and the stories I write only go so far. Mia’s right. If I’m going to have the future I want, I need to take the risk.


I pull away from her embrace and sit up straighter. “I don’t want to be scared anymore.”


Mia gives me her biggest, rarest smile as she tucks her hair behind her ear. “You’re so badass. Think of it as research for your book.”


When she goes, shutting the door behind her, I dart off the bed and scoop Igor up. I don’t feel badass, but I definitely feel better, and that’s going to have to do for the moment. I need to clean him, and it’s not like I’m going to get off now, so I just shimmy into clothes and run a comb through my hair, then shove my laptop and chemistry notebook into my bag.


I check my phone for the time. I’d planned to go to The Purple Kettle early to write for a few minutes before Dad meets me for our weekly coffee date; since the semester kicked into gear, my half-written novel has been languishing on my laptop like a forgotten houseplant. Now, though, I’ll be lucky if I make it on time. Listening to him grouse about his hockey team will be a distraction, at least. I’m the reason he works here instead of Arizona State, and since going to the games gives me hives, this is the best I can do.
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PENNY


I PICK UP MY DRINKS from the counter and thank the barista, Will, who nods at me before moving on to the next patron. I don’t know all of Mia’s coworkers, but he’s one of the few she talks about without distaste. Usually, the boyish vibe bothers her—she prefers a partner whose hand won’t shake when it goes up her shirt—but I think he reminds her of her many siblings and cousins.


I take a fortifying sip of my drink, a pumpkin chai, as I walk out of the student center and into the chilly air. I might’ve grown up on the ice, being a former figure skater with a hockey coach for a father, but I still prefer the warmth to the cold. When I’m skating, at least my blood is pumping. Standing at the edge of the quad, looking at the maples with leaves just beginning to turn, means that the cold is running straight through my jacket.


“Penelope.”


I turn with a smile as my dad approaches. He pulls me into a hug, careful not to spill the drinks, then takes his black coffee. “Thanks, bug.”


His nickname for me, which hasn’t changed since I was four, makes my smile widen. Maybe some people wouldn’t want to go to college at the same place their dad works, but I’m grateful to be able to see him like this whenever I want. It’s been the two of us ever since Mom passed, so I try not to take his presence for granted. The fact we even have a weekly coffee date is a miracle, considering the mess I made of things at sixteen and how distant we were before that. Our relationship isn’t the same as it was when I was younger, even years after Mom’s death and everything that happened with Preston, but he’s trying, so I’m trying.


I just wish this was happening at Arizona State instead of McKee.


“How are you?” he asks as we walk along the edge of the quad. The cold has never bothered him; he’s in a lightweight jacket with McKee’s logo over the chest, although his nose, broken when he played hockey and crooked as a result, is bright red. “Did you do well on that microbiology exam?”


“Um, okay?” I fiddle with the lid of my cup. What I’d like to say is that I don’t give a crap about becoming a physical therapist like he thinks I should, but I don’t, because that will just lead to a conversation that I’m not ready to have. You don’t come to my dad with wishes—just with plans, with concrete steps. Telling him I want to change my major, and oh, maybe write smutty romance novels for a living, would lead nowhere. “I mean, I thought I did well. Mia helped me study.”


“And how’s Mia?”


I think of the Igor situation and hold back a wince. I need to make it up to her. “She’s good.”


“Good.” He takes a sip of his coffee. “Hey, bug. I’m sending one of the guys to help you out at the rink.”


A couple of afternoons a week, I work at the skating rink in town, helping with the lessons. Since I can’t skate competitively anymore, it’s a way to keep myself on the ice—and not McKee’s, because I’d rather give up my favorite pair of Riedells than run into Dad’s players. I make a face at him as I sip my chai. The guys stay away because they know I’m their coach’s daughter, but I’ve heard enough about them to be able to picture each one in my mind. Like most of the male athletes on campus, they think their athletic prowess means every girl should count herself lucky to have even half a second of their attention. Hopefully it’s not Callahan. I’m surprised the ice doesn’t crack from the weight of his ego every time he steps on it.


“Someone from the team? Who?”


He scratches at the back of his neck, shaking his head slightly. “Callahan.”


Crap.


“Cooper Callahan? Seriously?”


Cooper is the most talented player on McKee’s men’s hockey team, and if Mia’s sources are correct, at yesterday’s exhibition game against UConn, he got into a fight. From the highlights I haven’t been able to avoid, I’ve seen that he practically flies down the ice when he skates, throwing himself in front of the puck to defend the net, gritting it out every single game. He’s almost ready for the NHL, but according to my dad, he didn’t enter the draft when he was eligible, which means he’s at McKee for the duration of his college career.


It also means he’s not supposed to fight. They don’t do that in college the way they do in the NHL, and he should know better. It’s laughable to think of such a rough guy trying to teach little kids how to ice skate.


“He needs to curb his frustrations,” Dad says. “I don’t know what’s wrong with him, but he’s letting himself get distracted. I thought last season was in the past, but now. . . Maybe if he spends some time with these kids, remembering why he fell in love with the game in the first place, he’ll refocus.”


“You know him, right? He’s an arrogant player, Dad.”


He just raises an eyebrow. “He’s helping you, Pen. He’ll be at the rink tomorrow, so make him feel welcome.”


When my father decides something, it’s nearly impossible to change his mind, so I just sigh. “Fine. But if it doesn’t work out, it’s not on me.”


“No,” he agrees. “It’s on him. He knows it’s this or getting benched the next time he can’t control himself.”


My heart twinges slightly. Just a teeny bit. Say what you want about hockey players—and believe me, I have plenty to say—but their whole lives revolve around the game. Cooper might have a lot of fun off the ice, if the stories are to be believed, but being benched would be an immense blow.


When I skated competitively for the last time, I felt my heart break, and even years later, it hasn’t completely healed.


“That’s harsh.”


Dad rubs at his nose. “He needs to stay focused on his future. Just like you, bug. Tell me how the microbiology exam really went.”
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COOPER


THE NEXT MORNING, I drag myself out of bed before daybreak and get ready for my workout. When James moved out, Izzy moved in, and because we can be nice big brothers when we want to be, Sebastian and I gave her the room with an ensuite. That means I’m still sharing a bathroom with Seb, who graciously ignores when I leave towels on the floor, so in return, I try not to grumble too much about his extra-long showers. We’re used to it; even though we’re not actually twins, our parents act like we are. We’ve been attached at the hip ever since Seb’s parents—his dad was my dad’s best friend growing up—passed in a car accident. Seb came into our family when we were both eleven. James and I defended him in a fight his first week at his new school, and the rest was history.


I don’t bother knocking on the bathroom door. It’s barely five in the morning and Izzy is on her own schedule with her volleyball teammates; she has an away game today. Seb sometimes joins me at the gym, but he’s on a lighter workout schedule because it’s his off-season, so I’ll be heading out alone. I yawn as I try to will away my headache. Why did I choose to get into Izzy’s wine stash last night? Wine always makes my fucking head pound. I should have sulked with a six-pack instead.


The moment I push open the door, rubbing the sleep from my eyes, a shriek fills my ears.


“What are you doing?” someone demands.


I hit the light switch, squinting as the overhead light illuminates the small room. There’s a girl in my bathroom. A very naked girl in my bathroom. She shrieks again, grabbing the nearest towel off a hook. I clap my hand over my eyes, backing away.


“Who are you?” I demand.


“Sebastian said no one else would be up!”


I groan. “You hooked up with him?”


“I’m wearing the towel,” she says, sounding much more collected. “You don’t have to cover your eyes anymore.”


I slowly drop my hand. Now that I can look at her without being an accidental pervert, I see that she’s smoking hot, even halfway through washing away the remnants of last night’s makeup. There are pink streaks running through her dark hair, and tattoos cover half of her right arm. I wouldn’t have taken her for Sebby’s type, but he’s been on a hot streak since the summer. So annoying. Sure, he went out last night, probably to Lark’s or a dorm party, and I was stuck at home stewing over my new role as pee wee skating instructor. “Sorry. I just wasn’t expecting anyone to be up.”


Seb appears at my shoulder, a sleepy expression on his face and, to my satisfaction, some dried drool next to his mouth. “Is everything okay?”


I scowl. “Dude. You’re supposed to tell me when you have a girl over.”


He has the decency to blush. “You were already asleep when we came in. I texted.”


Crap. My phone is still on my nightstand, charging because I forgot to plug it in last night. After Coach let me go, I went straight home and played Dark Souls until I passed out. “Still. Knock on my door or something next time.”


“Nice tattoo,” the girl says, gesturing to the piece on my upper arm. “Is that Andúril?”


“Lord of the Rings fan?”


“I was obsessed with it as a kid.”


Sebastian pokes me in the back and says, “Coop, Vanessa is a huge Zeppelin fan. She has a classic rock show at McKee’s radio station.”


I lean against the frame of the door more firmly, crossing my arms over my chest so she’s drawn to my pecs. The tattoo over my heart isn’t Lord of the Rings related; it’s the Celtic knot, same as my brothers’, but if she likes tattoos, maybe we can keep this conversation going. She’s not my type, but at this point, I’ll take anything. “Clearly you have good taste.”


She laughs shortly, running her hand through her hair. “Um, yeah. Well, I should go.”


“Why don’t you stay for breakfast?” Seb says. “I know it’s early, but I can run out for coffee while you and Cooper exchange tattoo stories.”


She looks me over, but unfortunately, without an ounce of heat in her expression. “Sorry, but I don’t get involved with brothers. Or athletes, usually. You were a fun exception, Sebastian.” She brushes past me and gives Seb a kiss on the cheek. “See you around, Callahan boys.”


She disappears into Seb’s room. He shrugs, giving me an apologetic look.


“Sorry. I tried my best.”


Annoyance rumbles through me. “I don’t need you to find hookups for me.”


“That wasn’t it,” he says. “I thought you might actually get along.”


“After you fucked her? Gee, thanks.” I go to the sink and splash water on my face. “I wasn’t in the mood for your sloppy seconds, anyway.”


“What’s the matter?” he asks. “She’s a nice girl.”


I huff out a breath. “Sorry. I’ve just been so—fuck, I don’t know.”


Seb’s voice is as dry as the desert. “In need of a lay?”


“I swear, Izzy cursed me last spring. My hookup game hasn’t been the same since Bex’s gallery show.” Or my hockey game. Maybe my mistakes on the ice are throwing me off-balance when it comes to my sex life. Or maybe my nonexistent sex life has led to the sloppy play. Whatever it is, I need to figure it out, especially since I have the chance to become team captain. Even if I play along with Coach’s demands, if I’m playing like shit, he’s not going to put me in charge of the team.


He just raises an eyebrow. “Tell me you don’t actually believe that.”


“You’re the least superstitious baseball player I’ve ever met,” I grumble. “I’ll talk to you later; I need to go work out.”


He looks like he wants to keep talking, but I clap him on the shoulder before pushing him into the hallway. “Tell Izzy I said good luck on her game today.”


I WIPE a towel over my sweaty face as I lean against the gym wall. Throughout my workout, I’ve been struggling not to hurl all over the floor. Depressingly, I look better than Evan, who has gone through the motions of his routine with all the energy of a zombie. When he saw me earlier, he tried to apologize, but it’s not his fault I punched that guy. Coach is right, I should have just put pressure on him next game, tried to get him to make a mistake on the ice, instead of going after him directly. There are ways to make a message clear in hockey that don’t involve fists, but I just couldn’t remember any of them. Maybe I didn’t want to. Letting my temper boil over into violence felt like a great idea at the time.


I pause my music and cross the gym. He’s just settling in at the bench press, but he needs a spotter. “Hey, Evan.”


He pulls out one of his ear buds. “Hey.”


“Need a spotter?”


His voice is thick as he responds. “Yeah, thanks.”


I get into position, watching as he adjusts the weight before settling on his back and planting his feet firmly on the floor. He’s a little on the small side for a defenseman, so he’s been trying to bulk up. We’ve been a defensive pair since our first season together. He deserves for hockey to be a happy distraction for him right now, rather than a burden.


I clear my throat after he gets a couple of reps in. “Look, man. You don’t have to worry about what happened yesterday. I deserved it.”


His brown eyes are swimming in tears. Fuck. His mother had been sick for as long as I’ve known him, but I know that just makes it worse in some ways. “At least you didn’t get suspended.”


I take the bar from him as he rests for a few beats, wiping the sweat from his face. “That dude’s an ass. He needed someone to shut him up.”


He sits up, looking around before ducking in closer. “Jean said that Coach wants to make you captain, but last night might’ve fucked it up.”


I bite the inside of my cheek. “I’m figuring out a way to make it happen.”


“You know Brandon wants it too.”


“Yeah, well, Brandon’s not a leader. Coach will see that.”


Evan settles back into position. “He’s a senior.”


I look across the room, where Brandon and a couple of other seniors on the team stand around talking. Brandon’s a good hockey player, but he’s not great. There’s a reason he didn’t declare for the draft, and why his post-graduate plans include working at his father’s investment firm instead of continuing to pursue hockey. Making it a profession isn’t for everyone, but it’s all I want. All I’ve dreamt about since I was a little kid is playing for the NHL. Being part of a rare brotherhood, no matter what team I’m on. I want to feel the rush of the game for as long as my body will let me. He shouldn’t be captain. I should. I’m talented, the guys listen to me, and I work my ass off to get better each game.


I force myself to pay attention to Evan instead, in case he slips, but my mind is going in a million different directions. It’s ironic, because losing my cool on the ice led to this mess in the first place, but I wish I had the game to sharpen my focus and release some of the pressure I can’t seem to dislodge from my chest. The workout hasn’t helped; maybe I should go for a run. What I’d really like to do is find a hookup. Nothing gets me out of my head faster than a pretty girl wrapping her hand—or even better, her lips—around my dick.


“Yeah, well, I worked out something with Coach,” I say. “I’m doing some volunteer work for him, to help prove I’m ready to be captain.”


“That’s great.”


“Yeah.” I don’t bother explaining that it’s basically glorified babysitting.


When Evan wraps up, I check my phone. There’s a missed video call from my father, so I call him back, slipping out of the gym to the hallway.


When he picks up the call, his face is as red as mine must be. He swipes his forearm across his face, pushing back the dark, silver-threaded hair sticking to his forehead. Even through my phone screen, I can see the coloring of his eyes. A clear blue, the same shade as mine and my siblings’, minus Sebastian.


I’m not looking forward to seeing them cloud with disappointment, but whatever. I’m used to it. If he’s calling, it’s because he knows what happened yesterday.


“What’s up?” he asks.


“Where are you?”


“At James’. Bex needed help with something in her studio, and he’s already in London for the game against the Saints. Glad that when I played, we didn’t have games on other continents.”


“You drove all the way to Philly?”


“Hey, Coop!” I hear Bex call in the background.


“Your mother came too, but you just missed her. She ran out to get breakfast. You okay, son?”


I resist the urge to shake my head. Last spring, Dad didn’t even want James and Bex to be together. Now, apparently, he loves her enough to help her set up her photography studio? Of course. Even when James messes up, Dad can never stay mad for long. James lost his championship game for Bex, and now he and Mom are already calling her their daughter-in-law, even though they’re just engaged and aren’t planning the wedding yet.


“Fine.” I clear my throat, forcing back the wave of emotion rushing through me. “I, um, had an exhibition game yesterday.”


Dad sits down in what looks like an armchair, heaving a sigh. “Did you get suspended from the next game?”


I was right; he knows about it. I’m not sure how, but he always knows about my fuckups before I have a chance to tell him myself.


“He deserved it, sir. I was defending a teammate.”


He just raises an eyebrow, leaving me to either deal with the awkward silence or babble on about the details. I choose to endure the silence, waiting for him to break first. He doesn’t agree with the NCAA’s no-fighting rule, but that doesn’t mean he’s not pissed that I fucked up in the same way twice now. To Richard Callahan, mistakes are a one-time thing, and making the same one twice is stupidity.


“That’s a shame,” he says eventually. He doesn’t sound angry, just resigned. Like even this conversation is a burden he’s not interested in continuing. “The team will suffer without you on the ice.”


“Coach managed to keep me eligible for the season opener, actually.” I drag my teeth over my lower lip. “But he’s making me do this volunteer thing. He thinks it’s going to help me focus.”


He raises an eyebrow. “I’ve always admired Coach Ryder.”


I drop my gaze to the floor, rubbing the toe of my sneaker over a scuff mark. “He says if I can clean up my act and get back to playing well. . . he might make me captain.” I lift my head at the last part; I can’t help it.


I don’t know what I’m expecting. Congratulations? Pride? An “atta boy,” like I’m a freakin’ golden retriever?


Instead, I get a frown. “Interesting.” He sighs again. “I can’t say I’m surprised this happened again, Cooper. It’s not the first time you’ve let your temper get the best of you. I’ve always wondered if hockey brings out the worst of your personality.”


“Says the man who played a tackle sport professionally.” My voice sharpens like an ice pick as frustration floods through me. “It’s not hockey. I’m not—”


“Please,” he interrupts, his voice just as pointed.


I should hang up; I know I should—but I can’t make myself do it. I’m not expecting an apology from him, but maybe he feels a little bad, and I’ll be able to see it in his eyes.


“What are you doing?” he asks, eventually. “For the volunteering?”


“Teaching local kids to skate.”


“That doesn’t sound too bad. How old are they?”


“Seven? Eight? I don’t even know.”


“You were that age once, learning how to handle yourself on the ice.”


I wait for him to go on, but of course he doesn’t. He doesn’t like to skirt too close to the topic of Uncle Blake, even casually. Uncle Blake might be my father’s younger brother and the one who introduced me to hockey, but because he’s been in and out of our lives for years, struggling with addiction, Dad keeps him at arm’s length. It’s shitty, but fighting with him about it leads nowhere. “I guess.”


“This seems like a good thing. Maybe it’ll help you learn some patience.”


“I’m sure that’s his plan.”


He surprises me by laughing. “You don’t need to sound so put out about it. He’s just being a good coach.”


“I guess.”


“You know how you got here, and you need to deal with it.”


I barely resist the urge to tell him that if he was talking to James, he’d at least try to be helpful. He got him to McKee after everything that went down at LSU, after all. “I know that.”


“Let me know how it goes. We’re still planning on coming up for the UMass game.”


“The one we’re hosting, I hope.”


“Of course.” I hear a door open and close. My mom, probably, back with breakfast. “I’ve got to run, but keep your nose clean, son.”


He hangs up before I can manage a goodbye.


I didn’t really expect anything else from that conversation, but it still makes my heart sink in my chest like I dropped it in quicksand. I shove my phone into my pocket, dragging my hand over my face. It’s not that I wanted him to get me out of the volunteering or expected him to celebrate me losing my temper, but having his support in something would be nice.


Maybe by the time we have the UMass game, he’ll see the ‘C’ on my jersey. That would be proof of my commitment to the sport that he can’t ignore. Proof that even if he wishes I chose to carry on the family legacy like James, instead of following in the footsteps of the brother he gave up on long ago, I’m building the future I want for myself.
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PENNY


“AND REMEMBER that your exam will be next Wednesday,” my chemistry professor says as she erases the whiteboard. “I’m hoping to see an improvement from the last exam for many of you.”


I shove my books into my tote bag and sling it over my shoulder, hiding the face I make behind my scarf. Words cannot express how little I care about this class. It barely makes sense, even though I go to all the extra tutoring offered by the TA, and the exams are brutal. I’d rather pull my own fingernails out than sit through another 100-question exam, knowing that the result will be the same no matter how hard I study. Dad got on me about microbiology, but I’m doing even worse in chemistry.


Maybe if I fail everything this semester, it will be enough of a signal to him that I can’t do this. I’ve tried because it’s what he wants for me—even if he’s holding on to a half-formed dream I had when I was sixteen, trying to make sense of the demise of my figure skating career—but if I can’t make it through undergraduate science classes, how in the world will I be able to do this for work?


I walk out of the building, tugging my scarf around my neck tightly. Leaves crunch underneath my ankle boots as I walk back to the center of campus. There are so many hills on campus—a sick design flaw, if you ask me—that my knee is aching by the time I reach the student center. I reach down, rubbing it through my jeans, feeling the surgery-smooth scar. Like every figure skater, I had my fair share of injuries, but my last one, my knee, never quite healed as neatly as the doctors hoped. When it’s cold like this, the air seeping through my clothes, it makes my body even stiffer.


I spot Mia waiting at a bench outside The Purple Kettle. I’m not sure how, but she pulls off black matte lipstick like it’s casual. Throw in the leather jacket and thigh-high boots, and it’s no wonder nearly every guy who walks by glances at her twice. When she sees me, she hurries over and wraps me up in a hug; our cold cheeks press together. She pulls back, studying the pout on my face. Mia’s got the gift of a resting bitch face, but I’ve never been able to mask my emotions.
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